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Falling in love with each other was unlikely.
Surviving their adventure was doubtful.
Living without each other: impossible.


To everyone else, it may look like she’s leaving for college, but for Addie Battes, it is the beginning of another adventure. She and her kidnapper Charlie Hays have found a way to be together and eluded authorities. Yet fairytale romances aside; life isn’t easy with schoolwork, roommates, and meddling FBI agents. And balancing acts threaten to fall when violent competitors rise up to put Charlie and the guys out of business.


Addie soon realizes that keeping her relationship with Charlie a secret is the least of her problems, especially with Charlie’s growing suspicions and jealousies. When misunderstandings surface, Addie’s worst fears come to fruition. Desperate and alone, she is faced with a choice: try to find her own happy ending, or fight to make Charlie a part of hers.
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   This one is for the readers. The threats to write this book were both encouraging and frightening. Thanks guys.
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   Oh, beware, my lord, of jealousy!
 
   It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock
 
   The meat it feeds on. That cuckold lives in bliss
 
   Who, certain of his fate, loves not his wronger,
 
   But, oh, what damnèd minutes tells he o'er
 
   Who dotes, yet doubts—suspects, yet soundly loves (Othello-III. III. 170-175)
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: _Toc368579712]Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6][bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8][bookmark: OLE_LINK9]Did you know that weeping willows have healing properties?
 
   At night, they are particularly beautiful, creating shadows when the moon is nearly full and making the entire arboretum look haunted and mysterious. Often, after a storm, the heavy branches will tease the face of the fish pond, creating fantastic ripples like miniature waves in the sea. If the weather is decent, I would sometimes crawl up the roots of the largest willow, and while leaning against the sturdy trunk, I’d try to make out particular images in the wrinkled swell.
 
   When Charlie first suggested we meet here, I was beyond reluctant. Other than the fact that the arboretum closed at dusk, and we were breaking and entering, it felt strange to go back to a place that had been such a staple of my childhood. Mom frequently took Robbie and me there in lieu of teaching science or history from a textbook. I’d look at the Reeves-Reed estate house and daydream about fairies and princesses instead of listening to stories about the Lenni Lenape Native Americans or photosynthesis. She probably knew I hadn’t been paying attention, but now I regret not listening to Mom more, not asking her more questions when I had the opportunity.
 
   I’d like to think she’d like Charlie. I want to think that she’d approve of our relationship and maybe even excuse our daily misdemeanors. But the frustration is that I’ll never know. 
 
   Now that we came so frequently, my attitude was evolving. The first few times Charlie had jumped the stone wall—pulling me over with him—I felt a bell of moral ineptitude going off in my head, telling me there is a reason the deer gates automatically stop opening to its visitors at dusk.
 
   “You know I can probably find a way around that.” Charlie laughed as I tried to scale the stone wall by myself.   
 
   He planted his hands around my waist while I made my way off the other side of the wall. Charlie’s grip didn’t relinquish. In fact, instead of releasing me, he pulled me closer and secured the bomber hat on my head.
 
   “No thanks. It’s bad enough we’re breaking and entering. Don’t go and make it worse by doing something to the security fence, okay? Please?”
 
   We began our usual walk along the pedestrian path. And although it was overcast tonight, without a moon, we both knew the trails well enough that a small flashlight provided an adequate amount of illumination. 
 
   In the dark I heard him laugh. “It ain’t breaking and entering if it’s city property. ‘Sides, I’d just be reversing the outlets for the gate. It wouldn’t hurt nothing.”
 
   “Until someone realizes that people have been sneaking in here these last couple of weeks. What if they install security cameras?”
 
   Charlie laughed freely and closed his entire hand in mine. I rubbed my fingers against the calluses of his palm, amazed that his bare hands were still so warm in late November.
 
   “Nobody is gonna know you in that ridiculous hat.” 
 
   “It isn’t me being recognized that I’m worried about.” I nudged his elbow with my arm, trying not to think about the possibility of security cameras or the state police being called when they saw Charlie breaking onto taxpayer property.
 
   He scoffed. “You should be. What’s your school gonna think if you get caught out here with me? You could lose your scholarship or something.”
 
   I tangled my arm around his and tried to ignore the chill in the air. Though I couldn’t see beyond the scope of the flashlight, my eyes adjusted to the dark easily. Wearing my favorite white mittens, I traced the outline of the red oaks and the European breech, naked now except for a few straggling leaves. Those first fallen leaves danced around my sneakers and along the trail to the greenhouse. Like something flimsy, they crunched beneath Charlie’s feet noisily and scattered to the wind.
 
   “My scholarship is academic; as long as my grades stay, I stay. So please don’t worry about stuff like that.”
 
   I felt his eyes on me, skeptical as always when I encouraged him not to worry. “Think of it this way,” I offered “If I could sneak out of my house every night without my Dad being suspicious,” I pinched my fingers together in his face for emphasis. “Then I think I could deal with the academic counsel.”
 
   I was lying, of course, but I hoped to alleviate Charlie’s anxieties anyway. Since he had returned to me and promised to stay, things moved more quickly than I would have liked. My sudden change in disposition was helpful when Robbie was re-deployed to Iraq. Dad was glad to see me ‘back on my feet.’ Though he blamed my happy attitude completely on my acceptance to Sonoma State University and the University of San Francisco, and frankly, I was okay to let him think that. I detested lying to Dad, but I tried to reason that I was leaning less towards a lie and slightly closer to some kind of half-truth. I knew applying to colleges so close to where I was found was risky, but since living on campus was mandatory for most undergraduates, if there was any suspicion, me living in a dorm could drown it out.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK10][bookmark: OLE_LINK11]I also thought acceptance to some prestigious universities might make Dad okay with me living so far away from home. Plus, with Sonoma State being less than an hour from Ben and Elise’s house, I knew I would never have to be far from Charlie.
 
   His hearty laugh echoed on the path. I tried not to laugh along with him, though it was almost irresistible not to smile when he did. “I think that says more ‘bout the police work around here than your abilities as a liar.” Though I could hear the mockery in his voice, it was clear it wasn’t meant for me.
 
   I rolled my eyes and tried to focus the topic. “I’ll have you know that I have become an accomplished artist in the lying sub-genre. If I ever got caught sneaking in here, I have a bunch of lies saved up that are completely believable.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” I felt Charlie grin in the dark, and reached out to his face for confirmation.
 
   “I’ll say I’m collecting samples for my horticulture class. I could say I’m star-gazing, or I’m looking for a lost dog. Maybe I was here earlier today and lost something important I can’t live without…”
 
   I could hear myself trailing off as I explained my list. Though Charlie might not have wanted to admit it, I had become something of a success as a liar. All of my half-truths could be added or multiplied to equal whole lies, and I could only deny that so much. Deceiving Dad about exactly why I wanted to go to SSU and letting him believe my strange, budding happiness was the fluctuating emotion of an excited teenager was okay because it was keeping him safe. While my safety was secured with Charlie, I didn’t know how Ben and the others would feel about my Dad being let in on the criminal aspects of our lives and if they would feel the need to intervene. 
 
   Again, I wished Mom was around. Dad’s conservative attitude probably wouldn’t give way to any emotion I could express. And even if I could find a way to at least tell Dad that I was in love with Charlie, he would certainly want to meet him, and when they did, Dad would almost definitely recognize him. Would Dad panic and alert the authorities? Lock me up in a nut-house? Though by no means violent, what if Dad tried to take on Charlie by himself? I knew I couldn’t risk it. I would have to live with my fuzzy logic for a while longer. Maybe if I could show Dad that I could live alongside the guys while keeping my grades up, then it would be easier to convince him that Charlie and I had a genuine relationship.   
 
   As we reached the large sugar maple, Charlie untangled himself from me and jumped up on a root that emerged from the ground. I wrapped my arms around myself, missing his warmth, though I was too prideful to admit it.
 
   “You might be good at it, but you hate it about as much as anything else.” After finally testing all the roots, he sat on the same one he always chose.
 
   “I’d hate losing you more,” I confessed.
 
   Charlie glanced up at me through his perfect eyelashes. He was making very deliberate movements as he reached for something in his jacket pocket. I didn’t need the flashlight to see what he was doing.
 
   I lunged for him and seated myself in his lap, reaching in the empty air for the cigarette. “No!” I laughed despite my scolding, noticing how easily he gave way and allowed me to lean into him. 
 
   “It’s the only one I’ve had all day!” When he was this close, I could see his grin and every scar, both faded and fresh, that I had memorized. I was so very glad to be there suddenly, and so very amazed at how he could make me forget my troubles. 
 
   “So if you wait a few hours longer, then you went an entire day without one.” 
 
   Reluctantly, he handed the cigarette to me, bracing his arm around me as he did so. Though he rolled his eyes, his smile didn’t falter. After I put the cigarette in my own jacket pocket, I made sure to close it completely, having been pick-pocketed by Charlie and his good intentions before.
 
   “You shouldn’t have to lie for me.” His grip around me tightened. Since he turned the flashlight off, I was afraid he was frowning in the dark.
 
   “I don’t think of it that way. Besides, it’s only temporary. Once Dad sees that—”
 
   “That what? That the idiot who kidnapped you, stole you again, and made you an accomplice to a bunch of criminals, still calls you his? Something tells me that you being on the honor roll ain’t gonna change him wanting to string me up.”
 
   I touched the tips of his fingers. Since he had all but quit smoking, he had taking to biting his nails when his anxieties were at their highest. “It’ll be okay, Charlie. Things just have to cool off and adjust. It’ll be difficult enough for Dad with Robbie and me both out of the house. Give him a little while before I introduce the idea of me dating, at least? Dad and Robbie both need that. I don’t mean to sound self-centered, but I am the main girl in their lives.”
 
   “Small steps, huh?” Charlie sighed as he slid his fingers up my wrist and brought it to his mouth. Right where my pulse throbbed, he laid a quick, feather-like kiss, making my heart quake with a throbbing sensation.
 
   I counted to ten and reminded myself to breathe. “Exactly.”
 
   “What about that busybody cop, then?” Charlie practically spat the words.
 
   I knew this was coming. I had felt the tension coming since Dad started inviting Agent Harpsten over for dinner on a semi-regular basis. Being assigned to the mystery that was my kidnapping case, Harpsten kept Dad updated on the latest on statistics of missing teenage girls and possible leads. More frequently, though, they talked about fantasy football, the stock market, and golf. I was grateful since Agent Harpsten seemed to provide Dad with something I couldn’t.
 
   I shrugged. “I have to be nice to him. He wrote me a really great recommendation to the political science advisor at SSU.”  
 
   He hesitated, but released my wrist and enclosed his arms around me. “I don’t like it.”
 
   I laughed at his pout. “Adam isn’t so bad. He doesn’t really ask questions about California anymore. I don’t think he’s even filed a report in a few weeks.”
 
   “That ain’t what I mean.” He pressed against me, and I was afraid I might have to brace for impact. “He’s been hanging around you an awful lot lately—”
 
   “They transferred him to the Newark office, and he doesn’t have anyone around here. Since they promoted him from probationary to special agent, he’s eager to ‘solve my case.’” I laughed as I waved with the air quotes, failing to realize right away that Charlie couldn’t see them in my mittens.
 
   “He’s real eager, all right,” Charlie scoffed, but I bit the inside of my lip. I could hear the anger in his voice rising without any steadiness. This anger was abrupt and harsh, ragged with that edge that always made me conscious of him. “People go missing every day. You’re too smart to think that he comes over all the time just to ask you about me.”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK12][bookmark: OLE_LINK13]I turned back to him and jammed my shoulder into his chest. “I don’t let things slip out, okay? You know you don’t have to worry about me talking to the police, right?”
 
   “If you went running off to the cops right now, I wouldn’t blame you. But there ain’t no reason why that Fed has gotta be around all the time.”
 
   “My Dad likes him. Maybe it’s good for him to have another son-like figure around. And when I leave, I don’t want him to be lonely.”
 
   “I hate that guy,” he said abruptly. “I hate the way he looks at you.”
 
   He was being petty and I wanted to scold him for it, but I was too focused with using his hands to warm mine. “Who cares as long as he doesn’t know who you are? As long as no one in law enforcement knows who you are? Or who I am to you?”
 
   “He wants you and I hate it, Addie.”
 
   I looked up at him and smiled. “I think you’re wrong about that, Charlie. And even if you’re not—who cares? Let him want me—he’s not going to get me.”
 
   I hopped off the root and began wandering on the path towards the greenhouse. Without hesitation, Charlie stood and followed. I could feel his brooding behind me as his heavy steps silently caught up to me. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Addie.” I stopped as Charlie took my elbow. He sighed into the crook of my neck and rested his head into my shoulder. “All this waiting is just making me crazy.”
 
   “Waiting for what?” 
 
   “For t-that day when you figure out how bad I am for ya. Or maybe when you get bored with me.”
 
   I twisted his wrist at an unnatural angle. “You big jerk! Don’t you know you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me? If it wasn’t for you, I think I’d have my nose stuck in a book for the rest of my life. And I could never be bored with you.” I began to laugh and was glad to see him crack a smile at my dramatic imitation.
 
   “Honestly, Charlie, bored?” I turned and watched his expression change. “What a terrible word.”
 
   Despite my consolation efforts, I cringed. The closer the day came to me leaving for school, the more anxious Charlie was about one thing or another. First it was the logistics of the situation. For example, while I originally opted to live on campus, Elise threw a fit at the idea, insisting that I stay at the house and keep her company amongst the miscreants. And while I didn’t particularly enjoy the idea of being indebted to Ben and Elise, Charlie was hell-bent on providing the payment for a dormitory, which I also didn’t want.
 
   Given the unspoken ultimatum however, I signed up for a dormitory anyway, doing my best to convince Charlie and Elise that it would provide the look of normalcy, and because neither of them wanted to hear that it was actually mandatory. For awhile I thought his fears were relieved, but he often found new things to fret about: how I might commute, my class schedule, the time difference…then I wondered if maybe these ‘fears’ were just a token excuse for something else. Charlie seemed to be perpetually worried that I would leave him, that I would flake out on him at any given moment. However, it was only now starting to occur to me that maybe I should be the worried one.
 
   “You do still want me to come out, right?”
 
   He squeezed me tighter until the air was expelled from me; something he did that was startling but at no time unpleasant. “I’ve never wanted anything as bad as I want you.” 
 
   “Then what is it, really?”
 
   “What happens when you get out there and you hate it? I could put up with a lot, Addie, but if you decide you hate me for making you come out there, I’ll hate myself a lot worse.”
 
   I circled back around and slid off his lap, taking refuge on the root beside him. “This is what I want, Charlie. You are what I want.”
 
   I felt his fingers clumsily reaching for my pocket. It was hard to tell if he was letting go intentionally, or if I was just getting better at detecting his tricks, but I loved the grin that grew on his face when I batted his hand away. 
 
   Charlie shook his head. I watched as large puffs of breath emerged from his lips. “I’m losin’ my touch.”
 
   Before he could respond, I fixed my lips to his own, excited that I could hold onto something that was both humbling and essential at the same time. After a second, I felt him deepen the kiss, taking my face in his hands and electrifying me with the shocking temperature difference of our bodies. 
 
   When we finally did part, I rested my head against his shoulder and double-checked the security of the cigarette. Sure enough, it was gone. 
 
   I huffed out the words, barely capable of breathing through my laughter. “I beg to differ.”   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368579713]Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   It took longer to get to the airport than it should have. Dad was driving unbearably slow. Then when we got there, he insisted on going through my supply checklist for the seventeenth time.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t need anything else?”
 
   “Just my laptop, some clothes, and the shoes on my feet.”
 
   Dad shifted the weight of my duffle bag from shoulder to shoulder. I saw his eyes wandering around the crowded terminal and the many unfamiliar faces that moved around escalators and corridors. In the moment, I felt bad for him. He reminded me of the same protective parent he was when Robbie and I were too young to go places by ourselves or understand why we shouldn’t talk to strangers. But as long as ‘they’ were out there, these mysterious, evil people who I couldn’t remember and had taken me away in a split second, he might always be wary of the world. Would Dad always be looking into the faces of strangers and wondering if they had been the ones who had abducted me? Would he constantly be on the lookout for Charlie? 
 
   “You will call me when you land?”
 
   “Yes, Dad.”
 
   “Do you have your phone?”
 
   “Phone? Phone? What in the world is a phone?”
 
   “Addie!”
 
   “Yes, Father. Calm down, I do, in fact, have my telecommunication device.”
 
   “And who is this person picking you up?”
 
   “Elise, Dad. A friend of mine, remember? You talked to her on the phone a couple of times…” I let myself fade out. Once again, I figured this wasn’t a complete lie since Elise and I were friends; I just avoided Dad’s questions about the details pertaining to that friendship.
 
   “Yeah, she seems nice.” Dad coughed into his hand. “No drinking, no drugs.”
 
   “I don’t even like wine, Dad.”
 
   “Stay focused on your studies.”
 
   “Really, Dad? Which one of your kids are you talking to right now?”
 
   “Addie, just let me pretend like I’m the parent here for a minute.”
 
   I laughed and went in for a hug; obviously, the regular coffee I had inconspicuously switched for decaf wasn’t being as effective as I’d hoped for, his nerves were as jittery as ever. “Stop worrying, Dad. Everything is good—I promise.”
 
   The familiar set of numbers that identified my flight were announced over the intercom, telling me I could now board.
 
   “If you get homesick or anything, you can come home, okay?”
 
   “Un-huh. You are aware that I’d still have to pay that $20,000, right?”
 
   “Seriously, Addie. If things get to be too much, just pick up the phone.”
 
   I still wasn’t used to seeing Dad in serious mode. But looking at it from his perspective, the last time he said good-bye to one of his kids, he almost lost the other one for good. I tried to put my own happiness aside for a second and focus on his needs. “Dad, are you going to be okay?”
 
   Dad coughed again. “Just call when you land.”
 
   “I love you, Old Man.”
 
   “You too, Missy.”
 
   I kissed him on the cheek and made a run for it—wearing what I considered my lucky sling bag as a carry on. Though it had been confiscated and run through forensics, returned, washed, and secretly thrown away by Dad, I had saved it, and it was still my favorite carrier. 
 
   I watched the cumulus clouds pass in sharp white bubbles outside of the airplane’s window. They collapsed into each other, forming puffy trestles that evaporated as the plane soared its way through the sky. The tint of the window itself prevented the sun from damaging my vision, but it also kept me from really seeing anything beyond the scope of the clouds. There were moments after take-off when I thought I saw a few birds, though at this altitude, it wasn’t very likely. And though I understood how fast the plane was probably traveling, it wasn’t nearly fast enough for my purpose. I tapped my foot against the rim of the seat in front of me as if I could ward the impatience away.
 
   The excitement made it almost impossible to read, though I did try, flipping through a National Geographic and Reader’s Digest. It was difficult to sit still without accomplishing anything, knowing all the while that I was getting that much closer to Charlie and my continuing education as a pre-law student. I reran every detail in my brain. It would have been much easier to write everything down—the pros, the cons, and every decisive possibility of our arrangement. But I knew that anything like that might be construed as potential evidence in a court of law if the very worst should happen. So I kept my thoughts to myself. I made no outline or reports like I would have done with any other major life plans, and instead just memorized my ideas, even keeping them to myself, so I wouldn’t have to agitate Charlie’s anxiety further.
 
   Only now on the plane was I beginning to feel the innate guilt of leaving home, Dad was, of course, an adult, but he hadn’t been so alone in a long time, and neither of us was unaware of that. But I’d have to leave home sometime, whether he liked it or not. Still, I promised to call a minimum of four times a week and do my best to return home for Spring break—in return, I made Dad promise to go golfing at the first sign of nice weather and at least consider taking a cooking lesson.
 
   I knew that I would have to get a job when I settled in; preferably, something on campus or under the table. I was afraid to express it to Charlie, but if something went wrong, and I had to disappear quickly, then cash would be the only way to go. The authorities might look at my meager bank statements and credit card receipts and reject the idea that I was probably involved in the mischief. I also reasoned that by accepting Charlie’s offer of tuition, it may be construed as a bribe if he were ever caught. 
 
   The airport was miserably crowded when I escaped from my flight and finally got through security. I could feel the instant temperature difference and ended up taking my sweater off, stuffing it my wheeled suitcase. Though it was almost January, I couldn’t help but notice those arriving from return flights were wearing t-shirts and the women had chosen open-toed shoes and shorter dresses. Immediately, I felt out of place by the tans and highlights. I began to count and felt around in my pocket for my phone, remembering my promise to Dad, and wanting to get it out of the way as soon as possible.
 
   Charlie wanted to meet me at my flight exit but I convinced him it would be better for him to avoid the airport altogether, considering the tides of security personnel and cameras that would be washing over an international airport would be too risky for a FBI Most Wanted drop-out. And before I could even explain over the phone, Elise volunteered to be my chauffeur.
 
   I spotted her in the parking terminal almost immediately. It was easy, as she was leaning her hand against the horn and flicking the headlights without reprieve.
 
   Laughing, I flung my duffle bag over my shoulder and waved. Several people looked at her strangely as she stuck her head out of the open driver’s side window and began to shout. 
 
   “Addie! Hi! Over here!”
 
   I cupped my hands to radiate the sound, “Yes! I see you!” 
 
   She waved me over, and I crossed the busy streets filled with taxis and beeping cars to the all-too-familiar black SUV. 
 
   “Hey, Elise, thanks so much for taking the time to do this.”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK14][bookmark: OLE_LINK15]She stepped out and closed the door behind her. “Are you kidding? I get a chance to participate in the conspiracy for a change. You think I’ll pass that up? Anyway, driving always puts Tyler to sleep straightaway. This is probably the greatest nap he’ll ever have.” She smiled that warm, bright smile that was especially hers and embraced me in a hug. I thought she was wearing a different perfume from the last time I saw her.
 
   I climbed in the backseat, eager to see the little guy. “Hello, young sir.” I plopped down my duffle bag and tossed my suitcase aside—glad to be rid of the heavy weight. Gently, I pulled at the pudgy toes that could only be shoe free in a California December.
 
   Elise sighed and pulled herself back into the car. I thought that if she didn’t have those long legs, she wouldn’t be able to drive the tall vehicle at all. “He climbs everything and anything now. When he figures out he can walk, I think I’ll have a full-fledged nervous breakdown. He must have inherited Benjamin’s need to drive me crazy.” She threw her hands in the air, exasperated.
 
   “Speaking of which,” she continued, “You’ll have to ignore the baby gates around the house.” I moved up to the passenger seat and began playing with the radio. I started laughing to myself, thinking that at this point, I’d traveled in almost every part of that vehicle. “Don’t worry, though,” she added. “We’ll take them down for the party tomorrow.”
 
   I cringed. “Party?”
 
   Elise almost swerved off of the road. “Charlie didn’t tell you?”
 
   “Elise! The road, Elise! Maybe stay in-between the dotted lines and that big white one?”
 
   She waved me away but at least, her eyes focused forward. “Those boys of ours are completely useless sometimes,” she mumbled.
 
   “Um…what party are you talking about, Elise?”
 
   “Oh, right!” She started tapping the wheel excitedly with her French tips. “We’re having a New Year’s shindig tomorrow. I can’t believe Charlie didn’t say anything—”
 
   I tried cutting her off. “Just how big is this shindig going to be, Elise?” 
 
   “Small,” she emphasized. “Very small. No more than one hundred, maybe one hundred and twenty people at the absolute most.”
 
   Elise did most of the talking on the drive back to the house. She filled me in on every detail, both major and minor about the party, and the ups-and-downs of Tyler’s first Christmas. Although I had already seen the pictures with Santa, I flipped through the photograph versions when Elise handed them to me, musing that Charlie’s sketches of the event were better. Eventually, we pulled into the marathon of a driveway after two hours of traffic and having to stop to change a crabby Tyler. At one point, he reached for my hand and I gave it to him, wincing as he promptly placed my fingers in his mouth for nibbling.
 
   “Ah, thanks, Tyler?”
 
   At the base of the garage, I could see the other two black SUVs, along with the steel blue LFA Lexis that I knew belonged to Yuri. I also saw a white industrial van with its side doors open, and a glossy orange convertible. But what stuck out the most to me was the motorcycle that had the tact of something out of a spy movie. I had never seen any of these vehicles before and just the idea of meeting so many new people so soon had my social awkwardness flared at a code red.
 
   “Good, everyone is home!” Elise still seemed enthusiastic despite the long ride. And I had to hand it to her for not complaining. “Oh damn, the fountains and chairs are here already? They aren’t supposed to be here until tomorrow morning. They better not expect me to pay the extra day for that.”
 
   She continued mumbling about the rental company as she parked, though truthfully I hadn’t been listening for the last five miles. As the fields of Healdsburg drifted into view, my excitement drove me straight into a mild state of frenzy. I naturally began doing the primary inspection for Charlie in the orchards—though they were wilted with the season. He had mentioned many times he enjoyed sketching there because of its quiet. Something he said was difficult to find, even in the vastness of the gargantuan house.
 
   Elise caught me looking and laughed. “I think he’s in the West end of the house, Addie.”
 
   I blushed, embarrassed that my emotions were so transparent.  “Thanks.”
 
   Elise struggled with Tyler and the diaper bag while I struggled with my own luggage into the main house, which was in a flurry of activity. I couldn’t check into my dorm until the day after New Year’s anyway, so there wasn’t much sense in unpacking. 
 
   As soon as we walked in I saw Reid and Polo busy at work moving around furniture. Ben was hovering around the corner, speaking with someone I guessed was from the rental company.
 
   Elise groaned and pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head. “This should have all been done by now.” I waved to Polo and Reid, but only Polo waved back, dropping his share of a glass table on Reid’s foot and causing him to curse loudly. When Reid saw the cause of Polo’s distraction, he glared at me but still nodded to acknowledge my presence.
 
   At least, we’re making progress.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK16][bookmark: OLE_LINK17]By then Elise had handed Tyler off to Ben Walden, who were both extremely pleased to be rid of their current situations and see one another. Elise took over the negotiations with the manager of the rental agency.
 
   Ben and Tyler immediately began to play helicopter, though it seemed to me that Tyler giggled way too much for a propeller. 
 
   “Hello, Addie.” He laughed. “How was your holiday?”
 
   “Fine, thanks. Um, how was yours?” I was officially bouncing from foot to foot in my eagerness to get to Charlie. It never escaped me though that one of the last conversations I’d had with Ben Walden revealed what could have been a terrible fate for me and the awkwardness was great, even for me.
 
   I had experienced many events and conversations with Ben Walden, though they were always through Charlie, and seeing him in person again was intimidating, even if he was imitating a helicopter. 
 
   He opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by Polo, whose arms were overflowing with cushions and pillows. “Hey, Addie!”
 
   I waved again. “Hi, Polo.”
 
   Polo tried to wave and dropped all of the merchandise in his hands. Visibly frustrated, Reid sighed and smacked him upside the head before kicking one of the pillows. Polo chuckled and hurriedly picked everything up, tripping over himself to follow Reid into the next room. 
 
   “That boy is so easily distracted. I’m not entirely sure if Polo should be allowed to drive that thing out there…” Ben trailed off
 
   I remembered the outrageous sports cars in the driveway and almost choked. “One of those is Polo’s?”
 
   Ben locked eyes with me and nodded very seriously. “Yes, the Aston Martin. The boys play ‘hide the keys’ from him, though fortunately he doesn’t show much interest in driving, anyway.
 
   From somewhere close by, the sound of glass shattering echoed in our ears.
 
   “Sorry, Elise!”
 
   Ben and I both cringed.
 
   “So, um, you were telling me how your holidays were?”
 
   Within the architecture of Ben and Elise’s house there were three complete wings. The central house contained their massive kitchen, living room, dining room, three bedrooms, and two bathrooms. This was the only portion of the house that I had been exposed to up until this point, and since my first and only visit had been so brief—little time had been left for exploring or curiosity.
 
   Charlie had explained to me later that the attached west and east wings were identical and fixed with hallways and big empty rooms that never had anything in them. There were two bathrooms in each wing, and in the east wing a large study that was used as a sort of library. Elise pointed me to a staircase I had never seen before and apologized she couldn’t show me herself. She then went back to yelling at some poor florist on the phone and reconfirming her guest list. 
 
   “Leave your bag here!” she scolded me. “Make Charlie get it later.”
 
   His name bounced around in my head like one of those balls from the machines that children beg their parents spare change over. To think he was so close and I could finally have him full-time! As soon as I thought the group was out of sight, I took the steps two at a time—not caring when I tripped over my sneakers and hit my shins.
 
   At the top of the stairs I could see the finer points of Elise’s decorating skills. The west wing was far bolder than the main house, which was open and simple. Up here, the walls were painted burgundy in a fine glossy hue. Instantly, I was tempted to remove my shoes and feel what looked like some intensely lush ebony carpet beneath my feet, but decided I could indulge later. At the ceiling’s centers there were old world chandelier pendants—they had the same ebony tint as the carpet below, giving off a low lighting so that one could see the silver frames that held the occasional picture of Tyler on the walls.
 
   The hall felt like it went on forever. With doors on both sides, I began to think I should have asked a little more specifically where Charlie was. I knocked on the first door but there was no answer. The second door on the same side was open and completely empty except for a few plastic boxes and what looked like some old furniture. I started on the other side but the results were the same.
 
   Just as my anxiety was getting ready to set in, I heard one of those unique Southern profanities I had openly come to adore.
 
   “Dag nab it!” 
 
   I contained my glee and followed the trail to a larger room towards the end of the hall. Before I even looked inside I could smell fresh paint and the scent of wood shavings but it didn’t concern me enough to take much notice—I only had focus on one thing.
 
   “Charlie?” 
 
   He rose from his spot in the corner, kneeling very close to the wall with his back to me. He moved as though the world were ending, running to the doorway to sweep me up in his arms and back into the hallway. Our lips were back together again like they had never been apart—my knees became useless.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK18][bookmark: OLE_LINK19]“When did you get here?” he demanded.
 
   “Wh-huh?”
 
   He laughed and pulled me close to him. “They were supposed to call me when you got here.”
 
   I turned to mush in his arms. “Everyone is a little busy right now.” I could hear his heart beating slightly faster than usual, as always it made mine beat more quickly as well..
 
   “Uh yeah, ‘bout that…there’s this party tomorrow.”
 
   “Gee, no kidding?”
 
   “I didn’t tell you ’cause you wouldn’t have come.”
 
   I feigned offense. “You don’t know that.”
 
   Charlie grinned. “You woulda made up some excuse to not come out until after the first.”
 
   Rolling my eyes, I forced myself back into his arms. “It wouldn’t have been an excuse,” I mumbled. “I would have found a very legitimate reason.”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “I’m a selfish guy, okay? I want you all to myself.”
 
   I sighed. “I’m okay with that.”
 
   We held each other for a moment before he spoke. “Hey,” he whispered in my ear. “I got a surprise for you.”
 
   “Should I be nervous?”
 
   “I hope not.” 
 
   He led me back into the room where the smell of the paint profoundly took over. Standing behind me, he wrapped his arms around me and folded his hands over mine. I laughed at his manipulations, but once I began to look around at the room, I was distracted by the elaborate drawings done on the wall. From the familiar lines, I knew instantly they belonged to Charlie, and as usual they were nothing short of amazing. He had taken great detail into sketching roses at the base of the floorboards so that they appeared to be growing from the floor themselves. He had even painted them a shade of blue—something I had never seen Charlie do to any of his sketches before. The bloom of blue roses bordered every wall of the room. Several inches high, they checkered and overwhelmed. Yet to avoid over accentuating them, Charlie had also created small white flowers drawn into scene, often straight in-between the blue roses. I couldn’t identity these flowers directly, and frankly couldn’t even recall having ever seen them before. They stemmed from a checkered spike that Charlie had painted a sort of gray—and little white blooms sprouted from every orifice of each cone with the tiniest yellow seeds at their centers. 
 
   I was in awe at his craftsmanship. “Wow.”
 
   “If you don’t like it I can paint over it,” he rushed. “I wanted it to be a surprise. And it was supposed to be done before you got here, but I kept messin’ up.” As he trailed off I could see the soiled rags embellished with different shades of paints and the remains of brushes over a used tarp. 
 
   “Wait a minute.” I pulled away and turned around to face him. “This,” I gestured to the room’s walls, “is for me?”
 
   He grimaced. “I can paint over it,” he repeated. I saw his shoulders tense up; his hands buried themselves in his pants pockets, and his eyes left mine.
 
   I knelt in front of wall where the paint smell wasn’t quite as profound, a starting point, I guessed, and took in the specific features of the picture. Every rose appeared to be unique from the one before it; some had the look of soft, younger petals while others were in full bloom. I saw one further down the wall that was only in its early budding stages, and another whose petals were beginning to slip off. 
 
   “Like this? How could I like this?” I wanted to trace the outline of the little white flowers, but I was afraid they were still wet, so I held back. I ran through the dictionary in my head and tried to think of the right words to describe how the illustration affected me; like every one of Charlie’s sketches, the flowers he had drawn for me was absurdly authentic, but the color he’d added in addition to his talent was breathtaking.
 
   I looked back at Charlie; his face revealed an astounding disappointment, as though he were trying to return to sleep after a great dream and couldn’t get the image back. Laughing, I ran back to him and threw my arms around his neck, pulling myself up and securing my legs around his waist. 
 
   “I really like it.” I kissed his face until I felt him smile. “Scout’s honor.” 
 
   Charlie sighed and squeezed me tighter, rocking me in the throes of his arms. “If you don’t, I can change it.”
 
   “Don’t you dare. I’ve always wanted to live in one of your drawings. I just didn’t think I’d ever get to do it literally.”
 
   He sat up on the over-extended windowsill, which was only one in a series of windows that ran across the northern wall of the room. The view faced the front of the yard, where the decayed remains of last season’s orchard withered on.
 
   “I’m glad you like it.” He laughed. “Since you wouldn’t let me get you anything for Christmas…”
 
   I bopped him on the nose. “No gifts.”
 
   Laughing, he threw his head back. “You broke your own rule!”
 
   “Some sketchbooks and charcoal pencils are nothing compared to this, Charlie. I mean it, you’ve outdone yourself.”
 
   He recoiled but still continued to laugh. “Maybe it was good I didn’t go with my first idea.”
 
   “Which was?” I couldn’t stop smiling.
 
   “You need something to get you to school and back, so I figured it’d be all right get you something with four wheels.”
 
   “Absolutely not.” I was resolute about it and my tone supported me. “I have enough money saved up to buy some kind of working vehicle, and if worst comes to worst, I downloaded the Healdsburg bus schedule.”
 
   Charlie rolled his eyes. “So damn stubborn.” He leaned into me and combed his hand through my hair. I heard his head tap against the glass of the window pane as he rested it there.
 
   “Hmm.” I sighed as I breathed him in. “I wish I could stay with you.”
 
   The window fogged up from his huff of laughter. “Addie, you got no idea how much…” He swallowed hard and loosened his grip on me. Something remained unsaid in the gesture, though I wasn’t entirely sure what it was. “It wouldn’t be any good for you. It’s probably a lot better for you to be living at the school. ” He looked up at me again and smiled a little, although it almost seemed to hurt him to do so. “’Sides, I’d be bothering you all the time and never let you get any schoolwork done.”
 
   I scowled. While I admired his attempt to do what he thought was best for me, I also felt his constant need to protect me was bordering on abrasive. Perhaps it was a result of the way we met that Charlie felt an obligatory need to look after me. Maybe it was our difference in age, or that he had as little social experience as I did. Whatever his reasoning, I realized my constant reassurances were doing nothing of the sort. Maybe I was exacerbating the situation by trying to assure him of my security. Possibly, I needed to let him feel in control of the situation, give him confidence that way.
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   It was at some point the next day when Charlie ran off to help Yuri that I took the opportunity to call Dad and confirm I was still alive and safe. I had fibbed by telling him I had already checked-into my dorm, something I was confidant he wouldn’t know about one way or the other. In reality, I was in the living room, where there was so much noise it could have sounded like a college dormitory from Dad’s side of the phone.
 
   “Yes, Dad, everyone here is very nice so far…”
 
   “No, Dad, that isn’t a baby crying, that’s just someone’s TV.”
 
   “Yes, it’s pretty crazy here.”
 
   “Okay, I will…”
 
   “Got to go, Dad.”
 
   I took Tyler from Polo, who had been wrangled into babysitting while Ben and Yuri tried to set up the beverage fountains without breaking them. Elise had her hands full arguing with Reid over the proper way of threatening the catering company.
 
   “Um…let me?” Polo was enhancing some kind of new tummy tickling technique that Tyler was completely unhappy about. He shrieked loudly in Polo’s face, determined to be released.
 
   Polo mimicked a football toss. “Oh man! Oh man! Here, Addie! Here!”  
 
   “Easy, Polo.” I put Tyler over my shoulder but he still trembled with little fits of fury.  Elise made this motherhood thing look easy, but my few experiences babysitting had been average at best and I couldn’t say that my number one ambition in life was maternal. Still, I had to figure Tyler would be better off with me than Polo. 
 
   “Maybe it’s better if the two of us stay out of the way,” I whispered to Tyler. “I have a feeling we’re both pretty useless here.”
 
   I bounced Tyler all the way up to his playroom, which looked more like a warehouse for a toy store than a place for actual play. Other than the oversized stuffed animals and light-up cars, most of the toys were untouched. The boxes they came in, however, had holes cut out of them and were taped together to form a fort that was clearly as loved as it was played in.
 
   I let him loose there, playing peek-a-boo at the open roof of one box then startling him by sneaking up on him as he crawled out the other side. I always pretended he was just out of my reach and it made him giggle louder at every turn.
 
   “Nice job, Ty.” I gave him thumbs up. “You can never be fast enough.”
 
   When he got bored of the boxes he climbed the small mountain of stuffed animals and I told him about my flight, bragging on about the bedroom mural. “Of course you’re welcome anytime you want—provided you can crawl up all those stairs.” He used my shirt as a napkin and chewed on a giraffe’s ear.
 
   Later on when we felt brave enough to venture back downstairs, Elise and Ben came back in through the terrace in the early stage of a lovers’ spat. As much as I enjoyed chatting with him, I was even more glad I had Tyler with me to provide a diversion from the awkwardness of situation. Though the topic was beyond me, I caught the end bits of their conversation as they walked past me.
 
   “He’s only trying to help, Elise.” 
 
   She huffed and stomped in her clogged heels. “Are you joking? He’s intentionally trying to annoy me and sabotage this party. You know it’s important for us to maintain good relationships with everyone in this town. I’m not just doing this for my health, you know.” I didn’t have to ask to know they were talking about Reid.
 
   I struggled to maintain normalcy. “Has anyone seen where Charlie ran off to?”   
 
   Neither of them even looked at me. “I think he’s in the garage,” Elise said.
 
   After securing Tyler in his jumper swing, I slipped out of the room as quickly and quietly as possible, running out past the enclosure of empty backyard gardens. The excitement of making it to California was reaching me in its entirety and I felt carefree and lively. Here, there were no police to ask questions, no Dads to keep secrets from, and no press to avoid. There was just Charlie—as if that was all there ever needed to be. School, making friends, all of it, was well and good, but it faded in comparison to what we had accomplished. 
 
   As I rounded the corner of the garage, I looked in the first set of windows but they were tinted from the inside and I couldn’t see a thing. I walked along the edge to the gate and let myself inside, where the driveway ended.
 
   The sun gleaming off of the cars was nearly blinding and I had to shield my eyes away from the chrome detailing on the bright orange car. For a moment, I wondered which one was Polo’s and if it would have the most damage. Yet from what I could see, none of the cars, even the motorcycle, had any damage whatsoever—not even a scratch.
 
   Before I even walked into the garage itself, I could hear a strange whistling noise coming from inside. It sounded like a squeaker toy, or a Frisbee flying through the air. As I stepped into the archway of the garage a circle of blue crossed over and floated up before I could catch it.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK20][bookmark: OLE_LINK21]Another balloon trailed after it—this one was silver. 
 
   “Charlie, are you in here?” As soon as I took a step inside, I saw the skeleton of an unfinished car shielded in a thin sheet. On a workbench, there were scattered boxes and fuel cans. Some tool cabinets held speakers and an mp3 player that strangely, I mused, looked outdated.
 
   “Charlie?”
 
   “Hey!” 
 
   His face peeked over the edge of the second-story railing. All around him the ceiling was covered with balloons in both blue and silver.
 
   “Where’d you wander off to?” 
 
   “Me?”
 
   He laughed. “Yeah!”
 
   “I was looking for you!”
 
   I ran up the stairs, almost tripping over some of the balloons that lay around on the concrete floor.
 
   “You’re on balloon detail, I see.”
 
   Charlie took my hand before I could fall, simultaneously laughing and flinching at my misstep. I tangled my arm around his neck and picked up a balloon off an old table. I ran the elastic against his hair, laughing while it went crazy.
 
   “It’s a good look for you.”
 
   He sighed into my neck and shook his head. I was glad he was only pretending to be annoyed, and that he was also terrible at pretending.
 
   “Never thought I could hate balloons so much,” he grumbled.
 
   I jumped as I zapped myself with the hair on his arms. “How many more do you have to go?”
 
   “The Empress wants another thirty before tomorrow night.” 
 
   “I’ll help.” I picked up a silver balloon and began blowing air into it. “It’ll go twice as fast this way.”
 
   He smiled and strapped the balloon tip over the faucet of the helium tank. “Or you’ll just distract the hell outta me and keep me from getting this done.”
 
   The balloon flew out of my mouth as I erupted in laughter. 
 
   “See?” 
 
   I felt the warmth of blush run to my face, and I instantly covered it and my laughter with my hands. Charlie started laughing too, and sat up from his stool to pull my hands away. “Don’t you ruin my view, now.”
 
   When he kissed me, an electric current ran right through me from my lips to the ends of my fingers where we met again—fingertip to fingertip. Gasping, I reached behind him for another balloon and quietly, slowly slipped from his grasp.
 
   “I’ll work over here,” I slid to the other side of the room, “and you stay over there.”
 
   His brow furrowed. “I ain’t making no promises.”
 
   I gathered up the balloons on the floor and secured them as best I could in the drop net before trying to blow up any more. I felt a little pathetic only being able to blow up about an eighth of a balloon before becoming dizzy. Worse yet, I only finished tying off three of them before Charlie began teasing me.
 
   “You know if you want me to kiss you, all you have to do is ask. You don’t gotta make yourself pass out.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him, blowing even harder into the balloon until it was a well-rounded sculpture.
 
   “I mean it.” I tried to ignore him, but I could still sense he was genuinely concerned. “Don’t be stubborn over somethin’ stupid. There’s a lot to do if you want to do something—”
 
   “You’re one to talk about ‘stupid’ things.” I volleyed a balloon in his direction. “If you keep worrying like this you’ll end up as neurotic as me.”
 
   He volleyed the balloon back to me. “I can’t help it.” He switched off the helium tank and stared at me for a long moment. “I ain’t ever had anything to lose before—it’s scary.”
 
   Luckily, the one skill I did have over Charlie was curling the ends of the nylon ribbon after I tied them to the ends of the helium balloons. Charlie tried several times over, but his fingers were much too large for the tiny knots.
 
   “A little different from tying a girl to a radiator, isn’t it?” I teased 
 
   He grumbled deep in his chest and blanched at the mention of our first meeting, but I knew he would have to get over it eventually and so tried to coax the humor out of him every so often. I kissed him on the nose and gathered up my half of the balloons. 
 
   “Hey,” he whispered. “The jet-lag got you yet?”
 
   “Not a chance.”
 
   “Good,” he said. “‘Cause I wanna show you something.”
 
   Charlie walked over to the electrical outlet and started pulling switches, setting off rays of lighting from above. I leaned against the hood of a bodiless car and stared across at the shiny orange corvette. “You guys went shopping?” 
 
   Charlie laughed, leaning beside me and nodding to the corvette. “That’s Polo’s new toy. I think he’d have more fun blowing it up than driving it.”
 
   “At least he’s not driving that.” I pointed to the motorcycle with the black and silver bodywork. Of course, I knew nothing about the mechanics of the vehicle—but it appeared rather advanced, which I imaged only meant it went extremely fast.
 
   Charlie was visibly amused. “What’s wrong with that?”
 
   “T-those things are death machines!”
 
   He busted out laughing. “What?”
 
   “People who drive motorcycles are nearly twenty-five percent more likely to experience death related traffic accidents than those who drive passenger cars.”
 
   He doubled over laughing.
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   “Not if you wear one of these.” He walked over to a workbench and picked up a bulbous black helmet with tinted visor.
 
   I watched him; admittedly my curiosity piqued as he stuck the helmet on his head and walked over to the motorcycle. As usual, Charlie moved with the same fluid ease and confidence he always had. Even straddling the leather seat and taking the keys out of his pants pocket looked as though it was his second nature. I would have been content to watch him for the rest of the day, but he stared back at me with a lazy half-smile, silently asking permission.
 
   “No way, Charlie.”
 
   The engine rumbled, echoing in the infinite garage. It sounded as though a monster were being unleashed from its cave and was hungry for a victim. He revved it up, and while I felt a sort of obligation to worry or scold, the only real thing I could focus on was the flex of his arm as he continually rotated the throttle.
 
   After a minute or so he caught me staring and flipped up the visor of his helmet. “You wanna go for a ride with me?”   
 
   “Not a chance.” 
 
   “You don’t trust me?”
 
   I tried not to laugh. “I don’t trust this.” I tapped my head at the base of my skull.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK22][bookmark: OLE_LINK23]Charlie grinned at me. “Look over there.” He nodded in the general direction of the workbench and rested his elbows against the handlebars of his bike.
 
   Cautiously, but torn with a new sort of excitement, I went to the workbench and glanced around at the various objects—mostly tools, used rags, and some paint cans.
 
   “What am I looking for?”
 
   He started laughing again. “Underneath.”
 
   I wanted to curse at him, but I became excited like a small child and any anger I might have felt was elevated at the sight of a rather large box hiding in the shadows.
 
   “What is this?” I shook it but only heard a slight rattling which gave nothing away.
 
   “Open it.” Charlie revved the engine again.
 
   I smiled up at him, and it was pretty obvious he was just as excited as I was—biting on the inside of his cheek and tapping on the kickstand. I think he was trying not to grin.
 
   The cardboard had clearly already been examined from the outside so it wasn’t difficult to remove the packing tape once more. I plowed through the foam peanuts without any regard, ignoring Charlie while he threw them back at me.
 
   Beneath the protective foam, I saw the top of a thermo-plastic helmet, not that different from Charlie’s. Unlike his however, this helmet was considerably smaller and completely white with the exception of a petite gray skull that was stenciled at the base and the tinted visor—that I noticed when I removed it from the box—also flipped.
 
   My eyes questioned him.
 
   “If it doesn’t fit, you don’t have to come with me.”
 
   I tried to glare, but Charlie rolled his eyes at me.
 
   “I know you don’t care ‘bout your hair.”
 
   I walked over with the helmet under my arm. While I had to admit the temptation of it all, it was still frightening not to have the same security as a car.
 
   “It’s almost cold. With the wind and everything—”
 
   “Now you’re just making up excuses.” He leaned back for a moment and stared at me. “You ain’t afraid to die, but you’re afraid of going for a ride with me?”
 
   “No.” I kissed him though the helmet. “But I am afraid of brain damage.”
 
   He grabbed me and pulled the helmet on my head. Whatever size he had gotten me, he had chosen just right because it was snug but comfortable.
 
   “I know what you mean.” The surprise made me yelp when he picked me up and placed me on the back of the bike. “A whole lotta things out there worse than death.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around him, already feeling better just having him that much closer.
 
   “We’ll stay in the speed limit and everything” he promised. I swear I saw him smiling through the visor.
 
   Charlie kicked the stand out from the bike in a rapid motion that made me jump. He laughed at my reaction and switched gears, so we began gliding around the garage in slow circles, generally increasing speed as we exited the driveway. 
 
   “Even Elise can catch us at this rate,” I teased.
 
   He laughed then revved up the engine before switching the gears again. I couldn’t see what he was doing over his shoulder, but I felt confident pressed against his back with my arms acting as a sort of fleshy seat-belt for him. 
 
   As we increased speed, I called out and Charlie laughed even louder. I have to admit though, I wasn’t genuinely afraid. In fact, I very much liked the way the naked branches of the orchards flew past us, unobscured by windows or the metal frame of a car. And although the grass and the yards surrounding the house were deceased for the winter, at the speed we were going it was easy to imagine them a lofty, rich green, like the first time I had seen them. I began to laugh as the balloons anchored at the end of the driveway protested our exit and danced in the wind we left behind. I hoped we didn’t cause any damage.
 
   Once we reached the main road we paused for a moment. My feet were vibrating from the movement of the engine. Charlie tangled his hands around mine and forced my grip around his waist to tighten.
 
   “Which way?”
 
   I shrugged. “Surprise me.” I headbutted his helmet with mine, and he threw his head back violently as though he were actually hurt. I giggled and leaned against his back, as though he were my personal body armor—in a way, I suppose he was.
 
   We headed left, a route that was mostly scenic in nature. Passing empty orchards and fields that no longer supported their crop or wildflowers, I recognized the landscape from my first arrival. Seeing it in decay like this was an easy reminder of how things fell apart and how worried I had been during that interval when Charlie was hurt. When it had been my fault… 
 
   I tried to shake those thoughts from my head and focus on the feel of Charlie against me and how good it was to have him so close. Every so often, I would rub my thumb along his abdomen and feel his entire torso clench—I had to bite my lip from laughing. 
 
   It wasn’t just for the sake of burdening Elise and Ben, or the cost of a dorm that made me want to stay with Charlie. It was that one temptation that neither one of us had given into yet. The desire that Charlie insisted I would come to my senses about.
 
   Tensions aside, I stopped my maneuverings when Charlie began jerking the bike forward and swerving. I gasped and clenched him tightly. Dear God, what if I had distracted him into killing us both?
 
   “Now you know how I feel!” he shouted.
 
   I looked up. I could feel him smiling again. “How you feel?”
 
   “Like you’re trying to kill me!”
 
   “If I wasn’t so afraid to let go, I’d hit you right now!”
 
   He laughed his Charlie laugh. “That’s a win-win for me then, ain’t it?”
 
   We cruised up tall hills and through the countryside, avoiding the underside of town where people were still busy or closing up shop for the day. Since the holiday season was still fresh, many homes and vineyards we passed were wearing seasonal garments. As the sun began to set, I watched while bulbs in different colors and sizes shined on chimneys and roofs, fountains and trees, patios, gutters, and even a dog’s house. 
 
   The wind brushed against my denim-clad legs and chilled them past the material and flesh to my bones. Though I tried to hold back, I felt myself shiver.
 
   “You wanna go back?” he shouted
 
   “Not on your life!”
 
   His hand briefly touched mine. “I ain’t having you get sick.”
 
   “Did you know the weather doesn’t actually cause viruses?” When he didn’t respond, I tried again. “Anyway, you’re the one not wearing a coat!” I tugged at his brown long-sleeve t-shirt that rested underneath a gray short sleeve one. 
 
   “I don’t matter like you do,” he shouted “‘Sides, I’m always real warm.” He took his hand from the brake and used it to place my freezing balled up fist under his shirt. Why hadn’t I thought of that? His stomach turned to goosebumps when I touched him, but to me, those defined muscles felt like a heating pad on my icy hands.
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK24][bookmark: OLE_LINK25]“I’m not cold!” I laughed and put both of my hands together. Although I’m not sure from what, he shivered.
 
   “So much for being a good liar.”
 
   He drove back faster than before. It was as though we were trying to race the sunset as it layered its way throughout the valley. Every shadow fell on the pavement after us, trying to consume us in all of its heaviness. Just above, I could see the makings of a few twinkling stars and a crescent moon giving way above the hillside.
 
   As we raced into the drive I could see white, twinkling lights flickering around the white tents in the backyard and the fountain in the front of the house was already on, transforming the water into a cascade of colors. 
 
   Charlie slowed down as we circled the garage. “You think anybody missed us?”
 
   “There you are!” My head was constricted by my helmet and the angle, but I knew Elise was there when Charlie shut off the engine and the smell of her perfume pervaded the garage.
 
   I felt Charlie’s stomach constrict with laughter, and although he tried to pull away, I held him to him with an instinctual refusal to let go.
 
   Elise’s heels echoed in the garage and closed in on us until she stood in front of us. “You two are the worst of the bunch! Charlie, Benjamin needs your help, and Addie, I need your help with a couple of last minute things.” I took my head out of the helmet and could clearly see Elise’s hair strapped in curlers—the loose ends secured in small pieces of plastic wrap. 
 
   Charlie also removed his helmet. “Sorry ‘bout that. We must have forgot.” He grinned back at me and helped me off the bike. My feet were still vibrating.
 
   Elise tapped her heel against the floor and glanced back and forth at us both. “You know you can’t just whisk her away and have her all to yourself anytime you want?”
 
   “I was a willing hostage this time, Elise.” I rolled my eyes at them both. “Honest.”
 
   As she pulled me from the garage, she called over her shoulder, “You have to learn to share, Charlie!” 
 
   Elise made me run with her all the way back to the house and straight to the kitchen, where caterers were running over each other, setting up platters and heating trays for the buffet stations. 
 
   I was out of breath, mostly from giggling. I could smell lemon pepper and fish as soon as we entered the back of the house. The kitchen was filled with boxes of fresh produce, Styrofoam crates of dry ice, and counters of cooking accessories. Shards of lettuce and something slimy littered the floor. I saw Elise cringe when she noticed the mess, but we continued to skate around the chaos, hitting the brakes suddenly as Reid came through with a ladder and a string of lights over his shoulder.
 
   “I asked you to have that done an hour ago,” Elise said.
 
   “Well, it’s getting done now, isn’t it?”
 
