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“To forgive is to set a prisoner free and to discover that the prisoner was you.” 
— Lewis B. Smedes







Nina
 I listened to the voicemail one more time to be sure I’d understood it right. When my mom was upset, her Russian accent got stronger, making it hard to understand her. And it was clear she’d been very upset while leaving this message: 

“Alex driving me crazy. I can’t take any more. I wish you live here still and help me take care of him. He not listen to me.” 


 Sighing, I disconnected. I felt for my mom, I really did, but moving back to Downtown L.A. was not an option. Besides, I knew she hadn’t really meant those words. I would call her back later, let her vent to me directly instead of to a voicemail. She obviously needed it and I couldn’t blame her. Alex, my much younger half brother, was a handful and had a tendency to end up on the wrong side of the law. Right now, though, I had to get ready for my audition for a small part on Modern Family. I was already running late. The role was tailor made for me, so I was sure I’d at least get a callback. 
 I rushed into my bedroom and opened my closet. I pulled out the top and the skirt and shoes I’d picked out the second I got the call from the casting director, asking if I wanted to do a reading. (Yeah, duh!) My outfit was perfect for the role as a sexy but sweet nanny from Russia. Having spent my first years in Moscow and speaking to my mom almost every day, I knew just how to speak English with an authentic Russian accent. In addition to looking like a nanny—a very sweet and sexy one—the transition from my own very American accent to a distinctly Russian one was sure to impress the casting director. 
 Putting the clothes on my bed, I dashed back to the bathroom where I dried my hair and applied makeup as quickly as I could. 
 An hour and a half later, I arrived at the studio in San Fernando Valley. My audition time was for six-thirty and it was now a quarter to seven, much later than when I had thought I’d arrive. There had been not one but two accidents on my way driving to the Valley, one on the 405 highway, then another on the 101. Sweaty and stressed-out, I strode into the studio office and put my name on the sign-in sheet there. Luckily for me, the auditions were running late. I sat on an empty chair, so frazzled I barely noticed my competition hanging around in the corridor, and tried to get centered. 
Thirty minutes later it was over and I was back behind the wheel in my beat-up Toyota, but this time around, I wasn’t feeling excited, or sure I’d get a callback. Instead my eyes were full of tears, my body heavy with a sense of failure. 
 I stared out the front window of my car, at all the other vehicles in the parking lot, not really seeing them. 

I blew it. 
 When I was about to say my lines, my brain had frozen, refusing to cooperate. Then, when I finally got the words out, I hadn’t managed to say a single sentence with a believable Russian accent. And there had been several, all of them sounding more like someone with a weird Spanish accent. There was no chance in hell the casting director would call me back based on that performance. The woman and her assistant had barely even thanked me when I was done, that’s how badly I’d read.
 I banged my head into the steering wheel over and over. How could I have screwed up like that? 
 I never got this nervous. I’d auditioned for important parts before, so it wasn’t first-time jitters. Still, I’d been so shaky I had been unable to focus. Damn, why didn’t I leave earlier? Who knew when I’d get another chance like this? It might be several months, maybe years. I could only afford so many mass mailings to casting directors, which was how I’d gotten this opportunity. My next mailing would have to be to agents. I really needed a new one; the one I had right now sucked.
 If things didn’t start to happen for me soon, I’d have no choice but to move back in with my mother and kid brother.



Dylan 
 I finished the last page of the contract and stuck it in my desk drawer. I needed to stretch my legs a little, so I got to my feet and walked around my black desk that took up a fourth of my office. In doing so, I almost toppled the stack of documents on one of the desk corners. I sighed. It was never-ending. As soon as I’d finished one, it was onto the next, then the next and the next. It was not how I’d envisioned my life when I’d first enrolled in law school. I thought back to when I was a kid and Dad came home from the office, looking all dapper in his suit and shiny shoes, hair slicked back from his high forehead. My father had always seemed so happy when he talked about work, as if he’d sincerely enjoyed being a corporate lawyer. It was around that time I decided that I, too, was going to become one. 
 Only problem was, I didn’t like being a lawyer nearly as much as he had. At least not at the moment. I had a feeling I’d like it better when I made partner. After all, I’d only seen my father when he was at that stage of his career, not when he was a lowly associate like I currently was at Greenberg and Glusker, doing mostly grunt work. The firm, small for the Los Angeles area, had seven partners, eighteen associates and fifteen staff attorneys. Most of those associates put in eighty, sometimes ninety-hour weeks in the hopes of eventually making partner. 
 Too bad I hadn’t asked my dad if he’d hated the associate-years before he passed away. 
 I returned to my leather chair and took a seat at my desk. Time to get back to work. But as I opened another contract, I found myself unable to focus. Emma had made her way into my mind like she so often did around this time, when I had worked all day and my eyes had tired from reading all those words.
 Irritated, I made myself push away her smiling, gorgeous face. Why was I still thinking of her? It had been five months since she’d dumped me, long enough for me to have moved on. Well, okay, maybe it wasn’t enough when you took into account whom she’d dumped me for. Hugo Reiss, one of the partners at the firm. 
 The day she’d told me she’d met someone else—via text—still felt unreal. 
 I had yet to figure out whether Reiss knew that I had been seriously dating Emma before they became an item. I really couldn’t tell. Reiss was a man of few words generally speaking and a complete enigma when it came to that regard. I hadn’t even realized they were dating until I spotted Emma walking into Reiss’s corner office about a week after she’d dumped me and Laura, Reiss’s executive assistant, had filled me in about it. Laura was in complete control of Reiss’s life and often in his office when he was on the phone or in closed-door meetings.
 But I had decided that none of it really mattered. The more I thought about it, the more my heart ached for Emma, so it was best to just forget about it all, pretend like I no longer cared about her whenever I saw Reiss. Which was way more often than I preferred, several times a week sometimes. 
 My smartphone buzzed then, an incoming text. It was from Victor, my father’s much younger brother. I smiled; I was extremely fond of Victor. The man felt more like one of my buddies than your typical uncle, someone I could talk to about everything. 

How’s our bet going? Have you gone on your first date yet?



In an effort for me to move on from Emma, Victor had dared me to go on five different online dates. I was a firm believer that girls who sought love online were either psycho and/or liars, so desperate for a date they were willing to say and do anything. Victor had been shocked to hear my thoughts on cyber dating; he, being almost twenty years my senior, should be the one who thought so, not a twenty-seven-year old man who’d been fed a steady diet of all things internet since toddlerhood more or less.
 I quickly typed a response.

Believe it or not, I’ve been on three already. And they all sucked!


 I don’t believe you, Victor responded. I need to hear more about this. Call me tomorrow.



I typed Will do and then pressed Send.
I wish I had been lying to Victor. I hadn’t. And I very much doubted I’d find a girl online to make me forget Emma.



Nina
 My roommate Lorna was home when I got back from my failed audition. Damn. I was in no mood to talk to anyone at the moment, my Goth roommate with the waist-length, black hair included. Why did she have to be home tonight out of all nights? As much as Lorna worked at the bar, she was hardly ever home in the evenings and sometimes she was gone entire days. It was the main reason I had chosen her as my roommate, even though she was twice my age. Lorna brightened at the sight of me. 
 “How did it go?” she said. I’d made the mistake of mentioning this audition as recently as this morning, so I couldn’t blame Lorna for asking about it now. 
 I pressed out a smile and picked up my black cat, Sam, who’d come to greet me, his pleasure engine on full blast. I squeezed his warm, furry body and kissed him on the head, while blinking away tears in my eyes. The last thing I felt like doing was break apart in front of Lorna.
 “Not as good as I’d hoped,” I managed to get out. “Pretty much blew it actually.”
 Lorna made a sad face. “Oh no… what happened?”
 I shrugged. “I wish I knew. I just got nervous, I guess. Things didn’t come out right.”
 Lorna tsk’ed. “I’m so sorry, hun. Well, at least you look fabulous! Maybe it didn’t go as badly as you thought.”
 “Thanks, but I’m pretty sure it went even worse.” I walked over to my bedroom, sniffling. “I’m gonna go and feel sorry for myself for a while.”
 I closed the door after me as I stepped into my room. Only seconds after I’d turned on music and curled up in my bed with Sam and the big bag of M&Ms I’d bought on my way home, I remembered that I needed to call my mom to see how she was doing. I turned down the music, pulled myself together and called her.
 “Hello,” Mom answered. “Nina?”
 “Yes, Mom. How are you doing? What did he do this time?”
 Mom let out a loud sigh. “He was giving the teacher attitude in class because he didn’t get to go to bathroom. The principal call me.”
 “Why wouldn’t the teacher let him go to the bathroom?”
 “Because he already went ten minutes before. He was just making trouble. But I spoke to him and he promise he would go up to teacher and apologize tomorrow. It’ll be okay. I was just so mad when I got the call. Again. But it’ll be okay now. How are you, daragaya?”
 I didn’t feel like mentioning the failed audition; it would only serve to upset my mother and her life already had enough things to upset her. 
 “I’m great. Just working on some material for my show. Well, I’m glad things got worked out with Alex. He’s a good boy, just a little crazy right now. Puberty makes boys do dumb things.” 
 “Yes, I know. Fourteen is bad age for a boy without father.” She sighed again. 
Any age is bad for a boy without a father, I thought but refrained from saying. No need to remind my mom of such things. 
 “Right,” I said instead. “Well, if you and Alex are okay, then I’m going to go.”
 “Yes, yes. We’re fine. Sorry if I upset you before.”
 “No worries, Mom. I understand.”
 We exchanged a few more words and then disconnected. Thinking about my mom and how sad her life had been made me feel guilty about lying in bed, eating chocolate and feeling sorry for myself. It was only an audition after all, not the end of the world. Surely there would be more.
 Momentarily recharged, I opened my laptop to post a status update on my Facebook page. A message from eCupid popped up. I’d signed up with this dating site when my friend Ricki had gushed about how many hot guys it had. I clicked on the message: 

Hi L.A. Delicious,
 Wanna go for a drink some night?
 Mike 

After taking a quick look at Mike’s profile, I sent a quick reply saying thanks, but no thanks, then deleted his message. Nothing about either his personality or his photos appealed to me. I figured I might as well check out the new meat on the site while on it, though, see if there was anyone I found hot enough to go out with. All I wanted was some fun times. Unlike Ricki, I was not looking for love, only cute boys to hook up with. I didn’t believe in relationships. As far I could tell, all of them ended in disaster—just look at my triple-divorced mom—so why put myself through the misery? I couldn’t think of anyone who was in a good relationship. They might pretend like they were, but as soon as I dug a little deeper, it turned out there were all kinds of problems. Problems that would eventually result in the relationship falling apart. Out of everyone I knew—and I knew a lot
of people—there was only one couple that had passed my rigorous prodding and that I sincerely believed may work out for the long run. Very bad odds. Better to keep things on a superficial level.



Dylan
 I called it a night when it was slightly after nine and I was unable to take any more of the stale air in my office. By nine-thirty I was home and on eCupid, checking out girls I could contact for my last two dates. 
 I hadn’t exaggerated when I told Victor my previous dates had sucked. The first girl, Nicole, had stood me up. I had remained at the bar for a whole fifty minutes. At first, I wondered if we’d misunderstood each other regarding time and place, but when I checked our site communication I saw that this was unlikely the reason. I kept scanning the venue for a five-foot-six brunette, while also obsessively logging into the site on my smartphone to see if Nicole had contacted me to say she was running late or something. She hadn’t. When I got home and went back on the eCupid site, I discovered that her profile was gone. She’d pulled a fast one on me.
Oh, well. I should have figured something was not right with her when she’d declined to give me even her phone number. 
 I’d been more diligent with the next girl, a beautiful law student who loved politics, traveling and good food, making sure I got both her personal email address and cell phone number on which we exchanged texts before committing to a date. She was on time and looked like her profile photos, but her personality, not to mention her voice, had been so awful I’d longed for the date to be over minutes after we laid eyes on each other. Two hours later, after having been forced to listen to the girl’s screechy monologue about herself, I managed to get a word in, saying I had an early morning meeting and had to call it a night.
 The third girl I made sure I spoke to on the phone before asking her out for a drink. Unfortunately, this one, while sweet and attentive, looked nothing like her photos. I doubted I’d even have spotted her had she not been the only girl at the bar and had approached me. 
 There had been a desperate, puppy-like quality to her, which had made it impossible for me to blow her off when she asked if I had time for dinner after our drink. So I’d stayed, silently cursing myself for giving this girl hope I’d call her again. I had promised myself my dog days were over, and what I was doing was dangerously close to dog behavior.
 As I walked to my car three hours later, tipsy from beer, I’d almost convinced myself that maybe I would call her after all. So what that I wasn’t sexually attracted? She had been sweet and funny and intelligent, the kind of girl any normal guy should count himself lucky to have as his girlfriend. Looks fade, but personality lasts forever, right? But when I woke up the next morning, I knew I wouldn’t call her. I needed to feel some kind of chemistry, and with this girl, there had been absolutely none.
 My eyes stopped on the photo of a dark-haired girl with a great smile who used L.A. Delicious as her screen name. If that’s the way she really looks, she sure is delicious, I thought. Very cute with those glittering hazel eyes and that big smile in a heart-shaped face, surrounded by flowing chocolate locks. And, apparently, she was logged in right now. 
 Without even opening her profile, I sent her an instant message.



Nina
 “Hello?” I said into my cell. Someone I didn’t know with a 213-area code was calling me.
 “Good afternoon! May I speak to Nina?” Upbeat male voice.
 “This is she.”
 “Hello Nina, how’s your day going so far?”
 “Can’t complain.” Who the heck is this fake-sounding dude? I thought and took another look at the number on my smartphone screen. Nope, still didn’t recognize it. Must be a telemarketer. I sighed inwardly. Why hadn’t I let it go to voicemail?
 “Great! This is Dylan Whitman.” Before I got a chance to ask how or if I knew him, he added, “from eCupid. I was supposed to call you today to settle the details for our date tonight, remember?”
 “Oh, yeah, right…” It was the attractive lawyer I’d connected with on eCupid last night. He had in fact told me he’d call this afternoon. I quickly searched my mind for a memory of what he looked like. Tall, athletic, honey-blond hair cropped short, nice eyes and smile. Yes, too corporate-looking for my taste, but when he’d contacted me I thought that I might as well respond. I could use the attention after having failed my audition so miserably. No matter what I tried to convince myself, bungling it was a big deal. We got into a conversation and he’d asked if I felt like going for a drink the following night. Sure, I’d replied, having no other plans. 
 “Great! What are you in the mood for tonight?” Dylan said in that annoyingly upbeat voice of his. “A lounge or a bar?”
 “Uh, why don’t we just meet at a bar?” I said. Why was he talking like he was some kind of salesman and I a prospective customer? Or was that how lawyers sounded these days? If that was the case, no wonder I’d stayed away from them. I wasn’t a fan of cheerful, corporate guys. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d had his profile photos photo-shopped to make him look better and was really kind of average. God, how I regretted having agreed to go out with him! Sadly, I wasn’t able to come up with a good enough excuse to back out this late in the game.
 “Great,” Dylan said. “Why don’t we meet in the bar at Schiller’s in West Hollywood? Do you know where that is? La Cienega and Wilshire.”
 “Yes, I know it.”
 “Great! Is nine p.m. good?”
 “Sure.” If he says “great” one more time, I’ll puke, I thought.
 “Great. I will see you in a few hours then. Take care until then, Nina!”
 My stomach turned, but I managed to keep down all the pasta with chicken I had devoured after my lunch shift at the restaurant. “Um, you too. See you in a few.”
 I stared at my phone after disconnecting. God, if I was going to get through the night with this dork, I’d better have a drink or two before heading to Schiller’s… But it was almost five-thirty and I needed to do laundry before heading out later; if I waited another day, I’d have absolutely nothing decent to wear when leaving the house. Besides, I should stop jumping to conclusions about people this way, a bad habit of mine. Maybe this Dylan-guy had just been nervous and was more appealing in person. A lot of people weren’t good over the phone. 

Yeah, right. I laughed. Fat chance. Good-looking lawyers like him were all the same, unbearably full of themselves, totally unsexy. I’d met enough of them to know and this one had sounded exactly like them. 
 But I tried to stay positive as I gathered my laundry in a huge blue IKEA bag. At the very least, this date might give me some good material for the one-woman show I was putting together that would hopefully take my career to the next level finally—the level where I was making consistent money being an actress. A lot of the show surrounded my dating experiences and I’d already come up with forty minutes’ worth of material that seemed to work. Twenty more and I’d have enough to start performing my show at different venues. Well, try to perform it… Convincing club owners that I was good enough was easier said than done, even if I promised to promote the hell out of the show. I nodded to myself. Yes, as bad as this date would be, it was bound to give me a few more bits. 





Dylan
 I was driving toward Schiller’s. My expectations for my date with Nina weren’t high, partly because this girl, though cute as hell, wasn’t really my type, and partly because of how my previous three dates had gone. 
 Having suffered from a bad conscience for days after my third eCupid date, I had decided that I would just go through the motions with the last two, get through them and be done with it. I’d learned my lesson, and I had been right all along. If the girls you found on dating sites weren’t nuts or unreliable, they lied, putting the guy in an uncomfortable position. I didn’t want to hurt anyone the way I felt sure I’d hurt that last girl. And what really annoyed me was that it hadn’t been my fault. Had I known what she’d actually looked like, I would never have gone out with her in the first place. She’d used false advertising to get me to come meet her, tricked me. Liars didn’t deserve much empathy. 
 I glanced at the digital clock embedded in my car stereo to make sure I’d be arriving at Schiller’s on time. A quarter to nine. Being only a few minutes away, I had plenty of time. Exhaling, I moved my gaze back to the road before me. Yes, online dating definitely wasn’t for me, exactly like I’d tried to tell Victor the first time he brought up the subject and again, earlier today, when we’d caught up on the phone. It would be great when this stupid bet was over and I could cash in my steak dinner in Vegas. 
 To minimize any additional pain and suffering, I had taken several precautions before settling on a time and place to meet this fourth girl. Not only had I spoken to her over the phone to hear her voice, but I had done a search online to see if I could dig up additional photos of her, like on Facebook and such, that she might not want the guys on eCupid to see. 
 It had turned out that finding more photos had been incredibly easy since she had plenty posted on her Facebook page, which was open to the public. While she was actually hotter in her most recent photos than in the ones on her eCupid profile—especially in her cover photo, the one that had made me discover her profile in the first place—I didn’t think I’d be into her. I had never liked girls who were as… flamboyant as this girl seemed to be, judging from her Facebook photos and the fact that she was an actress. With an upcoming one-woman show, according to one of her posts. One-woman show… Surely it was as terrible as most other one-person shows I’d been forced to go to over the years, desperate attempts to get discovered. Usually, the better-looking the girl, the worse her performance was. Not that it mattered if she sucked or not. After tonight I would never see her again anyway.





Nina
 I couldn’t spot Dylan anywhere when I reached the bar at Schiller’s. It was three minutes after nine. I found an empty barstool and sat. Figures he wouldn’t be here. Guys like him always sailed in fifteen, twenty minutes late, blaming their poor punctuality on their demanding workload when, in reality, they were just inconsiderate jerks. 
 “Nina?” a soft but undeniably manly voice said behind me. 
 I swiveled around. A tall, very attractive guy somewhere in his mid to late twenties with a thick head of honey-blond hair combed sideways the way professionals always did stood in front of me. As our eyes met, I felt, much to my surprise, an instant pull toward him. I couldn’t stop a big smile from spreading over my lips. Wow. He was definitely hot, as good-looking as his profile photos. Maybe this date wouldn’t be so bad after all.

I got to my feet and extended my hand. “Yes, that’s me. You must be Dylan.”
 He smiled back, flashing a row of nice, white teeth, and took my hand. “Yes, I am. I was in the men’s room. I hope I’m not late?” He glanced at his wristwatch. I couldn’t help but notice that his wrist under his shirt cuff was a little hairy. I felt my stomach lurch pleasantly against my will. I didn’t usually like hairy guys. It was just that the hair on his arm was so… so very sexy. 
 “Not at all,” I replied. “I just sat down. I didn’t even have time to get a drink yet.”
 That smile on his face was still there. “What would you like?”
 “A dirty martini. Can you please make sure the bartender makes it very dirty…?” I gave him an innocent look, pretending like I had no idea how suggestive my request had sounded. I hadn’t intended for it to come out that way, it just happened. The smile on Dylan’s face froze and his turquoise eyes widened a touch. He cleared his voice before saying, “Sure. Any particular vodka?”
 “Kettle One, please.”
 Dylan nodded and turned to get the bartender’s attention. As Dylan was giving the bartender our drink orders, I stifled a giggle. Oh, this was going to be fun. I unnerved him so easily! Imagine what I could do if I wanted to…
 He turned back to me and handed me the drink. Judging from the way he was looking at me, he had recovered from my words. He held up his beer glass in a toast. 
 Without saying a word, I brought my martini glass against his beer and then had a sip, holding his gaze all the while. The liquid burned the insides of my mouth in a delicious way, tasting salty and spicy at the same time, just the way I liked it. 
 Maintaining our eye contact, Dylan had a large swig of his beer. He swallowed and a small smile spread over his broad mouth. “Dirty enough for you?”
 Not bad. Better comeback than I had expected. I gave him a mischievous smile. “Uh-huh. Not that it can ever be too dirty.” 
 He took a gulp of beer.
 I let a beat pass before continuing. “So, you’re a lawyer? What firm do you work for?”
 “Greenberg and Glusker. You know of them?”
 “I don’t think so. What kind of law do they handle?”
 “The boring kind. Corporate law.”
 I nodded. “Oh. That explains it. Being an actress, I’ve really only kept up with entertainment law firms.”
 “Right. You’re an actress. How’s that going?”
 “Great. I was in a national commercial a few months ago and I did a few parts in some independent movies this year. I was also in a sketch comedy group until recently. You know, improv.” 
 “You do improv? That’s brave. I can’t imagine how tough it must be to stand in front of an audience trying to be funny on the spot. It must be terrifying.”
 “I sure do improve, and stand-up comedy, too. It is absolutely terrifying to stand up there, but also absolutely incredible. There’s nothing better than when you really hit the mark and the audience doesn’t want you to leave the stage. It’s even better than having multiple orgasms. Way better.”
 Dylan coughed, just barely managing to swallow his beer. 
 I acted like I had no idea what had set him off and, with a concerned look on my face, I put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay?” 
 Dylan cleared his voice again, his face a shade redder. “I’m fine, thank you. I just swallowed a little too fast.”





Dylan 
 I had a sip of the ice water the bartender had brought us to regain my bearings, pissed at myself for letting this girl get to me so easily. I knew just her type. Girls who hated all guys because some dude had done a number on them and subsequently had devoted their love lives to ensure every guy they dated would be reminded of what asses they really were, as if all guys were one and the same. I conveniently pushed away the fact that, pre-Emma, I myself used to be one of the guys who treated girls poorly. Well, I could play this game, too. I turned to face her. I had to admit that, although annoying as hell, I found her incredibly sexy. She was pretty in an unconventional way with that long dark hair and the sassy face with the hazel eyes that were a touch slanted, as though she was part Asian. They glittered with mischief one minute, sensuality the next. 
 “Do you typically have multiple orgasms?” I said evenly, as if this was something I discussed on a regular basis with girls I had recently met. 
 She raised her chin, looking straight into my eyes, blinking slowly. “That depends on the man. If he knows what he’s doing.”
 “Makes sense.”
 “Do you know what you’re doing?” Her eyes flashed with interest.
 I laughed. Well, if this was the way she insisted our date should go—straight into the sexual realm—who was I to object? I wouldn’t mind ending this date with some sex. It had been several months since I’d gotten laid. By Emma. The day before she sent me a text, telling me it was over. My stomach twisted. I immediately pushed away the uncomfortable memory by focusing on the girl in front of me, who was looking at me expectantly. Yes, I would definitely take this one to bed tonight. She would hopefully be as good a lay as her demeanor implied she was.
 “I think I can hold my own,” I said. “But ultimately, it depends on the girl.” Should I add what I was thinking—if I found her hot enough in bed—or would that be too much too soon, even for this chick? Before I had made up my mind, Nina said, “Why’s that?”
 “Well, the more she turns me on, the more inspired I become. Meaning, I’ll try harder to please her.” 
 “I’m sure with me you’d feel plenty inspired…” She gave me a long, lusty gaze and licked her pouty, nude-painted lips slowly.
 I stared at her. Was this girl for real? I didn’t think I had ever met any girl who was this forward. She was obviously looking for us to have sex sometime soon, like in the next hour in the restaurant’s bathroom, the way she was acting. Or was she kidding? I couldn’t be sure. After all, she was an actress and I didn’t know her at all. I had another large swig of beer while pondering this.
 She threw her head back, letting out a loud laugh. I watched her, thoroughly confused. When she was done laughing, she wiped her eyes with the back of both her hands. 
 “Oh, my God,” she said. “You should have seen yourself! Your eyes were, like, this big.”
 She spread her eyes wide by placing her thumbs under them and her index fingers on her eyebrows. “I was just screwing with you! You actually thought I was serious, didn’t you?”
 I didn’t know what to say. This girl was beyond annoying. I wanted to ask the bartender for the check, pay and leave, but for some reason I couldn’t make myself do this. I suspected part of it had to do with the fact that such an act would make this girl crack up even louder, laugh her ass off at my expense. I also suspected that she was right—she would make me feel plenty inspired in bed. And I was pretty sure she would like what I did to her there as much as I’d like doing it…
 I had a feeling I would get the chance to test out my theory fairly soon.



Nina
 I wondered if Dylan had any clue how unnerved he’d looked when I said those last words, topping it off by looking at him like I wanted to do him right then and there, licking my lips like a seasoned hooker. He had actually thought I was serious! He obviously had no sense of humor, just like I had thought. 
 “Well, I have to admit that I wasn’t sure there at first,” he said, clearing his voice. “You’re definitely a good actress.”
 “Well, let’s hope I am since it’s what I do for a living.” I contemplated him for a moment. I couldn’t help but feel a little bad for him then. It wasn’t his fault he was so uptight and boring. I better be a little nicer or he might break. “So, where did you go to college?”
 “Princeton undergrad and Harvard law.”
 I hadn’t expected any less. “Impressive.”
 “Thank you. I’m very fortunate. What about you? Where did you go to college?”
 “Santa Monica College.” I watched him carefully, sure I’d see him flinch at hearing I’d gone to a community college, just like every other guy of his kind did. To his credit, he kept a straight face.
 “What was your major?” he asked.
 “Communication. But I never finished.”
 “You dropped out?”
 “Yeah. After two and a half years. I didn’t see the point in having a college education when I knew I wanted to become an actress. Entertainment is a young field, so I figured I’d give it my all while I’m still young. I definitely made the right decision. For a twenty-three-year-old, I’m doing great.” I blinked, annoyed with myself for having sounded so defensive. So I could be doing better than I was—a lot better—and maybe dropping my classes hadn’t been my smartest move, but that didn’t make me a loser. I was definitely not a loser.
 “So you’re making enough money acting to support yourself then?”
 I could tell from the tone of his voice he didn’t think this was the case. And he was right. Damn. But for some inexplicable reason, I couldn’t make myself lie to set him straight. Well, I shouldn’t be ashamed of the truth anyway, I thought. Clearing my voice, I raised my chin. “Not quite. The national commercial I did was a buyout unfortunately, which means I just got a one-time fee for doing it. And parts in independent movies don’t pay that well. So I also wait tables to cover some bills.”
 “Makes sense. Where do you wait tables?”
 “McCormick and Schmick’s. The one at the end of Rodeo Drive.”
 “Oh, yeah. I’ve gone there for lunch a few times. I don’t remember seeing you there.”
 “Must have been on my days off. I only work two lunches a week, and two dinners.”
 “Got it.” 
 A tense silence followed that Dylan filled by asking me if I wanted another drink. I knew if I had another martini, I’d get drunk, but I didn’t care. I could use getting buzzed to forget how I’d completely screwed up yesterday, reading for a part that seemed to have been tailor made for me. Forget that maybe I’d always be a waitress if I didn’t get a better agent soon, got a role that made a difference in my career. I’d sip my martini while doing some more boring small talk with Dylan, slowly turning the conversation back to more exciting topics, flirt with him until it became clear to him what I had in mind—to get him in bed. And this time it would be for real. I didn’t doubt he’d be a willing participant the way he was staring at me. 
By the end of my second martini, I was buzzed just like I had thought, and in the mood to really put the moves on Dylan. Alcohol always made me more confident. The second beer had managed to loosen him up a bit, too, making him more easy-going. He was definitely even more good-looking now as seen through my alcohol-soaked brain. Looking at him was like looking at a model out of a Ralph Lauren ad, his face was that perfect. 
 “You should have become a model instead of a lawyer,” I said, putting my hand on his knee and leaning into him.
Dylan laughed. “I’d rather leave that kind of a job to the wussy, brain-dead boys.” 
 “I definitely think being a model would suit you.” I put my free hand on his stomach and traced it from his ribcage down to right below his navel, exploring his muscles there. His mouth dropped open and he pulled in a faint breath. I smiled. “Aha! Just like I’d hoped—you do have that six-pack. Feels exactly like I imagined from your profile photo…” I eyed his wide shoulders and the strong arms and defined chest, body parts that were all obvious through his white dress shirt. My gaze moved down to his crotch covered by his dark slacks. It bulged in a way that told me that Dylan was likely not going to reject me if I leaned in to kiss him right now. But I was not about to do that. I wanted to build the tension between us a little more, go for a bigger payoff. I looked into his beautiful blue eyes again, which had darkened considerably. His wide mouth remained open and I could tell he was breathing faster.
 “You know, with a body like yours,” I said slowly, “you should’ve gone into underwear modeling. I bet you look great in a pair of Calvin’s.”
 It seemed Dylan had no idea what to say to that because he was just staring at me.
 “What kind of underwear are you wearing right now?” I gave him a coquettish smile.
 He laughed, but managed to get out in a surprisingly straight voice, “Believe it or not, Calvin’s…” He gave me a lop-sided little grin.
 I cracked up. “No! I don’t believe you.” I liked that he made me laugh. 
 “Well, it’s the truth.”
 “Prove it to me.”
 He raised one eyebrow. “Right here?”
 “Do you have a better suggestion?”
 “Yeah. Why don’t I prove it to you at my place?” He motioned toward all the people who were seated in the adjacent restaurant. “No audience.”
 “Good idea. Wanna leave right now?”
 “Sure. Let me just take care of the bill.”
 He motioned for the bartender to bring us the bill and handed him a credit card when the bartender came with it. After he signed the bill, leaving a generous tip, Dylan turned to me. “Ready?” 





Dylan 
 I was glad I hadn’t had more than two beers. Any more and I doubted I would be able to perform in bed the way I not only suspected that Nina expected, but also the way I wanted to perform. Unlike my friends who liked to dabble with Viagra to maintain a hard-on all night long, I preferred doing it the natural way. Besides, as horny as I felt right now, I was sure the hot girl beside me would be enough of a turn-on for me to get it up more than once anyway. I had checked her out as she excused herself and went to the ladies’ room, and her body was the kind I fantasized about when I was alone in bed or in the shower and didn’t have access to porn—curvy with full breasts and a great ass, more like a playboy model than a runway model, which was how Emma looked. Nina wore a black dress that more than enhanced her curves and flat stomach, and those red high-heeled shoes made her legs look amazing. But it was the tattoo at the back of her right shoulder, a bird with its wings spread, that really got me. I usually found tattoos tacky, and especially on girls. Tramp stamps. But this tattoo, well, I wanted to see it real close up… 
My pants strained at the crotch. I couldn’t remember the last time a girl had turned me on this much, not even Emma. Of course, doing it with Emma had been more than sex. It had been making love. I wasn’t planning on making love to the girl for whom I opened my car door. I would simply fuck her brains out. Which was clearly what she wanted anyway.
 “Thank you,” she said and slid into the passenger seat of my BMW. A couple of minutes later, we were sailing over Sunset Boulevard toward my apartment in the Hollywood Hills. Neither of us said a word during the ride, I, at least, fearing that talking would spoil the magic moment between us, irrevocably destroy the delicious tension that kept me so hard. Not that there was much else to be said. All we would ever do was have great sex tonight, and then we would never see each other again.
 Nina seemed to be in tacit agreement with me because all she did throughout the ride to my place was stare out the window, her hands with the red-painted short nails in her lap. Her pouty mouth was slightly opened and wet, and from this angle I had a great view of her breasts that were kept in place by a red lace bra. Oh, God, I love red underwear on women. Emma had refused to wear anything but virginal white or boring nude-colored underwear, claiming anything else was for sluts. I was grateful Nina felt otherwise. I had to make myself stop glancing at her from the corner of my eye or I would come in my pants right there. Which would be terribly embarrassing.
 I pulled into my apartment building’s parking lot and found a spot. We walked into my tall building and rode the elevator to the eleventh floor where my apartment was. I opened the front door and held it so Nina could enter.
 She walked in, looking around the modern space with the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the flat city that seemed to be never-ending from this angle. She stopped in front of one of the windows, looking out.
 “Great view.”
 I couldn’t agree more, standing several feet behind Nina. I took in her dark silhouette against the myriad of bright lights that made up the gigantic city and lit up the night sky above, erasing most stars. She was all soft curves and long, flowing hair. I wanted to pick her up and take her right there on the black L-shaped leather couch, but I restrained myself. Given that we hadn’t even kissed yet, such a move might scare her, despite her being such a forward girl. The last thing I wanted was for her leave me right now. So, I slowed myself down. 
 “Would you like something to drink?” I said and walked over to the bar area of the living room. 
 She turned toward me. “Sure. Seltzer and cranberry if you have that.”
 “No alcohol?”
 She walked over to me. Even the way she walked, with the confidence of a woman years older, had the ability to turn me on. My heart thumped faster against my ribcage. She stopped in front of me, only inches away, her body warmth mingling with mine. I swallowed. She glanced up at me and I noticed the mole below her left eye for the first time. 
 “I think I’ve had enough alcohol for tonight,” she said in a sultry voice. I was about to say something when she wrapped her arms around my neck. Pulling down my head, she landed a feather-light kiss on my lips, her mouth slightly open. I thought I would explode in my pants. Her mouth lingered a few millimeters away from mine, her sweet breath against my lips. Oh, God, I don’t think I’ll be able to control myself for much longer.


 “Mmm,” she whispered. “I’ve wanted to do that for the last hour.” She inhaled me. “You smell good.”
 That was it; I was no longer able to resist her. I cupped her head and brought her mouth toward mine and kissed her hard. She didn’t seem to mind because she responded by parting her lips and flicking her tongue around mine, sidling up against me. God, she tastes good. I loved the way her full breasts pressed against my chest. I lowered my hands to her ass and was pleased she wore a thong. I gathered her dress in my hands, longing to feel her skin again my palms. Soon her silky legs and ass were in my grip, as firm and lush as I had imagined. I squeezed every part of her backside, feeling myself grow bigger against her flat stomach. It was all I could do to stop myself from coming, the most delicious torture. 