   Ben walked by with a large vase of assorted gladioli. Despite his smaller stature, I could swear I saw him trying to hide behind the tall flowers. She tromped after him with a lecture ready. From up above on the ladder, Reid imitated her.
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   The next day was just as crazy. Early on, I ran errands with Elise; going with her to get her nails done and pick up dry cleaning. Later, I helped her do a last minute inventory on the noisemakers and fix the origami fortune cookies that she attempted on her own. Things only started to settle down sometime mid-evening when the cake arrived, and the last truck from the rental company left. 
 
   I showered quickly and went back to the rose bedroom. The heavy blinds were still drawn from that morning and there was a neatly folded sleeping-bag in the corner beside my empty duffle bag. 
 
   I smiled fondly, thinking of our awkward first night together. It had only been eleven o’clock, but my body was telling me it was four hours later thanks to the jet-lag that I refused to submit to. I tried not to watch while he rolled out of the sleeping-bag on the side of the bed, but I loved every detail of his movement. He’d left New Jersey two weeks before Christmas, and I had missed him immensely.
 
   “You know this mattress is really comfortable.” I stretched long until my spine made a popping sound.
 
   “It should be,” Charlie said. “Elise went out and bought the best one she could find.”
 
   I groaned into the pillow case. “I wish she wouldn’t have done that. I’d be happy to sleep on a futon. ” I rolled to the other side and stared down at Charlie below. “You don’t have to be on the floor. There’s more than enough room for both of us up here.” I patted the comforter conspicuously.
 
   Charlie tucked his arms behind his head as if pretending not to notice. “Nope. I’m good.”
 
   I growled in aggravation and threw myself back against the memory foam pillows Elise had also taken the consideration to purchase.
 
   Tapping my fingers impatiently, I waited for him to give in, waited for him to realize the lack of logic in his decision and make a judgment based on practicality instead of his stubborn sense of honor or whatever it was keeping us apart.
 
   But then a few minutes went by, and a few minutes more. It entered my mind that he was actually going to stick with this compromise we had thought up involving him and I staying together as long as we remained separated. Charlie had expressed some concern for our newfound privacy and what it might mean for his lack of self-control (or mine, for that matter). I innocently suggested we forget the entire concept of restraint and go to the place he rented on the other side of town.
 
   He called me a vixen.
 
   “Fine,” I declared. “If you won’t come up here,” I rolled myself in the feather-down comforter, turning myself into a human burrito, “then I’m coming down there.”
 
   I rolled off the bed and crashed onto Charlie. He and the comforter made for a sufficient landing. He circled his arms around me, coughing at the sudden loss of air.
 
   I pushed myself away. “Yikes! Did I hurt you? I’m sorry!”
 
   Charlie’s breathing returned to normal, and he chuckled, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Only about one way you could hurt me, Addie. That definitely ain’t it.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and grabbed a pillow from the bed. “You don’t have to touch me if you don’t want to, but I just want you close. Is that okay?”
 
   I lay down on the floor beside him in my comforter cocoon and closed my eyes. While it was fun to tease Charlie, the last thing I wanted was to make him truly uncomfortable. If he began to associate me with negative feelings, then he might not want me around at all, even in a platonic arrangement.
 
   The blanket pulled a little tighter, and I felt myself being yanked around in the opposite direction until I was being rolled over within the blanket itself. Charlie laughed. “It’s like unwrapping a present.”
 
   “Hey, I liked my cocoon!” Before I could protest further he pulled me back to him, into his sleeping bag, and zippered it shut behind us as best he could. The sudden warmth of him pressed against me startled me into silence. Like so many times before when he was around, I couldn’t breathe properly.
 
   “The problem,” he whispered into my ear, “is that all I wanna do is touch you.”
 
   I regained my vocabulary and the use of my tongue long enough to speak coherently. “So why don’t you?”
 
   Pulling away slightly, he laughed a little. “‘Cause you’re still young and I don’t want you to do something and then have you hate me for it later.”
 
   I squirmed out of the sleeping-bag halfway. “Excuse me, I don’t know if you’ve realized this, but I am very able to make my own decisions. So far, I’ve made some decent ones…” I briefly remembered my time in the hold and winced at the memory.
 
   “You know I can’t hate you.” I wiggled myself back into the sleeping-bag so I was comfortable and rested my head against his chest. “But if you really want, we’ll do things your way.” 
 
   He sighed into my hair but said nothing.
 
   I leaned forward and kissed the serpent on his neck, making him shiver despite the heat of our bodies. “I love you, too. I just hope you know that when my birthday comes, I’ll be taking advantage of everything adulthood has to offer. Including you.”
 
   We slept on the floor the entire night. It seemed neither one of us was willing to give in to our pride. I wondered what we would do the next night—if every night would contain the same unrelenting argument, the same temptation… 
 
   Overall, my attempt to entice him had failed miserably, but I knew I wouldn’t give in that easily. I hoped he did, too.
 
   We spent most of New Year’s Eve wrapped up in each other, trying to avoid Elise in all her tyranny and failing pretty miserably. Eventually, we broke apart long enough for Charlie to help Yuri move the cars out of the driveway and for me to check in with everyone at home. Once I was on my computer, I immediately started flipping through my e-mail. Though I was hoping to hear something from Robbie, I was just as happy to see another message from Dad.
 
    
 
   Addie—
 
   Just saw a news report about kids who drink and drive during New Year’s. You know you can put a cab on the credit card if you need to, right? Don’t do anything reckless. If you go to a party, remember not to leave anything you’re drinking unattended.
 
   Call me in the morning just so I know you’re alive, okay?
 
   Dad
 
   P.S. Adam says hi and was happy to hear your flight went okay.
 
    
 
   Old Man,
 
   Planning on a low key evening tonight: just hanging out with a few new friends. I have no plans on drinking and/or driving, setting fires, getting anything tattooed/pierced, taking off clothes, gambling, joining a gang, or committing any major felonies.
 
   Love you lots,
 
   Addie.  
 
    
 
   I laughed all through typing it, hoping that Dad would appreciate the humor when he read it. Even though I was more than okay since my abduction, I had to wonder if Dad would be less protective if it had never happened. Would it take a year of me being away from home with no disasters or only a couple of weeks before he got back to himself? Oddly enough, it was like Dad was the most affected by my kidnapping, like just the fear of losing someone else and police officers telling him not to keep his hopes up made him lose something on the inside. Humor had always been his defense to counteract any somewhat serious situation but even that wasn’t as effective these days. 
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK32][bookmark: OLE_LINK33][bookmark: OLE_LINK34][bookmark: OLE_LINK35]One of Dad’s best talents was making Mom laugh, but he could make her mad with his sense of humor too, like cracking jokes minutes within hearing of her parents’ deaths. But he could always make her laugh again, and that was all Robbie and I had ever grown up with. With such blatant feelings, I didn’t really know how to behave around him around him anymore. And without being able to predict how he would react to any given circumstances, I didn’t even want to begin to approach the Charlie situation. This new and sentimental Dad was too strange for me. I too, needed to adjust.
 
   I rummaged through the rest of my e-mails, deleting the advertisements, until I reached the end of the list and saw an unfamiliar address with a familiar name.
 
    
 
   Dear Addie,
 
   I hope this e-mail reaches you in good spirits and your flight wasn’t too terrible. The last time I traveled out west, the flight was laid over three times before I finally got to Seattle, and by then the seminar I was supposed to attend was half over…
 
   Anyway, I wanted to tell you I made the trip to the American Museum of Natural History last week just before Christmas. You were right about the planetarium. But I have to say the spider exhibit gave me the creeps. Didn’t you like the butterfly conservatory more?   
 
   Anyway, I hope your New Year starts off decent and uneventful. And if anyone in your dorm gives you a hard time, just tell them you know someone at the Bureau.
 
   Best,
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   Though I had given him my e-mail, I hadn’t put much thought to him actually contacting me once I got to California. I wasn’t surprised he and Dad had talked already, though. Truthfully, I was kind of grateful for it and hoped their relationship continued—at least until Robbie’s contract expired. While it was possible he was priming me for more information about my case, I didn’t read anything too overt. Even after I read and reread his e-mail looking for some sneaky interrogation technique, I didn’t see anything suspicious that would suggest he was being anything other than friendly. Hopefully, it would stay that way.
 
    
 
   Harpsten,
 
   I have difficulty understanding why people are so easily startled by spiders. Last time I was at AMNH with Robbie, a group of summer camp kids were there and a group of kids were crying at a live action video of the goliath birdeater. Don’t these kids know how important spiders are in the ecosystem? Geez!
 
   Thank you for the warm wishes. Although I’m in a new place, I’m already making some new friends and everyone
 
    
 
   I suddenly thought of Reid and paused, half tempted to complain about my adversary, since I was sure Reid wasn’t happy about me being here, but I decided against it.
 
    
 
   has been really nice so far and I can’t complain. Classes start next week and I’m as excited as any nerd could be.
 
   I know this may be a lot to ask, but please keep an eye on my Dad if your work schedule permits. Like I mentioned before, I think having younger people around keeps him feeling young himself.
 
   Take Care & Stay Safe,
 
   Addie
 
    
 
   I closed the laptop and lay back on the bed. I decided it was good to have more than one connection to home. I wanted another line to Dad and Robbie, the town I grew up in, and someone who knew me, even if it was only because he had to because of his occupation.
 
   From downstairs I could hear music start to hum. Just the idea the party was that much closer made me agitated. I tried to shake off these thoughts as I stared out the window. I felt the chill from the winter air and closed the latch as two unfamiliar cars pulled to the front of the drive. Glancing at the clock I saw that it was already past eight, explaining Elise’s aggravation that as of an hour ago, none of us seemed to have it together.
 
   Eventually curiosity got the better of me. I began to wonder what Elise had picked out for me. I slid open the closet door and flipped on the light. The dress was entirely too luxurious with its vintage-style full skirt and shirred bodice. Gently, I took it from the closet and ran the material under my fingertips to explore the sleeveless wonder. There was no way Elise could have intended for me to wear something so palpably beautiful. With metallic tulle over the not-quite peach silk, it shone even brighter against the golden sash that ran under the bodice. And while it may never have been something I could have chosen for myself, the dress looked like something I would have admired from afar.
 
   I pulled my hair up into halves while leaving the majority of it down as Elise had shown me and fastened it with a delicate hair clip in a golden bronze hue and shaped like a leafless branch. As I looked in the mirror, I began to actually feel a little excited about dressing up. Family events had always been casual, and I had never been to any school prom. Along with the clip and dress, Elise had left a pair of glittering shoes which were entirely flat (for this small consideration I was extremely grateful), and some makeup items that I didn’t recognize. I added them to the mental list of things I owed her, reasoning that if she bad taste it would be far easier to refuse her kindnesses. 
 
   The dress fit me perfectly and I twirled around in circles to watch the skirt fly out. Once I slipped on my shoes I considered the cosmetic gizmos that were lying on the dresser but realized the results would be horrific.
 
   For a few more minutes I watched the cars as they entered the drive. Many people were being dropped off by town cars and looked like they were car pooling to avoid the burden of having to drive themselves home. I watched women wearing furs and men carrying bottles of liquor as Elise greeted them at the door—it seemed much too glamorous.
 
   Figuring I couldn’t wait it out any longer, I left the room and followed the sound of laughter and soft piano music to the center house. In my brief absence however, an incredible transformation had taken place, and instead of Elise and Ben’s living room I walked into a glamorous winter wonderland. I was completely transported into a different world. Finishing his task with precision speed, Reid had hung white icicle lights on the tops of the high ceilings and around the windows. Empty wine bottles were recycled as holders for plump white candles in the center of every table, the favors Elise had handmade were displayed on one of the tables, which were also surrounded by white lights and the origami fortune cookies I had thrown together. 
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK36][bookmark: OLE_LINK37]I stepped off the staircase and inhaled the scent of amaryllis and gladiolus. They seemed to be nearly everywhere. It was a wonder they didn’t make someone sneeze. The arrangements were mostly in different arrays of red and white with ivy and all sorts of decorative foliage to assist its beauty. Even though I knew better, I leaned into one of the arrangements, looking around to make sure no one was looking in my direction before inhaling its fragrance. As I did so a stray piece of baby’s breath fell from the vase to the floor. Without hesitation, I picked it up and twirled it around between my thumbs. It seemed like a shame to waste such a valuable article, so I secured the bloom underneath the golden clip.
 
   I scanned for Charlie but I didn’t see him among the small groups of people beginning to mingle. I felt confident enough to reveal myself from behind the waist-high arrangements and started wandering about the room. Almost immediately one of the caterers tried to ply me with stuffed mushrooms. No more than twenty seconds after that, another one tempted me with some sort of fried shrimp. As I wandered around I had to refuse four of them before they got the general idea I wasn’t a biter. The incoming guests, though, were happily plied with appetizers and overwhelmed the poor bartender within minutes.
 
   I smiled and nodded at a few people but quickly became nervous by the filling room and the lack of familiar faces. I could hear Elise greeting people at the front door as they came inside. I figured Ben was with her, but I couldn’t figure out where anyone else was. It made me anxious. I strolled around as casually as possible while looking for Charlie or someone else to socialize with. Honestly, at that point I would have just been happy to go up to Tyler’s room and catch up with Dr. Seuss, but I didn’t want to seem completely rude and ungrateful to Elise’s hospitality.   
 
   Judging by the oversized banquet table and its growing popularity of the guests, Elise went overboard again. It was surrounded by white icicle lights and covered by an ivory tablecloth. Almost immediately people headed straight to the outrageous fruit display and chocolate fondue, which was alluring to the senses. If they weren’t interested in that, there were a variety of entrees that I spotted on people’s plates, including braised rabbit, Cornish hens, stuffed peppers, couscous, glazed lamb, and a slew of other dishes I couldn’t even identify.
 
   I leaned against the wall as far away from anyone as I could be while still technically being in the room. The entire scene made me feel trapped and outnumbered. And though I was aware that I wasn’t in any physical danger, nor was I breaking any rules that wouldn’t permit me from being there, I couldn’t help but think of some of those confusing moments on the Diyu. 
 
   The biggest difference between now and then was that I was the only one standing against the ends of the earth; the only one who stood out of place. Yet right then and there, among the happy party-goers and smiling faces, I wasn’t entirely alone. It was probably because he was just another outcast. But I thought it was impossible not to notice him as his silence seemed abominable in such a loud place. 
 
   I stared at the stranger as he emerged from the kitchen, more casual than most. And that made him even stranger, because so far, only Elise, the catering crew, and a few females, I assumed were designated friends of hers had dared to make their way into the room of smoke and chaos. I could tell from the detailed stitching of his black suit and silk tie that he couldn’t have been with the catering company. Given his formal demeanor and clear-cut appearance, he had to be one of the guests. Yet there was a mere off putting of his display. As he stepped over to the wall beside me, I couldn’t help but notice the way his eyes took in every corner of the room, every sight and obscene joke. It was in those movements I instinctually knew, like me, he didn’t belong.
 
   It did not take long for the stranger to take notice of his fellow interloper.
 
   “It is difficult to pick one, yes?” The stranger’s accent was eastern European, though I had no way of knowing any difference between the dialects. Even as he looked at me with the same indifferent interest someone my age might express, he was clearly old enough to be my father, yet with the eyes of a young man wearing the expression of wiser one, he seemed more dangerous than not. 
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK30][bookmark: OLE_LINK31]After my lack of response, the stranger nodded toward the buffet table. Still, it didn’t quite register, and I stammered, grateful, that although he looked at me, he also watched the guests move about the room. 
 
   “Yeah, a lot of options,” I said eventually. “Elise really outdid herself.”
 
   At the sound of Elise’s name, his head perked up, his eyes narrowing just slightly. “Ah, that is the hostess?”
 
   What kind of guest didn’t know who was giving the party? I could feel my body tense, backing further into the wall, trying to become one with the painting just above me. 
 
   I skirted myself away from the wall and wandered to a slightly more crowded area on the floor. I began contemplating going upstairs when Elise ran over to me—how she managed to do that in those shoes was beyond me. 
 
   “Oh my goodness, you look fantastic!”
 
   With champagne glass already in hand, Elise looked her usual smashing self in a lengthy strapless black dress. She had her hair down in long curls. At last, she seemed to be relaxing and having fun.
 
   I looked down at myself. I thought I looked good, but hardly fantastic. “Meh,” I argued, accepting her hug “You look fantastic.”
 
   “Not if I’m standing next to you. And what are you doing hiding away in this corner?” She shook her head at me. “No. This is not okay at all. Come on.”
 
   She took the last sip in her glass and took my arm in hers. I felt relieved that at least I had someone to talk to, though if I was completely honest with myself, her natural enthusiasm in the social sphere was no less than frightening.
 
   “I want to introduce you to some people.”
 
   Oh no.
 
   “Say, Elise, have you seen any of the guys around?”
 
   She led me into a mingling group and ignored me entirely. “Addie, these are some of Healdsburg’s town counsel.”
 
   Within the hour, Elise introduced me to half of Healdsburg’s fire department, the mayor, every adult member of her and Tyler’s Mommy & Me class, public works commissioners and their wives, police officers (go figure), half a law firm of criminal defense attorneys, her and Ben’s accountant and every attendant of the Healdsburg municipal airport. 
 
   “And of course, you remember Jimmy, uh Dr. Harmen…”
 
   At the sound of his name, the doctor jumped noticeably and nearly dropped the large plate of food he held within his hands. He looked up at the both of us with wide eyes that darted back and forth nervously and chewed on the crispy end of an eggroll. 
 
   How could I forget the familiar face? How could I forget the physician who had helped save Charlie’s life, when in doing so, he had saved mine? I extended my hand to Dr. Harmen, not unhappy to do so for the first time that night.
 
   “Hi, Dr. Harmen. It’s nice to see you.”
 
   As startled as he was to hear Elise, he was even more alarmed by my greeting and flinched away. I glanced at Elise but she only shrugged.
 
   “Ah yes, hello there.” He cleared his throat loudly, shoving a vegetable puff into his mouth and staring at the floor. “Lovely party, Mrs. Walden.” It was difficult to hear him as he chewed. His small, beady eyes dashed from spot to spot on the floor, making it even more difficult to understand exactly what he was saying.  “Lovely, just lovely.” He pushed a large piece of roasted potato in his mouth and backed away from us.
 
   Elise huffed into her glass. “Don’t call me that, it makes me feel old.” She started giggling again, and I joined her for politeness’ sake, but I couldn’t help but notice the thin sheen of sweat forming on Dr. Harmen’s forehead, the way he continued to stuff food into his mouth as if it were an impulse.
 
   “Uh, are you okay?”
 
   He raised his eyes up from the floor, wider than ever. “Yes, yes. Excuse me, ladies.”
 
   Elise and I nodded simultaneously and watched him waddle away, accepting each offering from the waiters as they passed. 
 
   “Maybe he ate a hot pepper?” 
 
   Elise shrugged again and said something about getting a drink before leaving me alone once again. I didn’t want to seem pathetic by begging her to stay with me, nor did I want to tag along and bug her, so I strayed over to one of the only empty tables where the candle inside the wine bottle was all but out. The fresh wax felt hot on my fingertip but hardly hurt at all—I felt myself smile. Once the small droplet of wax dried, I peeled it off and felt the fresh hurt there. I was planning on inserting the next finger of my hand for a treatment, but a rough hand pulled it away from the candle before I had the opportunity.
 
   “Just what do you think you’re doing?”
 
   I felt his breath on my neck before I saw him. His arm overtook mine, not roughly, but I could feel the aggression there. He smelled of sulfur and aftershave; his breathing was deep against me. 
 
   “Just trying not to attract attention to myself.” My heart stopped and restarted again.
 
   He chuckled quietly. “Maybe you don’t realize this,” I could feel his eyes all over me, “but with the way you look right now, I’m figuring that ain’t possible.”
 
   Charlie took my hand into his and began examining it closely. “But I meant, why are you doing this? Tryin’ to test my reflexes?”
 
   “I told you my overthinking is contagious, not to mention how overprotective you are.” I feigned annoyance, but he just laughed and kissed the end of my fingertip.
 
   I looked over my shoulder and smiled at him. He was wearing a long-sleeve white button down with a black jacket and jeans. I was both jealous and relieved that he wasn’t putting on airs.
 
   “Hey, not fair. Why didn’t you have to dress up?”
 
   He laughed into my ear. “Oh trust me, I’ll hear ‘bout it later.” 
 
   “Don’t worry.” I pulled his arms to me, a forced hug—he seemed happy to comply. “I’ll protect you.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Where have you been, anyway?” 
 
   “Outside.” He nodded to the front door. “Not a lotta people are out there, but Polo was having problems with the fireworks.”
 
   I twirled so I was facing him. “Really? I didn’t know there would be fireworks.” 
 
   Charlie nodded and encircled his arms around my waist. “You know we can’t do nothing around here without blowing something up.” For a moment, his eyes left me and looked at the front door. His smile faltered for the slightest of seconds before I pulled his attention back to me.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Nothing.” He smiled slightly and took my face in his hands. “You wanna get out of here?”
 
   I buried my face in his chest. “I thought you’d never ask.”
 
   Since Elise was hot on our trail, we ran out the front door without bothering to say excuse me or grab my jacket. But before my body could respond to the cold, Charlie draped his jacket over my shoulders, and I happily slid my arms in the sleeves, laughing when I realized how they overwhelmed me.
 
   “Come on.” Charlie pulled me towards the white tents, glistening with the lights of the icicles surrounding them. Underneath them, only a few stood, mellowing to the slow music that came from the small speakers on the side of the house. Most were smoking various kinds of cigars and sipping at their glasses. Two older couples dawdled around the champagne fountain and talked merrily amongst themselves.
 
   On the artificial dance floor, Charlie held me close, and we pretended that we could dance. Although we hardly moved, I still managed to step on his feet—for which I profusely apologized—but he just laughed at me and eventually pulled me onto his feet.
 
   I laughed along with him. “This might not have been the greatest idea.”
 
   Charlie shook his head. “If I get to be with you, then it can’t be bad.”
 
   I began to think about the implication of perfection, and all of the common clichés associated with the lack of it in the world. If there was no such thing as perfect, then what was I experiencing now? Charlie skimmed his thumb along my neck until I shuddered. My head was foggy and mystified by the effect he had on me. No, I decided. There simply couldn’t be anything better than this.
 
   We stayed just that way for a lot longer than was probably appropriate. I felt the eyes of the elderly women on us, judging, I guess, that our behavior was too affectionate for public, but I simply didn’t care. Every so often I would trace the outline of the serpent when Charlie least suspected it, and laugh at his reaction. I loved that I could have that kind of hold on him. Yet as midnight approached, more people began wandering into the house, and the music paused so that someone could make an announcement or joke. And though I was aware of the life taking place around me, the gala humor and the excitement of a new year, it flew over me like a plane in the sky. 
 
   Charlie peeked over my shoulder. “Sounds like they’re having fun in there.”
 
   “I’m fine just where I am.” I sighed into him.
 
   “Good,” he said. “’Cause I don’t want you going nowhere…except—”
 
   “Except, what?”
 
   As I looked up at him, the Charlie grin was already there. “I got an idea.”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK28][bookmark: OLE_LINK29]I bit my lip and tried not to appear too excited. “What kind of an idea?”
 
   I followed him to the east side of the house where the large in-ground swimming pool rippled colorful water in lights matching the fountain just in front of the house. Unlike the other sides of the house, this end was completely deserted and didn’t even show signs that life had been there. I stared at the crisp water and watched as it transformed from blue to pink to yellow to green, and then back again.
 
   “It hasn’t been closed for the season?” 
 
   “Nope,” Charlie grinned. “It’s heated.” 
 
   As I turned I realized with slight alarm that he was sitting to take his shoes and socks off, promptly followed by his shirt. He did these tasks rather eagerly, a new excitement flashed in his eyes.
 
   “Oh no.” I looked from the pool then back to him. “What are you doing?”
 
   “This.”
 
   I covered my mouth with my hand when I heard myself scream. Maybe I hadn’t really expected him to jump. Or maybe it was the splash of the water surprising me that caused me to call out. Either way, as soon as he resurfaced, I began to laugh. At least, I thought, he had gone in at the deep end. 
 
   “Are you crazy? It’s January!” I couldn’t stop laughing.
 
   “Actually,” Charlie looked at an imaginary watch on his wrist. “It’s still December.” He dived back under and resurfaced once more., “‘Sides, like I said, it’s real warm.” 
 
   I sat poolside and tried to avoid any puddles his splashing created. The concrete against my legs made me shiver. “I still say you’re nuts.”
 
   “That mean your gonna make me swim by myself?”
 
   I rolled my eyes but still slipped off my shoes and teased the water’s surface with the tips of my toes. Charlie watched me very carefully and began to slowly propel himself back and forth across the water. Every few seconds I looked up at him and watched the lighting change the ripple of his torso and arms to a variety of colors. I closed my eyes and tried to think of something, anything else.
 
   My ears caught the sound of him coming closer as he finished another lap and took hold of the concrete ledge dangling just beneath my ankles. I only opened my eyes when I felt him take hold of my ankle; trailing his thumbs one by one down the front of my foot until his hand acted as a bridge for the water. I felt myself go limp under his touch as he slowly and oh so gently drew my foot into the water to the rim of my ankle before releasing me.
 
   “See?” he whispered. It didn’t seem likely he would be out of breath from the swimming. “It’s good.”
 
   I only nodded, afraid of what might come out of my mouth if I tried to speak.
 
   To make matters worse, Charlie took my other leg, this time starting at the ends of my toes and working his way up. Again, he trailed his thumbs along my foot until it was secure in the lukewarm water, only he continued onward and began using both hands to feel his way along my leg. He was agonizing slow with his touch, but I adored every second of it and felt my body respond accordingly. The outside of his hand brushed against my knee and made me quiver.
 
   “Charlie?” I could barely hear myself.
 
   Just as impulsively as he had begun, he stopped and kicked himself away from the pool’s edge, as far away from me as he could get.
 
   He shook his head and dove back under the water, this time swimming all the way to the bottom and staying there for far longer than I felt comfortable with.
 
   “Charlie?” I stood up, the lust and sudden anger being exchanged for worry. “Charlie?”
 
   I took off his jacket and tossed it aside. My body was expelling so much heat, there was no need for it, anyway. Just as I was about to dive in after him, though, he resurfaced and began ringing the water from his ears.
 
   I crossed my arms over myself and glared at him.
 
   After rubbing his eyes he looked at me. “Ah, sorry?”
 
   I smiled and jumped in after him anyway. The last thing I saw before going under was him flinching from the fresh water flying in his face.
 
   Submerged beneath the surface, I could feel the heaviness of the water close in on me. And while Charlie hadn’t lied about the water’s temperature, the sudden shock of the environment made goosebumps erupt on my entire body. I swayed my hands around me and tried to keep the water from pulling me to the surface. The skirt of my dress and my hair flowed around me in slow motion. And although the chemicals from the pool burned my eyes, I still kept them open and watched as the changing lights turned the metallic shine of my dress into complete different shades and enhanced the gold of the sash across my bodice. I thought maybe I looked like a human disco ball. 
 
   When the need for air became too much, I emerged to the cold and watched my skin shiver involuntary. Charlie remained at a safe distance from me, but I could see the narrowing of his eyes and the darkness lingering just beneath as he watched me. I was reminded of the animal that he was and always would be.
 
   We continued to stare at each other, swimming around the obvious. I paddled myself to the deepest end of the pool and submerged myself until my nostrils began to flair. Outside of the warm water, the night air was almost unbearable with its chill, and I hoped it wasn’t too obvious how cold I really was, or how terrifically he had affected me.
 
   “You’re making things real…difficult for me,” he said eventually.
 
   I stretched my neck so my hair would float back under—the sudden warmth of the water on my scalp made me feel better and helped the building tension in my neck. Then I stared back up at Charlie in partial amusement but mostly frustration. I was making things difficult for him?
 
   Between us, I saw the remains of the torn baby’s breath float in the current. I felt for the barrette behind my head, and sure enough, the flower was long-gone. I cared very little however, because the darkness in Charlie’s eyes faded slightly and he seemed far less focused on primal attentions than before.
 
   “Elise is going to kill me when she sees what I did to this dress.” I began laughing again and was relieved to hear Charlie join me as he swam close enough to touch me again. I was hesitant to reach out for him in case the dark of him was lingering just beneath the surface, ready to be released at my touch.
 
   But surprisingly, Charlie swam closer to me, backing me into the concrete ledge of the pool. It wasn’t until the heels of my feet hit the end that I realized he had cornered me completely—each of his hands going to each of my sides and pinning me to the ledge that I desperately clung onto.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he imitated, “I’ll protect you.” 
 
   I shoved him away playfully and made my way to the shallow end. “You are such a tease.”
 
   His laughter turned into a mischievous chuckle as he followed me to the other side. Just within earshot, the unharmonious countdown to the New Year began and Charlie’s substantial strokes caught up with me before I had the chance to escape the pool.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Hey, what?” He wrapped his arms around me from behind and tried to push my floating hair out of the way. I laughed.
 
   “Do you have a resolution this year?”
 
   He laughed. “Yep.”
 
   I continued to laugh as cheers and yelling exploded from inside the house, a noise that was only parallel to the glamorous wave of fiery explosions going on in the sky.
 
   “Guess that timer worked, after all.”
 
   “Come on, tell me.” I took his face in my hands and tried to refocus his attention. 
 
   “Tell you what?” 
 
   I pounced on him then, shoving him under the water by the tops of his shoulders, only he restrained me with a reaffirming hold on my waist.
 
   “Tell me yours first,” he whispered in my ear.
 
   “Me? I’m going to keep you out of trouble.” I laughed. “You, the boys, and everyone else, whatever I have to do, I’ll do it.”
 
   I felt him smile. “What a coincidence.”
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   The new semester was just as chaotic as I predicted, providing incidents of getting lost on the way to classes and professors mistaking me for others. Although, as the first week gave way to the second, the third, and all the ones thereafter, I began to feel comfortable on campus. Melinda, my roommate, was a lively drama major who didn’t ask questions and shared my love for French vanilla coffee, so we got along well enough.
 
   “What do you think of this one?” Melinda held another blouse up to her frame, imploring me to look up while I tried to study my notes. When I didn’t, she snapped her fingers at me impatiently and waved the cashmere sleeve at me.
 
   “Yoo hoo? Battes, what do you think?”
 
   “Huh?” I sighed as I looked up. Melinda could wear a garbage bag and make it look fashionable. She was petite like me but still sculpted; I guessed from her youth spent in gymnastics. And though her short hair kept her face framed, she was by no means a plain Jane.
 
   “I think it looks great. Just like the last one, and the one before that, and the one before that…”
 
   “You’re such a spoil sport, Battes.” She looked herself over in the full-length mirror once more. “Maybe I should try on the blue one again…”
 
   “Who are you going out with tonight—Mike?”
 
   “Mitchell,” she corrected, without even batting an eye. “Mike was two weeks ago.”
 
   “Right.” I nodded. “I have a hard time keeping up.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me. “That’s what Mike said.”
 
   We laughed while she tried on three more absurd outfits that didn’t really seem like outfits at all, but I responded accordingly, telling her she looked great in all of them, because she genuinely did whether she wanted to believe me or not. And as I watched her get ready for her date, I realized I hadn’t the faintest notion of what that would be like. Charlie and I loved each other of course, but we had never had any sort of dating experiences, per say. And as much as my imagination usually worked for me, I couldn’t picture him calling me like a regular guy to ask me out, and me getting ready in a dizzy haze like Melinda was now. Was this what normal people did for dates? Melinda did it almost every night for one guy for another, but I couldn’t even picture doing it for the guy.  
 
   “Hey there,” Melinda laughed. “Where did you go?”
 
   “Sorry.” I laughed. “Just thinking”
 
   “Did you hear what I said?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “I get that like, you’re shy and stuff, and if you want me to stay out of your business, I completely will, but if you want me to set you up…”
 
   “No,” I said, probably louder than I needed to. “I’m here to study. That’s all.”
 
   She wiggled next to me. “Really? We’re young, Battes. We’re should enjoy it while we can.”
 
   Oh, I wanted to, she had no idea. In fact, I was beginning to think Charlie wasn’t trying to keep me safe so much as drive me insane; to see how far my will would go before I’d crack altogether. 
 
   “I will…when the right guy comes along.”
 
   She scoffed and threw a shirt at me. “Oh please, that could be years from now, or never. And what about until then? You’re supposed to be chaste? Lonely? Not have any fun?” She began digging through one of her many boxes for something I couldn’t see. “Use what you’ve got while you have it.” She winked.
 
   “Gather ye rosebuds while ye may, 
 
   Old Time is still a-flying; 
 
   And this same flower that smiles today 
 
   Tomorrow will be dying.”
 
   Her eyebrow went up for a second before she figured out I was reciting a poem. But once she did, her smile returned and she nodded. Whether or not she understood Herrick’s verse was a matter of interpretation. “Right on.” 
 
   I continued to think about that conversation as I sat in Elise’s kitchen and reread the same sentence in my Global Relations textbook. While I didn’t exactly agree with Melinda’s ideas about shopping around for true love, she did make some great point about wasting time. Life was a fleeting thing anyway, and mine had been up for the taking more than once over the summer. With Charlie’s profession, there was any infinite number of ways he could be in danger, so why were we waiting? Why didn’t we take advantage of the time we had together while we still had it? What were we waiting for?
 
   “You should watch out.” Elise scooped something unidentifiable into Tyler’s mouth. He made a face, but swallowed it anyway. “Your brain is going to overheat.”
 
   Leaning on the barstool, I twisted until my back cracked, and I rotated my neck. “Meh.” I tried to shrug off the achiness that had settled into my shoulder from craning downward so long, but the whole of me felt tense, and it didn’t help.
 
   She wiped Tyler’s mouth with a paper towel and handed him some blueberries from a bowl on the counter. As he clapped in delight, his chubby cheeks wobbled and turned red with the excitement.
 
   Elise looked back at me and sighed. “You know it’s true. I wouldn’t be surprised if your brain melted.”
 
   I squished a blueberry between my thumb and finger.
 
   “I can handle it.”
 
   “I hope so,” she said. 
 
   Secretly, I hoped so, too.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK40]When you’re living two lives, having one more person knowing more about it is dangerous. That’s why in those first weeks of the semester I avoided all questions about my personal life. I didn’t want anyone, especially Melinda, to carry any burden for me that I couldn’t handle the weight of later. But eventually I think she must have noticed that I had two cell phones, one I compulsively jumped and smiled for, that I brought to bed with me every night, and the other I talked to Dad on. Every word I gave her was guarded, and I vowed to keep it that way, not only for my sake, but for Charlie’s as well. And though I had gotten pretty good at keeping myself distant, it was getting harder to conceal certain details of my life from Dad, who frequently wanted to know about my non-existent social life and friends.
 
   One of the ways I did this was through Harpsten, who I was beginning to consider calling Adam. We now e-mailed on a regular basis, and I gave him tid-bits about my life that I figured would end up getting back to Dad one way or another. This way Dad would feel like he wasn’t intruding, and I wouldn’t be giving away anything incriminating; all of us would be satisfied.
 
   Elise offered me some of the remaining blueberries before they went in the fruit salad, but I declined, skimming through the new e-mail and typing out a quick reply.
 
    
 
   Harpsten,
 
   I’m sorry to hear you’ve come down with the flu. I’ll admit I never appreciated being homeschooled so much until my first semester at WPU. I was sick for two weeks straight. Maybe being deprived of those public school germs all those years had my immune system down. Ha Ha. Last time I checked, rest, fluids, and antibiotics are the way to enlightenment. But if you are still feeling under the weather, here’s a list of some books that might make you feel better.
 
   The Monk—Matthew Gregory Lewis
 
   Naked Lunch—William S. Burroughs
 
   The Great Gatsby—Fitzgerald 
 
   Frankenstein—Mary Shelley
 
   I’m rereading Gatsby myself for the millionth time and I’ve even got Melinda reading it. Now she’s trying to get everyone and everything into 20’s vintage. Even if I had a time-machine though, I think I’d make a lousy flapper. Have to run, big anatomy exam to study for tomorrow.
 
   Feel better soon,
 
   Addie
 
    
 
   I closed my laptop just as Charlie walked in, silent except for the holster he secured around his chest.
 
   “Hey, you.”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   I reached up for him and Elise pretended not to see while Charlie and I stole a kiss. Still, I pulled away quickly, somewhat aware of where we were, and very excited about the one activity I had coerced him into.
 
   “I’m excited for this.” I hopped off the stool and stacked my books, trying to slide them out of the way.
 
   He leaned into the island and stole one of Tyler’s blueberries, popping it into his mouth before he could swoop it back. “That makes one of us.” 
 
   I pulled him by the wrist, ignoring Elise’s giggle. “Let’s go, you.”
 
   I buttoned my jacket all the way to the top and took the lead outside. Though he hesitated for a second, I could feel him following me as I walked out past the garage and towards the wooded area of the property. I hummed quietly to myself, satisfied, though I was only halfway complete with my mission.  
 
   “Girls shouldn’t be doing this.” His steps followed mine perfectly. I loved the rhythm they made in the soft winter dirt, but when he said that I turned abruptly and feigned punching him. 
 
   “Girls can do whatever they want,” I reminded him.
 
   “I know that.” I felt his eyes roll behind me. “I just don’t want you doing it.”
 
   “Well, too bad,” I mocked. “If you don’t show me, I’ll just get one of the guys—”
 
   “The fellas are not that stupid.”
 
   We stopped, looked at each other, and laughed.
 
   “I mean it,” he said, his voice all gravel and stone. “People hurt themselves with these things all the time.”
 
   “I mean it, too. Besides, you of all people know that when I want to learn something, I’ll figure it out one way or the other.”
 
   He stopped me and pulled me close, staring at me in the way that told me he was considering the situation, measuring his alternatives against how we both knew I would get what I wanted.
 
   “‘lright,” he sighed. “But for the record, I don’t like it.”
 
   I leaned up and kissed him. “For the record, me learning to shoot a gun might just save your life some day.”
 
   He scoffed. “Sure, or take yours.”
 
   Long beyond Ben Walden’s house, where redwoods met endless pathways, a clearing was laid out before us. Targets, some paper, others made of wooden scrap, were stuck to trees by nail and plastered by rain, were littered with bullet holes. Every so often as we walked through the field, there was a lone casing, rusted from its lack of use.
 
   “Now, these ain’t exactly hunting weapons,” he emphasized. “So be careful.”
 
   “You say that like you don’t trust me.” I crossed my arms over my chest but it was so obvious I wasn’t mad that he just smiled at me, making slow, short strides over to me. When he was so close that I shivered, he whispered in my ear, “I don’t trust you with a water gun.”
 
   I gave in and leaned against him. “That’s a fair concern; I could shoot my eye out.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around me, picking me up just slightly off the ground. “Exactly.”
 
   After that, he stepped away and hung up a new paper target on one of the trees. I could see the nervousness in his face before he even took one of the guns out of its holster, but I didn’t pressure him. It was the first time I had seen him nervous around a firearm before, and the awareness that it was for my sake over anything else was a strange feeling.
 
   “This is a Glock G21.” 
 
   “Oh.” I did my best to look impressed. “Just like a movie.”
 
   “You ain’t gonna be using this.”
 
   I pouted. “Why not?”
 
   “Cause it’ll blow a 2 inch hole in anything it goes though and it’s probably too heavy.”
 
   He withdrew the cartridge and handed it to me. Sure enough, its grip was awkward and too large for my hands. I shrugged and handed it back. I couldn’t help but notice the relief when I did.
 
   “It’s pretty harmless without the bullets,” I teased
 
   He put it back in the holster and grinned at me. “You could still throw it at me.”
 
   “Only if you deserved it.” 
 
   Shaking his head, he took out the other gun, noticeably smaller and gray in contrast to the Glock. 
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “The 380 semi-automatic, more for self-defense than anything else. If you ever need a gun, this is the kind you’ll use.”
 
   I measured the weight of the weapon in my hand; it was lighter to be sure, smaller. It was intimidating to think how easily I could hide it if I wanted to.
 
   “You gotta assume your target is ‘bout 40 degrees left of whatever it is you’re aiming at.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “When ya shoot, go with your left foot forward of your right.”
 
   I followed his instruction, but he laughed, taking the length of my lower thigh and thrusting it forward. I laughed for a second, thinking he might join me but his glance was stern.
 
   “This ain’t a joke, okay?” His face threatened a smile. “You have to treat any gun like it’s loaded.”
 
   “I already do.”
 
   His hand crawled up to the inside of my elbow. “You’re bad.”
 
   “I have a good teacher.”
 
   He laughed. “When you fire, try leanin’ in, cause it’s gonna have a kick.”
 
   Pointing it at the new target, I tried squinting like I had seen in the movies to narrow my vision. At this, Charlie laughed and shook his head.
 
   “No, no.” He came from behind me, not tapping along my bare arm like he normally might. Instead, he was all business, until our fingers just touched. He inhaled, then swallowed loudly.
 
   “Relax your shoulders,” he advised, re-aiming us. “Breathe normally.”
 
   I leaned back just enough to better inhale his scent. “Easier said than done,” I mumbled.
 
   He laughed into my ear. “I think you do this on purpose.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Try to distract me.”
 
   “I’m just trying to be better prepared for any situation,” I mused, “…keeping my New Year’s resolution and all that.”
 
   “Yeah, right.” He didn’t sound convinced.
 
   I practiced standing naturally, my finger over the trigger hold as told, only after another lecturing was I allowed to actually try shooting.
 
   Understandably, Charlie stood away from me, hands rustling through his messy hair then retreating to bite on his nails. I didn’t want to make him any more nervous than I had to, so I didn’t try any showboating or quoting cheesy movie lines. Instead, I just fired away. The discharge jerked me back slightly as predicted, but really it was like the muscles in my arms weren’t designed for the movement. 
 
   I looked back at Charlie and frowned. “Did I hit anything?”
 
   He grinned and shook his head. “Its gonna be a long day.”
 
   Though he claimed I was a worse shot than Polo (a feat that apparently had never before been performed), I felt more confident about my self-defense. Though I rarely saw guns around Ben Walden’s house, I knew they were there and learning to shoot just made me feel more integrated into the household.
 
   “I just need more practice,” I emphasized. 
 
   “Don’t do nothin’ by yourself. I mean it. Promise me you’ll tell me when you want to practice.”
 
   I sighed. “I promise.”
 
   “Good.” He grinned his Charlie grin. “‘Cause if you end up pulling a vice president on Reid, I gotta be there to see it.”
 
   “Okay. Uh, this is the innermost lining of the heart.”
 
   “The endocardium.”
 
   “Hey, now, you didn’t phrase it like a question.”
 
   I smiled and opened my eyes. With his head in my lap, Charlie grinned up at me and tapped the index cards against his chest. After numerous study sessions—most of them pointless as we constantly distracted each other—we had finally worked out a system that actually kept me focused on the material, and Charlie motivated to keep helping me.
 
   “I’m pretty sure I won’t have to put the answer in the form of a question for my exam tomorrow.”
 
   He stretched, took an end of my hair and twirled it around his finger. “I didn’t make up these rules, I’m just trying to stick to em.” 
 
   “I’m beginning to think you like this a little too much.”
 
   Even upside down his grin was wonderful. “A mind is a terrible thing to waste. I’m just tryin’ to help you out.” I rolled my eyes but leaned over to kiss him anyway, our agreed atonement for my misphrased or wrong answers.
 
   A familiar beeping in the kitchen made me pull away a second later. The microwave brought me to the domain of our current reality, one full with the smell of freshly popped corn and something sweet in the oven.  
 
   “Maybe we should…”
 
   He choked on his words. “I know, I know.”
 
   Charlie kept his eyes closed but handed me back my flashcards just as Polo worked his way into the living area with a bumbling Tyler on his foot. At this point it was difficult to tell most of the time who was enabling who around the house and who was holding up whom.
 
   “Hey, Ty! This is my leg! You have two of your own! Let go! Let go!” Polo threw popcorn at him from above but Tyler’s grip was as relentless as his giggle.
 
   I tried to make my voice sound scary and failed miserably. “Give this one to me! Muhaha!” 
 
   Polo pried him off and tossed him into my arms. Elise constantly drilled him on his colors, shapes, animals, and music notes, though the poor kid clearly had no idea why and didn’t care.
 
   “Where’s your nose, Tyler?”
 
   He pointed to his face and I clapped happily. “Yay, Tyler! Now what color is my sweater?”
 
   He gnawed on his fingers with delight. His first molars were coming in nicely, and it made his smiles even more adorable.
 
   Charlie laughed, and it was disturbing his aim as he strived to throw popcorn into Polo’s mouth.
 
   Yuri walked in and blocked a shot. “Missed, lover boy.”
 
   Yuri plopped down on the floor, which was a prime spot for Tyler as he tried to squirm out of my arms for the popcorn on the floor.
 
   “What are we watching?” he asked
 
   “Something with fire!” Polo said in-between a mouth full of popcorn.
 
   Charlie gave Tyler a wet willy. “That’s all you ever wanna watch.”
 
   “Those are the best kind of movies!”
 
   “You damn pyro! Those movies are awful!”
 
   I bounced Tyler on my knee. “Says the guy who only watches movies where things get karate-chopped.”
 
   Yuri cursed at me in his first language. “At least not everything I watch has subtitles or tries to bore people to death.”
 
   “Documentaries are good.” I handed Tyler off to Charlie. “And silent films are priceless.”
 
   The sliding door of the veranda slammed and we all looked over as Reid stomped in. Like most days, he had spent the majority of the time brooding in the garage or in his apartment. Frankly, it was rare to see him outside of meals unless Ben called the guys around for something work specific, but I couldn’t complain. Even though I had been a part of their lives for almost two months, Reid still hardly acknowledged my presence; though when he did, it was only to send me deadly glares. I did my best to ignore him as Charlie suggested and hoped we could come to a relationship of happy indifference, because my attempts at friendship seemed to get me nowhere.
 
   “Let’s ask Reid what he wants to watch.” Another lame attempt, but I figured I couldn’t lose any points by trying. 
 
   The guys turned to Reid as he slinked by and grabbed an apple from the bowl on the countertop. He bit into it loudly and rolled his eyes. 
 
   “He’s ‘bout as likely to sit through a movie as that one.” Charlie threw a handful of popcorn at Polo, though the redhead only caught one of the kernels and the rest scattered to the floor.
 
   “Nah. Nah. I hang out for a while. Watch a movie with the little family.” Every word dripped with sarcasm. He chucked the remaining apple at the recycling can, as if predicting the annoyed look when Elise returned and didn’t find it in the compost. 
 
   Yuri and Polo sighed simultaneously. “You watch the weirdest crap of all.”
 
   I picked Tyler up from the floor and plucked the popcorn from his tiny palms. “Anything but Dario Argento, please!”
 
   “Or Kubrick.”
 
   “David Lynch,” Yuri added, laughing.
 
   “Hitchcock,” Polo shouted.
 
   As the opening credits came up, Polo whined. “I hate this one.”
 
   Reid swiped Polo’s beer and sat beside him. “That’s only because to you everything is a mystery.”
 
   “It isn’t a mystery when you’ve seen it twenty freakin’ times.” 
 
   We all laughed, but since we had seen the movie at least twice each it was easy to wander off. Even Tyler, who was usually so easily amused, was already asleep on my shoulder, breathing softly. I could feel his solid little heart beating against my own. Aside from the occasional disruption of a hiccup, he slept soundly.
 
   “I’m going to go put him down,” I whispered to Charlie before moving from the loveseat and heading for the stairs. Walking with a sleeping Tyler made me feel like a ninja. Each one of my attempts at stealthy movement made him flinch and his eyelashes twitch. Knowing what a light sleeper he was, I took my time, creeping up each stair and nestling him in his crib without trying to make any noises. I wondered how Elise did this all the time, and I had to admire her patience. Was it something that automatically came with motherhood or did it come later on with diapers and sleepless nights? 
 
   Either way, I was glad I had agreed to babysit so she and Ben could have a date night. I had done it before so Elise could go to Pilates or grocery shopping, but that was for hardly more than an hour or so when I just had to make sure he stayed out of trouble.
 
   Amazingly, he stayed asleep even after I adjusted the blanket and various stuffed animals in his crib. I stayed for a few minutes and watched the soft rising and falling of his breath and the drool escaping from his mouth before leaving for the west wing and my own sort-of-bedroom. 
 
   My laptop was still charging and my textbooks were sprawled on the bed from my earlier study session, but I couldn’t stand the idea of going back to studying just yet. I could hear the surround sound of creepy music barreling from downstairs.
 
    
 
   Addie—
 
   Hi sweetheart. Sorry it took such a long time to get back to you. I’m sure you heard about the blizzard that got here the other day. We had to shut down the office for a few hours because the ice took out power lines. (See pictures attached.) I even broke the damn snow blower trying to help the Remolds with their walkway. Did I tell you Helen broke her hip? I’m envying that California weather of yours.  
 
   Robbie sent me some photos from the last station he was at. He couldn’t say where he was, but I still wished I was somewhere near that temperature. I’m looking into renting the house at Long Branch this summer for a few weeks. Robbie thinks he’ll get leave in August but isn’t sure yet. You and your girlfriends haven’t gone and made any plans, right? It’s bad enough you’re not coming home for spring break. 
 
   Think about it and get back to me. I don’t have to tell you those prime summer weeks go fast.
 
   Don’t study too hard,
 
   Dad
 
    
 
   I sighed and braced myself. I had been avoiding this since I had gotten here, looking for the right moment and trying to find the right words, finally deciding not to do it over the phone but rather through e-mail. My conversations with Dad had been tight, almost rehearsed. I intentionally called him between classes so I had an excuse to say good-bye within a couple of minutes. I told him about school, the weather, and occasionally about things my ‘new friends’ and I did around ‘campus,’ but I never told him about the thing I loved the most and really it felt like a sort of blasphemy at this point. 
 
    
 
   Dad,
 
   I did get those pictures Robbie sent. But let’s be real, they were really just beige blurs with flash glares. Haha. When he does get home I’m going teach him how to take a photograph. 
 
   The shore sounds like it could be a lot of fun. I was thinking about taking a class or two over the summer, but Melinda and another friend talked me out of it (insisting I don’t have any fun as it is). Actually the other friend I’m referring to is of the male persuasion. And don’t freak out when I tell you this or anything, Dad, but he and I have kind of been seeing each other for a few weeks now.
 
   Sorry to hear about Mrs. Remold’s hip. Ouch! If you see her, please give her my best. It’s kind of a funny coincidence, in my anatomy of movement class we just finished the unit on hips and did a group lab where we got to dissect an artificial hip. It was really interesting, but the smell just about did me in. March is right around the corner, so think sunny thoughts!
 
   Love,
 
   Addie
 
    
 
   I hoped that sandwiching the information between some other tid-bits might soften the blow a little. Though truthfully, Dad might not panic at all at the prospect of me dating. I would be eighteen in nine weeks, six days, four hours… (not that I was counting or anything) and had never shown any symptoms of love sickness until now. Maybe he would just be grateful that I had waited this long.
 
   I checked the rest of my e-mail. Unsurprisingly, there was already another one from Harpsten, a reply from my earlier e-mail that morning. I laughed as I read the subject title: Can’t HaNdEl the ClAsSiCal
 
    
 
   Addie,
 
   I don’t know if your parents made you listen to Beethoven in the womb or something, but the songs you sent me are. Not. Right. This is the stuff you listen to study? This stuff would be putting me to sleep in about ten minutes flat. Come to think of it, it did. Almost made for a nasty ride home, by the way. It’s unnatural for people under 100 years or older to listen to this kind of music. I know you’re in California and everything, but come on! I’ve attached some music that you clearly are in some serious need of. I expect to have a full report by the end of the week—
 
   Adam
 
   P.S. Your Dad says you’re not coming home for spring break. You know you can’t leave the country just yet, right? 
 
    
 
   I hadn’t expected Harpsten to e-mail so frequently, nor did I expect to enjoy the correspondence as much as I did. Though it might have been sneaky, I felt much better about knowing Dad’s coming and goings. In the flush of busy days before January 15th, Harpsten even kept me updated on just how many late nights Dad was keeping, and helped me nag him about keeping his health.
 
   But there was something else to it as well. Now that he no longer asked about my kidnapping, I felt free to talk about whatever crossed my mind.
 
    
 
   Harpsten,
 
   For your information, a lot of the music I listen to is very inspiring for all of my academic endeavors. Tyler (a little guy I babysit sometimes) also likes my taste in music (although he’s about my only friend out here who does). But what are these songs you’ve sent me? I’ve honestly never even heard of half these bands! 
 
   On another note, (ha, see what I did there) you are almost as bad as my Dad. If I had any travel plans, I’d tell you just like I said I would, okay? 
 
   Best,
 
   Addie
 
    
 
   I could smell Charlie before I could hear him. In my absence he had been smoking, and had tried to cover it up with some kind of balmy aftershave.
 
   “You said you were done with this for the night.” I closed the laptop before he could see who the recipient of the message was almost at the same moment he sat on the bed behind me, wrapping his legs behind me as best he could.
 
   I leaned into the crook of his neck and closed my eyes. I hadn’t realized how tired I was until I felt how they burned. “I was just checking a few things.”
 
   He kissed the place on my collarbone he liked so well. “I gotta go away next week.”
 
   “No.”
 
   I felt his grin on my neck. “You can be in denial all you want. It won’t change—”
 
   “I prefer my denial, thank you very much.” I slid my laptop over to the side. “Where are you guys going?”
 
   That hesitation, I hated that hesitation. It told me he was considering keeping something from me, maybe not a big something, but a something nevertheless. And if he wasn’t going to hide something, he would sugarcoat it, stretch the detail so that it didn’t seem as dangerous or awful as it probably was.
 
   “It’s probably better if you don’t know.”
 
   “Let’s say I wasn’t in denial about you going off and committing more crimes. Theoretically, when could I expect you back? When would my worrying countdown begin?”
 
   He spun me around so I was facing him, the smell of clove even more pronounced than before. I didn’t care. With all my faults, who was I to lecture about a bad habit?
 