Nina 
“Take me to your bedroom,” I whispered in Dylan’s ear, nibbling its lobe. This guy may be an uptight dork, but he sure knew how to kiss and turn a girl on. Maybe I had underestimated him. So far, it seemed like it. The way he had pulled me suddenly against him and kissed me with such determination was incredibly exciting, just like I loved how he had pulled up my dress and squeezed my butt. The hardness against my stomach told me he felt what I was feeling. 
 He picked me up and I circled his body with my legs, our mouths still attached in a hot, deep kiss. He began walking, opened a door and then placed me on a bed. He pulled down the top of my dress, displaying my breasts, which he had soon released from their red lace confinement. He filled his hands with them and began to squeeze. Then he leaned forward and kissed me like he wanted to eat me up. Pulling back, he bent down to suck my nipples, which had already hardened. Waves of electricity rushed up the insides of my thighs, colliding in my erotic center.
 “You’re so fucking sexy,” he mumbled, his voice hoarse.
 Soon, my dress was off my body and all I wore was my red lace thong. It struck me that it wasn’t fair that he was fully dressed, while I was almost naked. I pushed him off me and stood up. He looked up, confused. 
 “What’s wrong?” 
 “Nothing,” I said and smiled a little. “Stand up.” 
 He stumbled to his feet. I began unbuttoning his shirt as I kissed him slowly but deeply. Oh God, yes. He did have some hair on his chest, just like I had hoped… I ran my fingers over the hair that stopped below his pecs, continued tracing my hand down below his belly button where a string of hair began to grow again, disappearing into his pants. They were bulging in the most tantalizing way. Pulling in my breath, I undid his belt with skilled fingers, eager to reach the insides of his pants.
 He seemed shocked yet mesmerized by my confident moves. Well, there’s more to come, I thought and pulled down his dress pants, admiring the sexy string of hair that appeared again. I stared at his huge size in the white Calvin briefs. I couldn’t stop myself from running a hand over him, pleased to feel how incredibly hard and big he was.
 “So you were telling the truth,” I said and slowly began pulling his Calvin’s down. He gasped but didn’t resist my moves. I had soon taken his beautiful manhood in my mouth, not touching it with my hands once it was naked and made him even harder and bigger with the help of my mouth and tongue. He stroked my head all the while, moaning with pleasure. I stopped for a few seconds to admire my work. He really did have a beautiful cock, I had to admit, maybe the nicest I had ever seen. Suddenly, I felt his hands under my armpits and he pulled me up so we were face-to-face again. Our eyes met and I felt that pull toward him that I had felt when laying eyes on him the very first time live, but even stronger this time, and I felt myself get wet. God, what is it with this guy that turns me on so much?


 His one hand grabbed my breast while the other traced my stomach, stopping briefly at my pierced navel, and then down over my panties. He caressed me on the outside at the same time as he pinched my nipple playfully until I couldn’t stop myself from letting out a few loud moans. Yeah, he definitely knew what he was doing… 
 “You like that?” he said, still looking into my eyes, smiling ever so lightly.
 “Uh-huh,” I gasped. He moved my panties aside and pushed first one, then two long fingers inside my wetness, moving them with small but firm thrusts. He bent down and began sucking my breast again, filling his mouth with as much of it as he could. I moaned, the combination about to make me come any second. But right before I could, he stopped what he was doing and pushed me down so I ended up with my back on the bed and ripped off my panties with one forceful move, tearing the sheer material apart. He sank down and buried his head between my legs, spread me wide apart and began licking me. It didn’t take long until I was at the verge of coming. But, again, right before I could, he stopped and got up. His cock was so hard it pointed toward the ceiling. 
 Spreading my legs even wider, he pushed inside me and began thrusting, looking me deep in the eyes. It didn’t take him many seconds to make me come hard, harder than I had in a long time. Waves of pleasure rode my body from my toes all the way up to the crown of my head and I moaned loudly. When the last ripple had passed, I watched him as he brought himself to release by pumping me hard. From his kneeling position, I had a great view of his upper body. His eyes narrowed and his eyebrows furrowed as he was about to come, his lips parted. Suddenly, my throat tightened and I couldn’t breathe. Panic spread in my chest and stomach. My skin began to crawl. The more I looked at his face in that moment, the more intense the sensations became. 
What the hell is wrong with me?

He pulled out of me. As he came over my stomach and breasts, I was so uncomfortable I couldn’t wait to get out of there.



Dylan
“Goddamn, that was hot,” I said. I disappeared into the adjacent bathroom to get some toilet paper. When I returned to her with my hands full of paper, she had slid up into a sitting position. I began wiping off my cum from her stomach and breasts, finding myself at a loss for words. She was contemplating me with dark eyes as I cleaned her up, not saying a word. 
“There you go,” I said when I was done. 
“Thanks.”
I looked at her for a moment, wondering if I had done something she didn’t approve of. Not putting on a condom was incredibly stupid, of course, but I didn’t think that was it. She could have stopped me before I’d entered her. Should I have asked before I had come on her breasts and stomach? Not all women liked it. Emma certainly hadn’t. But this girl wasn’t Emma. Which was why I hadn’t given her a kiss after I’d come. Somehow, I didn’t think she was pissed at me for not being tender afterward, though. Being so aggressive, so eager to get going, I couldn’t imagine she was someone who craved cuddling after sex. She really hadn’t looked like she was eager to cuddle when I had gotten to my feet after coming. She had just looked at me with that weird expression on her face. Almost like she was scared.
“Want that seltzer and cranberry now?” I said in a light tone, smiling at her. She barely returned my smile. I wouldn’t mind going for a second round with her and, up until now, I had been absolutely certain that she would happily go along with my wishes. But she was just staring in front of her, avoiding meeting my eyes. Maybe I should at least have given her a kiss afterward, not rushed into the bathroom… Was she pissed? No, she was probably just exhausted. She did come pretty hard after all, I reminded myself, the thought making me feel good. I was certain she hadn’t faked that orgasm. That it had been as real and as strong and as long as it had seemed. I had been with enough women to know the difference.
“Sure,” she said, finally looking at me. “Can you please add a piece of lime in it, too?”
“Of course. Anything else I can get you? Something to eat?”
“Some snacks would be good.”
“Sure. Let me go see what I have.”
I walked out of the bedroom and into my kitchen. I prepared her drink and rummaged around my refrigerator for snacks. Not sure what she would like to eat, I got her a plate of cheese and cold cuts and some crackers, and then some berries and ice cream. 
As I made my way back to the bedroom, I heard what sounded like the front door to my apartment close. 
“Hello?” I called out, walking toward my hallway. No one answered. Fuck, did she leave?

As I walked back into my bedroom and saw the empty bed, I realized that this was indeed the case.



Nina
 I wasn’t sure how I would get home; all I had known was that I’d needed to get out of Dylan’s apartment as soon as possible, away from Dylan. I couldn’t stand being around him another second. Once more, the sensation of being suffocated overtook me and I wanted nothing more than to get out of my own skin. I shuddered. What was wrong with me? What the hell had made me freak out like that? 
I couldn’t complain about the way Dylan had taken me—it had been great, so great I couldn’t remember the last time I had enjoyed sex this much. I had especially liked the way he had looked me in the eyes the entire time, as something in them had urged me to come harder, longer, stronger than ever. But then, as he himself came, that had all changed, and I needed to get away from him, yet I had been too paralyzed to do something about it, say something. 
 As soon as Dylan had left the bedroom for the snacks, I had thrown on my clothes and snuck out of his place as quietly as I could. Leaving his building, I inhaled the flower-filled, mild air, feeling instantly better, that rope of oppression that had wrapped itself so snugly around my neck, choking me, almost gone. I dug for my cell in my purse and got it out. With any luck, there would be some juice left in it. It turned out it was thirty percent charged still. My neighbor Nixon, a Puerto Rican trainer with so many tattoos he looked like he was wearing a very thin bodysuit of ink, had texted me five times:

Am ready in 10 and can be by Schiller’s in 20. Work for you?
 I’m leaving now. Be there in ten.
 Helloo!! Aren’t you getting my texts?
 I’m here. 
 Well, it looks like you’re having a grand time with that dude. Text me if you need me to come get you. But I’ll go to bed by eleven. 
 Shit. I had totally forgotten about Nixon and I hadn’t heard my phone.
He’d dropped me off at Schiller’s on his way to see a client and was supposed to have picked me up on his way back, as I’d had no plans of staying long with Dylan. Not driving my own car allowed me to drink more alcohol than I’d otherwise been able to do. I must’ve been so engrossed with Dylan and our flirting that I hadn’t noticed Nixon coming by. 
I checked the time. It was almost one o’clock and the full moon was high in the inky sky. Well, it was definitely too late to call Nixon and ask him for a ride home now. Since I didn’t feel like hitchhiking, my only other option was to try getting a cab—not an easy feat under the best of circumstances in a city as car-dominant as L.A. Or I could call Ricki and beg her to come pick me up, but that had to be my last resort. Ricki would be in no mood to get up and drive all the way from West L.A. to the Hollywood Hills, but, being such a softie and great friend, I knew she wouldn’t be able to say no. 
I called several cab companies, but I had no luck. I even held out a halfhearted thumb to several cars as they drove by. All ignored me. Damn it. I had no choice but to call Ricki. I prayed my friend hadn’t turned off her phone for the night. After several rings, Ricki picked up, sounding groggy. 
“Hello…” 
Letting out the breath I’d been holding, I blurted, “Thank God you didn’t turn your phone off!” 
 A beat passed during which I could almost hear Ricki’s sleep-heavy brain rousing, becoming fully alert. “I’m beginning to think I should have… What time is it?” 
“A quarter to two. Listen, I’m so, so sorry to call and wake you up like this, but I really need your help. I’m stuck out in the Hollywood Hills and can’t get home. I’ve tried calling a cab forever, even hitchhiking, but nothing’s working.” I made my voice small. “Could you please come pick me up?”
 “What are you doing up there?”
 “As soon as I see you, I’ll explain. So you’re coming then?”
 Ricki grumbled something inaudible. “Fine, I’ll be there. But you’ll owe me. Where are you exactly?”
 I explained my location and we hung up.





Dylan
 I was staring at the empty king-sized bed with the rumpled satin sheets. Why did she leave? Had she been that upset? I still couldn’t figure out exactly what I must have done to make her sneak out of my apartment like that. I froze. Maybe she had stolen something… My credit cards and cash. I put down the snacks and drinks and spun around, searching my bedroom for my pants. There they were, crumpled up on the soft, creamy white carpet. I walked over and picked them up, found my wallet in my back pocket. I opened it. The cash and cards were still there. 
 What had I been thinking? I wasn’t that bad at reading people. So she might not have been the type of girl I should be with, but that didn’t make her a lowlife either. I would have known, sensed it, and certainly not brought her home in that case. Maybe she had faked that orgasm after all… Maybe she had not enjoyed being with me at all, but had been too embarrassed to tell me so once we got going. Maybe I was fooling myself into thinking I was so great in bed, knew women so well I could tell whether they were coming or not. Or maybe she was just crazy. I shook my head. Whatever it was, it didn’t really matter.
 I walked over to my living room and gazed out the window. I spotted a figure by the road. That must be her. For a brief moment I considered throwing on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and running out to her, asking her what was wrong, but then I gave up on that idea. If she didn’t want to have anything more to do with me, I should respect that. She must have had her reasons for leaving, even if I couldn’t figure them out. Since I didn’t think it was a good idea to see her again anyway, I should really be glad, grateful I hadn’t needed to pretend I’d call her again when we parted. 
But I wasn’t glad. A feeling of loneliness surged through me. If only it had been Emma walking into my apartment instead of that strange girl leaving. Emma begging me to take her back. I sank down on the edge of my coffee table and buried my face in my hands. God, how I missed her. 
 Unfortunately, it was very unlikely Emma would be walking into my apartment late at night, wanting me back. Her… situation—I couldn’t bear thinking about whatever was between Reiss and Emma as anything but something neutral, sterile, like a situation—was going very well, because she had moved in with Reiss. Months ago, apparently. A friend of a friend had found out and told Jack, my buddy, who’d mistakenly let it slip when we met up recently. I had offered Emma to move in with me after a few months, but she had claimed it was too soon. At the time, I had thought she was such a classy, independent woman, someone a man had to woo, work hard to win over. Now I knew it was only because living with me would make it that much harder to break things off when she’d gotten Hugo in her claws. 
 I still had no idea where the two had actually met. It hadn’t been via me. Then again, Emma had definitely been aware of Hugo’s existence. Not only had I spoken of him several times, but Hugo Reiss was generally a well-known man. A good-looking, successful man. Many women in L.A. seemed to have a thing for him.
 I pushed the thoughts of Emma and Hugo away and went over to my laptop. I might as well start looking for my fifth date on eCupid. It was Saturday tomorrow, so I didn’t have to get up early. Even if this date had ended on a low note, all in all it had been pretty good. At the thought of Nina standing in my living room, gazing out over a glittering Los Angeles, her curvy silhouette and flowing hair making a most exciting picture in my head, I felt myself harden. I remembered how she had tasted, how she had smelled. How she had felt in my hands. How she had felt when I was inside her. She might have been weird, but, goddammit, had she been sexy… So damn sexy. And far better in the sack than Emma. This girl knew how to please a man with her mouth that much had been clear… I shook my head again. It really was a shame we’d never gotten to round two.
 Oh, well. At least she had opened my eyes to the fact that there were other women out there that turned me on post-Emma. Who would have thought I would find the first one on an online dating site? Maybe my uncle was on to something after all. Maybe the fifth date I’d go on would turn out to be someone I’d find hot and datable. 
 Feeling a little bit better, I clicked on the eCupid site and began scrolling through the many profiles of girls looking for love. 





Nina
 True to her words, Ricki arrived within twenty minutes to get me from the quiet coffee shop I had entered. 
 I climbed into her red Honda. That oppressive sensation had dissipated by now, and I was almost feeling back to normal. Almost. 
Ricki was wearing sweats and her mane of strawberry blond hair in a messy pile on top of her head. I gave her a grateful smile. 
“Thank you so much for coming… You’re the best. Drinks and dinner on me next time we go out.”
 “I expect no less, honey,” Ricki said, giving me a stern look. “You do realize I’ll be totally destroyed tomorrow at work, right? I need my eight hours of sleep to function properly.”
 “Yes.” I had barely fastened my seat belt before we were speeding down the road, in the direction of West L.A. where we both lived. 
 “So spill,” Ricki said. “What were you doing up there? Didn’t you have a date tonight?” 
 “I did.”
 “Okay. So what happened? It didn’t work out?”
 “Um, yeah. I think you could say that.”
Ricki threw me a quick glance. “Could you please be more specific? I think you owe me that much for dragging me out of bed like this.”
 I definitely owed Ricki that much. Even if the mere thought of how I’d felt at the end of my date caused my skin to break out in goose bumps. I steeled myself. “At first it went okay. He was kind of an idiot but superhot, so I went home with him. The sex was amazing. Except for the ending.”
 “No happy ending?”
 We both cracked up. Ricki’s joke made me feel slightly better. “Definitely not. It was so bad I ran out of his house. Literally.” 
 “Literally? Are you kidding?”
 “No. I’m being totally serious. Something about the way he looked right as he came totally freaked me out… It made me panic and I couldn’t wait to get out of there. It was super weird.”
 “Sounds like it. How exactly did he look?”
I took a deep breath, trying to quickly picture the moment in my head again. But I couldn’t. “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Maybe I’m just going nuts.”
“Let’s hope not. Don’t know if I can handle you being any nuttier than you already are…” Ricki gave me a wink.
 “Ha, ha, ha. Very funny.”
 “In all seriousness, after he came, you just ran out of his place?”
 “Not right after. A few minutes after. When he went to the kitchen to get us something to eat.”
 “Oh.”
“Yeah, it was so weird.”
 “Right. Huh… Well, at least you got some more material for your one-woman show. The guy you slept with sucked so bad you took off running. Literally.” Ricki cracked up. “Oh, my God, it’d be hilarious. You need to do some kind of a bit about that.”
Ricki’s hearty laughter further soothed my frazzled nerves. Soon, I could barely remember why I’d felt so incredibly anxious in Dylan’s company toward the end, so anxious I couldn’t breathe and had to leave. I shook my head. Why had I felt so weird? Maybe I was coming down with something, like a bad cold. My lungs had suddenly constricted, which was why I had panicked. Yes, that must have been it. I was coming down with something. Tomorrow I’d laugh about this just as much as Ricki was doing right now and be sick. 





Dylan
 My fifth date had been utterly forgettable, neither bad nor good. The girl, a twenty-four-year-old hairdresser and part-time model, had been nice and pretty, but so dull I’d found myself beginning to think about all kinds of other stuff as she had gone on and on about what it was like to work with celebrities, who had the best hair, who had the worst, who was the most generous with tips and who was the cheapest. Who was the nicest, who was the meanest. I couldn’t care less, but didn’t want to be rude, blatantly telling her how insipid she and her conversation were. 
 When an hour had passed, I used my standard excuse “early meeting tomorrow” and paid for our drinks. I waited for the girl’s friend to pick her up and then I walked over to my own car and drove off.
 Sailing down Santa Monica Boulevard, I called my uncle, hoping I’d catch him between patients. He was a very popular plastic surgeon.
 “Hey, man,” Victor said right before the call could go to voicemail. “How’s it going?”
 “Not bad. On my way home to do some work. Just calling to tell you to get ready to go to Vegas with me. Prepare Jen and the kids. I just finished my fifth online date. And I’m still right.”
 “Really?” Victor sounded surprised. “Weren’t you only on date three a couple days ago?”
 “Yeah, but after that date, I decided to get this bet over with. So I sped up things.”
 “So, how was the last two?”
 “As bad as the others. Online dating’s not for me, just like I tried to tell you.”
 “You’re actually trying to make me believe they were all crazy or liars?”
 “Yeah, pretty much all of them were weird. Maybe not crazy, but definitely not quite normal. Okay, maybe that third chick was normal, but since she’d posted those old photos of herself, it puts her straight into the liars’ category. The one I just went out with was a big-time liar, too. She told me she’s been Jennifer Aniston’s hairdresser for years. I happen to know Jennifer’s hairdresser. She’s one of Emma’s best friends.” 
 “Man, I’m sorry. Well, at least you gave it a shot.”
“Don’t be sorry. I’m glad I did it. I needed a kick in the butt to move on from Emma. And I guess one of the dates was good. For a while. She was the best lay I’ve ever had. Too bad she turned out to be psycho.” 
 “Come on.”
 “Seriously, she was. After we were done in the sack, she just bailed.” 
 “Are you serious? You mean she just left?”
 “Yeah, I’d gone to get us a drink and when I got back, she was gone.”
 “Okay, Dylan. What did you do to her?” There was a teasing note in Victor’s voice.
 I huffed. “What do you mean, what did I do to her? I gave her the best damn sex she’s ever had, that’s what I did! I guess she couldn’t handle it.” Barely had I said those words before that same doubt crept into my mind. That it was because I had actually done something to her that had made her sprint out of my place.
 “Dylan.” My uncle sounded serious. Much too serious for my current mood. “Did you check up on her to make sure everything was all right with her the next day?”
 “No, I didn’t, but why—”
 “What the hell’s wrong with you? You had sex with a woman who left you immediately after. How many women do you know who act that way? Something must have happened. You should at least check in with her to make sure she’s okay. That’s the least you should do.”
 “Fine. When I get back home, I’ll call her up to see how she’s doing. If you find my head blown off tomorrow, remember that you have yourself to blame, okay? She’s just psycho.”
 “That won’t happen and you know it. The worst that’ll happen is that she won’t pick up the phone or return your call. But at least you can say that you’re a man and that you did the right thing.”



Nina
Hello Nina,
Sorry for the delay in this email. I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I hope I didn’t do or say anything to upset you the other night. If I did, I apologize. Please let me know if I can make it up to you somehow. I enjoyed our night together very much.
Dylan.
 When I had recuperated from the shock of seeing who had emailed me, I reread the message, making sure I had understood all the words correctly. More than a week had passed since my date with Dylan and I hadn’t thought about him much since. I’d wanted to put the entire incident behind me as soon as possible, and I was grateful that I didn’t hear from him. Who would have thought he’d contact me now, when I had managed to block him out of my mind completely? What did he want anyway? Was he just horny, wanting to repeat our night of incredible sex? I didn’t think so. There was nothing about this email that even remotely suggested that. If anything, it seemed like he was sincerely sorry our night had ended the way it had and that he was, for some reason, suffering from a bout of guilty conscience.
 I clicked Reply to send him an email back, thanking him for reaching out. But before my fingers could push the keys to form the words I wanted to say, a similar feeling to the one that had made me panic at the end of our date overtook me. It wasn’t nearly as strong; still, the fact that it appeared at all was enough to remind me of the incredible discomfort I’d experienced that night. Which hadn’t turned out to be due to me coming down with a bad cold, it suddenly dawned on me. I canceled the message. It was best if the two of us didn’t have any contact, not to mention saw each other again. Ever. He’d forget about me soon enough if I gave him the silent treatment.
 My cell rang. I grabbed it and the caller ID told me it was my mom.
 “Hi Mom.”
 “Hi. Can you pick up Alex from basketball practice tonight? I have to work extra shift at the restaurant. They’re short-staffed.”
 Mom was also a waitress. Of course, unlike her, I didn’t have any intention of remaining one forever.
 “Sure,” I said. “What time’s he done? At eight?”
 “Yes. Please be there a few minute before eight so he doesn’t go with anyone else. You know how he can be.”
 Oh, yes, I did. My wild little brother needed to be kept firmly in check. My mom and I were both determined to make sure he didn’t end up on the wrong side of the law again. It was barely a year ago since he was let go with six months’ community service and a slap on the wrist from the judge for having stolen a couple of laptops. Neither of us could figure out why he was getting involved with hoodlums when we had tried our best to see to it that he only hung with good kids. It was as if Alex was drawn like a moth to a flame to people who were bad news, people like his alcoholic dad, who’d left both him and our mom, never to reappear. My own dad had done the same to our mom. Being only five the last time I saw him, I couldn’t remember what he was like. It didn’t matter. As far as I was concerned, he was dead to me, not so much because of the way he had treated me, but for leaving my mom in a country where she barely spoke the language and knew no one without any money, with a little kid to boot. I was amazed my mom had managed as well as she had, given her circumstances.
 “Sure,” I said. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll be there.”
 We exchanged a few more words before we hung up. I thought about calling my brother to see what he was up to, but soon discarded that idea. It was only two-thirty, which meant he was in school. Well, he should be in school… When I saw him tonight, I’d grill him to see that he was sticking to his schedule the way he was supposed to. I didn’t think our mom could handle any more trouble with him. If she was to survive raising him—and Alex himself—he needed to be kept in a very tight leash.





Dylan
 I refreshed my email account for what had to be the tenth time that evening. Five days had passed since I’d sent Nina the email—I hadn’t been able to work up the courage to call her. She had yet to respond to my email. By now, I didn’t think that she would. If she had received it, that was. Maybe it had ended up in her spam and she didn’t check that. 
 I leaned back into the leather swivel chair where I sat at my desk. Well, now I had at least tried to contact her. Been a man, like Victor had urged me to be. Done the right thing. If this girl didn’t want to have anything else to do with me, that was her problem. 
Except, it wasn’t. 
More and more, it was becoming my problem, too. Ever since I decided I was going to take my uncle’s cue and reach out to Nina, I’d found myself thinking about her. A lot. She popped into my mind during meetings. When I was going over long, boring contracts and other documents. While I was talking to co-workers at the water cooler. Every day it was getting worse and it distracted the hell out of me. Today it had been so bad I realized I was thinking about her while talking to a client. Instead of considering the words from the woman who needed my services, trying to come up with the right legal advice, I had been in the midst of reliving how Nina had felt in my arms. How she had tasted on my tongue. How she had smelled to my nose, sounded to my ears. She especially plagued me when I was driving to and from work with nothing to occupy my mind except the radio. My dreams at night consisted mostly of her. 
As much as I tried to deny it to myself, every part of me longed to connect with her again. I couldn’t figure out why this was so, only that I felt it strongly. Something about her had stuck with me, resurfaced after I made the decision to contact her, and I needed to explore what it was about. It must be more to her than being sexy as hell, great in the sack, the way she was on my mind.
 I rubbed my chin. What the hell should I do? How would I convince her to see me again, give me another chance? I supposed I had no choice but to call her after all.
I sighed. It would be so much better if I could talk to her in person. I knew from experience that I was the most convincing face-to-face, not over the phone. Another advantage with this approach was that she couldn’t hang up on me. Yes, I needed to do this in person. 
 I briefly considered going to the restaurant where she worked, but soon discarded that idea. It seemed inefficient, not to mention stalker-ish. Since I didn’t know which days she worked, I’d have to either call the restaurant to find out if she was there—which she’d probably find out about—or hang in the bar until she was working. It was better if our meeting seemed more “accidental.” Like if I ran into her somewhere out, at a bar or something. 
 But how would I make that happen?
I thought back to our conversation at Schiller’s. She’d mentioned she practiced parts of her one-woman show at open mikes throughout the city. Open mikes were typically at coffee houses or bars. What if I showed up in conjunction with one of those? It could work—as long as it wasn’t too obvious why I was there.
 But how would I found out where she did her open mikes? I remembered that she had a public Facebook page then. That might give me some clues. I pulled up the website on my laptop. Score. Nina had posted that she was performing at the Bliss Art House Café the coming Thursday, only three days later. I could always say one of my friends was performing that night, too. Yes, a pretty weird coincidence, but not so weird it was unbelievable, especially considering how big and famous a venue Bliss was. Musicians, comedians, poets, actors, writers, all kinds of performers went there to hone their craft. The more I considered the idea of going there, the better I thought it was.
 I picked up my smartphone and called Jack, who was always up for going out.
 “Dude,” Jack said by way of greeting.
 “Hey, man. Do you know what you’re doing this Thursday?”
 “I’m getting laid?”
 “Maybe later. But first you’re coming with me to the open mike at Bliss Art House.” 



Nina 
 I was standing close to the stage at the Bliss Art House Cafe, waiting for the guy who was on to finish his set of stand-up comedy. He was talking about his experiences as a dad of four, completely bringing down the house. The crowds couldn’t get enough of him and his material, laughing so hard I was sure I could sense the floor under me moving. Or maybe that was because my legs had turned into overcooked pasta, barely holding me up. I was feeling so sick and weak I had to grab the back of a chair not to fall to the ground. My stomach roiling, I closed my eyes and took long, slow breaths to calm myself, push away the dizziness that threatened to overtake me. You can do it, Nina. You can do it. It’ll be fine. They’ll love you.

 The applause thundered through the dark space and the daddy comic walked by me with a big grin on his face and gave me a pat on the back on the way.
 “All yours, honey.”
 While listening to the MC telling the audience to give it up one more time for Pete Adams—which they happily did—I thought I would faint my stage fright had gotten so bad. There was nothing worse having to go on stage this late in the evening, and especially not when the performer before you had killed. The crowd had likely peaked and was tired. I had long since learned that an audience could only handle so much entertainment. The best time to go on was toward the middle of the evening’s performances, and my spot was the second to the last. In addition to the poor timing, I doubted this audience would be into my material, no matter what I was trying to convince my brain. The material I was trying out was not like Pete Adams’s. It was a lot edgier, bound not to do well with more uptight crowds. I had no choice but to go on now, though. Hopefully, if I opened by spinning off of Pete’s act, used my stand-up skills, I’d win them over. Listening to the MC introducing me, I took one last breath and forced my legs to take me forward, out onto the brightly lit stage.
 “….let’s give it up for Nina Tyler, folks!”
 I shook hands with the rangy black MC, took the mic from his hand and turned toward the audience, a wide smile pasted on my face. Meeting the eyes of the audience members closest to the stage, I fired off:
 “God, am I happy my pregnancy test this morning came out negative!”
The crowd exploded with laughter. I exhaled and waited till they were done laughing before I added, “After listening to that poor guy, I’m seriously considering having my tubes tied.” More laughter. “Birth control is not cheap and, I swear, it makes me fat. I guess I could always stop having sex, but that’s not an option. Because I’m actually Russian. And we Russians need sex as much as we need our vodka. Preferably every day.”
 The audience kept laughing. Confidently, I went on, “Yeah, I know my surname—Tyler—doesn’t sound so Russian. That’s because it’s only my stage name. And it’s a lot easier to say than my real surname: Kapylyushnya Dresyianina.” I took a beat, waiting for the laughter to subside. “When I tell people I was born in Russia, I often hear, ‘is it true that bears walk on the streets there every day?’ to which I usually respond—of course not, silly! Only when the bears are drunk. Otherwise, they stay in the woods.’”
 The audience applauded as well as laughed hard. 
 “Though, it is true that it’s really cold in Russia. And really, really dark. Especially if you wear a fur hat that’s a few sizes too large.”
 I waited for the audience to settle down. Then I continued.
 “Yes, we Russians like our vodka and sex. So giving up on sex is not an option for a Russian-American girl like myself. I have to say I’ve never quite understood why some American-American women feel the need to fake orgasms. Personally, if a guy can’t make me come, I’ll just kick him out of bed.” The audience broke into an earth-shattering laughter that I took advantage of by making an angry face and screaming to no one special: “Go take some lessons!”
 I looked down at the chuckling audience and winked at them, feeling great that my tough-girl stage persona and new material was going over so well with this crowd after all. “Then again, I should be lucky I’m dealing with American men, not Russian. If I did such a thing to a Russian man, I’d end up in a Gulag somewhere in Siberia! Wishing that I still had my too-large fur hat…”
 More laughter and applause.
 “God bless America and American men. But if a single gal like me wants to be asked out on a date, she better be quiet about the fact that she’s Russian. Trust me, I know. The second that fact leaves my mouth, guys grab hold of their wallets and pretend like they have to be somewhere. I swear, it’s as if we Russian chicks will telepathically suck money out of their wallets…. Ah, stereotypes, stereotypes…. I gotta admit that I love the one when people tell me, ‘it’s so hard to believe you’re Russian, Nina. Russians are so abrasive. You’re so sweet and nice!’ Upon which I usually respond: ‘What the fuck do you mean I’m so sweet and nice, you fucking asshole!!!??’”
The audience could barely stop laughing. As I was about to open my mouth to add on to my last joke, I looked straight into a pair of beautiful, familiar turquoise eyes.



Dylan
 It was only when she spotted me that I was able to stop laughing finally. This girl was great. Then again, after having gotten to know her a little, it shouldn’t surprise me. She was definitely something else. 
 I wished I had remained unnoticed, however. Detecting me in the audience seemed to throw her off, because she began to lose her edge. When her time was over, the audience had turned lukewarm and she left the stage on a mediocre note. Fuck. Jack and I should have taken a seat much farther away from the stage. What the hell had I been thinking? Answer: I hadn’t.
 “What the fuck happened?” Jack said. “It’s like she became a whole other person. She was pretty damn good there at first.”
 “Yeah, she was,” I said through gritted teeth. If I’d worried she’d be unhappy to see me before, I was sure she’d barely talk to me now. Well, I would at least try since I was already there. I finished my vodka soda and stood up. 
 “Where are you going?” Jack glanced up at me. “There’s one more act.”
 “I know. I just really need to go to the john. I’ll be back.”
 I turned my back to my buddy and walked toward the bar between the stage and the exit, close to all the tables where the audience sat. I’d seen the other performers walk by there after finishing their sets, some still hanging in that area. I hoped Nina would be there, too. 
I sat on one of the barstools, as far away from the girl with the red lips, the heavy eye makeup and skin so pale she looked like a vampire as I could manage. Her face had lit up a little too much at the sight of me approaching. 
I had finished my drink by the time Nina finally appeared, wearing a different, much sexier outfit than the black, non-descript top and skirt she’d worn on stage. She stopped mid-step when she discovered me. I stared at her where she stood dressed in that jean mini-skirt, cowboy boots and a sheer blouse. God, she’s hot. I swallowed, feeling myself harden despite that she looked anything but happy to see me again. 
 The vampire-like girl got to her feet, looking straight at Nina. “Hey, girlfriend. You were like killing and then everything just changed. What happened?”
 “Yeah, I know,” Nina said. “It absolutely effing sucked! I got a cramp all of a sudden. That time of the month.”
 “Really?” The other girl looked like she didn’t believe Nina. But Nina didn’t pay her any attention any longer. She had turned her attention back to me instead, her eyes dark with an emotion I couldn’t figure out. 
 “Hi Dylan,” she said, her voice tight. “Fancy seeing you here… Didn’t know you attended open mikes.”
 I got to my feet. “Hi Nina. I have a friend who’s singing here tonight, so I came to support him. He was on earlier. And then my buddy and I decided to stay for the rest of the show.”
 “Oh,” Nina said, her eye brows lifting, suggesting she doubted my truthfulness. I couldn’t say that I blamed her. My lie had been pretty lame. But not so lame it couldn’t actually be the truth. So I’d stick to it.
 “Anyway, I’m glad I stayed since I got to see you,” I added. “You were great.”
 “Yeah. Until I wasn’t.” Nina huffed and her dark eyes flashed. 
 The other girl was looking back and forth between us. “You two know each other?”
 “Barely,” Nina said coolly. 
 Vampire-girl extended a hand in my direction. “Hi! I’m Ricki, Nina’s best friend.” 
 Smiling, I shook her hand. I was glad she was there, softening the tension with her chattiness. “I’m Dylan.”
 “My best friend. Until now,” Nina said, but it didn’t sound like she meant it. Maybe she isn’t as pissed at me as I feared. Before I lost the sudden burst of confidence that filled me, I said, “Did you get my email? I’m sorry it took such a long time before I contacted you.”
 “Yes, I got it,” Nina said.
 “Um, should I leave you two alone?” Ricki said. “I’m getting the feeling I’m in the middle of something I shouldn’t be.”
 “No,” Nina said at the same time as I said, “That might be good.”
 Looking like she didn’t know what to do at first, Ricki finally said to Nina, “I’ll be right outside if you need me.” She raised her phone in a salutation, nodded to me and left. 
 And then it was only the two of us.
 “Why are you here?” Nina said. She narrowed the distance between us to only a few steps. “I don’t buy that you came here to see a friend.”
 I sighed. No point in lying any longer. “Okay, I didn’t. I came because I wanted to talk to you. I found you on Facebook and saw that you were gonna perform here tonight. Why didn’t you respond to my email?”
 “I didn’t think it was a good idea.”
 “Why not? Why did you leave my apartment like that? What did I do?”
 “Nothing.” She glanced down at the floor.
 “Nothing? Then why did you leave? I thought we were having a great time. Well, I was.”
 She met my eyes. “We were having a great time. And then I wasn’t.”
 “Can we talk about it?”
 Nina looked away. “What’s the point of that? I somehow doubt you and I have much to say to each other. We’re only good together in bed. Actually, not even that.”
 “Well, we’re talking right now, aren’t we? I think we should at least have another date. A real date. You know, with dinner.” I took a step closer to her, sensing that she didn’t altogether disagree with my suggestion. “Nina, please let me take you out for dinner. I’d really like to get to know you a little better.”
 She met my gaze again. It was all I could do not to kiss her right then, I wanted her that badly. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but I can’t.” And then she turned around and left. 



Nina
 When I caught up with Ricki in the parking lot outside Bliss, my heart was still hammering in my chest. I felt strange, as though I had killed on stage tonight, high on endorphins and feet feather-light, at the same time as cold sweat coated my face and a sensation of not being able to breathe properly had spread within me. 
 Ricki was staring at me with that stern expression so typical of hers, fists on hips.
 “Okay, who the hell is that hot boy? Spill everything from the beginning right now, girlfriend!” But then she must have noticed my weird state of mind because her features softened and worry creased her forehead.
 “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Did something bad happen in there?”
 I shrugged, not knowing how to answer that question. Had something bad happened? I wasn’t sure. I just knew that all kinds of emotions were shooting through me, bad ones, good ones, unsettling ones, exhilarating ones.
 “Nina? Are you okay?” Ricki grabbed my arm.
 I don’t know what happened then, but suddenly tears filled my eyes and I was crying.
 Ricki looked distraught. “Okay, what the hell did he do to you?”
 I wiped at the tears with the heel of my hand. “He didn’t do anything.”
 Ricki put a protective arm around my shoulders and led me to her car. “Come on. Let’s go to Mel’s and talk. We’ll leave your car here and you can pick it up later.”
 We drove over to the famous 24-hour diner and took a seat in an empty booth, none of us saying a word. After we had ordered salads and Diet Cokes, the tears on my cheeks had dried and I was feeling almost like normal again. I had a long sip of my soda, and then I decided I was ready to talk about it.
 “It’s that guy I went out with when you came to pick me up in the Hollywood Hills,” I said. “The one who freaked me out.”
 Ricki’s red-painted mouth dropped open. “Really? What a coincidence!” 
 I scoffed. “It wasn’t a coincidence. He lied about having a friend perform at Bliss. He only came to see me. He found me on Facebook and saw my post about tonight.”
 “He did? Wow. He must be really into you to seek you out like that…”
 “Yeah. And he must also be a stalker.” But even as I said those words, I didn’t feel like they contained much truth. Dylan just didn’t strike me as a stalkery kinda guy. 
 “I don’t think that guy’s a stalker,” Ricki said, putting words to my thoughts. “People use that word way too loosely. I mean, how long ago was it that you had that date with him? Two weeks ago or something?”
 “Yeah.”
 “And how many times in that time has he tried to contact you?”
 “He emailed me once.”
 Ricki nodded. “Right. I remember that he said something about an email… If he was a stalker, you’d have heard and seen from him a lot more. What did the email say?” 
 I shrugged again. “Basically, he just wanted to apologize if he did something to freak me out. And make sure I was okay.”
 “That’s all?”
 “Pretty much. He also said that he enjoyed our night together very much.”
 “Definitely not a stalker. And what did you reply?”
 “I didn’t.”
 Ricki looked shocked. “You didn’t? Why not? The guy was just trying to be nice.”
 I stared into my Diet Coke. Ricki was right; Dylan had just tried to be nice. And I had to admit that part of me had been happy to see him again tonight. The part that hadn’t freaked out when I discovered him in the audience.
 “I’m not sure,” I said. “I guess I just felt it was best if we didn’t have any more contact.”
 “Oh. What did you guys talk about after I left?”
 “Not much. He just wanted to know why I freaked out like that and if he could make it up to me by taking me to dinner. He wants to get to know me better.”
 A smile spread over Ricki’s lips. “Aw, that’s so sweet!” As though she remembered something, the smile deflated. “And that made you so upset you cried?”
 I shook my head, even more confused now at my emotional reaction. “I guess.”
 Ricki screwed up her face. “You know what I think? I think you freaked out that night because you like him like crazy. I mean, it’s obvious you guys are totally into each other.” She nodded to herself. “Yes, that weird reaction probably has to do with your life history. Not to be rude, but having watched your mom being dumped to left and right, it’s not strange you’re dead scared of getting close to a guy. You know, falling in love, like we normal girls want to do. Getting married and having kids and stuff like that.” She paused, as if catching herself. “Well, most of us definitely want that first part at least. What do you think?”
 I thought about Ricki’s words for a long moment and I couldn’t help but admit that she did have a point. I exhaled. “Yeah, you might be right.”





Dylan
 “Another one?” Jack said, an incredulous grin playing on his lips. “I thought you said you had to get up early.”
 “I do,” I replied and waved over the bartender with my hand that contained my Amex. We had stayed at Bliss after the show was over to have drinks at the bar there. “But it doesn’t matter. I feel like partying tonight. It’s been a while.”
 Jack chuckled and ran a hand through his floppy mop of blond surfer hair. “Sounds good to me, man.” Being a talent scout, Jack didn’t have to get up early.
 When the bartender came over, I ordered two double vodka sodas. I needed to squelch the disappointment that had settled in my stomach like a huge slab of wet cement. Only a fair amount of alcohol had the power to make it go away, and I wanted it to go away as quickly as possible. After I felt better, I’d take Jack to a strip club and watch hot, naked chicks dance for me, take my mind away from both Nina and Emma. Remind myself that women were best enjoyed from a distance.
 The bartender came over with the drinks. Grabbing one, I raised it in a cheer. 
 “To us,” I said, forcing a grin onto my face. “May we be buddies forever!”
 Jack brought his glass to mine, clinking it so hard I thought for a second it had broken. Fortunately, it hadn’t. 
 “Hell, yeah, dude,” Jack said and chugged his drink. I swallowed my own in one gigantic gulp. The alcohol warmed my stomach, diluted the misery that had taken root there to the point it was more bearable. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. 
 “Let’s split,” I said.
 “Fine. Where do you wanna go?”
 “Let’s head to Cheetah’s.”
 Jack stared at me, a baffled look on his face. “Cheetah’s? I thought you told me you’d decided strip clubs were demeaning to women.”
 “I changed my mind. Let’s go.”
 I paid the tab and a few minutes later Jack and I were in a cab, on our way to the popular West L.A. strip club. I’d worry about getting my car later.
 The joint was as hopping as always when we entered. An old Rod Stewart song was playing and it smelled faintly of pot and cigarettes. Men but also a few women were scattered around the long catwalk at the end of the dark space. An assortment of girls wearing only tiny G-strings paraded on the catwalk. A girl who looked Hispanic was bending over, flaunting her shapely behind to a bunch of eager frat boys in a corner, while another girl with straight blond hair lay on her back, her long legs spread wide apart. Two older men and a young woman seemed spellbound by the girl’s pose. The strategically placed disco balls overhead reflected the lights coming from several spotlights, adding a layer of glamor to the girls that made them appear even more seductive.
 A tan, voluptuous woman with a shock of black curls appeared. She wore an inviting smile and a sequined purple dress so short it barely covered her crotch. Jack instantly took her hand and kissed her on the cheek, mumbling something in her ear that made her giggle. I shouldn’t be surprised. Cheetah had remained Jack’s favorite hangout after all, so he must know most of the girls fairly well. Just like I used to do more than a year ago. I’d stopped going to strip clubs and the like after falling for Emma and realizing how unhappy I was going out all the time, hooking up with a new girl most nights.
 The tan woman took us to a table close to the front of the long catwalk. Prime seats. I chuckled to myself. Jack must have spent plenty of money in this joint for that to happen. 
 We sat and I gave the busty waitress who immediately showed up our drink orders. Very soon, we were on our second round of drinks and a petite redhead with the tiniest waist I had ever seen on a girl came up and asked if I wanted a lap dance. 
 I shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”
 Smiling pleased, the girl took my hand and nodded toward a dark corner filled with couches. A couple of strippers were gyrating over people seated there already. Without a word, I stood and followed the redhead toward the corner. When we got there, she gently pushed me down on an empty couch, turned her back to me and began moving her hips above my knees in a seductive manner. As if hypnotized, I stared at her rocking hips, at the tiny waist and the very round, very white buttocks as they moved to the music. Even though I had to admit the girl had a great ass, watching her dance failed to excite me. After about thirty seconds she turned around, facing me. Our eyes met. It was sometime when she placed her hands on my chest, smiling tentatively, that I realized that she was probably not even out of her teens yet. Suddenly, I felt like a dirty old man, taking advantage of girls who were much too young for me. I grabbed my wallet and fished out a hundred-dollar bill. I shoved it into the girl’s hand and then moved her aside, telling her I had to leave.
 Five minutes later, I was sitting alone in another cab, on my way home.



Nina
 I didn’t sleep much that night. All I could think about was Dylan, the way he’d looked when I left Bliss, having told him I couldn’t have dinner with him. Only as I returned home and slipped into bed after my meal with Ricki did the expression on his face fully sink in. 
 I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen anyone look so genuinely disappointed. 
 Yeah, the guy definitely didn’t have a stalker vibe…I flipped over so I was lying on my side. Putting my hands under my chin, I stared into the darkness that filled my bedroom. Was Ricki right about me freaking out only because I feared intimacy? The more I thought about all that she had said tonight, the more sense her comments made. I mean, what else besides a fear of getting close to a man could that panic attack have been about? It was true that I was very attracted to Dylan. Seeing him again had reminded me of that. Even as his unexpected appearance had unsettled me, it had also excited me to the point that my legs had moved me closer to him. It had been as if they had a life of their own. My body is trying to tell me something… I giggled to myself in the darkness. I also had to agree with Ricki that his words in the email—-she’d made me show her the email on my smartphone—-could only be described as sweet, the kind a man tells a woman when he cares about her. Like she’d kept saying, the only reason a guy would send such an email to a girl was because he’d realized there was something special between them, worth exploring further. Yes, he had to have realized that. Why else would he come all the way down to Bliss to talk to me, ask me out to dinner?
 Why else would he have seemed so incredibly disappointed? 
 Guys who only wanted sex didn’t behave that way. I had been around long enough to know how those guys behaved. Slept with a couple of them, too. Thinking about the last one, a chef I’d met while filling up my car, creeped me out now, even though I hadn’t been looking for anything but a fun time and he was all about that. I remembered how sexy I thought he had looked with his beard stubble, sideways grin and curly brown hair. How flattered I’d felt when he practically undressed me with his eyes as we started talking. How much I’d enjoyed the suggestive note in everything he said, even in things as clinical as “does that kind of car require regular unleaded or plus?” referring to my old Toyota. It had been his pick-up line and I had played along instantly, ending up having a fling with him that lasted a couple weeks. Now, in hindsight, he seemed a lot more slimy than sexy if I was going to be honest with myself.
 I rolled over on my back. Dylan might have freaked me out, but he was definitely not a slimy guy. Square and uptight, yes, but not a creepy slimeball. I should see him again, talk to him, find out if it was in fact fear of getting too close to him that had triggered my strong reaction. Sometime while pondering this I must have fallen asleep, because that was the last thing I remembered when I woke up the following morning, Sam sniffing my face with his wet nose. 
 Stretching out my body and yawning big, I thought about seeing Dylan again. When I had finished thinking about it, examined the idea in my head as well as in my heart, I felt even more sure it was the right decision. How else would I find out what had freaked me out like that? And I really did want to get to the bottom of it. But I would wait a few days before I contacted him. Hopefully, he would try to get in touch with me another time. If he didn’t, I had no choice but to email him myself.



Dylan
 The sun had already set when I pulled into my parking lot outside my apartment building. It had been a long day and I was beat, dying to stretch out on the couch in my living room and watch a movie that didn’t require too much intellectual involvement. I didn’t want to think, just watch something easy to understand to give my brain a rest. I’d spent the previous twelve hours trying to dissect a legal contract. Not only did I not succeed with my task, but the contract had eventually made my head pound. 
 My phone buzzed in my pocket, announcing either an incoming text or email.
 I sighed. It must be Reiss’s assistant who wanted me to do something. The mere thought of reading another contract tonight increased the throbbing in my head. I’d check the message when I got up to my place.
 Collapsing on my leather couch, I fished out the phone from my suit pocket and checked who’d contacted me. I almost dropped the phone when I saw who the email was from. My heart hammered in my chest. 

Nina. Whom I’d done my best not to think about since seeking her out at Bliss four days ago. It had been a futile effort, but I’d hoped that, if I gave it some more time, I’d eventually forget her. I wasn’t going to try to see her again. What could she possibly want?
 I opened the email.

Hi Dylan,
Thanks for coming to see me last Thursday. I’ll admit that I was a little shocked, but now that I’ve gotten some time to think about it, I’ve realized that I’m happy you came. I would love to have dinner with you and get to know you a little better, too. So let me know if you still want to.
 Nina
 I read the email a few more times to make sure it wasn’t just my brain playing a trick on me, conjuring up words that weren’t there. Then, when I was sure it was for real, I no longer felt tired but exhilarated and the pounding in my head was gone. A big grin had spread over my lips.
 I clicked reply and typed in a message:

Hi Nina! I’d love to take you out for dinner. How about tomorrow night?



I didn’t have to wait long until a reply appeared in my phone. 
 Sure, tomorrow is good. When and where?



I fired off a reply:

If you’d like, I could come and pick you up at eight and then we’ll go together somewhere? Or we can meet at the restaurant?


 My phone buzzed with her response.

Let’s meet at the restaurant.
Just let me know where and I’ll be there.



I sent an email telling Nina I’d let her know the location tomorrow and that I was looking forward to seeing her again. Then I turned on the TV, feeling better than I had in a long time.







Nina
 I spent some hours the next day feeling absolutely sure I’d made a huge mistake in contacting Dylan, others so excited I couldn’t help but grin like a fool. That last part proved to be of great use since it coincided with my lunch shift at the restaurant. My customers responded fabulously to my happy demeanor by giving me mostly better-than-average tips. 
 When I was done at McCormick and Schmick’s, I jumped into my car and drove in the direction of Ricki’s job, a non-profit organization that helped the homeless called Invisible People. She was lending me a dress for tonight, a hot red number that fit me like a glove. Since her job was located on the way to my mom’s house in Downtown L.A. and I had to go down to see her this afternoon, it was easier for me to go there instead of to Ricki’s house tonight to pick it up. 
 My car stereo was playing a Beyonce song I loved, so I cranked up the volume, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel along with the beat. At the moment, I was riding another wave of elation, so I smiled at the aging, pale woman in the black convertible next to me at the stop light. She was looking like she was having a bad day. Maybe I could cheer her up a little.
 She didn’t smile back, only glared at me like she thought I must be nuts. She must be a New York transplant.
Most New Yorkers I’d met were on the grumpy side. Well, her demeanor didn’t faze me. It was only as I turned back to face the road in front of me that my smile left my lips. Pain was suddenly shooting through my head.
 I rubbed my temple with my free hand. Damn. It had been a while since I’d experienced any kind of headaches. I really hoped it wouldn’t get any worse or I might have to cancel my date with Dylan. That would be such a shame now that I’d decided that seeing him again was not only a good idea, but the sooner it happened, the better. I pulled out the pills the doctor had given me that I kept in my purse for when these random spells of headaches attacked me. It had been several months since the last one occurred, but I still never went anywhere without my pills. Experience had taught me that, in order to have a chance to quell the aches, I needed to catch them in their infancy as opposed to later, when they had matured, completely debilitating me. I hoped that very soon, they would go away forever, like the doctor had promised they would. But even if they didn’t, I knew I should be grateful the sporadic migraines were the only complication of the concussion I had experienced in high school. The rest of my brain seemed to function as well, if not better, than before.
 I popped the pill and swallowed it with the help of some water from the bottle I had brought with me. It didn’t take long before it was working and I was once again flying high on endorphins.



Dylan
 I didn’t think I had ever been as nervous as when I was driving into the parking lot behind JiRaffe, the romantic French-American restaurant I had picked for my dinner with Nina. As I parked my car, my heart thumped in my chest and my gut flopped with crazed butterflies. Nina had continued to dominate my thoughts, and even though I didn’t get as much done at work as I’d liked, this time around I didn’t mind. In fact, I kind of liked it. I exhaled. It was almost scary how fast I was falling for this girl. Who would have ever thought so? Or that I’d be falling for her at all? But falling for her I was, and hard. I still could hardly believe that she had reached out to me, changed her mind so drastically about my dinner offer. 
 I had arrived a few minutes early so I could have a quick drink to calm my nerves before meeting Nina, get familiar with the restaurant again. I remembered that last time I’d visited JiRaffe, I’d enjoyed the food and service so much that I made a mental note to bring a girl I wanted to impress there. Nina definitely fit that category.
 I walked into the establishment and told the hostess I was early for my dinner reservation and that I would wait in the bar for my date to arrive. Relieved to see that the bar was fairly empty, I sat on one of the chairs and ordered a gin and tonic from the bartender.
 As I sipped on my drink, my phone buzzed in my suit pocket. Fear gripped my heart, making me almost unable to check what the incoming message regarded. I was suddenly sure it was Nina contacting me, telling me that she couldn’t make it after all, that she had changed her mind about the dinner.
 With the utmost effort, I reached into my pocket and got out my phone. It was a text message from my younger sister, Elisa. 

I got the job!


 So glad it wasn’t Nina cancelling but only Elisa reporting she’d gotten the position at a financial firm she had sought and wanted so badly, I let out an audible gasp. The woman seated on the stool next to me gave me a funny look. I ignored her and typed a quick message to my sister.

I knew you’d get it, E! Congrats!



I smiled and put the phone back in my pocket. My sister was one of a kind, a go-getter who worked harder to get what she wanted than I did, and I worked pretty damn hard. At least compared to my buddies. Yeah, so Elisa and I were from an affluent family, but that didn’t really matter. Except for the fact that we’d had our admittedly stellar education paid for us, our parents had made it clear that we should not expect a free ride in life. To underscore this point, they had decided to give away most of the family’s wealth to charities after their death, providing practically no safety net for me and Elisa. I didn’t mind; I wanted to become a success in my own right anyway and I knew my sister did, too. 
 I finished my drink and turned toward the entrance, just in time to see Nina walking into the restaurant. Wearing a red tight dress and her dark tresses piled on top of her head, she was looking even more gorgeous than I remembered. My heart thudding, I stood up. The bar had filled up since I got there and I wanted it to be easy for her to spot me. She walked into the bar area and our eyes met. I smiled wide, squaring my shoulders.
 “Hello, Nina.” 
 She gave me a shy smile in return that suggested she was nervous, too. “Hi, Dylan.”
 I kissed her on the cheek. “You look beautiful. How about a drink before dinner?”
 “That sounds good.”





Nina 
 I told Dylan I wanted a glass of white wine and he turned toward the bar counter to order it. As he talked to the bartender, I let out the breath I had been holding pretty much since I left my apartment and drove over to this restaurant. So far I am still feeling like normal. Well, except for my heart beating faster than normal, but that I attributed to the fact that I was so attracted to Dylan, which made me nervous. 
 I watched him as he paid for the drinks. He was wearing a dark suit jacket over a white shirt and jeans, and I couldn’t help but think that he really should consider modeling. He was so incredibly handsome! My eyes zeroed in on his beautiful hands and the hair that grew on his wrists, disappearing under his sleeves. To my surprise and delight, I shivered with pleasure. Oh, those hands knew exactly what to do with me in bed.

A little smile tugged at the corners of my lips.
Thank God he had sought me out, been so intent on seeing me again. This would all end the way Ricki had assured me when she’d called to wish me good luck tonight, better than I could ever imagine.
 He gave me my glass of wine, holding another in his other hand.
 “Thanks,” I said. We brought our glasses together, looking deep into each other’s eyes. The invisible pull toward him made me step a little closer to him. I inhaled his scent that was clean and unmistakably manly and smiled wider. Yes, definitely a good idea for me to decide to see him again…



He smiled back, raising an eyebrow slightly. “You look like you’re thinking something.”
 “I was.”
 “Care to share?” 
 “Sure. I was just thinking how glad I was that I agreed to go out with you again.”
 His gaze lit up. “Well, I’m glad, too. The only thing I regret is that I didn’t contact you sooner. So, how have you been?” 
 I was about to disappear back into my usual edgy girl-persona, make a joke out of his question, but something about the way he kept looking at me—with such gentleness, such genuine openness—made me change my mind. It made me want to be the same way back. Sweet. Honest. Naked in every sense of that word.
 “I’ve been fine. Thinking about you a lot actually…. What about you? Busy at work?”
 “Yeah, kind of. It’s always busy.” He smirked. “The life of a corporate lawyer. All work and no play. Well, mostly. And you? Any more open mikes?”
 “Only once since Bliss unfortunately. I try to do at least one open mike a week. The more you’re on stage, the better you become. You know, practice makes perfect.”
“Right. I really liked your material the other night, especially the stuff about Russians. I didn’t realize you were Russian. Do you speak Russian?”
 I shook my head. “Not really. I did when I was a kid, but as I got older, I wanted to be like all the other kids—all American—so I refused talking any more Russian with my mother.”
“How about to your father?”
I blinked. “My father left us right after we got to America, when I was five. Haven’t seen him since.”
“Oh. That’s too bad.” Dylan cleared his voice. “Well, it would have been cool to be able to talk Russian. Russia is a fascinating country. I’d love to go there sometime.”
 “I can’t say I do.” I smiled. “America’s so much better.” A moment of silence followed during which we got lost into each other’s eyes. I could hardly believe how comfortable he made me feel, how much I actually liked him, the way his voice sounded, gentle yet so manly. Was this the same guy I went out with the last time? It almost didn’t feel like it.
 “Are your parents pure Americans?” I said.
 He laughed. “You mean are they native Indians? Aren’t those the only pure Americans these days?”
 “I guess that’s true.”
 “My grandparents on both my mother’s and my father’s side came from England. There might be some Dutch in there as well, but mostly we’re all Brits.”
 “Is your father a lawyer like you?”
 “Yes. Well, he was.”
 “He changed profession? Being a lawyer bored him to death? I can imagine doing that kind of work would be a real killer!” I grinned at him, pleased with my little joke.
 Dylan smiled a little. “That might actually have been why. Cancer is often due to stress.”
 My mouth flew up to cover my mouth as I realized what I had done. How could I not have at least suspected what he’d meant? In hindsight, it had been pretty obvious. “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry. That was really tasteless of me.”
 “No worries. He died a long time ago. I’ve dealt with it already. Talking about it or even joking about it doesn’t bother me any longer.”
 A hostess came to tell us our table was ready. We followed the black girl to a table in a corner on which a single candle was lit. I was grateful that Dylan was walking behind me and not able to see my face, which flamed with embarrassment. 
 By the time we were sitting down most of the blood had left my cheeks.



Dylan
 I snuck peeks at Nina while we were both studying the menu. The soft candle light made her skin glow and her hazel eyes glitter invitingly. I liked the way she had put her long hair in a loose bundle on her head and imagined the silky tresses tumbling down over her shoulders later, when we were done with dinner. If she was willing to go home with me again, that was. Maybe she wouldn’t feel like it. She seemed a lot softer tonight, not as mischievous. Certainly not as belligerent, which I liked. I was determined to end this date on a whole other note than our first one. So, if she didn’t give me signs that she felt like repeating what we had done that night, I wouldn’t press the issue, just thank her for letting me take her out and then leave. The way my groin currently pulsed with lust, this would not be easy, but I’d find a way to do it. 
 She suddenly met my gaze. The flash of hunger I spotted in her eyes, the same kind I was experiencing, told me I had nothing to worry about. Not all things had changed between us… I relaxed, allowing the feeling of wanting to have sex—hot, animal-like sex—to spread in my stomach.
 I wondered when the best time would be to bring up what had made her dash out of my apartment. Probably not until the end of dinner. Or maybe I should wait until she brought it up herself. Maybe it had to do with something that embarrassed her and she wanted to forget it had ever happened. Yes, she needed to bring it up in order for us to talk about it. 
She never brought it up. By the time dinner was over, I’d forgotten about it. As we walked to get our cars, she surprised me by taking my hand. I smiled at her and we walked in silence to where her car was parked. She fished for her keys, but before she could find them, she looked up at me.
 “Will you come home with me? My roommate’s gone.” 
 I cupped her head and bent down to kiss her first softly, then deeper, with more hunger, caressing her tongue with mine. I felt her melt into me. When I pulled away several seconds later, she was gasping, looking pleased. I looked deep into her dark eyes, pleased myself with her strong reaction to my kiss. 
 “Do you think that’s a yes or a no?” I said.
 Discreetly, she reached toward my crotch and felt me on the outside of my pants. Her unexpected move made me harder than I had already become from kissing her.
 She gave a little smile, then bit her lower lip. “Definitely a yes. A big yes…”
 “That’s right. And you better get in that car right now or I might not be able to control myself around you any longer.” At the sight of the playful streak that had lit up her eyes, I added, pretty sure she’d like it, “I’d hate to have to violate you out here in the public eye. Well, part of me kind of likes that idea…”
 She giggled, found her car keys, and slipped into the driver’s seat. After getting her address, I walked as fast as I could to my own car. Shortly thereafter, we were driving toward her place in West L.A., both going far above the allowed speed limit. 
 We had barely reached her apartment before we were all over each other, kissing and tearing off each other’s clothes. Somehow, we managed to work our way into Nina’s bedroom where we collapsed on her bed. 
 I began tracing her neck down to her chest with kisses, mumbling, “God, I’ve missed you, Nina. You don’t know how much I’ve been thinking of you. I never thought I’d see you again.” I squeezed her large breasts together, contemplating her where she lay before me on her back. “You’re so fucking sexy.” I bent down to suck her nipples, make them harder, bigger. I ran a hand down her stomach, toward her erotic center and found it already wet, receptive to my probing fingers that I’d slipped under her panties. She gasped as two of my fingers entered her. She grabbed my upper arms and looked deep into my eyes.
 “I need you to fuck me now, Dylan. Right now.”
 I reached for my pants and found a condom that I rolled on. Then I pulled her legs wide apart and entered her slowly, very slowly, watching her as she was squirming with pleasure under me. 
 “Oh, yes, Dylan,” she murmured. “That feels so good. So fucking good…”
 It was only with the sheerest amount of willpower that I managed not to come as I finally entered her fully. I began to thrust into her hot, wet tightness, going faster and faster, harder and harder until she arched her back and screamed my name out loud. Soon after, I came myself, my only regret the fact that I didn’t connect with Nina by looking into her eyes as all the tension left my body; she still kept hers closed. Only when it was over did she look at me, rewarding me with a gorgeous, lazy smile.
 “Wow, that was great… I think I passed out there for a few seconds. Literally.”
 “I know.” I bent down to kiss her. “I’m glad you’re back.”





Nina
 Rays of sunlight finding their way behind the purple shade in my small bedroom woke me. My entire body ached in the most delicious way. I stretched and yawned, then rolled over and found Dylan lying on his side, already awake, watching me. 
 “Well, hello there, handsome,” I mumbled, pleased to find that he had stayed and lay so close to me in all his naked glory. There were worse sights to wake up to.
 He smiled and removed a tress of hair that was finding its way into my eyes.
 “You’re so cute,” he said. “I’ve been lying watching you here for the last ten minutes. Did you know that you talk in your sleep?”
 My mouth dropped open. “No! What did I say? Anything I should be embarrassed about?”
 “You told me you love me.”
 I laughed. “Yeah, right I did. What did I really say?”
 “I really couldn’t tell. You were talking gibberish. Or maybe it was Russian.”
 “Hmm.” I smiled at him, feeling playful. “Maybe I was saying I loved the way you fucked me yesterday…”
 He put a finger on my lips. “You mean the way I made love to you yesterday.”
 “Same shit.”
 He pulled me into his strong arms and whispered into my ear, “No, it’s not. It’s way different. I’ll only make love to you from now on.”
 I twisted around so that I ended up facing him. “From now on? What makes you think there will be a repeat of this night?”
 He smiled, but more with his beautiful turquoise eyes than with his lips. “Because you know you want it as much as I do.”
 “Oh, yeah?” 
 “Absolutely.” Slowly, slowly, he traced my lips with his index finger, holding my gaze all the while. The simple act had me captivated. Then he bent down and parted my lips with his tongue, finding mine. He touched it only lightly, teasingly. Gently, but with determination and utter precision. I felt myself get so hot I couldn’t stop myself from moaning. 
 He pulled away and laughed softly. “You like that, don’t you?”
 “Yes,” I gasped. 
 “Good. Well, I think you’re gonna like this even more…” He slipped down my body, tracing it with kisses until he was between my legs. Spreading them apart, he began licking me expertly until I came hard in a toe-curling release, moaning his name. Allowing myself to catch my breath a few seconds, I grabbed his head and pulled him back up.
 “God, that was good,” I said and kissed his mouth, tasting myself. “Who taught you that?”
 He grinned, a devilish glint in his eyes. “You don’t wanna know.”
 Rolling out of my bed, he got to his feet and walked out into my living room. When he didn’t come back after I heard him go to the bathroom, I called, “What are you doing?”
 “Looking for my clothes. As much as I want to stay with you here all day, unfortunately, I have to leave.”
 I threw a glance at my alarm clock. “But it’s only eight. You have an early morning meeting?”
 “Yes. Pretty much every damn morning.”
 “Wow, that sucks. The lawyers I’ve known can come in pretty much when they feel like coming in, it seems like.”
 “Not at my office. But eventually I’ll become partner and then my workload’ll ease up.”
 “Let’s hope that’s soon,” I said and yawned. “Like tomorrow…”
 “Yeah. Not likely unfortunately.” There was a pause. “Hey, who’s the girl on the photo with you? The one with the curly, brown hair you’re hugging. She looks so familiar to me.”
 And just like that, all the playfulness that had been filling me was gone. It was with the utmost effort that I managed to make my voice sound light like before. “That’s Hannah. My best friend when I went to school.”
 “Oh. You guys still friends?”
 “No. She’s dead.” Saying those words still made my stomach feel like it was full of ice, exactly like the day Hannah died. I realized then that I hadn’t said them in a long time. Suddenly, I couldn’t wait for Dylan to leave, this guy who was treating me so well. I didn’t deserve this kind of treatment from him—or anyone else for that matter.
 “Oh,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”
 I cleared my voice. “It’s okay. She died a long time ago. Like your dad. So you have a busy day then? I have so much to do today! I really should be getting up.”
 I cast the covers aside and sat up.
 Dylan appeared in my doorway, fully dressed now. He gazed at me appreciatively. “You’re so damn beautiful…” Smiling, he came over to my bed where he sat beside me and caressed my cheek with his fingertips. “When can I see you again?”
 I returned his smile, even though the last thing I felt like doing right then was smile. I was not beautiful at all. Hannah had been truly beautiful. But I was in no mood to discuss this; sooner or later, Dylan would realize this for himself anyway. Meanwhile, I might as well enjoy myself. I opened my mouth to suggest Saturday for our next date. No words came out.



Dylan
 “Nina?” I said. “Are you okay?”
 Nina cleared her voice. The smile on her face died. “Um, yeah. I’m just feeling a little funny. Dizzy.”
 She stared into the distance for a moment. Then she wrapped a sheet around herself and stood up. “God, I’m so thirsty. Do you want something to drink before you leave?”
 She started walking toward the living room.
 “Sure, I’ll have some water,” I said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 She threw a glance over her shoulder as she walked out of the bedroom. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just need some liquids in my body.”
 I stood up as well and walked into Nina’s cluttered, colorful living room again, just in time to see Nina disappear into what looked like a little kitchen. Dozens of strings of tiny glass pearls covered its small vaulted entryway. 
 While I waited for her to return, I took a closer look at my surroundings. Nina’s living room was filled with the most random furniture, all of them fitting together in an odd way. The bookshelves and brightly colored side tables must be from IKEA. The large wheel-shaped coffee table, the arm chair and the rug looked more expensive. The green velvet couch in the middle of the room with is curved back and wooden details seemed to be antique, just like the crystal chandelier that hung from the ceiling, but were probably good replicas only. A black cat lounged along the back of the couch now, watching me with sharp golden eyes. I realized the way Nina had decorated the place reminded me of her, hip and edgy yet classic, in your face yet cool and mysterious. A surprisingly attractive oxymoron. 
I walked up to the side tables that held all the photos, some of which contained Nina with different people. My eyes went to the one with the young girl I thought I’d recognized, the girl with the shock of brown curls beside a younger Nina. Both of them were smiling big, their arms around each other. I contemplated the girl. Yes, I had definitely seen her before somewhere. She had the kind of face you remembered, not quite pretty, but certainly not ugly. It was just… distinct. 
 The cat jumped down from the couch back and landed right in front of me. It sidled up to me, rubbing itself against my legs. I bent down to stroke its back, an action that immediately turned on the cat’s pleasure engine.
 Nina came into the living room with two glasses of water in her hands. “Wow, he really likes you!” she said, looking surprised. “Sam’s not too fond of people in general. The only ones he allows touching him are me and Lorna.” She paused. “Lorna’s my roommate. You must have been a cat or something in your previous life.”
 “Yeah, maybe,” I laughed. I wasn’t too fond of cats either, but I kind of liked this cat. It seemed more like a little friendly dog than a cat to me. I scratched its neck and the purring got louder.
 “Here,” Nina said and handed me a glass. 
 “Thanks.” I emptied half of its contents. I had been thirstier than I’d thought. Nina only sipped on her water, smiling at me.
 I looked her deep in the eyes. She seemed like she was feeling better now. I cupped her head with my free hand and kissed her lightly on the mouth.
 “So when can I see you again?” I murmured into her ear.
 “How about Saturday? I’m not working and I have no shows that night.”
 “It’s a deal.”



Nina
 “How did it go?” Ricki said in my ear. I had called her up as soon as Dylan had left. She was in her car, on her way to work. 
 “Well, he just left, so I guess it went well.”
 “You guess? What’s that
supposed to mean?”
 “It did go well. From the moment I saw him at the restaurant yesterday till I woke up this morning with him beside me I was feeling great. But then he saw the photo of me and Hannah in my living room and started asking about her.”
 “What did he want to know?”
 “Who she was and why she seemed so familiar.”
 “And what did you tell him?”
 My stomach twisted and I had to push the words out of my mouth. “That she used to be my best friend in high school and that she’s dead.”
 “Okay. And why did he think she seemed so familiar?”
 “Not sure. But it’s not so strange. Most people saw photos of her in the papers.”
 “Yeah, you’re right. I sure remember seeing them.”
 “Exactly. Fortunately, he didn’t push the issue. I definitely don’t feel like talking about Hannah with him. I—-” My throat closed and my eyes filled with tears then. Soon, they were streaming down my cheeks in hot rivulets. 
 “Nina? Are you crying?”
 I sobbed quietly into the phone, unable to answer. 
 “Nina.” Ricki’s voice was gentle. “You really have to see someone about what happened in school. It’s obvious that you need it. Can’t you see that?”
 I dried my tears with my fingertips and the tightness in my throat loosened. “No, I’ll be fine. I just miss Hannah and I haven’t thought about her in a long time, that’s all.”
 “That’s not all, Nina. I know that’s not all.”
 “I’ll be fine.” Unlike Ricki, whose mother was a psychiatrist, I did not believe in therapy. Therapy was only for weak people and I was not a weak person. Definitely not a weak person. “You were right that it was a good idea for me to see Dylan again. Thanks for pushing me to do it. I’m seeing him again this Saturday. Hey, maybe I’ll end up marrying him!”
 I let out a giggle that didn’t sound genuine even to my own ears.
 “I hope you do, Nina. I really hope it’ll work out great between you two. He seems like a good guy.”
 “Yeah, you’re right about that. He does seem like a good guy.”