   “I have to go on Friday.”
 
   “No.” I wrapped my arms around his neck. I never asked about what Charlie did during the week, I just avoided the local newspapers and hoped I’d never read anything about cargo disappearing from semi-local vineyards, storage facilities, boat yards, or truck stops. 
 
   In a second he became serious again. I think he could probably feel the way I clung to him, desperate, not unlike a child. I hated that my emotions were so obvious in a single act, yet at the same time I didn’t know how to say it out loud. I didn’t know how to be strong enough to make him stay.
 
   “You know I’ll always come back to you. Don’t you?” Charlie kissed the top of my head, and despite how much I willed myself, those same tears of fear sprung to my eyes anyway.
 
   “Do you promise?”
 
   “I promise, Addie. You know I promise.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368579717]Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   After he left, I diligently worked on all things academic, venturing to keep my thoughts off of Charlie and my worry. I agreed that I would still come to Ben and Elise’s for the weekend as usual, though without Charlie, the entire idea seemed somewhat pointless. And though he had left for ‘work’ before, since my move to California, the majority of his absences had occurred during the work week, while I was busy with school, so I was slightly less inclined to worry.
 
   In the meantime, however, there was talk of potential summer plans, and birthdays, but I couldn’t relinquish the nagging feeling that kept me anxious, that looming feeling that not just something bad was about to happen, but that its gears were already beginning to wind in that direction. 
 
   I hummed my nervous energy the same way I always did, focusing on the dreadful stacks of econ notes I had taken over the last few weeks. They helped some, but occasionally I’d catch myself and my finger bouncing around on sloppily drawn graph lines, imagining they were the outlines of lips or ears of the one I loved. And the more frequently I caught myself, the more I felt my stomach tighten, not out of my girlish lust, but from the pestering feeling that not all was well.
 
   I was so preoccupied with my thoughts that for once I didn’t hear Melinda returning from class. As usual, she was chatting with a guy in the hall. I was aware she had many male friends whose friendship extended beyond the classical realms of friendship, but I was also willing to respect her privacy if she respected mine. So I looked back down and pretended to fiddle with my highlighter when she walked in, lip-gloss smeared and cheeks flushed. She leaned against the door after she shut it, then heaved her backpack across the room and sighed.
 
   “Hey.” 
 
   “Oh, hi.” 
 
   As though she hadn’t been making-out in the hallway, Melinda flounced over to her desk and spun in the office chair, wrapped in different shades of duct tape. It was hard to tell if the chair had ever been genuinely broken, or if that was just another tell-tale sign of the whimsical doings of a theater-art major.  
 
   “How was statistics?”
 
   She groaned. “Boring. What else?”
 
   I glanced back down at my notebook and flipped it back and forth. I had somewhat hoped for one of her stories about someone I didn’t know, gossip that could make me feel normal, give me names to put with faces, but she seemed preoccupied with something of her own and I felt bad for assuming she could entertain me. 
 
   Instead, I let my eyes wander. Both sides of the room were splattered in posters from Broadway plays and the faces of contemporary actors whose names I wouldn’t know if my life depended on it. I stared at the torn edges of one poster, remembering the rose bedroom I had at Ben and Elise’s house. How could I really compare the two? Still, it wasn’t like Melinda’s decorating had ever bothered me.
 
   “So listen…” She picked up a cotton ball and dabbed something on it. “I think you should come with me to rehearsal tonight.”
 
   I looked up from my notebook, slightly startled that she was even acknowledging me. For a second I thought she was practicing lines. “Say what now?”
 
   “Rehearsal.” She wiped the color off her eyes. “You should go with me. Afterwards, a bunch of us going to a party at one of the Phi Beta houses. You’ll have to borrow something of mine, maybe some lipstick…but those Phi Beta boys will go for you, a lot of them like the ‘good girls.’”
 
   A few months ago, I might have blushed at the semi-compliment, but Charlie had revealed this same bit of information to me before, and though I was reluctant to admit it, there was something confident in knowing that someone already found you sexually attractive. It made the world less scary, gave you enough power to be a little less shy.
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks.”
 
   I saw her eyes roll from her reflection in the mirror. I often saw her practicing facial expressions there. It seemed like other than reading, it was the only homework she ever had. 
 
   “We’re doing Othello for the spring play. Did I tell you that?”
 
   I did my best to turn my attention back to my notes while simultaneously trying to picture Charlie grinning and safe with the guys on the Diyu. I failed at both. I reminded myself that I was being paranoid, that looking up severe weather alerts, and all of the things that could have gone wrong wouldn’t help. “I’ve been listening to you practice your lines for the last month.”
 
   “Well, I think you should come with me. You don’t have classes tonight, do you?”
 
   I shook my head. “I kind of have plans…”
 
   “Plans? What plans? You hardly talk to anybody outside of our floor and I don’t think you’ve been to a single party since you got here.” 
 
   The thought of Elise’s party made me cringe. The best part of it had been Charlie, of course, but even with my semi-new confidence, the idea of socializing made me uneasy and I didn’t know if I was willing to test it. 
 
   Though, what if Elise and Charlie had a point? What if I was so preoccupied by worrying and school that it literally drove me crazy? Kids in college had nervous breakdowns all the time, plagued by stress and the pressures of early adulthood before they were ready. For weeks after returning from my abduction, I’d see print-outs Dad tried to hide from me between the pages of fantasy football magazines about breakdowns and PTSD. At the time I admired his efforts but was annoyed by all the tip-toeing. Now there was less admiration but just as much tip-toeing. Maybe that was what gave me this feeling I had now, this edgy feel, like needles poking at my neck, encouraging me to turn around though there was nothing there.
 
   Maybe I did need to get out. Maybe I did need to have fun.
 
   I reasoned that for once, a party might not be such a bad idea. A new kind of distraction from my worries could be healthy, right? Besides, with Dad constantly asking me about my friends, it would give me something safe to talk about. 
 
   “Okay.” I flipped my notebook shut. “I guess I’ll try it.”
 
   “Cool.” She didn’t even look away from the mirror. “But we kind of have to go in like a minute, so you might want to get ready.”
 
   I sat up and smoothed out my blouse. “Ready.” 
 
   “You might be hopeless,” she mumbled.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She sighed and went to one of her Tupperware containers that contained her costume jewelry. And though there were mornings when Melinda couldn’t even find a pen to take to class, I had to give her credit that every jewelry piece was organized according to color and all the chains and gems untangled from one another. She definitely had her priorities.
 
   “Hmm,” she said after fishing around for a minute. “Try these.” 
 
   She handed me a pair of loopy turquoise earrings that had an antique backing. I thought they were a little too extravagant for a college party but she laughed and promised they were only fakes anyway. 
 
   “Here,” she said, rustling through her closet. “I have this great little cami tank top you can wear that matches…”  
 
   Once we were ready, I grabbed a book, despite Melinda’s complaining the entire way to Warren Auditorium. I knew the studying would give me more Charlie time later and ignored her nagging. We had to take one of the school shuttles to get there, and it made me realize Melinda definitely had a point about me getting out more. The auditorium was on the other side of campus that I had hardly ever seen before, and with it, new groups of faces and personalities.
 
   There were some theatre groupies smoking cigarettes around the pillars outside but few others. I kept stride with Melinda, wondering if any of these people were as good at reading body language as they thought they were. One of Melinda’s friends waved us over and I felt as though I was playing follow the leader throughout the awkward introductions.
 
   “Come on, we’re just about to get started.”
 
   A green-haired boy used his ID to scan all of us in and I stuck behind the group with the same vacillation I felt when I was first taken hostage. I had no idea what to do with my hands or what expressions were appropriate at any given moment. I tried not to focus on the sweat that broke out on my forehead and palms, making it that much worse. If I couldn’t handle hanging out with a few of my peers, how was I supposed to deal with an internship when the time came or the interviews for law school? 
 
   Luckily, I was invisible in the world of dancers, singers, and actors; a universe unto itself where everyone very much wanted to be noticed. I sat in the most random seat in the most random aisle I could manage while Melinda and her group went backstage. I took out a copy of D’entre les morts though I could hardly read a single page. I saw some of the theater groupies listening to something I once heard Melinda call Swedish death metal while repainting old patchwork scenery. The director of the theater department, the green-haired guy and a few others were doing something on the scaffolding above, and an older woman, dressed eccentrically, was waddling around Melinda and the other actors, mumbling to herself with mounds of purple cloth. She didn’t seem to care whether she bumped into anyone or not. Most of the students onstage however, didn’t notice, and those who did weren’t bothered by her at all. I figured out after a minute that the small groups they collected in were being supervised by professors in the department.
 
   I strained my ears to listen. I quickly gathered that Melinda worked with a student everyone called Carter. I didn’t know the girl playing Desdemona, but it was easy to see by the way the stagehands and The Clown sneered that she might be something of a prima donna. 
 
   “Where should I lose that handkerchief, Emilia?”
 
   Melinda’s voice perked up above Desdemona. And I had to hand it to her—her obsessive practice was starting to show.  
 
   “I know not, madam.”
 
   “Believe me, I had rather have lost my purse
 
   Full of crusadoes. And but my noble Moor
 
   Is true of mind and made of no such baseness
 
   As jealous creatures are, it were enough
 
   To put him to ill thinking.”
 
   The lights went out and apologies were shouted from above before they came back on. I saw one of the supervising professors swallow something from a pill cartridge before telling everyone to continue. 
 
   “Is he not jealous?” 
 
   “Who, he? I think the sun where he was born
 
   Drew all such humors from him.”
 
   “Look where he comes.”
 
   Melinda left the scene, leaving her marked piece of painters’ tape on the stage and returning to the wings. The scene continued without her. 
 
   I hadn’t read Othello since I was a kid. Mom always said the best way to start Shakespeare was with his tragedies because they were the most interesting. When Robbie and I had the chicken pox we got through Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, and about halfway through Othello before Robbie was ready to poke his eyes out just to have an excuse to get out of it. Later on, he had to read them for high school English anyway, so it didn’t make any difference, but Mom waited another year or two before letting me dive into Shakespeare’s comedies, histories, and more perverse tragedies; having to stop every two seconds to explain the contexts to me.
 
   Though I was never a big fan of the tragedies, I’d have to say Othello is one of my favorites. There’s just enough political backdrop and themes of social reform to go with the drama; a good balance. And while Othello himself was a prideful idiot (as most tragic heroes are) at least there was some substance there. The lovers in question actually get to know each other before getting married and the affection Othello and Desdemona have for one another seem genuine. But then I always had to wonder if she just married the guy to piss off her father. And there is that perpetual logic that if Othello was really in love with Desdemona he wouldn’t have killed her no matter what she did or didn’t do. But once I really start thinking about it, I have to remind myself about the correlation between love and jealousy. The theme of madness. 
 
   The stagehand mouthed, ‘Enter Othello,’ and waved a neon clipboard like a music conductor, but Carter was already there without so much as a script.  
 
   “I will not leave him now till ah Cassio
 
   Be called to him. um—How is ’t with you, my lord?” 
 
   “Well, my good lady,” Othello called off to the side as though the play was in full assemble. It was easy to see he was passionate about his art. “Oh, hardness to dissemble!—How do you, Desdemona?”
 
   I faded out between the scenes, glancing at the clock on the wall somewhere between acts four and five. It told me it was already past six, meaning that I had just missed the last afternoon bus that would take me into Healdsburg. I felt like I had only been there for a few minutes, but apparently I was way off.
 
   D’entre les morts fell out of my lap when I realized just how late I was. Fumbling like a numbskull, I dug through my bag to get my Charlie phone out, typing out a message faster than the phone could keep up with and sending it out to the only number I used other than Charlie’s. 
 
   When I looked back at the stage, it looked like the stage hands were wrapping everything up and Melinda and her drama geek friends were getting a pep talk or something from a professor.
 
   Melinda waved down to me from the stage and mouthed, “five minutes,” before disappearing. I nodded back and waited to see what the rest of the evening would have in store for me.
 
   We made a brief stop at the dorm so Melinda could change and I could ditch my bag. Since it was the end of the week, and all but night classes were over, people walked in groups or alone, rowdy and ready to let loose. To their credit, campus security patrolled around in medium-sized carts, discouraging tailgating and making their presence known. I watched everything as Melinda and I walked down to a house rented at the end of the block just off campus. Luckily for me, she easily carried the conversation and the occasional nod or comment satisfied her. 
 
   The building was small, appearing abandoned from the outside with open fencing and tangled weeds blossoming through semi-broken windows that were still barred enough for mild safety. The store-front advertised computer repairs though the displays were clearly out of date and the store hours barely readable. Melinda quickly informed me that the owner lost his sight and now only rented the rooms upstairs, though they too, were barely livable.
 
   We walked through the path cleared between outdated hard-drives and bundles of tangled wires. Small mountains of blank CDs leaned against a wall and rusted out file cabinets. Other than an air freshener on the wall, the small breezeway was a disaster.
 
   “It’s a security system,” Melinda explained when she caught me staring.
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Cora’s boyfriend offered to get rid of everything when they moved in, but then everybody realized campus police technically didn’t cover this street. Kenzie thought they should get a guard dog, but Violet is allergic…anyway, they figure if they keep a bunch of junk against the windows they’ll hear anyone who tries to break in from there.”
 
   I nodded. “That’s actually a pretty good idea.”
 
   “I know, right? That and Cora’s boyfriend spends the night once in awhile—”
 
   I smiled politely, only reminded of how safe I felt when Charlie was around. Though it might have been demeaning, it had been my experience, that instinctively females felt safe with a guy around. I always thought it was because of what we had been through together that I trusted Charlie to protect me, but maybe other girls were hardwired the same way.
 
   Melinda took two steps up the stairs and shouted through the music, “Are we ready or what?” 
 
   There was giggling and then a high-pitched response, “Or what!”
 
   “And you think I take forever.” Melinda rolled her eyes before charging her way up. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to follow her or not, but I didn’t want to be alone anymore than I had to be in the dusty foyer of the store.
 
   Despite the mess downstairs, the hallway above was relatively clean. The only thing blocking its way was a large refrigerator, as I quickly figured out both rooms were much too small to accommodate it. There were doors on both ends of the hall, each with fading numbers on them. Melinda knocked on one, though it seemed pointless since she immediately went ahead and let herself in.
 
   The entire apartment consisted of a single room with what looked like a separate but adjoining bathroom. It was clean, though small, and as the petite girl at the sink began fiddling with the pipes, they made a terrible sound that made me jump.
 
   Melinda put her hand on my shoulder. “You okay?”
 
   I swallowed and nodded.
 
   She turned her attention back to her friends. “God, you guys take forever.”
 
   “Well, if mirror hog over there would hurry up, maybe we could get a move on!”
 
   I looked over my shoulder and sure enough, one of Melinda’s friends with a streak of pink in her hair gaped at herself in the mirror.
 
   “Hey,” she said to herself, “I need it more than you do.”
 
   “You’ve got that right.”
 
   The girls she introduced me to were of course prettier than me, and reminded me of Elise in the sense that Violet put on eyeliner flawlessly in the apartment lobby without a mirror and left-handed, even though she was obviously right-handed. I couldn’t tell if her hair was naturally straight or if she spent hours with a straightener somewhere, killing and fraying the copper ends until her tresses were as direct as the rest of her.
 
   “Hi, you’re Addie, right? Mel’s weirdo roommate?”
 
   Mirror hog’s mouth fell open and she extended her leg to kick. “Geez, Vi, blab much?”
 
   “Uh, nope, actually. She has it right there. My Dad wanted ‘weirdo’ to be my middle name but Mom opted for Marie instead.”
 
   “Hey, that’s my middle name, too.” The new presence startled me slightly, probably because I didn’t have time to analyze it. In class it was always different. I was the first one there, I’d watch people coming in and out of the room; study them without them knowing it. But when people snuck up on me from behind I never liked it. Maybe it had something to do with not socializing in school, but I had noticed I was more prone to it after being attacked on the Diyu. I shook slightly; it seemed there were some things that even Charlie couldn’t protect me from.
 
   “Damn, I’m sorry.” She laughed, but not really. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
 
   I counted to thirty and then I was calm again. “No problem,” I lied. 
 
   She laughed and drank from a water bottle, though water was obviously not in the bottle. “I’m Cora, by the way. You’re coming out with us tonight, right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Cool.” She shrugged. “The more the merrier.”
 
   Melinda, Violet, Kenzie, and Cora mostly talked amongst themselves while we walked to some fraternity house a few blocks away. Every now and then I’d nod or try to include something I thought was clever, but mostly I remained quiet and kept to myself. And though I wondered exactly where we were going, it became obvious when we came to the cobblestone house with the booming music and bubble machine sitting on the patio. Honestly, I was just glad that the party didn’t look as crowded as I imagined. There was the sultry smell of smoke in the air and a couple of bottles laying on the dead grass. I thought I saw a used contraceptive in the bushes, but other than that, the outside of the house didn’t even look like it belonged to students. Melinda mentioned something about the fraternity itself, but I faded in and out, my mind a potential million miles away with Charlie.
 
   While Melinda, Cora, Kenzie, and Violet easily disappeared, I constantly kept reminding myself to uncross my arms so my anxiety wouldn’t be so obvious. The music bouncing from the speakers was crude and I couldn’t tell if it was supposed to match the video game on one of the larger televisions or if it was just music. I stared at the TV for a few seconds before the graphics hurt my eyes, so I walked away. 
 
    Cora offered me her water bottle and though I was reluctant, I eventually took a swig, not feeling pressured but desperate to encompass the spontaneity I felt going on around me. She smiled in approval, even when I gagged at the taste, and I laughed along with her. Though I imagined I looked ridiculous, it didn’t bother me.
 
   We stood in line at the keg where she patiently tried to explain to me the rules of beer pong. And though I listened with interest, I’ll admit the party was taking a new turn for me. I watched while some came and went, led each other upstairs, and drank from bottles, all without the slightest regard for themselves or each other and with the same casualness as checking-out a library book. As if they messed up they could pay a fine and take it all back, wipe the slate clean, and start all over.
 
   The more I watched, the more it occurred to me that I had a less and less likely chance of ever having any moments like these. And this epiphany made me inexplicably sad. But logically I knew it was idiotic. After all, these people all had their problems. Though they seemed happy and carefree, they had their worries and cares…the thing of it was however, that mine and theirs would not, and could not, ever be compared on the same scale. Mine were by no means more important or dramatic, only unique. And though everyone there was about my age, and I even recognized a face or two from my classes, I felt far from them, like there was this foggy distance between us. Did any of them feel it too? They may not have known who I was or what I had been through (just like I didn’t know anything about them) but I was transparent among them and terrified of giving anything away. As usual, I wished for Charlie, but he was nowhere around.
 
   That by itself scared me. Though consciously I knew I didn’t need him, I very much wanted him with me. Would it always be like this? I didn’t care about parties or any of those other social niceties, but I couldn’t help but wonder if this was a prediction of the future. Would I always have to watch over my shoulder and expect the worst? I thought I could handle it now, but what about the future? How could I ever be a complete and independent person if he was always something I lusted for?
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK41][bookmark: OLE_LINK42]I studied them for awhile longer before I could hardly stand it. Though I knew there were no more buses to Healdsburg tonight, maybe I could take a taxi. I had attempted to socialize for long enough, hadn’t I? Would Elise still be awake with Tyler or would calling her only disrupt the little sleep she already got? Maybe I would be treated with a text from Charlie, something simple like an X or an O letting me know he was still okay. I wandered away from Cora just enough to put some space between us, though she was preoccupied with other friends so as not to notice. I wanted to lean against the wall, but a dark, sticky substance there made me change my mind. I stumbled back, tripping over a couple making out in the center of the room. I apologized and moved forward.
 
   Was I dependent, wanting to be with Charlie constantly, or was I just lucky to love him that much? Shouldn’t I be enjoying something like this? Partying? Wasn’t that normal? I’d be eighteen in a matter of weeks, and it seemed like if I hadn’t even begun to grow out of this awkward phase of my life, then perhaps, I never would. 
 
   But I wasn’t always so ill at ease. I was comfortable on the sea; in dirty clothes playing poker and picking locks, I had been happy there. And I was happy shooting guns in the woods and looking through art books late at night, watching Charlie sketch when I should have been studying. Not exactly typical, but then again at least I knew what made me happy, who made me happy. So I counted to ten before giving in, reaching into my pocket for my phone, but feeling emptiness instead.
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   I wasn’t sure how long Melinda had been standing next to me, but when I became aware of her, my arms flailed out, almost causing her to drop her red plastic cup. 
 
   “Sorry!”
 
   She laughed. “It’s okay. What are you swearing about?”
 
   “Oh, I forgot my phone.”
 
   She nodded “I hate when that happens.”
 
   I sighed. “Yeah.”  
 
   Cora bounced up to us, dancing, with her hair slight skewed. “Hey, ladies.”
 
   I waved back, but other than tapping my feet, I didn’t know how to dance.
 
   Melinda and Cora whispered something to each other before Cora tried talking to me. “You’re from New Jersey?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   They looked at one another and I realized the question was an opening to a conversation.
 
   “You’re a long way from home.”
 
   And that was the point, wasn’t it? Not to be away from my family, but to be as close to Charlie as possible. Why did I get the sudden feeling that if people knew that, it would sound pathetic? Desperate even?
 
   “Hey.” Again, Melinda placed her hand on my shoulder, and I appreciated the friendly gesture more than I could say. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, but um, I think I’m just going to go. I don’t feel so great all of a sudden.”
 
   Melinda laughed. “Phone withdrawals?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “You probably shouldn’t walk home by yourself,” Cora added
 
   I laughed, thinking of all the dangers I had faced in the last year. I was hardly afraid of the short distance between there and my dorm room. “Thanks,” I said. “But I’ll be okay.”
 
   She glanced over her shoulder and bit the rim of her cup. “Well, uh, just hold on. I’ll get my friend Greg to walk with you.”
 
   “Really,” I insisted, then suddenly thinking of Ben Walden, laughed at myself. “I doubt the bogey man is here, but even if he was, campus police couldn’t stop him on their best day, anyway.”
 
   Her face contorted, but then she laughed, snorted really. “Oh man, Mel was right, you are weird.”
 
   I smiled as relief ran through me. Why would I say something so stupid?
 
   “I’ll walk out with you at least,” Mel declared. “This place is crowded.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll go, too,” Cora said. “That way you can come back and I can get some air.”
 
   The three of us walked out together, laughing at some kid getting sick in the bushes and his friends recording it on their phones. We walked straight to the end of the sidewalk when a question came to me.
 
   “Cora, that uh, window security system?”
 
   She giggled. “Yeah?”
 
   “How did you guys come up with that?”
 
   “Well, actually, it was Bryan’s idea.” She hiccupped. “My boyfriend. He didn’t like us girls living together without security. And I’m like, what am I supposed to do, get a doorman?”
 
   I smiled. Charlie had similar concerns about the dorm. “At least he cares.”
 
   She scoffed. “I guess. He wanted Kenzie and me to adopt a dog, but then I would have to take care of it! I’m all like, ‘I can take care of myself.’ And he’s all like; ‘you always forget to lock the door.’”
 
   Melinda nudged me but we both laughed.
 
   “He wanted me to get a gun, but I ended that conversation real quick.” She groaned into her cup. 
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “Compromised.” She shrugged. “Took a self-defense course.” 
 
   Cora’s version of compromise made me think Charlie’s decision not to include me in certain factors of his business life. Though he knew it might anger me, he still decided to exclude me from information he deemed could be hazardous. And while logically, I knew he did it for my protection, other parts of me felt angry for impractical reasons. Why did he get to make all of the decisions about my safety? Weren’t we supposed to be partners in this relationship?
 
   “W-what would you do if he wasn’t willing to compromise?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “If things had to be a certain way, and you couldn’t avoid it?”
 
   She paused and seemed to consider what I had asked, her face serious, but then she shrugged again. “I’m not sure. We’ve been together for almost a year, but if someone, anyone tried to control my life, especially with an issue I care about, I’d probably ditch them.”
 
    
 
   We were quiet for the rest of the walk, but it was an awkward sort of quiet that I hated. I disliked how simple it all seemed, how easy. My parents had met when they were in college. And this was supposed to be the time of my life, the time for dating and exploring and doing stupid things that I could laugh about later. But I couldn’t picture myself doing any of that, at least not without Charlie. I shook my head to make the thoughts go away. 
 
   I thought about that condemnation as I half-dragged myself up the stairwell. Loving Charlie was the greatest thing I had felt in my life, but I was even more aware than usual, looking at potential hazards that could endanger him, me. Us. And if I could prevent them, I knew I would do everything in my power to do so. At the same time, I hated the fear; it was controlling and damning, and I wanted it gone.
 
   I wanted to be in the middle of the ocean where no one could ever touch us.
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   I have never been afraid of the dark.
 
   Robbie had night lights, cried during thunderstorms and after scary movies, or tried to hide under the bed, but I told him with my inalienable 8 year old wisdom that if you were good enough at pretending, you could make it feel like the daytime. 
 
   After all, the only reason people are afraid of the dark is because they can’t see what’s there.
 
   But just when I needed it the most, my imagination was failing me, and I couldn’t find a scrap of light if my life depended on it. And though I had no proof, instinct told me my life did depend on it. 
 
   I roamed on pits of rocky ground with bare feet, hot, unbearable to touch with my soft hands as I stumbled and tried to get back up again. I could have been anywhere, but there was only a deep dark surrounding me, and it seemed the more time I tried to let my senses adjust, the darker it became. I called out but there was only an echo. I walked further on, stumbled still again, the pain becoming a sort of black along with the rest of the dark. And as the terror of this oblivious world came settling in, I realized I was a part of it, the dark, not anything, the nonentity, nobody. 
 
   I screamed, and the dark absorbed it all.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK45][bookmark: OLE_LINK46]The yelling was what woke me up. 
 
   “Get the hell out of here!” It was Melinda’s voice, though drunk and slurred, I knew it from our time together. I was a little startled by the hardness in it, but maybe that was a good thing. It woke me up from a dream I couldn’t piece together. Heart pounding, my ears ringing, I tumbled from my bed at the same time she slammed the door shut behind her. 
 
   “Holy crap!”
 
   “What? Melinda? Are you okay?”
 
   I was still reeling from my nightmare, limbs shaking, and plenty grateful that Melinda was a bigger mess than I was, tripping over something in the dark and cursing. From our windows, the early signs of day were beginning to rise. I heard her hand grope for the switch on the wall, fumbling through the wreckage of our room.
 
   “Addie.” 
 
   She found the light and I blinked it away. “Melinda? What’s—”
 
   “There is some jerk out there looking for you.”
 
   My heart stopped. Could it be Charlie? Or maybe not. Maybe it was something bad, something much worse.
 
   “Who?”
 
   Melinda fumbled for something in the mini-fridge, throwing her bracelets off in frustration when she couldn’t get it. But I didn’t wait for her to respond. I ran from the bed and practically leaped into the hall, half-dressed and everything. There was only one jerk I wanted looking for me. 
 
   But the one that was there wasn’t the one I wanted.
 
   “Where in the hell have you been?”
 
   Reid’s voice came at me from out of nowhere, but my brain acknowledged it the instant I heard it; and knew that with him, there would be an infinite amount of trouble.
 
   “Reid?” 
 
   He came from around the corner, two rooms away from my own. I saw how dark his eyes were and saw the rage, a monster barreling down at me as he slammed me into the wall.
 
   I kneed him as hard as I could in the gut, surprised that I was even flexible enough to get my knee that high, let alone make him wince. Later on, I told myself it was instinct, but I think I enjoyed it way more than I should have.
 
   “Addie?”
 
   Reid doubled over in pain around the same second Melinda made her attempt to rescue me. She leaned in the doorway, staring Reid down with a glare that I had only seen equal in his own deadly stare. “You want me to call the cops?”
 
   “No!” I took her phone from her ear and tossed it on her bed. “It’s fine, he’s a friend. Everything is fine. Just go back inside.”
 
   She looked skeptical.
 
   “Really,” I insisted. “its fine.”
 
   She closed the door behind her slowly, but the second she did Reid was back on me, accusations flying.
 
   “Where were you?”
 
   “I—was out. Just a party.”
 
   “A party? Your boy is laying up with hurt for you and you’re at a party?” The anger there was sharp, and for an instant, Charlie’s face flashed in my mind’s eye.
 
   “W-wait, what happened?” The hall was closing in like hands around my neck. Images from my nightmare came back, but I couldn’t remember them so well all of a sudden. I struggled to keep control, my breath ragged and wheezing at the possibility of seeing something unreal.
 
   “Like you care.” 
 
   It must have been the way I reacted, but I took him by surprise, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt with everything I had, willing my worry into him. I envisioned handcuffs and orange jumpsuits, concrete walls and isolation. In my head I saw blood and decay, tears and fire. And above it all, Charlie in pain, the least tolerable of the tolerable.
 
   “Enough of your crap, Reid. Tell me!” I demanded. “Is he okay? What happened?”
 
   He shook me off, though it was probably the lack of sleep; I thought I saw something soften in his eyes. “Come on.”
 
   I grabbed the first jacket by the doorway and slipped on a pair of shoes, eager to follow Reid, who was already making flighty steps down the hall. I whispered at him to slow down but it fell on deaf ears, so I gave up and just tried my best to keep up.
 
   It was almost an entire block before the bus stop that I saw the car parked beneath a street lamp in a sector specifically marked for instructor parking. There was an instant I just really, really hoped a professor had splurged on themselves. I would have loved to continue to hope that, except that I saw the familiar figure of a man appearing from behind one of the science labs towards the convertible. He was making long, eager strides toward the vehicle, his phone fastened to his ear.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK47]My eyes began to scan for any obvious trouble. I originally lifted my hand to wave to him, but immediately stopped myself, fearing it would cause unnecessary attention. Why was Charlie here? Could something have happened to him or one of the guys? I cursed myself for not having my phone on me earlier in the night—what if it was Dad or Robbie? Were Elise and Tyler all right? I pictured the police swarming the house, helicopters landing in the orchards while Charlie’s bike and the SUVs were towed away as evidence…
 
   At last, Charlie’s voice reached my ears. By then I could feel the clobber of my pulse as my heart tried to escape. I was only three yards away from the car when he began yelling,
 
   “Are you sure?” He cursed on the phone. “You think I’d be talking to ya if I had?”
 
   I could see by the way his shoulders shook that he was positively furious. And while it was slightly dangerous to approach him from behind, I was afraid of the rising tone of his voice and the violent repercussions if I left him unattended. Still, there he was, two legs, two arms, and other than a swollen cheekbone, he was the same as he ever was: perfect nose, kaleidoscope eyes and all. 
 
   I put my hands to my mouth and called out. “Charlie?”
 
   He turned so fast that he almost dropped his phone. And though Charlie paled at the sight of me, his face broke out in his patent Charlie grin. He hung up his phone without another word, running from the car and down the sidewalk, gathering me in his arms. He squeezed me so tight I could feel the ache in my ribcage and a mysterious grief of his own sprouting from his shaky hands.
 
   The streetlights faded out. Something awful was going on with someone I loved. My diaphragm was too tight. I couldn’t breathe.
 
   “Just tell me,” I choked out.
 
   He wouldn’t. Or maybe just couldn’t, he hadn’t even let me go yet.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut as tightly as I could and shoved him from me. It was like trying to haul away cinderblocks with broken fingers, move a dump truck full of rocks, lift an elephant one handed. And though he didn’t even budge, my efforts at least got his attention.
 
   “Just tell me, Charlie! Is it Elise or Tyler? My Dad? Are you okay?”
 
   He let me go just enough so I could see his face.
 
   “It’s fine.” He smiled. “Everything is perfect now.”
 
   With rush hour traffic going in the opposite direction, we made it to Healdsburg in record time. Reid wouldn’t say anything to me and Charlie was making a lot of phone calls, answering a lot of texts. Of course the more I inquired, the more I worried. The more I worried, the more I was reminded of the last time I was in a car with Reid. 
 
   Then he had been taking me away from Charlie.
 
   At least I didn’t have to worry about that.
 
   “How bad is it?” I begged. “On a scale from 1 to 10.”
 
   “Don’t pretend like you don’t know,” Reid snarled at me. I noticed he made sure Charlie was focused on something else. “Elise has been calling you for hours.”
 
   My phone. I probably left it in my bag and forgot to charge it pre-party, post-rehearsal. Vaguely I was reminded of something from my sleep but it faded before I could catch up, and I was left thinking about how irresponsible I had been to leave my phone behind in the first place. If Elise had been calling me, I could have answered the first time and known what I wanted to right then and there. I loathed thinking that I had been learning about beer pong when Charlie was in trouble. Nausea rose up. Had I been making friends while disaster was just around the bend? 
 
   The first thing I saw was one of the SUVs. Normally, they were indistinguishable from one another, but this one was in the middle of the driveway by itself. If it wasn’t for that and the dried blood smeared on the open backdoor, I might never have been able to tell it apart from the other SUVs. Yet instantly I could, and I barely stopped long enough to acknowledge it, running straight into the house, my heart threatening to seize at any second.
 
   The veranda door was open, which didn’t surprise me in the least. What did surprise me slightly was the disoriented living area that Elise normally kept so tidy—was slightly discombobulated: a drooled on magazine and some of Tyler’s toys on the floor, the blaring television with no one to watch, groceries and open pantry doors, suggesting someone had been interrupted. Needless to say, it did nothing to soothe me.
 
   “Elise? Guys?” Charlie was only steps behind me, the clutch of his strong forearm bracing me just as the panic was about to set in. 
 
   “Its okay, Vicious. Everybody is ‘lright.”
 
   I told myself to breathe again. “The b-blood?”
 
   “Polo cut his hand up pretty bad, but it looks worse than it is.”
 
   I sighed, nuzzling my nose against his arm. When the coarse hair there made me sneeze, he laughed and pulled me tighter.
 
   “You’re supposed to say ‘bless you,’” I sniffed.
 
   He kept laughing. “Bless you.”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK48][bookmark: OLE_LINK49]And though my heart trusted his word, my eyes were still somewhat skeptical. I zipped up the remaining inches of my jacket, and tried to straighten my hair, now beyond grateful that I didn’t see anyone with guns and badges around. It was only when I heard Tyler’s gentle giggling that things seemed to spin back into focus. I pulled up on the shade of the kitchen window and sure enough, sitting poolside on freshly uncovered patio furniture, were the guys and Elise.
 
   As we walked out there, I intertwined Charlie’s arm with my own. I wanted to keep him close, if possible, never let him out of my sight.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?” His face was tired but not entirely grim. 
 
   “I’m okay? Are you okay?”
 
   He pulled me into his arms and I thought of my dream—how many of them had taken place without me even knowing it? Charlie mumbled into my hair, every other word falling behind, but I didn’t care. 
 
   “Where were you?” he asked.
 
   “I was at school.” I laughed, but none of it was right. “Was I supposed to be somewhere else?”
 
   Before I could say anything else, he broke out laughing, though what was so hilarious about the situation I have no idea.
 
   “What’s so funny? What’s the emergency?”
 
   “See, Charlie Boy, I told you she was fine.”
 
   I heard Ben Walden’s voice beyond the muscles of Charlie’s arms. From somewhere close behind, Polo and Tyler laughed about a joke of their own.
 
   He sighed and let me go enough to pull away, “A run we made went bad.” 
 
   “Bad? What does that mean? Are you okay? Is everybody okay?”
 
   He sighed, pulling me to his chest. I wrapped my arms around him, taking in the smell of him and everything else. In those moments he was silent, and I knew well enough not to ask for answers. They would come later, but for right now, he needed me, and I was more than willing to be needed by him.
 
   And though he held me, his body tensed up again, telling me that the moment of indefinable anger brewing beneath the surface was about to seep. So I held him tighter, silently trying to quash those feelings. 
 
   “We were doing a run at an airport terminal…something, someone told the cops that we’d be there.”
 
   “Oh Charlie—”
 
   He spoke through a clenched jaw, and though I couldn’t hear it, I could imagine his teeth grinding together, unintentionally ruining the enamel.
 
   “It wouldn’t have been so bad if you had been here when we got back.” He laughed into my shoulder, but I knew by his tone he wasn’t amused. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He let me go, and despite my grip, I didn’t have much of a choice but to let him. Charlie started pacing, and I followed him as he backed away from the group. Running his hands through his hair, brows pinched, no one in their right mind would have bothered him then.
 
   But I was hardly in my right mind.
 
   “We got back and Elise said you hadn’t showed up. Nobody thought nothing ‘bout it, but then you weren’t picking up your phone…” He continued to pace, mumbling something to himself I didn’t quite hear.
 
   “What—but I texted her and told her I’d be here in the morning…” I reached for my phone and searched the message. The one I sent to Elise wasn’t there. Then the epiphany hit and I went for my home phone.
 
   Sure enough there was the message I sent to Elise. Only it wasn’t to Elise, it was to the next number in my contact list. I had accidently sent it to Harpsten. 
 
   I could have kicked myself. “Oh God.” I closed my eyes, swearing quietly to myself. “I sent Elise a text; it just went to the wrong number—”
 
   Charlie threatened to laugh but stopped when I began staring at him.
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t think. How sloppy and reckless—”
 
   “It’s okay.”
 
   “No, it isn’t.
 
   “It’s ‘lright.” He laughed. “Really.” He held out his hand, and I took it without hesitation, intertwining my fingers with his.
 
   “I was just scared for you.”
 
   I rammed my head into his chest. “You were scared for me? I was terrified for you.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Reid storming my dorm at the crack of dawn…I just assumed the worst.”
 
   He groaned. “Sorry ‘bout that. I would have gotten ya myself—”
 
   “No,” I insisted. “It’s good you didn’t. Campus police have guns too, you know.” I swallowed hard and he chuckled in my ear. “You lettin’ that imagination of yours go AWOL again?”
 
   I nodded, the words were against me and I didn’t want to battle them any more than I had to.
 
   “I’m glad I ain’t imaginative like you.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “‘Cause you run through my mind all damn day as it is—”
 
   I blushed so hard my skin was like flames. 
 
   He must have known how his words would affect me when he took my chin in his hand and brought my lips to his. I swallowed hard and let him. I tasted the panic in his kiss and took it for the both us, just grateful that we were both safe.
 
   “Aren’t we a pair?” He breathed into me, fueling me with something other than anxiety.
 
   I sighed. “We definitely are.”
 
   We sat around the pool despite the weather. It was crisp and frosty, but we all seemed to need something to distract us, something to complain about other than our own worries. Elise wore a fur coat, whether it was real or not, I didn’t know. And though my own arms were covered, Charlie kept me secure in his.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK50][bookmark: OLE_LINK51]“So…” Elise rubbed at her temples, obviously tired by the dark circles under her eyes and lack of makeup. Looking at her only made me feel worse for the slight scare, so I avoided eye contact with her, focusing on rubbing the callused pads on Charlie’s fingers instead. “Explain this to me again.” 
 
   Ben Walden sighed, wrapping his arm around Elise’s shoulder. He looked tired too, but not nearly as tired as Elise. “Someone got there before we did.”
 
   “Could you have gotten some bad information?” I asked.
 
   “No,” Yuri added, “we reconfirmed before we went in.”
 
   Ben continued, “The warehouse was ransacked and the sirens began a moment later. We were lucky to get out of there when we did.”
 
   They all nodded in agreement except for Polo, who was too preoccupied with picking the fresh bandage wrapped around his hand. I was assured his injury was the only one, and of his own doing, but it still made me uneasy to be reminded of the mortality of my friends, to see they were just as vulnerable as anyone else.
 
   “Someone from security must have seen you break in.”
 
   “We paid off the only ones who matter. They know they don’t get paid if somethin’ happens to us, and they risk getting caught themselves,” Charlie explained.
 
   Elise tried again. “I thought you had a safeguard for these things.”
 
   “Don’t you get it? Someone got to the shipment before we did.”
 
   “I’m afraid Reid is right,” Ben said. “Things were too ransacked to ignore. It was probably a larger group.”
 
   “Bikers?” Yuri asked.
 
   Ben shook his head. “Much too organized for a gang.”
 
   “Yeah.” Reid started punching his hand. “They knew when we were there and how many of us there’d be.”
 
   “How?” I asked.
 
   “That’s the problem,” Charlie said. “We don’t know.”
 
   “I hate this,” Elise said. “I absolutely hate this.”
 
   When she got up and stormed back into the house with Tyler on her hip, Ben went after her, but the rest of us stayed silent in the stillness, listening to the end parts of their arguments and muffled curses back and forth.
 
   “Oh man, oh man!” Polo shook his head.
 
   “I hear ya, buddy. I hate when Mom and Dad fight, too.” Yuri slapped him on the back in camaraderie, but it was Reid who asked the obvious question.
 
   “What are we gonna do?”
 
   No one said anything.
 
   Reid threw his arms in the air. “Does anybody have a Goddamn clue?”
 
   More silence.
 
   “Well,” Yuri said after a minute, “I’m not going to sit around all day and yell about it.”
 
   “Me neither,” Charlie said. “I’m going to bed.”
 
   Reid slapped Polo’s hand away from the other. “Knock it off.”
 
   “Yeah.” Yuri rested his head against the glass table, and I wondered if he’d fall asleep right then and there. “You’re an infection waiting to happen.”
 
   When Charlie stood up, his hand was still tangled in mine. I was okay with going inside, walking alongside him until the stairway became too narrow and he followed behind me, his eyes trailing my lower extremities. Every instinct in me wanted him in every possible way. And from where I was standing, nothing was going to keep him from me, or keep us from each other. I stopped abruptly and grinned at him. His face, sleepy but happy, grinned back at me.
 
   We shared frantic kisses the rest of the way upstairs and down the hall, each touch more insistent than the one that came before it, every pulse more rapid than the last. His kiss finished the one that I started; my hands encouraged where he hesitated. We crushed each other like massive waves, cascading into another until it seemed either he or I, or both would drown in it. 
 
   My want was transgressing into pure desperation, but other needs were imploring for attention. 
 
   “I—” Pulling away enough to get his attention, I navigated us over in front of the bathroom. “Just, ah—” His smell was all around me, the taste of him in my mouth.
 
   “It’s good,” he said in between labored breaths. “Take your time.” But then he changed his mind, tugging me back to him at the last second to kiss me again. We laughed together.
 
   “Two seconds…”
 
   “Right.” He nodded, reserved but still smiling. “Right, right.”
 
   I didn’t intend to take a shower really, but once I took a look in the mirror, I decided it was completely necessary. My hair gave off the combination of cigarettes and Melinda’s hairspray that stuck to my scalp. And suddenly after a night of worrying and internal mayhem, I was eager to just wash it all away.
 
   By the time I got back to the room of blue roses, Charlie Hays was asleep in my bed, nearly bare and prime for the taking. I was tempted to do to just that, but remembering his lack of sleep, I reconsidered. Frankly, it was the only thing keeping me from exploring my deviant desires right then and there. He continued to sleep soundly as I lay beside him; covering us both with the blanket I called my own. There were a million and one questions, but for now they could wait. 
 
   All we needed was each other.
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK52][bookmark: OLE_LINK53]When I awoke, the faint snoring beside me alerted me to Charlie’s presence, his chest beneath my head thumped with his heartbeat. I made myself pull away if only to charge my phones. I was about half-dressed when I heard the catcall from behind me, followed by a low southern chuckle at my response.
 
   “I thought you were asleep.” I struggled to put a t-shirt on, though I secretly hoped he would stop me. “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   I peeked over my shoulder to see him grin and look me up and down again. “I’m just an artist appreciating some art…”
 
   I bit back my blush as I climbed back on top of him, decidedly not a wise decision, but one I wanted to make nevertheless. I thought that maybe with his physical need so obvious, I might have some essence of control, but the interlude was brief and my power fleeting. 
 
   “How bad is this thing that happened last night?”
 
   Then the power was gone. He sighed and rubbed his knuckles against my back. 
 
   “Did you know just for aiding and abetting in California you could get a year in county jail?”
 
   “Charlie—”
 
   “That’s for a misdemeanor. For the felony it’s up to three years in a state prison.”
 
   “Charlie, nothing will happen to me.”
 
   “That’s right.” While not directed at me, the anger was back, fresh and flavored while he pushed me off of him and pinned me to the bed. “‘Cause I ain’t gonna let it.”
 
   Above me, his kaleidoscope eyes were bright and wide. Strangely enough, I wanted him more right then than ever before. 
 
   “I ain’t gonna be tellin’ you nothing from now on. If that makes you mad, then I’m sorry, but it’s how its gotta be.”
 
   I began to laugh, but his weight only sank deeper into me, his thumbs rubbing the veins that protruded from my wrists.
 
   “Charlie Hays, are you trying to give me plausible deniability?”
 
   “If that’s what it’s called,” he sighed, “then yeah.”
 
   His seriousness made me frown. “It does make me mad. But it won’t make me leave, which is what I know you were thinking.”
 
   He grinned. “I shoulda never asked you to come out here with me.”
 
   “You didn’t ask, remember? I told.”
 
   He laughed. “Yeah, yeah you did.”
 
   “And I’m not going away.” I stuck my tongue out at him. “So there.”
 
   “Goddamn girl.” He shook his head. “What am I gonna do with you?”
 
   My face and neck felt like wildfire. “I have a couple of ideas.”
 
   I kissed him at the corner of his lips, threatening more with a flick of my tongue than words ever could, and when he responded, I pushed against him, reveling in the feeling of him and the touch of skin on skin. Those were the infinite seconds between pleasure and lust, between want and need, when everything else between us stopped and escalated like we weren’t even there.
 
   As his hands tugged at the end of my shirt, I lost coherent thought; everything falling in-tune with the trace of a finger and the shaking of a palm. He brought me to the edge of the world and back, again without ever leaving the bed, and before I knew it, we were both ready to fall off the edge of the world, panting and grasping at one another like two wild borne animals.
 
   “I-if you’re gonna want me to stop, you’re gonna have to say somethin’ real soon—”
 
   “I don’t want you to stop. I want more.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I kissed his eyes, his cheeks, the brim of his nose. “What do you think?”
 
   He groaned into me. “I can’t think.”
 
   “Good.” I smiled, kissed him harder. “It’s probably the lack of blood flow.”
 
   “You’re a Goddamn vixen…”
 
   “Charlie?”
 
   He gulped, his heart throbbing a million miles a minute. “Hmm?” 
 
   “Don’t make me wait anymore.”
 
   We connected then, reborn and baptized in one another.
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   [bookmark: OLE_LINK54][bookmark: OLE_LINK55]Charlie was gone when I woke up, though it had obviously not been for long, since there was still a gentle imprint of his head on the pillow beside me. I smiled so hard it almost hurt, and stretched long, pulling the covers away. I listened intently for noises from downstairs but couldn’t hear much of anything. Still, I wasn’t very motivated to get dressed and hoped that wherever Charlie had gone, he would return soon. 
 
   I knew my excitement and joy from the night before would prevent me from going back to sleep so I didn’t bother trying. Instead, I leaned over and grabbed my phone from the nightstand, even slightly more elated to see a new e-mail from Robbie.  
 
    
 
   Addie,
 
   I got approval for leave for July 27 to August 7th. You taking summer classes?
 
   Dad says you’re dating somebody??? Do I have to kick some asses and take some names??? If you’re serious about this guy you better bring him over. Dad keeps probing me for information and its driving me freaking crazy. Let the Old Man in on the essentials at least. He’s also talking about going to the beach? I think you need to remind him that I’ve had nothing but sand for the last 6 months. 
 
   Either way I’m probably going to kick this mystery guy’s ass. 
 
   Hope school’s going good. 
 
   Robbie
 
    
 
   I knew I’d get this e-mail eventually. I was just hoping it would come much, much later. How could I express how much I cared for Charlie without sounding half-crazy? Though Robbie took my side with important stuff, I was sure he had never been in love before so I couldn’t give him an experience to compare. Perhaps it was self-centered, but I wanted Charlie and I to be able to share our relationship with other people I loved. If they knew how far he had come, wouldn’t they care about him as much as I did? 
 
    
 
   Dad,
 
   Stop hounding Robbie—I never tell him anything anyway.
 
   My boyfriend is a good guy. Promise. If you promise not to freak out about it, I’d like to bring him home over the summer. Let me know what you think.
 
   Lots of Love,
 
   Addie
 
    
 
   That seemed simple enough. If I started now, then maybe by the time summer came around Dad would be open-minded about Charlie. I would just have to take elaborate measures when they met in person to prevent any freaking out.
 
   Yes, I decided, this would work. I would ease Dad into this just like I had eased him into the idea of me going to school in California. If I could shift my words to make Dad feel like being with Charlie was his idea, then maybe it could work. It had worked with coming to California…I would make this a gradual process; tell him a little bit more about Charlie in each e-mail. If I could do that successfully, then he would feel like he knew Charlie better. Hopefully, by May when the semester ended, I could have Dad feeling confident. 
 
    
 
   Dear Addie,
 
   I’ve been stuck with lecture duty (I guess all the new agents get stuck with it at some point). A colleague of mine and I are doing a lecture series in a couple of cities out West., I doubt we’ll be at SSU but at the Stanford campus for sure. That isn’t too far from you. Maybe we could meet up somewhere and get a bite? I’d like to see you, but if you’re too busy, I understand. 
 
   Talk to you soon,
 
   Adam
 
    
 
   A shiver started in my toes from the unspoken fear. Adam would be right here, within an hour of me and then only another hour from Charlie? Did he know? Had I given something away?
 
   I re-read every e-mail sent between us, searching for some sign that I had given myself away, but found none. Where had I messed up? Or did he not know anything at all and I was just being paranoid?
 
    
 
   Adam,
 
   Everything is sort of crazy right now, but if my schedule allows it, I’d love to meet up. I hope everything is going well on your end, and you aren’t working too hard.
 
   Addie.
 
    
 
   I decided that a friendly course of action was the best course of action. If he knew or even just suspected something, then agitating him wouldn’t do any good. If he didn’t know anything, then keeping a friendly relationship could only be good by maintaining a gracious face.
 
   Charlie was distant when he came back from strategizing with the guys in the garage, but I disregarded it as the end of dealing with Reid and Polo combined with a lack of sleep (that part I was responsible for). So I indulged his temperament and layered him with kisses and compliments, hoping that by the time I went back to school Sunday afternoon, it would wear off.
 
   I picked a piece of lint off of his shirt. It was red flannel, and tight around the muscles of his arms. The same arms that I had missed the night before while he avoided me. At different intervals when I woke up, I’d see him standing over me, watching me try to sleep.
 
   He dropped me off at the bus stop when I refused to let him drive me to campus. I told him it was because of Melinda, but in reality I didn’t want to risk him even going near campus. With Adam coming in just a few days, I had to keep them as separate as possible.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   He nodded, hitting his forehead against mine. “Remember what I said the other day?”
 
   “That you love me?”
 
   I got a smile, at least a little one. “Other than that?”
 
   “I’m on a need to know basis?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   I sighed; there wasn’t much of a compromise here. “If it affects you, then it is need to know.”
 
   He kissed me, trying to wrangle me in with a touch of his lips.
 
   “You’re such a jerk.”
 
   “I know…but ya gotta trust me.” He frowned as he said that last part, his sadness tugging me in more than I could have imagined. It made me feel wretched for confiding in Melinda the other day, for thinking even for an instant that I could be annoyed with Charlie in any way. Yes, I didn’t care very much for some of his more intense methods of affection, but I had to remind myself that after nearly a decade in prison, he was almost as socially stunted as I was. We would have to learn together.
 
   “You want me to trust you, but trust is a two-way street. You can’t get without giving.” 
 
   “Hmm? And here I thought I was pretty good ‘bout giving.”
 
   My skin became flames. “Hey—that, you—”
 
   He laughed into my hair. “Seriously though, I don’t want ya worrying. College is supposed to be fun, ain’t it?”
 
   I shrugged. “That’s what I hear.” 
 
   “That’s my point.” He sighed. “You should have better things.” He mumbled. “Everything you want.”
 
   I pulled him as close as I could manage while still breathing. “Do you know I love you?”
 
   “Yeah,” He smiled, but only a little. “I know.”
 
   Melinda regaled me with her usual end of the weekend gossip when I got back to campus, swooning and sweating from the gym in an attempt to work off her hangover. I listened with half-interest, waiting for the questions that were bound to come, still grateful that she had taken to being my friend and of her protectiveness when she thought I might be in trouble. But when I thanked her, she only shrugged and went to doing jumping jacks.
 
   “Hey, us girls have to stick together. Creepers are all over the place.” 
 
   I had the distinct feeling that with her words she was trying to share something more than just friendly advice, maybe a personal experience laid in there somewhere, but I didn’t push the issue, thinking that if she wanted to share it with me, she would.
 
   “I was getting some bad vibes from that guy who was here the other day, by the way. And when you left without any of your books, I started to think something bad went down.”
 
   “Reid is okay.” Was he really, though? He had stayed away from the house the rest of the weekend, his anger parallel to Charlie’s, only I didn’t know how much of it I’d be able to handle or control.
 
   “Reid?” She scoffed. “What kind of name is that?”
 
   “That’s, ah—never mind.”
 
   “And what’s with the missing fingers? Is he military like your brother?”
 
   “No, but…trust me when I tell you he isn’t a good idea, okay?”
 
   She laughed. “Oh, I figured that out. Too bad he’s such an ass; otherwise he’d have some potential.” 
 
   I sighed and went back to my ethics paper. Watching her bounce around like that was making me motion sick. “Can we change the subject?”
 
   “Sure.” She abruptly stopped jumping and went to push-ups, and not the girly kind, but the kind that did remind me of Robbie, and intimidated me. 
 
   “We could talk about your mystery boyfriend…”
 
   “What?” I wasn’t shocked or anything, more surprised by her willingness to bring up something she couldn’t have possibly known for sure. For an instant I craved her confidence, but too easily imagined the kind of trouble it got a girl like her into. 
 
   “Come on.” She giggled. “You have to tell me…it’s like roommate code.”
 