Dylan
 The following evening I walked into a restaurant in Beverly Hills and told the hostess with the bluntly cut bob that I was there for dinner. The reservation was under the name “Whitman;” most likely, everyone else in my party had arrived already. 
 “Yes, they have,” the hostess said, giving me a cool smile that went perfectly with her sophisticated black dress. “Let me show you to the table.”
 She led the way into the softly lit restaurant in which couples and families dined, conversing in discreet voices. Classical music was streaming out of hidden speakers, lending another touch of elegance to the dining room.
 I spotted my mother, Elisa, Victor and his wife Jen before the hostess and I had reached the table. All of us had gathered to celebrate my sister getting hired as a financial analyst at Goldman Sachs’s Los Angeles division. 
 My mother turned to face me just as I arrived. Her silvery blond hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. A smile spread over her pink lips and her alert blue eyes shone.
 “Dylan!” she said. “I’m so glad you could make it!”
 I bent down to kiss her on the cheek. “Me too, Mom. Sorry I couldn’t get here any earlier. I was in a client meeting.”
 “Oh, that’s okay, honey,” Mom said. “I know how hard you work. We’re happy you could make it at all.”
 I waved to the others and took a seat on the empty chair next to my sister. I pressed another kiss onto her cheek.
 “Hey, Elle. Congrats again. I’m sure you’ll be the CEO of the entire company before you’re thirty.”
 “Ha, ha, yeah, let’s hope,” Elisa grinned. She was wearing a red power suit that made her look older than her twenty-three years and her shoulder-length blond hair even brighter. “How’s work for you? Crazy busy as always?”
 I rolled my eyes and sighed as though my life was so hard. I didn’t really think so; not lately, at least. “Yeah, you could say that. But it’s okay. It won’t be forever. Soon, I’ll be partner.”
 Elisa punched my arm. “Yeah, you will, bro. But not before I’m Goldman’s new CEO.”
 “Okay, fine. Whatever you say.”
 I smiled at my kid sister and thought about how much I adored her. I glanced at the rest of the people around the table. At my uncle Victor, the prominent plastic surgeon with the balding head, twinkling grey eyes and the ruddy face that was usually smiling. At Victor’s wife Jen, a successful children’s book author, with the Farrah Fawcett hairstyle and the intelligent gaze. At Mom, who, at fifty-three, remained a knockout even though her pageant years were more than two decades behind her and who was a pillar in the community, the most unselfish, classy woman I could think of. At my sister, who never failed at anything she put her mind to. Taking in the people who made up my family made pride surge through me that I was part of such a great group. If only Dad had been here, too, it would have been perfect. He had been a navy pilot in his early years and then switched to law, becoming a successful corporate lawyer and one of the founders of the firm Gordon, Goldberg & Whitman. Like the rest of the family, my father had been a well-respected, accomplished individual. Someone to admire.
 It really was a shame Dad couldn’t see how well Elisa and I were doing, both in our own right, just the way George Whitman would have wanted it. I hadn’t lied when I’d told my sister that soon I’d be partner. I did believe it would happen long before I turned thirty-five, younger than average for most lawyers. The way things were going at the office, me adding more and more important clients to the firm’s roster, I was bound to be offered partnership fairly soon. I was much too important for them to lose. I was sure I’d enjoy being a lawyer a lot more being a partner. And the best part of it was that I’d earned it, proved to myself that I truly deserved it.
 “You’re practically glowing, honey,” Mom said to me, smiling wide. She squeezed my shoulder. “Did something great happen that you want to share with us?”
 I easily returned her smile. Even though I felt Nina was someone I wanted to be serious with, it was too early to share her with my family. I wanted to let things develop a little more before I brought her up, got my mother’s hopes up. I knew she was dying to become a grandmother and she had been so disappointed when it was over between me and Emma. 
 My gaze connected with Victor’s. I had yet to let him know what had happened after I reconnected with Nina. I smiled. Victor would be proud of me when he found out.









Nina
 I made a conscious effort to forget about Hannah after I’d brought her up when talking to Ricki. Letting her occupy my mind any further was a bad idea, only serving to make me depressed. I didn’t have time to be depressed. I needed to focus my energy on getting ahead in my acting career. So I spent my free time the next couple of days preparing a mailing of my headshot and resume to agents and thinking about new venues where I could try out material; I was getting tired of the ones I usually went to. 
 Dylan and I exchanged quite a few texts during this time, which made it easier to push Hannah out of my mind. The first text especially helped cheering me up.
 It came only an hour after Dylan had left my apartment. It contained a selfie of Dylan, grinning like a madman, and the words This is how I’m feeling right now.


 Seeing Dylan’s goofy photo cracked me up. It had been so unexpected.
 I fired off a text. LOL!
Is that you on a caffeine high?



My phone buzzed with a reply. No, that’s me on a Nina high. I don’t need coffee after a night with you… 



I sent back a smiley face with a heart attached.

The next text came several hours later, as I was stapling resumes to the backs of my headshots. 

What are you doing?
 I typed back Trying to become a movie star. You?
 Trying to focus on work, but keep thinking of you… Not good.

A wave of warmth rolled through my stomach and I smiled. Have to admit you’re pretty much dominating my thoughts too… It was the truth. I kept reliving our night together over and over and over in my head, like a broken record playing, except the songs on this record kept getting better.

Dylan’s next text came when I was creeping under my covers that night, about to pass out from a long day and sucky dinner shift at the restaurant:


Driving home from dinner with my family. How was your evening?
 Full of European tourists who don’t know how to tip properly.
 Oh, no! I’m so sorry. Well, I guess there’s a reason they call them Eurotrash…
 LOL! Yes, these ones were definitely EuroTRASH. Dinner good with your family?
 Yeah, always good. My kid sister got a great job, so we celebrated. Hey, want to go hiking Saturday and then maybe dinner in the evening?
 Yes! That’s an awesome idea! My butt could use some hiking.
 Your butt’s perfect…
 If you say so.
 Pure perfection. Sweet dreams, Nina. 
 You too. 





Dylan
 It was Friday afternoon and after having spent hours working on a contract, I sorely needed a break and could think of no better way to spend it but to talk to Nina. I dialed her up on my cell. 
 “Hi,” she said in my ear after a couple of rings, her voice intimate. 
 “Hi there. I thought we should talk for a change. My phone’s keyboard is getting worn out from all our texts.”
 Nina giggled. “Yeah, mine too.”
 “What are you up to?”
 “Eating licorice and trying to come up with some more material for my one-woman show.”
 “Am I in it?”
 “No, sorry, you’re not that funny… And I mean that as a compliment.” 
 I laughed. “Oh, okay. Thanks, I guess. So, are we still on for tomorrow?” We had made plans to go hiking in the Santa Monica Mountains for the day, followed by dinner in Malibu. 
 “Absolutely. I’ll be ready and waiting for you at noon.”
 We spoke for a while longer, exchanging sweet nothings and goofy jokes similar to the ones our phones were filled with, before hanging up. I stared at my screen, yet again thinking how happy I was I’d sought out Nina, which, in turn, had given her the courage to email me finally. My gut feeling had been right; she was definitely the girl for me, not Emma. The feelings I’d experienced for Emma seemed like nothing compared to the huge rushes of emotions that surged through my body each time Nina entered my mind. Deep, strong emotions of warmth and tenderness that made me feel like I was floating on clouds and so happy nothing could annoy me, not even talking to Rutger, my most annoying client who was about to call. I could barely believe I’d thought I’d loved Emma. That hadn’t been true love; it had been her screwing with my mind, making me think I loved her. Then again, how could I have known? Unless you counted the huge crush I had on a girl in high school, I had never before been in love. What I felt for Nina, this fascinating, talented, gorgeous, highly unusual girl, was what being in love was all about. It had to be. 
 I dialed up Victor, hoping I’d get a hold of him finally. I had tried him a couple times since dinner without success, just like the previous week. He’d left me a message, explaining that he was unusually busy with surgery lately. Eager as I was to let him know he’d been right about Nina, I hadn’t wanted to bring it up during Elisa’s dinner, steal her moment. Victor answered this time.
 “Dylan, my boy! And what brings me the pleasure of hearing your voice at five o’clock a Friday afternoon? Aren’t you supposed to be working hard?”
 “Trust me, I am. Too fuckin’ hard…” I was barely able to keep the smile out of my voice, contradicting the grimness of my statement. “I just wanted to call you to thank you.” 
 “Thank me? For what?”
 “For pushing me to contact Nina.”
 “Who’s Nina? Wait, it’s that girl who ran away from your apartment, isn’t it? What did you do to the poor thing now?”
 “Ha, ha. That’s hilarious.”
 “In all seriousness, why? She turned out to be normal?”
 “More than normal. I really, really like her actually. She’s something else.”
 “So you two got together again?” Victor sounded hopeful.
 “Yeah. It took a little while, but then we finally did. I took her to dinner a few days ago and tomorrow we’re going hiking.”
“Really? That’s fantastic, my friend. Absolutely fantastic! Do you know what this means?”
 “No, but I’m sure you’ll tell me.” 
“It means that you’re taking me to Morton’s for a center-cut filet mignon and cheese cake, all washed down with the most expensive red wine they have. I won the bet.”
 I chuckled. “You got it. Just name the day.”



Nina 
 I was changing my outfit for the fourth time. If I didn’t make up my mind soon, Dylan would be here and I’d be half naked. Not that I thought he’d mind that, but I really wanted to go hiking before we had another session of hot sex. At the thought of our last encounter, a smile spread over my face. God, it was good. Even though we’d barely slept that night, I remembered feeling more alert than ever while running around the city the next day, preparing my agent mailing. 

Still, I needed some real exercise or my butt would start to grow the way I had been eating candy and sitting down lately, working on my show. I had already gained one pound if I was to believe my bathroom scale. As great as it was having sex with Dylan, I didn’t think it burnt that many calories. Especially not since he was the one doing most of the lifting and shoving… I briefly considered ways I could make my own efforts in bed more calorie-consuming, but soon discarded this idea. The last thing I wanted to think about then was how to get skinnier, and I doubted me all of a sudden launching into a set of jumping jacks while switching positions would be a turn-on. Funny, yes. Sexy, no.
 One thing was clear, though. I was really into this guy. I shook my head at my image in the full-length mirror in front of me, an image in which I was dressed in a blue tank top and jeans shorts. He’s so not my type even. But it was something about him that drove me crazy with lust, and the more I got to know him, the more I realized how much I also really liked him. So weird. I had decided I’d go with it, though, see where it would take me. See if Ricki was right that he and I were meant for each other, which was why I had freaked out like that. 
 I’d find out if being in a relationship was something for me after all. 
 I picked up another pair of jeans shorts that I had previously discarded and exchanged them with the ones I was currently wearing. I studied myself in the mirror and was finally content with my outfit. I checked the time. Eleven fifty-eight. Perfect. All I needed to do now was attach my ugly but convenient and necessary fanny pack around my hips and rush outside. Dylan should be driving up my street as I was leaving my squat apartment complex, having just texted to tell me he was five minutes away. 
 He was already there when I walked out onto the street, leaning against his midnight blue BMW. Dressed in a royal blue T-shirt and khaki shorts, he looked as handsome as always. I couldn’t help but think it must be more than a coincidence that both of us wore tops that were exactly the same shade of blue. It must mean we belong together, I thought, feeling like a silly thirteen-year-old girl. Damn, if I didn’t watch out, I’d turn into one of those relationship-obsessed girls I loathed. Well, unless their name was Ricki.
Dylan brightened at the sight of me, that fantastic smile splitting his face almost in two. Grinning myself, I walked up to him and snuck into his arms. 
 “Hi, hot stuff,” he whispered and bent down to kiss me. “Miss me much?”
 “Yes, I have to admit that I have.”
 “Good thing I’m here then.”
 “Absolutely.” 
We kissed for several more seconds before Dylan withdrew. “If we keep this up much longer, I’m gonna have to do you right here.”
I gave him a mischievous glance. “Well, as much as I love that idea, I’m pretty sure my landlord would have me evicted for lewd behavior. Besides, I have a feeling we won’t ever get around to hiking if we begin the day with sex. So, let’s go!”
We jumped into Dylan’s car and took off for the Santa Monica Mountains, driving quickly along the roads. As soon as we had parked, we began half running, half walking up the first mountain, holding hands and laughing like little kids. 
 Dylan was the first to spot the snake crawling across the dirt road we were on, only a few yards ahead of us. He pulled me to a stop.
 “Look,” he said and pointed toward the long, black snake. “It must be a rattlesnake.”
 I stopped too, staring at the slimy reptile. I hated snakes. “You’re right. I thought that was a tree branch or something at first. Let’s go over here instead.”
 I pulled him in the direction of another dirt road that led up to a higher mountain next to the one we were currently climbing. He followed me eagerly and, together, we began climbing the ever steeper road until we reached the top of the mountain. Both of us gasping for breath and sweaty now, we shared the big water bottle Dylan had brought. 
 I wiped my mouth and handed the bottle back to Dylan. “Good thing we brought that with us.”
 I turned around and, shading my eyes against the sun that not even my old Ray-Bans could block entirely, I gazed out over the green, billowing landscape that stretched out below the high cliff. I walked closer to the edge of the mountain to get a better look. If I took two more steps, I’d fall dozens of yards before reaching the ground below. A rush of vertigo rolled through my stomach as I imagined slipping into the abyss. I took a step back not to be as close and raised my gaze.
 “Wow,” I said. “I can’t get over how beautiful California is. I never get tired of looking at it.” 
 Dylan joined me, slinging an arm around my shoulders and pulling me close. “I know. It’s like paradise. The most beautiful place on earth.” He turned me toward him. “And you fit perfectly in here with it.” He bent down to kiss me softly. “I feel like the luckiest man on earth. Thank you for giving me a second chance, Nina.”
 “No, thank you for looking me up. I was wrong about you.” I looked deep into his turquoise eyes, losing myself with each passing second. Again he kissed me, and this time the kiss was more demanding, hungrier, almost violent. I felt his hands snaking down my body, stopping at my butt, which he squeezed so hard he almost lifted me from the ground. Sighing, he began kissing my neck, his hands moving to my top that he began pulling upward. I raised my arms to help him remove it. But before it was off, he pulled it back down, as though he’d realized having me shirtless on top of a mountain in the middle of the day might not be so smart after all. We weren’t alone on this mountain, it being part of a public hiking area. Somewhere at the back of my mind, I was glad he’d decided to keep me covered despite wanting nothing more than to be naked with him right now.

I should show him my gratitude.


Kissing him again, my hands found the outside of his shorts. I stroked his hardness, feeling it grow even bigger and harder. I longed to taste him, take him in my mouth. He moaned as I sank to my knees and opened his shorts. I soon found what I was looking for. Cupping his balls, I took him in my mouth, managing to get half of him down my throat despite his size. He stroked my head as I was sucking him, licking his cock to the best of my ability, enjoying the way he tasted, the feel of him in my mouth.
 “Goddamn, you’re good at that, Nina,” he murmured between gasps. His words spurred me on to do better, make it even more pleasurable for him. 
 “I’m gonna come soon if you keep that up…” he moaned. 



Dylan
 I didn’t think I had ever been as horny. The way Nina was working me in her mouth, with her tongue and her hands, was bringing me closer and closer to release. But I didn’t want to come in her mouth, and certainly not yet. Not before having given her an orgasm. We should find a secluded place somewhere close by where we could make love for real, undisturbed by other hikers. 
Using the utmost restraint, I reached down and grabbed her under her armpits, pulling her up so she was facing me. But I had come to this decision too late. Before I could think another thought, I felt myself explode in a warm cloud of ecstasy so intense and sweet my knees weakened. I grimaced with pleasure, barely able to see Nina for a few delicious seconds during which I was lost in this other world.
 The push came just as my vision fully returned. At first, I didn’t realize what had happened, too busy to steady myself, avoid falling down the steep mountain and break my neck on the ground below that had to be at least thirty yards away. I was dangerously close to the edge. It was with the use of all my strength and balance skills that I managed not to fall off the precipice, contracting my abdominals as I leaned in the other direction. 
 Only when I had steadied myself finally and saw Nina run away from me, down the dirt road we had come on, did my brain compute what must have happened. 

Nina just tried to push me off the fucking cliff.



But why would she do such a thing? I looked after her shrinking body. Had it been an accident? Yes, it must have been an accident. I caught her throwing a glance over her shoulder, in my direction. But why is she running like that if it was an accident? If it had been an accident, she would have stayed, trying to correct her flub, wouldn’t she? 
Oh, God… I was suddenly nauseous. 
It had been intentional then. The realization filled me with a terrible sensation that prickled my skin.
I stared after her as she kept getting smaller and smaller, not at all feeling inclined to go after her. It didn’t really matter why she had tried to push me, I decided. What mattered was that she had done it at all. 


 What normal person would try to push anyone down a high cliff to their likely death? I couldn’t think of any reason that would justify such an action. Something must be seriously wrong with this girl. Really, really wrong… I glanced down the precipice and a shudder went through me. If I hadn’t died from the fall, I would surely have ended up in a wheelchair, utterly incapacitated for the rest of my life. Which would almost be worse than dying. Thank God I had managed to catch myself. I supposed I had my almost daily Crossfit sessions to thank for that.
 I turned back to look in the direction Nina had run in. She was no longer within my range of vision.



Nina
 I was running so hard down the mountain, my lungs hurt like I had breathed in a cloud of sand. Only when I was almost all the way down to the parking lot where Dylan’s car was parked next to a few other vehicles did I dare slow down a little, turn around and see if Dylan was after me. Gasping for breath, I gazed up the long dirt trail I had just covered. It was empty and I couldn’t see anything but trees and undergrowth and stone on either side of it. A frightened little animal, a squirrel perhaps, crossed the road and disappeared behind a bush, reminding me of the snake in our path. I searched the ground where I was standing for signs of more snakes. 
 I kept looking a few more seconds to be sure I was in the clear. Then I turned around and continued to move away from where I had left Dylan, but at a slower pace now that I felt safer, having covered such a distance already. 
There was something that was not right about Dylan, something that scared the shit out of me. And it had nothing to do with fear of getting close to a man. I was absolutely certain of that now. It was something much worse and that was why I had pushed him so hard. I’d needed him to get away from me and fast. The feeling had come over me right after he’d pulled me back to my feet. Being close to him was too dangerous. It made me feel suffocated, as though someone was strangling me, similar to the way I’d felt in his apartment but ten times stronger. I’d been convinced he’d do something to me, something bad, really bad. 
Bad as in killing me.
 I began half running, toward the asphalted road we had driven on to get to the hiking area’s parking lot. How would I get out of there? I needed to get home, crawl under my sheets and stay there until the terrible feeling that had me so tightly enclosed disappeared. But I was several miles away from home, and the last thing I wanted was to walk all the way to West L.A. Besides, there was only one way out of the hiking area, which meant that, were Dylan to come down soon, he’d be driving right by me. The very thought of being close to him again made me pick up my pace. I glanced at the parking lot. Despite the fact there were four other vehicles besides Dylan’s there, it was eerily quiet. If only one of the other hikers would show up… I supposed it was a just matter of time before someone else came by, but who knew how long that would take? Or if they’d want to give me a ride home. I didn’t feel like waiting around to see. 
I glanced down my side and discovered the small fanny pack around my hips. Thank God I had attached it despite it being so incredibly ugly. I needed to have my smartphone with me at all times, but my pockets were too small and a tote bag was too big and unwieldy to drag along during a hiking trip that the fanny pack had been my only option. I opened the zipper and found my phone. What time was it? Almost three p.m. That meant Ricki was probably working and couldn’t pick me up. I tried her anyway. As expected, Ricki’s voicemail picked up. Instead of leaving a message, I typed in a text and sent it, telling Ricki to call me when she saw it, that it was urgent.
 I tried Nixon next. 
 “Hi Nina,” he said after a few rings went through. 
 “Hi. What are you doing? Are you busy?” The words came out in a rush.
 “Just reading a book. Why? Is everything okay? You sound totally strung out. You high or something?” I could tell Nixon had meant that last comment as a joke, but I wasn’t in the mood to be joking around. I needed to get the hell out of there and now.
 “No,” I said. “Something bad happened. I really need your help. Can you come get me?”
 “What’s going on? Where are you?” Nixon sounded worried now.
 “Right by the parking lot at the bottom of the Santa Monica Mountains, where all the hiking trails meet. You know where that is?”
 “Yeah, I think so. How did you end up there without your car?”
 “I’ll tell you when you come get me. When can you be here?”
 “If I’m lucky with traffic, it shouldn’t take me more than twenty, twenty-five minutes.”
 I told him I’d wait for him and to call me when he was close. I could hide from Dylan between the other cars or behind the little cottage with the restrooms until Nixon showed up. One way or another I’d find a way to make sure Dylan didn’t spot me.



Dylan
 I wasn’t sure how long I remained by the cliff, staring after a long gone Nina. It must have been several minutes. I felt empty inside, deplete of any emotion. I had searched my mind for what I must have done to upset Nina to such a degree, desperately wanting to find a good-enough reason to clear her from having tried to hurt me like that. But I had come up with nothing and instead found myself forced to admit the simple truth, as sad as it was, that Nina must be crazy. Stark raving mad. There was no other explanation for what she had done. I shouldn’t be too surprised. She was after all from a broken home, a bad family. A lot of people with that background were mentally unstable. She hadn’t even finished college—community college. The way she had rushed out of my place that first time should have totally tipped me off that she was a nutcase. I had been way too forgiving. 
 I started walking slowly down the trek, in no mood to run into her again. I didn’t think I would, though, the way she had been running away from me. It was almost as if she’d thought I would do something to hurt her. But why the hell would she think that? It made no sense. Well, at least her being a psycho explained why she was so good in bed. I laughed without mirth. I couldn’t believe I had thought I actually loved this girl. I shook my head. It was embarrassing. My dick might have been in love, but that was it.
 She was not in the parking lot when I reached it several minutes later. Except for a few other cars and a couple of ladies walking across it, I was the only person or thing there. Still feeling like an empty shell—-so empty it actually hurt—-I jumped into my car and drove off. I had only driven a few minutes when another car, a green Jeep that an ethnic-looking guy occupied, met me, driving a tad too fast for such a narrow road. I barely avoided scratching my car as we passed each other. I cursed the careless driver through gritted teeth as I watched the jeep disappear in the rearview mirror.
 I wasn’t in the mood to drive home, so I continued on the 405 highway, in the direction of San Diego. The thought of sitting in my apartment was not appealing. I was sure it would only make me feel worse. Pushing down the gas pedal, I picked up speed as I cruised down the road, zigzagging between cars while listening to really loud alternative rock. The music booming in my ears managed to block out the discomfort that lived within me, and I entered a zone that made me completely numb. I kept driving and driving, only vaguely noticing how the sun was disappearing and the sky darkening.
 It took a couple hours before my mind returned to reality. By that time, I had reached San Diego and was just passing through the city border. Realizing what I was doing and that my gas tank was dangerously close to being empty, I took the nearest exit and left the highway. Driving aimlessly served no purpose, not any longer at least. The disappointment at having discovered that I had been right after all—there was in fact something wrong with all chicks looking for love online—didn’t feel quite as heavy any longer. I had somehow gotten used to it, accepted the truth for what it was. Nina was crazy, exactly as I had initially suspected, and that was that.
 My stomach growled and it dawned on me that I hadn’t eaten since my late breakfast and now it was seven-thirty at night. I should grab a bite before heading back up to L.A. I filled up my tank, then drove into the parking lot of the first restaurant I found and parked there. Two minutes later, I was sitting at the bar inside the dark eating place, which contained few other patrons, and ordered a burger with fries from the bartender. 
 While I waited for my food to come, I sipped on a Jack and soda. I truly needed this drink to calm my nerves, which were still more frazzled than I had thought when leaving the highway. I decided to call my uncle. It took me a few tries before Victor finally picked up.
 “Dylan! What are you up to?”
 “I’m sitting at some random bar by the highway down in San Diego waiting for my food to come.”
 “San Diego? What the hell are you doing down there?”
 “Not sure. I just felt like driving really fast and far and ended up here.”
 There was a pause. “Is everything all right?” Victor asked.
 “No.”
 “What’s going on?”
 How was I going to explain to Victor that Nina had tried to push me off a cliff thirty yards above ground? For some inexplicable reason, I didn’t want my uncle to think badly of Nina. I laughed then. What was wrong with me? The chick had almost killed me and here I sat, wanting to defend her? 
 “Nina, the chick I met online, tried to kill me.”
 “What? She tried to kill you? Are you sure?”
 I snorted. “No, I just have a knack for telling bad jokes… Of course I’m sure. I was there and saw it happen! The chick’s fucking nuts.” 
 “Exactly what did she do?”
 I told Victor everything from the second we started walking up the mountain, giving extra detail the closer to the top Nina and I got, in the story. 
 “Damn,” Victor said. “And you’re saying the push came totally out of the blue?”
 “Yeah. And then she just took off, so there’s no question about it being intentional.”
 “I was just about to say that maybe it was an accident, but then she would have stayed and tried to save you.” 
 “Yes, she would.” I sighed as I reminded myself of this once again.
 “Man, I don’t know what to say. She does sound a little nuts.”
 “A little? How about off her fucking rockers? Do you think it’s ever okay to try pushing someone off a cliff no matter what the person said or did?”
 “No, I can’t say that I do.”
 “Exactly. I think you’re gonna have to take me to Vegas next weekend and buy me a huge fucking dinner at the most expensive steakhouse in the city! I’ve won this fucking bet!”
 “Dylan.”
 “Yes?”
 “Are you going to be okay to drive home from down there? You sound very upset. Not that I blame you—you have every reason to be. I just want to make sure you don’t do anything crazy, drive off the road or something. Maybe you should spend the night at a hotel and drive back tomorrow.”
 I exhaled. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I’m driving back as soon as I’m done eating. I’ve only had one drink. I’ll be okay. Really. Besides, I wanna sleep in my own bed.”
 “All right. As long as you’re sure. I don’t mind paying for a car service to get you back up tonight if it’s that important to you and have someone come pick up your car. After all, I was the one who encouraged you to contact this broad again.”
 “Thanks for the offer, but, truly, I’ll be fine driving back on my own.”
 We exchanged a few more words and then hung up.



Nina
 I spent the rest of the day in bed, underneath my sheets, just like I had longed to do when hiding between an SUV and an ultramodern beetle in the parking lot at the bottom of the Santa Monica Mountains, waiting for Nixon to appear. 
 Now, almost eight at night, I crawled out from under my sheets and into my living room, plopping down on the couch there. I was glad this was one of those days when Lorna was gone. I was in no mood to explain why I was acting so strange. The terror that had kept me incapacitated for most of the day had faded and I could think more clearly now. The seriousness of what I had done to Dylan had begun to dawn on me.
 I had almost pushed him off the fucking cliff.

I closed my eyes, shivering. Oh God, I could have killed the guy. I knew I hadn’t succeeded because an image of him standing at the cliff’s edge, looking back at me as I sprinted away from him, flashed through my mind. Still, the fact that I had pushed him like that at all was enough. What the hell was wrong with me? How could I have done such a thing, no matter how much he’d freaked me out? Was I going crazy? I must be. Only crazy people tried to push other people off mountains.
 I buried my face in my hands. Yes, something was seriously wrong with me. There was no other explanation to what I had done today. Tears filled my eyes. Oh God, what should I do? The sound of my phone ringing somewhere reached me. I removed my hands from my face and looked around. Where was my phone? 
 I pricked up my ears, trying to determine where exactly the ringing was coming from.
 I suddenly remembered that I’d thrown off my fanny pack in the bathroom when I got home. My phone was in my fanny pack. I walked over to the bathroom and picked up the fanny pack from the cool tile floor there.
 Ricki was calling me.
 “Hello…” My voice was barely audible.
 “There you are finally!” Ricki said. “I’ve been calling you for hours. I was beginning to think something was wrong with your phone. I got a text from Nixon telling me to check in with you. It sounded like something bad had happened. Did it?”
 “Yes.”
 “With Dylan? Weren’t you guys supposed to go hiking?” 
 “Yes. We did go hiking.”
“Okay. And what happened? Did you freak out again or something?”
“Yes. So much I almost pushed him off a freaking cliff.” As soon as I had said those words, I began to cry again.
 “Wait, what? You almost pushed him off a cliff?” Ricki paused. “Are you crying?”
 The tears were streaming down my cheeks, my throat so twisted I couldn’t get a word out. 
 “Nina. Calm down. What do you mean you almost pushed him off a cliff? A high cliff? Is he okay? Please tell me he’s okay.”
 I took a couple deep breaths, managing to calm down enough to be able to get some words out. “Oh, God, I pushed him so hard…”
 “But he’s okay, right?” Ricki’s voice was grim. 
 I took another deep breath. “Yes. Well, at least he didn’t fall off the cliff.”
 “Thank God for that.” I could hear Ricki inhaling. “Nina. Tell me from the beginning what happened. All of it.”
 Ten minutes later, Ricki had a reasonably firm grip on what had occurred.
 “Wow,” she said. “So it was something about his face that freaked you out then? The way you described it, his features suddenly changing, it sounds like he was turning into a werewolf or something.”
 “Yeah, actually that wouldn’t be a bad way to describe it.” Dylan’s face up on the mountain flashed through my mind and that same feeling of suffocation filled me. I forced myself to calm down. “Yes, it was as though he was suddenly turning into a werewolf.”
 “Nina, you know werewolves don’t really exist, right?”
 I sighed. “I’m not so sure about that any longer.”
 “You should see a doctor. It sounds like you were having some kind of a hallucination. Maybe you’re getting sick. Something’s obviously not right with you. I mean, this is the second time this happened.”
 “Yeah…” I was probably going crazy. 
“Definitely see a doctor. What about Dylan? Are you gonna call him and tell him you’re sorry? Or maybe telling him in person would be better.” 
 “In person? No. It’s better I just email. We shouldn’t see each other again.” 
 “Really? Only because of this? But the two of you seem so good together! Now that I think about it, it’s probably just your brain playing tricks with you again, making you see and feel things that aren’t there to sabotage you because things are going so well.” She paused. “Which I guess is a form of a hallucination.”
 “I really don’t think that’s the case. It’s something else… Either way, it doesn’t matter. We’re clearly not meant for each other if I’m having these kinds of strong reactions to him.”
 “I don’t know. I still think it might be your brain resisting the happiness he could bring you. You just need to fight through it. Not let it control you. Maybe you should talk to him about your childhood. So he gets that this might be a matter of fear of intimacy.”
 “He already knows that my dad left when I was five and that my two stepdads were losers, too. It doesn’t matter. I seriously doubt he wants to see me again. I fucking almost killed the guy, Ricki!”
 “Yeah, that’s true.” She sighed. “That does complicate the situation.”
 I suddenly didn’t feel like talking about Dylan any longer. “What’s going on with you?”
 We spoke a little about Ricki. Before disconnecting though, Ricki made me promise to at least think about calling instead of emailing Dylan to apologize.
 I remained seated on my sofa, the phone in my lap. I felt a little better after talking to Ricki. Not great, but my mood had definitely improved. Ricki always had that effect on me. 
My eyes found the photo with me and Hannah on the side table. Despite knowing better, I walked over to the silver-framed photo and picked it up. The photo displayed us when we were fourteen, right before all the horror in high school happened. This was how I wanted to remember Hannah, eyes burning and her lips smiling wide, like life was always going to be as great as it had been the day this photo was taken. Not like she had been less than a year later, cold and pale and serious, lying inside a white coffin. 
As always, looking at that happy face for more than a couple of seconds made tears sting my eyes and that constricting blanket of guilt folded itself around me. I didn’t need this right now, so why had I gone over to look at Hannah?
I really must be a masochist, just like my mom liked to call me for choosing to pursue acting when there were so many better—safer—options in life. 
I examined the feeling of guilt to see if it felt smaller than the last time I had experienced it, the morning after Dylan spent the night at my house. 
It was as big as always.



Dylan 
 Six days had passed since Nina had tried to push me off the cliff. Six long days during which I was still dreaming about her, still finding her interrupting my thoughts. Wishing she was in my arms, her hungry mouth on mine, her naked skin against my body. It made me furious. What was the matter with me? The girl was obviously nuts, yet I couldn’t stop thinking about her? I needed help. Help as in a night out with the boys. It usually cleared away most issues. 
 I texted Jack, asking him what was going on for the evening.

We’re going to a party. They’re opening a new club on Sunset. You coming?



I texted back, saying that I would, glad nothing had changed with my friends. They were as eager to party as always.
 A couple hours later, I was sitting in my car, driving in the direction of the club where I’d meet up with Jack and our other buddy, Ryan, at the bar. I left my car with the valet outside and walked into the loud club, pushing against all the people arriving at the same time. Getting inside took me a good ten minutes. I cursed myself silently for not having chosen to come earlier or later. I was well aware that eight o’clock was prime time for these kinds of openings where hors d’oeuvres were served, and I hated elbowing my way into venues. 
 By the time I reached the bar in question, I was exhausted. Ryan and Jack were already standing there, drinks in hand and talking to some scantily clad, heavily made up girls, most of whom looked surgically enhanced in their faces as well as their bodies. I wasn’t crazy about the look of silicon boobs, having always avoided girls endowed with them, at least if they were grotesquely obvious. Right now, though, I didn’t care if their fake boobs were the size of melons; I needed to talk to girls, any girl that would distract me from thinking any more of Nina. I greeted Jack and Ryan, who introduced me to a couple of the girls. Thankfully, the music wasn’t as loud where we were standing, allowing for all of us to have a conversation. I began with the platinum-blond girl closest to me. After speaking to her for a few minutes, or attempting to speak—it wasn’t easy as the girl was high on something and not really there—I excused myself and went to the bathroom. I sincerely hoped that when I got back, I’d find a better girl to talk to, someone who was in the same world as I at the moment. In most other places this wouldn’t be much to ask for. Unfortunately, at a major club opening in Hollywood, it was. 
 I hadn’t even reached the bathroom when I saw her. For the first time in over six months. Emma was walking arm in arm with another girl who wasn’t nearly as attractive. My tall model ex-girlfriend was dressed in a slinky black dress that showcased her long, slender legs and slim body. She hadn’t noticed me yet, and it was doubtful that she would since I was surrounded by lots of people in the darkness. I had stopped moving and was just watching her, surprised that I didn’t feel a thing. Nothing, not even anger at the way she had dumped me. I was truly over her.
 She turned around for some reason, and, against all odds, her large gray eyes found me. The faint smile on her face died as she quickly turned away and continued walking with her friend, back into the club. 





Nina
 “Do we really have to?” I said, my heart sinking when I saw the crowds of people at the entrance of the Blue Moon, the new club opening on Sunset tonight. I couldn’t stand crowds. There were so many people hovering outside the building, the entrance was blocked beneath the huge neon sign that displayed the name. Ricki and I were standing in front of it, several yards away, about to enter. “Look at all these people. We won’t be able to move in there. We should just go home.” 
 “Come on,” Ricki said, pulling my arm. “I’m sure it’s not as packed inside. It’ll be fun. And you need to have fun right now, honey. A lot more than I do.”
 I moaned. “Fine. But if I freak out inside, you better have my back, alright?”
 “Don’t we always have each other’s backs?”
 “Yeah, that’s true. We do.” I smiled. “Okay, let’s go then.” I hooked my arm through Ricki’s and, together, we worked ourselves toward the entrance. 
 Ricki was right. Partying a little, getting drunk and dancing, was just what I needed. I had felt terrible since the day I almost killed Dylan, nearly a week ago now. Having had some time to reflect, I no longer thought it was something about him but something about me—only—that had prompted such a violent reaction from me. It had to be. So I had made an appointment with a doctor to see what might be wrong with me. Too bad the doctor wouldn’t be able to cure the big hole in my chest that had developed from missing Dylan so much. Sadly, he had yet to respond to the email I sent him the day after the incident. I’d concluded an email was the better approach. It gave Dylan the option to decide how to proceed. 
I’d told him I was sorry, so sorry for what I’d done, and that I had no idea what might have pushed me do such a terrible thing. But I was willing to do whatever it took to get to the bottom of it.
I hesitated to use the word “push” in the email at first, but then, after some thought, I stayed with it. After all, it was the truth. Something inside me had literally pushed me to do what I did to him, pushed him away from me. It was best to be truthful, bare myself completely. I’d hoped that, if he felt I was being perfectly honest with him, he might give me a chance to explain myself. In person.
Something inside me pushed me to do what I did, but I don’t know what. 
Maybe together we can figure it out.
 I’d changed my mind about seeing him again. If he was up for it, willing to give us another try, I’d do it. To believe in me that much, after what I did, he was worth pursuing further. 
 But, obviously, he wasn’t willing to give us another go. 
 Oh, well. Maybe it was best if we stayed away from each other. I didn’t think he might not have gotten the email. We’d exchanged a few emails since we first met, which meant the chance my email had gone into his spam folder was minuscule. Surely his computer recognized my address by now. No, he just didn’t want to have anything to do with me, so I should move on.
Getting to the club’s entrance through all the people wasn’t as bad as it had appeared. Apparently, half of them had already given up on getting inside because it didn’t take much to let me and Ricki get through. Ricki happened to know one of the doormen, which, unlike for a big chunk of the people around us, would guarantee a fairly smooth entrance. 
With me attached to her hand, Ricki walked toward one of the three black-clad doormen. They were all busy directing people, some of them in or out of the club, others to remain in place and be patient. Ricki’s friend, a grim-looking, muscular man around thirty with a shaved head and no neck, caught Ricki’s eye and gave her a nod to move over to the right, where the VIP line was. It didn’t take long for us to get inside the dark club, which was just as packed as I had feared. But it was too late now, so I did my best not to let all the people pushing around me bother me. 
“Let’s find a bar,” I said to Ricki, speaking loudly to be sure my friend could hear me over the loud music. “I want a drink right now.”
“Me, too. I think there’s one over there on the other side of the dance floor.” Ricki nodded in that direction and we took off. 
To my relief, I got one of the modelesque bartenders’ attention almost the second we’d reached the bar counter. I must look like I needed a drink as badly as I felt I did now that I’d been mangled and stepped on by so many people. I ordered a glass of white wine for Ricki and an Absolute Pear on the rocks for myself, grateful to see how much vodka the bartender poured into the highball. A drink that large should last me for a while. 
I had a few big sips of my drink, the liquid burning my throat as it slid down, while scanning the crowds. I felt a little calmer.
Ricki suddenly grabbed my arm so forcefully I almost dropped my glass. 
“Watch it!” I said, squeezing my highball hard. Ricki was staring at someone at another, bigger bar on the other side of the dance floor. I soon spotted the object of Ricki’s strong reaction. My heart skipped a beat.
“Isn’t that Dylan?” Ricki said.
Dylan was standing with a couple of guys, talking intimately with a typical Hollywood bimbo dressed in a tiny, skin-tight dress that left little to the imagination. He looked as handsome as always, happy, like he was having a great time. 
“Yes,” I responded, staring at him. I had another couple of large sips of my drink to soothe the sharp pain that had suddenly developed inside me. Well, he sure moved on quickly. 
Not able to stand watching him talking to that bimbo, I turned away and focused on Ricki. She was still looking at Dylan and the girl he was talking to.
 “I’m sure he’s just talking to her because he’s bored,” she said. “And, deep inside, misses you like crazy.” 
 “Yeah, right.” I swept the rest of my drink. As I placed the empty glass on the bar counter, I discovered the same bartender standing right in front of me.
 “Another one?” he said and smiled pleasantly.
 “Definitely,” I said and made myself smile back.



Dylan
 The other scantily dressed girl didn’t seem high at all, which made her much easier to talk to. I maintained a conversation with her for what must have been five minutes during which the girl pressed herself against me in a way that would have normally turned me on, but failed to do so tonight. The suggestive way she was leaning into me, touching me every twenty seconds in different places, only served to annoy me. I was careful not to display this on my face, though, not wanting to upset the girl. Instead, I kept smiling wide all the while. 
When I thought she was about to begin kissing me, I couldn’t take it any longer. I pretended to be beset by a nasty coughing fit. As I had suspected, my loud, drawn-out hacking made the girl leave of her own accord. 
 I could use another drink. As I was about to turn back to the bar counter, my eyes caught what looked like Nina. The backside of Nina. My heart picked up speed as I kept staring. I was certain it was she and not my brain conjuring her up only because I wanted to see her. The luscious silhouette of her body against the backdrop of L.A. by night was imprinted on my mind, and this girl looked exactly the same against the backdrop of the bar that bathed in light from the many tiny overhead spotlights. 
Besides, next to her was that girl who looked like a vampire. Unlike Nina, she was standing so that I got a good view of her profile. Yes, that was definitely Nina’s friend…
Which meant it was Nina standing at the bar, just like I’d thought.
I couldn’t take my eyes off of her, the knowledge of her being so close making my heart swell with happiness, even though a little voice in my mind kept reminding me that she was bad news. Someone I needed to erase from my mind. She hadn’t even tried to contact me to say she was sorry for what she’d done, something I’d secretly hoped she’d do, and which might have made me think twice about forgetting her in the end. I sighed. She was definitely psycho. A normal person would have reached out for a chance to explain herself.
What was she doing here anyway? It seemed too much of a coincidence that she had simply planned to come here tonight as well. 
Is she following me?

The thought produced a mixture of emotions within me, some of them, to my horror, positive, prompting me to smile. As soon as I realized what I was doing, I wiped the smile off of my face. Fuck, I really needed to see someone, get some help with my dangerous attraction to this girl.
No, I decided. It was probably only a coincidence. There weren’t that many new clubs opening in the city each night, and this one had garnered extra attention. Besides a slew of celebrities, everybody who wanted to be somebody was here. And Nina wanted to be somebody. I was just trying to flatter myself. 
I forced myself to remove my gaze from her. Hopefully, she hadn’t seen me yet. I didn’t think us having a chat would be wise. Based on how our last interaction had ended, who knew what she would do to me this time. For all I knew, she might be armed with a knife or a gun. Suddenly, I wanted to go home, be far away from this girl who made me feel so many conflicting emotions. But before I’d leave I would have another drink. I ordered another screwdriver and got into a conversation with Ryan.
I had only finished half of the drink when Ryan stopped talking, his face having turned into a stiff mask. He was looking at something behind me. I turned around to see what had captured my buddy’s attention to such a degree. 
“Emma!” I said when I saw the woman who was standing behind me. What the hell did she want? 
She gave me a sheepish smile that failed to touch me in any way. “How have you been, Dylan?”
“Um, not too bad. How about you? Things going well with Hugo?”
She glanced down at her feet. “Actually, things aren’t that great.” She looked up, straight into my eyes. Again, I felt nothing. Damn, I’m really over her. “I made a mistake in leaving you for him. I don’t know what I was thinking. Well, I guess that was the problem.” She laughed hollowly. “I wasn’t thinking.”
I could hardly believe the words I was hearing. Was Emma trying to tell me she wanted me back? It had sure sounded like it. I must have completely misread her when I spotted her by the bathrooms, thinking she couldn’t get away from me fast enough. 
I didn’t say anything, just watched Emma keep rambling on. 
“…he’s such a nasty, mean guy. You wouldn’t believe some of the things he says to me, how he treats me!” Tears glittered in Emma’s pretty big eyes now. “Last night he threw me out of his apartment, claiming I was annoying him so much he couldn’t stand being in the same room as me!”
I suddenly felt sorry for the tall, slender woman in front of me. She was nothing more than a spoiled child, really, when it came down to it. Someone I should pity. I took her in my arms and stroked her head, feeling paternal. Emma’s arms were around my neck instantly, hugging me like someone deprived of love.
“I want you back, Dylan,” she whispered into my ear, her voice muffled with tears. “Please take me back.”
I kept stroking her blond hair, not saying a word in response. And then I caught the furious eyes of Nina, staring straight at us from the other side of the dance floor.



Nina
 “That fucking guy is just too much!” I said, my fourth Absolute Pear on the rocks in my hand. I swept the rest of it and ordered a fifth from the always accommodating bartender.
 “Nina,” Ricki said, placing a hand on my arm. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough to drink now?”
 I shook off Ricki’s hand and let out a loud guffaw, slapping the bar counter hard. “I really do have a built-in asshole detector. Fucking awesome!” I ordered the drink from the bartender, holding the money away from Ricki so she couldn’t snatch it away from me. I was hurting so bad inside I needed to have another drink. The sight of Dylan holding that tall, blond girl close, caressing her hair, had felt like someone was drilling a gigantic screw into my intestines. Just one more drink and then I would go home and pass out on my couch, forget all about ever having known Dylan Whitman. He had clearly never been that into me.

Who the hell is that chick anyway? And why is Dylan hugging her like that? As much as it pissed me off to admit it to myself, this girl was very pretty—no, gorgeous was a better word, super model gorgeous—the kind of girl all the guys had fought over to date when I was in high school. They sure as hell hadn’t wanted to date me, Nina. I was considered a dirty Russian Jew. I could only thank my lucky stars that guys felt differently about me these days. 
 Fuming, I received the clinking glass from the bartender and chugged its contents. God, that felt good, I thought as the burning liquid rushed down my throat and hit my stomach. It did make the pain inside me go away, if only temporarily. Maybe now that I had drunk so much, it would stay away longer. The floor felt a little unsteady suddenly and I remembered that it had been a while since I had eaten. Wait, more than a while. I hadn’t eaten since lunch and that had been at one. I turned to face Ricki. My friend had a twin standing beside her all of a sudden, a twin who did exactly the same things as Ricki did with her face. Wow, I must be really drunk, I thought and for some irrational reason this thought cracked me up. Ricki contemplated me, looking awfully serious. I felt someone grab my upper arm. 
 “Let’s go sit down somewhere,” Ricki said. “Far away from this bar. You won’t be able to handle another drink.”
 “Whatever you want,” I said and kept laughing. I was feeling better now, that crushing pain in my stomach gone for good at last, it seemed. The DJ was playing a song I loved and I began to dance, trying to shake off Ricki’s hand that held onto me with the determination of a tick.
Somehow, we got through the masses of people on the dark dance floor and ended up on one of the many low couches that surrounded tables scattered around the massive dance floor. Walking over there, I had felt like I was on a stormy boat, the floor underneath my feet rocking back and forth. Now, as I sat on the couch, my eyes on all the people moving to the music, I felt as though I was sitting on a moving couch. Maybe if I ate something, I could stop all the alcohol I had consumed from completely overtaking me. At this pace, I didn’t think I would be able to keep my eyes opened much longer. I turned to Ricki,
“I need to eat something,” I screamed over the loud music. “Do you think they’re still serving hors d’oeuvres? I haven’t seen any of the waiters in a while.”
“Yeah, I did see one of them as we were walking over here. Do you want me to see if I can get you some food?”
“Yeah. If not, I’m pretty sure I’ll pass out any second.”
“Let me go check. Stay here.” Ricki got to her feet and disappeared into the crowds before I could say anything else. 
Feeling how the couch underneath me moved with increasing pace, every undulation deeper than the previous, I kept staring at all the people on the dance floor. It seemed there were several more people before me than only seconds earlier, most of them twins. They kept floating in and out of each other, becoming one person again, then two. I stood up, determined not to let the alcohol get to me. I was finally having a good time. Some fresh air would do me good. Where was the exit? I started walking in the direction I thought it was. That’s when I bumped into the blond woman Dylan had embraced.





Dylan
 “Damn, man,” Ryan said only seconds after Emma disappeared into the crowds. “I didn’t see that one coming.”
 “Me neither,” I said. I threw a glance in the direction where I had spotted Nina staring at me and Emma. Nina was no longer there. The expression she had worn was etched into my brain, still making me shiver despite that several minutes must have passed since we locked eyes. I didn’t think I had ever seen so much anger in a person. Why had she looked so furious? Because my arms had been around another woman? Didn’t make much sense. Not after she had almost pushed me off a fucking cliff. Did it have something to do with Emma? No, that made even less sense. So why then? Well, the answer to that question was simple. The chick was stark raving mad. People like that never made sense.
 Irrational jealousy or not, after spotting Nina, I’d soon let go off Emma, feeling guilty for holding onto her like that. I told Emma I was sorry things weren’t going well with Hugo and that I could be her friend, but no more than that. Quite honestly, I wasn’t sure I could be even that to Emma, not caring much about her at all actually, but when I saw how upset my previous statement made her I realized that spelling this out was not wise. I spent the next few minutes consoling her, drying her tears. When she finally stopped crying, I told her she should go home and go to bed, try to get some rest. I added that I would have taken her home myself if I hadn’t already had at least three strong drinks. She told me her friend—a sour-looking brunette who happened to stand beside us, I discovered—would take her home, but only after I had promised I would call her to see how she was doing later in the evening. 
 “Are you sure you don’t want to patch things up with her?” Ryan said. “I thought you said you were gonna marry that chick. She’s fucking hot.”
 “I did think I was gonna marry her. But I don’t think so any more. She may be hot, but that’s it. I need a hot woman with some character. This one ain’t it.”
 “Women are all the same. Just accept it, man.”
 I wasn’t in the mood to banter with my cynical friend. I needed to process this unexpected chain of events on my own first, try to make sense of what had made Emma practically beg me to take her back and Nina to stare at us like that. So I went over to one of the hostesses, who called me a cab. Since I’d drunk more than I’d planned on, I needed one. A few minutes later, I was on my way home.





Nina
 I was still drunk when I woke up the following day and stumbled toward the bathroom. I managed to bang my leg into the coffee table in the living room on my way over. I rubbed the sore spot and discovered Lorna sitting cross-legged on the couch, reading the paper, glasses halfway down her long nose. A gasp escaped from between my lips and I almost succeeded in banging my leg a second time 
 “I’m sorry, hun,” Lorna said, lowering the paper onto her lap. “Didn’t mean to scare you.” She leaned forward and, pushing up her glasses all the way, peered at me. “Rough night?”
 My hand flew up to my face, which I touched. “Why? Do I look that bad?”
 “Um… you could use a hairbrush. And some makeup remover.”
 I continued into the bathroom and switched on the light there. At the sight of myself in the bathroom mirror, I let out a terrified, “Oh, my God!” My hair was standing out in every direction, as though I’d stuck my finger into an electric socket. There were huge black circles under my eyes, mostly because I hadn’t bothered to remove my eye makeup when I got home yesterday. I turned on the faucet to wash my face, wondering exactly how I had gotten home anyway. The last thing I remembered was bumping into that tall, skinny, blond chick that Dylan had been embracing. After that, I couldn’t remember a thing. I ran my fingers through my bird nest hair. I must have been completely wasted. Ricki must have seen to it that I got home eventually.
 I finished up in the bathroom and returned to the living room where Lorna was reading the paper again. The sun was high up in the sky outside, suggesting the day must be well on its way already, probably close to noon. My phone sounded from somewhere, telling me I had received either a text or a voicemail. I stumbled back to my adjacent bedroom that was still in the dark due to my effective IKEA shade. Soon, my phone was in my hand and I had pulled up the message, a text from Ricki.

Are you alive?


 I called my friend, who soon answered.
 “I am, and I’m still drunk,” I said.
 “No wonder. I had to get my friend to help carry you to my car you were so gone.”
 A vision of the black-clad, neckless doorman appeared in my mind. “Did he help you get me to my place, too?”
 “No, I had to drag you there all by myself. Took a while, but eventually I got you into your bed.”
 “Wow, thanks. Sorry about that. Must have been a workout.”
 “Yeah, but that’s okay. You did the same for me once, remember?”
 I thought back to the incident Ricki referred to. “That’s true. Except you weren’t half as drunk as I must’ve been. I hope I didn’t throw up on you or something!”
 Ricki giggled. “No, you didn’t. Thank God!”
“I barely remember anything after we left that bar. Did I do anything I should be embarrassed about?” 
 “Not as far as I know. You were kind of loud—very mad at Dylan for flirting with all the girls. Other than that, you were fine. So you don’t remember leaving then?”
 “Leave to where? Oh, you mean when I decided I had to have some fresh air and tried to find the exit?”
 “Not sure what you decided, but I guess that makes sense. It took me forever to find you.”
 “Where did you find me?”
 “Curled up in a dark corner halfway to the bathrooms, in the corridor. You’re lucky you weren’t stomped to death with all the people—” Ricki got silent.
 I waited a couple of seconds before I opened my mouth. “Ricki? Are you still there?”
 “Yeah… I’m watching the local news. They’re announcing there was a murder at the Blue Moon
yesterday.”
 “What? Really? Who died? Oh God, please don’t tell me it was Dylan…” As annoyed as I had been with him, I didn’t want to see him dead. Definitely didn’t want to see him dead.
 “It wasn’t Dylan. But I think it was that blond, pretty girl he was talking to.”
 “You’re kidding! Is it on the news right now?”
 “Yeah. Channel one.”
 I rushed back into the living room and turned on the television to that channel. An attractive female anchor was talking about a murder at the Blue Moon. The broadcast cut to a couple of photos of a gorgeous blond girl. She looked suspiciously like the girl Dylan had held and who I later bumped into. The female anchor reported the victim had died between eleven-fifteen and eleven-thirty p.m. from asphyxiation by a narrow strap. It didn’t seem like the murder was premeditated, nor that it had been due to robbery since all of the victim’s cash and credit cards remained in her wallet. As of yet, the police had no suspects, but the murder was under investigation. 
 “She must have died while we were still there,” Ricki said. “Actually, while I was searching the club like crazy to find you. Imagine I’d run into the murder scene. Or you’d run into it for that matter, drunk like a skunk. Maybe we’d be on the news too… The police believe the murder took place somewhere inside club.”
 “Wow. I’m telling you, there were too many people in that friggin’ place. Someone probably got claustrophobic and snapped.” No sooner had I uttered those words when my eyes found my hands. They looked a bit chafed. “Did they say where exactly her body was found?”
 “I don’t think so… No, wait. They did. Oh, my God, how could I forget that? They found her a few yards away from the corner where I found you.”





Dylan
 I was staring at the photos of Emma on the TV, listening intently to what the female anchor was saying on the midday newscast. So Emma, the girl I had once thought would become my wife and whom I’d held in my arms only hours ago, was dead, strangled by a thin strap? I sunk down on the couch in my living room. I felt a tightness in my chest and my throat ached. I buried my face in my hands. Oh, my God. If only I had seen to it that she was put in a car and driven home last night, maybe she would’ve still been alive! Clearly, her friend—that mousy brunette girl with the puss on her face whom I had never before met—hadn’t been someone to count on. According to the police, a girl named Jackie Rhodes who’d spent the night at the club with Emma, had lost track of Emma sometime after eleven and gone home on her own. I snorted. How the hell had she managed to lose track of Emma? Maybe she had been drunker than she’d looked. I thought about what time I’d left the club yesterday and concluded it must have been sometime around eleven. I began watching a movie that started at eleven-thirty at my house and I eventually passed out during it. 
I thought about how devastating the news must be for Emma’s parents, whom I’d gotten to know. Their only daughter, at twenty-five, had been much too young to die. I shook my head. How could this have happened? Who must have wanted to see her dead? As far as I knew, Emma had no enemies. Then again, apparently the authorities believed the murder wasn’t premeditated, but a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing, so it was probably not someone Emma had known anyway. Because she’d still had all her valuables on her when they found her, it didn’t seem motivated by robbery, however. 
So why had someone felt like killing her then? 
Nina’s furious glare suddenly materialized inside my head. Once more, I could almost sense the daggers shooting at me and Emma from her black eyes. I turned cold.
Nina must have killed Emma.


Oh, God, it had to have been Nina… Who else would want to see Emma dead? I couldn’t imagine her getting into a fight, pissing off someone at the club to the point that the person strangled her. Surely Nina had stalked Emma and strangled her with her handbag strap or something. A picture of the chain that had crossed Nina’s body flashed through my mind then, and I remembered the distinct, glittery, heart-shaped bag attached to it on Nina’s hip. Fuck. Nina must have strangled Emma with that chain strap… It was easy enough for her to get away with such an act given the masses of people inside the club and the dark surroundings. Not that I thought someone like Nina had considered the fact there were repercussions to killing another human being. If I remembered the way she had looked at me and Emma correctly, like a crazed animal, she had probably just acted out of pure jealousy, letting her basest human instincts take over. I had no clue whether Nina had been jealous of me acting lovingly with another girl and therefore wanted to kill that girl, or if it was a matter of Nina being jealous of Emma’s beauty. Emma had after all been a model, whose looks most women envied. Not that Nina couldn’t hold her own in the looks department… Well, it didn’t really matter. I found my smartphone and searched for the number to the local police.
 When I got to the right person after a couple of transfers, I let the detective know I had some information about the case. The detective told me to come down to the station as soon as I had a free moment. 
 Thirty minutes later, I sat before a squat man with a wide nose and rough skin. The man was dressed in a cheap-looking suit over an open-necked shirt and a loosened tie. After introducing himself as Detective Brando, no relation to Marlon Brando, he leaned forward and steepled his hands, elbows supported on his desk. 
 “What information do you have for me?” the detective said.
 “You guys have no idea who killed Emma Patterson, correct?”
 Detective Brando gazed at me for a long moment, apparently sizing me up. “You knew the victim?”
 “Yes. She used to be my girlfriend.”
 Brando’s head jerked almost imperceptibly, like he hadn’t expected that. Then he nodded, his lips disappearing in what must be an effort to look sympathetic. “I see. I’m sorry for your loss.”
 “Thank you. But it’s okay. It was over a while ago.”
“Did the relationship end on an amicable note?”
I stared at the graying detective, who was contemplating me with penetrating eyes now. Did he actually think I had something to do with her death? Well, I’d set him straight alright.
“Not exactly,” I said, “but I have an alibi in case you were interested. My buddy saw me walk over to a hostess at the club, who called a cab for me. She was with me until the cab came a few minutes later, and then the doormen—who I know—saw me climb into the cab. Feel free to ask them to verify.”
Brando nodded. “Good to know. So you think you know who might have killed her? Someone you know?”
“Uh… Kind of.”
The detective’s small eyes narrowed into slits. “Kind of? What’s that supposed to mean?”
 I sighed. “It’s complicated.”
 “Isn’t it always?”
 “Maybe. Anyway, I had a few dates with this woman—the person I think strangled Emma. She was at the club yesterday. She’s nuts.”
 “Okay. And why do you think she strangled the victim?”
 “Because she got jealous that I was comforting Emma.”
 “I see.” Again, the detective contemplated me in that appreciative way, as though sizing me up. “Does this… other ex of yours have a history of violence?”
 “She’s not my ex! We only went on a few dates. But to answer your question, yes, she does. She tried pushing me down a steep cliff.”
 “Is she a big woman? Athletic? Strong?”
 I instantly saw what the detective was getting at—I was not exactly a small man. Few women would succeed taking me down. That is, unless they took me completely by surprise like Nina had done. Tried to push me while I was in the throes of ecstasy, about to come hard, expecting to fly off to heaven, not a cliff to my almost certain death. How would I explain such a situation to this discerning detective without sounding like a complete goofball? Suddenly, I regretted having come down here. But I couldn’t back down now. I had to come up with some kind of explanation or risk coming off like a fool. I quickly decided that the truth, without specific details, was the best approach.
“No, she’s not very big. Five foot five tops. But we were making out and she took me by complete surprise. The last thing I expected was for her to all of a sudden shove me of a friggin’ cliff! She knew I was totally unprepared for such a move.”
Brando nodded, poker-faced. “I see. What’s her name?”
I gave the detective all the contact information I had for Nina. We spoke for a few more minutes and then I left the station. 



Nina
 “Are you okay?” Lorna’s words shook me out of my frozen state. “You’ve been standing there, staring at the TV for the last twenty minutes.” I turned toward my roommate, who was standing right beside me instead of sitting on the couch, reading the paper. 
 “Um, yeah. I was just a little shocked to learn about that murder.” I nodded toward the TV that was now showing a commercial. 
 “Oh. Did you know the girl that was killed?” 
 “Uh, no. I knew of her though.” I realized I was still holding onto my cell, but I couldn’t remember having said good-bye to Ricki, nor when I’d hung up. I made myself smile a little as I looked at Lorna. Even now, in a state of horror, I didn’t fail to register how starkly black and thick my roommate’s long hair was. Lorna, being closer to fifty than forty, insisted the color was completely natural, but I knew better. I’d seen the hair color boxes in the trash more than once. “I think I’m just horrified to hear that she’s dead. And I was at that club yesterday, too.”
 “Oh, really? Thank God you’re still alive… Well, if you’re okay, I’ll return to my paper.”
 “Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.”
 I walked back to my room, an intense sense of discomfort flowing through my veins. I needed to sit down and go over yesterday’s events in my head, try to figure out if there was a chance I might have anything to do with Emma’s death. I plopped down on my rumpled bed and stared with unseeing eyes at the shade that covered my bedroom window still. Images of Dylan embracing, stroking the hair of that blond girl appeared in my mind, and again that wave of jealousy ran over me, though not with as much potency. I remembered that, at the time, I’d felt like strangling the girl in Dylan’s arms, I had hated what I saw that much. But I had been drunk—very drunk—not thinking clearly. I couldn’t remember feeling anything when I bumped into Emma a little later. Then again, I couldn’t remember much of anything at that point, certainly not what had happened the moment after the encounter. I rubbed my fingertips into my temples, hoping this action would spur my memory. 
 But my mind remained a big, black nothing. I lowered my gaze back to my hands and examined them. They were full of red marks and little cuts, like I had fallen hard onto the asphalted ground. Did I fall yesterday? I had no idea. I looked down at my legs and noted that my knees looked a little banged up, too, and there were bruises on my shins. So the marks on my hands must be from falling then, not strangling someone with a strap, I thought. I sat up straighter. Ricki would know if I had fallen.
 I found my phone and texted Ricki about it.
 It didn’t take long for a response to appear in my phone:

Yes, when I tried getting you to your apartment on my own. 


 As I read the text, tension left my body and I felt much better suddenly. 
Thank God. 
 I got to my feet and pulled up the dark shade, taking in another perfect, sunny California day, the weather matching my mood better now. Of course I hadn’t done anything to Emma. I might have been drunk out of my mind yesterday, but that didn’t turn me into a murderer. I laughed at myself for even thinking I might have been capable of such a horrendous deed. How silly! I had never before shown any violent tendencies while intoxicated, so why would I yesterday? I was a happy drunk, the kind people loved hanging around, not fleeing from. 
 I decided to get a mani/pedi before heading off to the restaurant for the extra dinner shift I’d picked up. A relaxing afternoon was just what I needed after such a stressful morning. But before I’d head out, I’d take a long, hot shower to clean myself of what remained of yesterday, wash away every uncomfortable memory. It was only when I was about to leave my bedroom that I caught sight of my black, sparkly handbag that I must have thrown on the floor when getting home yesterday. 
 The long chain shoulder strap was broken in two, right where it attached to one side of the actual bag, making it the ideal tool to strangle a person to death with.



Dylan
 “Did you go to the police?” Victor said on the other end of the phone line.
 “As soon as I found out that she’d been strangled,” I replied. Victor had called me when he learned about the unfortunate news on TV a few hours after I had returned home from the police station. My uncle had simply called to see how I was handling the news, not expecting to learn that I was convinced Nina was behind the murder. “It has to be her. You should’ve seen the way this crazy girl was staring at us!”
 “Well, good thing you talked to that detective. They’ll get to the bottom of this for sure.”
 I exhaled with exasperation. “We can only hope. I’m not completely convinced that cop took what I had to say too seriously. It was hard to read him. But if he doesn’t, I’ll go after her myself! I mean, in a way it’s my fault Emma’s dead today. If I hadn’t gone out with that chick again and just left things alone, none of this would’ve ever happened!”
 “Calm down, Dylan. If there’s anyone who should feel guilty it’s me. I was the one who encouraged you to go after her again. But really, it’s no one’s fault but that girl’s. She was the one who did it—if she did it—and no one could have foreseen such a thing. It’s not your fault that Emma happened to be at the same place at the same time as you and this nutcase.”
 “I suppose that’s true. But I still feel terrible.”
 “Me, too. Let’s just wait and see what the police come up with. If it really was she who did it, she’ll be behind bars soon. But let’s not jump to conclusion, Dylan. Maybe someone else killed Emma. There are plenty of crazies in Hollywood.”
 “No, it must have been her. Emma didn’t have any enemies.”
 “If that’s really the case, it’s only a matter of time until she gets what she deserves. In the meantime, Dylan, promise me this.”
 “What?”
 “That you’ll watch your back. Just to be safe. If she’s truly as crazy as you say she is, she might come after you next.” 



Nina
 The knock on my front door was hard and persistent, scaring Sam so much he crept under the green couch to hide. It was nine a.m. on a Sunday and I never had any visitors this early on a weekend morning. It must be someone for Lorna, I thought as I walked to open the front door, having wrapped myself in a robe. Before I had reached it, another forceful knock sounded through the apartment. I opened the door, finding a squat, middle-aged man with a wide nose standing behind it. He was dressed in a cheap, charcoal suit over which hung a light trench coat. 
 He held up an LAPD badge to my face. 
 “I’m Detective Brando. I’m looking for Nina Kapyl…ushana Dreyen…”
 “Kapylyushnya Dresyianina,” I automatically corrected him, feeling suddenly cold, my stomach hurting. But I put on a brave face; maybe this had nothing to do with Emma’s murder after all. “That’s me. What can I do for you?”
 “I have some questions for you regarding the murder of Emma Patterson that took place this past Friday night. May I come in?”
 My knees felt like they were about to give out and I wanted to throw up. And I who’d managed to convince myself the handbag strap had broken when I fell outside my building, not when strangling an innocent girl to death in a moment of intoxicated madness. Well, I was stupid to have thought this regarded something else. Why else would a cop come to visit me a Sunday morning? To arrest me for my one outstanding parking ticket? No, someone must have seen me commit the act and then told the police about it.
 I restrained myself and stepped to the side, opening the door so Detective Brando could enter. I offered him to take a seat on the couch in the living room, glad Lorna and I had spent part of the afternoon yesterday cleaning up the place. 
 I took a seat on the purple armchair opposite the couch, trying not to look like I was guilty of anything but having eaten too much chocolate and pizza lately.
 Detective Brando fished out a pen and a little notepad from inside his suit jacket and gave me a long, appreciative look. Then he opened his mouth. “Are you aware of the murder of Emma Patterson?”
 “Yes, I am. I saw it on the news.”
“Where were you the night of her murder?”
“I was at the club where she was murdered. That’s why I know of it. I mean, remembered her name.”
“Uh-huh. So you didn’t know Ms. Patterson?”
“No. I’ve never seen her before in my life.”
“I see.” The detective nodded. “Why did you choose to go to the Blue Moon that evening?”
“My friend Ricki really wanted to go there. I wasn’t that keen on entering the club when I saw how many people were there. I hate crowded clubs. But she convinced me to go inside anyway.”
“Can you tell me what you did at the Blue Moon from the moment you stepped inside?”
“Sure. Ricki and I went straight to one of the bars. I really wanted to have a drink. We got served pretty fast.” I gave a nervous little laugh “The bartender in that bar is very efficient.”
“Did you have more than one drink?”
“Yeah, I had a few. More than I usually drink.” I might as well tell the truth. After all, it wasn’t illegal to get drunk. “I saw someone at the club that upset me a little.”
“Dylan Whitman?” 
 I stared at the detective. How had he known that? Did Dylan have anything to do with the fact that this detective was sitting on my couch, asking me all these questions? I was suddenly sure this was so. The pain that cut through my stomach was so intense I wanted to scream out loud, but I clamped my teeth together, blocking it from coming out. Oh, God, he must be so convinced I murdered that girl in his arms he went to the police and told them that…

 “Are you okay?” Detective Brando looked at me with sincere concern in his small eyes.
 With what was left of my resolve, I made myself calm down, pretend like I wasn’t nearly as upset as I was. My voice came out remarkably steady. “Yes, I’m fine. I was just a little surprised that you seem to know Dylan.”
 “I see.” The detective scribbled something on his notepad. “How do you know Dylan Whitman?”
 “We went out a few times.” 
 “Okay. And why did you stop?” 
There was no point in lying. “Because something about him made me freak out. Like really freak out.” 
 “Can you expand on that?” 
“Sure. But it’s kind of… complicated.”
“That’s okay. Do your best to break it down to me.”
“Okay.” I sucked in a breath. “After our first date we… we ended up in bed.” I cleared my voice, feeling like a slut. Well, it couldn’t be helped. “Right when we finished, something about the way he looked at me made me extremely uncomfortable, like I was suffocating. At first I thought it was just me. That maybe I was coming down with a bad cold that made me unable to breathe or something. I know that sounds weird, but the whole moment was weird. Coming out of nowhere. The second time was during our last date when we went hiking. Something about his face made me so terrified I just had to get him off of me. I felt as though he was going to seriously hurt me. Like kill me. So I had to get away from him.” I was pretty sure this cop also knew about me having almost pushed Dylan off that cliff, but just in case he didn’t, I left that part out. Better to leave that last statement up to interpretation. I shrugged and added, “I guess I need to see a shrink or something.”
“That might be a good idea.” Detective Brando made a few notes on his pad. “What else happened at the club?”
 “Not much. Ricki and I just hung at that same bar and drank our drinks. We didn’t really talk to anyone. I got drunk pretty fast, so Ricki suggested we go sit down somewhere.” I was not about to mention how furious I’d been at seeing Dylan embracing Emma. Surely Dylan had already done that, but there was no point in further incriminating myself by admitting this was the truth. “So we went to sit down at a table by the dance floor. Soon after that we went home.” 
 “That’s it?”
I contemplated whether I should be telling Detective Brando about the fact that I’d wandered around on my own and then passed out. It dawned on me that he would probably talk to Ricki to verify my story, so it was best if I did. “Well, Ricki went to see if the club still served food while I waited for her. We thought I’d sober up a little if I got something in me since I hadn’t eaten in many hours. I decided that I needed to get a little fresh air while waiting for her, so I walked to the exit. Sometime around then I passed out. Ricki found me in a corner and took me home.”
There was definitely no need to tell this cop I’d bumped into Emma right before I blacked out, though. For all I knew, that little piece of information might prompt him to arrest me on the spot. Besides, as drunk as I’d been, maybe I’d only imagined it was Emma I’d bumped into. It could have been another blonde, one that just looked like Emma. 
The detective nodded, tapping the notepad with his pencil. “Anything else?”
“I don’t think so. Should there be?”
“I don’t know.” 
“Am I a suspect?”
“Not at the moment.”
“What’s that supposed to mean? If I’m not a suspect, why did you come here?”
The detective took another long look at me. “Because Dylan Whitman told me you were looking at him and Emma like you wanted to kill both him and her. And that you tried to push him off a very high cliff when you and he were out hiking one day recently. Did you do such a thing?”
I stared at the middle-aged man on the couch, the thoughts racing in my mind. I soon concluded that there was no point in denying what he’d said. I’d already told Ricki about the push and if this detective brought it up to Ricki, pressed her a little, she’d instantly crack. When it came to any type of authorities, Ricki cracked open as easily as a hardboiled egg. But I would give my version of that unfortunate cliff incident, which was clearly much different from Dylan’s. Even now, after I’d emailed him and tried explaining myself. 
I quickly swallowed back the sudden sob that threatened to escape me and said, “Yes, I did, but not on purpose. It was really an accident. Kind of like a reflex, because, like I just told you, something about him totally freaked me out. I really thought he’d kill me. I know that sounds a bit out there, but that’s how I felt. I just had to get him off of me.”
The detective wrinkled his bushy eyebrows and contemplated me like I was an insect under a magnifying glass. Then he said, “May I ask you a personal question?”
I nodded. “Sure.”
“Are you the victim of some sort of sexual assault?”
“No.” I was the victim of other types of assault, but none of them had ever been remotely sexual. I didn’t feel like talking about my traumatic high school year, though, nor did I feel it was pertinent. I looked at the detective with earnestness. “For whatever it’s worth, you should know I’m truly grateful I didn’t succeed in pushing Dylan off that cliff. I don’t think I would’ve been able to live with myself if I’d done that.”
“I don’t blame you.” Brando got to his feet. “Well, I think we’re done here for now. Thanks so much for your time, Ms….” The detective looked down at his notepad, obviously searching for my surname.
“Nina. You can call me Nina. And I’m happy to help.”
I followed him to the door. When he was gone, I sank to the floor and began to cry.