   “What makes you think I have a…boyfriend?”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK58][bookmark: OLE_LINK59]Her eyes rolled and she fell over to do crunches. “It’s written all over your face. You can’t be an actress without being able to recognize love on someone’s face.”
 
   “I’m that obvious?” I sighed.
 
   She nodded. “Yep. So spill. I’ve been very patient; am I ever going to at least meet the guy?”
 
   “No,” I stressed. “He’s busy with work—”
 
   “He doesn’t go here?” She sighed again. “I figured that. What does he do?”
 
   I searched my head for a lie, Dad would probably want to know this too when the next e-mail came. I had to think of something quick, something tangible.
 
   “He’s—ah, in logistics.”
 
   She almost laughed. “That sounds convincing. What is he, like a prostitute or something?”
 
   “No, Melinda.” I put my Philosophy and Law textbook on top of my head to clear the vision of the past weekend out of my head. 
 
   She laughed hysterically. “Well, what then? You don’t even have a picture of the guy! I’m beginning to think you made him up.”
 
   I sighed. “I’m not that crazy. Not yet, anyway.” I mumbled the last part, though whether she heard me I’m not sure.
 
   “What is it, then?” I could hear the giddiness in her voice; her flare for the theatrical sounding off.
 
   “He and I just have to keep certain aspects of our relationship, um, away, I guess, from certain people in our life—”
 
   “Oh, are you two having an affair?” Melinda’s voice turned up two octaves at the prospect alone.
 
   “Will you shut up?” My attempt to shush her was no use. “It isn’t exactly that…” But affairs were a secret, and Charlie and I were just that.
 
   Dad and Robbie didn’t know about Charlie, while my second family didn’t know Adam and Melinda, my only other sort-of-friends in the world. I was constantly lying about one thing or another to cover the fact that I was with Charlie. What else did that make us but an affair?
 
   “We just can’t tell certain people that we’re together for a while…”
 
   “Why?” Her expression became serious, full of phantom concern and a sisterly expression I wasn’t too familiar with other than on Elise’s face. “Is he like married or something? Have kids? Super old? Eww! Super young?”
 
   “What? No. No. Nothing like that. It’s just that there are a lot of people who wouldn’t approve.”
 
   Her smile came back instantly. “Oh okay. I got you. Well, that’s not a big deal. It’s actually kind of exciting. A Romeo and Juliet kind of thing.”
 
   I choked on my laugh. “Yeah, right.”
 
   “Come on, it’s romantic.”
 
   “No, it isn’t. It’s impractical and annoying.”
 
   Melinda rolled her eyes and began chugging on a water bottle. “You just need to get into the spirit. Why don’t you tag along with me to rehearsal again tonight? Everybody’s been asking about you.” Before she could finish her sentence, I began shaking my head.
 
   “No, thanks. I have a lot of work to do.”
 
   She shrugged. “Suit yourself. Does this mean I have to tell everyone you’re off the market?”
 
   “What everyone?” In truth, I wasn’t even that curious, but that didn’t stop Melinda’s interrogation. 
 
   “Yeah, I ran into a couple of the guys from the Frat since the other night, and there were a couple of inquiries.”
 
   “I’m taken.”
 
   “Okay, okay. Enough said. But if you’re not going to let me meet this boyfriend of yours, can I at least have a name to go with the image?”
 
   I chewed on the end of my pen. Giving her Charlie’s name probably wasn’t inherently dangerous, but the long-term prospects of it only threatened to give me a headache. And maybe it was because his visit was a new impending problem in my life, but Adam Harpsten weighed on my mind. I could have picked any name out of a million names, but for whatever reason, it was his I said out loud.
 
   “Adam,” I said. “My boyfriend’s name is Adam.”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK56][bookmark: OLE_LINK57]The coffee shop was only a couple of miles away from campus. I had never been there before, but Melinda recommended it to me, saying the French vanilla lattes were something to die for. So when Adam called me and asked what I was doing that afternoon, I told him I would meet him there, using the need for coffee as the excuse and hoping that the walk might soothe my nerves.
 
   It was already late in the day when I walked in, so those out there who needed their mid-day fix were long gone. I was ten minutes early, but I wanted to practice what I was going to say in my head, imagining the different conversation topics and how to avoid them if it came down to it, not to mention the exit routes if it became absolutely necessary.
 
   I ordered a drink quietly and picked a table close to the door, but not too close. Unfortunately, there were no seats left by the windows so I couldn’t look to see him coming or not…to watch for surrounding police vehicles. 
 
   I burnt my tongue on the coffee, swearing out loud and dribbling a few drops on my shirt.
 
   “Fantastic.” I grabbed a napkin and started to dab to prevent the stain. 
 
   “I hear caffeine is very fashionable this year.”
 
   His voice came up beside me, stealthy, but not what I expected. Maybe he learned how to sneak-up on people at Quantico. I added it to my conversation topics to discuss for later.
 
   “Oh…” I blushed at what I imagined was an embarrassing sight. “Hi.”
 
   Adam offered me another napkin, and though I took it, I was slightly more focused on his blue pinstriped tie and gray suit. He looked a little different from the last time I saw him, his hair parted in the center, though longer on the sides, leaning just a little on his earlobes. He smiled and looked happy to me, something that I’ll admit was nice to see on someone for a change.
 
   “Can you believe how clumsy I am? I’m surprised I’ve been alive this long.”
 
   “It’s nothing short of amazing.”
 
   We laughed.
 
   “So you look really good. College life agrees with you.”
 
   I gave up on my shirt and sipped at my coffee instead. “Sure.”
 
   “I mean it.” He put down his computer bag and sat across from me, which was fine until he took another napkin and start dabbing at a spot on my sleeve. This too would have been fine, except his palm rested a lot longer than it had to on the crook of my elbow. I pulled away, unsure of how to handle myself.
 
   “You, ah—look okay, too.” What was I supposed to say? On one hand I didn’t want to be a flirt, but I didn’t want to be completely rude, either. 
 
   Luckily, however, he intercepted the uncomfortable idea of flirtation with an announcement of his own. “Thanks. My girlfriend has me eating nothing but organic. I guess that helps.”
 
   “A girlfriend?” I smiled and then immediately winced. “Congratulations. But—” 
 
   “Healthy food, I know.”
 
   “My condolences.”
 
   “I might be living out of a food-truck while I’m in the area.”
 
   I laughed harder. “I won’t tell if you don’t. So, how’s my Dad?”
 
   “He’s good.” Adam nodded. “Says ‘hi.’ Wants a full report on how you look, your health, all that stuff.”
 
   “Typical Dad.”
 
   Adam ordered a coffee and we split a brownie. We talked about professors who couldn’t speak English very well and overzealous Criminology students with their questions about the Bureau.
 
   “Yeah, right,” I joked. “I bet you loved it.”
 
   “I may have loved it a little bit.”
 
   “I knew it.”
 
   “I knew you knew it.”
 
   We laughed again.
 
   “For all their eagerness, I think a lot of these kids just want a job with a gun.”
 
   “Makes sense.” I nodded. “I’m sure more people would rather be James Bond than Q. 
 
   Adam shook his head. “It seems like kids miss the entire point of ‘serve and protect.’”
 
   I only shrugged in reply.
 
   “Speaking of things missing—”
 
   “Oh boy, here it comes.”
 
   “How are you doing, really?” He brushed the crumbs from the table.
 
   “I should have known you were going to ask.”
 
   “Your Dad is worried about you. I’ll admit, statically speaking, you’re a bit of an abnormality. You’ve never reported having nightmares, flashbacks…and now you’re so close—”
 
   “I’m fine, okay? I really am.” I laughed through a mouth of foam. “Do I have to take a lie detector test or something to prove it to you guys?” I faltered at the suggestion. A lie detector would be terrible. Not only would it prove I was lying about being ‘fine,’ but it could prove I knew more than I was saying. 
 
   “Okay, take it easy, Killer.”
 
   I flinched at the inadvertent nickname. It was so close to Charlie’s nickname for me, so close to the way he would react in that situation, I couldn’t help but hate it. Panic came over me instantaneously, making the coffee shop smaller and the bile rise in my throat. I suddenly wasn’t so sure why Agent Harpsten had wanted to meet with me, but I did know that I had to get out of there. 
 
   “Addie? Are you okay? Is it something I said?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, sorry. Just—um, realized the time that’s all. Is it four already? I told my roommate I’d hang out with her at her play rehearsal tonight.”
 
   “That sounds neat. What are they performing?”
 
   “Uh, Othello. I’ve got to run.” I rushed to toss my coffee cup and secure the straps of my backpack, but I think the fear on my face might have been evident. I couldn’t wash it away, no matter how hard I tried to channel my thoughts of Charlie. Adam was instantly suspicious of my movements. “Uh all right—will you—?”
 
   “Give my Dad love, okay? Assure him I’m alive and all that?” I tried laughing but it was obviously forced, hazed and distorted. I wished I had spent more time watching Melinda practicing expressions in the mirror.
 
   Obviously, I wasn’t as practiced a liar as I thought.
 
   His booming voice stopped me at the door.
 
   “Addie?”
 
   Frankly, I didn’t know his happy-go-lucky voice could boom.
 
   I gulped. “Yeah?”
 
   “You’d tell me if something was wrong right?”
 
   I nodded. “Absolutely.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368579720]Chapter 9
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK63][bookmark: OLE_LINK64][bookmark: OLE_LINK65][bookmark: OLE_LINK66] 
 
    
 
   Charlie and I wandered around the winery like two ordinary people. Originally, we started out with the tour, but ended up meandering off in secret corners for stolen kisses and rushed confessions of love. We encouraged more from each other with every moment of affection, right up until I noticed the woman working at the gift shop glaring up at us and scowling like we were criminals bent on a rampage.
 
   “You know we’re breaking some laws here?”
 
   His laugh was husky in my ear, warm but still leaving me with shivers. “What? Underagers are allowed to be in here. You ain’t really allowed to try anything, but that isn’t a big deal.”
 
   I took his hand and pulled him behind a display of barrels, almost large enough to conceal us both.
 
   “That isn’t what I’m talking about.” I giggled as he kissed my ear. So much for my attempt at hiding. “You know public luridness is illegal, don’t you?”
 
   “Oh, I haven’t gotten lurid, at least not yet.” He leaned down closer, letting his hand trail to the small of my back. “Just wait till you hear what I really want to taste…”
 
   I pulled away from him and retreated to the restroom. I thought if I didn’t splash some cold water on my face, not only would my blush never come out, but I’d never be able to get through the rest of the day without some serious luridness myself.
 
   We accidently caught up with the tour when people stopped to take pictures by the old distilleries. I stood beside Charlie as the rest of the tourists crowded the narrow hall, and though I may have appeared patient, I was anything but. All of my motivation lay in my eagerness to get Charlie all to myself again. I had to admit, that though my thoughts were explicit, I felt justified in having them. There was an exhilarating aspect in knowing that I was a sexually active person. A thrill that didn’t run entirely on fear or adrenaline alone. Charlie was a secret to the people in my life, but between the two of us, every inch, every scar was noted and catalogued. And I had no intention of simply memorizing him. Instead, I was going to learn everything about him, what made him tick, squirm, and fidget for more.  
 
   “Did you know that sailors used to drink to ward off scurvy? That, and the water was usually bad.”
 
   “Ah, that explains the stereotypical drunken sailor.”
 
   He grinned. “Yep.”
 
   “I knew there was a reason you wanted to come here.”
 
   “Other than getting you liquored up?”
 
   I smiled at him. “You know you don’t need to ply me with anything to get me into your bed.”
 
   “You say that now.” He pulled my waist until our hips just bumped. “What ‘bout when I’m an old man and you can’t stand the sight of me?”
 
   I stood on my tippy-toes and kissed the end of his chin. “That will never happen.”
 
   I watched while a couple not much older than us stood up against a rusted out crank. The woman had a pixie cut with highlights that showed off her dark eyes, and the man with her laughed at something she said. With some encouraging words from the woman, the tour guide took a photo of the two of them and another one when the man pulled up her hand. I saw the engagement ring and the wedding band under the glossy light, shining as she waved. He held his up and kissed her as the flash went off.
 
   The sinking feeling dove back into my stomach again, shifting me into a gloomy mood. Charlie had joked that I wouldn’t want him as an old man. And though I wasn’t positive, I thought that was probably the first time he had ever mentioned the future more long-term than a police report would allow. 
 
   The tour guide congratulated them on their recent nuptials. Wished them a happy honeymoon.
 
   Despite my best efforts, the sinking feeling weighed me down, hovering over my great mood. Would I ever be congratulated and fawned over like that happy, young couple?
 
   I looked at Charlie, who cracked his knuckles. A clear indicator he was itching for a cigarette.
 
   Something in me told me right then and there, that no, I would never get any of that.
 
   The more I thought about it, the more the future overshadowed me, eventually overlapping my giddiness and making me feel blue. And though I tried to stay focused on our outing, I couldn’t, even when Charlie and I made the slow drive to his place. The trailer that Charlie rented was owned by an elderly couple who sublet several of the little mobile homes at an attempt to make extra income without much upkeep. Charlie’s was at the edge of Healdsburg and out of reach from everyone else, and though I had been in California for months now, it was only the second time I had been there. The first time I hadn’t even gone inside. Charlie made up excuses and returned before I even got my helmet off.
 
   But now his attitude was drastically different, and I could understand why. We had the entire day to ourselves, no favors to fulfill, no homework, no places to be. And with the all too recent scare behind us, he was more attentive than usual, giving me these looks like I was the only person he had ever seen. I wanted to return them, tried to return them, but I was slightly preoccupied with how I was going to handle the Adam situation. Charlie was jealous when there was nothing to be jealous about, and I worried about how I would get him to see the logical side of the argument. How could I get him to see things from my perspective? Frankly, I didn’t think I’d be able to handle it if he went off the deep end. And every other time I looked at him that was all I could picture. What if Charlie saw red when I told him Adam had come here to visit me and he went berserk? 
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK61][bookmark: OLE_LINK62]Then what about Dad and Robbie? How much longer could I keep giving them a half-truth? Eventually, I’d have to tell them everything about Charlie, about the life I’d been living for the last year. What would that do to them? I could see Dad having a heart attack and Robbie never forgiving me, both of them disowning me, turning me over to the authorities…
 
   I shook my head. There were a dozen different ways it could end, and none of them were happy.
 
   “Hey.” Charlie brushed his thumb against my cheek. It made me jump. “Are you all right?”
 
   I made myself smile. “Uh, yeah. A little out of it, I guess.”
 
   I saw the Charlie grin as he worked to open the door of the trailer. I also noticed immediately that it wasn’t locked.
 
   “Don’t you lock your door?”
 
   “Nope. This thing barely opens as it is.” He shook it some more. “‘Sides,” he turned his head so his grin was as sly as it was lopsided, “who would be stupid enough to steal from me anyways?”
 
   I followed him inside, slightly surprised by how cool it was despite the lack of air flow and minimal amount of windows. Naturally, I went to inspect my surroundings, looking at the details on the paper on the closet shelf, the etched-in scratches on the built-in cutting board. However, Charlie mistook my inspection for judgment, and rubbed the back of his neck, sighing nervously. 
 
   “Sorry, it’s, ah—kinda crowded in here.”
 
   I smiled back. “Are you kidding? It’s just like a dorm, though I see why you like it.” I gestured to the stack of sketchbooks on the makeshift kitchen table, and the path that led up to them from the small bed. “This must feel just like a cabin to you.”
 
   Grinning, Charlie shook his head and tangled his arms around me, pulling me close. I looked in the kaleidoscopes of his eyes. Surrounded by the shadowy gray of the trailer, they looked olive against the lack of light.
 
   “You know, it’s funny you mentioned that.”
 
   “Mentioned what?”
 
   His eyes pulled from mine then, and his frame tensed around me. “Well, with uh, summer coming up and everything—”
 
   I tensed instantly, knowing what and where this would lead to. I could almost see the gears in his head turning, the idea working away. And I simply wasn’t ready for it... [bookmark: OLE_LINK67][bookmark: OLE_LINK68]Charlie and Elise had already been working at it steadily, but I had avoided the subject like a champion and wasn’t going to be swayed now. Elise had been dropping steady hints about wanting to learn real Italian cooking, and I noticed Charlie mention more than once to Ben about looking into European real estate. But what everyone seemed to forget was that at some point during the summer months I had to bring Charlie home to introduce him to Dad and Robbie. Telling them about Charlie wasn’t going to be enough (for all I knew they might think I was being delusional and not believe me); above and beyond that, I didn’t think my brain was even capable of contemplating fun. My work first, play later methodology had never failed me before, so why would it now? 
 
   “You’re not talking about a vacation are you?”
 
   What was left of his smile lashed back into a frown.
 
   “Well, kinda, yeah.” He laughed nervously as he shuffled his feet. “You make it sound like a disease.”
 
   I sighed. How could I put a positive spin on this without sounding egotistical? “Don’t you ever get sick of traveling?”
 
   Of course I knew how much he enjoyed that particular aspect of his job. But the truth was that I hadn’t yet broached the subject of taking Charlie home yet, and wasn’t quite sure how. Charlie always claimed that he was the selfish one, but the fact of the matter was that I was the selfish one, greedy, really. I wanted all of the people in my life to get along, every person I loved to love one another, and it seemed impossible to me that there could be a world where that would happen the way I wanted it to; at least not without a great deal of work on my part.
 
   But if Charlie wasn’t willing to participate as a member of my family, then I certainly couldn’t force him. I knew he trusted me, but how could I ever know that he would trust Dad or Robbie? I couldn’t blame him for being afraid of prison, for being nervous that they would turn him in.
 
   How would I convince him that I needed all of them?
 
   “What is it?” he asked me. “Really?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I have a lot on my mind; school, my Dad and Robbie…”
 
   He squeezed me tighter. “That’s why you gotta get away. Just you and me—”
 
   “And no layers in between?”
 
   His eyebrow shot straight up. “That’s a picture worth drawing.” Charlie sighed and pulled me tighter. “What?”
 
   I sighed again. If I wasn’t going to broach the subject of home, then at least I could be upfront about the other topic bothering me, the other source of my anxiety.
 
   “Adam Harpsten came to see me.”
 
   I tugged at him when he winced, implored by either the sound of my voice or my words, I wasn’t quite sure. All I was sure of was that his reaction made me regret the words as soon as I said them, and I wished I could have taken them back; locked them up inside so that they bothered only me instead of Charlie.
 
   “Why?”
 
   My throat tingled. I hated the sound of his voice, his ferocious irritation coming from within. Even now, it amazed me that the wrath could be so far one minute and so abundant the very next. 
 
   “He did some lecture for Criminology students-”
 
   Charlie’s words were slow, focused. “At your school.”
 
   I didn’t want to lie. “No.”
 
   He let go of me, stood up swearing, mumbling to himself like he was prone to do. I gave him that space, thinking it might be better if he had a minute to blow off steam without me so close by. Occasionally, this alone was enough to help keep his tantrums at bay. Yet as the seconds ticked by, it occurred to me that this wasn’t going to be one of those cases. 
 
   “Charlie, calm down. It’s okay. He didn’t ask me any questions about last summer—”
 
   “I don’t care ‘bout that!”
 
   “Then why are you upset?” He scoffed as if my confusion amused him. “Lousy, good for nothin’—”
 
   “Charlie, talk to me.”
 
   “And you—you went and saw him?”
 
   I was equally confused. But Charlie was like a volcano ready to explode, and though I knew he’d never hurt me, I was certain he was capable of anything else. And that was almost scarier than never seeing him again.
 
   “B-because, he’s my friend, because he asked.”
 
   “He’s your friend?”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK60]“Yes.” I stood up, fueled by a slight anger of my own. I knew Charlie was possessive, that he was prone to jealousy, which was a part of him I had accepted and signed up for. But I refused to be one of those girls who let their significant other dictate their life, denying them relationships with the opposite gender, and only granted permission for things they felt comfortable with. “I’ll have the friends I want to have. Just because I love you doesn’t mean you get to control my life. And besides, it’s better to be nice to people who may be suspicious about you then hold them at arm’s length.”
 
   “Why did you see him?”
 
   “I just told you—”
 
   “He wasn’t at your school, right?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “So ya met up with him even though you didn’t have to?”
 
   “For coffee,” I confirmed. “Yeah.”
 
   When he kicked the refrigerator, the compressor inside made a terrible noise, something between a churning and a winding. Instinctively, I went for him, but he pulled from me and turned to the other side so I couldn’t see his face. His sudden coldness hurt me much more than I wanted to admit, but I didn’t say anything.
 
   “So you know he wants you, and what? You go there to show him what he can’t have? To make him want you more?”
 
   “What in the hell are you talking about?”
 
   As he sighed, it was like watching the wind leave the sails, but somehow I wasn’t as relieved as I knew I should have been. “I—I just. I don’t know. I’m—”
 
   “Hey.” I pulled him until he faced me, forced his face into my hands. “I’m yours, okay?”
 
   He nodded, eyes closed. 
 
   “Where is all this worry coming from, anyway?”
 
   Relief flushed me when I saw him smile. “Nowhere important.”
 
   It took another minute before his hand relaxed in mine, but the tension was still there. Better, I thought, to put off coming clean with my family for a little while longer. That entire process would be monumental within itself, and we had both had enough drama for one day.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   He smiled and I nestled under his chin where he held me close.
 
   “I love you, Addie.” The way he whispered it though was different than usual, and I shivered though he hugged me close.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The week started out with the same normal dullness that it usually did; the lectures, the alarm clock, cafeteria food, and sleepless nights worrying about Charlie. Every morning when he texted or called again, I could exhale that breath I’d been holding, stop counting, and think again. I knew he was safe, at least for another night, and for a few hours more I felt the intangible relief that went with knowing he was okay, that he hadn’t been caught.
 
   Then, there was the morning I didn’t hear from him.
 
   I had been busy, I’ll admit that. Between classes, a study group, and power surges at the library, the panic I had expected to feel when the situation came was absent, notwithstanding the chaos of the day. It was already mid-afternoon when I realized that neither of my phones had gone off. I blamed it entirely on his own hectic schedule, sent him a message, and went to class.
 
   When the professor sent us on our way, I was one of the first out the door, expecting a response, but when there was none, brief wisps of fear went through me. I tried to shake them off by studying, but it didn’t do much good, so instead I went to Melinda’s rehearsal, hustling to outrun the thunder cackling overhead. 
 
   I had nearly forgotten what Melinda said about dress rehearsals all week. It was only another reminder that the semester was coming to a close, a prospect I both feared and relished. It wasn’t difficult to guess that rehearsal was in full-swing when I saw several guys in 16th century soldiers’ uniforms outside smoking cigarettes outside the auditorium. One of them was nice enough to use his key-card to let me in and I stumbled inside, eager to hide from the feeling of foreboding that was taking hold. 
 
   “Addie!”
 
   Melinda was wearing this flowing red getup with a lush wig of black curls. But it wasn’t just her who looked liked they had time-traveled. Carter wore something that looked like a toga with riding breeches underneath; the guy playing Cassio had blood painted on his face and hands and had a sword on his belt. 
 
   Melinda jumped off the stage, her skirts trailing behind her. The green hair kid nodded at me as I passed, his arms loaded with a pallet of rubber ended swords.
 
   Overwhelmed by the spectacle before me, I hardly heard Melinda at all. Stagehands struggled with music at a DJ prompt as professors argued over directions. The woman I had seen fitting students before was being yelled at by Desdemona and a couple of custodial workers splattered oil on squeaky seats.  
 
   “Wow, you got here fast. Did you get a ride?”
 
   I marveled as the techs changed the background sets onstage. In an instant it went from a calm Cyprus night to a bloody battle scene.
 
   “Hello? Anyone home?”
 
   “Ah no, I ran though. You look really great, by the way.”
 
   She beamed at the compliment. “You think so? Desdemona and I had to do a quick costume change, so this is a little too loose.”
 
   “What do you mean I got here fast?” Her words were like an arrow to the target. I froze on the inside.
 
   “Well, you got my text, right?”
 
   I shook my head and watched while she readjusted her bodice. “Yeah, your boyfriend was here. But I guess you just missed him.”
 
   Charlie? No, it couldn’t be. I wondered if those prop swords could inflict any real pain if the aggressor was determined enough. How many officers at the security booths would there be between here and my dorm? Would Charlie hurt any of them? I tried to listen for sirens, for screams of terror, but my ears were fuzzy. And like static from the radio, the words were fading in and out.
 
   “W-what?”
 
   Melinda never noticed my distress; her only focus was on trying to enhance her chest. “Yeah, he’s why we had to take another break. He went around flashing that badge of his, asking everybody questions. You never told me he was a cop! Friends in law enforcement? No wonder you want to be a lawyer.”
 
   I took her by the shoulders. “Melinda! Who was here? There was someone asking questions about me?”
 
   She shrugged me off. “Chill, Addie. Yeah, your boyfriend was here. And let me say I get why you said no to underclass droolers. Why have a boy when you can have a man, right? Tall, blond—”
 
   “He isn’t—”
 
   Then my mistake came to me, clear-cut and as obvious as the false world conceived around me. I had given Melinda a lie, something simple to get her out of my hair, thinking at the time that it would pacify her and nothing more. Yet what if it had done just the opposite and inflamed her curiosity more? And Adam was supposed to have left days ago. He should have been back on the east coast by now, but if he was here asking questions, talking to Melinda…then our conversation had gone even worse than I originally thought. 
 
   “Oh God.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll say. No wonder why you’re never around on the weekends. I bet you two make good use of those handcuffs.”
 
   “I have to go.”
 
   She called back to me as I ran down the aisle. I think she was asking me why I wasn’t going to stay, asking me if I was all right, but her words were lost in the fear, the panic of what could be.
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   [bookmark: OLE_LINK69][bookmark: OLE_LINK70] 
 
    
 
   When I got back to the dorms, it was raining. Large droplets of water fell like tears from the sky, sad and overbearing. I did my best to shield myself from them, using my denim jacket as an umbrella of sorts. It wasn’t doing a lot of good though, and by the time I got the lobby of my dorm, I was soaked. The rain did nothing to sober the feeling of terror, either. It swelled when I saw the broken window in the lobby. I rushed up the stairs, following the large muddy footprints that lay in the hall just outside of my room.
 
   Unfortunately, my dorm room was empty, but it seemed evident Charlie had been there, given the littered pieces of textbooks and notebooks. Pages were torn up and tossed around the room. Both beds had been stripped, and the desks ransacked like random destruction had been his main priority.
 
   I began picking up things right away—mostly Melinda’s clothes—trying to straighten things out as I searched for my phone. But as I did my own ransacking through the clutter, it clicked somewhere in my brain that the outlet Melinda normally used to charge her laptop was empty. And not only was her computer not there, neither was mine. 
 
   Briefly, I panicked, as was my instinct. Then I tried to think it through. At the very least, I knew it was Charlie who had been there, Charlie who had taken them. I could tell that much by his smell that lingered slightly in the air. Yet what I couldn’t decipher was why he had taken our computers. After a minute, I realized my phone was gone as well.
 
   I tore out what was left of my drawers just to make sure, but sure enough, my home phone was gone. I had brought my Charlie phone with me, which gave me some relief. I typed his number with shaking fingers, those extra seconds feeling like infinity. Before I could even hit send there was a knock at the door. It surprised me considerably, though I didn’t know why. I heard myself gasp out loud. Maybe Charlie had come back, maybe he knew—
 
   “Addie? Are you okay?”
 
   Adam Harpsten sounded concerned from the other side of the door but I felt the slightest twinge of relief, I had been right about Adam’s next stop. Knowing Charlie, he would have wanted to fight him right then and there in the hallway, not until one of them was dead or he was in jail. At least, my prediction was right so far.
 
   I rushed to stop him as I heard the turning of the doorknob, but it was too late. I cursed myself for not locking the door behind me as I watched the evolution of expression on Adam’s face. At first, he was smiling, opening his mouth with perfect teeth to speak, but then he saw something and his face dropped.
 
   “Addie? Why are you crying?”
 
   I laughed and tried to think of an explanation. Odds were that I could claim a certain time of the month or even a hangover and it would be plausible, but none of that would explain the disaster of the dorm and being caught in a lie might only look worse.
 
   “Ah, no reason.” I croaked out the words, but even I couldn’t make them sound the least bit believable. We were in the doorway at that point, and I wasn’t entirely sure if he had seen inside my dorm or not, but I thought if I could distract him and get him into the hall, then maybe I could get him to go away. On the other hand, it might have been better to change the subject, keep him there and talking as long as possible so Charlie could get further away.
 
   “W-what are you d-doing here?” I shoved him outside as gently as possible and made a move to close the door behind us.
 
   “I’ve been worried about you, how you left the other day.”
 
   Damn it. I should have known that.
 
   “Who me?” I waved him away and tried to seem as casual as possible. “I’m fine, just girl stuff.”
 
   “Oh really?” He tried to look over my shoulder into the dorm as I latched the door behind us.
 
   “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”
 
   “It’s a mess.” I laughed. “Very embarrassing.”
 
   There weren’t any smiles now. “I’ve seen worse.” He was determined, that much I could see in his eyes. But I was also determined and I would buy Charlie as many seconds as I could. “Addie, what’s going on?”
 
   “You’re not getting in my dorm without a warrant.” 
 
   Then the determination left, and for an instant he looked sad. “I don’t need one.” He nodded towards the stairs. “Possible breaking and entering, possible intruder. Campus police will search all of these dorms in a few minutes.”
 
   I only relinquished my hold on the door when I heard campus security sirens coming down the road. Adam didn’t hesitate, stepping in, leaving the door open behind him. How many minutes ago had Charlie been standing in that very same spot? The space seemed empty without him, less somehow, though he had never seen my dorm before that day.
 
   “We need to talk.” I felt his eyes on the room. “What happened in here?”
 
   I turned my back and grabbed the desk chair to brace myself. If I concentrated enough, I thought I could still smell Charlie in the air.
 
   “Addie? Hey, did you hear me?” His firm tap on my shoulder interrupted my meditation, and though I tried not to, I hated him for that. Hated him immensely, though I knew he only had good intentions.
 
   “I, ah—thought you left already.”
 
   “I was going to, but I kept thinking about how you were acting the other day and it started to bother me.” He sighed, shook his head. “Did you know this place is only a hundred miles from where you were found?”
 
   One hundred and thirteen, actually. But I didn’t say that, instead I focused on his words. He had lured me in with a fact. Did he know that Charlie did the same? No, that wasn’t possible. There was no documentation of our relationship. I was always very careful to delete every text message, the call history from the phone…I had never even taken one his sketches back to the dorm. Though now I wished I had. At the idea I hugged my phone from outside my pocket, unable to extinguish the feeling that Charlie’s presence was slowly fading from the room. Maybe if I concentrated enough, thought hard enough, I could soak him up before the walls and floor evacuated him completely.
 
   “No. Wait. What?”
 
   I opened my eyes and tried to focus. Had I said something out loud I hadn’t meant to? How could I betray myself like that?
 
   “I just talked with your roommate a little while ago.”
 
   I pretended to be surprised. “Yeah?”
 
   “She seems to think you’re in some kind of abusive relationship, that maybe someone is harassing you.”
 
   “She has a crazy imagination.”
 
   As if deciding whether or not he should continue, he tapped his thumb along his belt, centimeters from his gun. And though miserable I was, inadvertently drawing my attention in this way reminded me of the power he had, sorting my motivation to help Charlie and giving me a new boost of confidence. 
 
   “She and your RA say you leave on the weekends, but neither of them knows where. They both mentioned that you’re jumpy all the time—”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK71][bookmark: OLE_LINK72]“It’s my first time living away from home.” I ground my teeth against each other. “Who wouldn’t be nervous?”
 
   “It looks an awful lot like someone broke in downstairs, Addie. Do you know anything about that?” 
 
   I couldn’t even shake my head, afraid of what might come out of my mouth if I tried to speak. Instead, I concentrated on digging my longest fingernail into the palm of my hand. It gave me enough focus to dry any future tears. I counted my blinks as Adam sighed. I still couldn’t face him.
 
   “The lock on your door has been picked.” 
 
   Finally, I nodded. “I, uh, I think someone stole my laptop. My roommate’s, too.”
 
   I could see him stiffen from the corner of my eye and back away. I could practically hear him planning a talk on ruined crime scenes for the next time he had to lecture. “Were you here when it happened?”
 
   If only I had been. I started wandering the room again; picking up papers and trying to sort them back into place. If I was quick enough, I could even get out the cleaner with ammonia and try to wipe down the room.
 
   “Addie?” Adam called to me, but I ignored him. He also said something into his phone, but it only made me work faster. “Addie, you need to stop doing that.”
 
   I tried to think. Why would Charlie come here and do this? The last time I had seen him he had been skittish but no different than usual. I told myself it was because of work, that he was tired and stressed about that problem with the competitor, but maybe it had been something else altogether, something I hadn’t been privy to. 
 
   “Addie? Addie?”
 
   I stopped and turned to face him. “What?”
 
   “You need to stop.”
 
   I smiled. “Sure.” I nodded, feeling more like a robot than a person. “Okay.”
 
   I waited just outside the building on a bench, too overwhelmed to listen while campus police took photographs and knocked on doors. And of course it wasn’t long before word got out and a crowd of onlookers stood beyond the sidewalk. Someone handed me an infinitely long form on a clipboard but I only filled it out about halfway, putting little checkmarks in the boxes that indicated “Electronics, unaccounted” before signing the bottoming and initialing. 
 
   Police checked IDs once, twice, and sometimes three times for people who gave them a hard time before letting the residents though. I heard Melinda swear as she escaped under the yellow tape, letting her hair fall from its headband and into her eyes.
 
   “Addie?” She held her hands out to keep one of the security guards from reaching out for her. “What the hell?” Melinda flung her bag from her back and let it drop to the ground.
 
   “Sorry.” It was all I could say because I was, in fact, sorry. I had tried to think of reasons why Charlie would take Melinda’s computer along with my own, but hadn’t so far. And I didn’t want to risk texting him when I had reported my phone stolen. So far, one of the few things I did understand was that I felt awful for inconveniencing her the way I had.
 
   Eyes wild, she looked around and tried to fix her hair. “I’m going to guess fire?”
 
   I laughed, shook my head.
 
   She sat beside me and sighed. “Damn, the school might have given us a break on tuition…though I guess I should have known, given the lack of sexy firefighters.”
 
   “There was a break-in.” I handed her the clipboard for proof. “Some of our stuff got taken.”
 
   “Please tell me you’re screwing with me here.” 
 
   I leaned back and stared at my shoes.
 
   “Crap.” She dropped her head on the clipboard.
 
   “Excuse me, ladies.” I looked back just as Adam walked out of the building. His presence perked Melinda up quite a bit, but I wanted to keep looking back down at my shoes, focus on a point that would keep me from frustration.
 
   “Hello again, Agent Harpsten.”
 
   “Hi, Melinda.”
 
   Like a swooning damsel, Melinda fanned herself with the clipboard; though it seemed to me, she had recovered nicely. “Jeez, what a day you’ve been having!”
 
   Adam smiled, all politeness and charisma. “You must have pulled the winning ticket yourself, because so far it seems like your room was the only one broken into.”
 
   “You’re kidding?”
 
   “Afraid not.” He looked back and forth from me to Melinda, as if unsure of how to continue, but I knew what was coming next, and I wanted to avoid it as long as possible.
 
   “Melinda, the campus PD needs you to fill out some forms, look through your valuables, see what’s missing, that sort of thing. Do you mind if I steal Addie away for a second…?”
 
   “Oh crap. Right, I’ll get on that.” She tossed the clipboard back on my lap. “Catch you later?”
 
   I smiled, annoyance seeping through me. “Like a bad cold.”
 
   She stood up, laughing, and dragging her bag behind her until an officer offered to help. Once she was out of sight, Adam took her spot without invitation, and though I wanted to be as far away from there as possible, I had few options. Local police had joined campus security and people with their cell phones drooled at the sight. My dorm was off limits, but with the ongoing investigation I knew it might have looked suspicious if I just wandered off.
 
   “Are you okay?” 
 
   I nodded. “Yes, I’m fine.”
 
   “You kind of freaked out back there.”
 
   I scoffed, but the lie came easy. “I had a lot of work saved on that computer. I thought I had lost it all until I remembered my backup USB.”
 
   He nodded, but I could tell he still wasn’t convinced. “It’s pretty obvious even to the campus police that your dorm was the only one violated.”
 
   “Junkies.” I shrugged.
 
   “We both know it wasn’t junkies, Addie.”
 
   “No,” I whispered. “It could have been anything; a scavenger hunt or a prank meant for someone else. Melinda isn’t exactly an unpopular girl; it could have been an angry boyfriend or something.”
 
   “None of that explains the mailboxes, Addie.”
 
   “Well, use your imagination.” I got up and started walking to an untrimmed tree at the corner, but he followed me. I picked one of its many leaves off a branch and stared at a pattern I saw there. But waiting for me to speak, Adam became impatient.
 
   “Threatening people is against the law, Addie. I know you understand that legally no one can make you do anything you don’t want to. If someone used any means of persuasion—”
 
   I let the tears fall, thinking of Charlie’s methods of persuasion.
 
   “Everything is fine. Just leave me alone.”
 
   “What’s wrong? Is someone around here bothering you?”
 
   “No. No, it’s nothing like that.”
 
   “Then what’s it like? Does this have something to do with your kidnapping?”
 
   “No! Okay? Nothing has to do with anything, just mind your own damn business!”
 
   “Geez,” he said, “tell me how you really feel.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m just stressed out about finals and this doesn’t help.”
 
   [bookmark: OLE_LINK73][bookmark: OLE_LINK74]His hand reached out to touch my arm then. And though I knew it was meant to comfort me, I only hated him more. “You can tell me things, Addie. I’m not just a Fed. I’m your friend.”
 
   I stared at the ground, knowing I had to change the subject. If I didn’t, I might say something stupid, and then Charlie would be in even more trouble. 
 
   “Y-you can’t tell my Dad about this.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You just can’t, the stress will be awful for him.”
 
   He sighed and pinched his nose between his fingers. “I think you should go home, Addie. Given the circumstances, I’m sure your professors will let you take your finals early.”
 
   The thought briefly crossed my mind. I could probably take my finals and go home early; no doubt Dad would be in favor of it. But Charlie and the rest of my life was in California. And there was no way I would leave them behind without some answers.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “I don’t want any special treatment.” I scratched some bark on the tree. “I don’t deserve it.”
 
   “Your safety is at risk; that’s not special treatment.”
 
   “My safety is not—you know what? You need to leave.” I was cold, stoic, trying to channel my own internal actress.
 
   He shook his head. “I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”
 
   “What about your girlfriend?”
 
   “She’ll understand. Besides, this is important.”
 
   “Fine, then I’ll leave.” I made a move for the sidewalk, hoping he wouldn’t call my bluff.
 
   “I’ll grab your detail then.” He raised his arm to grab someone’s attention, but I stopped him mid-wave.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know you’re in trouble, Addie. You don’t have to tell me what it is but that won’t stop me from trying to keep you safe.”
 
   “You don’t know anything.”
 
   “Exactly, and until you tell me what’s going on, what’s really going on, security is going to escort you to and from class.”
 
   I hovered on the edge of anxiety. How would I escape to Ben and Elise’s if I was being followed by campus police all day?
 
   “You can’t do that.”
 
   “Yes, I can. And frankly, I need to, out of respect for your father and your own safety.”
 
   “Adam, you can’t say anything to my Dad. It could kill him. And I’m not going home before the semester is over just because some delinquent tried to scare me.”
 
   “So someone is trying to scare you?” He tapped his foot impatiently.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Just tell me what’s going on. Whatever it is, I can help. If you’ve done something illegal—”
 
   “Leave me alone” 
 
   I stormed back inside, leaving him with the admiring campus police and fawning underclassmen.
 
   I waited until Melinda was in the shower before sneaking off down the hall. I had always been under the impression that college was supposed to be an evolutionary step up from high-school in the sense that people did less gossiping and more minding of their own business. Maybe it was because I had gone to high-school in the safety of my room and kitchen that I was unprepared for the chatter that accompanied the window-smashing incident. Regardless, I was not keen to hear any of it.
 
   Three girls freshly returned from the library tried to flirt with the repair guy and campus security. For them, I imagined it was a great relief from the mundane, not to mention an opportunity to gain favor if they were ever in trouble. Two other girls lingered in the stairway, relating the incidents to people on the other end of their phone. 
 
   I made my way into the lobby slowly; it seemed that in addition to shattering the window, some mailboxes had been ripped out of the wall. Though they weren’t used all that much, it seemed clear that this disturbed the officer who took pictures. Another made scribbles into a notebook.
 
   “Hey,” a girl asked me. “Did you see what happened?”
 
   I shrugged. “Some guys were playing baseball in the courtyard.” 
 
   Even though the courtyard was too far away for someone to realistically hit a baseball through the window—not to mention that there didn’t appear to be a single hole but instead the entire glass pane had been knocked loose—I hoped people would accept the logical explanation instead of the truth.
 
   One of the cops nudged the other one and whispered something to him, “footprints outside,” I read his lips, then rushed back into the safety of my dorm, with the hope that they would be done soon. 
 
   For now, I had to reach Charlie, everything else was a moot point. So I ignored my brain when it tried to come up with explanations for the mailbox destruction, when it implored whether or not anyone had seen Charlie. Instead, I picked up the phone and counted the rings, counted the cracks in the ceiling, the loose hairs that had gotten tangled in my brush. I counted and counted and counted.
 
   But the phone just rang and rang and rang.
 
   “I hear they might put in security cameras,” Melinda said later, while the phone was still to my ear, and she stared in the mirror. “Do you think that’ll bring living rates up next year? It freaking better not. One jerk breaks a window, and the rest of us have to pay for it? Give me a break.”
 
   One jerk indeed, one loveable, wonderful jerk.
 
   But why wasn’t he picking up the phone?
 
   “Is everything okay? You keep dialing the same number and hanging up repeatedly.”
 
   “Yeah,” I faltered. “I—ah, just really wanted to talk to my Dad.”
 
   “I know what you mean. I’m feeling a little spooked, too. What if a serial rapist or something was trying to get in here?”
 
   Eventually, I did try and call Dad, but only because I was afraid he had heard something from Adam and would be worried. Adam had, after all, never made any promises not to tell Dad about any of this; and I could only imagine how worried he would really be when he found out someone had burglarized my dorm. Would he assume, like Adam, that it had been Charlie? Or someone else out to hurt me? 
 
   At least he picked up the phone.
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Oh, hey there, missy. I was just thinking about you.”
 
   I froze, backed away from the hall, and further into my phone. If Dad knew something was up, he might try and visit, or worse yet, insist I come back home.
 
   “Y-yeah?” My voice was shaky, but I couldn’t help it. “Why’s t-that?”
 
   “I just saw a re-run on the Travel channel. That, ah—” I heard something click in the background, the lever for the recliner go down. “—those islands off of Asia.”
 
   “Say, Dad?”
 
   “Say, Daughter?”
 
   I made myself laugh, at least Dad’s lame humor was a decent indication that nothing was wrong—on his end of the line, anyway—but still, I had to make sure.
 
   “Anything, um, interesting going on?”
 
   It was probably my tone that set him off, the skepticism in my own voice that swayed him into knowing that something wasn’t quite right. 
 
   “Interesting? What is it, Addie? Did you hear something about Robbie?”
 
   “No, Dad. No. Everything is fine. I just, had a bad feeling is all.”
 
   This seemed to relieve him considerably. Dad was never a big believer in female intuition and I couldn’t expect that to change overnight.
 
   “Oh yeah?” He chuckled and that sound made me miss home more in those few seconds than I had since I had arrived at school. “Remember when your Mom used to get those?”
 
   “Yeah.” I laughed. “It usually just meant she forgot something.”
 
   “Turning off the oven.”
 
   “Her headlights.”
 
   “Your birthday.”
 
   “Her purse.”
 
   We went back and forth until I stopped laughing and heard the beeping of the phone begging for a charge.
 
   “So what is it that you’ve forgotten?”
 
   The police were finally gone and the window was boarded up an hour later. It’s my understanding that some of the girls were questioned as to whether or not they saw anything, but being a weekday and late afternoon, most of the dorms were empty and the sidewalks desolate. One girl who was returning from class said she saw someone speed away on a motorcycle, but that was it.
 
   I lingered in the lobby and paced the halls, trying to pick up what gossip I could without being obvious. Whenever someone asked me what I thought, I repeated my story about guys playing baseball. I said it so many times that it almost felt real.
 
   None of that explains the mailboxes, Addie.
 
   I kept picturing how it might have happened: Charlie storming through the window, uncaring about the consequences or even just waiting until someone else came in the front door and then casually walking in after them. I imagined him tearing out the metal boxes from their slots, probably with his switchblade, until the knife was dull. I could feel his rage after he broke into my room and found e-mails, not proving anything, but suggesting untrustworthiness anyway. Charlie had probably been looking through the mail for some indicators of my imaginary infidelity…maybe smashing the window later…Yet what was really scary was that if he really thought I could cheat on him, what else did he think?
 
   I tried again to call Yuri and Elise, but Yuri’s number was disconnected and Elise’s just kept ringing. It wasn’t until after I made my way outside that I saw the remnants of a pre-paid phone in the parking lot. Smashed to bits in a fury.
 
   I picked up the pieces of the phone I could find and brought them back to my dorm. Since Melinda had gone out again, I was alone and had some time to consider my options.
 
   I could have gone to Healdsburg right then and there, but of course there was the problem of being noticed by campus police as I left. And then I wasn’t sure what the bus schedule for Mondays were, if they didn’t have an evening drop-off, how would I even get there? 
 
   Still, I was pretty confident I could slip campus security. If Adam wasn’t bluffing and if they had the manpower to escort me to classes, I could probably slip out the fire exit of a classroom, or even a bathroom window if I really had to. But would that only draw more attention? If I was truly desperate I could leave right now, hitchhike as close as possible, see Charlie, and be back before I had to miss class in the morning. As it was, I figured missing class would only make Adam worry more about me and maybe even call Dad, another exposure I didn’t want to risk.
 
   I texted Elise again. 
 
   I called again.
 
   No answer.
 
   By the time evening finally came around, I was ready to go. I even practiced my hitchhiking thumb and everything, ignoring the Charlie voice in my head when he told me I was being too stubborn, reckless. 
 
   Yet the feeling I had told Dad about wasn’t a lie, it wasn’t even a half-truth. I did feel the inexplicable dread of something creeping up on me, and though the window incident was quickly replaced by chatter of who had done what, I couldn’t deter the feeling that something worse was already taking place.
 
   I figured it would be best to wait until Melinda went to bed. I knew she had class early on Tuesday morning and would shut off her light at a reasonable hour. If I left now or waited until morning, I’d only have that many more questions to answer since I never missed class or stayed out on a weeknight.
 
   Tapping my foot to the music someone played in the next room, I counted beats until I was certain Melinda was asleep and I could safely sneak out without being noticed. It gave me some time to rationalize the dangers of hitchhiking and opt instead for a not-so-local cab company. I scribbled down the name of the cab company and cleared my computer history. This was also a practice I had become accustomed to over the last few months, though now for some reason it didn’t seem as natural as it had before; now it seemed dirty, felt wrong, like I was doing something I wasn’t supposed to, and I literally looked over my shoulder, as though someone would be there to stop me at any second.
 
   The hours that slugged in between my intended time of departure were agonizingly slow. I attempted to work on my linguistics paper, look over my notes for International Relations, but most of it was in vain. I must have read the same sentence in my Anatomy textbook nine times before I realized that none of it was processing.
 
   Instead of studying, I attempted to reassure myself with other thoughts. I knew that Dad was all right, and until I knew otherwise, I had to assume Robbie wasn’t trying to be a hero and had all his limbs intact. Still, I was ashamed at how little comfort I found in those ideas.
 
   I slammed my head against my desk telling myself that this was all part of Charlie’s idea of keeping me safe, that the lack of information I had here was for my own good somehow. Yet as hard as I tried, I couldn’t make myself believe it. I couldn’t understand how not knowing why he would do something like this, and why Elise or even Yuri wouldn’t respond to my calls would be a good course of action. 
 
   There was more security on campus now after the window incident. And while I was sure they were happy for the overtime, I wanted to crawl out of my skin with nerves. I kept my head down while I walked down the sidewalks, desperate to move quickly and not bring attention to myself. The double standard seemed to be working in my favor; from what I could tell, campus police were keeping an eye on the guys, and my talent for being quiet was working in my favor. 
 
   I passed by dorm housing, looking at windows dark and lit alike. It was easy to picture classmates pulling all-nighters trying to get their GPAs up, girls like Melinda comparing dates, video games, and drinking, job interviews and breakouts. Something slightly closer to average. And if I was a different person, in a different place, I might consider being friends with cute frat boys, with letting Melinda arrange dates for me. If I had never been kidnapped, it might have been easier to be friends with Cora and the rest of the girls, but I wasn’t a different person, and I was only in the present.
 
   And whether I realized it then or not, I had belonged to Charlie the moment I laid eyes on him.
 
   The cab ride was exhaustingly painful, but at least I was smart enough to have the driver leave me in the town square instead of dropping me off directly at the house. From there, I walked, looking over my shoulder every eight to ten seconds to make sure no one was behind me, and though I was confident no one was, I couldn’t escape the dread that followed as I walked along the growing fields and ashen roads. It was like I already knew what I would find, and my body was preparing itself for the blowback. My stomach began cramping, my ankles swelled, my skin itched. By causing me pain, my body was trying to protect my mind from the worst of it.
 
   If only it could.
 
   I used my key when I got there. Unafraid of the dark, I reached around on the wall for the light switch, finding it after a few seconds of clumsiness. Once my eyes adjusted, I realized the lush living room I saw not too long ago was the same except for one vital element: its occupants were gone.
 
   “Charlie? Elise! Tyler?” 
 
   I called their names, not forgetting that Tyler didn’t exactly have the verbal skill to yet answer back, yet half hoping his laugh would drift down to me from upstairs as I tore my way from room to room, searching. 
 
   It was clear they had left in a hurry. Every piece of furniture remained, every painting on the wall, the food in the cupboard, even the toys in the hallway were there, as though they had never left, a mausoleum to the people who used to occupy the place, but it was becoming clearer as I went from room to room that they had vanished, not out for the evening like I had originally hoped, but gone; perhaps for a long haul as I saw both SUVs absent from the garage and the safe in Elise and Ben’s bedroom cleared out, it’s door half open.
 
   Still, I waited. I waited on the couch that I had watched so many movies on, and where I had stolen so many glances at Charlie. I waited, staring out the window at the pool Tyler had nearly fallen in once, and that we had gone swimming in on New Year’s in our clothes…tempting each other to a breaking point.
 
   No, I wouldn’t let this be the end. I refused to let it be. 
 
   I went back to searching, only this time instead of looking for people, I was looking for information. I shuffled through drawers, the organized ones and the junk ones. I looked through notebooks, read old grocery lists, and turned over envelopes, all in an effort for something, anything that would tell me where they had gone. An hour went by before I gave up on the kitchen and the living room and went upstairs, beginning the search in the library. I paged through books and unlocked file cabinets, the garbage can, and even looked through Tyler’s coloring books for something in my desperation. The modem for the desktop was gone, so that hope left with it. I collapsed in the twirling desk chair and folded my head in my hands. Where would something else be? An address, a name? A number? Anything? I considered going to the Healdsburg airport and asking questions there, though I figured if they did know anything, Ben would more than likely have paid them off to keep quiet like he always did. I remembered the name of Ben’s attorney, but I already knew attorney-client privilege would only lead me to a dead-end.
 
   I had to think. Think, think, think, think. A headache was threatening to set in and I was feeling desperate enough to consider searching for Elise and Tyler’s friends from the Mommy and Me class when I looked at the whiteboard on the floor. It had been taken off the wall, its contents erased, but as I picked it up and peered closer, the old shadows indicated a set of numbers there. I squinted at them under the light making sure I had them right before jotting them down.
 
   And then I searched some more.
 
   I wandered into the west wing as I had so many times before, but the light switch didn’t work. I reached up and tried to twist the gauge manually, only it wasn’t there. I felt my way across the wall like a blind woman until I reached an open room. At least there the light switch was working. Once the light flickered on I could see the damage clearly enough: every other fixture had been ripped directly from the wall, fist shaped imprints were ingrained into the wall, one after the other, smaller onto themselves until wire slipped out of the wall. A putter in the middle of the room also suggested a worthy colleague. At the sight my heart began dancing in my throat. Clearly it was the work of Charlie in his rage. 
 
   Only too clearly could I see the ghost of him just hours before, a human hulk slamming his way down the hall, taking out anything and everything in his way. I wondered what his goal was. I was too afraid to know.
 
   Then I saw it.
 
   At first it was difficult to tell what his method of destruction was, but as my eyes adjusted to the dark it became obvious that it wasn’t a single method but many. 
 
   The dresser drawers were ripped from their foundation, then slammed into the adjacent wall. The shelves planked just above the garden of blue roses were ripped from their home, breaking the glass in the windows, though not shattering them all the way. 
 
   The mattress took the most damage. Every blanket was torn to shreds, the pillow-top destroyed, and finally the plastic springs damaged until they no longer bounced. It took a moment for it to sink in what had happened, the inlay of the transfixed wrath from kicked in walls to ripped out doorknobs.
 
   I kept myself from crying only because it was still fixable. They were probably at a safe house somewhere or even in a hotel down the street for all I knew. In all likelihood, the damage of Charlie’s rage had frightened Ben into sending Elise and Tyler away as a precaution while the boys took him to cool off somewhere. I told myself this over and over even as I pointlessly attempted to clean up my sort-of-room. I chanted it in my head even as I called the number I’d found on the whiteboard. No one answered. But I wasn’t done yet.
 