Dylan
“What the hell?” I was reading articles online about the Emma Patterson murder. Almost a week had passed since the incident and no one had been arrested. How come Nina was still going free? Had that detective not listened to what I had told him? It had to have been she who did it!
 I dialed up the station and asked to get connected to Detective Brando, who, miraculously, happened to be at his desk despite that it was a quarter to nine a Thursday evening. 
 “Brando,” a gruff voice said in my ear.
 “Good evening, detective. This is Dylan Whitman. I came by your office last Saturday to tell you about the girl I used to date who I believe murdered Emma Patterson. Nina, Russian last name. Do you remember me?”
 “Yes, I do. What can I do for you?”
“How come she hasn’t been arrested? Did you even speak to her?”
 “Yes, I did speak to her and to the friend who was there with her that night. There isn’t any evidence or witnesses to warrant an arrest. All the girl was guilty of was drinking too much alcohol. So much so that she passed out at the club and had to be carried out. Being drunk and glaring at a guy with his ex in his arms isn’t a crime.”
 “What about trying to push someone off a cliff to his death?”
 “She told me something about you freaked her out and that the push was an unfortunate defense mechanism. An accident.”
 “I freaked her out? I did nothing to freak her out! I’m telling you, this girl’s not right in the head!” But even as I said those words, something within me began to turn. The moment when Nina had pushed me materialized in my head. I tried to picture her face right before the push. But I couldn’t. Which wasn’t strange since I didn’t think I’d ever gotten a glimpse of it. An image of her face as she sat in my bed our first night appeared instead. An image of that weird expression on her face.


Had she actually been scared of me that night? Had I freaked her out somehow, prompting her to bolt?



“Besides,” Detective Brando continued, “you haven’t pressed charges against her. Do you want to press charges?”
 “Press charges?” I thought about the detective’s unexpected question. Did I want to press charges against Nina? Why hadn’t I done so already if I truly thought she’d wanted to kill me? 
Was it possible it had all been a misunderstanding after all? 
 “What exactly did she tell you about the incident?” I said. “Can you expand on the ‘unfortunate defense mechanism’ part?”
 “Certainly. She told me something about the way you looked at one point made her think you were about to kill her. So she had no choice but to get you off of her by shoving you.”
 “I looked like I was about to kill her? Why would she think that?”
 “Who knows? Maybe something happened to her when she was a kid. Could be many reasons. What’s more important is that I think she truly believed that. Do you want to press charges or not?”
I sighed, no longer sure what to believe. 
 “No,” I said. “I don’t want to press charges. Not at the moment.”
 “All righty then. Have a good evening.” 
 As we disconnected, I remained seated in my office chair, mulling over Nina’s extreme behavior. Was it possible I had in fact done something that caused her to freak out to the point she’d seen no other choice but to do what she’d done? I really hadn’t thought so—-especially since she hadn’t contacted me to try to explain herself. But after hearing Brando’s take on the situation, I had to admit to myself that maybe I was wrong. Maybe I’d jumped to conclusion about what had actually happened up on that mountain.
I thought back to the night at the Blue Moon. Was it possible I’d only imagined the fury on Nina’s face? Seen things that hadn’t really been there because I’d wanted to see them, thought they had to be there. I supposed it was possible. It had after all been dark at the club and I hadn’t exactly been sober either. And Nina was smaller than Emma, a lot smaller. Now that I thought about it some more, wouldn’t it have been hard for her to strangle Emma in the middle of a club? Especially if she had been so incredibly drunk? Wouldn’t someone have seen Nina struggling with the much taller girl at least? According to Brando, no one had.
I rested my head on my fingertips. I was exhausted. What with my already demanding work schedule, the stressful incidents with Nina that culminated with Emma’s death, I could use a vacation. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken one anyway. It must have been more than a year ago since I’d had three days off in a row. 
 “Are you crying?”
 I looked up. Elisa stood before me, holding onto the doorframe to my office. She was dressed in a short white skirt and snug glittery top, her hair was done and there was lots of makeup on her face. She was either on her way to dinner with her girlfriends or a date.
 “No, why would I be crying?” I said. 
 “I don’t know. You just looked like you were crying…” She peered at me. “Wow, you seem tired.” 
“Yeah, I haven’t slept that much lately,” I replied and ran my hands through my hair. “Where are you going all dolled up?”
“I’m meeting up with Katya and Lisa for dinner. Girls’ night out.”
“Oh. So what are you doing here then?” I checked the time on my computer screen on my desk. “It’s almost nine already. Kind of late for dinner. Don’t you have to be up early?” 
“Yeah, I do, but Katya doesn’t get out until nine and she needs to have some fun since Ethan dumped her, so I’m rallying. I can always make up sleep over the weekend.” 
She walked up to my desk and dug for something in her Louis Vuitton purse. She fished out a pair of tickets and dropped them on the shiny black table top.
“Here you go,” she said. “Tickets for the Lakers this Saturday. Courtside seats. That should cheer you up a little. I had a few minutes to kill, so I figured I’d swing by your office to see if you were here.”
I grabbed the tickets and stared at them like I couldn’t believe they were for real. Then I looked up at my pretty blond sister and grinned wide. 
“Thanks! That will cheer me up. How the hell did you manage to score those? The only seats I’ve been able to get are crappy ones at the top this year and I’m pretty connected.”
Elisa flashed me a content smile. “Well, clearly not as connected as your little sis these days. One of my clients is Kobe Bryant.”
 My jaw dropped. “For real? Kobe’s your fucking client?”
“No, he’s not my ‘fucking client.’ I’m not a prostitute, you know. I just happened to get to work with him yesterday because my boss needed help.” Elisa smirked. “It’s really her client.”
I got to my feet, walked around my desk and gave my sister a bear hug, lifting her off the ground. “Thanks, sis. Watching a great game courtside is just what I need to feel better. I hope you get to go, too.”
“Another time. I figured you’d enjoy them more than I would.”
“That’s probably true.” Out of us two, I was definitely the bigger Lakers’ fan. 
She slapped my arm with her purse. “Okay, gotta go, bro. I’m glad to see you’re feeling better now.”
“Definitely feeling better. Thanks again. Let me know if you need a ride home later. I’ll probably be here at the office another couple of hours. Have some work to catch up on.”
“Think we already have our designated driver, but thanks anyway. See ya later!”
Waving her hand, Elisa swished out of my office, her blond curls bouncing. I was still smiling long after she had left, thinking how lucky I was to have such a sweet and cool sister. After having spent years apart when I was in college, we were now much closer again, just like we’d been when we were small kids. I looked at the tickets in my hands. I’d bring Victor to the game. Victor hardly ever got out of the house ever since his third child was born less than six months ago. He’d appreciate it more than my buddies. I should text him immediately to make sure he could make it.
As I pressed the Send button, my thoughts moved to Nina again. Surely Victor would want an update on what was going on with her, if the cops had seen her yet. 
What would I tell him? That the cops not only believed Nina was innocent, but that maybe I had only imagined Nina staring at Emma and me like she’d wanted to kill us? That maybe I’d jumped to conclusion about her being the killer? I didn’t feel like doing that. I preferred having something more substantial to offer my uncle. Something new that didn’t make me come across as such a wishy-washy pansy. I could imagine the way Victor would look at me otherwise, like I was an immature, reactive teenager all over again. 
Victor’s response arrived in my phone a few minutes later, letting me know he would love to come with me to the Lakers’ game. 
That was it. I better find out more about the situation with Nina before I faced my uncle this weekend. Find out whether it had all just been a chain reaction of misunderstandings.



Nina
 I froze when I discovered Dylan standing outside my apartment door. I had just been to a movie with Ricki and it was eleven p.m. It was the first time since this past Sunday when that detective had come to my house, asking me all those terrible questions, that I’d been able to pull myself together enough to leave my house. It had taken me days to feel somewhat normal again, to convince myself that I couldn’t have done anything to that girl, no matter what Dylan believed. I had been drunk and furious, yes, but I hadn’t actually murdered someone. I had even called in sick to work the following day I’d felt so bad, something I had never done before. 
Hair slicked back, Dylan was wearing a blue-gray suit and a serious expression, looking very much like the corporate lawyer that he was. I glared at him. What the hell does he want? Wasn’t it enough that he’d sent the police after me?
 “I realize you can’t be very happy to see me,” he said before I got a chance to ask him either of those questions. “But I really have to talk to you. How are you?” 
 The earnestness in his voice combined with the surprising statements took the edge off my anger. 
I walked up beside him and unlocked my front door. “I’ve been better.”
“Me, too. Definitely been a lot better.”
Holding onto the door, I took a closer look at him. He wasn’t quite as polished as I’d first assumed. There was stubble on his cheeks and the beginning of bags under his eyes. Actually, I realized, he looked terrible, like he hadn’t slept in forever and the whole world’s problems rested on his shoulders. Not unlike how I’d been feeling lately.
I held the door open for him to enter, not able to stay mad at him any longer. “Wanna come in?” I swallowed the words That is, if you dare. I might try to kill you, you know that wanted to roll off my tongue. This was not the time to be cute.
 Without a word, he walked into the apartment and I followed. It was dark and quiet in the living room, suggesting that Lorna was either not at home or in her room. Because no light slipped out from under her bedroom door, I was pretty sure she was out. I flipped on the light and offered Dylan to take a seat on the couch. He sat on the edge of it, looking uncomfortable.
 “Can I get you something?” I asked. I had decided to be nice and give him a chance to explain himself. See what it was he wanted to discuss so badly he’d come to my house despite thinking I was a murderer. “Something to drink? I have bottled water, Diet Coke. Milk, if you like that. But no cookies. Ate them all, unfortunately.” I gave him a half smile.
 Dylan held up a hand. “Thanks, I’m fine. I just wanted to come by and talk to you a little. Thanks for letting me come in. I won’t be long. I realize it’s late.”
 “Not that late for me. I don’t ever go to bed before one o’clock.”
 “Oh. I guess I don’t go to bed very early either.”
 Our eyes locked and I felt that same almost painfully strong pull toward the man who sat on my couch edge. Exhausted or not, he was still incredibly handsome. In fact, I thought the weariness made him even sexier. Against my will, a series of electric pulses rushed up the insides of my thighs, colliding in my erotic center.
 I bit my lip to stop the inexplicable moan that wanted to come out of me suddenly. Oh, God, this was not what I needed right now…
 He must have felt what I was feeling because suddenly he stood, and in two long strides he was before me, cupping my head, and kissed me hard.
 My mind urged me to resist him, but my body didn’t care; it wanted his too much. I slid my arms around his neck and squeezed him close, letting him explore my mouth with his hungry tongue. I was grateful he was holding me so tightly because his deep kisses were literally melting me, turning me into a puddle, and I barely had the strength in my arms to hang onto him. Again, he must have sensed my reaction to him because his arms supported my back, stopped me from falling. Then his hands began slipping down to my behind. Cupping my jean-clad buttocks, he lifted me up. Automatically, I wrapped my legs around his waist. 
Together, we moved toward my bedroom. I wasn’t sure how Dylan managed to open the door with such ease as he kissed me with such exquisite fervor and precision, igniting every nerve ending in my body to the point I thought I might come right then, nor did I really care. All that mattered was that he was here with me again, doing what he was doing to me so well. He placed me on the bed and, reluctantly, I let his lips leave mine as we tore off each other’s clothes. Before I knew it, he was inside me. Looking into my eyes, his own dark with desire, he began moving his hips back and forth. He pumped into me first slowly, then faster, yet faster until I came hard, my body rolling through a blitz of electric waves so intense I felt like I was flying. Seconds later, he pulled out and buried his face in the crook of my neck as he voiced his pleasure in loud moans, riding out his own release.
 He remained lying on top of me, breathing against the sensitive skin on my neck. I liked the way his big body weighed heavily on mine and ran my fingers slowly through his thick hair that was stiff from hair gel. 
 “That feels good,” he mumbled into my skin.
 “Oh, yeah?” I said, staring up into my ceiling. 
 “Yeah.” Silence followed during which I thought of nothing except for how good it felt to have him back in my arms. Only then did I realize just how much I had missed him, how much my body craved his, needed his.
 He pushed himself up onto his elbows and faced me.
 “Why did you try to push me off that cliff, Nina?”
 I froze, the pleasurable moment shattered. Well, I might as well tell him the truth, as lame as it was. Tell him again.
 “You scared me.”
“How? Can you elaborate a little?” 
I frowned at him. “I told you exactly how in the email. You read it, right?”
 “No. You actually sent me an email?” His eyes lit up and a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I never got an email from you.”
“Well, I sent it the day after. I’ll show you. It’s among my sent emails.” I tried to sit up.
 He stopped me. “Stay. I believe you. But I still never got it.” 
“Really? Did you check your spam email?”
“Yeah. A lot. I was so hoping for an email from you.”
“That’s so weird. Because it didn’t come back to me, so it must’ve been delivered.”
“Did you check your spam email to see if it ended up there?”
“Yes.”
“How long?”
I frowned. “What do you mean ‘how long’?”
“For how many days did you check your spam email to see if it came back?”
“I can’t remember. Probably only that evening and the next day. They always bounce back quickly if they’re not delivered. Like a couple hours later.”
“Well, it must’ve taken longer this time.” Dylan exhaled. “You don’t know how I was hoping for one from you telling me what the hell happened up on that cliff! What did it say?”
“A lot of things. But mostly I tried to explain how I really thought you were about to kill me right after you pulled me to my feet. You know, after I blew you… I felt like I was suffocating and had to get you away from me.” I sighed deeply. “That’s why I shoved you like that… Honestly, it was just a reflex. I wasn’t thinking, only reacting to the way you looked.”
Dylan knitted his eyebrows. “The way I looked? How did I look?”
“Like you wanted to see me dead.”
Dylan rolled off me, ending up sideways. He propped up his head on his hand. “I was having an orgasm. Are you saying I look like I want to kill you when I’m coming?”
I laughed without joy. “I suppose you do.”
 “Wow…” Dylan ran his free hand over his face. “I don’t know whether to laugh or to cry. That just sounds so totally… goofy. Like it’s part of an SNL skit. A bad one.” He gazed at me for a moment. “Was that the reason you left my apartment that first time, too? Because I looked like I wanted to kill you when I came?”
“It was similar. But up there on the cliff, it was much stronger. Much, much stronger.”
“Huh.” Dylan screwed up his face, looking like he was deeply considering this.
“What are you thinking?” I said when I felt he’d thought about it enough. “That I need to be put in a mental institution?”
His eyes found mine again. “Do you want to know the honest answer to that?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know. Maybe.” 
 Even though I’d asked for the truth, his answer hurt. But I forced back the tears that burned the back of my eyelids. 
 Dylan’s face turned serious. “Nina, did you kill Emma?”
 I gasped at his direct question. “What? No, of course I didn’t kill her! Why would I want to kill her?” But as the words were coming out of my mouth, I could think of a few reasons I had wanted to kill Emma that night. Because Dylan was holding her close, stroking her hair. Because she was so very pretty and reminded me of high school when all guys had shunned me. Because she had reminded me of one of the leaders of the basketball team that had terrorized me and Hannah.
 But none of that mattered, because I had not killed Emma. I was not a murderer! 
 Again, Dylan seemed lost in thoughts, staring beyond me at nothing in particular. At least, it seemed like nothing in particular.



Dylan
 The handbag that had hung across Nina’s body when I had spotted her at the club lay on her floor, among scattered clothes and shoes. I couldn’t take my eyes off of it. It was definitely the same handbag. A very distinct purse, it was black, heart-shaped and made out of some glittery material, with a chain shoulder strap. The strap was broken in two. 
 A giant cold hand squeezed my heart. Oh, God, she’s lying. Why else was that strap broken? The police had even said they believed the strap used to strangle Emma had been something chain-like. 
 Nina turned her head to see what had caught my attention and she stiffened beside me. Yes, she is definitely lying, I thought. I felt sick suddenly.
 “It’s the bag you had on you that night, isn’t it?” I said, my voice toneless. 
 “Yes.” Her response came out in a barely audible whisper. For a long moment, it was so quiet I heard someone walking right below Nina’s bedroom window despite that it was closed. The air in the room was filled with intense pressure, like the seconds before a downpour. I found myself not daring to breathe. Suddenly, Nina buried her face in her hands. Her body began to tremble and it didn’t take long before whimpers escaped her. 
 I felt like crying myself. Oh, God, so she had actually killed Emma. But no tears formed in my eyes, only my chest became tight, making it hard to breathe now that I finally let myself.
 I considered the fact that I had just had sex with a murderer. What did that make me? Not a collaborator precisely, but there must be some term to describe what I was. 
Still, not even this macabre realization could make me move away from her, stand up and leave like I thought I ought to do. It was as if I had become one with the mattress I lay on, one with the blubbering girl beside me, destined to remain there forever. I noticed then that Nina was trying to say something.
 “I… I…” came from between her fingers.
 I waited patiently for her to get out what she was trying to say.
 “I… I don’t… know.” Her crying jags renewed in force after those words.
 Gently, I removed her hands from her face. She sniffled, gasping for breath. Her skin looked blotchy red and swollen in the moon light that entered through the bedroom window. 
“Calm down,” I said. “Take a deep breath. What is it that you don’t know?”
 My demeanor must have a soothing effect on her because she did calm down. After a couple of deep inhalations, she cleared her voice. “If I killed her. I don’t know if I killed her. I don’t think I did, but I honestly don’t know. I can’t remember anything that happened after I bumped into her.”
 I stared at the trembling girl. Well, that wasn’t exactly the answer I’d expected to hear. Why had I jumped to conclusion like that? A broken strap wasn’t enough evidence; anything could have snapped it in two. Someone could easily have gotten caught in it as Nina pushed herself through the masses at the club. Buttons in my own shirt had caught in some girl’s hair on my way over to the bar, I remembered then. 
But what was she talking about? Bumping into who?
 “Who did you bump into?” I said. 
 “Emma. When I was trying to get some fresh air, she was suddenly standing in my way and I walked right into her. Well, at least I think it was she… It looked just like her. But I’m not a hundred percent sure.”
 “Stay right there,” I said. With one giant step, I’d left Nina’s bed and was walking toward the living room. As I reached the bedroom door, I stopped and turned to her.
 “Are we alone?”
 “Yeah…”
 I opened the door carefully and peeked out into the living room to make sure. Then I walked to the bathroom where I got a bunch of toilet paper and soaked a towel in ice cold water. I brought it all back to Nina, who was sitting up and leaning against the wall now, her body partly hidden under the covers. She had switched on the lamp on the nightstand. She glanced at me with red-rimmed eyes.
 I handed her the toilet paper and she blew her nose. “You can use this for your face.” I extended the wet towel. She gave me a grateful smile and patted her swollen face with it.
 I sat beside her. “Now tell me exactly what happened from the moment you came to the club that night until you left. And you better not lie to me.”
 She gave me an affronted look. “I would never lie to you. I might be crazy, but I’m not a friggin’ liar!”
 “Okay, good. Now tell me what happened.”
 She outlined everything that she and Ricki did until she passed out. 
 “Huh,” I said. “Do you have any idea what time you supposedly bumped into Emma?”
 “No idea. And Ricki doesn’t know either. I’ve already asked her.”
 “But Ricki knows that there… there’s a chance you might have killed Emma?” 
 Nina groaned. “Yeah. That cop went over to talk to her about it, so she knows everything.” 
“What does she think? Does she think you strangled Emma?” 
“She thinks I’m crazy for even thinking that I did. She’s sure I have absolutely nothing to do with it. Besides, she thinks she remembers my bag strap breaking when I fell.” 
 I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “Well, if Ricki doesn’t think you did it and the strap broke when you fell, you probably didn’t do it.” 
“Yeah, but she isn’t perfectly sure about me falling… Also, she’s my best friend. She’d be the last person—except for my mother—who’d think I’d be capable of murdering anyone. She barely believed me when I told her about what happened on the cliff.” Nina gave me an apologetic glance. “Though she does think I should see someone. I had an appointment with a doctor this past week, but I was so depressed I couldn’t make myself go. Besides, it seems I should see a shrink than a regular physician anyway.” Nina paused. “Ricki has thought I should see one for a long time, for many reasons. And I’m beginning to think she’s right.”
 “I’ll have to agree. Have you ever been to a shrink?”
 “No. I don’t believe in shrinks… But after what’s happened, I’m willing to give one a chance. I’ve gotta do something. I mean, it’s obvious something’s wrong with me for doing what I did up on that cliff.”
 “I think it would be great if you went. I know a really good psychiatrist. A friend of the family. She’s successfully treated lots of famous people. And they have issues way worse than yours.”
 “That sounds great, but I can’t afford someone that great.”
 “Don’t worry about the cost. I’ll take care of it.”
 “You’ll take care of it?” Nina sat taller. “But I’m sure it’ll amount to thousands of dollars if she’s so good. I mean, I doubt she’ll fix me in one session—-if she’ll fix me. Don’t the top ones charge like 3-400 bucks an hour?”
 “That’s true, but, like I said, don’t worry about it. My dad’s helped her out a lot with legal issues, so she owes my family a big favor. I might as well cash in on it now.”
 “Okay, I’ll do it. But only if you pay her and I can pay you back later. Find out what she’d normally be charging and then we’ll keep track of that, so I can pay you back.” Nina looked me straight in the eyes. “I won’t always be a struggling actress, you know. It’s only matter of time before I make it big.”
 I smiled and pinched her cheek. “After seeing how good you were at Bliss, I don’t doubt that for a second. You really don’t have to pay me anything, but, okay, if you insist, I’ll pay her and we can keep track of the costs. Is it okay if she’ll give you a special rate at least since you’re not rich at the moment? It’s common practice for most therapists to charge patients on a sliding scale depending on their income.”
Nina shrugged. “I guess that’s okay if it’s normal. Thanks for trying to help me.” 
“My pleasure. Though, you should know I’m not doing it only because I’m such a great guy. I want to get to the bottom of all of this as much as you do. Find out why I scared you like that.” I grinned at her. “Maybe I’m the crazy one, putting strange spells on women. If that’s the case, I’d rather find out sooner than later.” The grin was replaced with a sober expression. “You will let me know if this seems to be the case, right?” 
 “Sure, but I think that’s very unlikely.”
 I kissed the tip of her nose. “You never know.”



Nina
 I parked my old Toyota on the street in front of the yellow ranch-style house. It had taken me an hour and a half to get to Encino where Leslie Parkinson’s office and home was located, and for once I hadn’t minded the heavy traffic so typical of the highways in Southern California. I remained in the car seat, gripping the steering wheel so hard my knuckles got all white and closed my eyes. This was not a good idea. I should just tell Ms. Parkinson I wasn’t feeling well. We should reschedule, or better, forget ever having decided to do this.

Not even in the moments before going on stage did I feel this miserable. Why was I feeling so bad? All I was supposed to do was talk to a psychiatrist, for Christ’s sake! No big deal, right? Wrong. Apparently, it was a big deal. I rested my forehead against the steering wheel. It absolutely was… If this doctor was as good as Dylan had assured me she was, what might she uncover today? 
That I was in fact crazy and had murdered Emma at the Blue Moon? 


A wave of nausea surged through me suddenly. With the utmost effort, I pushed open the car door right in time for the vomit that rushed up my throat to land on the dusty asphalt. The Chef Salad I’d eaten for lunch splashed on the ground next to my car. I stared at the disgusting mess I’d made. Goddammit. How would I explain that to Ms. Parkinson, not to mention Dylan? There was no time to drive over to some drugstore to buy a gallon of water to rinse it away. I imagined a grouchy Ms. Parkinson, an elderly woman with steel-gray hair and eyeglasses so thick her eyes were humongous, calling Dylan after we were done and complaining about what a pig he’d asked her to treat. Oh, God. It was beyond embarrassing. Well, there was nothing left to do but to go over and see Ms. Parkinson, explain to her that I’d thrown up on the street right in front of her house. Saying nothing about it wasn’t right. 
I found a package of napkins in the glove compartment and wiped my mouth. Fortunately, there were a couple of mouthfuls of water left in my water bottle. I took a sip to rinse my mouth and used the rest on a napkin to clean my hands. I checked my face in the rearview mirror, wiped off the sweat pearls that had formed around my hairline. Then I took a deep breath and left the car, careful not to step in my vomit. 
 I rang the doorbell, a picture of that elderly woman with the thick glasses dressed in baggy clothes on my retina again. But the woman who opened the door looked nothing like my mental image. She was more like a Latina bombshell in her early to mid-forties than a half-blind senior citizen with a non-existing fashion sense. I wondered if maybe she wasn’t actually a light-skinned African-American, however. That would explain why her name wasn’t more Hispanic-sounding.
 She smiled wide at me and extended an elegant hand with red-painted nails. “Hello. You must be Dylan’s friend, Nina. I’m Leslie Parkinson.”
 We shook hands, me trying my best to keep my distance so this striking woman wouldn’t be repulsed by the vomit smell I was sure lingered around me. I’d better get to a bathroom to clean up some more before we started the session.
“Nice to meet you, Ms. Parkinson,” I said and walked into the hallway through the door that Ms. Parkinson held open. 
“Likewise. Please call me Leslie. Let’s go to my office.”
After the hallway, we entered an airy living room furnished in whites and beiges and bamboo. There were huge potted plants in the corners and big paintings without frames on the walls. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves filled with books took up one side of the room and before us was a black Steinway. 
 “My office is over there,” Leslie said and nodded toward a half-open door in a hallway next to the living room. “Can I get you something to drink? Iced tea? Soda? A bottle of water?”
 “Um, sure. Some iced tea would be nice.” 
“Okay. Why don’t you go into the office and make yourself comfortable on the couch there while I go get it?”
“Can I please use the restroom first?”
“Of course. There’s one opposite the office.” With those words, Leslie disappeared into a kitchen, leaving me standing in the middle of the living room. I was pretty sure this commanding woman would never let me back out of the session, so I might as well go through with it since I was already inside the house. Leslie was probably used to people coming up with all kinds of strange excuses not to go through with therapy. Razor-sharp intelligence had come out of her chocolate eyes, the kind that would see right through me. 
 I walked into the bathroom and rinsed my mouth thoroughly with water only since there was no toothpaste anywhere. When I entered the office, Leslie was already sitting on a burgundy leather armchair there. 
Unlike the airy living room, this space was small and painted in a warm apricot color. Opposite Leslie was a comfy-looking couch loaded with throw pillows that instantly made me at ease. I figured this wasn’t a coincidence. A single window faced a garden full of colorful flowers, adding to the soothing atmosphere.
 “Please have a seat.” With a sweeping motion of her hand, Leslie indicated the plush wine-colored couch with all the pillows. “Make yourself comfortable. There’s your iced tea.” She pointed to a tall glass filled with amber-colored liquid and ice on a side table. Beside the glass lay a long silver spoon and packages of sugar and sweeteners and lemon slices. “I wasn’t sure if you like it sweetened or not.” 
 “Unsweetened is fine, thanks.” I sat on the edge of the couch. 
 Leslie leaned back in her chair. “How are you today, Nina?”
 I shrugged. “Okay.”
 “You look a little pale. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 I managed a smile. “I guess I’ve been better. To tell you the truth, I really didn’t feel like coming here today.”
“Ah.” Leslie offered me a warm smile. “Stage fever. That’s not unusual. A lot of people find digging in to their psyches terrifying. Dylan told me you weren’t a big believer in therapy. You should know that everything you tell me in this room will stay between us.” 
“It’s okay if you tell him what we talk about. I’ll sign the consent you mentioned. After all, if it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be able to see you. So you’re free to tell him everything I say.” I thought about this. “Well, unless I tell you otherwise.” 
“Got it. You mind me asking why you don’t believe in psychotherapy? Or used to not believe?”
 I thought about Leslie’s question for a while before answering. “I guess I think it’s for finicky, weak people. I mean, everyone has problems. And, most of the time, it’s a matter of just snapping out of them. Pulling yourself together. Besides, if you feel that bad, you can always talk to your friends and family. Using a shrink seems a bit… indulgent.”
 Leslie pursed her full lips and nodded slowly. “Interesting. I suppose seeing a therapist is a bit indulgent… What do you consider acceptable indulgences?” 
 “I’m not sure what you mean by that question.”
 “What do you consider an acceptable way of spoiling yourself?”
 “You should never spoil yourself.”
 Leslie raised a well-plucked eyebrow. “Never? Why not?”
 “Because it makes you lazy.”
 “What about taking a vacation?”
 “I think only old people need a vacation. You know, people who’ve been working for years and years and years. Someone like me does not need a vacation.”
 “Did you ever have a vacation?”
 I thought about that question, too, before answering, mostly because I couldn’t remember if I’d actually ever had a proper vacation. “It depends on what you mean by vacation. When I was a kid, my mom and I and my brother and stepdad drove around for a couple weeks in an RV. We did that a couple of times. I guess that would constitute vacation.” I smirked at the memory. How I’d hated that damn thing! Just thinking about that smelly RV had the power to make me feel like a total loser. Mega loser. Who the hell went on road trips in a friggin’ RV anyway? Only hicks, that’s who. A shiver went through me and I shook myself to get rid of the disconcerting vision of me in that pathetic vehicle. 
 “…Nina?”
 I looked up at Ms. Parkinson and gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I was lost in my own world there.”
 “Can you tell me what went through your mind?”
 I shrugged. “Sure.” But getting the words out of my mouth wasn’t as easy as I had first thought. In fact, I found myself suddenly tongue-tied.
 “Did you like going on road trips in the RV?” Leslie said. 
 “Not really, no.”
 “Why’s that?”
 “Because no one else went on stupid road trips in old RVs. And people always looked at us like we were a bunch of hicks.”
 “Which people?”
 “The ones we met on the road. You know, at the rest stops and when we drove through cities.”
 Leslie nodded. “When was the last time you went on a road trip in the RV?”
 “When I was about fourteen.”
“Did you ever go on a vacation after that?”
“No. My mother got divorced and we couldn’t afford it. I always worked during my 
breaks. You know, to help her out. She didn’t make much money and I have a much younger brother. My mom’s a waitress.”
 Leslie gave a pearly white smile. “That’s nice of you to help your mother. She must think you’re pretty great.”
 “We get along well. She needs a lot of help. She’s not a very strong person.” I rolled my eyes. “Always falling for the wrong guy.”
 “You said stepdad. When did she and your dad split up?”
 “He left us when I was five.” I scoffed. “A total deadbeat.”
 “Wow. That must have been hard for you. Did you get along with your stepdad?”
 “Stepdads. My mom remarried twice after my dad.”
 Leslie pursed her mouth again and nodded. “So she divorced the last one when you were how old?”
 “Fifteen.”
 “And after that you were helping her support the family while still being in school?”
 “Yes.” Out of the corner of my eye, I noted via the one window in the office that a bunch of clouds had appeared in the sky. I remembered then that it was supposed to rain later. If I was lucky, maybe the rain would take care of the puke. I had barely finished the thought when it did in fact start raining. Hard. Thank God.
 “Did your schoolwork suffer from having to do that?” Leslie asked. “Your grades? How were they affected?” 
“They weren’t affected so much because of me having to work as they were because of 
other factors.” 
 “Oh. And what were some of those factors?”
 My stomach roiled. Crap. I didn’t want to discuss the bullying. Not so soon. Maybe not ever. Why hadn’t I just said, yes, having to work so hard to help my mom was the only reason my grades were affected. But there didn’t seem to be any way out of it. Leslie was not about to let me get off the hook, that much was clear judging from the way she was looking at me with those laser-like eyes. It wouldn’t surprise me if she could somehow detect the thoughts swirling around in my head. 
 “Nina. What were some of those factors?”



Dylan
 I was sitting in my office, trying to read a never-ending legal document I needed to get through before the end of the day. I had low hopes I’d accomplish this. Knowing Leslie Parkinson would call me in an hour or so and tell me how her first visit with Nina had gone was far too distracting. Not that I thought anything ground-breaking would come out of it—ground-breaking as in Nina remembering what she had done after she passed out at the club. Her lack of memory in that department had never seemed like it had anything to do with Nina subconsciously blocking out an uncomfortable memory as much as it did her having an alcohol-induced blackout. 
 I did think Leslie might uncover what had made Nina so scared of me, though. From what I knew about Leslie Parkinson, she was great at getting to the meat of the problem very soon. In the two-hour introductory session she and Nina were having today, she might have already gotten to it. And I wasn’t sure if I was ready to hear the truth, find out that I, too, had a problem. Like that I was obsessed with a girl who was perhaps irreparably damaged. 
 It was no mistaking it—Nina had gotten so far under my skin, she would stay there, whether I wanted her to or not. 
I had lied to Nina when I’d suggested that maybe I was the crazy one, having somehow elicited her strange reactions. I didn’t really believe that. She was definitely the one with the mental issues. But I was crazy enough about her to be willing to pay all her therapy fees in an attempt to cure her—I’d definitely refuse to take Nina’s money when or if she tried to repay me. Leslie Parkinson wasn’t a friend of the family; she was just a doctor who had once used my firm’s legal services and who I knew was among the best in California, specializing in childhood trauma. When contacting Leslie, I’d explained the situation and asked her to play along. She’d agreed, hesitant only when I’d also asked her if she could give me an evaluation of the progress. She finally said she could give me a perfunctory overview, if Nina signed a consent. 
I was convinced something really bad had happened to Nina that she was in denial about. Most likely, she had been sexually abused by a man in her family, but her brain refused to deal with it. 
It was the healing part of this abuse I was now worried about. Hearing Leslie tell me Nina was too far gone to fully recover. That she was a danger to the men she was dating. I didn’t doubt Leslie would go into detail about that last part. As a therapist, she had a legal responsibility to inform the people her patient might hurt.
I had only gotten through four additional pages when the phone rang an hour later.
“Dylan Whitman speaking.”
“Hello, Dylan, this is Leslie Parkinson,” an assertive female voice said in my ear. “I’m calling to talk about my first meeting with Nina. She agreed to sign a consent. Is this a good time?”
“Couldn’t be better.” I barely dared breathing.
“Great. Well, Nina certainly is a very bright girl. Who didn’t have an easy time growing up. It’s easy to understand why she’s developed a tough surface.”
“Okay. Does she seem to have been the victim of abuse?”
“Yes. But not the kind you suspected. As of this session, she hasn’t displayed any signs of ever having been sexually abused. She was bullied in high school, however, and I’m getting the sense that it was very bad.”
“She was bullied in high school? Really?”
“I gather you didn’t know,” Leslie said in a dry voice.
“No, I didn’t. That’s awful. I detest bullies… What did she say that made you think it was so bad?”
“She didn’t want to go into details. And nor will I when she does. She’ll have to tell you about it herself. All I can tell you is that apparently physical violence was involved and that she ended up at the hospital because of it.” 
I sucked in a breath. “She ended up at the hospital? Jesus… It was that bad?”
“I’m getting the impression it was very, very bad. Frankly, I’m surprised she hasn’t already seen a therapist to deal with the emotional trauma. The school should have seen to it that she got one. A good one.”
“Do you think the bullying may have something to do with her being so scared of me sometimes? You know, with her suddenly trying to defend herself by pushing me off a mountain.”
“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s too early to say. But I do think she’ll benefit tremendously from therapy. She’s open to it now and those are the patients who do the best. That mountain incident may have been a blessing in disguise.”
“A blessing in disguise?” How could it be a blessing in disguise?
“Yes,” Leslie said. “It made her realize she needs help. It would have probably taken her years to get to that point, otherwise. Maybe she would never have gotten to it.”
“So you think she’ll never do what she did to me again then? I shouldn’t be staying away from her, should I?” I closed my eyes and squeezed the receiver so hard I feared it might break as I awaited Leslie’s answer.
“As of right now, I couldn’t tell you. It’s much too early to make a definite prediction regarding that.”
Too early? But you’re supposed to be one of the best! I clenched my teeth so the thought wouldn’t accidentally slip out of my mouth. I took a deep breath to calm the frustration that threatened to overtake me; I would gain nothing by alienating this woman who had already gone way beyond what was expected of her. I knew I was lucky that she had been so open-minded and cooperative when I’d first explained the situation Nina and I were in.
“In terms of you staying away from her,” she continued, “that would be up to you. If you don’t feel comfortable being around her, you might want to consider not seeing her for a while.” 
Another unhelpful answer. I decided to try another approach.
“What do you think it’ll take for her to recover from whatever it is that’s made her this way? Do you think it’s even possible?”
“It would be wrong of me to give you a definite answer to that since I really don’t know. It’s going to be up to her, her willingness to open up. To heal.”
Realizing I wouldn’t get the answer I wanted, I asked when the next session would be and thanked Leslie for her time.
My hand still on the receiver, I contemplated what to do next. The phone conversation with Leslie had been anti-climatic, to say the least, and if I’d found it hard to focus on reading my document before, now it was next to impossible. There was no point in trying to reach Nina and ask her how she felt the session had gone. She’d told me she’d go directly to work her dinner shift at the restaurant after therapy and would call me if she had time before. It was already a quarter past five, which meant she should be at work now. 
Feeling the need to move around, I stood up. I should just head to the gym and workout for an hour before my early dinner meeting with a client that evening. Lifting some weights followed by a quick run always cleared my head. Then, when I was done with dinner, I could complete the document.
The health club was located only blocks away from my office. Twenty minutes later, I was in workout gear doing pull-ups on one of the squat racks on the big gym floor. I followed those by a few sets of heavy bench press. Shoulder presses came next, then some abdominals. I moved from one exercise to the next, lifting as much as I could make myself. When I was done with the weights and on my way to the treadmill, I was feeling much better already. 
It was in the middle of my run, the time when all my best ideas came, that it dawned on me what I should do. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of it sooner. Since I now seriously doubted Nina was behind Emma’s murder, I should do my own little investigation of the matter. For example, I could easily ask around among our many mutual friends and acquaintances to see if I could dig up something of interest. The cops weren’t exactly getting anywhere and could use some help. It wouldn’t hurt them to get some of my inside knowledge of Emma’s life and doings. Maybe there were things going on I wasn’t aware of. No, not maybe. Since I hadn’t been a part of Emma’s life for several months, there were likely tons of things I wasn’t aware of.
Things that had to with one of my bosses and Emma’s boyfriend, the mysterious and tight-lipped Hugo Reiss. Who had after all thrown her out of his apartment, callously dumping her, the night before the murder.









Nina
“Do you want to tell me about it?” Dylan said to me over the phone the next day. Talking about what had happened during my first therapy session with Dylan had been easier than I’d thought. In fact, the more we talked, the more comfortable I felt. Until now, when we’d gotten to the point when Leslie and I discussed me having been bullied. The words were getting stuck in my throat now.
 “Um,” I managed to get out. “Didn’t Leslie tell you the gist of it already? I told her it was okay if she did.”
 “All she told me was that physical violence was involved and that you ended up at the hospital. Is that true?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “Jesus, Nina! I’m so sorry you had to go through that. That’s just awful. Were… were you at the hospital for long?”
 “No. The coma only lasted a day, so I was discharged soon after that.” Please, let’s change the subject now.


“Wait, what did you say? You were in a fucking coma?”
“Yeah…” God, I hated talking about what had happened. Every time the subject was brought up, I just felt like crying and this time was no different. But I thought I owed Dylan some kind of a report of what we’d been talking about during the session, and if he wanted to know more about what had happened after the beating, I should tell him. Even if it sucked. 
“Why were you in a coma, Nina? Were… were you beaten?
“Yes.”
I could tell that Dylan was breathing faster, his tension palpable as it traveled over the phone line. Warm tears were streaming down my cheeks now. Why was I crying? I didn’t get it. It was years ago since this had happened. I should be over it by now. I never thought about the actual beating any longer, not even when my eyes found Hannah’s photo. All I thought about then was why we’d ended up getting beaten in the first place. I did my best to make sure Dylan didn’t notice my state of mind by breathing through my mouth. The last thing I wanted was to talk about why I was crying like this. 
 “I’m so, so sorry this happened to you,” Dylan said finally. “It must have been terrible. I hope you sued Beverly High for negligence.”
 As quietly as I could, I took a deep breath to control myself. I hadn’t bothered to tell Dylan Beverly Hills High was only the school to which I’d transferred after my awful year at Harvard Westlake. And, at the moment, I didn’t feel like correcting him. I cleared my voice, blocking the mouth piece of the receiver so Dylan wouldn’t suspect my tears. “We did, but we didn’t win.”
 “Really? That sounds unbelievable. You must not have had a good legal team. Or the school must’ve had a great one.”
 “I’m pretty sure it was cause the school had a great one.” Okay, that was as much as I could handle for today. We’d have to continue the conversation regarding this subject some other time. Or never. But I doubted that would be the case. The best I could hope for was postponement. I made my voice light. “Did you find out anything about what your boss might have been up to yet?”
 Dylan had texted me yesterday that he was launching his own investigation into Emma’s life in an attempt to help solve the murder. He’d mentioned his suspicions regarding Hugo Reiss in the text.
 “No, I’ve been slammed at work all day. As soon as I finish the contract I’m currently working on, I’ll talk to some of the people here at the office and see what’s up.” 
 “I can’t believe she dumped you for your boss. It’s just too much. I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for you to work with him after that.” 
 Dylan exhaled. “Yeah, it was pretty tough. But I’m okay with it now.” His voice softened. “More or less since I met you, actually…”
 I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “Really? Well, I’m glad I’ve been of some help to you, not just a nuisance.”
 “Yeah, that part was pretty convenient.” I could hear the smile in Dylan’s voice.
An awkward silence followed that I quickly ended by saying, “So, what exactly makes you think he might have something to do with her death?”
 “She said he threw her out of the apartment because he thought she annoyed him. I don’t know Reiss that well—at all actually—but from what I do know, it doesn’t sound like something he’d do. He’s a pretty relaxed person. It seems weird he’d just throw her out—dump her—because she got on his nerves. I’m thinking that she was lying about that last part at least. There must have been more to it.”
 “Okay. But didn’t the cops say the murder seemed unplanned?”
 “Yes, seemed being the operative word there. It’s been three weeks since the murder and it doesn’t look like they’re getting anywhere. So, if you ask me, they don’t really know what they’re doing.”
 “Interesting.” 
 “Hey, I’ve gotta go. I’m having a meeting with a client in a couple of minutes. Will I see you later?”
 “Yes. I’ll be ready for you at nine. Don’t be late, my roommate’s back at ten.”
 “I won’t. Well, that gives me something to look forward to…” I could hear another smile in Dylan’s voice. Smiling myself, I said good-bye and disconnected. 





Dylan
 After my client meeting, I hung around the office to see if I could get a chance to talk to Reiss’s executive assistant, Laura. She was a friendly girl who’d seemed to have a thing for me since the day she started working there. As soon as I became aware of this fact, I’d avoided her as much as possible. But today I would use it to my advantage, flirt with her a little. With the right approach, I might find out all kinds of stuff about Reiss and Emma. What had really gone on between them. I was glad now I’d never told Laura that, practically days before Emma showed up in the office to visit Hugo, she had been my girlfriend. 
 Seeing Laura sitting at her desk outside Hugo’s huge corner office, I sauntered up to her. The red-haired twenty-two-year-old was as usual wearing a suit that, instead of sharp and professional, made her look like a little girl playing dress-up in her mother’s clothes. At the sight of me, a big grin burst forth on her bright face, charming dimples forming at the ends of the grin. 
 “Hi Dylan!”
Great. She was clearly into me still. I gave her my best smile.
 “Hi there, Laura. Do you mind if sit here?” I touched the edge of her desk.
 “No, of course not! Please have a seat.”
 I perched at the edge. “So, what have you been up to lately? Going on dates?”
 Her porcelain-white skin instantly turned pink and she giggled. “Not really.”
 I tilted my head and gave her a surprised look. “Really? I’d think a girl as pretty as you would have a date with a different guy most days of the week.”
 She turned, if possible, even pinker. “No, I’m not dating anyone.”
 “Wow, guys are missing out… How’s work?” I lowered my voice and leaned toward her. “Hugo getting on your case a lot? I know he can be tough.”
 “No, he’s okay. He’s a good boss.”
 “I’m glad you think so. How long have you been with the company now? You started at the beginning of the year, right?”
 “Yes. So almost ten months now.”
 “Wow, that long, huh! Time sure flies. It feels like you started just yesterday. What exactly does Hugo have you do anyway? I’ve noticed you’re in his office a lot during client meetings. His previous assistants were hardly ever in there with him. He must really like you.” I winked at her.
 “Yeah, we do get along well.” She smiled prettily. “Mostly, I make sure his schedule is working smoothly. He’s a very busy man, so it’s a lot of work actually.”
 I gave her a penetrating glance. “I can imagine… And is it?”
 She let out another giggle, more nervous now. “His schedule?”
 I nodded.
 “Yes, I think so. Though, lately, it’s been a little rougher what with his girlfriend being murdered.” She gazed at me with big eyes. “Did you hear what happened to her, the poor thing?”
 I shook my head like I had no clue.

“She was murdered at this club on Sunset. Strangled… Isn’t it terrible?”
 Again, I shook my head. “That is terrible. When was this? And is it the same girl that came to visit him many months ago? That tall, blond girl?”
 “Yes, that’s her. Emma. She was murdered like three weeks ago. Hugo has been so upset since then. I feel so bad for him.”
 I wrinkled my brows. “He’s upset? Really?” If Hugo had thrown Emma out of his apartment, breaking up with her, I didn’t think he’d be all that upset. Especially not if he was the reason she was murdered in the first place. My boss must be a better actor than I had given him credit for.
 Laura looked taken aback. “Yeah, of course he’s upset. Wouldn’t you be?”
 Realizing my faux-pas, I quickly rearranged my face to appear more sympathetic. “Yes, yes, of course. Those were stupid questions for me to have asked. I suppose I just didn’t think Hugo was the kind of person to display emotions at work. I was wrong.”
 “Oh, it’s not that strange. I mean, it’s not like he’s walking around crying openly.” Laura stole a few furtive glances around us before adding in a whisper, “But I did catch him crying when he was reading about her in the news. I think he forgot I was supposed to come back to his office with coffee for him.”
 “Really? He was crying? No wonder he’s seemed a bit edgy lately. He must be in a lot of pain.”
 “Yeah, it sure looks like it.” Laura’s phone rang then. I used the interruption as an excuse to end the conversation. I’d gotten enough for now, but instead of feeling more convinced Reiss was behind Emma’s death somehow, I was less sure. And that was not good.



Nina
 I had asked Ricki to come over to help prepare me for my date later that evening with Dylan. Ricki was a master with curling irons and I had decided I wanted spirals in my hair tonight. Not wanting Ricki to come over just to do my hair, I cooked an early dinner for her—Pierogis. My mother had taught me to make this Eastern European dish to perfection and Ricki, whose parents were from Eastern Europe—Ukraine—loved Pierogis. The fact that we originated from the same part of the world was one of the reasons we had connected so quickly when we’d met at a coffee house a couple years earlier. 
 Ricki rolled the first of my dark locks around the hot iron rod.
 “So you think he’s right?” she said, meeting my eyes in the full-length mirror before us from where she was standing behind me. We were discussing the latest regarding Emma’s murder. 
 “Let’s hope so,” I said. “He does have a point that it is a bit weird the police haven’t come up with a single suspect yet.” I smirked. “Except for me, that is.”
 “Right. That is a bit weird. The LAPD must really suck. I still can’t believe that detective came over to me, thinking you could’ve had anything to do with the murder. That’s like insane.” 
 “Ouch!” My hand flew up and landed on top of Ricki’s that had taken a firm grip of some of my hair. “Not so hard, please. I’d like to keep all my hair, thank you very much.” 
 Ricki immediately slackened her grip. “Sorry! Anyway, I definitely straightened him out.”
 I grinned at her via the mirror. “I can only imagine.” A beat passed during which both of us were silent. “Thanks for believing in my innocence, by the way. I don’t think I ever thanked you for that. It does mean a lot to me.”
 “Don’t even mention it. It’s not a matter of believing. I know you’re innocent. You’re not capable of murdering anyone.” Ricki paused. “Well, except for by accident maybe… But strangling someone with a chain could not have happened by accident. Especially not as drunk as you were. I mean, you could barely stand up! That detective must’ve also realized that, not to mention what kind of a person you are after he spent some time with you. Which is why he no longer suspects you.”
 “I’m sure the lack of evidence and witnesses played into his decision.”
 “That’s a good point. Which means my conviction is not just based on a gut feeling. But I’m still glad all of this happened since it made you start therapy. After what you’ve been through, you really need it. What’s even better is that you don’t have to pay a dime for it.” Ricki gave a knowing smile and wiggled her eyebrows. “Well, for now.”
 I gave Ricki a sharp look. “Exactly—for now. Don’t think for a second I won’t pay back Dylan every cent he’s spending on my therapy.”
 “Oh my, you’re such a noble person… I’m sure Dylan doesn’t mind paying for it. It’s not like he’s poor like you and me.”
 “Doesn’t matter. It’s a matter of principle.”
 Ricki nodded, looking pensive. “I guess you’re right about that. Maybe I’d feel the same way if I were in your shoes.”
 “I’m sure you would. I’m glad Leslie is as cool as she is, though.”
 “Yeah, it would suck if you couldn’t stand her, huh… When’s your next appointment?”
 “Saturday. Hey, do you think I should invite Dylan to Nixon’s birthday party?”
 “Yeah, why not?”
 “So you don’t think it’s too early?”
 Ricki shook her head. “No. You might as well introduce him to the rest of the crew. So they get to see who has finally made Nina Tyler believe in love and relationships.” 
 “Hey, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Just because I’m seeing him again doesn’t mean I now believe in relationships. Besides, for all I know it might be over next week the way things have been going.” 
 Ricki chuckled. “I seriously doubt that. If you could see yourself when you mention his name, you’d agree with me. And considering that he’s going out of his way to help you get better, it’s fair to say that he’s not about to dump you any time soon, either. No, the only way the two of you won’t last is if you accidentally kill him.” Ricki pulled in her breath, her red lips turning into an O. The hand that was reaching for another of my tresses flew up to her mouth to cover it. “Oops! Sorry.”
 I cracked up. “Don’t worry about it. So I guess I’ll invite him then.”



Dylan
 Feeling heavy, I climbed the stairs that led to Nina’s second-level apartment. All the way over to her house I had rehashed my talk with Laura earlier in my head, telling myself that just because Laura caught Hugo crying when reading about Emma didn’t mean he was innocent. Guilt, a bad conscience over what he had done, might have triggered those tears. Not sorrow. The man had after all thrown out Emma from his apartment a day before her death, callously dumping her, according to Emma. Would a man who loved a woman ever do such a thing? I didn’t think so. And not when it was so uncharacteristic of the man in question. 
I also didn’t think Hugo had ever imagined that Emma would not only run into me at the Blue Moon, but then—more importantly—break apart in front of me. That she would tell me all about how poorly her new boyfriend had treated her at the night of her planned murder. By now, I simply assumed Hugo knew Emma had been my girlfriend right before they became an item. This fact had to have come up at some point during their several months together, at the very least during their last fight. The way Emma had needed to talk to me, practically begged me to take her back—save her—suggested I must have been on Emma’s mind for days. It also suggested that Emma must have discovered that Hugo was someone completely different than the persona he presented publicly. Someone who had something to hide and knew the woman he was dating was about to uncover it. 
But just because Hugo had seen the need to take out Emma didn’t mean he didn’t have feelings. I had seen with my own eyes that not all criminals were cold-hearted psychopaths. Some committed crimes out of sheer desperation, only to be plagued by a harrowing conscience afterward. Hugo was likely one of those individuals.
So why am I dreading seeing Nina again? She had nothing to do with Emma’s murder. 
Right?
I had reached her front door and rang the doorbell. Soon she was standing before me, looking gorgeous in a snug purple dress that plunged low, enhancing the creamy skin on her soft breasts. Her long dark hair was curlier than normal as it flowed down her shoulders and back. A suggestive little smile appeared on her pouty lips as she wrapped her arms around my neck. Despite the conflicting emotions flowing through me ever since I’d left the office, I felt myself harden.
“Hi handsome,” she said in a husky voice. “I’ve been waiting for you. Have you missed me? I’ve missed you.”
Oh, God, yes, had I missed her, I realized as I gazed down at her. Whatever may be wrong with her, I knew I needed to have her, be with her. There was no point trying to fight it. She’d captured my heart like no other woman ever had. I pulled her close and bent down to kiss her. Hovering over her lips for a few seconds, I inhaled her scent, got lost in the liquidity of her dark eyes. 
There was no way this beautiful creature could be guilty of murder. Impossible. God could not be that cruel. 
I could hear her gasp as I, very lightly, brushed my lips against hers. I moved my hands up to her head and, running my fingers through her silky tresses, I brought her mouth toward mine with a force that surprised even me. I parted her lips with my own, finding her tongue that I circled with my own so deeply and fiercely I thought I might actually be hurting her. But when I pulled back finally and seeing the way she was looking at me, I knew I had accomplished the opposite effect. Her pupils had widened so much her normally hazel eyes had become black. 
Emboldened by her reaction, I pushed her into the apartment, gripped the front of her dress and pulled it down so hard the material almost broke. I stared at her braless breasts for a moment, admiring their beauty, before I grabbed them and squeezed them hard, bending down to suckle her nipples, nibble them. She moaned with pleasure, spurring me to bite a little harder. As I kept working her breasts, filling my mouth with as much as I could of them, I pulled up her dress over her ass and found her panties. I ripped them off in one smooth move. 
“Lie down on the floor,” I ordered her. Without a word, she did what I wanted, watching me from the rug as I undid my pants. The way she was breathing, biting her lower lip in anticipation, told me my actions was just what she wanted in that moment. I found a condom in my back pocket that I opened and slid over my big erection. 
“Spread your legs wide,” I said. As she did so, I enjoyed the sight of her, seeing how aroused she was by my commands. Placing my hands on the insides of her knees, I spread her even wider. Then I entered her wet heaven with the full length of my erection. 



Nina
 “How did it all start?” Leslie asked me, having a sip of the iced tea she’d brought us both. We had been talking more about the bullying when I was in high school. Leslie had managed to convince me it was important for me to work through it, talk about it, in order to truly put it behind me. That it might be the key to why I was having these strange outbursts with Dylan. No matter how much I hated talking about it and doubted it would make a difference, I had decided I’d give it a go. I’d try whatever this therapist wanted once. I’d try it for Dylan. He deserved as much.
 “When I was fourteen,” I said. “Pretty much as soon as I was transferred to Harvard Westlake and became friends with Hannah. Like a couple of weeks after those girls realized we were friends.” 
“So Hannah was already a student there then. Was she on a scholarship like you?”
“Yes, but she was on a different kind that enabled her to transfer years earlier than I did. She had gone to Westlake since middle school.”
“I see. And was she always an outsider?” 
“Not at all. She told me that when she was in fifth grade she and Chrissy were friends even. That friendship ended in seventh grade when the guy both of them had a crush on said he thought Chrissy was ugly and Hannah gorgeous. Ever since then Chrissy strived to become the most popular girl at school, the one all the guys wanted to date. And that meant she needed to make them hate Hannah.” I had a sip of iced tea. “The funny thing was that, physically speaking, Chrissy was better-looking than Hannah… But there was something about Hannah that just made her incredibly appealing. She was very vivacious. So alive.” My throat tightened and I needed to take a moment before continuing. “Anyway, so it was really when I started at the school and we became friends that it began. The girl basketball players coming after Hannah, and me, for being her friend. By that time, Chrissy had become the captain of the basketball team.”
Leslie nodded. “Was it mainly the girls in the basketball team that were after you?”
“Yes. It was as if Chrissy thought that by Hannah having a friend now, she was even more of a threat to her… That’s what it was all about—Chrissy being threatened by Hannah. She was a truly special person and Chrissy was just a dime a dozen kind of a girl. Pretty, but vapid. Deep inside, Chrissy knew it and she couldn’t handle it.” My throat felt thick again and my eyes began to burn. I swallowed, forcing back the threat of tears. To my relief, it didn’t take too much effort. 
“Was the bullying always physical?” Leslie asked. 
“No, only toward the end. They were mostly just spreading nasty rumors about us at first. Chrissy and her friend Tara came up with most of them, the girls in the basketball team taking their cues from them. They said we were lesbians because no guys would ever touch us. That we were prostitutes, pimping ourselves out to old men. That we were having sex with animals and were part of a sect that worshipped snakes. None of it was true, of course, but people seemed to believe it, because they stayed as far away from us as they could.” 
I gave a humorless laugh. “Don’t ask me where these girls got all those warped ideas from… Anyway, when it came to physical bullying, they mostly just pushed us when they got a chance. The real bad stuff only started when Chrissy started to suspect her boyfriend liked Hannah. Which he did.” 
 “Did you girls ever tell the principal or a teacher what was going on?”
 “Yeah, but they didn’t do anything about it. We told them a few times, but they didn’t care. I now know it was because Tara’s parents and a couple of the other girls’ parents were big donors to the school. And, after all, we were only scholarship kids. Expendable.”
 “How many girls were part of that basketball team?” 
 “About twelve.” 
 “And they all took active part in the bullying?”
“Yes.”
Leslie shook her head in disbelief. “Please tell me exactly what happened that last time. When it finally ended.” 
 I swallowed. “Okay.” I took a deep breath to steel myself, reminding myself they were just words. I could say them. All I needed to do was pretend like I was talking about someone else. It would be okay. 
“So Hannah and I were sitting at our usual table outside the cafeteria having lunch. It was the first school day after she’d gone on a date with Justin. That’s Chrissy’s boyfriend and he’d dumped Chrissy a few days before. Anyway, he’d promised Hannah he’d talk to Chrissy, make sure she and her band stayed away from us. But either he didn’t or whatever he told her didn’t help because Chrissy and Tara and all the other girls came up to us. They harassed us so much we couldn’t eat, so we took our food and started to leave. But they wouldn’t let us. When Tara slapped my tray out of my hands, I got so mad I pushed her and told all of them what I thought of them. Hannah must have gotten inspired by my action because she pushed Chrissy. Then both of us started running. All the girls followed us and somehow we all ended up in a deserted hangar at the Santa Monica Airport. Hannah thought there was a way to get out of there, at the end of it. But there wasn’t. Someone had already fixed the walls that used to be broken, so we were trapped. Half of them went after Hannah and half after me.”
 My throat tightened and I couldn’t talk. Pretending like I was talking about someone else no longer worked.
 “Then what happened, Nina?” Leslie said in a soft, beckoning voice, her razor-sharp eyes pinning me down. 
 My heart sped up and my breathing quickened. I was suddenly back there in that dark, cool hangar, the furious girls closing in on me. Smelling the wet metal, the rust. Feeling the panic rushing through me. Their screams getting louder and louder. Why was talking about this so damn hard? I’d already told Ricki about it, hadn’t I? Yes, I had. Well, not all of it… And I definitely hadn’t told Ricki what bothered me the most about this still. Why I felt that, if I’d just kept my mouth shut, Hannah would still be alive today. If only I’d kept my mouth shut. I barely dared thinking about this. But this time, I had to not only think about it, but also get out the words describing what I felt, what had happened. Every little thing. 
I owed it to Dylan to give Leslie all that I had. Even if I really didn’t think it would make a difference.
 “Nina. What happened after those girls separated into groups?”



Dylan
 I stared at the TV, not sure whether I was actually awake and not dreaming at first it felt so unreal. I pushed myself up from the couch where I had been sitting next to my sister. She had come for a visit to watch some afternoon college football with me. The female news anchor on channel one had suddenly appeared in the middle of the game with the breaking news, informing the viewers the authorities had arrested the person who had strangled Emma Patterson at the Blue Moon. A photo of the dowdy brunette friend who had been standing next to Emma that night filled the screen. 
 “Can you turn up the volume?” I said to Elisa. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her reach for the remote control and do just that. The anchor’s clear voice boomed out from the huge flat-screen TV’s speakers: “… last night when Jackie Rhodes appeared at the Santa Monica Police Station. The thirty-two-year-old psychologist asked to speak to a police officer. As soon as one appeared, Rhodes broke apart and confessed that she had strangled her friend Emma Patterson at the Blue Moon
October third of this year. Smith claims her anger issues got the best of her that night and she felt compelled to strangle her friend with the handbag chain shoulder strap of a passed-out woman who lay in a dark corner close by. Rhodes is currently being held at the Santa Monica station. Bail is set to $100,000.”
 The anchor disappeared and a beer commercial came on, a sultry Latina woman walking into a bar, all the guys in there staring at her. She walked up to the bartender and signaled for a beer. When he fumbled, searching for the opener, she sighed and grabbed the beer bottle from his hands. Sticking it under her very short top, she snapped it open with something hidden in her cleavage. Turns out she had a beer opener there attached from her long necklace. She winked at the gaping bartender and chugged her beer.
 “…Dylan. Are you okay?” Somewhere behind me, Elisa’s voice reached my ears. “You don’t know that woman, do you?”
“Huh?” I turned to face my sister. 
 “The woman who was arrested—do you know her?” 
“No. I’ve never seen her before, but I remember her face. It’s the friend that was with Emma at the Blue Moon, just like they reported. Definitely that broad. Same puss on her face as she had that night.” 
Victor wasn’t the only one who’d been concerned about how I had taken Emma’s sudden death; Elle, too, had called me up as soon as she found out to make sure I was okay. 
“Well, good thing they found the murderer at least, right?” Elisa said. 
 A big grin stretched my lips now. “Good thing” was an understatement. It was a fucking fantastic thing! I buried my face in my hands. “There is a God. There is a God…”
 I had spent the night at Nina’s yesterday tossing and turning in her bed, unable to relax. Falling asleep had been impossible. The more I pondered the idea that Hugo was behind Emma’s death somehow, the less convinced I felt. I doubted the cops hadn’t checked out Hugo thoroughly already, Emma having lived with the man only days prior to the murder. I knew from professional acquaintances that lovers and family members were prime suspects in a murder case. This fact together with Hugo’s sincere grief was just too much to fit the picture I wanted to paint. The LAPD couldn’t be so bad they’d missed any potential shenanigans on Hugo’s part, nor Hugo that good at covering his tracks. Who did I think I was, thinking I’d solve this case so easily when seasoned cops with their extensive resources and access to all the forensic evidence couldn’t? No, I was just grasping for straws because I wanted the woman beside me to be innocent. Not the raging psycho she might very well be.
 Now that I knew Nina was innocent after all, I was definitely going to her friend’s birthday party, something I’d been reluctant to agree to when Nina had first invited me.
 “Wow,” I heard Elisa say, “you sure are happy that woman’s arrested, aren’t you?”
 I removed my hands from my face, still grinning like a fool as I faced my sister, who was smiling big herself now. 
 “Happy? Yeah, you could say that again!” I was about to add that it sure wasn’t only because Emma’s killer had been found, but decided against it before the words could slip out of my mouth. It would only complicate matters. I better wait to bring up Nina. Wait until all the drama had faded some more, so Elle and Nina didn’t start off on the wrong foot.
 “I’m so happy for you, bro,” Elisa said, having gotten to her feet as well. “I can see why it must feel good to you, knowing who did this to Emma.”
 “Thanks, Elle,” I said and gave her a hug. “It does feel good. It sure does.” And it would feel even better when I could introduce Nina to Elisa and Mom. I was confident they’d like her a lot better than they’d liked Emma. Neither of them had ever been crazy about my ex, at least not Elisa. Yes, the day they met Nina finally would be one to remember.



Nina
The girls had surrounded me. I backed up against the corner, hoping to find some form of opening in the metal walls behind me. If only I pressed hard enough against them, they would miraculously open and let me escape. But all I got was an overpowering solidity that refused to budge. Still, I kept pressing, pressing. I had to get away. 
 They came closer, the six of them staring at me with fury on their faces, such fury. My stomach churned with terror as I considered making a run for it, pushing myself through the ever-enclosing human fence. But I was too frozen with fear to move. I felt myself folding, praying for the ground to swallow me, make me disappear. They were only a few yards away now. They were so big, all of them towering over me.
 “You fucking bitch.” Tara spat out the words. “You and your little whore friend won’t get away this time. Chrissy’s making sure the whore is paying. And I’m gonna see to it that you pay.”
 I wanted to speak, tell Tara it was all a big misunderstanding. Why had I opened my stupid mouth? Why  had I felt the need to tell these girls Hannah was the one Justin had always wanted, never Chrissy? I should have known it would only cause us more problems. But at the time I wasn’t thinking clearly. All I’d been able to think was how much I hated all these big, horrible girls who thought they could treat me and Hannah like we were dirt stuck under their shoes. They were no better than us. And to prove it, I had told them that Justin had taken Hannah out to dinner because she was the one he really wanted, not that big monkey Chrissy. If only I’d kept my mouth shut, neither I nor Hannah would be in this situation right now. I stared at Tara. I should tell Tara I’d just made all of it up to spite them. Hannah didn’t do anything, never went out with Justin. Maybe that would make them less mad. But my mouth and tongue had become so dry with fear the words wouldn’t form, never mind come out. My heart pounded like a jackhammer against my ribcage and the blood pulsed in my ears like a storm. 
 Ponytailed, tall Tara was standing right before me now, the other girls blocking any escape route around her. Still, I, becoming suddenly alive and able to move, attempted to push through two of them. They stepped closer together, forming an impenetrable barricade that forced me back into my corner. Stumbling, I braced myself from falling against the cool, unrelenting metal walls behind me.
 I was hyperventilating now, knowing far too well that I was trapped and that it was over. What would they do to me? And what had they done to Hannah?

The first punch came out of nowhere, taking me by surprise. It hit me at the side of my head. Pain radiated down my cheek and jaw. Before I had figured out who had thrown it, another punch came, then another, all hitting me in the head. I brought up my hands to my face to protect myself. Someone kicked me hard in the stomach, taking my breath away. Another kick followed, landing at the side of my waist; another punch hit me smack in the ear. My head was ringing.
 Disoriented, I sank to my knees as the punches and kicks kept raining over me. The girls had turned into one big entity of arms and legs that lashed out, striking me with devastating power wherever they could reach. The pain that had paralyzed me seemed to lessen as my consciousness began to falter. I had stopped trying to defend myself, hoping that my willingness to receive their beating would make them stop sooner. 
 Somehow, I found myself on my back, the girls hanging over me like a gigantic, multi-headed monster. With what was left of my strength, I tried pushing myself up. Tara’s voice rang out, “Hold her down, Jenni!” 
 In a moment of lucidity, I noticed how Jenni came down on her knees beside her. Cold, hard hands wrapped themselves around my neck and pushed me down to the ground. I gasped for breath, the panic washing over me. I was going to die. I was sure of it. But I didn’t want to die. I had to make them stop. How could I make them stop? 
 The way Jenni’s hands were pressing against my neck, it was impossible to get any words out.
 I searched the faces around me for one that would help me, realize that what they were doing wasn’t right. I didn’t deserve to die. I had taken enough. 
 But all I saw were black eyes and grimacing faces. Mouths that moved, screaming soundless words. Sometime around then a warm, fuzzy cloud appeared, enfolding me, taking me away. And it was finally over.