   I searched the house for two more hours, only pausing to try and reach Charlie. But when my search of the rest of the house and the garage turned up nothing, I waited for as long as I possibly could and walked down the field before calling a taxi. It cost me the rest of the cash I had left, but I gave the driver Charlie’s address and silently prayed; prayed that at the little trailer I would find some kind of an answer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The door was unlocked, as I expected, and I felt slightly relieved. I braced myself before walking inside though, half expecting to see a sight as bad as the one I just came from, but Charlie’s place seemed to be exactly as he had left it. Empty bottles from a local brewery were in the sink, shirts half-strung over the table with sketchbooks and pencils alike, with the bed as unmade as we had left it. A typical bachelor’s mess, but nothing more.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc368579722]Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   Class the next morning was a fog of words and facts. Professors lectured on the importance of studying for finals, but many of the students were already in the early throes of summer, preoccupied with how much leg their shorts were showing off or what they were doing when the weekend came. I wrote things down, but they were blurred just like the rest of me. I had also tried to call the phone number from the whiteboard, but again, no answer. Searching for its owner on the internet had also proved to be fruitless. 
 
   I had spent a sleepless night worrying, tossing in my blankets and reliving the destruction. If Charlie had been that reckless, I didn’t want to imagine what he might have done if he knew Adam was still on-campus. Or did he know Adam was still around? Oh God, could he really have thought that I would betray him like that? 
 
   I suddenly couldn’t think, couldn’t remember if I had ever mentioned whether or not Adam and I e-mail regularly. What would Charlie think when he saw our correspondence? Would he know they were innocent, or would he, like always, assume the worst?  I knew he was all ready jealous, but not telling him about e-mailing Adam might suggest untrustworthiness anyway, and if Charlie had been looking through my things for indicators of my imaginary infidelity then it probably would take much.
 
   I thought I had made it clear I only cared about Adam as a friend. Still, all my convincing wouldn’t do any good if Charlie thought I lied to him and Adam was still in town for me…No, I decided. No, that didn’t make any sense. Charlie was the only one for me and he knew that. Besides, I didn’t even know Adam was still in town, how would Charlie?
 
   The images popped up on the TVs in the library. One by one, they came on each of the flat screens, gradually taking over as each station interrupted their broadcast with the bulletin. The only TV that didn’t seem to give in was the sports channel, though that never caught my attention to begin with. 
 
   I saw it out of the corner of my eye, at first seeing, but not really seeing classmates who were nudging each other, then pointing in my direction. My mind was with Charlie in every possible capacity, wondering, hoping, and worrying. I was actually so enamored that I scarcely acknowledged people gathering around the larger television behind the librarian’s desk, the sets of eyes on me, one pair after the other, and the flash from camera phones.
 
   Staring out the window, I watched the sun play peek-a-boo with the clouds. If Charlie wasn’t okay, I didn’t know what I’d do. 
 
   Then he was there. Not in the flesh, but still, in image at the very least. I focused on the reflection at the window panel, and sure enough, more than one television screen showed his picture, his mug shot, to be more specific. Old and sterilized in black and white, I had seen it before, though I hardly saw it as the Charlie I knew. And then it was everywhere, like every pair of eyes was everywhere, watching me as I stood up. Their owners parted, making a path for me as I went from one TV to the next, my brain refusing to process what I was seeing. The anchors on the news were talking about Charlie, using words like ‘counterfeiting’ and ‘murder,’ phrases like ‘arms trafficking,’ and ‘ties to terrorism.’ And every now and then, there was my name and the term ‘suspected kidnapping.’
 
   I think I must have asked for the volume to be raised because one of the TAs I recognized stared at me and stood on a stool to hit the volume button. I saw my picture on the screen; one of my family taken after Mom’s diagnosis, zoomed in on my profile. But then the anchorman came back on, he was yelling into his headset and the cameraman at the same time. Other news people were talking around him, though their own camera people struggled to focus.
 
   “It’s difficult to know exactly what took place, Cindy. Right now, all we can confirm is that Charles Hays has, in fact, been captured, I’ll repeat that, Cindy, Charles Hays has been captured alive by authorities here in Newark, New Jersey—”
 
   Cindy talked to the anchorman, the anchorman talked to Cindy, and somewhere in between someone tried to talk to me, except that I couldn’t hear them as I swam in that denial Charlie once teased me about. This was some kind of mistake, an inconceivable misunderstanding that I’d laugh about years from now, with Charlie when we were in bed, wrapped up in one another. If I closed my eyes and imaged it hard enough, I could make this all  untrue, I could make it unreal.
 
   “—our viewers at home may remember Charles Hays as the primary suspect from last summer’s Battes kidnapping, where he is seen here just moments before the honor student’s disappearance.”
 
   Everything started to come in and out, almost like that noise a computer makes when it overheats. Yet even as it was happening, I thought it was almost funny that I was self-aware of my reaction. I tried to think of the name, searched my mental database, but got distracted trying to think of whether or not Psych 101 was one of the textbooks Charlie had destroyed.
 
   “Local police have taken custody and we have confirmation that they will be brings Hays here for questioning.”
 
   Noises went off in my head, when the camera panned out to show off Northern State Prison, a facility that I recognized only because Adam had mentioned it once. The realization that they weren’t even bothering to book him in a county jail boggled me, making little painful bursts go off just behind my ears. I heard the words repeatedly; they were taking him away, locking him up and throwing away the key. My body didn’t know how to understand the concept, and compensated by alternating it with sounds.
 
   Instead of hearing the news there were deafening explosions.
 
   “…when approached, did not resist arrest.”
 
   Walls crumbled.
 
   “And I believe—yes, Cindy, it looks like they are bringing him in right now. I understand that last cruiser in line there—ah, yes, we can see the suspect from here—”
 
   Bombs dropped.
 
   With police officers on each side of him, hands cuffed behind his back and lights flashing from greedy cameras, there was no way to argue mistaken identity. Charlie’s profile couldn’t be mistaken. I recognized the lines of his neck tattoo, the scar above his eyebrow, and though the camera lights dulled them, his kaleidoscope eyes. Other than that, it was difficult to tell whether or not the cops were trying to keep the reporters at bay or if they were clearing space for them. My mind registered that words were shouted but little else. I only had eyes for Charlie. 
 
   “What’s going on down there, Chet?”
 
   “Well, as you can see, Hays is completely unresponsive to the situation around him. It’s as though he’s indifferent to his own arrest. Frankly, Cindy, his behavior is downright chilling.” 
 
   The background noise in my own head became so intense I covered my ears. I couldn’t look away as they pushed him through the crowd, arms and legs shackled separately, while armed officers remained diligent behind him and at the prison gates. 
 
   “I believe apathetic behavior is typical of sociopaths, Chet.”
 
   Then he was gone, barred behind a steel door and there was nothing left but replays of the scene and more speculation. In those few seconds, however, all I kept seeing was his face and hearing the popping in my head. His expression was as blank as the anchors had described. Once I had seen something similar in him, once when he had lied and tried to make me believe he didn’t love me. But this was entirely different, this person they walked through the prison walls only wore the features and body of my Charlie, everything else was different. As if his soul had never even been there at all.  
 
   “Truly horrifying, Cindy.”
 
   I don’t remember the shallow breathing or the dizziness. Moreover, I can’t recall exactly when I became deaf to the sounds of the room or how everything melted away. All I really remember is the screaming, the silent screaming that vibrated in my head and made me see colors. I sent a message to my brain to make the scream vocal, but it didn’t come. 
 
   I was trapped in my own post-apocalyptic world.
 
   I was later told that my hyperventilating scared those around me to hear it. The librarian, who thought I was having an asthma attack, called emergency services. Then there was a nurse at the medical station asking me questions, wanting to know what I had taken, wanting to know what I was allergic to. How had I gotten there? What was my name? Did I suffer from any chronic conditions? The distances between point A and B were lost to me; instead the moments flickered with reminiscent things that didn’t make sense: someone putting a paper bag in my hand, a blood pressure cuff on my arm, a nurse looking at my wrists for a medical ID bracelet.
 
   “I’ll call her roommate, she might know…”
 
   Inside, I kept screaming. I was shouting these incoherent words that didn’t even make sense to me, but I couldn’t get them out, couldn’t set them free.
 
   “We should call an ambulance,” someone said. 
 
   Then the screaming stopped and there was nothing.
 
   Melinda came, said something about my neurotic nature, making the nurse smile. 
 
   “There’s at least one or two this time of the year.”
 
   Knocks came from outside the exam room and maybe Melinda made a joke about campus rent-a-cops when she opened it…quiet whispers were exchanged for a long time.
 
   The smiles went away after that.
 
   Shock is a funny thing. For those first few hours with the phone calls and questions, I was outside of myself, letting everyone talk about me as though I wasn’t there. Normally, that would have annoyed me; the academic advisor I’d never met making arrangements for me to take my finals at home, not to mention the associate dean and head of security huddled in the corner talking about college publicity. Except, the shock wraps you up in a warm cocoon and keeps you at a pleasant distance from everyone and everything, so that while your body is there, the rest of you just sort of floats on.
 
    “Addie, what do you want to do?”
 
   I stared out at the hedges from the window. Could Charlie see shrubbery where he was? Did he even have a window?
 
   “Addie?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “What do you want to do?” Melinda insistently tried to drag me back down to Earth.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About what’s going on? There’s already a bunch of reporters on campus and it’s probably going to get worse.”
 
   I turned back to the hedges.
 
   “Your Dad wants to come and get you. Is that—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No to your Dad?”
 
   “No to leaving.”
 
   Without realizing it entirely, I meant what I said. I suspected that why Charlie turned himself in had something to do with him taking my phones and laptop. If I could figure out why he did that, then maybe I would know what to do about it. And though I was supposed to go home in a two weeks anyway, I didn’t have the patience to tolerate Dad just then. Plus, what about the others? Though Elise and the guys had cleared out of the house, there was the slight possibility they might come back, or that they might try to get in touch with me before I left for New Jersey. I only had a few days, but they might have been enough to figure out what in the hell was going on. 
 
   Until then, I wouldn’t allow myself to think of Charlie caged up like an animal. He had just been with me less than a week ago and we would be together soon. I had to continue to believe that for the sake of my own sanity. There was simply nothing else to it.
 
   I continued to go to class, weighed down by police escorts and the stares of classmates. If nothing else, however, Othello opened successfully, and Melinda was relieved that the role would act as her final for the majority of her classes. Admittedly, I struggled to even live through her happiness. Sounds and motions went past me, over me, through me, and I was oblivious to it all, trapped in the wake of the awful plague I had brought upon myself. I studied, ate only enough to prevent stomach pains, and continued to call the numbers I had. Feeling helpless, I even enlisted Cora’s help and asked her to call the prison, but they told her information about that ‘particular inmate’ was unavailable and hung up. Originally, I had just been glad she didn’t seem to tell anyone about my inquiry, but with each passing day, I became even more despaired at the prospect, feeling a new blackness inching along my insides. It started out as a speck, and I often imagined it like a parasite, a dark little thing, that may not have been entirely noticeable to anyone on the outside but was growing, growing, growing…
 
   I imagined the little, black parasite as it morphed with my muscles, transcending with my movements until it was with everything I did and said, closing out my vocal cords until I forgot the sound of my own voice. The black parasite had whitewashed away all feeling of both subpar human enjoyment and disgust. By the time the black parasite had made its way into my bones, I was no longer a complete person. 
 
    
 
   Suspect Confesses Murder, Kidnapping
 
   (US NIGHTLY)—California
 
   This past Tuesday, police in Newark, New Jersey received an anonymous phone call about a possible fugitive sighting. Upon investigating the drinking establishing, Continental, police were confronted by Charles Hays, parolee offender, and main suspect in the murder of Spenser Hanson and the kidnapping of Adeline Battes. 
 
   Hays did not resist arrest and sources within Northern State Prison claim that he has confessed to the homicide of Hanson as well as the Battes kidnapping. When interrogated further, Hays admitted to being involved in several shipments of arms trafficking, though refused to give the names of his associates.
 
   At this time he is being held without bail and no trial date has been set.   
 
    
 
   “You need to stop reading that garbage.”
 
   Melinda tried to take the newspaper away but I held it to me like a prized possession. Every day there was some new piece of information about him; psychologists speculating and lawyers analyzing. Like everything else the media produced, it was junk, but sometimes they would include facts about his life and it helped me get through the day. I could picture him in a juvenile detention center in Alabama, and seeing his early adolescent mug shot only made it easier.  
 
   “Serious, Addie, I get that you don’t want to talk about this, and that’s fine. It’s your business. I won’t butt in where I’m not wanted. But if you aren’t going to talk about it, then you need to do something, you need to be proactive. Don’t let this creep get the better of you.”
 
   I pulled a blanket over my head. It was the weekend before finals, so at least staring eyes left me alone long enough to bury themselves in textbooks. And though it was only two in the afternoon, I was back in my pajamas. I knew I wouldn’t get back up until I was required to do so the next morning.
 
   “I’m serious, Addie. If you don’t get up, then I’m calling student services. I’ll—” she stopped her ramblings, and I heard her begin tapping her thumb against the dresser knob. I could almost see her sly smirk under the safe dark of the blanket. “I’ll call Agent Harpsten.”
 
   “You don’t hate me that much.” I was calm, not angry, not serene, just nothing. Not unlike the nothingness that had taken me not once, but twice in those first days I knew Charlie. 
 
   Was I on the verge of death now, too? Or was I already dead? Stuck in one of those in between places because heaven and hell didn’t want me?
 
   “It would be for your own good.” She was smug in the same way she often was when returning from a date. I could hear the pre-victory in her voice, and I knew she was right. But Adam reminded me of Charlie’s eagerness to be locked up. At least to me that’s what it had seemed like. I had spent the last week trying to figure out what was going through his head, trying to picture what could possess him to do that to me, to us. Why would he do that? I had already decided the papers were wrong about him refusing a lawyer, Charlie would never do that. He wouldn’t. 
 
   And the thing of it was, was that Adam just represented a lock that kept Charlie away from me.
 
   I sighed, tossed the blanket from me. “What do you want?”
 
   Melinda jumped and down joyfully. I couldn’t help but think of Polo and winced.
 
   “I want you to go out. Come to the show tonight. There are only three more before we close.”
 
   In theory this didn’t seem too horrible. It would require getting dressed, brushing teeth, hair, etcetera…still, the idea of any interaction had the potential to make the black parasite go dormant, and I couldn’t have that. Instead, I wanted to recede; tuck myself away until Addie Battes became nothing more than a memory, my name nothing more than déjà vu on the lips of others.
 
   “I’d rather not.” I sat up, brushed the hair from my face. It stuck to my neck with tears and grime.
 
   “Yes,” she declared. “Not an option. Let’s go.”
 
   She moved to shove me from the bed, but I stopped her before she could.
 
   “That’s unnecessary.”
 
   “Is it? Are you going to go or do I have to drag you?”
 
   “Okay, okay.” I held my hand up to silence her. I was afraid any more talking would puncture the black parasites permanently, and I wasn’t sure I could handle that. “I’m getting up.”
 
   “Good.” She smiled. “And for the love of God, take a shower. Just because you’re going through post-traumatic…whatever, doesn’t mean you have to smell bad doing it.”
 
   There weren’t many people in the auditorium. I suspected the proud parents, friends, spouses, and local art aficionados had already seen the show once or twice, and the ones who lingered now were only mildly interested staff members or students looking for a cheap date idea. 
 
   Since I was with Melinda there was the slight benefit of not having to pay for a ticket, not that I would have cared or minded using the emergency credit card, but despite my best effort I failed to stay the least bit positive. Money was possibly the last thing on my mind at that moment. A gum wrapper on the theater floor seemed more significant. Nevertheless, because she had to be there an hour before the show actually started, and she insisted I go with her to make sure I actually go, I was there an hour early as well. I took a seat in the far back row with the remains of my ethics textbook. If nothing else, I’d use the time to study for finals, although at this point, that too, seemed arbitrary.
 
   I flipped to one of dog-eared pages and began to read. The words went in one ear and out the other. I read them again but they were just words, not strung together to make sentences, let alone sense. I closed the book and sighed, leaning my head back in the uncomfortable chair. 
 
   Right now, Elise would probably be making dinner. Polo would be hovering over her shoulder, trying to “test for poison” until Yuri came in to retrieve him. Reid would be throwing paper airplanes at Tyler (smiling only when he thought no one was looking), and Tyler would be trying to eat the airplanes, devouring them like a baby King Kong. If they weren’t fighting like an old married couple, Charlie and Ben Walden would probably be playing hearts, maybe war; betting ludicrous amounts of money that would never be called out…
 
   My head snapped back up. I opened my book. 
 
   It was either study or think.
 
    
 
   “You Lost the Case. What if you could have won it?
 
   Mistakes are not uncommon during the first several months of practice, resulting in technically unethical conduct. While more than likely inadvertent, any violation of code may be considered a breach of ethical conduct. To prevent future mistakes, many practices will include an ethics code that encourages practitioners to take responsibility for possible mistakes on behalf of the client. Many practices also have peer-to-peer monitoring for new attorneys…” 
 
    
 
   Mistakes. What Charlie had done wasn’t a mistake, at least in his mind it clearly hadn’t been. He always thought he wasn’t intelligent, but I’ve never known him to carry out a plan without at least putting some thought into it. That being said, he never would have allowed himself to be so easily taken in by the police, to be spotted by someone who would have known him, then wait around to be arrested. He wouldn’t refuse his right to an attorney accidently, let alone confess to taking me, confess to doing something he didn’t do, not unless there was a reason for it, anyway…
 
   I didn’t understand it; my brain had no capacity for it whatsoever. All I could reason was that someone was trying to hurt him, blackmailing him into confessing. If that was the case, then why couldn’t I get in touch with anyone? And why had Charlie been in my dorm just before turning himself in? What did that have to do with his jealousy? Or were they even connected?
 
   Every molecule in me wanted to believe that Elise wouldn’t leave me out of the loop. Yet I was all too aware of Ben Walden’s true character. Was there even the slightest possibility that Ben was involved in Charlie’s downfall? I hadn’t thought him capable of hurting Charlie before, but now I wasn’t entirely sure.
 
   I left the theatre, strangely suffocated by the darkness that surrounded me from without and within. Even though there were spots in my eyes, I could see the newspaper still in the stand, begging me to read it, demanding I suffer.
 
    
 
   Kidnapper admits to additional charges, names suspects
 
   Valley Sun Times—May 9, 2013
 
   Officials revealed today that Charles Hays has admitted to additional criminal charges, tacking onto the growing list that includes kidnapping, murder in the first degree, assault and battery, witness tampering, as well as several counts of transnational related charges. Charges are expected to be filed by the end of the week.
 
   During interrogation, Hays revealed another suspect in the kidnapping: Martin Wallace, who is wanted in connection with drug trafficking in Israel. A nationwide warrant has been issued for his arrest.
 
   Criminal rights activists are challenging the charges, saying a lawyer should have been present regardless… 
 
    
 
   I kept thinking about what people said on the news all the time after tragedies. “Our hearts go out to the victim’s families.” What a strange novelty. How could someone’s else heart go out to me? Could people lend their hearts like some book or a sweater? I didn’t need their heart or anyone else’s.
 
   My heart was rotting in a jail cell.
 
   “College is supposed to be fun, ain’t it?”
 
   How could anything ever be fun again?
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   I saw Dad before he saw me, though he obviously looked through the crowd, expecting me to emerge any second. He looked just like I had seen him last, just a touch older. I scolded myself. Again, it seemed I had aged my father before his time. Because while the dean and police could keep the media off campus property, there was no way Dad could avoid them. Even though there was no substantial news this time, Charlie’s confession had made the mouths of newscasters water everywhere with the potential drama. Mostly there were tabloids and talk shows harassing him now, wanting his reaction to the ‘news,’ the human side of the story. On another level, I couldn’t help but be angry that no one seemed to want Charlie’s side of things. Wasn’t anyone else the least bit curious about why he didn’t put up a fight? Why he was willing to confess to the kidnapping all of a sudden, so obviously, it seemed to me, to spare me from testifying? 
 
   I stopped, falling behind the crowds and watched Dad for a minute. He looked like a kid on Christmas waiting for something great to happen, bouncing just slightly on his feet. With an authentic Marine ball cap and sunglasses though, he was unmistakably ready for summer. Then I looked down at myself. My blouse was wrinkled, though hopefully I could blame that on the plane ride. Still, I hadn’t gotten that haircut I needed, and my hair could have acted as a spare bird’s nest in a pinch. 
 
   Dad’s smile faltered when he saw me, but he worked quickly to correct it. “Finals were ah—rough, huh?”
 
   I made a lame attempt to straighten my belt, but it hung almost a loop deeper toward my body, making my general appearance appear sloppier.
 
   “Yeah.” I fumbled with the handle on my suitcase. “It was a doozie.”
 
   He sighed and took my bag from me. “Well, you’re home now.”
 
   I made an attempt to smile, but I couldn’t say anything. Home? Home was where Charlie was.
 
   And Charlie was nowhere.
 
   Like Dad, New Jersey was the same as I had left it. The murky sunshine over a late spring made weeds blossom between concrete. And somewhere alternating between the farms, pizza parlors, and dead end streets was the house I grew up in. 
 
   Dad ran out ahead of me, smiling once again. He grabbed my suitcase from the back of the car and made his way to the front door before I even had my seatbelt off. A couple of reporters and their cameras tried to follow our car up the driveway but stopped once they reached the halfway point of our yard. 
 
   “They were right up at the windows,” Dad quickly explained. “But the police got them under control with restraining orders.” I nodded but my body felt sludgy. One of the downsides of the black parasites was that it turned my insides into paste. It was a side effect I could deal with though, so I let it take me there even as I heard the click from cameras a few yards away. 
 
   I saw immediately that Dad had made a small attempt at some early gardening. He had planted purple orchids in the flower beds—made a genuine effort from the look of it—but they drooped into the mulch, sad and wilting. The white peonies weren’t doing so hot either, seeing shade for the better part of the day. I almost smiled. At least he had tried.
 
   Inside, nothing had changed. Candles remained half melted, stains from Robbie’s and my childhood were still on the carpet, speakers on the wall were still not quite crooked enough for a stranger to notice. The only real difference was me. I wondered if Dad realized it, too. If he did, how much longer could I blame it on school stress?
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “In the kitchen.”
 
   Sure enough, he was at the table. And so was a modest-sized cake box. Besides that, there was a pink gift bag with a blue ribbon hanging off its handle.
 
   “Oh, uh, what’s the occasion?”
 
   Dad looked down at me with a disturbed look. It was only as he opened the cake box that the date registered in my head, and I blushed for the first time in two weeks, truly embarrassed.
 
   “My birthday was…”
 
   “Last week. Didn’t you wonder why I didn’t send you anything?”
 
   I shrugged. “I’m 18 now, Dad.” I tried to smile. “All grown up and everything. You don’t need to give me birthday presents.”
 
   “You didn’t really forget, did you?”
 
   I went over to the silverware drawer. “Of course not,” I lied. “I just need some sugar.”
 
   Twenty minutes later I was still squishing icing roses under my fork, struggling to swallow down the corner of “HA” I cut for myself. But I think the silence finally got to Dad, his impending concern too much for him.
 
   “Harpsten called this morning.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “They need you to make another statement.”
 
   “Dad—”
 
   “There won’t be a trial or anything…not for this,” he added quickly. “The other things I don’t know, but they just need you to answer a few questions to close the file. It’ll be one day, a couple hours at most.”
 
   Though I gripped it tighter, my fork slipped from my clumsy fingers, clattering on the plate. 
 
   Dad looked up from the steak he tenderized at the counter. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “Honestly, I thought you’d be happier about this. Or at least relieved. This thing is over now.”
 
   I smiled for Dad’s sake but he had no idea, and how could he? I had divulged in so many half-truths over the last year that no one knew the entirety of anything. I was so preoccupied with trying to keep everyone sheltered from the truth that I’d only ended up hurting them. Charlie was one of those people, too. 
 
   If Charlie wasn’t being forced to confess, then something else motivated him to do it, to lock himself away when he knew very well there was the possibility he’d never get out. I considered the basics: Charlie valued three things in life, his friends, his freedom, and adventure. While he was a criminal, he wasn’t greedy and would gladly give up his money to help his friends, would die for the right adventure…but what could make him give up his freedom? I continued to take out my frustration on the cake and consider options, but suddenly, it became obvious, hitting me in the face like the punchline to a cruel joke.
 
   I didn’t want to think about it, of course, that despite his many talents, Charlie’s greatest was protecting me.
 
   Dad must have seen me pale, because he still looked at me with that same fatherly concern. Or maybe he was watching how I had colored my paper plate with the remainder of the icing, watching as it dyed the paper. I concentrated on this to prevent myself from throwing up.
 
   “We—” I swallowed hard and told myself to focus on the blue icing. “Can we talk about something else?”
 
   Dad nodded. “Sure thing. So how’s this guy you’re seeing?”
 
   “Dad—Dad stop. T-that isn’t happening anymore, either—” I had suddenly become my father’s daughter, tongue-tied and inarticulate. “He went away.”
 
   Dad didn’t ask any more questions, though I thought I saw frustration on his face before he went back to busying himself in the kitchen. The sun was barely going down, but I couldn’t stand the unkempt tension between us, all the unanswered questions, and above all, the things I wanted to say, but couldn’t.  
 
   I got sick of listening to Dad pacing the floor sometime after midnight. Deciding to tip-toe to the bathroom, I wanted to see if the overcrowded medicine cabinet had any of those over-the-counter painkillers with the sleep-aid in them. I found some, though expired, took three, and went back to my room. Downstairs, Dad continued to pace. At one point I think he might have turned on ESPN but the sounds of the TV could have just been the voices from my nightmares. 
 
   The FBI didn’t waste any time. The next day they called bright and early, and when Dad didn’t pick up, having long disconnected the landline, they called his cell, though Dad was ignoring all unrecognized numbers there, too. At nine in the morning, they just showed up at the door.
 
   Two agents, one man and one woman, looked easily bored but professional. They said very little, showed Dad their identification and insisted immediately that I go with them; he could come with me if he wanted. I watched from the top of the stairs through the crack behind Robbie’s open door. I had been hoping for a little more time to prepare for this, to practice what I would say and imagine what they would ask, but I guess that was out now. 
 
   I naturally hoped they would take me to see Charlie, imagined a line-up of some kind. But of course they wouldn’t. Still, would I be anywhere even remotely close to him? In a place where he had been in the last two weeks? Talking to one of the agents he had talked to? If I asked, would they tell me something about him? Was he okay? Was he taking care of himself?
 
   “Addie?”
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “Get dressed and come down here, okay? There are some people who want to speak with you.”
 
   I took more time than was socially acceptable getting dressed and washing my face, brushing my teeth, and doing all those other little things to make myself presentable. So much so in fact that I heard the woman agent’s voice call up to me.
 
   “Miss Battes? My name is Agent Nichols. Are you all right?”
 
   I closed my eyes and sighed, putting on my best fake smile as I sat up from the edge of my bed.
 
   “Yep.” I unlocked the door and wandered out into the hall. “Sorry. Just got preoccupied.”
 
   The positive aspect of traveling with the FBI was that the reporters were not brazen enough to bother us. They saw the unmarked car with tinted windows and shiny badges and backed away without taking any pictures. I guess when Dad said they had straightened them out, they had straightened them out. The negative thing about it was that we were at their leisure. Since we were catching a ride with them, we were stuck with them and couldn’t leave until they let us leave, until they were satisfied with the answers I gave them.
 
   Did you know that though spacious, an FBI field office is considerably boring? It’s more like a post office really, lots of windows and American flags, but not much else. I kept to myself, watching while Dad made small talk with the agents and passkeys were used, and nods exchanged in the front lobby. I felt Agent Nichols and the other one who called himself Cabot watching me, making me more self-conscious, so I pretended to be fascinated by my surroundings, the plaque of dedication to fallen agents, my reflection in the elevator, anything.
 
   We went to a conference room on the fourth floor, and though I couldn’t see any, I knew there must have been cameras there somewhere. Although the chairs were those large, desk ones that made the room smell like leather, and between that and the lemon cleaner used on the table, I decided it could have been worse. 
 
   “Just take a seat anywhere, Miss Battes.”
 
   I sat in the middle, my eyes still looking at the corners, but they were dark. Maybe the cameras were there. Dad sat next to me and the agents were across from us. And maybe it was just too many movies, but this seating arrangement made it feel like an interrogation rather than the casual conversation everyone insisted it was. Nevertheless, it was too late now, changing my seat would make me look awkward, and awkward was suspicious.
 
   “Is it too cold in here?” Nichols asked. “Too warm? Do either of you want anything before we begin? Coffee maybe?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “I’m fine, thanks,” Dad said.
 
   “Okay.” The table was so clean I could almost see the agents’ reflections in it. Cabot still hadn’t technically introduced himself and I found it rude. I wasn’t going to like him. “Miss Battes, do you mind if we record your testimony?”
 
   I shook my head. I knew I didn’t have a choice anyway.
 
   “We need you to make a verbal confirmation on that.”
 
   “No,” I said, much more sternly than I had to. “I don’t mind.
 
   I didn’t give either of them permission to call me Addie.
 
   I relayed the same story I had told a hundred times. I didn’t see anything. I was asleep most of the time. I didn’t know how I got to California…
 
   Most of all, I didn’t know who had taken me.
 
   Agent Nichols and Cabot looked at each other, neither of them missing a beat when she said, “Miss Battes, Hays is going away for a very long time. He can’t bother you anymore. Do you understand that?” 
 
   Her voice was soft, patronizing, and I hated it. It was as though she were speaking to someone who was mentally handicapped, but I already understood all too well what she was saying to me; repeating it only made me angrier. 
 
   I stuck out my jaw, jammed my toes into the floor. If I did it hard enough, maybe I could grind myself into the earth like Charlie would a cigarette. “Yes.”
 
   “You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”
 
   I laughed. I didn’t think about it, I just laughed. This woman’s voice cooed, and as she spoke I could see the tiniest little hairs on her expensive blazer. I could picture her talking in this same way to her cat or small dog and it just made me laugh. These people had no idea, no possible idea that yes; I had been afraid, anxious about Charlie, but only in the sense that this very thing would happen. And now that it was happening I was downright terrified. I didn’t have to be afraid anymore? Maybe that was right. Maybe now I could just be miserable instead. 
 
   Agent Nichols whispered something to Cabot just as I was getting my senses back, and I could see Dad wringing his hands together. That made me stop laughing, but only because I knew I had to hold it together for Dad’s sake. Losing my mind was not a reasonable option right now.
 
   “Mr. Battes, how about you reconsider that cup of coffee? I don’t know about you, but I sure could use a cup right about now.”
 
   I wondered if they were trained for this, for getting someone out of their chair before they can answer, but sure enough, before Dad could look one way or the other, Agent Cabot had him up and was leading him out the door. Little did he know Dad isn’t so easily convinced of any one thing, and he shrugged off the friendly arm from around his shoulder like it was contaminated. I could tell he didn’t want to leave me alone with these people but he was unsure about what to do.  
 
   “Addie, uh—is this okay?”
 
   I looked at Agent Nichols and then back at Dad. Strangely enough, despite how cumbersome he could be, I briefly wished for Adam. 
 
   “Yeah, Dad.” I smiled. “It’s fine.”
 
   Of course the second Dad was gone, I wanted to smack Agent Nichols in the face. Though maybe that was just a part of me missing Charlie.
 
   “So, eighteen now, huh?”
 
   Obviously. Was I supposed to question my own age? Was this a test of my sanity to see if I was really nuts or pretending or what?
 
   I compromised, shrugging and smiling at the same time.
 
   She peeked at her computer screen but her eyes didn’t move, so I knew she hadn’t actually read anything. Unfair, I thought, that she had time to prepare and I didn’t.
 
   “I understand you’ve been living away from home. A political science major at Sonoma State University?”
 
   “Yep.” Short and brief, I decided. Don’t give them anything else that isn’t factual.
 
   “Do you like it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I was a political science major, too.”
 
   Okay so this was the warm up. Through commonalities we were supposed to ‘bond’ and then I’d relate enough to her to spill my guts. Torture would be more efficient if they wanted me to talk. 
 
   I just smiled, nodded some more, and tried not to squirm too much.
 
   “Miss Battes, do you understand that you’re not the one in trouble here, that you did nothing wrong?
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good, because it’s important that you do understand that what happened to you wasn’t your fault and the people who hurt you will be punished for it.”
 
   I thought of the hold, the rage that coursed through Charlie, and how I never asked what happened to Wallace. How I still didn’t want to know.
 
   “Miss Battes, are you all right?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “I’m going to ask you some questions about events pertaining to before and after the incident on last August 10th now, all right?”
 
   Why was she asking me for confirmation? Obviously this was going to happen whether I wanted it to or not, it would only make it more difficult if I didn’t cooperate.
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   What’s your relationship with Agent Harpsten?”
 
   Warm up over.
 
   “He was one of the agents assigned to my case.”
 
   “Anything else?
 
   I hesitated. “What do you mean?”
 
   “He came to see you not long ago, is that correct?”
 
   “We met for coffee, yeah.”
 
   “I see. Did you discuss your case?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then what did you talk about?”
 
   “He asked me about school, told me about his girlfriend; I recommended some books…nothing special.”
 
   She made some notes on her computer but I didn’t have a good enough view to guess what they could have been.
 
   “And why did you continue to speak after your initial case evaluation?”
 
   I sighed. “I feel guilty about living far away from home and with my brother away—he checks in on my Dad every now and then. He updated me about things my Dad might not say.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Why did you choose to go to a school so far from home?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “If you feel guilty, then why choose a school so far from home? There are plenty of others nearby.”
 
   “My mom wanted me to explore. She wanted both of us to explore. It’s partially why Robbie joined the Army, and Sonoma State offered me a partial academic scholarship…”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “On the evening of May 2nd, your dormitory was vandalized and some items stolen, is that correct?”
 
   “Both my roommate’s and my laptop and my phone.”
 
   “Why would someone steal your computer, Miss Battes, your phone?”
 
   I smiled, shifted my weight. “I guess they needed one.”
 
   She smiled but was obviously not amused. “What about the vandalism, then?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I shrugged.
 
   “Why was your dormitory the only one vandalized?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Dad came back but we were left alone as Nichols left the room to be with Cabot in the hall. I imagined they were doing that same kind of quiet note comparing that Dad and I were doing.
 
   “You okay?” Dad looked over his shoulder as though they could hear us through the closed door.
 
   “Yeah.” His suspicion almost made me feel like cheering up. “You?”
 
   He scoffed. “Sure. A hell of a lot of questions, though. You’d think I was applying for security clearance or something.”
 
   I nodded solemnly. “Same here.”
 
   “These people are way too uptight. Not even any elevator music, did you notice that?”
 
   I smiled. “I did. Explains the low work morale.”
 
   When the door busted open though, I lost my smile. Agent Cabot stormed in more annoyed than mad, but glaring at me as though I was the cause of his headache, a cutter of minutes into his lunch hour, and he was all done with me.
 
   “Miss Battes, you need to be honest with us.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   He sat at the head of the table his time, like this seat made him more authoritative somehow, but since it was closer to the door, it only made him look more impatient. 
 
   “We know Hays has been intimidating you. That he vandalized your dormitory, threatened you into not testifying about his identity after your escape. He already admitted it. It’s okay for you to say it out loud.”
 
   Several different things happened at once. Dad’s jaw fell to the floor. Nichols visually disciplined her partner before sitting herself. I listened to a wheezing in my chest. It kind of sounded, felt like the plastic part of a squeaker toy trying to emerge from my throat. How are those things even made, anyway? Do they stick it deep into the belly of the toy when it’s already a half-toy, or do they wait until it’s full-grown and change its identity forever?
 
   Oddly, this is what I was thinking about as Dad was insisting I wasn’t a liar and Agent Cabot was trying to explain the importance of witness cooperation and Dad called him several choice words, reminding him that he and his son served their country, and Nichols was telling everyone to calm down. 
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Speaking simmered everything down, and I noticed the way Nichols leaned forward in her chair, a distinct method of body language used for trying to gain a better audience when public speaking.
 
   “Hays confessed to kidnapping you, Addie.”
 
   Apparently we were on a first name basis now.
 
   “I read that in the paper.”
 
   She nodded. “He admitted that he and the other man, Wallace—”
 
   I guess my reaction was appropriate, because for the millionth time they said, “You don’t have to be afraid, Miss Battes.”
 
   Not of Wallace. That much I knew.
 
   But I wanted to know what Charlie had said, needed to hear more.
 
   “W-what else did he say?”
 
   “The week you were missing, they kept you drugged in the trunk of a car.”
 
   Dad did something between cursing and simultaneously sighing into his fist. Agent Cabot asked him to stay calm.
 
   “He admitted that they were going to ransom you once they got to California, but he and Wallace fought, and during the altercation, you escaped the vehicle during the confusion.”
 
   “Jesus, Addie, why didn’t you say—”
 
   “Mr. Battes, please.”
 
   “Is that correct, Addie?”
 
   I replayed the story in my head. It made more sense now. Charlie had given them something believable, something that left out Ben and the guys, Elise and Tyler. It was nearly a year ago and Wallace’s body could be gone by now, it would explain why I had been found at a rest-stop by myself, drowsy and confused. Charlie was covering for everyone, even me—especially me.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   For a brief, blissful moment there was silence, and I sank into the black, thinking of Charlie and what it must have taken for him to say that he had hurt me like that.
 
   “Addie, why did you really decide to go to California this past semester?”
 
   Dad took this one. “She got a scholarship.”
 
   “Mr. Battes—”
 
   “I already told you why.” I didn’t want to lose it, so I broke eye contact. Though I knew it must have looked bad, I couldn’t get Charlie out of my head, the image of him in a gray interrogation room, shackled to the floor, signing a confession for something he could never do.
 
   “Didn’t Hays say that if you didn’t go to California, he’d hurt you? Hurt your family?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did he say he’d kill you if you identified him?”
 
   No.”
 
   “Miss Battes.” Nichols bit her lip. I saw her fiddle with her wedding ring, though it didn’t move. “I know you were asked this when you were first interviewed, but I’m going to ask you again. “Were you, at any time during your abduction, forced in any way to do anything that made you uncomfortable?”
 
   I looked up at her, secretly hoping the chair she sat in would explode. “No.”
 
   Cabot came right out with it. “Did Hays sexually assault you?”
 
   “No.” His chair could explode, too.
 
   “That bastard.”
 
   “It’s okay, Dad.”
 
   “He said he’d kill you if you told anyone, didn’t he?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Nichols sighed and tapped her pen seven times against the conference table. I was expecting smoke to explode out of Dad’s ears any moment or little bolts of lightning to wing out of his fingers. Frankly, I’m kind of surprised it didn’t. Maybe that was what Agent Cabot was trying to prepare him for during their warm-up.
 
   “Shortly before being arrested, Hays made several phone calls. One of them was to Agent Harpsten.”
 
   Charlie had called Adam? Even if he didn’t know he had a few hours of freedom left, I could never see Charlie doing that.
 
   Cabot nodded.
 
   “He made comments of a life-threatening nature should Harpsten continue contact with you,” Nichols explained.
 
   “He then continued to emphasize that your life was in danger.” 
 
   “My life…” The words slipped out before I could stop them. I knew it; Charlie’s main priority had always been me. And the last time we had talked he had been more jealous than usual. Still, there was something Charlie knew that I obviously didn’t. What was he thinking?
 
   “You don’t have to worry, Miss Battes. Though Hays hasn’t named the rest of his associates, local police will keep uniforms outside of your house until after sentencing.”
 
   “How long will that be?” Dad asked.
 
   “After paperwork,” Agent Cabot shrugged, “three weeks, tops. This one is top priority because of the media.”
 
   “He won’t hurt me,” I tried to explain. “He’s never hurt me.”
 
   “Miss Battes, this may be hard to accept, but Hays did break into your dorm to harm you. And knowing you’d run home, he returned to New Jersey in order to murder you.”
 
   “You’re wrong.”
 
   Dad stood up with me, though we were angry for entirely different reasons. “Addie, don’t defend him. That lowlife—”
 
   “Everyone, calm down—”
 
   “No,” I declared. “I’m done. I—I have to be done now.”
 
   “Addie?”
 
   “Miss Battes?”
 
   “I must insist we finish our conversation.”
 
   I filed out of the room, stepping into sunlight that blinded me just a little but made the goosebumps on my arms go away.
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   Though it wasn’t bright, I watched the sun move across my bedroom wall. Its journey was progressive, slowly making the room darker. I had been laying there for hours, trying to figure out what to do, but I was hardly inspired, and my brain wasn’t getting any clearer.
 
   My main objective was coming up with a plan. Unfortunately, still hadn’t decided what my first move should be. I wasn’t capable of helping Charlie from outside of prison, at least not without resources. No doubt Ben Walden would be a valuable resource if I could get ahold of him, but as I tried unsuccessfully to once again get in touch with Elise, I was beginning to accept that it just wasn’t going to happen. 
 
   I was even useless to him inside jail. If I tried to see Charlie or communicate with Charlie it would have been poisonous for him. The FBI already thought he had me brainwashed…he had all but admitted as much. I cursed myself. If I was a law student, I could have had any other name in the world but my own and probably had access to him.
 
   Tired of my own thoughts, I made my way downstairs. Looking around the corner, I watched while Dad struggled with the laundry. It seemed like in the few months I had been gone, he had mastered folding bath towels and t-shirts, but that was about it. I took another step into the kitchen. Dad swore as he tried to fold a fitted sheet. He held it by the ends, rotating it and finding no beginning or end, rolled it up in a ball and threw it back in the laundry basket.
 
   He turned when he heard me laughing. “Need some help?”
 
   Dad shook his head. “Your Mom didn’t train me properly for this.”
 
   I laughed, but there was still an awkwardness in the air that neither of us knew how to deal with. It was only after the dryer went off and I came back with the remaining clothes that Dad finally broke the tension.
 
   “If you want to talk about anything, you can, and if there are things you don’t want to talk about, that’s okay, too. Whatever you decide to do, I’m really proud of you.”
 
   I sat, the unfolded dish towel in my hands. “Dad?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “That guy I was seeing?”
 
   “Yeah?” His voice went up two octaves. 
 
   “I’m in love with him.”
 
   He froze, conflicted with what to do with the collar of a polo. I handed him a hanger.
 
   “I don’t know if you’ll ever meet him, but if you do, you won’t like him.”
 
   “Uh, okay.”
 
   “And Dad?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Charlie Hays never hurt me. I-I’m not sure why he told the police that…but he never did.”
 
   He sighed. “Are you sure?”
 
   I rested my elbow against the table and put my head in my hand. “I think I’d know, Dad.”
 
   “Those guys start talking about Stockholm Syndrome and—”
 
   “Dad…”
 
   “Well, I don’t know. Your Mom didn’t exactly train me for this, either.”
 
   I took the sweatshirt he fumbled with and smiled. “You’re doing pretty good so far.”
 
   We were watching TV when the news came in: mindless noise with slap-stick comedy and well-timed moments of confusion. I laughed when Dad laughed, a few seconds behind on the joke but I was hardly there at all and didn’t really bother pretending to be. The police at the door were backing off but only because of the voice that insisted they get out of the way. I recognized Adam’s immediately, excited and lively, but tuned with concern all the same.
 
   I leaned over, picked up the remote, and turned the TV on mute. Dad was already at the door, his stance all seriousness and prepared for the worst.
 
   Dad let them in, Adam and Agent Nichols, but I didn’t see a lot between the flashes and blinding lights of news vans. I looked away and curled up in the corner of the sofa. I had hoped to be done with this, at least for the day. Then again, it was late. Late for questioning at least, so if they didn’t have questions, what could they be there for but bad news?
 
   “Addie, Mr. Battes.” Agent Nichols nodded at both of us but Dad just paled and looked at his watch. 
 
   Adam smiled at me. “Hi, Addie.”
 
   “I told you I didn’t have anything else to say to you.”
 
   “Yeah,” Dad chimed in. “What do you want?”
 
   I felt a twinge of pride for Dad, sticking it to the man and giving me the benefit of the doubt when I wasn’t giving him a whole lot of go on in the first place. I imagined that was hard to do for anyone, maybe especially for a parent. 
 
   Adam stepped up to me cautiously, like I’d freak out on him again if he moved too quickly. “There’s been a development.”
 
   “Development?” Dad said.
 
   “What kind of development?” 
 
   Everyone turned their attention to me but neither Adam nor Nichols seemed to know how to say what they had to. I knew then that it was bad news even from their perspective. But they didn’t know just how much worse it would be to me.
 
   “There was an incident this afternoon in the yard at Northern State Prison.”
 
   Charlie. My mind blanked out. Was he dead? Gone from me forever?
 
   “Hays provoked a fight with several members of Trinitario.”
 
   “Is he dead?” It was all I asked, all I cared about, because if he was dead, then I was dead. I stared at a sun stain on the wall. Charlie. 
 
   “No,” Nichols said. “But you should be aware that because of the price on his head and the severity of his injuries, he’s been moved to Beth Israel.”
 
   “Thank God.” I shuddered out the words and clutched a pillow close. It didn’t help cover up the shaking but if I couldn’t hold Charlie, it was better than nothing. 
 
   Confused by my reaction, Nichols kept talking. “3T won’t tolerate any signs of disrespect, so word will get out quickly about wanting him dead.”
 
   Adam walked toward me as she talked, studying my moves as I rocked backed and forth, willing Charlie better.
 
   “H-how bad is he?”
 
   “Skull fracture, broken arm, a few busted ribs, and a punctured lung. He’s still in surgery for some internal bleeding, so its touch and go.”
 
   Adam watched my reaction, watched and waited for what I would do when I heard that Charlie might not live through the night. Except I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of solving a mystery for him, of letting him in on a secret that I had worked so hard to keep close.
 
   “What was the fight about?” I heard Dad ask
 
   “According to the guards,” Nichols chimed in, “Hays walked up to several important individuals within 3T and made some racial remarks.”
 
   “We wanted to tell you before the news did,” Nichols added. I opened my eyes and stared into space. So he had provoked a fight, looked for even more pain than he already had. What could have motivated him to do something so stupid?
 
   “He’ll still be on 24-hour watch,” Adam said. “Cameras, police, he’ll be sedated at all times, unable to go anywhere.”
 
   Nichols smiled at Dad. “Unable to hurt anyone.”
 
   But he already had, they just didn’t realize how, and I didn’t understand why.
 
   “You people don’t know anything.” I threw the pillow at Adam, if nothing else to wipe that smirk off his face. Prideful, as if he had been the one to hurt Charlie, his daydreams come true.
 
    
 
   Prisoner Attempts to Start Race Riot
 
   Article by Horton Smith/The Express-Times
 
   Five individuals were detained this evening after brutal fighting between gang members. Recently arrested terrorist Charles Hays was moved to Beth Israel Hospital, suffering the worst of the injuries in what some believe was a staged attempt to start a riot within Northern State Prison. Anonymous sources within the prison say that many have been trying to get in touch with Hays and the riot was actually an assassination attempt.  
 
   As a result of the prisoner’s injuries, sentencing has been delayed until further notice. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t wake up until late the next afternoon, and then only because the sounds of epic water-pistol wars were going on across the street. There was a brief second that I smiled at the sound of laughing, the light on the window pane. Save for Dad called my name, and I remembered that it was all still true.
 
   “Addie?” The soft rapping on the door was all Dad, cautious and authoritative at the same time.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You have a phone call.”
 
   “Phone?”
 
   I jumped out of my bed, though it was more like a flop than anything else. Could it have been Charlie? Was there even the slightest even remote possible chance? Or Elise? Yuri? Polo? Hell, I would have been happy to hear from Reid at that point.
 
   “Hello?” My voice croaked from the crying. I pulled the phone away, coughed, and tried again. “Hello? Hello?”
 
   “Addie, hey.”
 
   The wind had been knocked from me yet again. Even Dad looked like he had been through the hurricane a little himself. I tried to keep my lip from trembling.
 
   “Hi, Melinda. H-how are you?”
 
   “How am I? Are you nuts?”
 
   I smiled and backed into my room. Dad seemed okay with this even as I closed the door, Melinda’s voice was one he recognized and trusted enough to leave me with.
 
   “What’s up, Melinda?”
 
   “What’s up? What’s up? How can you be so casual?”
 
   “The same way you can answer questions with questions, I guess.”
 
   I walked over to the window and pulled back the curtain. The reporters were gone for now, seeking new victims to irritate.
 
   “Battes, this is some intenseness.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. But it wasn’t me who said it, just my voice.
 
   “Media people have been calling me.”
 
   “Sorry.” I wasn’t, but it seemed like an appropriate thing to say.
 
   “Don’t be. This is an opportunity performers dream of. I don’t want to do anything though without your okay.”
 
   She stopped talking, like she expected me to break in, and though I heard her tapping against something impatiently, I had nothing to say. Charlie was in a hospital bed not too far from here, unconscious and hurting. Was he thinking of me at all? Was any part of him still awake enough to know that I couldn’t stand being away from him?   
 
   “Hey?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “No.”
 
   It was the first time I had been honest when someone asked me the question. In the last week I had forgotten what okay even was, and if Charlie died, I knew that I would forget the word altogether. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” She sighed. “I’m a pretty crappy friend.”
 
   “No,” my voice said. “It’s good to hear your voice.”
 
   I didn’t know if it was true or not, but it didn’t matter.
 
   “I wanted your permission to talk to a journalist and I didn’t even check on you first.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   I could picture her sitting at a mirrored vanity in her bedroom. She probably had twice as many bins of makeup and boxes of jewelry than she had in our dorm. It reminded me that I never returned the earrings she lent me, and I felt irrevocably guilty.
 
   “I’m not okay. And the only thing that can make me better is in Beth Israel.”
 
   “W-what? I thought they caught the guy, didn’t they?”
 
   “That’s why I’m not okay.”
 
   Silence. Even her finger tapping stopped and I imagined her looking away from the mirror, to face something far less glamorous. “I don’t get it.”
 
   I was ready to spill my guts, literally or figuratively, with the worst case Charlie dead or dying, and the best case him being in protective custody for the rest of his life. Our secret was irrelevant.
 
   “Nevermind. Uh—why did you call again?”
 
   “A couple of reporters have called me; one especially wants to interview me.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   I thought I heard her giggle. “You, obviously.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because people are interested in you.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “The media is a learning tool. Take advantage where and when you can.”
 
   Again I closed my eyes. Though Melinda had a point, when I wanted to know more about Charlie than the FBI would tell me, what did I do? Straight to the internet. When we had first met, Charlie had ample opportunities to know me through the news alone. 
 
   Ideas came then, hard but flighty, like most wonderful and dangerous ideas do.
 
   “Melinda, I have to go.”
 
   “Wait, is it okay?”
 
   “It’s better than okay. Talk to whoever you want. J-just as long as you’re honest, I guess.”
 
   “Really? Cool.”
 
   “Melinda?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
    
 
   Kidnapping Victim Speaks Out
 
   NEWARK (KRB17) 
 
   In an exclusive interview with KRB, Adeline Battes, who was kidnapped from a rest stop last August, denied the charges against suspect Charles Hays, saying, “I identified Martin Wallace and gave very detailed descriptions for the FBI. I’ve seen several photographs of Charles Hays and he was not one of them.”
 
   Miss Battes says that she has reiterated this fact for both the local police and the FBI, despite continued questioning leaning toward Hays being the perpetrator. “It’s as though they aren’t even looking for other suspects.”
 
   In lieu of this new information, local human rights groups have begun protesting by way of petitions in order to have charges against Hays reinvestigated. 
 
   “We have insurmountable evidence against Hays, including his confession,” State Trooper Aaron Chilton says.
 
   Miss Battes, however, is skeptical. “I’m sorry that I can’t give everyone the answers they want. Above all, I’m sorry that he (Hays) may lose his life because of a case of mistaken identity.” 
 
   When asked for comment, local FBI declined. 
 
   To watch the entire interview, click HERE.
 
    
 
   I barricaded myself into my room for the first three days or so, tripped up by the gag order now placed on me and the hospital. So the reporters didn’t bother to come back, retreating instead to other tragedies. I was lost in a world of imagination, stuck with visions of a perfect nose being kicked in, my favorite arms being broken and punches being thrown for no reason. 
 
   The horrifying fact of the matter was that it was my fault, because even if Charlie hadn’t turned himself in to protect me, my failing to make him feel confident about our relationship increased his jealousy. I thought of all the ways I could have talked him through the Adam situation, how much more time I could have devoted to making him feel better about us. If I had only told him about my plan to introduce him to Dad and Robbie…if I had only used a different name to lie to Melinda…
 
   What if his envy went so far as to make him want to prove himself?
 
   I didn’t think that scenario was likely, but I felt guilty just the same, guilty that Charlie’s love for me had made him do something as stupid as threaten Adam. What was the sentence for threatening a federal agent? Would it even matter with all the other charges? Why would Charlie antagonize a gang when he was so drastically outnumbered? I knew he wasn’t racist. He got along well enough with anyone who could tell a good joke or play cards…the only thing that kept coming back to me was that he wanted to get into a fight, that he wanted to hurt someone.
 
   Just as frustrating was that there was no real way of knowing whether or not my intrusion did any good or not, I still had not had any contact with Elise nor would I have any opportunities with my communications being monitored 24 hours a day. 
 
   The people who ran Dad’s country club were nice enough to give me a summer job, though like Dad, the manager couldn’t understand why I would want to work in the kitchen instead of waitressing. For less money and more work, it seemed like a silly request. When asked, I told Dad that I wanted to get better acquainted with the Spanish language and he seemed to find this acceptable. The manager seemed disappointed at first, but maybe he realized I was no longer capable of smiling, and that the shallow bags under my eyes would only deter customers instead of invite.
 
   For me, working in the back was a most welcome distraction. Other than the vulgar jokes, there was little to remind me of the boys and still less to remind me of Charlie. I was well-liked within a matter of days for my quietness and work-ethic, always taking out the trash before it overflowed, and being the first volunteer to clean the bathrooms at closing.
 
   The fact was that I very much liked bussing. I liked watching the flies buzz around the picked over cucumber-sandwiches that already too-skinny women hadn’t touched. There was a certain validation in watching my fingernails break as I scrubbed floors and garbage cans. In the evenings, I relished in the hurt that came with tripping over vacuum cords and wet floors. And though they were often spotless, I would occasionally mop them again, in the hopes of an aching shoulder. 
 
   Menial labor gave me tangible pain that I could focus on. I thrived on stubbed toes and fingers caught in doors. And if I was really having a good day, there would be a splash of grease from the deep fryer, a knick from knife washing. 
 
   At night, when the sleep wouldn’t come willingly and the guilt came crashing down, I’d rely on the broken skin on my hands. I never moisturized anymore, and washing dishes for hours on end with harsh chemicals would crack the ends of my fingertips, making them bleed softly on the pillowcase beside me. Often, I’d watch the little dots as they collected. Sometimes I’d even make patterns of the constellations, but the stars reminded me of the first time my lips touched Charlie’s, and I’d have to stop.
 
   On days I wasn’t working I’d take Robbie’s car to Beth Israel and walk around the entire building over and over, trying to pick out which room was Charlie’s, whether he was kept in the basement somehow like a dungeon. I’d spend hours there, seeing the occasional family come and go through the emergency room, paramedics tidying their ambulances, doctors taking smoke breaks; I tried to imagine that they knew Charlie somehow, had interacted with him just moments before even, but as the days passed, it became more difficult to daydream even that.
 
   Desperate, I even tried calling the number from the whiteboard again, only to find it disconnected. When I wasn’t working or at Beth Israel trying to find information and being turned away, I was on hold with the local FBI office, trying to walk a fine line between a caring citizen and curious advocate, doing my best not to sound desperate, or threaten All I ever heard though was the gossip. Rumors varied that Charlie was in a coma, being held in Guantanamo Bay, that scientists were experimenting on him to better understand sociopathic behavior, that he was already dead. 
 
   The nights, however, were all the same.
 
   They consisted of a standard over-the-counter sleeping remedy, but because I used them every night, within a month I was doubling the dose and eventually transferred to the “extra strength” before changing to a different brand altogether.
 
   I hid them in my hollowed out ethics textbook. 
 
   Sometimes though, it felt better to lay there, pretend that I too, was comatose. Why should I get to have a life if Charlie wasn’t allowed to have one? Even if he did live, recovered completely, he’d most likely spend his life in solitary confinement for his own protection, a cruelty I couldn’t even begin to imagine. If that was how he was supposed to spend the rest of his days, then why shouldn’t I have any better? Charlie had opened up my entire world, made me feel things I had only read about in books. And despite any issues we may have had, I loved him so entirely that living the rest of my life without him seemed impossible. 
 
   As I shut down, I told myself that it was what Charlie was going through, that he was sucked into the nothingness and feeling sweet oblivion.
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   Two Saturdays before THE END, Dad caught me on my way out of the house.
 
   “Hey, Addie!” 
 
   I cringed, I had almost been safe.
 
   When I turned I saw him shaking his phone excitedly, eager, it seemed, to get my attention.
 
   “Your brother is on the phone!” he yelled. “It’s Robbie!”
 
   As if I had another brother.
 
   I slowly walked back up the front yard, stopping to pull a weed. I had only talked to Robbie once since the summer started and though it was only for a few seconds, his first question after “What’s up?” was “What in the hell in wrong with you?” followed by a comment asking about my dog being shot. Dad was easier to conceal things from, but Robbie was a different breed altogether. He didn’t shy from the nitty-gritty of life (including feminine issues), and had no trouble going up to someone and speaking his mind plainly. 
 
   Still, I had to admit, it was nice to see Dad smiling so hard.
 
   “H-hello?”
 
   “Hey, beautiful!”
 
   Wind whipped at me from another world away, someone whistled, catcalled.
 
   “It’s just my sister, perverts!” he called.
 
   “Addie?”
 
   I listened to the weather on the other side of the world. I wondered what the desert would be like, how it would feel to be in a place where nothing could grow.
 
   “Addie?”
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   “Did the Old Man tell you I got leave coming up?”
 
   “Uh no, he didn’t mention it.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought we could have a late birthday-slash-4th of July celebration while I’m there.”
 
   “Yeah, sure. Uh—listen, Robbie, I have to go, work and stuff.”
 
   “Right on.”
 
   I handed the phone back to Dad and hurried over to the car, hoping to be clear before Dad even realized I was gone, but he must have hung up just as I said good-bye to Robbie, because he was on my heels a second later.
 
   “Isn’t that great news?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Addie, you’re not going to that hospital again, are you?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   He sighed. “Listen, I was all about supporting you on this thing, and I think it’s sweet that you want to stick up for this guy or whatever, but this is getting weird.”
 
   “I know its cliché for teenagers to say this, Dad…” I sighed and scratched at a mosquito bite./ “But you don’t understand.”
 
   “With your Mom, it was different. We loved her, but this—it’s kind of obsessive, isn’t it?”
 
   Loved. As in past tense. I knew Dad didn’t mean to, but he had offended me deeply. We all still loved Mom and always would, just like I would love Charlie even if he wasn’t with me anymore. 
 
   “I’m sorry that’s how you see it, Dad. I-I need to see this through, no matter what it takes.” 
 
   He nodded. “Well, I called ahead and looked into moving our timeslot at the shore-house. We’re going to go at the end of the month instead of in August.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I—I think you should get away for awhile.”
 
   I despaired at the thought of Charlie without me, even though we were already apart. Standing outside the building where he may or may not have been did make me feel better than I wanted to admit. But how could I explain that to Dad without sounding completely insane?
 
   “Yeah, I think I need to be the grown-up and make a decision here.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I’m too worried about you not to.”
 
   “I won’t go.”
 
   “It’s only for a couple of days, and you will go, and you will try to have a decent time.” His expression softened when he looked at mine, not defiant but despairing. “Then you can come back and fret all you want.”
 
   When I stayed silent he quickly changed the subject. “Hey, look on the bright side: with all the hours you’re working, you’ll be able to afford a car of your own before the summer is over.”
 
   I looked at Robbie’s car then back at Dad.
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   I got in and pulled away. I didn’t bother to try and smile. A car? Cars were for the living. I was easily spending fifteen hours a week at the hospital alone. The fact of the matter was that in my mind, the future did not exist. It was a concept that I had memorized once but never really learned. I’d often overhear people at the club discussing their futures as if it was something expansive, enjoyable even. Yet the black parasites allowed me to be disassociated from it so that phrases like, “going to” and “will be” were muted. There was only the present, a ceaseless stream of moments that would continue until the nothingness decided it would have me permanently.
 
   I hoped that it would be sooner rather than later, because parasites had swallowed me up and I didn’t want to be free. Still, my practicality came through and I knew that though I hadn’t bothered to register for the fall semester, the people in my life would still expect me to eventually do something with myself.
 
   Nine days before THE END Robbie came home. 
 
   I’ll confess, it was nice, more than nice, to have Dad distracted from my infinite doom. He set to work buying Robbie’s favorite foods, stuffing the pantries and refrigerator with beef jerky and gummy worms; he rented video games, and even left me alone to clean the house. I overheard him bragging about his son over the phone, and for the first time in weeks, I was nearly glad about something. The disappointment that had been my homecoming could be corrected with Robbie.
 
   Yes, it was more than nice to have a distraction. 
 
   After the standard hugs and ‘good-to-see yous,’ Dad made Robbie regale him with tales of the front line. Nevertheless, as good as it was to see Dad smile, I retreated to the kitchen to fix dinner as soon as I could. I didn’t feel worthy of hearing about Robbie’s adventures or learning about all his friends and near-misses, instead I did what I always did, I set myself to work. Robbie seemed like a good excuse as any to try my lame culinary skills again. The best part about the mission was my clean up. I thought that maybe if I could cook a huge meal, then I’d have some hefty clean up duty afterwards, which would take time away from my thoughts of Charlie. And it wasn’t completely illogical that if I was cleaning up after dinner I could also rearrange the pantry, the pots and pans, wax the floor, clean the refrigerator…I made a mental list for myself of things that could possibly take up my time. It was either that or letting the images take over every time Robbie made a gesture with his hands and shouted, kaboom!
 
   I cooked ravioli (from scratch), a tortellini and pesto soup, fried zucchini, and baked a cheesecake for dessert. All of this reminded me of Elise and through the hurt, I cut vegetables and let memories of her and I haggling at the farmer’s market take over for just an instant before Polo came to mind. He was a guy who liked the basic things in life, but I thought he might have liked my elaborate cooking attempt. 
 
   My stomach churned with the knowledge that I might never see any of them again; even Elise was looking unlikely at this point. At least I knew they had gotten away safely somewhere. The empty safe and Tyler’s absent diaper bag gave me the reassurance that they were somewhere far away.
 
   Throughout dinner I chewed mechanically. I counted every chomp, the slice of butter knives, the sips of wine. I did it to stay focused, to keep from being sick, and most of all to keep from crying.
 
   “What’s with you?” Robbie asked suddenly. “You’ve barely eaten anything.”
 
   “I have so. You’re just too concerned with yourself to pay any attention.” I stuffed a bite of ravioli in my mouth as if to prove my point, but Robbie smiled his Robbie smile and Dad rolled his eyes.
 
   Charlie was right.
 
   I did hate lying.
 
   “Well, sorry! What have you been up to lately?”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “That’s what I thought.” Robbie continued the rest of the conversation with Dad hanging on his every word. I stared at the clock on the wall. Time suddenly seemed so intimidating. The mere idea of living days, nights, months, and years trying to pretend to be happy, or even just functioning was unbearably painful.
 
   Charlie had said that some things were worse than death.
 
   I thought the blackness was one of them and vaguely wondered if death might make it better.
 
   “I better get started on the dishes—” I stood up but Dad pushed me back down. 
 
   “Hey, you cooked; I think I can handle the dishes.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I’ll help,” Robbie offered.
 
   “No.” Dad’s voice had the same firmness of our childhood. “You’re on vacation.” He stared me down. “Both of you.”
 
   So that was it. I wouldn’t even have cleaning as a distraction.
 
   Robbie found me later at the end of the driveway, waiting for cars and overeager motorcyclists to drive by and whip the hair in my face. It was almost like feeling something, but not quite, which is why I had deemed it a safe activity. 
 
   “Hey, hey.”
 
   I didn’t say anything, though I knew I probably should. Was I supposed to stress how great it was to see him? To have him back even for a little while? In thinking about it, I had the most sudden urge to make him understand how important he was, that he absolutely had to remain safe. Between the two of us, his life was the only one that had any real hope of turning out. Yet like Dad, I couldn’t say these things to him. I couldn’t even begin to sort them out in my head.
 
   “Is this pavement taken?”
 
   I patted the spot beside me.
 
   “The Old Man is like super stoked about the beach this year, isn’t he?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “School good?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You don’t seem too stoked about it.”
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “Okay.” He sighed, rolled his eyes, and leaned back so that his upper half was in the grass but his feet still on the concrete. “What’s your deal?”
 
   I shook my head. “Deal? No deal.”
 
   He laughed. “Bull. My little sister would have made several comments about how many times I said ‘stoked’ by now.  But you’re not my little sister, you’re like—”
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing,” I mumbled. “Never mind.”
 
   He leaned back and ripped up pieces from the turf, flicking them in between his fingers and occasionally bringing them to his nose. I tried to imagine not seeing grass for months at a time. I wondered if I’d miss the green, or if after awhile I’d forget it all together.
 
   “You’re still bummed about getting dumped?”
 
   I startled. “Dumped? Who said I got dumped?”
 
   “‘Cause you haven’t mentioned that guy in months and Dad said you’ve been like, real mopey around here.” He shrugged. “Two and two together…”
 
   I smiled. “And here everyone thinks I’m the smart one.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “So you did get dumped?”
 
   I suppose I had. Charlie had left me for the nothingness—or a version thereof—abandoned me when he promised never to leave again.
 
   “Not exactly.” I shrugged.
 
   “Either you did or you didn’t—you know what, it doesn’t even matter. Give me this guy’s name and address so I can go beat the piss out of him.”
 
   If only that were possible. I almost wanted to laugh. One of my greatest fears the last year was Robbie and Charlie colliding, but I thought if I saw it now I’d weep with glee.
 
   “You’re supposed to say, ‘beat the sense into him.’”
 
   “Meh.” He threw a blade of grass at me. “Heartbreak’s a bitch, ain’t it?”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “What?” He shrugged. “It is.”
 
   “No.” I shut my eyes against the setting sun, the remainder of the heat leaving for the cool of the summer night. “Ain’t,” I corrected. “Don’t say that.” I hoped my voice was firm enough to relay that point, but without looking at Robbie, it was hard to tell. “Ever again.”
 
   I could hear his pause. Like Dad, he was trying to figure out what he had triggered that abrupt change in emotion. Like Dad, he had no idea.
 
   “Listen, little sister.” He stood and shook the dirt from his pants. “Don’t worry about it. There’s plenty of fish in the sea, right?”
 
   I kept my eyes shut, firm against what he was saying. I knew for me there would never be another. Was knowing that the worst part, or was living with it for the rest of my life?
 
   “Robbie?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Do you think there are worse things than death?”
 
   He didn’t flinch the way I thought he might, but instead rolled his eyes. “Is this about the torture? Because my unit has never done anything—”
 
   “Never mind, Robbie.” I tried to smile. “Don’t hurt yourself.” 
 
   “Listen.” He sighed. “Normally I wouldn’t say this to a chick—especially my sister—but maybe you need to like, ‘get back up on the horse?’
 
   I shut my eyes tightly and shook my head. “Please stop talking.”
 
   “What about that FBI dude?” Robbie gave me a gentle shove at the shoulder. “Dad says he’s pretty sweet on you.”
 
   “I hate him.” 
 
   I hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, the truth was that I hadn’t even thought them in a complete sentence. But the fact was that I did hate Adam. If it hadn’t been for his nosiness, or maybe his concern…the friendship that made Charlie so jealous, it was entirely possible that Charlie would be with me right then and there. 
 
   “Okay, okay,” Robbie said, looking at my expression. “No horses or fish for you. But whatever your deal is with the Fed, you better get over it.”
 
   “Why?” I sighed.
 
   “Didn’t the Old Man tell you? He invited him to drop the shore house while we’re there.” 
 
   Five days before THE END we went to the shore. Long Branch, to be specific, an area filled with tourists from all walks of life. Women wore skimpy bathing suits and taunted guys loitering outside the arcades. Parking attendants fanned themselves under bright umbrellas, and young children walked around in nothing but sunblock and diapers.
 
   As usual, Dad was all business driving there, but as soon as we reached the area he  relaxed. Robbie seemed to as well. Even so, as the waves came into view, all I could think about was Charlie. I had never said a prayer for him, though I never really believed in a higher power and I suddenly hated, resented the fact that if he died or was already dead, I would have no marker to cry at, no headstone to bring flowers to. It seemed wretchedly unfair. Though I deserved all of life’s sorrows, Charlie deserved to have a final resting place. He deserved to be remembered.
 
   We had rented the Baybreeze house before, though it was before Mom died and a certain awkward silence came over all of us when we walked in. We all seemed to realize that fact at the same time. 
 
   Robbie finally spoke up: “I forgot all these places are named after cocktails.”
 
   Dad laughed his fake laugh. “They’re trying to make alcoholics out of all of us.”
 
   “What else is this place good for?”
 
   I was not laughing.
 
   With some encouragement from Robbie, we went to the beach right away, though he ditched me the second something in a bikini went by. I couldn’t really blame him. Life, after all, was for the living. The light hurt my eyes, and my pointy ribs made me self-conscious, feeling even more uncomfortable about revealing my bathing suit in public, I opted instead to go back to the house the second he was out of view, retreating to the loving pages of a good book. 
 
   I tried reading, but like all other things, it had become a pastime that I felt indifference for. I rejected Dad and Robbie’s invitation to explore the boardwalk, saying instead I’d rather walk the beach. When they left I stepped off the porch and stared into the waves. They weren’t California waves, that much was obvious, but they were still beautiful in their own way. 
 
   Two days before THE END, I played miniature golf. I buried my toes in the sand. I saw skydivers drop from the sky. I pretended to be happy. 
 
   The day before THE END, I didn’t bother as much. The sky was gray, promising rain, and though Dad and Robbie were out and about, I stole hours away in a lumpy bed, eyes shut tight. I couldn’t stop thinking about how Charlie would view a place like this, how he would draw the stormy wave, how he would make them look different from the Pacific Ocean. I submerged myself in memories of his smell and taste, thinking that if I could wish for it hard enough, then maybe I could bring them out.
 
   And when that didn’t work I went straight to a source.
 
   The boardwalk was crowded, despite the dark weather, and hordes of people gathered to buy tickets for the rides or clamored in and out of stores with flimsy knickknacks for souvenirs. Music boomed at me when I passed one shop, and a gypsy woman offered to read my palm when I passed another. If seemed like an eternity until I found a simple convenience store, and when I did, I didn’t even hesitate to secure my purchase. 
 
   I paid for the cigarettes without incident and was somewhat self-aware that I never would have done that before Charlie had left, before I had met Charlie.
 
   I took my time walking back to the house. Every few yards, it seemed like kids were fighting about sand castles and pigeons were trying to attack anything reminiscent of food. All of the smiling people and dancing lights made me resentful. How could these people continue to live like this, to laugh, when possibly the greatest guy in the world was gone? Didn’t they at least sense some of the dark that seeped around them, or were they all just better liars than I was? 
 
   How had Dad kept going after Mom died? I remember the sadness, the feeling of general loss in our lives, our routine, but she was still sort of there, in memories and in conversations, her ugly knickknacks, her books on fine arts. I remember there was less of the loss as time went on. There were things to do, and if Mom were around, she’d no doubt be annoyed that people were fawning over her deadness.
 
   Instinctively, I knew I should feel that way about Charlie, too. But when he left us like that, broken and unsure, there had been no chance to say good-bye. And maybe with his anger, he would want me to hurt this much; especially if he thought I was a cheater, a liar. 
 
   Maybe he would want me to feel the pain of his absence. Did he think this in his last moments? That I’d be sorry, that I’d muffle my cries in self-destruction?
 
   Somehow, I knew he wouldn’t. And I hated that even more.
 
   Dad and Robbie showed up not long after I did. Their movements were so quiet, they almost caught me crying over a pack of cigarettes. Except the more I cried, the harder it was to take in the clove scent, and it did little for my memories. The black parasites almost let me feel grateful that Robbie once again had Dad distracted, but when I realized it wasn’t for any good reason, I retreated again, wiping my eyes and joining them in the patio room with their mumbles and serious head nods.
 
   “What’s up, guys?” I picked up a magazine on fishing so that it covered my face. If they weren’t so bemused they might have noticed. 
 
   “Hey, Addie.” Dad smiled in my direction, but it wasn’t a real smile, and something in the room, heavy, and all too familiar, worked its way over me.
 
   Robbie said nothing, only stared out at the waves. 
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “Ah—” he cleared his throat and glanced at Robbie, silently asking for permission, but Robbie didn’t return the look. He just continued to stare out.
 
   “A friend of Robbie’s was killed overseas.”
 
   I lowered the magazine, said nothing.
 
   “Son…” Dad leaned forward in the wicker chair and rested his hand on Robbie’s shoulder. “I am really sorry.”
 
   “I have to go.”
 
   “Go?” The panic was in my voice before I could stop it. If Robbie left, then Dad would be stuck with me again, and that wasn’t fair at all.
 
   “His mom said the memorial is tomorrow. He was from Allentown, so it’s going to be there.”
 
   “That’s like—four hours away, Robbie.”
 
   “I have to go.” 
 
   “I’ll go with you.” Dad’s voice had that firm Dad sound again. “If we stop home for a change of clothes, it’s only thirty minutes or so out of the way.”
 
   Robbie shrugged his hand away, for an instant I thought I saw the glimmer there in his eye, something dark, just beyond sadness. Had my big brother met the parasites, too?
 
   “I want to go,” Dad insisted. “You shouldn’t have to go alone.”
 
   Dad’s tone said that was the end of the conversation, and Robbie didn’t seem willing to argue. Instead he spent the remainder of the day in the patio room, brooding over his friend.
 
   “Addie?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “You asked me what was worse than losing someone you care about.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “It’s this,” he said, “knowing that you should have been there with them.”
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   On the day THE END came, it was as sunny and bright as one could expect. I thought the weather was inappropriate for a funeral, but I didn’t know how to make a joke out of it. Dad and Robbie went out early, in-case of traffic. Prior to that, we sat over stale bagels, sipping lukewarm coffee and staring out at the sand. Still too early, the fog prevented any view of the water, and no one other than a few ambitious joggers were running along the sandy roads.
 
   “I’m sorry about your friend.” I picked off pieces of a sesame seed bagel and dropped them like stones into my coffee. 
 
   “Thanks,” he grumbled. “Ryan was a great dude.” Robbie chuckled, and then paused before shaking his head. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “That asshat had to go and die when I’m on leave? Figures.”
 
   The bile rose in my throat. “The dead can be pretty selfish.”
 
   “Ready?” Dad came in the kitchen nook, interrupting Robbie just before he could reply.
 
   Robbie only nodded and chugged the rest of his coffee in a single gulp. How many mornings had he had that were only rush and go? He was probably so used to it that he didn’t even think about it anymore. Did he think about the dead? The in between? The nothingness? Did Robbie think it was an easy out, too? Despite my own attempts to convince myself otherwise, I knew the dead were selfish; at least unintentionally. If Charlie had loved me at all, he might have thought to try and take me with him…
 
   “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Robbie was already out the door, but Dad paused, car keys in hand. “You could—”
 
   “Funerals are not my idea of fun, Dad.” I shrugged. “Besides, I’m capable of entertaining myself for one day.”
 
   He looked skeptical, rushing over to plant a quick kiss on my forehead, a strange show of affection for him. “We’ll be back tonight.”
 
   And then they were gone.
 
   I finished playing with my food and spent minutes watching the morning slowly lift the fog from the beach. It wasn’t until I heard hard steps coming up the patio that I even considered making any moves at all. I heard the steps and the wind chime against the door at the same moment. I didn’t need to look outside to know who it was.  Agent Harpsten came with fresh donuts but I didn’t have the energy to point out the cliché. 
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Hello.” I was unexpectedly relieved by his appearance, all casual but no sign of any length of stay.
 
   “Where is everybody?” 
 
   “Funeral.” I left the door open and went back to the table.
 
   “Funeral?”
 
   I held up the coffee pot and when he nodded, I took out the French vanilla and coffee filters.
 
   “Dad didn’t tell you? A friend of Robbie’s died. They went to Pennsylvania for the memorial.”
 
   “Oh, that’s a shame.”
 
   I shrugged. “That’s life.”
 
   “Should—should I go?”
 
   “That’s up to you. They won’t be back until tonight, so you’ll be stuck with me.”
 
   He smiled, but I hated it. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”
 
   We said nothing even as the coffee finished brewing and I poured it into clean mugs. I could feel the coffee grow colder from outside the ceramic mug, the only thing indicating the passing of time. Every now and then Adam would look at me and open his mouth to say something, but it wasn’t happening. I had the greatest idea going out again to buy some sleeping pills and wasting the day away in my lumpy mattress. The sadness seemed more justified today. If Dad and Robbie were in mourning, then I could be, too.
 
   “Maybe you should go—”
 
   “I need to apologize to you,” he said abruptly.
 
   When I didn’t say anything, he sighed. At least he was as uncomfortable as I was.
 
   “I should have kept in touch better over these last weeks. But I knew you were upset, and work was-”
 
   “Don’t bother.”
 
   “I think maybe you were right.”
 
   Now my interest was starting to pique. “What made you see the errors of your ways?”
 
   “Jessica.”
 
   At my expression he paused to explain further. “My girlfriend. She helped me figure out why I was feeling guilty.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “You were my first major case, Addie. And with the success rates of retrieving kidnapping victims so low—I, well, I guess I felt responsible for you.”
 
   “You don’t have to.”
 
   “Yeah,” he scoffed. “I know. You were homeschooled and leaving home couldn’t have been easy. I probably just made it a lot worse.”
 
   I took another sip. “Take comfort in the fact that my roommate appreciated all of the extra male company around the dorm.”
 
   He laughed. “Living away from home can be tough the first time. I didn’t have to invade your privacy.”
 
   “Are you saying that because you know you’re wrong or because nothing came out of your investigation? Did you get in trouble for wasting time?”
 
   Despite my attitude he still smiled. “Can it be a little bit of both?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He laughed. “Listen, at least let me make it up to you.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Anyone ever tell you how stubborn you are?”
 
   I stiffened, turning my back to him. He had hit a nerve without even knowing it. Notwithstanding, I couldn’t let it show. I wanted to take Charlie’s secrets with me to the grave. Like so many other things, it hurt, and I wished for the blackness to take over. I had broken so many promises… as Adam moved I saw his belt-line from the corner of my eye and another idea came to me. One that was absurd, but I liked how it was flavored with the potential for accidents and self-destruction. 
 
   “You want to make it up to me?”
 
   He nodded eagerly. “If you’ll let me.”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   This cheered him up immensely. “Well, let’s go do something,” he said excitedly. “Anything you want, just name it.”
 
   “Good.” I turned back to him, trying to imitate the firmness in Dad’s voice. “I want to go to the shooting range.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah.” I went to work doing all three of the dishes in the sink. I thought that if I acted casual then he might not hear the desperation lurking just beneath. I mentally crossed my fingers and hoped.
 
   “W-what? No. No way. I—I hear there’s a bird conservatory around here. We could—”
 
   “I don’t want to look at birds,” I pouted. “I want to shoot a gun.”
 
   “Your father might kill me.”
 
   “His other child is already well versed with a firearm, why shouldn’t I be?”
 
   “If you just want to learn how to aim, the boardwalk has all those shooting games.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You know there’s a ghost town? We could—”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Lighthouse?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Whale watching?”
 
   “Now you’re just getting desperate.”
 
   We played this game during the drive to the shooting range. Once again I was also lectured on the basics of safety. I nodded, acknowledged the rules that I already knew and kept my mouth shut while we signed in. The guy at the counter asked for my ID but nothing else. I counted the lenses of the cameras blinking out of every corner. I counted the sale posters on the bulletin board, the steps in front of me, and the steps left behind. 
 
   I clipped the ranger badge on my tank top, indicating that I was a beginner and more or less a potential hazard to the health of others. The ear muffs took the sound of the world away and I liked it immensely.  
 
   “Safety goggles.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “We can leave.”
 
   I sighed, put them on and resolved to a glinted world of rosy tint. “What are we shooting?” 
 
   “9MM,” he replied “Standard weapon for law enforcement officials.”
 
   “Neat-o.”
 
   “I shouldn’t give this to you,” he said, slipping on his own ear muffs. “You should do your first shooting with a BB gun. At least learn to aim with one.”
 
   “Sometimes you have to be bold.” 
 
   “You don’t need a gun for that.” He sighed.
 
   “Do you see me filing for a permit somewhere? Am I looking for a trade show? No. I’m just interested.”
 
   “Why the sudden interest in firearms?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I lied. “Maybe between Dad and Robbie, I feel left out.”
 
   “I thought you might be thinking self-defense.”
 
   “I thought we were dropping that subject.”
 
   He paused. “Right. Sorry.”
 
   I said nothing and re-aimed, the bullseye may have been in my sights, but the rest of me was way off. 
 
   Adam nodded. “Not bad.”
 
   I was skeptical. “I didn’t hit anything.”
 
   “Try again.”
 
   I reloaded the clip with perfect precision. “Yes.” I nodded. “I will.”
 
   I let the safety off and let fly.
 
   We spent a couple of hours shooting at imaginary enemies, and maybe it was the fresh air or the thrill of a genuine weapon in my hand, but I was famished for the first time in weeks. The black parasites let off enough so that I felt the grumbling in my stomach, and while I probably should have ignored it, I didn’t want to. Despite the long-term misery, I actually wanted to eat.
 
   “Say,” Adam said, sliding the safety goggles down a return shoot. “Are you hungry by any chance?”
 
   I laughed. “That’s funny you’d say that.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “Because I was just having a very insistent daydream about bacon and eggs.”
 
   He laughed while holding the door open for me. “That sounds like a really good idea—the first good one you’ve had all day, I might add.”
 
   “Hey, I hit the target a few times.”
 
   His eyes rolled at me. “No offense, Battes, but I wouldn’t exactly want you out there in the field with me.”
 
   “None taken. I wouldn’t want me out there, either.” I took control of the gauges and turned off the air conditioning, opting instead to roll down the window and let the sea air take control of my hair.
 
   “Now in the prosecutor’s office, on the other hand…”
 
   It could have been the sunshine, the hidden compliment, or a combination of both that made me smile. “Yeah, I don’t know about that.”
 
   “You don’t have to go to law school, Addie. I just think with your first hand experience and your smarts—how’d you do on your finals, anyway?”
 
   I looked back at him. It was a legitimate question and yet I didn’t know how to answer. At that point, I hadn’t even bothered to login to the school’s website and never opened the letter when it came to the house with my semester’s grades. For the first time in my life, grades truly didn’t matter; they weren’t something I could lean back on because grades were a part of the future. A future I couldn’t possibly have.
 
   “I—I, ah, don’t know, to be honest. I’m not as obsessed about that stuff as I used to be.” And though it was a simple statement I knew it was true the moment I said it. It simply didn’t make a difference. I also didn’t fail to realize that the high from the statement probably came out of the notion that it was one of the first really true things I had said in a long time.
 
   The first diner we came to was crowded with lost tourists and truck drivers, but we stopped there anyway, both deciding we were too hungry to try and find another place in the dinner hour.
 
   “I think I could eat a horse,” I mused. 
 
   “Too chewy.” He glanced at me over the menu. “Doesn’t go well with anything.”
 
   “A pig, then.” I laughed. “I want ham, and bacon, and pork roll…”
 
   “You mean you want a heart attack.”
 
   I dipped a straw into my ice-water. “With cheese and ketchup.”
 
   We laughed.
 
   I didn’t order quite as much as I claimed I would, settling on a bacon omelet and orange juice, but even that seemed to be too much. After a few bites I slid my plate over to Adam’s side of the table but he smirked over a mouth of French toast.
 
   “You can’t be done yet.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “You eat like a bird.”
 
   I considered this statement and grabbed another bite of hash brown. “Good point.” I wiped the grease from my mouth. “How am I supposed to get a heart attack at this rate?”
 
   “You shouldn’t joke about that.”
 
   I shrugged. “Why not?”
 
   He paused; he seemed to consider something, musing over saying it out loud and whether or not to keep it to himself.
 
   “You’ve changed a lot in the last couple of months.”
 
   I was offended but didn’t know why. “People change,” I said. “Evolution.”
 
   He smiled a little. “You’re a little—”
 
   “A little what?”
 
   “Bitter.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I don’t know if this Hays situation is the cause or—”
 
   “You really know how to beat a dead horse, don’t you?”
 
   I sunk into my chair and immediately dumped out the cartridges of little jams and jellies and began stacking them. It gave my hands something to do, and kept my mind steady. From the corner of my eye, I counted the number of earrings in a waitress’s earlobe, the number of breakfast cereals on display.
 
   “Okay, but can I say one more thing?”
 
   “If it’s the last thing you ever say about it, ever.”
 
   “Good people think they’re responsible for others, but sometimes you can only take care of yourself.”
 
   “What are you? A fortune cookie?” I regretted the words as soon as I said them. “I—I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so nasty.”
 
   “It’s okay.” Adam poured more syrup over his food. “It’s just the high cholesterol talking.”
 
   I smiled at his plate. “Better than diabetes.”
 
   “W-what I’m saying is, you aren’t responsible for what Hays did. You have to do what’s best for you and no one is judging you for doing what you had to in order to survive.”
 
   I scoffed but immediately stopped myself. He was right, I did sound bitter.
 
   I went over Adam’s words as we drove back. I had no doubt he intended to comfort me, but he had gotten to me again, reminding me that I was probably the source of Charlie’s misfortunes. I would have to live with that knowledge for the rest of my life.
 
   “I had a lot of fun today. I hope you did, too.”
 
   “Actually, today is the best day I’ve had in…” I choked on my own half-truth. “…in a long time.”
 
   “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”
 
   I looked back up and smiled. I was no longer so sure.
 
   We got back to Baybreeze just as the settling sun was starting to send people home for the day. Grumpy adults and sunburned children scampered around us, fathers struggling to carry umbrellas, coolers, and overloaded bags of toys. 
 
   “I don’t envy him,” Adam said.
 
   “Reminds me of when Robbie and I were little,” I mused. “Makes me miss my mom.”
 
   “Your mom would be proud of you…” He trailed off, but I didn’t like it. Who was he to say Mom would be proud of me? He had only met the woman through the photo album. He had no right to just assume she would be accepting of me and automatically proud of the decisions I had made. I had known her my whole life and still remained unsure if she would support the relationship Charlie and I had. What I had done to be with him, what I hadn’t.  
 
   “You don’t know that,” I said. “I’m not the person I should be.”
 
   He laughed. “No one turns out the way they’re supposed to,” he said. “From what I understand, your mom was a good person. I can’t imagine she wouldn’t be happy with the way you turned out.”
 
   I flinched. I very much doubted Mom would be happy with the fact that I may have contributed to murdering, or at the very least, seriously injuring the one I loved.
 
   So instead I only said, “She was a great mom. Great moms tend to love their kids unconditionally.”
 
   “Sure.” He shrugged. “No matter how lousy an aim they have.”
 
   “Or how high their blood-sugar is.”
 
   It was nice to part with Adam on good terms. Somehow it made me feel lighter, like some of the weight had been lifted from my shoulders. A part of me hoped he sort of felt the same, while the other part of me still instinctively wanted to look out for Charlie and the guys. I relived the conversation in my head, trying to figure out if I had let anything give, if I had let too much get out. I was satisfied that I probably hadn’t. And it suddenly seemed so strange that Adam would even still care. All these months had passed and there had been no new developments on my case, so why was he still so interested in my welfare?
 
   Maybe it was like he said, I was his first “big break” and he felt responsible for me. But that didn’t mean he had to come out here today, that didn’t mean he had to keep my secret about freaking out from Dad. I usually wasn’t so oblivious, but maybe Charlie had been right, maybe Adam wanted something more. Obviously that would be something I could never give him, or anyone else. I’d always belong to Charlie whether I wanted to or not. But what in the hell was wrong with me? I had laughed with Adam, had fun at the shooting range, even. Worse yet, I hadn’t been lying when I said it had been the best day I had had in a long time…
 
   Except that I didn’t deserve easy days. I didn’t deserve peace, or any kind of reprieve from my sorrow. If I really was the reason Charlie was behind bars, the reason he had tried to hurt himself, then I had no right to be smiling and eating, enjoying the sunshine when Charlie couldn’t. I had no right at all. Life was a privilege, and I had given it up the second I’d let Charlie down.
 
   I had been considering it for longer than I wanted to acknowledge, since Charlie had been moved from section A of the paper to B, C, then not at all, since the rumors that he was dead were the only ones I heard until I didn’t hear any at all.
 
   I considered that it might get easier still and I hated it. I didn’t deserve easy. I didn’t deserve peace. If I had just been smarter, more clever, honest, then none of this would have happened. I could try to pin the blame on Adam, or Melinda being noisy, the FBI being ambition, but really it was just me. I was a selfish little girl who was too concerned with what others thought to just do what was right. I had wanted to be with Charlie, to be happy and live forever in the ocean where no one could ever touch us, but instead, I deserved the pain, the suffering, and every insurmountable torture I could inflict on myself. 
 
   But my family didn’t. 
 
   I had subjected Dad to worry for weeks, probably ruined Melinda’s spring semester, taken the air out of Robbie’s sails. I was weighing all of them down. And while I deserved to feel the hurt, they certainly didn’t. I thought about how gracious Melinda had been and her brand of tough love. We may not have been friends in a traditional sense, but we were roommates, and she had followed her own code to a T. I couldn’t say I would have done the same if the situation had been reversed. Even Adam did his best to make amends, trying to win my friendship. Though he had only ever been decent to me, I’d only ended up disappointing him.
 
   Disappointment made me think of Dad. What would he say when he found out I hadn’t registered for the fall term? It was a surprise that he wasn’t fed up with me already.
 
   I imagined they would all be eventually.
 
   I ran from the beachfront properties and took off for the boardwalk. While it was early in the evening, the lines for rides were already starting. Couples I passed held hands, while girls tried deciding what tattoo to get. Children with ice cream faces clung to their parents and young men staggered in and out of the bars…all of this life was going on without Charlie, without anyone but me ever knowing how much he loved me and how wonderful he was, how he had saved my life and changed me.
 
   Pretty soon it was about to go on without me, too.
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   The lifeguards went off duty at sundown, and after that, swimming was at one’s own risk. Even as I walked out to the pier I could see big signs in Spanish and English, emphasizing the danger and listing the shifts of lifeguards. Only a halfwit would be bold enough to try and swim on a night like this, when the tide was low and rip currents were probable. I wondered if Dad and Robbie would believe that I had gone for a night swim.
 
   I moved a few inches closer, counting the wooden boards of the boardwalk before looking around. There weren’t any couples making out, or homeless people leering around, I didn’t think I had seen anyone under the pier either, making my escape even more flawless. There was so much hurt, the sense of a moment became like a suffocating wave of its own. And as I looked out at the ocean, I thought about how truly horrific it all was, how awful it was to fall asleep without any warning and stay trapped there.
 
   Was drowning as painful as I imagined? Did the water flood the lungs when panic set in? I closed my eyes and imagined the muscles of arms and legs giving out, giving up. It was all so clear, so certain. 
 
   It was all I wanted.
 
   Before I realized it, I was stepping up even closer, the lights of the pier blinking in and out too much for anyone far away to notice me. The water was black, the blackness inside of me, though now even that was starting to fade. In pretending to live life, I had really started to live it, and soon the blackness would take the numb away. 
 
   I looked over the railing, though I hadn’t remembered climbing up and over it. Only a few stars were lingering in the open sky, and from far away the screams of delighted tourists were being unleashed from the Tilt-a-Whirl. The Ferris wheel was alight with neon scopes of blue and green. 
 
   Like eyes I’d never see again.
 
   “Did you know 8% of deaths are drowning?” 
 
   I whispered it to myself, not even knowing where it came from or why I had said it, but it seemed like such a logical solution that not doing it seemed more impractical than not. 
 
   I leaned forward enough to inhale the sea. If Charlie’s remains were still out there, then maybe mine would meet his.
 
   Instead of slipping, my hands willingly let go of metal railing, still warm despite the lack of sun. My scabbed and torn fingers were uncramping, giving in to what the rest of me wanted.
 
   And then they weren’t.
 
   Something wrapped itself around my left arm, twisting and pulling so hard I thought for an instant that my shoulder might have been withdrawn from its socket, that instead of falling into fierce waters I had landed on something else.
 
   “You ain’t getting out of this that easy.”
 
   Weary, narrow brown eyes peered into mine, swearing and calling me names. Their owner tossed me back to the boardwalk like I was little more than a stuffed animal. 
 
   “Reid?”
 
   Before I could get out anymore, shouts were being called from a distance and he looked away from me to their direction, angrier than ever.
 
   “Get up,” he commanded.
 
   I was somewhere in between that place of astonishment and fascination. I didn’t think the first person I’d see in hell would be Reid, but then again…
 
   “Get up,” he said again. “If I have to make you, you’ll be sorry.”
 
   I did as instructed, knowing now from the shouts of glee echoing off the waterfront that I couldn’t be dead. As far as I could see, I was still on the pier, still in Long Branch.
 
   The sea hadn’t taken me after all. Even the water didn’t want me.
 
   “Reid, what—”
 
   “Follow me and be quick or I’ll drag you out of here by your hair.”
 
   I would have followed him anyway, this ghost who had probably come to torture me some more. His large strides were epic in comparison and I had to half-run just to catch up with him, dodging the curious looks of people who had happened to gaze at the end of the pier in those moments.
 
   Apparently we had attracted a scene.
 
   “What’s going on?” I shouted from behind. I struggled to keep-up as he effortlessly worked his way into the crowd, but I couldn’t lose him now. 
 
   He led me out to a parking lot, where the sight of a very familiar orange car lingered under a street lamp. 
 
   I watched him get in. I waited.
 
   “This—this isn’t p-possible,” I stuttered, still very much out of breath. For an instant I thought back to the ocean and the pier, my pathetic lungs wouldn’t have lasted two minutes.
 
   The car started, revved up, and without being told, I got in. Maybe, I thought, he was here to drive me into the afterlife.
 
   “Y-you’re here,” I muttered as we raced down sandy streets, horns blaring at us and pedestrians waving angrily.
 
   “You are not pulling this crap again,” was all he said. “Selfish little bitch.”
 
   I ignored his insults. I didn’t care what he called me. “What are you doing h-here? Charlie?”
 
   “Ruining what’s left of his life, but you’re gonna fix it,” he said, his eyes riveted to the road. “And if not, you’ll sure as hell wish you’d taken the ocean route.”
 
   “Charlie—”
 
   My mind wouldn’t let me believe it but my heart had already started to flutter, digging itself up from the blackness I had buried it in. I closed my eyes and counted to ten. 
 
   “They won’t let me into the hospital,” I tried to explain. “I’ve been trying for weeks.”
 
   “We got him out of there, but he wasn’t at the meet spot. The dumbass probably went off to see you, your house probably.”
 
   I watched the lights fly by. “No,” I said. It was suddenly all so clear. “But I do think I know where he went.”
 
   Pulling up at the entrance gates, I was almost jumping with excitement. If I was right, then I might see Charlie, if wrong, then I could be walking into something far worse than suicide.
 
   “Here?” Reid laughed. “You think he escaped from lock up to look at some flowers?”
 
   “Shut up, Reid.”
 
   I made a move to get out of the car but he stopped me before I even had my hand on the door. His grip on me was as tight as his stare, and for a moment I thought I saw something mixed in with his hatred for m., Was I so daft to think it was concern? Certainly not for me, but for Charlie, maybe.
 
   “You may have everyone else fooled with this innocent act, but I ain’t buying. “Get him back here in five minutes or I’m coming back for you and it won’t be pretty.”
 
   I shrugged him off. “Quit your threats and go do something useful like steal a getaway car.”
 
   “Hey,” he sneered, “didn’t I just save your life?”
 
   I slammed the door behind me. “Like I said, something useful.” 
 
   The atrium looked different at night during the summer. Everything was in bloom and the perfume of a dozen different flowering species flushed my nose, making me both inhale and sneeze at the same time. My eyes had a hard time adjusting without the light, but I jumped at every animal in the bush, the cooing of anonymous birds in the trees. 
 
   I immediately went to the willow trees, stuck somewhere between hoping and knowing that Charlie would be there. Of course every logical part of me knew that he probably wouldn’t be, but I had to try. This place was probably the last secret we had left. 
 
   I slowed my pace as I approached the grove. Though I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, I felt eyes on me instantly. My brain told me it was an animal, a curious night creature, but my heart told me it was something, someone entirely different altogether. Pulling back the willow curtain, I peeked into the hiding spot the tree accidently created. Gnats immediately attacked my face so I pulled back, stumbling over the brush.
 
   Laughing.
 
   Someone was laughing at me.
 
   I never thought I could be so happy to be so awkward.
 
   “Charlie.” I blinked to make sure I wasn’t seeing things, and yet sure enough, when I opened my eyes, he was still there. His eyes dulled by the dark and fog of night. A thin pad of white gauze was taped to the side of his right temple, a heavy looking cast of white plaster on his arm; I looked at it, unable to stare at anything else.
 
   “Hi,” he breathed.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “P-please don’t scream. I swear I ain’t gonna hurt you. I—I’m gonna leave in a minute. I-I just wanted to see you before…” he trailed off, unsure of how to finish. “I ain’t gonna bother you no more. I promise.”
 
   I nodded, choked back my tears. “I understand.”
 
   We waded in the pause, neither of us daring to look at one another, perhaps for fear of what we might see. I already knew what a mess I must have been, but it genuinely surprised me how distraught Charlie was. Head wound aside, he was unshaved and disheveled. His hair was considerably longer than usual, and as I stepped closer I could have sworn I even saw a twinge of gray at the root that even the dark of night couldn’t conceal. He wore a clean olive colored t-shirt, but it was way too big for him, and his usual oil stained jeans, but his boots were dotted with the brown remnants of blood, though from who, I didn’t dare to ask. I flinched at the sight and turned away.
 
   “A-are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “How…” I asked. “How did you—”
 
   “The fellas.” He didn’t even smile. “They haven’t given up on me yet.”
 
   I nodded, grateful beyond words. 
 
   “Elise? The guys?”
 
   He nodded. “Everybody’s all right.”
 
   I sighed with relief. It seemed like awfully great lengths just to avoid me, but then again, they were probably avoiding the police as well. I stared at the ground, waiting for the rest of the words to come.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said.
 
   “Don’t be,” he said. “I want you to be happy.”
 
   “I don’t deserve to be happy. If I did something that encouraged you to do this—”
 
   “Don’t,” he said. “Don’t be sorry. “Believin’ you loved me w-was the greatest lie of my whole life. I wouldn’t trade it for anything. Especially freedom.”
 
   “Wait. What?”
 
   “I’m serious. I’d serve ten life sentences if I thought you loved me. It doesn’t matter that you went to the cops—”
 
   “The cops?” I couldn’t have been hearing him right. There had to be something wrong with my ears. “Charlie, I didn’t.”
 
   He stepped away, like getting further away from my words would help deter the truth. “Hey, it doesn’t matter anymore.”
 
   “Charlie, I’m telling you I didn’t—”
 
   “It’s all done.”
 
   “Do I have to hold a gun to your head to get you to listen to me or what? I’m telling you I never told the cops anything, nothing true, anyway.” I took a step closer, feeling an unprecedented daring. With Charlie alive and well, the world was an entirely new place and everything seemed possible. I could consider my safety important once more, but still entirely irrelevant at the same time. With this adrenaline, with Charlie, I was invincible. 
 
   “I’m trying to tell you what I’ve been doing. I spoke to the press on your behalf, lied when they interrogated me again…” I said. I wanted to reach for him, to wrap my arms around him and kiss away any skepticism he may have had. And yet it was scary for me, too. What if his injuries had caused memory loss on a short or even a long term scale? “Didn’t anyone tell you that? I’ve been to the hospital every day since—Dad insisted I go to Long Branch this last week but—I was there, waiting for you.” I laughed. “I even tried praying the other day, if you can believe it.”
 
   The tears were hot on my cheeks, but I couldn’t stop them from coming, especially when his hand reached out for me. In spite of this, he stopped himself and pulled away, something calling him back to himself at the last second.
 
   “You feel guilty.” His lip twitched enough to almost be considered a smile. “It’s okay, though, you don’t have to. I-it makes sense that he would make you happy.”
 
   He spat those last words at the ground, not accusingly, but smoldering with disgust instead. In his mind he knew a truth that didn’t exist, and instead of listening to reality, he was trying to pardon me for an offense I hadn’t committed. Still, he couldn’t hide the anger we were both so familiar with, and despite that forgiveness he was so desperate to grant, he couldn’t escape his own instincts. If there was ever was a time to use that to my advantage, it was now. The temper kept Charlie alive, kept him on his feet and going when he wanted to give in to something that wasn’t real was the same temper that had helped get him into so much trouble in the first place. Now I’d have to see if I could make my anger work for me. If fury was all Charlie would listen to, then I would make him listen.
 
   “He? Charlie, you’re the only he that could ever make me happy.”
 
   Charlie stepped away as I moved closer. “Do you hear me? Your jealousy was only ever that.”
 
   As the pain started in my chest, I questioned the odds of someone my age having a heart-attack, waited a second to see if the ache would shoot up my arm like I had read about so many times. When it didn’t, it occurred to me that it was only the terror coming back, my body bracing itself again for what might happen if I couldn’t make Charlie believe the truth.
 
   “You have no right to accuse me of being with anyone else. No right at all! I’ve never done anything to give you any indication that I’ve ever wanted anyone but you.”
 
   “You mean you never—that Fed?”
 
   “I’ve never loved anyone but you.”
 
   “I—I don’t believe it…” His voice trailed off as he plopped himself on the willow root. I sat down across from him, reluctant only because it seemed like sudden moves might make him flee.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Reid said—”
 
   “Reid said what?” That flicker of anger I had felt was glimmering bright now, beaming away the black parasites until I was blinded white. I knew Reid didn’t like me, didn’t trust me, but to deliberately sabotage our relationship? 
 
   “He said a girl like you didn’t have a future with a guy like me, that you were thinking long-term, you’d be thinking ‘bout kids and houses and backyards and security, ‘bout all the stuff that I couldn’t give you.”
 
   “What?” I dug my fingernails into the bark below me. I didn’t have the words to describe my rage, perhaps in only that it was undoubtedly rage. Although what made me more upset? The fact that I had thought about those things, or that Reid was the one to say them? “I’m going to kill him.”
 
   Charlie smiled at me finally, and for the first time in months my heart lit up. “I tried that the first time he said it. But then that thing with the Albanians happened and I read those e-mails…”
 
   My arm reached out for him. “Albanians? Wait, what Albanians?”
 
   Charlie stared at the ground. “That scare we had a couple months back? Turns out it was a cohort of Albanians who cleared us out. We figured it was a dirty cop or somebody we knew—”
 
   “Charlie?”
 
   He looked at me sadly. “With the timing and everything, Reid thought—”
 
   “Charlie…”
 
   “But if it wasn’t you…”
 
   “Charlie, we have to go.”
 
   He looked up, eyes wide in wonder. “We?”
 
   I tugged him by the arm until he was standing. He stared at me, mouth gaped open like I had just said something amazing. I was just grateful he let me lead him.
 
   “Reid is going to steal a car to get you out of here. Are you okay enough to walk?”
 
   “Yeah, but—”
 
   “Charlie, please, don’t let them put you in jail. If you’re doing this to spite me or something, you have to reconsider, no matter what you think I’ve done—”
 
   Finally, he reached up and let the thumb that stuck out from his cast trail along the edge of my face. He smiled, but it was sad, as though I said something he had already predicted. “Normally I like sayin’ yes to you, Vicious, but not this time.”
 
   “What?” I sobbed, torn between wanting to scream and shout into the sky. Didn’t he know what an opportunity this was? “Why in the hell not? Don’t you know what will happen to you?”
 
   His eyes trailed to my lips, the way they always did just before he kissed me, yet I knew he wouldn’t. How he could make me want to kiss in a situation like this was even more infuriating. “I wasn’t the only one Reid had convinced you were talking to the cops and that Fed maybe. Ben told Reid to go to your school, look around, be quiet about it. Course he can’t be quiet ‘bout nothing, so I found out and followed him.” He pulled away and turned his back to me, shuddering at something I couldn’t see.
 
   “Charlie, you have to go. I’m sure Reid is waiting at the gate by now.”
 
   “You wanna get rid of me that bad?”
 
   I pulled him to me by the ends of his shirt. “I would have you with me every second of every day, but if you haven’t noticed, you just escaped prison custody and that isn’t exactly good for one’s health.”
 
   “I’ll only go if you go.”
 
   I shook my head. He wanted to play games? Now? “Charlie, people will assume the worst.”
 
   “I’ll only go where you go, no matter what that means for me.”
 
   “That’s extortion.”
 
   “I like happy shakedown a lot better.”
 
   Every time I tripped over my feet, Charlie caught me but didn’t laugh. When we reached the front gate, my heart’s pulsing panic told me that Reid had taken off, forgotten about Charlie, abandoned him and taken off without any regard for him whatsoever. I hated him more than ever, wished terrible bodily harm to him and squeezed Charlie’s hand tighter. And then I saw the headlights blinking down the street.
 
   We sat in the backseat together, hands still clutched, while Reid took off slowly as any normal driver would.
 
   “It about time, ladies. Were we having tea?”
 
   “Shut up, Reid.”
 
   “You know what? I will shut up. I’ll shut up only because Jackass here is going to be telling me why he didn’t meet us where he said he was going to.”
 
   “I had to make sure she was all right.” He still stared but I looked away.
 
   Reid banged his head against the steering wheel. “Goddamn idiots…”
 
   “As much as I hate to, I agree with Reid.”
 
   Now both sets of eyes were on me.
 
   “I left without telling anyone where I was going. My Dad is probably looking for me by now and if he hasn’t heard about your breakout by now, then it will be second now.” 
 
   “Great.” Reid sighed. “Great.”
 
   “I don’t care ‘bout that. I need her with me.”
 
   “It’s not safe for you, Charlie.”
 
   “Yeah, Charlie,” Reid mocked. “And this car is a domestic. It’s going to be reported by morning.” 
 
   “My brother’s car.” The words bubbled out of me with uncontainable excitement. “We can take that.”
 
   “Great idea, brainiac. That’ll be the first thing they come looking for.”
 
   “Not if I call him right now and tell him I borrowed it. I’ll tell him I went to visit my roommate.”
 
   Even Charlie seemed skeptical. “He’ll buy that?”
 
   Frankly, I didn’t know if Robbie would believe me or not. And I didn’t know if I wanted to lie to him, either. “It’ll buy a few hours. And since I’m less threatening, I’m less likely to get pulled over than either of you.”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Yeah.” Charlie pulled me close enough so that I was almost in his lap.
 
   “That isn’t going to work, Jackass.”
 
   “Then you can just drop us off at her Old Man’s, I guess.”
 
   Reid hit his head against the steering wheel again and cursed. “Fine! But only because Ben wants this settled.”
 
   We cruised up in front of the house and stumbled over each other climbing out of the car. Home didn’t look the same in the dark, lonesome and unburdened by people.
 
   “I gotta get rid of this,” Reid said. “Meet at the spot.”
 
   “Yeah, all right.” Charlie slammed the door behind him and followed me inside. His movements were concise and strangely controlled, making it slightly harder for me to concentrate as I plugged the phone line back in and dialed.
 
   “Hi. Robbie.”
 
   “Addie? Hey, what’s up?”
 
   I laughed, where should I begin? “Have you guys gotten in yet?”
 
   “Pulling up now, why?”
 
   “Well, uh, listen—I won’t be there when you come back to the house.”
 
   “Yeah? You find an all night book store?”
 
   I laughed, tried to play it casual. “Well, remember when you said I could borrow your car anytime I wanted?”
 
   “Uh, I never said that.”
 
   “Okay, let’s pretend you did.”
 
   “Addie, what the hell?”
 
   I took a deep breath, better late than never, right? “There’s some trouble with my boyfriend and I—we have to borrow your car.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I know you’re pissed, but it really is an emergency, so try to relax for a second.”
 
   “If you think I’m pissed, just wait until Dad hears.”
 
   “Cover for me?”
 
   He mumbled something incoherent.
 
   “Robbie? Please? This is important.”
 
   “Addie, you’re like—the smartest person I know, but, whatever you’re really into, I hope you know what you’re doing.”
 
   I looked at Charlie. He hadn’t taken his eyes off me since the atrium. “I do, Robbie. You can trust me on that.”
 
   I was quick to grab clothes, taking a few essentials and throwing them into my lucky sling bag before borrowing a few of Robbie’s things.
 
   Charlie followed me, every move I made, but his moves were careful, pronounced. He also kept his distance with his fingers extended at his side, almost as though he was ready to draw gunfire. I was reaching for Robbie’s keys when I finally addressed it.
 
   “Charlie? A-are you sure you want me to go with you?”
 
   He nodded. Grim but sure.
 
   I reached for a pad of paper and a pen on the kitchen counter. “I’ll leave Dad and Robbie a note, but people will still assume the worst.”
 
   “Even if I didn’t want you, you’d still be going with me.”
 
   I stopped writing mid-sentence and stared back at him. “What do you mean?”
 
   Charlie’s face was darkened by shadows of his own making and the solitary light lit above the sink. The lines in his brow looked deeper than I had ever seen them, and I realized that prison, maybe our time apart, had aged him.
 
   “Reid is sure you betrayed us. If he’s got Ben sure of it, too…I don’t know what they’ll do.”
 
   “I’d never—”
 
   He smiled, but there was no Charlie there. “I know, Vicious. I know.”
 
   Though I shouldn’t have been surprised, I was mildly hurt by this accusation. My feelings hurt that I could be accused of doing something so bluntly spiteful. Then I wanted to laugh at myself. Wouldn’t a normal person be more upset about people being out to kill them? 
 
   “D-do you really think I’m capable of that?”
 
   “I don’t know much of anything other than that I love you, and that—that if you wanted someone else other than me, I’d pretend to live with it. I’d do anything to protect you.”
 
   “I know that but—does that have something to do with why you turned yourself in? Is that why you lied about what happened in California?”
 
   He smirked, coming up just close enough to me so that I could smell him. “Pretty smart for a dummy like me, huh?”
 
   “You’re not a ‘dummy.’”
 
   “I figured I’d give the fellas a different problem to focus on. If they thought I’d spill my guts to the cops, they’d go worrying ‘bout getting rid of me instead of you.”
 
   I was awestruck. “What?”
 
   “After I called that Fed the cops and reporters would be ‘round too much for anybody to make a move on you and Ben would be too worried about getting’ Elise and Ty somewhere untouchable.”
 
   I nodded. “I went to the house—the safe in their bedroom was empty, but everything else was still there. T-the bedroom and hallway—”
 
   “They probably left in a hurry.” He nodded. “Especially after what I did in there.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You know why.”
 
   I struggled to remain steady. “And my dorm?”
 
   He looked back down, ashamed suddenly, that much was clear. “Reid showed me some e-mails between you and the Fed, showed me those earrings in the bathroom—”
 
   “Earrings?”
 
   “Yeah.” Charlie looked back at me, eyes narrowed, as if trying to read a lie in me. “You never wear that kinda stuff, but Elise said they weren’t hers and I thought—”
 
   “They were a gift from a lover?” I grew hot with my own anger but when he saw it he only nodded.
 
   “I didn’t wanna believe it, so we went there to find proof. I read some of those text messages you sent him, looked for letters…”
 
   “You had no right to do that, no matter what you suspected.”
 
   He said nothing.
 
   I rebalanced myself on my other foot. If nothing else it did explain why the room had been trashed, nothing of substantial value taken. Though another question remained unanswered.
 
   “Why did you take my roommate, Melinda’s laptop?”
 
   He shrugged. “Thought she mighta been helpin’ you cover something up. Didn’t have time to look through everything, so we just took it with.”
 
   I glared at the wall beyond. Charlie’s suspicion had caused a great deal of inconvenience for people in my life who were just trying to be my friends. I, by proxy, was responsible for that as well. But if Adam was right, then maybe I couldn’t take the blame for everything, either.
 
   “You have to return it.”
 
   He nodded. 
 
   We stared at each other. There was so much I wanted to ask but couldn’t. And every time his lip trembled I had the same feeling he wanted to ask me something in turn but also couldn’t.
 
   “I still don’t understand,” I admitted. “You had to have known I’d tell the truth eventually. That I would tell everyone you were lying.”
 
   He shrugged. “You’re smart. I thought you’d do the smart thing and let that Fed take you somewhere. Start new.”
 
   I threw the bag at him, my own impatience getting the better of me yet again. 
 
   Only surprised, Charlie flinched back, catching the bag with one hand and trying to dodge my lame punches with the other. And while I was by no means trying to hurt him (not that I could even if I wanted to) my frustration had built past the breaking point and I couldn’t stop myself.
 
   “Just who in the hell do you think you are?” I hit him in the chest again and again but his expression remained indifferent.
 
   “For over two months I’ve been worrying about you, and crying for you, and you—and you—”
 
   He pulled my wrist in his right hand and spun me around with the leverage from the cast on his left. It only took a second, but once he had me there, he pinned me to him with the cool plaster. 
 
   Seconds passed with us against each other, heart beat against heart beat. Even after I went limp, he never let me go. And honestly, I didn’t want him to. I was grateful as Charlie breathed into the nape of my neck, revealing emotions with each exhale that he hadn’t been allowed to express in months. I could feel his eyes boring into his favorite spot, wanting, wishing for things we both needed; yet he didn’t give in.
 
   I hated his restraint. 
 
   “It don’t make any sense for you to love me.”
 
   I swallowed hard, breathed deep. “Did you know that long lasting connections are related with adrenaline and dopamine? Logically, it does make sense for me to love you.”
 
   Charlie didn’t say anything, but he didn’t let me go, either. I didn’t know if I should take this as a good sign or not.
 
   “If you thought I was cheating on you, you should have just asked.”
 
   “I know. Believe me; I’ve relived that last night with you every hour since we’ve been apart.”
 
   I didn’t exactly have any room to talk, either. I had let speculation come between us, when the truth would have been better off for us both. But it was better late than never. So I let the words out that I had been reciting in my head for the last weeks, releasing them to the one person that deserved and needed them the most.
 
   “I love you, Charlie.”
 
   “Don’t—”
 
   “I love you, Charlie. I’ll love you until the day I die. Whether that’s tomorrow, an hour from now, or sixty years from now, and whether you feel the same or not.”
 
   I heard his breath skip, his knuckles crack as he made a fist. Closing my eyes, I could have sworn I felt him tremble just a little bit.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Say it again.” His voice was husky against my shoulder, but I took hope from the playful undertones in it and smiled against him.
 
   I said it again.
 
   He swallowed hard. “I’ve missed you.”
 
   “Not nearly as much as I missed you.”
 
   I hesitated before bringing up the next subject. If the world was perfect, we would have just been able to stay there forever. Yet the world was far from perfect, and I knew we didn’t have much time.
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   Despite our new happiness there was only a small amount of time before the world would know Charlie had escaped from the hospital and chaos would ensue. I wasn’t about to argue with Charlie when he said we should leave without Reid, though when I considered how he had—on a technical level—saved me from my myself; I did feel bad about it.
 
   “This mess is his fault.”
 
   I hesitated as I pulled out of the driveway. Charlie was only half right.
 
   My heart wouldn’t stop pounding even as we drove down the street. Every second felt like a miniature grenade going off in my chest, the bumps in the road, the silent numbers I counted in my head, Charlie’s hand squeezing mine…they were all  reminders that this could end at any second and we could die, or be thrown in jail, and worse yet, be separated from one another.
 
   But then we passed the municipal building.
 
   And the shopping center.
 
   A stretch of lights in town…
 
   Then we were on the freeway.
 
   Huddled under a hat and desperately trying not to draw attention to myself or our car, I tried to imagine if illegal immigrants felt like this. If a local cop who had nothing better to do pulled us over, that was it, we were through. In the meantime, I tried to figure what time Charlie had escaped the hospital. It was an hour from Long Branch to Summit, we had spent maybe ten minutes at the atrium, another ten at the house, but Reid said Charlie was supposed to meet the guys somewhere first, wasn’t he?
 
   “Charlie?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   I blushed when I realized he was still staring from the corner of his eye. “How did you get out of the hospital without anyone noticing?”
 
   “A lotta money musta been dropped.” He sighed and moved to the back seat, struggling only a little with his cumbersome cast. 
 
   “Money? It can’t be that easy. You were under guard, right? And cameras…?”
 
   From under his hat, I thought I saw him smile. “Hospitals are busy places. People coming in and out of there all the time. My guess is you throw a couple of delinquents in there, pay off some young doctors and nurse’s student loans, and patients, even the dangerous ones, can slip out a door pretty quick.”
 
   I glanced at him through the rearview mirror, amazed. “But how is it no one knows you’ve escaped yet?”
 
   “That,” he said, “I haven’t figured out yet.”
 
   For minutes I watched him sleep through the rearview mirror, not unaware of the marks in browns and yellow along his collar. I watched those blemishes in particular as I drove, turning on the overhead light to get a better view. It took me a few minutes to realize what the pattern was, but once I did I had to look away, afraid my crying would wake him up.
 
   Technically we weren’t on the road very long, but it felt like an eternity between morning traffic and the rising sun, dramatically increasing our chances of being seen. To try and deter this as much as possible, I kept it at the speed limit and continued to wear the ball cap and oversized sunglasses that I had grabbed on our way out. Charlie remained curled up in the backseat and nodded in and out, his appearance being slightly more conspicuous than mine. 
 
   I kept re-running what Charlie said through my mind about this mess being Reid’s fault. And while Reid may have set the problem in motion, the fact was that the fault was in Charlie and me. His jealousy and willingness to mistrust me was downright frightening, more frightening to me than his temper could ever be, and if I had to admit it, more damaging as well. But I wasn’t faultless either. I thought I could balance Charlie out like everyone and everything else, keep him at bay, like Dad and school and my minuscule social life, when I should have just been completely honest with him about everything. The half-truths had gotten us into this mess just as much as the jealousy had, just as much as Reid’s deceptions.
 
   Would things be different if we had met under different circumstances? Charlie said I was on a ‘need-to-know’ basis, but obviously that wasn’t working for a multitude of reasons. I thought about compromises and ultimatums. I knew I didn’t want, couldn’t live without Charlie, but I couldn’t live without the truth anymore, either. Would he be willing to do the same? 
 
   On top of everything else, I had a growing concern about the wound on Charlie’s head. I had no idea how frequently the bandage was supposed to be changed, and he needed antibiotics, didn’t he? Every few seconds I looked in the rearview mirror just to make sure he was still okay.
 
   Amazingly, he smiled in his sleep.
 
   To keep myself focused on the road and appear as normal as possible, I turned on the radio. After fiddling with it for a second, static impaired voices came through. Judging from the goofy sound effects, it was probably a morning talk show.
 
    
 
   DJ 1: “The nationwide manhunt has begun for this guy—ah, Charles Hays. Who, ah, I guess originally kidnapped this girl last year?”
 
   DJ 2: “Yeah, but they found her safe and sound, so it wasn’t a big deal.”
 
   DJ 3: “Right, but I guess she was going to finally tell the cops what she knew and this guy went to her house—”
 
   DJ 2: “No, Bill, you have that wrong.”
 
   DJ 3: “I do?”
 
   DJ 2: “Yeah. Associated Press reported about twenty minutes ago that witness accounts have her being assaulted at a vacation house where the family was staying.”
 
   DJ 1: “Police think she was coerced into writing a note and stealing her brother’s car.” 
 
   DJ 3: “What a mess.”
 
   DJ 1: “I know, I know, but don’t laugh. It’s messed up because somehow he evaded the cops and took the girl again and he’s using her as a hostage.”
 
   DJ 2: “They should just start searching the bus terminals and airports for him, and the Delaware River for her.” More laughing into the static.
 
    
 
   I turned the station as quickly as my fingers could manage without swerving. 
 
   “…still investigating the daring breakout from Beth Israel Medical Center and the possible hostage situation…“
 
   I tried to find another station.
 
   When I finally found a station actually playing music, it only lasted for twenty-seven seconds before interrupting with a breaking news bulletin.
 
   “Now believed to be mentally unstable, Charles Hays has reportedly kidnapped the teenaged girl again. Authorities do want to stress that he is armed and dangerous, and anyone who comes into contact with him should not—”
 
   I turned off the radio. 
 
   “You haven’t even asked where we’re going.”
 
   I jumped when I heard his voice. He hadn’t been asleep long, but I was sure he’d been asleep by his slow breathing. I had to admit I was glad to see him awake. We were coming up to a toll. There were sure to be cameras there, if not some kind of police check point.
 
   “It doesn’t much matter to me,” I admitted, “as long as you don’t get caught.”
 
   Charlie sat up and rubbed the back of his neck. A wry smile played on his face. I tried to smile, too, but without guaranteed safety, it was hard not to feel anxious.
 
   “You might not feel that way after a while.”
 
   I sighed. “One step at a time. What’s next?”
 
   He stretched out his arm and leaned back in the seat. How could he possibly be so casual? “What mile marker are we at?”
 
   “Um, we’re still on the I-87.”
 
   “Good. Merge at the 17 North going into Albany”
 
   “Can I ask why?”
 
   He glanced over and smiled at me. “Of course you can. If everybody was paying attention, then Yuri should be there—”
 
   “Really?”
 
   I turned to see his expression, but in my excitement I almost swerved again. Charlie automatically grabbed the wheel and straightened it before I could do any damage. It was eight in the morning and rush hour traffic was starting to thin, but there wasn’t any reason to bring anymore unwanted attention to us. For a second I thought he’d be annoyed with my display of childishness, my carelessness, but he laughed as I kissed his cheek and retook the wheel.
 
   “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were happier to see him than me.”
 
   “Oh, shut up.”
 
   I waved him away and returned to the wheel. “I didn’t think I’d ever see any of you again and now I get to see not one, but two of you! In one day!” I did a little dance in my seat. “Best day ever!”
 
   Charlie laughed. “You’re outta your head.”
 
   I stuck my tongue out at him.
 
   He pursed his lips at me and brushed the hair out of his eyes. The moment was only one more reminder of how much I had missed him when he was gone, of how much we had missed during the summer that I intended to reveal our relationship to my family. Just thinking of everything we would miss if we had never been reunited made my heart seize in my chest. I felt physical pain at the thought that I could still be sitting in my room right now, or back at the shore house, alone and Charlie-less if the guys hadn’t taken a last chance on him, if he hadn’t come to say good-bye, if gravity had been faster…
 
   “It’ll be easy enough to buy a car, especially with cash…and if Reid hasn’t gotten himself full of holes, then he can fly.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   He leaned forward, his brows furrowed in concern. “You okay?” He kissed the edge of my shoulder through my t-shirt.
 
   “Yeah.”  
 
   “Promise?”
 
   I felt myself smile but it took effort. I was more tired than I wanted to admit. “I was just thinking…”
 
   “You gotta stop doin’ that.”
 
   I smiled even wider. “I know. It makes me tired.”
 
   Charlie’s face hardened against me, he pulled away. “You can always leave, ya know? If you wanna change your mind, I can take care of this by myself.”
 
   “As soon as we get the chance, I’m going to do things to you that will prove I could never want to leave or be with anyone else.” There was no point in trying to control my giggle or red face.
 
   He grinned as his eyebrows rose. “Yeah?”
 
   I nodded. “Yep. You won’t be able to walk for days.”
 
   “Careful, Vicious. I’ll make you pull the car over.”
 
   “You’re the one who should be careful.” I pushed my shoulders back into the seat and felt my back pop. “I’m still mad at you.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “For thinking you had to end your life to save mine.”
 
   Saying it out loud made us serious again. We both shut up quickly and stopped looking at one another, the playful sexual banter transforming into awkward tension in the time it took to snap one’s fingers. Charlie leaned back into the middle seat again, but I straightened my posture, readjusted the rearview mirror, and put my hands back at ten and two. I lost count of the miles we traveled, losing myself in worry when we stopped to change the license plates at a gas station. I was grateful that Robbie’s car was so boring, the make and model so common. Sure enough the ‘support our troops’ sticker didn’t hurt either, but I wasn’t willing to jinx us by saying any of it. And I really wasn’t brave enough to turn on the radio again, afraid of what I might hear. 
 
   By mid-morning there was one last exit. I kept to the speed-limit and used my blinker turning into it, though there wasn’t a law enforcement official in sight. In fact, in this part of New York there were mostly only rough mountains. The cars that passed us had canoes and kayaks on the roofs of their cars and loaded bicycle racks. Every few miles it felt like my ears had popped and I was constantly shifting as we climbed uphill. Yet this exit wasn’t so much of an exit as a turn-off, the off-ramp dusty and somewhat hidden by overgrown trees. 
 
   “They should be past the sign there.” Charlie’s voice was heavy in my ear, and for a second I marveled that he could make me want him even when I was upset, even when I was frightened beyond any real capacity to think straight.
 
   An electronic sign said the road was closed because of road work, but I couldn’t see anything being done. I looked back at Charlie but he just nodded for me to continue. Along the road there were more orange cones and barricades with reflecting lights blocking the road. 
 
   “Are you sure this is the right place?” 
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I’m sure.”
 
   Near a humongous pile of gravel there was a dump truck and what looked like some scrap next to a porta-potty. To an untrained eye it looked typical, and I thought maybe it genuinely was a preconstruction spot, though the site looked abandoned until I saw dust flying from beyond the concrete mixer. 
 
   “Is that…”
 
   “Hey, guys! Hey!”
 
   Charlie and I smiled simultaneously. “Polo.”
 
   I was driving at a crawl of fifteen miles an hour, but Polo still threw himself in front of us, banging on the hood of the car like it was a giant drum.
 
   Charlie laughed but I hit the brakes in a panic, sending Polo to the ground with the air knocked out of him.
 
   “Oh my God, did I kill him?”
 
   “Are you kiddin?” Charlie opened the car to get out. “They model test dummies after him.”
 
   I turned off the car but Polo jumped back up and started barreling his fists along the hood again.
 
   “Don’t touch anything, you halfwit!” I looked up just as Yuri started throwing pebbles at Polo from the cliffs above. When he saw me looking, he waved. I waved back.
 
   Charlie shoved Polo from the car and they both tumbled to the ground. I looked back up to the cliffside but Yuri was gone. Did he think I had betrayed them, too? Dust ruffled at my feet and I took more than a few steps back just for good measure. Charlie was using his cast as a weapon and Polo used his head like a battery-ram into Charlie’s side. 
 
   “Um, boys?”
 
   I crossed my arms over myself despite the cramped drive. There was no feeling of control and it was making me even more nervous than I already was.
 
   “Hey, knock it off.”
 
   Yuri emerged from a growth of trees and slid down, a crust of dirt on his heels. Though he didn’t look at me, I felt his curiosity towards me like when we had first met; it was hostile now though, because I was a threat. Even if I hadn’t betrayed them, I had an external power to change things; transforming me from an outsider into one of them.  
 
   “Boys?”
 
   “I got this.” Yuri sighed and picked up a fairly long piece of piping nearby, studying its round angles for a split second, before poking at them both.
 
   “Yikes, please be careful—”
 
   “Just tenderizing…”
 
   Polo and Charlie pulled apart, out of breath and laughing. I made a move to help Charlie up, but like a cat he was back on his feet before I even got close to him. It made me wonder just how many lives he had left.
 
   “Maybe you shouldn’t be doing that.” I brushed the dirt from his hair where his hand rested on mine. I slid my fingers down to his cheek and tried to flake away more dirt, but quickly realized it was only more bruises. Bruises on top of bruises.
 
   “If I don’t remind everyone ‘round here who’s in charge, who will?”
 
   Polo waved at me from the ground and I waved at him with my arms still around Charlie.
 
   “Hiya!”
 
   I laughed into Charlie’s shirt. “Hi.”
 
   Yuri helped Polo up and whispered something at him. Polo scoffed but ran off, kicking gravel as he chanted.
 
   Charlie leaned into me and kissed my forehead, uncaring that Yuri was right next to us. Maybe it was from missing him so much, but I didn’t mind the public display of affection nearly as much as I normally would have. Yuri wasn’t nearly as patient, however. “Where’s big mouth?”
 
   Charlie shrugged.
 
   “He went to get rid of Polo’s car. When I suggested we take my brother’s, he took off,” I said. “We didn’t wait for him.”
 
   Yuri looked back between Charlie and I, trying to decide something. “You killed him, didn’t you?”
 
   I pulled away as Charlie laughed. “Nah.”
 
   “Then where is he?”
 
   “He ain’t here yet?”
 
   Yuri gestured around. “You see him anywhere?
 
   An engine came roaring down the exit. A moment later the tires of a delivery truck barreled towards us, kicking up dust and dirt with it. I could see Polo behind the wheel clearly enough, and apparently so could Charlie, as he pushed to move me out of the way.
 
   “Is that our ride?” Charlie asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Yuri said. “But I’ll do most of the driving.”
 
   Polo parked the truck and hopped out of the driver’s seat, running back when he realized he’d forgotten to turn the truck off.
 
   “Hey guys! Hey!”
 
   I broke from Charlie long enough to return Polo’s hug, they were like the frantic pulsing of hummingbird wings. It was good to be back with the familiar.
 
   “It’s good you’re back. Like, really, really good.”
 
   “Thanks. I feel the same way.”
 
   “I don’t want Charlie going to jail.”
 
   I smiled, though it hurt. “Me neither.”
 
   I looked over my shoulder at Yuri and Charlie. They seemed to be doing some kind of silent guy bonding that I didn’t understand, staring each other down, looking angry but not really emitting any of it.
 
   “We didn’t know if you were gonna make it or not.”
 
   Charlie shrugged, looked back at me, and smiled. “Neither did I”
 
   They said nothing else to one another, and I could tell from Polo’s darting eyes that I wasn’t the only one who sensed the tension. If they didn’t fight was this the alternative to how guys solved their problems? 
 
   Finally, I decided I couldn’t take it anymore and interrupted the brooding dude moment. “So, what’s the plan?”
 
   Yuri snickered. “We’ll give Big Mouth a few more minutes and then we gotta go.” He looked at something far off. “We shouldn’t waste anymore time.”
 
   I honestly didn’t know if I wanted Reid to show up or not. It was one of those controversies that split me in half. Though his intentions weren’t exactly noble, I was grateful that he had helped me on the pier, saved my life, really. If he hadn’t, I never would have seen Charlie again, and hurt Dad and Robbie unimaginably. But he had also played a significant role in the events leading up to my attempt. It was scary that he could be that manipulative.
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   Ultimately, my internal dilemma didn’t matter since Reid drove up a few minutes later in a green Civic. No one asked where it came from or what he had to do to get it. I didn’t feel nearly as much shame as I should have that I didn’t want to know anymore than the rest of them did. I hoped for the best as I moved Robbie’s car behind the dump truck, but before I abandoned it completely, I dug for a pen in the glove box and wrote on the back of an old envelope. 
 
   Robbie—Gone Fishing 11:03AM. 
 
   Coming back from around the dump truck, I could see Yuri and Reid talking quietly amongst themselves, though it looked like Yuri was doing most of the talking for a change, and when Reid interrupted, Yuri’s eyes got wide and his tone a little more harsh.
 
   Finally, Reid pushed Yuri and the two dispersed. 
 
   I looked around until I found Charlie, only panicking slightly when I didn’t see him right away. I never thought I’d be so happy to see him smoking, and when I did I hid behind the open door of the truck, inhaling the scent of clove. I realized that it was so much better than any daydream or fantasy.
 
   Inhaling too deeply, I coughed, giving way my position. I heard Charlie chuckle. When I poked my head around the door, I saw him grin for the first time in months. 
 
   “You caught me.”
 
   “It’s okay.” I shook my head. “You’ve earned it.”
 
   “Did you know that wolves mate for life?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Swans, too.”
 
   I chewed on my lower lip as he stomped on the last of the cigarette. “So which one are we?”
 
   “You tell me, Vicious.”
 
   Before I could respond, Reid and Yuri walked over, both looking mad and red in the face. Over the drama I was proud of Charlie for not getting involved.
 
   “Enough of this jerking-off. Let’s go.”
 
   “You guys need to get in the back, your freaking pictures are everywhere.” 
 
   Charlie and I were all too happy to obey. Reid, on the other hand, made to get in the cab until Yuri held his hand out to stop him.
 
   “Where in the hell do you think you’re going?”
 
   “Where does it look like?”
 
   Yuri broke out laughing. “Oh hell no! You’re going in the back, too. Polo’s riding up front—”
 
   “Yay! Yay! Yay!”
 
   “What? Why do I get stuck with a traitor and a jackass?”
 
   “’Cause this shit storm is your doing. Even if your picture isn’t on the front page, you can sure as hell bet it’s in there somewhere for that high speed ride you put the cops on last night.
 
   “But you—”
 
   “Yeah, but we weren’t seen. Now get in the Goddamn truck.”
 
   Charlie and I sat next to each other on one end and Reid sat on the other. The inside of the truck wasn’t very big, and with the way Charlie and Reid glared at each other, I was reminded of the metaphor of two cats trapped in a bag . Luckily, Polo sporadically changed songs on a mix CD and Yuri repeatedly slapped his hand away. None of us could see them but we could hear them easily enough, and their arguing provided an ample distraction. 
 
   “Oooh, I like that song!” I heard Polo say.
 
   “That song is garbage.”
 
   “Oh, I like that song, too!”
 
   “Then why did you change it?”
 
   “To get to this song.”
 
   Polo began singing along, though because it was a techno/hip-hop combination, he sounded more like a broken beatbox than someone actually trying to sing. 
 
   “This is gonna turn into a Charlie situation real quick if you don’t knock that off.”
 
   “A Charlie situation?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m just gonna start beating the hell out of you.”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “What are you giggling about?” Reid sneered at me from the dark. Whether he meant to or not,, he frightened me. I huddled closer to Charlie.
 
   “I, uh, I just missed those guys.”
 
   He kicked the metal floor with his feet.
 
   “Don’t. Start,” Charlie barked.
 
   “Or what?”
 
   “Or I’ll break your Goddamn neck and get it over with.”
 
   They stood up at the same time, their heights almost equal to each other, and though Reid was uninjured, Charlie outweighed him in muscle, probably making any physical fight relatively fair. I wondered if I should get up too, knock on the other side of the truck, and ask for Yuri’s help. Notwithstanding, I doubted I could have stood on my feet while the truck was moving, anyway.
 
   “Guys, just take it easy.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “What? Everyone is calling me a liar when I just told you what I thought and showed you some evidence. What if she’s the liar? What if she’s working with the cops?”
 
   I stumbled to my knees. “I’m not.”
 
   “Prove it,” he demanded.
 
   What could I possibly offer to dissuade Reid? He had been weary of me from the beginning. Even Elise, obviously loyal for years, hadn’t earned his trust. What could I offer in comparison to that? “I—I can’t.”
 
   Reid crossed his arms over himself, satisfied. “What did I tell you?”
 
   Charlie clenched his fist tightly though I reached for him, trying to remind him that I was still here, that he needed to control his rage. “She had plenty of chances to turn me in.”
 
   Reid pounded the side of his head violently with his fist. “Think about it, genius! Maybe the cops are working her to get the rest of us.”
 
   “You know, you ain’t gotta to be here, anyway.” Charlie’s jaw ground together so hard I couldn’t imagine it didn’t hurt his teeth. “Nobody wants ya here.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not stupid enough to be here because I want to be. Boss man said if I didn’t lend a hand, I’d have to sleep with my eyes open for the rest of my very short life. Worse yet, if something happens to the new bastard, he’s probably gonna blame me for that crap, too.”
 
   I tugged on Charlie’s waist like a small child. “What’s he talking about?”
 
   Almost absentmindedly, Charlie said, “Elise is having another kid.”
 
   My gasp echoed in the truck and drew both pairs of eyes to me. “What?”
 
   Charlie looked me up and down, maybe surprised by my random display of delight and childishness as I clapped my hands together.
 
   “What did I tell you? Best. Day. Ever.”
 
   Reid huffed and sat back down as we hit as particularly bad pothole. I, on the other hand, was not so graceful, and tumbled backward. Charlie stopped me from hitting my head against the metal railing and guided us back to sitting, laughing the entire time. 
 
   “I should get some sleep now,” he said mockingly. “Because you know, it’s hard to get a decent rest in the joint.” He took off his hoodie and bundled it up under his head before lying down and turning on his side. “Which is where we’re all going, by the way!”
 
   I could see Charlie’s feet trying to move inside the steel-toe boots. If I wasn’t there would he even bother to threaten Reid?
 
   “Ignore him,” I said. “If you killed him if wouldn’t be the best day ever.”
 
   Charlie mumbled something and brought his hands to his face. I wasn’t worried because I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but rather because I couldn’t see his expression. Still, I knew he was tired, angry, and I couldn’t even begin to imagine how overwhelmed he was about everything else, so maybe space to think was a better remedy at this moment. I literally twiddled my thumbs, counting the cars I heard whizzing past us on the freeway. At least Yuri was driving slowly. Hopefully, that would keep us under the radar.
 
   “I—I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Neither do I,” I admitted.
 
   “I didn’t realize it until now.” He paused and looked straight ahead at the other side of the gray metal ahead from us. “Ben wasn’t just helping ‘cause Elise told him to.”
 
   “Gee, you mean Ben Walden didn’t do something out of the goodness of his heart?”
 
   He gave me a wry smile. I pulled my knees up to my chest and glanced over at Reid. I had thought he was being sarcastic, but it really did seem he was asleep.
 
   Charlie’s body did the opposite of mine, his legs stretched out and he leaned his head back against the cool metal. “He musta known you weren’t talkin’ to anybody.”
 
   “Well, I sort of was.”
 
   A brief look of horror came over his face before I rushed to explain.
 
   “When you—after you went in the hospital—I made sure to tell someone in the media what I had been telling the FBI, that you were innocent, and that they were railroading you. Since I couldn’t see you or get in touch with anyone, I felt so helpless, I had to do something…”
 
   “I—” He cut himself off, looking away from me.
 
   “What, Charlie?”
 
   In the hospital, s-somebody put something in my arm and I just remember being real mad…”
 
   I nudged my head into his arm. “What else is new?”
 
   His smiled, but it was sad. “No, it wasn’t like that.”
 
   “What was it like?”
 
   “I was mad ‘cause I was still alive.”
 
   “Charlie—” I choked back my tears by burying myself in his arm. Instead of counting I focused on keeping my lips pursed, thinking that if I did this long enough I could keep back what he was saying.
 
   “Yuri got there somehow, and he was tellin’ me that I’m an idiot and that I’m causin’ everybody problems. He told me you still loved me and all that, that you practically wrote it in the papers.”
 
   “But?”
 
   “I didn’t believe him.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I figured he was just sayin’ it to get me outta there.”
 
   “The guys love you. Not as much as me, and in a very different way, but they love you just the same.”
 
   Again the wry smile was back. “Sure, but Ben has to protect his investments, too. You and me.” He draped his broken arm over my shoulder, and though it made for a hard backrest, it wasn’t uncomfortable. “We’re investments.”
 
   “That’s why I get to go with you now?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Why am I valuable?”
 
   “‘Cause whoever told the Albanians ‘bout us, probably told them about you, too.”
 
   I tried to let my mind process what he was saying. The problems had started when another gang had not only taken the merchandise, but then arranged to have them ambushed. If someone was out to get them, it wasn’t completely out of the question that they wouldn’t stop until they were all dead. Elise and I might just be loose ends.
 
   “You know I’d never say anything to anyone.”
 
   He scoffed. “The cops, sure. Under torture, it’s a little different, though. You’d be lucky if they killed you after. Odds are they’d sell you to trade.”
 
   I turned away.
 
   “Ben knows I’d never let that happen. I’d show ‘em anything, tell ‘em everything to keep that from happening.”
 
   I gripped him by the arm as tightly as I could. “No. What about the guys? Elise and Tyler?”
 
   “Don’t you get it?” He shook me off, and gently took my face between his hands. I leaned against the callused palms despite the warmth and the fear of what he might say next. “You are the only one who matters.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Does this ridiculous theory have something to do with why you started that fight in jail?”
 
   He pulled me close, planting kisses on the side of my head so soft I barely felt them. “I didn’t wanna say it in the car while you were driving, in case you got upset.”
 
   “In case?” I shivered though his chuckle was warm in my ear. “Tell me, Charlie.”
 
   “I don’t think I should.”
 
   We had kept so much from each other, and while they had played their roles, Reid’s antics and Ben’s competition were only a small part of the problem. The lack of communication was what had nearly caused our downfall, what nearly cost Charlie his life. Though the truth may hurt, we had to share it with each other; not just out of necessity but because we loved each other. If we couldn’t do that, then we didn’t have a chance.
 
   “You need to,” I said. “I need to hear it.”
 
   “I told those cops what I told ‘em, but they wanted more. They kept asking me the same questions but I just shut up after awhile. They left me alone for a few days, and I thought that would be it.”
 
   I tapped my thumbnail on his cast and did my best to make my face look indifferent. If I became hysterical, Charlie might change his mind about revealing the truth and I might have changed my mind about wanting to hear it.
 
   “They started up again, sayin’ they got you to admit what really happened, that you weren’t afraid of me anymore, that since I was going away anyhow I might as well spare everybody the trial.”
 
   “That I had said what really happened?” Though I had an inkling about the lie the FBI had planted in his head I wanted to make sure. I had already been sure that I was the source of Charlie’s destruction, though admittedly I didn’t think it would be because of something like this. 
 
   “I didn’t mind taking the blame for the other stuff, but I couldn’t say—I couldn’t say I did that to you,” he huffed. “And if you were working with that Fed, it made sense that you would—”
 
   “S-so you what, just decided to get yourself killed?”
 
   He shrugged. “Everybody tellin’ me the way I love you is wrong? That I did something terrible to you?”
 
   “But you know that’s not true. If nothing else, I was the one who pressured you the first time!”
 
   “I wasn’t right in my head, I guess. I kept thinking about you and the rest didn’t matter.”
 
   “I know what you mean. You’ve been the only thing I’ve cared about all summer.”
 
   His face contorted into one of confusion but I hesitated, my pride getting the better of me. I very much wanted to tell him everything, but as I glanced at Reid, I decided it could wait.  
 
   Charlie sighed at my hesitation. “We ain’t getting real far, are we? How ‘bout we sleep on it.” He leaned to one side until he was lying down, his head in my lap. I stretched out too, hardly comfortable, but borderline exhausted and my eyes heavy and burning from crying. I reached out for Charlie and stroked his hair, feeling his arms tighten around my waist.
 
   “If you thought you had problems before, Vicious, you got your worst one yet.”
 
   I shut my eyes, already feeling like I was drifting off. “What’s that?”
 
   “‘Cause now I ain’t ever gonna be able to let you go.”
 
   With the exception of Charlie and Reid, we took turns driving, even letting Polo have a go at it for an hour or so, so that Yuri could at least try to get some sleep. We only stopped twice—at the most desolate gas station in New York—and then again about two hours after we got over the Canadian border. At that point, neither Reid nor Charlie had been allowed out of the cab yet, and as two caged wild animals might be, both of them were either ready to kill one another or themselves.
 
   Meanwhile, I wished the back of the cab had a window. Silly, considering all I already had to be grateful for, I know. All the same, I always figured Canada had a lot of scenery to appreciate, and I couldn’t even take it in passing. Though I remembered Charlie said we might be here a while and tried to take it as a consolation. I could be anywhere, beautiful or ugly, as long as I was with him.
 
   The last few hours of the drive droned on. Without music to listen to and the cramped conditions, I’ll admit that even I was growing weary of Polo’s singing and especially of Reid’s complaining. And once Charlie and I ran out of things to throw at them, every mile seemed slower than the last. I was desperate to stretch my legs, inhale fresh air, and most of all, have the privacy with Charlie I so desperately wanted.
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   It was just after eight o’clock when Yuri pulled off the side road that led onto yet another beaten road, invisible, I realized, from the rest of the small town. I climbed towards the front and looked through the windshield, now somewhat accessible when Polo got out to unlatch a gate.
 
   “There’s barbed wire between the trees,” Charlie said. “Nobody’s getting in here we don’t want. Don’t worry.”
 
   I wasn’t worried, only excited, eager. I wanted out of that cab, and bad. I wanted to shower, eat, and to see Tyler again, and to actually see Canada, to explore…now it seemed like there was an endless possibility for anything and everything. We had somehow gotten away and were all alive and in one piece.
 
   Anything was possible.
 
   I felt the truck pull to a stop and switch gears. The slamming of doors and the settling of the engine was like music to my ears, and when the setting Canadian sun threatened to blind me as Polo lifted the door, I wanted to dance. 
 
   “Okay, last stop. Everybody out.”
 
   Charlie was the first one out, taking me by the waist to help me with the step. My hip and ankles cracked at the same time and he laughed, but as he arched his back, it made the same sound.
 
   “We sound like a couple of old people.” I laughed.
 
   He pulled me close; opening his mouth to say something before Reid shoved his way past us. “Get a room already.”
 
   Charlie tensed, half ready to pounce, but this time I wasn’t the only one there to stop him. Ben Walden emerged like a magician. And I had to admit, I was happy to see him.
 
   “Hi, kids. How was the trip?”
 
   His casualness never ceased to amaze me. He had no doubt learned that his best friend had gotten caught by the police, tried to kill himself, and put their entire business at risk. Yet he was calm and collected. It seemed inhuman, yet I had seen how human Ben Walden could be sometimes, especially with Tyler and Elise. I was now willing to bet that those sorts of offhand attitudes took years to master.  
 
   “I was stuck with the freaking lovebirds for ten hours,” Reid spat, craning his neck from side to side. “How in the hell to do think it was?”
 
   Ben ignored him and lounged his arm around Charlie instead, stealing him away from me. They walked back towards the front of the truck while Yuri casually cleaned up the front cab and Polo obliviously skipped inside. 
 
   Charlie had mentioned something about a cabin by the lake, and turns out he hadn’t been joking. It looked like a house Robbie and I tried to mimic from the back of the Lincoln logs box. Only this cabin didn’t have plastic windows, or a door that said Playskool on it. Instead, cool, green ivy climbed up the sides of the chimney, and heavy pines rested against a sap coated roof. It was considerably smaller than Ben and Elise’s house, but I knew the instant I saw it, that I liked it. It looked cozy, felt like a home.
 
   I wasn’t more than two steps from the door when I saw a Big Wheel, blue, its tires coated in sand from the lake and sap from the trees. Its trunk was overflowing with plastic shovels and pails. I might have taken another step more before she ambushed me at the doorway.
 
   “Addie!”
 
   I couldn’t tell by her appearance alone that Elise was pregnant. And though her hair was a little shorter, she looked the same, her wide smile blooming in secret warmth that I could never understand.
 
   “Elise? Oh hi—”
 
   I didn’t get in another word before the hugs started. I’ve never been a big hugger, but I was so happy to see her it didn’t matter. I even jumped up and down with her for a half a second.
 
   Yuri made a comment about waterworks.
 
   Elise tried to kick him with the heel of her sandals.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here!” She took my hands in hers and shook them like they were her personal maracas. “I’m so freaking glad, so relieved. I thought I’d never see you again!” She hugged me again, as though I didn’t believe she had missed me.
 
   “I missed you, too.”
 
   “You have no idea how worried I was. When—” She looked over her shoulder to smile and wave at Charlie. “We’ll talk later.” Then she hugged me again. “God, I’m just so glad you’re okay.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   I watched while she walked over to Charlie and said something to him. I didn’t hear everything but I did see her pointing a finger in his face, and judging by the body language, I’d say he got a stern talking to. I was sort of glad to know, though, that she knew I had all the rights to hit him especially reserved.
 
   I followed Yuri inside the cabin, not surprised that it was as humble on the inside as it was on the outside. Instead of a large wall-mounted flat screen, there was a smaller TV on a stand, leather furniture replaced by older, plaid-patterned fittings. And in the middle of the couch, a dark-eyed, giggling Tyler jumped.
 
   He stopped at my entrance, and looked at me as if trying to decide if I was going to be a source of amusement or boredom. I knew it was unlikely he would really remember me, especially with so much change going on in his world, but I still sort of hoped. Frankly, I couldn’t get over how tall he had gotten in just a couple of months, how his hair had thickened. He had passed the baby stage and gone straight to toddler. Before Elise and Ben knew it, he would be getting married and pulling off heists of his own.
 
   “Hi,” he said. “Jump.”
 
   “I see that.” I laughed. “Be careful or you’ll need a Band-Aid like Charlie.”
 
   Abruptly he stopped and looked at me with the utmost seriousness. “Char-lee boo-boo head.”
 
   Since I wasn’t fluent in 15-month-old, I just nodded slowly, letting him take me to see his dinosaurs when he yanked my hand. I was more interested in a shower, but I had to figure dinosaurs were safer than couch jumping. Polo bounced around the kitchen enough for us anyway, trying to tell me a dozen things at once. Admittedly though, I struggled to listen. The aroma of Elise’s cooking was seductive, and my eyes were searching for Charlie at the front door.
 
   “It’s real good you came back. I thought after that last one…” He kept mumbling while he stuffed vegetables smothered in dip in mouth. “…oh man, oh man, it was real bad.”
 
   A T-Rex tried to eat my face off.
 
   “Okay, settle down there…both of you.”
 
   Elise came in with Charlie and Ben a few seconds behind her. I figured with reinforcements it was safe to leave Tyler in the prehistoric age.
 
   “I can’t believe how big he’s gotten.”
 
   “I know,” Elise said, trying to shoo Polo away. “Dinner can be anytime,” she announced. “I’ve had the slow cooker brewing all day.
 
   “You look awful,” I whispered to Charlie.
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “I’m serious,” I said, reaching for his bandage. “You need to have someone look at this.”
 
   “It’s fine. No permanent damage, I swear.”
 
   I frowned at him. 
 
   “Scouts honor.”
 
   “Very funny.” I sighed, inspecting it as best I could without touching it; even if the wound had closed, I figured it didn’t need any more germs than it had. “At least go take a shower and clean it up.”
 
   “Is that an invitation?”
 
   I had almost forgotten how badly he could make me blush. “We’ll see.”
 
   “Please?”
 
   I glanced around. Yuri was half passed out on the couch and Polo was updating Ben and Elise on his adventure. Tyler was stacking blocks on Yuri’s head and Reid had disappeared altogether.
 
   “I can’t resist good manners.” 
 
   “Oh.” He winked. “I know.”
 
   The cabin was ranch styled and only had one and a half bathrooms. I quickly gathered that two of the three bedrooms were attached to the main bathroom, but it didn’t seem to matter. Everyone was used to sharing each other’s space and from my days with Melinda, I figured I was prepared to live in a cardboard box with someone if I had to. 
 
   Charlie sat at the end of a bed, which was stripped but with fresh sheets and blankets sitting at the headboard. He looked around as I wandered into the bathroom; everything about it was rustic, but clean and well taken care of. I turned on the tap and tested the water before letting the tub fill.
 
   “What’s the matter?”
 
   “I was just thinkin’ how it was kinda funny how in the joint, just when I started that fight, all I could think ‘bout was how mad you were gonna be at me.”
 
   I swallowed the lump in my throat and sat on the edge of the tub. “Then why didn’t you stop?”
 
   “‘Cause I’m an idiot.”
 
   I looked away from him, staring into the pool of water beside me. Without realizing it, my eyes had sprung tears and I didn’t understand why. 
 
   “Please don’t get upset. See, I knew you still loved me then, I just didn’t get it.” He stabbed at his forehead with his thumb. “I just didn’t get it in here. But I know now. And I meant what I said earlier, I’m not letting you go again.”
 
   I stood up and wrapped my arms around him, careful not to squeeze too hard where I thought he might still be tender.
 
   He smiled as he stood up, and when he struggled to get the collar of his shirt over his bandages, I hastened to help him get the rest of his shirt over his head. Our eyes met, and for the first time since we had reunited, I could see clearly in the light the damage our separation had done. The slight gray hadn’t been my imagination; a root that started at his hairline and disappeared into dark. And his already rugged jaw line was somehow more hardened, making him look older than I knew he was, even more handsome. 
 
   In the air I traced my hand over the spotted bumps on his chest, yellow with touches of gray and brown, and all the same sizes. Up close like this it was impossible to deny what they were.
 
   “Y-you—”
 
   I couldn’t talk over my sniffling but Charlie brought my hand to him. “Hey.” He laughed. “I’m still here.” As if waiting until I measured his heartbeat, he paused. “See?”
 
   I shook my head, still unwilling to believe. Didn’t he have any idea what his death would do to me? How could he just leave me for the nothingness like that?
 
   “You let people—” The words wouldn’t come; I had to spit them out. “—stomp on you?”
 
   He shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time. Slow and painful.”
 
   “How could you do that to me? If you had any clue that I loved you then how could you let me feel guilt like that for the rest of my life? Why would you?”
 
   “And what ‘bout you, huh? What did you mean when you said I was the only thing you cared ‘bout?”
 
   I pulled myself from him, slightly surprised that he had gotten so good at turning the conversation around on me.
 
   “You have to get in the tub first.”
 
   I let go of him and went back to the bathroom. I turned off the tap and began searching under the sink. I did this for two reasons. Partially because I thought he was less likely to rage out in a more vulnerable position, and also because I thought it might distract him entirely. 
 
   “Are you gonna join me?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   I heard the water sloshing around, making his skin steam. Though he was chest deep, he still tried to pull at me with the thumb of his cast.
 
   I found a box of latex gloves and tried to stay focused.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because someone needs to change those gross bandages on your head.”
 
   “You know, in the hospital I had nurses givin’ me sponge baths.”
 
   “Oh really?”
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe. I was out of it up until yesterday, so I don’t know.”
 
   “You are not funny.”
 
   “Then why are you smiling?”
 
   I bit my lip. “I think you know why.”
 
   “So it’s not because I’m funny?”
 
   Even though I’ve always had an appreciation for challenges, I realized right then and there that some challenges are truly impossible without proper sleep and preparation. Though in hindsight, I guess it might have helped to have motivation, too.
 
   “You gotta tell me, Vicious,” I heard him whisper.
 
   I bit my lip. “Promise not to get mad?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Charlie.”
 
   “You want me to lie?”
 
   “J-just promise you won’t hurt yourself or destroy anything in the house.”
 
   He seemed to consider this. “I can still beat on Polo though, right?”
 
   The Charlie smile made me lose myself.
 
   “Okay.” I took a deep breath and let it out. I rambled about the parasites and how grateful I had been for the way they infected me. And while I didn’t talk about everything that led up to it, I did tell him about the day at the boardwalk, how I had been considering it for awhile without even realizing it. How the feel of salt water on my face reminded me of him and how good it had felt to let go…
 
   Charlie’s body was leaner than I had seen it last. Layered in fresh scars in places that I knew I’d have to explore later. Still, I tried to focus on changing the bandages, glad that the line where the stitches had been was starting to fade. The only really visible reminder was the yellow from the iodine that stained his scalp. I worked as I talked, trying to avoid his grim expression as I talked.
 
   When I was done, it was awhile before he spoke, and I worried he’d go back on his word, wondering how badly the tile and pipe would get a beating.
 
   “You tried to—”
 
   My attempt at humor cut him off. “Well, you started it.”
 
   He looked at me, horrified. “Addie, I almost killed you.”
 
   I laughed. “No, I almost killed me. That why they call it suicide. Did you know the prefix sui- means—”
 
   “Stop!” he shouted. “Just stop! How could you—what were you thinkin’?”
 
   I sat back on the edge of the tub. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
 
   He pulled me towards him, nearly taking me in the tub with him but stopping just short of resting his face against my chest. “Never again, okay? Not ever, ever again, Addie. No matter what…”
 
   “You have to promise the same.” I tried to laugh but it hurt. I was mixed with relief and a twisted kind of guilt at making him feel so bad.
 
   “I do.”
 
   I kissed the top of his head. “Then I do, too.”
 
   The kitchen table was adorned with Elise’s many creations. And despite the temptation to stay in the shower for the rest of the night and avoid the chaos beyond the bathroom walls, the smell of food was more appealing than I could resist. 
 
   Even Reid couldn’t keep away from the smell of pot roast and garlic potatoes. I must have been the last to the table though, because everyone was already eating when I got there. I stood in the doorway between the hall and kitchen, watching while Yuri trying to steal roast from Ben’s plate and got hit in the knuckles with a spoon for his troubles. Tyler and Polo began a food fight with the bean salad, while Reid and Elise yelled to each other back and forth. They all talked simultaneously so I couldn’t understand a word amongst them, but after the silence I had submitted myself to over the last weeks, reaching for the black within, it was a welcome change. 
 
   “There you are.” Charlie put his arms around me and rested his chin in the crook of my neck. “I almost sent a search party after you.” 
 
   “That would have been embarrassing.”
 
   His sly smile was enough to give me one of my own. “I woulda been the only member.”
 
   “Then we’d never get to eat.” 
 
    I leaned up to kiss him up but the abrupt silence followed by catcalls stopped me.
 
   “Knock that crap off,” Yuri called.
 
   “Yeah,” Reid chided. “We’re trying to eat over here.”
 
   Maybe I should have felt awkward sitting with a bunch of people who were on the fence about whether or not I had betrayed them; maybe I should have been afraid. I considered that a normal person would have been, but then again I had never been normal. So I didn’t hesitate to sit across from Elise and next to Charlie at the end of the table, gladly taking a plate when it was handed to me, ignoring Reid’s stare like it didn’t exist.
 
   “Addie!” Elise started in right away. “How have you been?”
 
   I paused, buttering a piece of bread and looked up at her. I’ll confess, out of all the questions I expected to be asked, that wasn’t one of them. “Um, good?”
 
   Charlie flinched, but no one seemed to notice since they were looking at me or their plates. Did they pre-plan this interrogation? Have Elise do the warm-up and see how I’d react? Maybe they’d learned a thing or two from the FBI.
 
   “Have you guys been here since May?”
 
   “Yep, yep, yep!” Polo smothered ketchup on his roast so the entire plate was red and overflowing. “The lake was still cold then but it got warm real fast.”
 
   I nodded and took a bite so I would have an excuse not to respond.
 
   Ben Walden looked up from his plate. “Obviously there are things to discuss…”
 
   Elise dropped her fork loudly. “Can’t this wait until later?”
 
   “It sure as hell can’t.” 
 
   “Way to go, Reid.” Yuri took another helping of roast. “You were quiet for a whole 70-something seconds there.”
 
   We all laughed, but that only made him angrier. He stood up and tossed his napkin to the floor, pointing his finger at me accusingly.
 
   “What kind of crap have you been up to?”
 
   “Reid.” Ben calmly gestured for him to sit down, and like a puppet on a sting, Reid obeyed. “I must admit, we are all a bit curious about that as well.”
 
   I wanted to reach for my water, but I was too afraid my hands would obviously shake. “Adam Harpsten and I are friends. We talk about books, my Dad, and his girlfriend. That’s it.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   “Reid!”
 
   “Is that all?” Ben Walden sighed.
 
   I nodded.
 
   Ben cleared his throat. “And do you have any other friends who are law enforcement officials?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Do you know anyone by the names of Dardan Agolli or Pal Bizi?”
 
   I was a little taken back. “No.”
 
   Ben actually smiled as he picked up his fork. “Okay then. Now that that’s all settled, will someone pass the pepper?”
 
   “What? Are you kidding?” Reid looked around the table for support, but everyone ignored him, opting instead to eat their dinner.
 
   “No!” Reid yelled. “That isn’t the end of it. If she didn’t rat us out, then who did?”
 
   We all glanced at each other, wondering something similar, none of us daring to ask. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We finished eating silently, and keeping routine in-check, I picked up the casualties of the food wars from the floor while Elise did the dishes. Pulling his magician act, Ben Walden disappeared again, only this time with Charlie and Tyler in tow. 
 
   When I began clearing off the table, I also listened to the faint sounds of video games and swearing, Tyler’s giggling, and a goofy voice from the television. Like anyone who had come back home, the familiar sounds made my heart swell.
 
   “How are you?” I asked finally.
 
   “Good.” She sighed. “Tired.”
 
   “I bet.”
 
   “It really is good to see you again, Addie. I honestly wasn’t sure, if—well, you know.”
 
   “I know.” I shut the fridge. “Me too.” 
 
   “I have to say, though…” She beamed. “That interview you did was the greatest thing I ever read.”
 
   I laughed. “Yikes.”
 
   “I told Benjamin that you couldn’t have done what Reid keeps saying.” Her smile faltered for an instant. “But that interview convinced him.”
 
   Her words scared me and I wondered if she knew the power behind them. If I hadn’t convinced Ben Walden of my innocence, would he have had me killed?
 
   “Things are going to be so much better now.” She smiled.
 
   My eyes glanced down to her stomach. “Are you…”
 
   Elise nodded vigorously. “I hope you’re going to stick around this time.” She started the coffee pot. “I’m going to need all the help I can get.” 
 
   “She’ll have to whether she wants to or not.”
 
   We both looked at Ben as he wandered back in the kitchen. Was he talking about keeping me a hostage again? In all honesty, it didn’t matter very much to me as long as I got to be with Charlie. Still, the menace I heard in his voice didn’t sound very good.
 
   Elise, always eager to be cheerful, intercepted the conversation. “Uh, let’s have dessert, shall we?”
 
   Everyone but Reid and Tyler were already in the living room, though Reid appeared a few minutes later. I happily sat next to Charlie and took his hand in mine. Briefly, I considered Dad and Robbie, though I hoped that my notes would be sufficient enough to keep their fears at arm’s length. I knew that Robbie, at least, would try to talk Dad down and that made me feel less guilty.  
 
   “Okay, Kids, here’s how it is. Obviously, someone we know is a liar and has to be dealt with properly.”
 
   “Don’t you idiots get it? She. Is. Lying. It’s all a scam, people. She’s been banging that cop and feeding him info to get a jumpstart on her career. And what, you’re gonna let her bring us all down because she’s got Charlie so twisted up he thinks he can’t live without her?” Reid stood in the doorway, but leaned against the arch of it confidently. It looked to me like he was in it for the long haul.
 
   “Shut up, Reid,” Yuri barked. “You did nothing but run your mouth off for months, planting ideas in everyone’s head, trying to get people to believe crap we knew wasn’t true.”
 
   Ben sighed and pushed the brim of his glasses up. “Reid claims you were speaking to one of the Bizi brothers at the New Year’s party. Could that be true, Addie?”
 
   I shook my head, flabbergasted. “I talked to a lot of people that night…” The epiphany came at me then, hard and cold. “There was one guy—”
 
   “Who?” 
 
   I looked at Ben, his face determined but worried. “I—I never got his name. He said something about the food… but that was it.”
 
   Elise reached for Ben. “They were in our house. How is that possible?”
 
   “They must have known someone on the guest list.”
 
   Charlie sighed. “So who’s been actin’ funny lately?”
 
   They talked about their defense attorneys, about wine vendors, and distant cousins. But my mine wandered off. I was back with an impossibly beautiful dress and stolen moments in a heated pool. But before that, there had been introductions, a hundred names and faces, small talk…
 
   “How’s Dr. Harmen?”
 
   “What?”
 
   I tried to squirm my way out of my awkwardness. “I—I just remember him acting weird at the party, that’s all.” I pulled back then, not wanting to step on toes. “I don’t know him well enough to really say anything. It just seemed like he was nervous during that party.”
 
   “I remember that,” Elise added.
 
   Ben and Charlie looked at each other.
 
   “Could be,” Yuri said.
 
   “We will have to contact him right away,” Ben mumbled. “Elise dear, do you still have his number?”
 
   “For emergencies only, of course.” She winked at me as she began flipping through the screen of her phone. I thought nothing of it until her voice reciting the numbers and Reid’s asking out loud what we were supposed to do next rambled together.
 
   “Wait,” I said. “Elise, can you say that again?”
 
   Charlie’s eyes were on me again. I could have sworn I felt them narrow in question, but I couldn’t concentrate on that now. In that instant the last four digits of the phone number revved around in my head. They were familiar to me, as familiar as a whiteboard and anger.
 
   “Did you ever have that number written down in the study?” I heard myself ask. “On a whiteboard?”
 
   “Yes,” Elise said. “Why?”
 
   “I went back to the house when I could find any of you. The number was erased but I still saw enough of it to call.”
 
   “And?” Reid snapped.
 
   “No one ever picked up. Then after what happened to Charlie it was disconnected” 
 
   Charlie leaned back into the sofa and swore. Still, it wasn’t quite clicking for me. I didn’t understand why or even how a stubby man like Dr. Harmen could be dangerous.
 
   “What am I missing here?”
 
   “He knows a great deal about us.” Ben sighed. “Including where we live.”
 
   Elise gasped. I noticed only then that she was staring off outside the window, her complexion much more pale than usual. “He could have told them anything.”
 
   “Why would they want to know where you live?” 
 
   “Because we’re the best,” Charlie said. “And as long as we’re alive, we take business from them. Even if we get out of it, there’s always the possibly that we could go back in or help out the Feds.”
 
   I already knew the answer to the question even as Charlie began to answer it. Elise and I were liabilities in Reid’s eyes, maybe in the eyes of the competition, but the guys were, too. No matter what they did or where they went, they always would be.
 
   “So they knew where we all were?”
 
   Elise said it before anyone else did. “If we hadn’t left the house when we did…”
 
   I remembered the newspaper article. “Charlie called you before he turned himself in.”
 
   It dawned on me again. Charlie had probably told Elise and Ben to get out of there, that he’d be turning himself in and the authorities might be looking around, that they might find the house by way of some tie to me. He might have only been trying to prevent them from going to jail, but by getting them to leave, he had saved them from slaughter.
 
   “Yay, Charlie!”
 
   “Okay, Kids, here’s how it is because of the little hijinks in the States; it won’t be long before the authorities figure out we’re here.”
 
   “They ain’t stupid enough to think we didn’t go North,” Yuri added.
 
   “I don’t know,” Reid sneered. “They seem pretty stupid to me.”
 
   “Well, even if they are, the Albanians are not. And despite Reid’s brilliant driving yesterday evening…”
 
   “Yay, man!” Polo offered his fist for a fistbump but Reid waved him away.
 
   “Oh dear…”
 
   “Yeah,” Yuri said, clapping. “Big mouth started a high speed chase with a bunch of state-troopers.”
 
   “That why you didn’t meet us back at my house?” I asked.
 
   “I was trying to get those piggies away from you lovebirds,” he spat. “If Jackass had just killed you like he was supposed to—”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh yeah, princess. Boss man gave us the go ahead to get rid of you if we could find for certain that you weren’t just messing around on Jackass here, but that you were working with the Feds. Your roommate said it herself you had a boyfriend named Adam.”
 
   “Oh yay! Hey, I know, that’s the girl you called pretending to be a reporter with, right, Reid? Right?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Jackass said he wanted to be the one to off you. I leave him to it, right? But if you want something done right, you should do it yourself.”
 
   He lunged then, but Charlie was faster, ready to block or give punches, no matter the consequences.
 
   They knocked over the coffee table before Yuri and Ben could stop them, bending blinds at the window and almost taking out a lamp.
 
   “All right, Kids, that’s quite enough. We have…problems to tend to.”
 
   But I was already out the door, filled with disgust, anger, and something else I couldn’t quite see my way though.
 
   Elise called after me, maybe Charlie too, and there was the faint feeling of stubbing my shin on the tipped over coffee table, but I ignored it, swore, and went on. I must have slammed the door as I ran outside because the patio light flashed on; motioned sensored, it went away a few seconds after I ran past it. And though I ran aimlessly, I knew enough to not go any further than the moonlit path, remembering rumors about barbed wire and my own lack of direction. 
 
   Many of Tyler’s toys littered the side of the lake, but I went past them, trailing out to the side of the woods, where large boulders and roots broke the ground. Thoughts wove their way around my brain, stemming sharp things into me that I didn’t want to admit. Charlie had agreed to kill me, convinced Reid enough that he’d do it himself. I knew he’d never hurt me; instinctually felt it in my bones. Yet, he had once made me believe he didn’t love me, and easily made Reid believe he’d hurt me. For us, there didn’t seem to be much of a line between deception and truth.
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   I stared out at the lake, completely different from the ocean, though a body of water just the same. I marveled that it could be so still one instant, then could ripple from one excited fish. That the ripple could travel, changing everything it touched.
 
   “Addie?”
 
   I barely turned before he kissed me, madly, violently, like I hadn’t been kissed in months, like I didn’t think I’d ever been kissed before, and even when we pulled apart, it was only for a second before we started again, hands eager, my legs climbing. He pulled me closer still, his tongue trying to exploit me, but I wasn’t going to give in that easy.
 
   I shoved him from me. “How could y-you—”
 
   “I’d never hurt you!” he shouted.
 
   “You already did!”
 
   He kissed me again, but this time I bit him. Not hard, just enough to get him to back off. Because this time I wasn’t embarrassed, this time I was mad.
 
   “How could you leave me like that?” I kicked a boulder with my foot and instantly regretted it. I saw him smile but drop it immediately. 
 
   “Me?” he scoffed. “Me? You were gonna throw yourself into the sea without me, Vicious! It doesn’t get any meaner than that.”
 
   “You should have never listened to Reid!”
 
   “You shouldn’t be listening to that cop!”
 
   “If you weren’t so jealous, we could both have our friends.”
 
   We collided into each other, kissing and cursing between breaths, calling each other names we didn’t mean, pulling and clawing at both flesh and clothes alike. And though I was never entirely sure how we migrated away from the lake and into the woods with the thickets of pine and stars overhead, I was slightly aware that neither one of us had enough coherent thought to care.
 
   We took our grief out on each other.
 
   Later on, long after everyone had gone to bed and Reid stormed out for what everyone presumed was the last time, we lay in bed and listened to the crickets and the occasional call of owls and coyotes. 
 
   I buried myself in his arms, inhaling his smell and trying to memorize it. “I can’t tell you how much I missed you, Charlie. Do you know what the worst part was?”
 
   “Tell me.” He stroked my hair.
 
   “I was afraid I’d forget.” I felt him tense in confusion. And sure enough, as I looked up, his brow was slightly furrowed. 
 
   “Yeah, I was one of the few people who knows how great you are. And it was up to me to remember that forever and ever, especially since the media was saying the opposite.”
 
   In the dark I felt him shrug, the muscles of his abdomen ripple with laughter. 
 
   “I’m serious! It’s a big responsibility. What if I woke up one day and couldn’t remember if this scar was on this thumb or the other one?”
 
   He laughed harder.
 
   “Don’t laugh.” My voice was just above a whisper. “It’s not funny.”
 
   “I had the opposite problem.”
 
   I shivered when his knuckles ran over my bare hip.
 
   “You wanted to forget me?”
 
   He sighed. “Yeah, I wanted it to be like we never knew each other. I wanted you to have never happened, so it wouldn’t hurt anymore.”
 
   “Did it work?”
 
   He ran his thumb along my collarbone. “When Reid first brought it up, I chipped one of his teeth. But after that, I couldn’t get the idea out of my head. The more I tried not to think ‘bout it, the worse it got. Drinking helped at first. But then it didn’t, and I had to do it more just to get to sleep at night.”
 
   “You acted as though I had died.”
 
   “No, but I wished I had.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   His head came up to meet me and any pretense of relaxation was long gone as I fell back on the pillow alone. Towering above me in the dark, I could see the glare of rage on his face from the slits of moonlight emerging into the room, how his lips went thin from a frown he was trying to control.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tell me.” He pinned me to my sides one elbow just outside of the other, his chest pressing into mine. Even if I had wanted to, I didn’t have a chance of getting away.
 
   “You weren’t the only one who had trouble sleeping, you know?” I tried to sound defiant. Failed. His face softened just a little and I took advantage, staring up into the green centers of his kaleidoscope eyes. “Sometimes I took sleeping pills, or stayed up all night so I could sleep the next day…I didn’t want to explain the nightmares.”
 
   He swallowed hard and released me enough so I had my arms back. I promptly put them around him as he leaned into the crook of my neck, inhaling and exhaling in rapid breaths. “What else?”
 
   I poked him in the ribs. I was willing to tell him the honest truth of it, but desperate to make him laugh at the same time. “Did you know that restaurants are one of the largest producers of workplace accidents in the United States?”
 
   “Don’t tell me you were tryin’ to balance things on trays.” I felt his lips smile just a little.
 
   “Even better.” I laughed. “I was in the kitchen.”
 
   “Oh hell.” He laughed. “With knives and burners?”
 
   I nodded as he looked at me, resting his head on his elbow. “And slippery floors, electrical equipment, chemicals—”
 
   He swallowed hard. “Were you tryin to get hurt?”
 
   I sat up and shrugged. “Sometimes.”
 
   When I looked back over, he was awestruck. “Why?”
 
   How could I explain this part? That when the best thing you knew was gone and never coming back, that your motivation for living was null and void. That no one in the world could ever understand what I had done, and even death wouldn’t redeem me?
 
   “I-it felt like penance, sort of. I could never fix what I had done, and death was too good for me, so I made the outside hurt as much as the inside. Does that make any sense?”
 
   He pulled me into his lap, fast and strong, eyes like fierce jewels that screamed at me. “Hey—”
 
   “Hay is for horses.”
 
   “Could you quit being a smart ass for one minute?”
 
   “I don’t know. Could I?”
 
   He pulled up my legs and tickled me just beneath my knees until I begged for mercy and promised to be good.
 
   “Addie, don’t ever hurt yourself because of me, okay?”
 
   “You’re allowed to but I’m not?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “No! No more double standards. No more lying to each other, no more hurting ourselves. We can’t do that anymore.”
 
   “No,” he agreed. “I guess we shouldn’t.”
 
   “And you can’t be jealous.”
 
   He sighed. “I’ll try.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The ringing penetrated eardrums like overaggressive football players running over the field-goal and back. Once an ear were exposed to the noise, there was no turning back, no hope of returning to sleep, and certainly no way to avoid the wave of panic that accompanied the threshold of sound. And unlike the sounds I made up when I first heard Charlie had turned himself in, these sounds were very real. 
 
   “Charlie? Charlie?” My voice was muffled by my hands over my ears, the beeping echoing off the cabin walls. There could have been more, but I couldn’t hear anything else.
 
   “Get down!” I think he shouted, though I only saw his mouth move the words. And I could see them so clearly with the search light coming from the outside in as they penetrated the deep woods and the room we had been sleeping in only a moment ago. But now Charlie reached for something in the nightstand drawer. After I rubbed my eyes I could easily see it was a gun. I paid little attention to it though, sliding out of the bed and sitting beside it instead while Charlie quickly and cautiously peered out the windows.
 
   I moved my hands back over my ears. “What’s going on?”
 
   The only response was the continuing noise. 
 
   “Charlie!” 
 
   I saw him peering still from the windows, and hoped faintly that maybe he’d hear me better if I moved to the other side of the bed. Yet before I could shout out for him again, I saw Elise running through the doorway, dressed in only a nightgown and robe but not seeming to care about it.  
 
   She ducked down next to me, eyes large and searching. “Is Tyler with you?”
 
   “What? No!”
 
   Noticing her beside me, Charlie hopped down from the bed frame to kneel beside us both.
 
   “The alarm system,” he mouthed.
 
   I nodded, trying to speculate if this system was any better than the one the girls rigged up. 
 
   Elise was oblivious. “Tyler?”
 
   Charlie shook his head before looking back at me.  
 
   “He must have crawled out of bed again,” she shouted, not bothering to hide her tears.
 
   Charlie ignored her hysterics, shoving both of us towards the basement. “I’ll find him. He has to be in the house somewhere.”
 
   “That’s right, Elise. He’s probably hiding anyway.”
 
   Charlie pulled me to him one last time. “There’s armor and guns down there, but just stay down there ‘til I come for you.”
 
   “And sit down there like a wildflower?”
 
   “Just listen to me for once, Goddamn it!”
 
   Meanwhile Elise had wandered off, hysterically shouting for Tyler, looking in cupboards and under the table, behind couches…
 
   “You need to make sure she doesn’t do nothin’ stupid.”
 
   “Just come back to me.”
 
   He grinned a Charlie grin and kissed me. “Of course.”
 
   I wanted to say something else but he was gone in an instant, and Elise was a handful in herself, though I couldn’t blame her. Logic told me Charlie was safe, and a lover was entirely different from one’s offspring. I wrapped my arms around her, shouting her name, though it was tough to know if any of it actually got through. The ringing of the alarm was busting my ears and giving me a headache like nothing else, and while trying to be discreet about it, I’d take quick glances out the window, looking for Charlie. All I’d really saw though was the shimmering moon shadows over the lake, nothing else.
 
   I did my best to sound positive. “Elise, he might be in the basement already,” I shouted.
 
   That seemed to be enough to prompt her into trying for the underground cellar. She was borderline excited, eyes wide that she hadn’t thought about it before, and though I had enough common sense about the windows, I crawled up to the front door and peered through the stained glass, hoping for some kind of an idea about where we stood, or at least who our enemy was.
 
   That was where I saw him, sitting on his Big Wheel with no idea at all that the world was coming to an end. That we were under attack and his mother was in danger of a nervous breakdown. I heard Elise call out, and looked back. If I told her he was out there, she would freak out and run out there after him, screaming and drawing attention to herself, with how hormonal as she was, she probably wasn’t thinking properly anyway and would get both of them killed. I could try to lure Tyler inside, but he probably still didn’t remember me very well and wouldn’t even hear me over the sirens anyway.
 
   “Addie! Addie, he isn’t in there.”
 
   I stopped her halfway across the kitchen and draped my arm around her. “I think I know where he is.” I made my voice harsh. 
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Just stay in here until I come back.” I shoved her as gently as someone can be shoved into the basement and locked the door behind me, knowing she was fine when she started demanding to be let out.
 
   I crept out from the front door since I didn’t know any other way. If nothing else, I didn’t need a flashlight with the moon and search lights spiraling from the side of the cabin. I didn’t see anyone immediately as my eyes adjusted to the night. Maybe Charlie had been wrong, and it was only a false alarm after all. I crossed my fingers and hoped so, scaling the yard and keeping low as I made my way down toward the lake. It felt like a short eternity but the Big Wheel was empty and for an instant, my heart decided to stop on me.
 
   “Ty?” I stood up and cupped my hands to my mouth, trying to call out for him without being obvious. “Tyler, where are you?”
 
   Headlights alerted me to the presence of someone else around the bend and I got down quickly behind one of the boulders, closed my eyes and willed myself to breathe. Maybe I had only wanted to see Tyler out here, imagined him, but on the sandy gravel, fresh little footprints told me otherwise, and I knew he was close by. 
 
   However, someone else was close by, too. I could smell expensive men’s cologne and hear the crunch of sandy gravel under lighter shoes, leather, I guessed by the smell.
 
   One husky voice said something to another and though my Mandarin was way out of practice, it wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. The vowels they used were harsher, dictated by short v sounds and long u’s, easily Eastern European. But it was quickly lost to me at the sight of Tyler sitting just behind a pine tree. I couldn’t see all of him, of course, just his toes squirming through the poor excuse for lake sand, and his thin legs. Every few seconds, if I squinted, I thought I could see his hands reaching to the ground and sifting for sand.
 
   I thought clutching my hands together might keep them from shaking a little, but it only made them worse. I was only grateful that neither of us had been spotted, at least not yet. Still, I needed to get Tyler back to the house where he would be relatively safe. The seconds ticked by as the two men talked to themselves and I smelled cigarettes. I gradually became more terrified that Tyler might cough, or start singing, or just stand up and wander into view. At least for the moment he seemed oblivious to the dangerous strangers, but that wouldn’t last long. I knew I needed a distraction, something to get them to look away from the house. I wondered if they were there to watch anyone coming in or out, if so, they were probably focusing on the front door, and if I made a run for Tyler, they would definitely see me.
 
   If I knew how to throw my voice this would be easier. If I had one of Polo’s knockers this would be cake. But I didn’t, and had only a few seconds before we were both done for. My fingers shook as I searched the sand around me. I picked up the largest rock within reach and peered over the boulder quickly and quietly. They both had dark eyes and hair, smoking cigarettes, one of them threw the butt into the lake. I ducked back down quickly and geared myself up as quickly as I could. On the breeze I could hear Tyler start humming just a little.
 
   I threw the rock as hard as I could into the lake, and though it only went a couple of yards, it made the water splash loudly. Worst case scenario they thought it was a fish, best case scenario they were bored and went to check on it anyway.
 
   I heard someone get shoved, then saw shadows move past the headlights. I didn’t think anymore, just moved, crawling as quickly as I could to get to Tyler. 
 
   At first he was startled to see me, instantly assuming he was in trouble. But I just hugged him, immediately assessing for injuring, and kissed his forehead. He giggled.
 
   “Silly.” He wiped his forehead.
 
   “Tyler, we have to go inside now.” I tried to smile and seem playful, but as I picked him up, he struggled. “No. Play.”
 
   “No, Tyler. Mommy is very worried and bad guys are coming. Let’s go.” Instead of debating, I picked him up and ran as quickly as my shaking legs allowed, but a few steps forward, I heard the shouting, what I could only presume to be swearing in Russian coming from behind me. A shot was fired above, a warning maybe. Tyler screamed, and just like with his mother, when I reached the front door, I shoved him inside. “Go find Mommy,” I screamed. 
 
   The last thing I felt before being knocked down was relief that he finally listened and scampered away. The largest one, who had hit me just above the knee, was aiming to do it again. And while my body wanted to dwell in the pain of it, there was that brief acknowledgement between the two thugs that the younger one should go seek out Tyler. As he tried to step over me, I grabbed his ankle with both hands and bit into him as hard as I could.
 
   The older thug laughed at his colleague, making him, perhaps, even angrier. Though before he kicked me in the face, I’m pretty sure he called me something even Reid would have blushed at.
 
   It was probably when he limped away that he dropped his weapon. Or maybe he lost it earlier when I grabbed his ankle. Either way, the only real advantage I had was their underestimation of me, and I knew that even before I reached for it. I also knew the likelihood of hitting anything, of even successfully grabbing the gun altogether was low. Because while the revolver was closer to my hands than theirs, the yard swirled with moonlight, and maybe it was the concussion, but I was somewhat sure the security lights were no longer on. 
 
   In my mind I was at the shore again, the depths of Sonoma County with Charlie at my back. I pulled the safety back and pointed straight ahead. There was the hard tug back, but I was unprepared for it this time. There was a wrenching pain in my shoulder just as the sound came, a demolishing force through the soft.
 
   And again, it could have been the concussion, but I was relieved that both of them were dragging me out to the lake instead of just the one. In my mind, it meant I must have hurt at least one of them. I thought maybe I was having double vision, though. I prayed Tyler and Elise found each other. That the guys found each other. That Charlie was okay.
 
   Still, I guess I should have expected the water.
 
   But I didn’t.
 
   Instinctively, I went to inhale, but gulped down lake water instead. I thrashed, pulling towards the surface, but something held me under, a set of hands, warm and rough. I clawed at them, stabbing my nails into them, but it did nothing. I couldn’t see anything and swallowed more water without meaning to. Strangely, when the dizziness overtook the panic, I thought about my childhood daydreams about being a mermaid. Underneath the water, I kicked like it mattered, but the dark water became even darker. I screamed at my limbs to keep going, to keep moving, but around that time my lungs decided to fill with pain, and between the two, my mind didn’t know how to cope.
 
   So it shut down altogether.
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   Once again, the nothingness had put me on its shelf, the oblivious and fixed indifference I had wanted for so long flushed over me, taking both fears and joys into a void. There were no cares, no deficits, or defects, thrills or delights. I floated into density.
 
   But then voices broke through, calling and pushing. Something tried to shake me.
 
   Nevertheless, I clung to it, not wanting to leave and not understanding why I was being hit, shaken and hit, again and again. Voices seeped through the cracks of the nothingness, some crying, some cursing but none of them tempted me enough. 
 
   Not until I heard him.
 
   “No,” he cried.
 
   I knew that voice. Heard it in my best and worst of dreams. It called out for me now, a devil and angel, all the same. My chest hurt when I heard him sob, though I knew it wasn’t just because water ballooned there. Why was there water there again? Voices towered above me, but he told them they were wrong, and then I was being hit in the chest again, shaken and begged. 
 
   He sobbed. “Open your eyes, okay?”  
 
   I wanted to open my eyes for him. I did, I really did. All the same, I had been in the nothingness for too long. Instinctively, I knew it. In the same way that I tried to claw my way out now, was the same way that I tried to claw myself out of the water, only this time it wasn’t temporary, but permanent. An element that I had no choice but to commit to.
 
   So the nothingness wasn’t so empty, so nothing while I listened to him cry for me, the not-so-silent mourning. 
 
   “You promised…”
 
   I did, didn’t I? I had sworn to be his no matter what, and we had just been as close to an earthly hell together as two people could go. Was I really going to let death stop us from being together? I pushed a little harder to get to him.
 
   What if I couldn’t get out and Charlie tried to hurt himself again?
 
   I shoved towards him even more.
 
   What if Dad and Robbie blamed Charlie?
 
   I crawled my way through the hurt.
 
   It was hard to be aware of any one thing in particular. The gravel sand was scratching my lower back and hands. I was soaked by more than just the lake water, the warm blood on my face, the tears on my cheeks, though they were not my own. Pain was fresh in many places though I couldn’t identify anywhere specific. The sounds were different though, and became clearer by the second: Elise crying in the distance, an engine, metal hitting metal, Charlie…
 
   “Just come back to me,” he begged.
 
   My eyes opened to a starry night. It was strangely calm. Charlie held me cradled in his arms as he cried softly into my neck, his fingers twisted up in my hair. I put my hand out for him but my brain wasn’t working with the rest of me, so I had to try again.
 
   “Just come back. Come back. Come back…”
 
   I finally got my hand to him, but he startled, almost flinched away like had experienced the surprise of a lifetime.
 
   Instinctively, I rolled to my side, coughing up half the lake and taking in desperate breaths that made the pain pulse in my torso and vibrate in my lungs. My nose and mouth begged for more air than there seemed to be available. My head fell back into Charlie’s arms and I struggled to keep my eyes open with a new exhaustion. 
 
   “Addie?”
 
   “Hi.”
 
   My throat burned with the sounds but I felt validated saying them anyway.
 
   He cradled me closer. I could smell sweat, blood, and the sand. “You came back.” 
 
   I coughed again. “Of course.”
 
   He laughed and pulled me to him. I wanted to return the affection, but sleep called for me instead.
 
   When you wake up from a long sleep, your body is detached from the rest of you. When I woke up, my foot was asleep and the taste of lake water was still in my mouth. Funny, I thought, considering how thirsty I was, how badly my chest hurt. 
 
   And when I opened my eyes, I couldn’t be sure they were really open because I still saw the same dark that was inside my eyelids, felt the same achiness. Luckily, as everything did start to reconnect, I became aware of the arms around me, the familiar warmth I missed.
 
   Everything rushed back to me in a haze and I immediately tried to look over my shoulder at Charlie, but my neck was stinging like a fresh burn and I winced, turning back to my original position. If Elise and Tyler weren’t okay, there was no way Charlie would be sleeping so soundly, right? His snore wouldn’t be so hypnotic if the guys were hurt, would it?
 
   I loosened my grip around Charlie’s wrist, not having known when it happened, but realizing his cast was no longer there. I rotated the rest of myself in his arms, trying not to wake him up.
 
   It was too dark to make out anything beyond Charlie, so there was a lack of awareness about where we were exactly, but we were only separated by spare articles of clothing, and even that seemed like too much. I squirmed my arm from his hold and put my hand to my lip. There was swelling and a scab there, which explained the tenderness. My head hurt but that wasn’t so bad. My nostrils felt swollen and I tasted blood, partially explaining why breathing through my nose hurt the most. And though I did my best to hold it back, I coughed violently gagging back on my dry throat.
 
   “Addie.” He moved away to give me some air. “Are you okay?” 
 
   I inhaled, coughed some more. I tried to will the coughing away, only to end up gagging some more. 
 
   “I was hopin’ you were done with that by now.”
 
   “Tyler?”
 
   “He’s okay, everybody’s okay.”
 
   I tried to drink water but something about the idea of it made me queasy, so I tried shutting my eyes again instead.
 
   “H-how long was I out?”
 
   “Almost fifteen hours now.”
 
   I almost spat the water back out like a bad movie take. I knew I had slept, but I didn’t think it had been for nearly that long. “W-what?”
 
   Charlie chuckled in the dark, pulling away from me again and reached out in the dark for something my eyes hadn’t adjusted to. I blinked against the light that erupted in the cabin, taking the massive black away. I recognized the bed, as small as it was, the four walls that lacked a window. “Take it easy, Vicious. You’re all right.” 
 
   He backed off the bed entirely, giving me that much more space, but it only made the light blind me that much more. “You are all right, right?”
 
   I shook my hair out of my face, but that only hurt my neck again, and I could remember being grabbed like a bad dog, held, and dunked under.
 
   “Charlie, what…?”
 
   “Maybe you should lay back down, Vicious.”
 
   “But are you okay?”
 
   His laugh was warm, soft in my ear. “Am I okay? Am I…” I felt him shake his head against my shoulder. “You gotta be the craziest person on this ship.”
 
   “S-so we are where I think we are?”
 
   He smiled at me softly. “Right in the heart of hell.”
 
   I woke up again not long after that, not long after to light and laughter, some closer than others. Tyler’s laughter sounded strange on the ship, a high-pitched giggle echoing from pipes and hollow metal. Automatically, I reached for Charlie, feeling my stiff back and neck but more alarmed that he wasn’t next to me or even in the cabin. I didn’t panic, though. His smell was fresh on the blanket around me, a dark brown hair on the pillow we shared.
 
   I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and stretched, tuning in to the giggling. 
 
   “Hey! Hey! Get back here!” 
 
   A second later, the pitter-pattering of little feet followed.
 
   “Keep it down,” Yuri whispered. “The girls are still out for the count.” 
 
   I sat up as I smiled; listening to what I thought was the sound of a newspaper against someone’s head and stomping boots. Though I was certain this was Charlie’s cabin, with the lead pencil stain against the walls and the broken sliding closet door, there was a sort of army chest there now, replacing the plastic crate that once held his things. I slipped off the bed, losing my balance but regaining it quickly, eager to take a peek inside. There were a few items of clothing that I recognized, a newish laptop, some sketchbooks…more interesting than that were the things that obviously weren’t Charlie’s, some random pieces of newly bought women’s clothing, tags still attached and in French. I cursed Elise and picked up something before quietly making my way from the cabin to the showers. And though I struggled slightly, I did my best to ignore my bruised knee.
 
   I showered and dressed quickly. And though I wanted to pull my hair up, I thought the bruises on the back of my neck might upset Charlie so I skipped it. In truth, they somewhat upset me, deep, dark finger marks that would probably stick with me for days. I got over it quickly however, thinking, better me than Tyler.
 
   My sneakers were mostly dry, but had that stink that comes from wading in natural bodies of water where humans shouldn’t necessarily tread. Regardless, I figured without a better alternative they’d have to do. I checked them for leeches and forced them on, curious but not brave enough to ask where my socks had gotten to. And other than my occasional swearing and the sound of seagulls laughing from somewhere above, it was quiet, much quieter than my last visit here.
 
   I cautiously began walking down the hall towards the galley. If anyone would be anywhere, it would be there. Almost immediately there was the stand-still of time that I had felt when last on the Diyu, the sense that day and night were one and the same, making your senses that much more useless. Maybe it wasn’t so creepy when you got used to it, but what happened when you had to return to real time? When you had to go back to places separated by light and dark?
 
   From the galley window I could see Yuri and Ben Walden discussing something serious over empty plates. Tyler was wearing an oversized lifejacket and chewing on its strings, pulling on Ben’s leg. I heard Polo shout as I walked in.
 
   “Ty want some noodles?”
 
   “Oodles!”
 
   “OODLES!”
 
   I raised my hand and stood in the doorway. “I’d like some oodles.” 
 
   “Hi!” Tyler shouted.
 
   I awkwardly shuffled to the stove while everyone looked up at me, disappointed that none of those eyes belonged to Charlie.
 
   “Hey, Addie!”
 
   “Um, hey, Polo.” I gave a little wave to Ben and Yuri, expecting the same greeting, and feeling strange that instead they both got up, smiling, enthusiastic even. 
 
   “Well, well, looks like the freaking hero is alive and well,” Yuri said.
 
   Tyler ran past all of them and straight into my legs, his lifejacket acting as a propelling device that knocked him straight on his bottom. We all looked down simultaneously but he just giggled louder and pushed himself back up to do it again. 
 
   Elise picked him up and swore as she walked into the room. She must have been right behind me. “You have to stop hanging out with this one.” Her thumb pointed at Polo and I became the center of attention again.
 
   “Addie, are you all right?” Ben seemed genuinely concerned with the way he leaned against the counter. Frankly, it wasn’t a comfort, just weird. It would have been more normal if he were making veiled threats against my life. “The doctor in Churchill said after near-drownings, people occasionally lose consciousness—”
 
   “Churchill?”
 
   “Canada,” Yuri added. “We only left port there an hour ago.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Addie? Addie? Hey, Addie? You want some spaghetti? I made some spaghetti.”
 
   “Don’t feed her that garbage.” Yuri put down Tyler and started shooting his hand away from the pot he was scraping noodles from. “Big baddie heroes get real food.”
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   I watched Yuri jump the counter while Polo tried to grab at him, Yuri dodged him and leaped, going for something else entirely and disappearing to the pantry, Polo inches behind.
 
   “Kids.” Ben laughed.
 
   “Yeah.” I giggled nervously. “Kids…”
 
   Fixing his posture, Ben Walden put his hands in his pockets. His smile never faltered. “Speaking of kids…”
 
   We glanced at Tyler, who ran around one of the tables, giggling and clapping.
 
   “We owe you—”
 
   I was never good with compliments, favors, accepting gratitude that didn’t come with a tip. I couldn’t see myself getting any more gracious with these things as I continued to age, either. And though maybe I had done something good, I didn’t really see it that way. After all, what was I supposed to have done, leave some kid out there by himself, defenseless? I loved Tyler, and even if I didn’t, there weren’t a whole lot of options.
 
   “Don’t. Okay? Considering everything you did for Charlie—we’re even, okay?” 
 
   He nodded, rubbed the end of his chin. “I suspected there was a good reason to keep you around.”
 
   I attempted to scrape some pasta from the bottom of the pot. As hungry as I was, even the burnt noodles didn’t appeal to me. I just wanted something to do, to keep my hands busy while I said what I needed to say.
 
   “Right, ah, about that—what do you say to a truce on the whole ‘you trying to kill me’ thing?”
 
   Ben Walden smiled and looked at me. “Most definitely.” He sighed, though I barely heard him over Yuri and Polo ramming back into the galley.
 
   I smiled. “I’m beginning to think all you guys do is fight.”
 
   “Only when it’s important,” Ben said
 
   I winced at the use of words, the tone of his voice, to know that I had been deemed important.
 
   I looked around the galley, everyone was there except for Charlie and Reid, though I knew Charlie was all right, and I was somewhat afraid to ask about the latter.
 
   “Is, uh—everyone all right?”
 
   Yuri laughed. “You mean Big Mouth?  He’s pouting around here somewhere.”
 
   I sighed unintentionally; I had to admit it was good to know Reid was okay too, no matter what a nuisance he had been.
 
   Elise wandered back from a window where she had been pointing something out to Tyler in an attempt to keep him calm. She handed him off to Ben and stopped me just as I was considering sneaking out of the room.
 
   “Addie?”
 
   “Hey.” I tried to smile but my head still hurt a little and the effort seemed tremendous.
 
   Though she bit her lip, hesitating, she embraced me before she could stop herself. Choking back something between a cry and a laugh, she said, “No matter what Benjamin says, we—I owe you for the rest of my life.”
 
   I tried to push her off me as gently as I could without being too obtrusive, but her grip was surprisingly strong. Vaguely, I considered if the extra estrogen had something to do with it. “No, Elise, really—”
 
   She choked another laugh. “I have my boys because of you and Charlie…” and again she made the laugh-cry sound. “Well, maybe a girl.”
 
   “Okay, sweetheart—” Ben was just as hesitant as I was to pry Elise away. It seemed I wasn’t the only one afraid of her death-grip. “Why don’t we let her have some oxygen, hmm?”
 
   As I escaped I saw Polo trying to sneak a cupcake half to Tyler. Yuri rolled his eyes as he looked back and forth between them and Elise. “Kids everywhere,” he muttered. 
 
   “I think we can handle it.” I felt myself smile.
 
   “Speaking of which,” Ben said.
 
   I turned back at the mere mention, my toes tingling at the slightly possibility that Charlie was near. “Where is he?”
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   I skipped on the remainder of the spaghetti and Hostess cupcakes, more motivated by the possibility of seeing Charlie, who I heard from different sources was in both Hold A and the Rec Room. Yet I knew he wouldn’t be in either of those places. I knew him well enough to know that walls wouldn’t hold him for very long, especially when he was stressed. 
 
   I worked my way up to the Deck, taking my time to re-familiarize myself with the heavy pipes and metal floors so that I didn’t get lost along the way. 
 
   I hardly dared to catch my breath as I pushed open the door; the smell of sea-salt was already burning my nose. There were even fewer crew members working out here than the last time, but considering the lack of containers, I reasoned that maybe there wasn’t a lot of work to be done. 
 
   My shoes had a good grip so I didn’t slip, and even better were the clouds passing over the mid-day sun, keeping a glare from my eyes. It seemed while I hadn’t exactly come prepared, this would still be a good trip. 
 
   “Charlie?”
 
   He didn’t hear me right away, my voice hacked by the wind. So I watched him for a minute as he tried to flex his left knuckles. Though they were now free from the cast, they had perhaps been done so prematurely, because his neck bolted out just slightly as if the motions his hand made gave him a great deal of pain. I winced with him as he stretched his arm out to the water, reaching for something neither of us could see. When he pulled back, he flexed his elbow, his eyes following the pain that seemed to go with it. I tried to move before he saw me, wanted to watch him without being detected, but sure enough I was spotted. And once I was caught in his gaze, there was no escape.
 
   “Hey, you.”
 
   I bit my lip. “Hi.”
 
   Charlie smiled and slowly gestured for me to come forward with his hand. Maybe I should have restrained myself, but I was still in the throes of relief, both of us safe, together, nothing else seemed to matter much.
 
   Every step I made, he made one more, meeting me halfway until we were just touching and I could wrap my arms around him without anything between us. And though he hugged me in return, I couldn’t help but notice the slightest hesitation there.
 
   I breathed him in, crushed between his shirt and the muscles of his torso. I wanted to crawl inside him and find out what was making his heart race so badly, what exactly, made him hesitate to embrace me back.
 
   “Charlie? Are you all right?”
 
   “Why didn’t you listen to me?”
 
   I smiled against him. “Because Tyler takes after Ben. Your problem is with him,” I added for good measure, “not with me.”
 
   “You were dead,” he whispered in my ear. “Did you know that?”
 
   I shuddered in his arms, let him pull me closer. 
 
   “You were lying on the side of that lake a-and it was just like before.”
 
   “Before?”
 
   His voice hardened, muscles clenched around me. “In the hold.”
 
   I cut him off. “Oh.”
 
   “By then me and the fellas had taken care of most of the Albanians, but nobody knew how long you had been under—”
 
   “Stop, Charlie, don’t do this to yourself.”
 
   “No,” he said fiercely, pulling me away enough to look me in the eye. “You gotta know what you do to me.”
 
   I nodded slowly. I had made him listen, now it was my turn.
 
   “Everybody was talkin’ all at once but all I could think was that I had to get you to breathe, if I never did anything else right for the rest of my life, I had to get you to breathe.”
 
   I leaned my head up against his chest, forbidding the tears that wanted to work their way through. “Charlie.”
 
   “It was forever later…everybody finally shut up, but only for a second.” He paused, breathed into my hair. “Yuri was telling me to stop, and Ben was saying something ‘bout leaving you somewhere to be found ‘cause we had to go.” I felt him shake his head. “I wanted to laugh, Vicious, but I couldn’t, you know? Like I could go anywhere without you. They didn’t get it.” He moved to squeeze me tighter but winced instead. I glanced up at him before looking at his arm again, remembering the cast and lack of motion.
 
   I pushed myself away, careful to roll up his sleeve as gently as I could without hurting him. Two months in an arm cast had done its damage; the scabs from a wound I couldn’t identify refused to heal, making his skin look particularly pale. The muscles there had atrophied slightly as well, making the inside of his elbow look sunken in and hollowed out. 
 
   “It’s okay.” Whether he said it to me or him, I wasn’t sure.
 
   “It doesn’t look okay.” I rolled the sleeve back down. Even in the murky sun, it looked as though he could burn. “Did you take it off yourself?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nah, the doc in Churchill did.”
 
   I looked up at the mention, nearly forgetting at we were on the move to somewhere. “Where are we going, anyway?”
 
   “Marseilles.” He smiled
 
   “Marseilles? As in France?”
 
   “I hope that’s okay.”
 
   “Okay?” I smiled. “Better than your arm okay.”
 
   He laughed. “It’s fine. It just means I’ll be out of commission for awhile.”
 
   I lit up at the prospect. Did this mean no more smuggling? A hiatus from criminal activity? “Are you referring to a break from illicit activities? As in ‘a lack of illegal acts’? Because if you aren’t, tell me right now so I don’t get my hopes up.” 
 
   He smiled, brushing away the hair from my neck. “Illicit activities? Well, I was hoping not. But that other stuff…”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “How long what?”
 
   “How long are you taking a break?”
 
   He shrugged. “Forever?”
 
   I was flabbergasted, above and beyond the word. Of course a million reasons could have brought the decision on, and without specific details I was still reluctant to get excited about the idea.
 
   “What?” he asked. “You don’t believe me?”
 
   “It’s not that,” I tried to point my phrasing, “I just—why?”
 
   He laughed, true and full in that way I appreciated so well. It made me laugh too, though I wasn’t sure why. “Why? Really, Vicious, why? You want a list?”
 
   My eyes rolled. “Humor me.”
 
   He reached out his hand and began counting out the points. “One: Ben and Elise wanna have a safer house for the kids.” 
 
   I nodded; I had already figured that one. 
 
   “Two: with the Albanians there will probably be more trouble-makers--maybe more Albanians—” He stopped at my expression, but I stood fast and crossed my arms over myself, remaining vigilant to not let him persuade me until I was confident about this new arrangement.
 
   “Three: We all have a decent amount of money to do something with ourselves that ain’t so dangerous, and with all the heat, we kinda don’t have a better option.”
 
   I sighed. “Is that all?” 
 
   He shrugged. “I guess Yuri is thinking of doing something legit.”
 
   “That’s nice.”
 
   “I also can’t live without you…so there’s that.”
 
   I smiled though I tried not to. “Uh huh.”
 
   “I shoulda quit this racket the day I met you.”
 
   I wanted to argue, to put up a fight. There was a part of Charlie that was untamed, animalistic, and I had loved that about him as much as he loved the unknown of his work, the thrill it gave him. If he gave that up and ended up regretting it, would he resent me? 
 
   “I—I don’t want you to do something just because of me,” I tried. “You should live whatever kind of life you think will make you happy long-term—”
 
   “Are you kidding me? When you were lying in my arms as dead as anything, all I could think about was target practice.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was pissed at you. If you could aim better, then there woulda been enough bullets in that Albanian’s revolver to end me, too.”
 
   I was wordless.
 
   “Bein’ without you is worse than any death I can think of.” He laughed into my hair.  
 
   “Wait, h-how do you know what happened?” I looked at the floor, “How do they—”
 
   Charlie’s brow furrowed for a second. “Reid saw what happened from one of the stands in the trees and called us over. Moron figured out you weren’t part of a conspiracy.”
 
   So if nothing else, I had proved myself to the guys after all, even if I had nearly lost my life in the process.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   I shrugged. “What says ‘thanks for saving my life twice in a 48-hour period’? Fruit basket?”
 
   He grinned and shook his head.
 
   “I could always give him Melinda’s number…”
 
   “God, I’ve missed you.”
 
   I settled myself back in his arms, tucking myself under his chin. “So we can go away together, no more breaking the law, no more hiding?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Then will you do something for me?”
 
   His chuckle was low and soft against my earlobe. “I think it’s more like ‘what wouldn’t I do for you?’”
 
   “Marry me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Marry. Me.”
 
   “How hard in the head did you get kicked?”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “Un-huh.” He rolled his eyes at me. “Now I get it.”
 
   “Get what?”
 
   “What this all is…”
 
   “Enlighten me.”
 
   “I’m still in that hospital, and all of this is one of those coma dreams.” He tapped the side of his head but flinched at the memory of pain. “All makes sense now.”
 
   “Charlie Hays!” I hit him gently in the chest. “Do you love me?”
 
   “More than I ever thought I was capable of lovin’ anything.”
 
   “Then let’s get married.”
 
   “You’re serious?”
 
   “Completely. We love each other, and if we’re married, then you’ll never have an excuse to not tell me the whole truth again because of spousal privilege.” I pushed my nose against his. “And you and the whole rest of the world won’t ever doubt again that I belong to you.”
 
   He grinned at me. “You really wanna marry me?”
 
   I nodded eagerly; barely able to contain myself. “Only if you think you can tolerate me for a lifetime.”
 
   When our lips touched, reunited after so long apart, it wasn’t like when we were on water, there was no weightlessness between us, no floating. It was more like sparks, something flaming and taking flight in the both of us at the same time, like seeing fire for the first time.
 
   We took liftoff.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Shortly after, when the heat of passion had cooled off just enough for us to not burn one another, I called Melinda on a disposable cell phone. Calling anyone else would have been suspicious and ran the risk of having a traced line, but since I rarely communicated with Melinda via phone, I was somewhat confident. Regardless, no one was willing to deny me anything, particularly this one request.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Melinda, hi. It’s Addie.”
 
   What followed was a loud squealing sound that even Charlie flinched from as I pulled the phone from my ear. 
 
   “Uh, Melinda?”
 
   “Addie, oh my god. Is it really you? Are you okay? Where are you?”
 
   I laughed. Always so dramatic. I knew I would miss her. “I’m okay. I can’t tell you where I am, though. Listen, I only have a second. I need you to call my Dad—”
 
   “Whoo! He’s freaking out—”
 
   “I know, that’s why I need you to call him.” I gave her the number and made her repeat it back to me once, twice. 
 
   “What do I tell him?”
 
   “Tell him I love him, I’m okay. Better than okay, a-and that—” Charlie stared at me with his kaleidoscope eyes, a foggy blue under the hazy of sun. I knew I could look into them forever. “Tell him I found what I forgot.”
 
   Whatever she scratched on the paper with stopped. “Huh?”
 
   I laughed again. “He’ll know what it means. Do you have that?”
 
   “Uh, yeah, got it. I’ll do it right now.”
 
   “Melinda, thanks for everything. I mean it.”
 
   She sighed. “You will tell me everything someday, Battes.”
 
   “Of course I will.” I laughed. “Roommate code.”
 
   After I hung up the phone I was smiling, but I couldn’t ignore the funny look Charlie gave me. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Roommate code?”
 
   “Yeah, I owe Melinda some explanations. Actually—” I paused, stopping to think it through, though it might help Dad sleep through the night, he still didn’t have the entire story, which I more than owed him. 
 
   “Charlie, how long until we make port?”
 
   “Hard to say.” He shrugged. “A week or so. Why?”
 
   “I should talk to my family.” He looked down at the phone then back to me, obviously confused. “Not just to tell them I’m safe, I mean, but like, really talk to them.”
 
   He nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Speaking of talking…” I smiled. “At some point I should say thanks to Reid. And—”
 
   “You wanna thank him?”
 
   “He did kind of save my life…”
 
   Charlie laughed, throwing his hands in the air. “And he just kinda started this mess.”
 
   I shrugged. Maybe Charlie had a point, but things had worked out and since we were healthy and together again, wasn’t it better to start with a clean state? Forgive and move on?
 
   “Okay, but we finished it.”
 
   “It won’t be finished until we figure out who gave us up and take care of ‘em.”
 
   “The point is that maybe it’s okay to forgive—”
 
   “Forgive?”
 
   “Sure, why not?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The days passed lazily. And between sketches and sessions of love-making, we played the ‘what now’ game, spouting lavish and outrageous possibilities. We discussed ideas involving European museums, hot air balloons, and the renting of amusement parks, skiing Swedish mountains, and the odds of me not killing myself in the process. But as soon as we were on dry land again it seemed like a tangible plan would have to come to light sooner than I wanted to. 
 
   “So what now?” I looked into the great distance that was Marseilles. It was more beautiful than I had imagined, and I had spent hours doing nothing more than just that.   
 
   “Whatever you want, you can go back to school—”
 
   “Something tells me I wouldn’t be very welcome there, and anyway, I know you wouldn’t be.”
 
   “That’s a good point…”
 
   He smiled at me wryly. “You know there’s a lot of schools in France.”
 
   “My French is more than lousy.” I circled my arm around his.
 
   He slowly leaned in close, and just as I thought he might kiss me, the direction of his mouth turned to my ear instead. “I might argue with that.”
 
   As I turned bright red I managed to nudge him away. “I’m serious.” 
 
   Taking my hand in his, he twirled me back to him. “Whatever we do end up doin’, I promise you’ll be happy.”
 
   “We,” I leaned as far as the tips of my toes would take me, “We’ll be happy.”
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   I dug my toes into the sand, creating a scoop when I let them emerge, nails coated in milky white sand. I smiled at the way the sun made some of the grains shine, if I looked at them just right, like little diamonds. 
 
   Not far beyond them, crystal blue waves crashed on the shore. Today they were blue, but like certain kaleidoscope eyes, they could appear different shades of green or deceive altogether at night, looking dark and alarming. I had decided our first day here that I liked this color blue the best, maybe because of the way it contrasted with the sand, or because of how it brought out Charlie’s eyes. Either way, I tried not to put too much thought into it, and just enjoy the view.
 
   The pier just beyond the bend was empty aside from two deck chairs, between them a limp fishing pole. I laughed at myself, like a lot of things that required patience, I was not a very keen fisherman. I did, however, enjoy spending countless hours on the sand or in the nearby hammock watching Charlie trying to perform the same feat. Clearing my head of the vision, I tried to return my attention back to the task in front of me. The occasional breeze was trying to dog-ear my stationary, but I was determined to finish my letter to Dad before that happened. 
 
    
 
   Dear Dad,
 
   Since my last letter, the rain has stopped and the river has receded enough so the market can reopen. We were there earlier today so I’ve gotten my fix of papaya and coconut milk for a couple of days…
 
    
 
   As much as I loved the constant fresh fruit, it was marginal compared to my appreciation for the Maldives’ lack of extradition policy. Here, I could freely call and write home as often as I pleased with no consequences. I took advantage of this benefit on a regular basis, calling Dad, Melinda, and even trying to get a hold of Robbie at base every now and then. 
 
   Getting to France had been the easy part; the rest, of staying there in a semi-legal fashion and keeping under the radar, were different stories. We stayed in a tourist-ridden part of Marseilles where almost everyone spoke English, and with my abundance of free time, learning enough French to get by seemed easy. In those first couple of weeks there were logistic issues concerned with transferring international accounts and making up fake-IDs, applying for visas and getting in touch with loved ones in the States. By the second or third conversation on the phone, though, Dad sounded somewhat convinced that I was not only alive, but well, and exactly where I wanted to be.  
 
   “Careful, Vicious, or you’re liable to burn.”
 
   It was impossible to hear him sneak up on me on the sand, and, like always, he caught me by surprise. Charlie would come up from behind me, wrap his arms around me, and dig out his own spot in the sand. I was used to this by now, though I enjoyed it just as much every time.
 
   “Says the guy who hasn’t been wearing sunscreen.” I reached over and tried to jab at him with the end of my pen, but he wrangled it out of my hand before I got close. His left arm had regained its strength in almost no time at all and I was happy that despite its new scars, it was just as strong as ever.
 
   He hit his head against the back of my shoulder. “Ain’t it your job to remind me ‘bout these things?”
 
   “Well,” I wiggled just a little further back into him, “maybe I like the tan.” 
 
   “I should have known.” I didn’t suppress my giggle while he invaded my neck with kisses, closing my eyes and giving in, as I was beginning to learn wasn’t so bad after all.
 
   We were both still laughing when he pulled away. “Where have you been, anyway?” 
 
   He sighed against me. “Yuri was on the line. Wanted to brag ‘bout some big win in Monte Carlo.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Figures.” I folded the letter back on itself and under the clipboard so the wind wouldn’t take it. “Any sign of Reid?”
 
   Not long after arriving, Reid had taken off from Marseilles, disappearing without a word. Whether or not he intended to come back had been left as an open ended question; one that honestly, no one was going out of their way to answer. 
 
   “Nope.” He shook his head. “Good riddance.”
 
   I stretched long, sinking my toes back under the sand and my hands around Charlie’s neck. “You don’t mean that.” 
 
   “Maybe not. But I’m sure as hell not goin’ to look for him.”
 
   “I think it’ll be okay. Besides, absence makes the heart grow fonder.”
 
   Charlie’s laugh bounced on the breeze. “In that case we might forget what he looks like before we start missing him.”
 
   I looked at him from the corner of my eye. There wasn’t the slightest bit of the rage there while he spoke. And while I knew it was there, and would probably always be there, it was a relief to see him harbor some control over his emotions instead of the other way around. “Hey.” I nudged him. “I’m really proud of you.”
 
   His eyebrow arched.
 
   “I’m serious.” I laughed. I didn’t emphasize it further, but we both knew what I was referring to.
 
   Charlie stretched his arms overhead, then forward. “I’ve always been amazing, Vicious. It’s just a shame it took you so long to see it.”
 
   His false humility made both of us laugh. “It must be the sun.”
 
   He turned his attention back to me then but I had gone back to staring at the waves, the way they overlapped here made it difficult to tell if they were coming or going. “I’m thinkin’ it was something else.”
 
   We kissed again, both of our feet tangling in the sand. Though I was hardly coherent beyond that. His hand meshed into my hair, his nose pressed against mine.
 
   “Can’t we stay here forever?” he asked when we parted.
 
   I groaned, “We could, but I promised Elise we’d be back before the baby came.”
 
   Charlie shook his head. “Not even here yet and that kid is a pain.”
 
   I laughed. “We should return to the real world at some point. Now that my student visa went through, I can finish school—” 
 
   “Until then, my pretty wife—” He smiled his Charlie smile, and just as I thought he would kiss the slope of my collarbone, he planted his lips on my ear instead. “Did you know I can outswim you?”
 
   “Not on your life, Charlie Hays!” I wiggled out of his grasp and made a run for the waves, laughing while he launched himself after me.
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