Dylan
 “Are you kidding?” Nina said. She and I were sitting together at the bar counter in a restaurant called Dillon’s. It had taken me several texts and calls before she finally picked up the phone so I could tell her the great news, in case she hadn’t heard yet. When I finally got a hold of her, she’d agreed to come meet me at Dillon’s, but only because it was so close to her house. 
 “No,” I said, smiling big. “It’s the truth! Saw it on the news this afternoon. It’ll be all over the newspapers tomorrow, hopefully with more details.”
 Closing her eyes, Nina covered the lower part of her face as she digested the great news.
 “Well, they did tell one very interesting detail already,” I continued.
 Nina looked at me and removed her hands. “What’s that?”
 “The woman used the shoulder strap of your bag to strangle Emma.”
 Nina’s mouth dropped open. “No.”
 “That’s what they said on the breaking news. I guess that was a smart move since it did throw the cops off track. It’s not like everyone walks around with a chain to strangle someone with when the mood strikes them. But you happened to lay passed out close by. With a chain strap bag.”
 “Amazing that no one saw her do it.” 
 “Yes, she was very lucky. But it was after all very dark in that club. And packed with mostly drunk people. So maybe not that strange after all.”
 Nina inhaled, looking pleased. “Well, that means I’m pretty much off the hook.”
 I put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. I kissed the top of her head. “Yes, it sure does. But I never thought you were the killer in the first place. Not really.” I looked away in a way I hoped wouldn’t be obvious, not daring to meet her gaze for fear of the lie being visible on my face.
 Nina huffed. “Yes, you did!”
 I lowered my gaze, knowing it was no point in trying to play innocent. “Okay, okay, maybe I did. For a little while. But that was before I knew better. I was temporarily insane. Please forgive me.”
 She snuggled up to me. “I do forgive you. It’s not like it’s that strange that you did.” She kissed my earlobe. “Well, as long as you come with me to Nixon’s birthday party on Friday, I forgive you. I did notice that you weren’t all that eager to come when I asked you. Hmm.” She tilted her head, assuming a coquettish face. “I wonder if that might have anything to do with the fact that you thought I’d killed Emma after all.” An astute expression replaced the cutesiness. “Seriously, I could totally tell how worried you were all that night.”
 “You could?” 
 “Yes. Especially when I asked you how things were going with your investigation. It was obvious they hadn’t gone well.” 

Huh. And I who’d thought I’d been so smooth in my answer. 
 “Yeah,” she continued. “I figured your investigation couldn’t have yielded very good results from the violent way you took me. Not that I didn’t like that…” She gave me a mischievous little smile. “I love it when you’re being rough like that. Makes me so hot.”
 I smiled back at her. “Yeah, I noticed that. I’ll remember for the future.”
 “Mmmm. Yes, please do. Though it might become a bit expensive if you’re gonna keep ripping up my panties. That pair was La Perla and cost me like thirty bucks.”
 “Don’t worry. I’ll buy you new ones. As many as you want. How was your session with Leslie yesterday?”
 I had yet to hear from Leslie regarding it. Surely she’d call me about it tomorrow, when it was Monday and a weekday.
 When Nina didn’t say anything, I loosened my grip around her and put a finger under her chin. As I met her gaze, I discovered that her slanted hazel eyes were glazed with tears. 
 “What’s wrong?” I said. “Did something happen?”
 She still didn’t say anything. Instead, she buried her face in my chest and I felt how she began crying. Not knowing what else to do, I began stroking her dark tresses with my free hand, letting her get out whatever it was that she needed to get out. By the time she was done, my T-shirt had become completely wet at the front of my chest. She gazed up at me with red-rimmed eyes and sniffled. I handed her a few napkins that I’d pulled from a plastic holder on the bar counter. She took them without a word and loudly blew her nose. She gave an embarrassed little smile when she was done.
 “Sorry about that,” she said. 
 “Don’t be silly, Nina. I want you to feel comfortable with me. If you need to cry a little, that’s okay.”
 “Okay.” She brightened and her smile grew wider. “Thank you.”
 “Though, next time please grab some napkins and put them between my shirt and your face before you start crying.” 
 Her smile died and her eyes widened. Then she got that I was kidding and slapped my shoulder. “Ha, ha, ha.”
 “You’re not the only one who can crack jokes, honey.” I smiled and kissed her head. “So you don’t wanna talk about it then?”
 “The session?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Can we do it another time?”
 “Whenever you want to, baby. Just let me know when you’re ready.”





Nina
 I was feeling better than ever in the days that followed. Telling Leslie what happened when Chrissy and Tara and the other girls chased me and Hannah into the airport hangar had been surprisingly cathartic. Leslie had been correct in assuming talking about the event had been good for me, no matter how uncomfortable it had made me feel at the time. Not even the detectives who’d questioned me at the hospital were aware of all the details I had given her. It hadn’t been necessary since several of the girls involved in the beating had offered plenty of detail and all stories corresponded. 
 I cried a lot in the days that followed, which seemed to help me process what had happened so I could put the event behind me at last. According to Leslie, my actions during it were natural considering all the stress I had been under, not to mention my age. I couldn’t have foreseen that these girls would beat Hannah and me to the extent they had. I needed to stop blaming myself for not having died myself because of it. These girls—particularly Chrissy and Tara—were clearly looking for a reason to attack us, so it had only been a matter of time before that happened anyway. I remembered that I’d found out Chrissy was the victim of abuse by a family member and that her team was losing the state playoffs at the time, lending even more weight to Leslie’s assertions. Chrissy and her team had needed someone to take out their frustrations on. 
 During our most recent session, Leslie pointed out that if Hannah truly had been as special as I claimed, then she’d want me to enjoy life to the fullest. The way life was supposed to be lived. She’d certainly not want me to beat myself up to the extent that I was doing. Instead, she’d have appreciated that I stood up for her when no one else would.
 “If you ask me,” Leslie said, “you’re the one who’s special. It takes a lot of guts to do what you did. We don’t know if Hannah would have done the same for you.” 
 Leslie was right. It was time for me to stop punishing myself.
 Learning about how Emma had died had come out of nowhere, but certainly added to the well-being that permeated me lately. I had read everything I could about Jackie Rhodes and how the arrest and investigation of her had unfolded. Jackie’s alibi, which had turned out to be fake in the end, momentarily threw off the cops. The fact that Jackie didn’t have an apparent motive to want to see Emma dead had added to their derailment. It was only when the person who Jackie claimed to have spent the rest of the night with told the police this was a lie that Detective Brando decided to pay Jackie another visit. But before he got around to see her, her guilty conscience had been too much for her to handle, and so she had gone to the station of her own volition to confess to the crime. All the forensic evidence fit with her story, so the case was now considered solved. 
 There was only one thing that still bothered me. Leslie and I remained clueless about what had made me freak out up on that mountain. Of course, considering that I’d only just begun therapy, maybe this wasn’t so strange. The fact that I no longer filled with a sense of overpowering guilt each time I looked at Hannah’s photo was progress enough. I should be grateful it had happened as soon as it had. With time, I was convinced Leslie and I would uncover what demons Dylan had triggered within me and why. I just had to be patient, something I had always struggled with. 
 For now I should focus on getting on with my life, see what would become of me and Dylan. We had been in touch every day since he showed up at my apartment to ask me if I had killed Emma, and things between us were getting serious. Well, more serious than anything else I had ever experienced with a man. My longest relationship—if you could call it a relationship—had lasted a month before I lost interest in the guy.
 With Dylan it was different. I couldn’t get enough of him and he clearly felt the same way about me. If someone would’ve told me I’d come to feel this way that night when we first met, I’d have laughed that person in the face. But I did. There was no point in denying it any longer. Despite that Dylan had physically repelled me a couple of times—literally—I was crazy about him. If I had my way, I’d want him to move in with me. Or better, I with him in his huge apartment in the Hollywood Hills. I could get used to living in that nice place. The way the rooms took up the entire corner of the building and the windows covered most of the walls, the sunrise and sunsets were amazing to watch from there. If things continued to go as well as they did between us, I’d drop a hint that I wouldn’t mind living there. I had a feeling he’d jump at the idea. 



Dylan
 The house Nixon’s client owned and had offered to lend Nixon for his birthday party was located right by the beach in Malibu. A popular hip hop song streamed out from the lit windows, reaching my ears as I parked my BMW on the street, just barely fitting between two other cars. Nina grabbed my knee when I’d switched off the ignition. 
 “Are you okay?” she said. 
 “Sure,” I lied. The prospect of meeting Nina’s group of friends was a lot more nerve-racking than I’d thought. I was dreading the moment they’d see me together with Nina. From what I’d gleaned, her friends were not like mine. Most of her friends seemed to be either artists or in the fitness industry or both. Not that I didn’t know anyone who was in those fields, but the ones I knew were from a more privileged background. What if Nina’s friends didn’t like me, thought I was a snob? The birthday boy, Nixon, especially seemed to be the kind of guy I tended not to get along with, full of tattoos and his head shaved. Unfortunately, he was someone Nina clearly dug since she not only spoke of him like he could be her older brother, but had also bought him so many gifts you’d think it was for five different people. If he and I didn’t hit it off, it would suck now that things between me and Nina were finally getting on track. The last thing we needed was another obstacle to get around. Honestly, I wasn’t sure our fragile relationship would survive another bump in the road. 
 She nibbled my earlobe. “Liar,” she whispered. “You’re stiff like a board. Don’t worry. My friends’ll love you! You’ve already won over Ricki, who’s very protective of me.”
 I nodded, feeling a little better. I was probably overreacting. Besides, I suddenly remembered, I did have a few friends who weren’t as well to do. “If you say so. Let’s go then.”
 Hand in hand, we walked to the front door at the back of the beachfront house. Nina squeezed my hand and gave me an encouraging smile. Warmth flooded my gut, soothing my frayed nerves. I smiled back and bent down to kiss her on the crown of her head. Yes, I’m definitely overreacting. It’ll be fine.



Instead of ringing the doorbell, Nina walked straight into the foyer of the house. Music and the sound of talking people met us as we entered. Nina pulled me into a big, open space in which several people stood around with drinks in their hands, most of them talking, some laughing. A few were sitting on couches and chairs to one side of the well-lit space, nibbling on chips and peanuts. Huge floor-to-ceiling windows leading out to a wide terrace showed the sun having just set over the Pacific Ocean, coloring the sky in an impressive array of pinks, oranges and purples. I spotted who must be Nixon based on how Nina had explained him. A medium-height, muscular Latin guy with his arms covered in tattoos stood in the middle of the room talking to a couple of girls. He must be very good at entertaining these girls, I noted, because they were cracking up after pretty much everything he said. 
 The jumpy sensation in my gut that had disappeared when Nina squeezed my hand returned. I took a deep breath through my nostrils to calm myself. Chill, you idiot, I told myself. It’s just another dude. Who just happened to be built like a brick house and apparently was funny as hell. Well, I knew a few guys who were like that. But those guys weren’t ones Nina adored.
 Nixon spotted us then. He lifted a huge arm and waved in our direction. Nina let go off me and rushed up to throw herself into Nixon’s huge embrace. I did my best to ignore the jealousy that stabbed my core like a dozen small knives.
 “Happy birthday, Nix!!” Nina said. She practically disappeared when Nixon hugged her close and pressed a big kiss onto Nina’s head. The head I had just kissed. All those little knives grew and twisted around and around within my innards as I watched them. It felt like a lifetime until Nixon finally let go off Nina. When he did, Nina handed him the big bag of gifts she’d gotten together for him. He received it, surprise spreading over his caramel-colored face. 
 “How many gifts did you get me?” he said, gazing into the bag. He grinned big at Nina.
 “Oh, only four. Well, five.”
 He took her in his arms again. “Wow, you must really love me.”

That’s what I’m thinking, I thought, feeling like I had suddenly turned into a dark cloud.
 “Don’t worry,” a familiar voice said next to me. “Nixon’s gay. Besides, she only has eyes for you. Trust me on that one.”
 I turned to the voice and discovered Ricki standing there, her strawberry hair parted in pigtails like a little girl, lips painted carmine as usual. She looked at me with a meaningful face. I was so glad to see her, the only person out of this big bunch of strangers I knew, that I threw my arms around her and hugged her like she was my long lost sister. When I released her, she looked a little disheveled. 
 “O-kay,” she said. “I guess you must be pretty happy to see me then.”
 “Yes, I have to admit I was a little nervous coming here to meet all of Nina’s friends,” I said, a little embarrassed.
 Ricki looked confused. “Why would you be nervous? They’re super cool! And they’ll love you for making sure Nina’s finally seeing a therapist.” She bit her lip. “Okay, maybe that’s taking it a bit far… You probably shouldn’t mention the therapist stuff to anyone. I mean, just in case you were thinking of doing it. Not that you probably were.” She started giggling. “Sorry, I’m rambling. Have had a few too many of these.” Ricki held up a bottle of Heineken. “But you should know that Nixon and I love you for it. Seeing that therapist has really helped her. She needed to get all that guilt off her chest she’s been carrying around for so long about that whole ordeal in high school. She thinks we don’t get it because she’s only told us the bare minimum, but we do. It wasn’t that hard to figure out. So thank you for convincing her to go. She can finally forgive herself for being the only one who survived.”
 I frowned. “The only one who survived? What do you mean?” 
 “Those girls killed her friend during the beating. You didn’t know?” 
 “Are you talking about when she was bullied in high school?”
 “Yes. The girls that beat up Nina and her friend only managed to kill Hannah. Well, I don’t think they had actually planned on killing them, but that’s what happened with Hannah. They were probably only trying to beat them up. Anyway, Hannah was her friend.” 
 “So Nina wasn’t the only one who was bullied in high school then?”
 “Right, she wasn’t the only one. Actually, if it wasn’t for Nina being friends with Hannah, she wouldn’t have been bullied at all. Hannah was the one those girls always picked on. But because of the therapy, Nina has finally gotten it into her head that she shouldn’t feel guilty because only she survived.” 
 “Hey, are you done hogging my boyfriend soon or what?” Nina’s voice cut through the din in the room then. Both Ricki and I turned to her. Nina was standing beside Nixon. She gazed at me. “Dylan, may I introduce you to the birthday boy, who also happens to be the best trainer in SoCal?”



Nina
 When I saw Dylan’s serious face I hoped the fact that I’d called him “my boyfriend” didn’t have anything to do with it. Dylan extended his hand in Nixon’s direction, smiling pleasantly. 
 “Happy twenty-fifth, Nixon. I’m Dylan. Good to meet you!”
 “Thanks for coming, Dylan, and good to meet you, too, finally. Nina’s told me so much about you.” The two men shook hands. 
 “Only good things, I hope,” Dylan replied, sending a wink my way. 
 “Oh, not even Jesus could stand a comparison to the way I’ve described you,” I inserted. 
 “Oh, yeah?” Dylan said and stretched out an arm in my direction, reaching for me. As he pulled me close, I knew his serious expression had nothing to do with what I had just called him. If anything, he must have liked that I’d called him that. I tilted my head upward to face him. 
 “Everything okay?”
 “Yes,” he said and kissed my nose. “Now that you’re here.” He looked in Nixon’s direction again. “So, you’re a trainer?”
 “Yep,” Nixon said. 
 “I could use a trainer. Do you have any openings in your schedule?”
 “I always have openings for Nina’s friends. What time were you thinking?”
 “Could we do it on a week-by-week basis? I have a wildly fluctuating schedule, unfortunately.”
 “Sure thing.” Nixon pulled out his wallet from his back pocket and found a business card that he handed Dylan. “Why don’t you give me a call or shoot me an email and we’ll go from there?”
 The two men exchanged a few more words and then Nixon excused himself to greet some of the other guests. I turned back to Dylan when Nixon had disappeared.
 “Were you being serious about that?”
 “About needing a trainer?”
 “Yeah. Do you really need a trainer?”
 “Sure, why not? If he’s as good as you say, I’d love to train with him. I always get a better workout when I use a trainer.”
 “He’s really a great trainer. I don’t think you’ll be disappointed. So what was up with that face anyway?”
 A wrinkle appeared between Dylan’s brows. “What face?”
 “You looked like you’d just received really bad news when Nixon and I came over here. Did Ricki upset you in some way?” I looked around. “Where did she go anyway?”
 Dylan looked around, too. “Not sure.” He returned his attention on me. “I don’t know what you’re referring to. We weren’t discussing anything in particular.” 
 “Okay.” I took his hand. I must have read too much into the way he’d looked when I came up to him with Nixon earlier. There was nothing going on with him. “Let’s go get something to drink. Then I want to introduce you to a few of my friends I did a movie with once. They’re a blast!” 



Dylan 
 When Nina and I left Nixon’s birthday bash a few hours later, driving along the Pacific Highway, I felt almost silly having worried about not getting along with her friends. Them not liking me. Every single one had been awesome and had seemed to truly like me, just like first Nina, then Ricki had assured me. I was looking forward to training with Nixon, who’d turned out to be not only friendly but incredibly funny, in a good-hearted way. I could easily see why Nina and all the other girls at the party adored him; the guy was like a huge Puerto Rican teddy bear. After I was introduced to the birthday boy, Nina and I played beer pong, taking turns with three other couples for an hour and winning almost every game. We danced, I surprising myself by not only agreeing to do the Electric Slide with a bunch of people, but also enjoying it. I even sang a karaoke song together with Nina that got a standing ovation. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had such a good time at a party. I made myself smile while staring at the road before me. Everything was finally going my and Nina’s way. Everything was great. 
 So then why was I having this tension in my gut, suggesting that something was wrong? I hadn’t really noticed it until we left the party and entered my car. But now, as we were sitting silently side by side, I couldn’t deny that it was there any longer. Especially since it seemed to grow in strength with every minute that passed. I had finally figured out what was bothering me so much—the fact that Nina hadn’t told me who Hannah was. Well, at least it had something to do with this fact. Nina had made me believe she alone had been bullied, not saying a word about Hannah, who’d apparently been the very reason Nina was bullied in the first place. Why hadn’t Nina told me about it? It seemed to be a very important piece of information, something you didn’t easily forget or omit.
 I supposed it wasn’t that big a deal—maybe she simply hadn’t wanted me to know. Maybe she’d found it too painful to discuss. It was perfectly understandable really since, according to Ricki, she’d been suffering from survivor’s guilt. I nodded to myself. Yes, it definitely is perfectly understandable.


 Nina put a hand on my thigh and squeezed. I removed my gaze from the road and threw her a quick glance accompanied by a smile. 
 “Why don’t we go to your place instead of mine?” she said, snuggling up to me in that 
way that made me unable to deny any of her wishes. “Your bed is so much more comfortable than mine… And bigger!” “Okay,” I said, putting a hand over hers on my leg. “Let’s go to my place.” I didn’t mind staying on the road for a little longer, my place being a lot farther away than hers from Malibu. Hopefully, by the time we were in my bed, the ever-expanding feeling of dread in my stomach would have gone away. 





Nina
“What’s wrong?” I said, sitting down by Dylan. He’d plunked down on his leather couch and turned on the TV almost as soon as we got to his place. At the moment, he was channel surfing, staying no more than a few seconds on each program. I had reconsidered my dismissal of something having happened to him at the party. The way he’d been acting since we got into his car suggested otherwise. 
 “Nothing. Everything’s fine.” He turned to me and swung an arm around my shoulders, pulling me close. He pressed a kiss to the crown of my head. “I’m just really tired. It’s been a rough few days at work. Is it okay if we just sit here and relax for a while? Watch some TV?” 
 “Sure. But it’s hard to watch TV if you’re gonna keep changing the channel every two seconds.” 
 “Okay, what do you want to watch? A movie?” 
 “Um, yeah, okay.” I really didn’t want to watch anything but had looked forward to making love with Dylan as soon as we got home. But he obviously wasn’t on the same wavelength. I watched him on the sly. Something was definitely bothering him and he didn’t want to tell me. I didn’t feel like pressing the issue, though, sensing that doing so would only make things worse. 
 “Okay, great,” Dylan said and got to his feet. “I have tons of movies in my laptop. Why don’t I go get it and we’ll pick one out together?” 
 He disappeared into his home office before I got a chance to answer. He seemed as though he couldn’t get away from me fast enough. What the hell? I sat up and stared after him. What could I have said or done that had made him this way? It had to have something to do with me. I thought back to the moment when I’d returned to him with Nixon, pictured his face again. Had Ricki told him something about me that didn’t sit well with him? Ricki had a tendency to get a big mouth when she got drunk. And she’d been pretty drunk tonight… I found my phone in my bag and texted Ricki: 
Dylan’s acting totally weird. Did you tell him something that maybe you shouldn’t have? Plz be honest. I really need to know and I’m not mad either way.

I doubted I’d get a prompt answer. It was almost one o’clock, which meant Ricki was probably already in bed, sleeping, having left an hour before Dylan and me. Invisible People had some event the following morning, so Ricki’s boss had wanted her to come in to work. Still, I figured it had been worth a try. 
Dylan appeared, carrying his laptop in his hands. He sat next to me and placed the laptop on the coffee table. He swiped the laptop’s touchpad, turning on the computer. 
“Okay, let’s see here,” he said. “What are you in the mood for? Something funny? A thriller? Scary?” 
 He didn’t even want to look at me, I noted. Discomfort settled in my stomach. I quickly decided that I wouldn’t let it overtake me, so I pushed it away as best I could. 
“How about a romantic comedy?” I said. Watching something funny and romantic seemed to be the best bet in this situation. I turned his face toward mine and kissed his lips, only to feel him stiffen a touch at my move. I went cold. What was wrong with him? With the utmost effort, I made my voice light. “Or don’t you have any?” 
He cleared his voice. “Sure. I have some old Meg Ryan movies.” He pulled up a file on his computer. “Wanna watch Sleepless in Seattle?” 
 I’d seen that movie a hundred times and was pretty tired of it, but at the moment I couldn’t care less. I just wanted to sit back and watch something that wouldn’t force me to focus too much. “Perfect!” 
 He attached his laptop to his TV and soon either Meg Ryan or Tom Hanks or both were occupying the screen. I curled up, leaning into Dylan, who put an arm around me. He no longer felt stiff. I let out a silent exhale. Maybe by the end of the movie he would be back to normal. 



Dylan 
 I stared at the huge flat screen TV, Sleepless in Seattle still in its opening scenes. I wasn’t a big fan of this old movie. The only reason it was on my computer was because I’d once downloaded it for my sister. She was a huge Meg Ryan fan. Unlike what I had hoped, the weird tension in my gut remained, having even gotten worse since we left my car. I didn’t feel like talking about it. All that would accomplish was putting a damper on the rest of our evening. It had already managed to do so, I could tell. As much as Nina wanted to pretend like she was relaxed, unbothered by my state of mind, it was obvious that she was. Her voice sounded tinny and her movements were jerky. I did my best to act normal, thinking that eventually the tension would leave me and we could go back to how we’d been earlier in the evening, happy, carefree. Though, I was in no mood to have sex right now. No matter how sexy I found the girl beside me, I feared I would never get it up the way I was feeling. 
At least not keep it up, and then I would have even more to worry about. I was well aware how sensitive this issue was to women, them often thinking they weren’t enough of a turn-on for their man. In Nina’s case, nothing could be further from the truth. I kept running my fingers through her silky hair, hoping this action would make her more at ease and also that it would keep me awake. The movie combined with the lateness of the hour had a sleeping-pill like effect on me. As the minutes passed, my eyelids got heavier and heavier, and soon, sleep was too much to fight back. 
When I opened my eyes again, the TV was off and the lamp on the side table I’d turned on when we’d first entered the living room was dark. Nina was no longer curled up beside me. I looked around the big room. The night sky lit by a million little lights in the city of Los Angeles shone through my floor-to-ceiling windows, giving me sufficient visibility of my surroundings. It was almost eerily still. . 
What time is it? And where is Nina? I pushed myself into a sitting position. She must have left when I fell asleep, not wanting to disturb me. Or maybe she had gotten annoyed that I had passed out when I had been the one who wanted to watch TV. I had a feeling I’d fallen asleep pretty much as soon as we started watching the movie. Given how easygoing a girl she was, she had probably just left. 
I got to my feet. There wasn’t much left to do but go to bed and fall asleep again. The nap seemed to have done me good, though, because the annoying tension in my stomach had disappeared and I felt much better. Sleepy, but normal. I wished that Nina was still here, wanting my arms around her. I sighed. I must have scared her off again. Damn, why can’t I act like a regular person around her, better control any strange moods that overtake me? Because that must be what had happened—a temporary onslaught of moodiness. Not that I often got moody, but there was no other explanation. So what that she didn’t tell me every little detail of her life? It shouldn’t have bothered me as much as it had. I should have recognized what had happened for what it was—me feeling glum—maybe even have told Nina about it instead of pretending like everything was just fine.
Well, it was too late now. Tomorrow I’d call her and then I’d apologize for acting so weird the night before. 
I walked toward my bedroom and despite my grogginess felt my cock throb at the thought of Nina naked and her legs spread wide, me sliding inside her, an image that had suddenly appeared in my head. Yeah, I was a total dolt, acting so uptight around her when we got home. I knew very well that she’d wanted us to go directly to bed and make love, not watch some stupid movie. So now I was paying for it. 
I entered my bedroom and my breath caught in my throat when I discovered Nina under my covers, sleeping. She looked so beautiful, calm and trusting with her arms over the covers, hands clasped together. Her long, dark tresses fanned out on the white pillow, making me think of a mermaid. A rush of happiness went through me at the sight. Tiptoeing, I went up to my bed and sat beside her. 
While I would love it if she suddenly woke up and threw the covers aside, asking me to take her, I didn’t want to disturb this picture of perfect rest and comfort. I stood back up, quietly removed my clothes and slid under the covers next to her and closed my eyes.



Nina
 Dylan was sleeping soundly beside me when I woke up despite that the midmorning sun cast its light into his bedroom like sharp laser beams. Either he didn’t have any shades or he’d forgotten to pull them down before creeping into bed with me last night. I hadn’t heard a thing, which surprised me, given how restless I had felt when I’d slipped under his covers. Somehow, I had managed to completely pass out. 
I stretched out over the cushy mattress. Maybe it isn’t so strange.
Dylan’s king-sized bed was the most comfortable thing I’d ever slept in. I smiled to myself. Yes, I could definitely get used to sleeping here every night. 

I turned to watch him sleep, utterly relaxed on his back. I was glad I had stayed instead of leaving like I’d first thought would’ve been best considering how weird he’d been acting. He probably wanted me gone when he woke up after falling asleep only fifteen minutes into Sleepless in Seattle. But then I’d not known how I’d get home, being all the way in the Hollywood Hills and having no car. A cab was much too expensive and it would be unfair to try to get one of my friends to come get me at two in the morning. So I’d stayed. If Dylan hadn’t wanted me to come to his place, he should have let me know earlier, not drive me all the way here and give me no way out. 
I dared him to wake up with my gaze, but he seemed too deep asleep for my telepathic attempts to have any affect. I soon gave up and decided to check my phone to see if Ricki had responded to my text. Crawling out of bed, I found my bag that I’d dropped by a chair and fished out my phone. It was almost ten, later than I’d thought. And there was a text waiting for me, having arrived twenty minutes earlier. Eagerly, I clicked on the button that opened it up: 
Not sure. Don’t think I told him anything he didn’t know already. We spoke a bit about the bullying but he knew about that already. I think. Was pretty drunk. What happened? You okay? 


I texted back: Yeah, I’m fine. He was just acting so weird yesterday. But maybe it was nothing. Am at his house and he’s still asleep. Keep you posted about what happens. 


Please DO. 

Feeling like someone was looking at me, I put my smartphone in my bag and turned around. Dylan had woken and was lying sideways, resting his head on his propped-up hand. There was a groggy look on his face and his honey-blond hair was pointing in all directions, making him look a little crazy. He gave me a pleased grin. 
“I love waking up and the first thing I see is your beautiful behind.”
 I realized I was only wearing my G-string at the moment. I could only imagine the view he had while I was bent over texting Ricki. The notion of being on such display for him sent a shot of heat up between my legs. I was an exhibitionist after all. The way he was looking at me told me he couldn’t wait to get his hands on me, only serving to intensify the tingling warmth between my legs. I smiled back at him. Things were back to normal, just like they should be. 
 He extended a hand in my direction. “Come here, you sexy little thing…” 
 I sauntered over to him, his words making me feel sexy, in charge. When I reached him, his face only inches away from my stomach, he slipped an arm around my butt and pulled me close. He covered the skin immediately above and around my panties with feather-light kisses and squeezed my buttocks. The heat between my legs grew and I put a hand on his head, stroking his hair. His mouth moved over to my panties and his kisses got more demanding the closer to my clit he got. His hands forced me to spread my legs wider, then one of them came to the front of me. His fingers slipped under the sheer material of my panties and two of them slowly disappeared inside my now considerable wetness. As he began thrusting his fingers deep into me, his tongue worked my clit over my panties. I moaned, grabbing his hair with my hands and pressed his mouth closer to my center. He moved my panties aside with his other hand and eagerly filled his mouth with as much as he could of me. 
 As he came up for a bit of air, he mumbled, “Your pussy tastes so good. I could stay down here forever. Please sit on my face.” 
 Doing as he wanted, I straddled his face, moving back and forth over his eager mouth. I could feel myself getting closer and closer to release, but I wanted to feel him inside me before that happened. I pulled myself away from his firm hands and slid down his strong body, knowing already that his cock would be hard as a rock, just the way I wanted. Finding it, I guided it inside me and slowly sank down over it, letting it fill me up while enjoying watching him squirm with pleasure underneath me. As I rode him, his hands found my breasts that he squeezed hard. The orgasm I had avoided so narrowly surged through me then, making every part of my body feel electric. I arched my back, feeling my release intensify as Dylan pinched my already hard nipples so hard it almost hurt. As the delicious waves began to fade, I slowed my speed above him, riding slower and slower. 
 Suddenly, he grabbed me and flipped me around so I ended up on my back. He forced my legs apart and steered his still very much erect cock between my folds. He met my eyes, his dark with desire. “Touch yourself while I fuck you.” 
 I did as he wanted and, amazingly, as he kept drilling me deeply, I felt myself nearing another, even stronger release. Between my half closed eyes, I saw him watch me intently, sometimes me touching myself, but mostly my face as I was gasping beneath him. 
 “God, you’re so sexy,” he murmured. “So fucking beautiful. Now come for me again. I know you can.”
 It didn’t take many seconds for that second orgasm to begin to roll over me, starting from my toes, then racing up my legs all the way up to the crown of my head. I felt as though I had been lowered into a bath of stirring ecstasy, every part of me trembling as I reached the finish line. As I saw Dylan’s face contort with pleasure as he himself was nearing release, I closed my eyes, not daring to look at his face. 



Dylan
 Watching Nina close her eyes took the edge of the pleasure that escalated within me, thwarting my approaching orgasm. My thrusting into her slowed as I fought the hurt her cutting herself off from me caused yet again. It needed to stop once and for all; ignoring it was not the right method. I leaned closer to her, so close our faces were only inches apart. 
 “Nina,” I whispered. She opened her eyes halfway, cautiously. Enough for me to see the fear in them.
 “Yes,” she murmured. 
 “Don’t close your eyes. I want you to look at me when I come. I want you to see me.”
 “No… I can’t.” She turned her face away. I cupped her chin and turned her gaze to mine. She had closed her eyes again. 
 “Nina. Look at me. It’ll be okay. I promise. You just have to stay with the discomfort. It’ll never go away if you keep avoiding it.”
 To my surprise, she opened her eyes halfway again. Her responding so quickly to my request turned me on so much my cock hardened. I began to thrust deeper into her again, all the while looking deeply into her eyes. She squirmed with pleasure underneath me.
 “Oh, so you like that, huh?” I murmured.
 “Yes…” she gasped and I could see the passion reigniting in her. I increased my pace and she moaned. 
 “Want me to keep fucking you like that, Nina?”
 “Uh-huh…”
 “I will if you keep looking at me. Watch me come hard inside you. Watch how much I love coming in you. Will you do that for me?” I punctuated each sentence with a deep, hard plunge into her.
 Instead of answering, she let out a loud whimper. The way she was contracting, I could tell she was nearing another orgasm.
 I picked up my pace, close to coming myself.
 “Look at me, Nina. Look at me or I’ll stop fucking you.”
 She sucked in a breath, holding my gaze. Tears began streaming down her cheeks.
 “Yes, that’s right, Nina. Let it out. You’ll feel so good once it’s gone. Let it go.”
 I pulled her legs apart wider and thrust into her violently, the release gathering inside me, Nina herself coming suddenly in a series of loud moans. As I felt myself about to explode, I kept staring into her terrified eyes, watched her face her fears.
 “It’ll be okay, Nina. Let it go. No one’s gonna hurt you. I love you. You’re safe with me. I love you.”
 Then I came hard, all the while holding her gaze. As the last waves of ecstasy rolled off me, I collapsed on top of Nina. I could feel her shivering underneath me, her cheeks wet from hot tears against my neck. I hugged her close and let her cry for several minutes while I kept reassuring her that I loved her, that it would all be okay. She had nothing to fear. She was safe with me.
 Nina was lying cradled in my arms long after she had stopped crying, neither of us saying a word, just listening to the bird twittering outside. She played with the hair on my chest.
 “Did you mean that?” she said.
 “What? That I love you?”
 “Yes.”
 I thought about her question. Then I rolled her so she ended on top of me, facing me.
 “Yes,” I said and kissed her gently. “I do love you. I really do. You’re the most amazing girl I’ve ever met.” 
 Her eyes lit up and a smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “Really?”
 “Yes, really.”
 “Well, that’s cool.”
 I raised a brow. “That’s cool?”
 “Yeah. I mean, you know, since I love you, too.”
 I laughed. “Oh, okay. Got it. I guess it is cool then.”







Nina 
 “He wants you to come to dinner at his mother’s place?” Ricki almost screamed into my ear over the phone. “Oh, my God! You do know what that means, right?” “No, I don’t, please do fill me in. But don’t scream while doing it. I’m not a ninety-year-old lady with hearing issues, you know.” 
 “Sorry. I’m just so excited for you. You so deserve it.” 
 “Deserve what?” 
 “That this guy clearly has serious intentions with you, silly. Why else would he want you to meet his mother?”
“Yeah, I guess that’s true.” I felt a smile spread over my lips. “He does seem like he wants to be pretty serious with me, I have to admit.” I had spent the last several days in a pink-colored state of bliss. Dylan and I had been seeing each other on a daily basis since Nixon’s birthday party. I had decided I was an idiot for having thought relationships were only a nuisance, a waste of time for smart people since they were bound to fall apart sooner or later anyway. Now, what I had with Dylan couldn’t be better. The two of us went for romantic dinners, watched movies curled up on the couch, baked cookies together—a secret hobby of Dylan’s—even went running along the beach. If we couldn’t get together one evening, we made sure we’d at least sleep together, so either I spent the night at Dylan’s house, or he at mine. In between all activities we had sex, lots of sex, which only kept getting better. I had never been multi-orgasmic, but with Dylan I experienced them most times we made love. Long story short, I felt like I had died and entered heaven. Last night had been especially amazing, and as I relived it in my head, I smiled wider.
“….hellooo.” Ricki said in my ear. “Are you listening to me? I feel like I’m giving a monologue.” 
“Sorry. Zoned out a little. What were you saying?” 
 “Wow, you’re really in deep with this guy, aren’t you? I was talking about how great it was that you’re meeting his mother and then I asked how come you’re only meeting her. Are his parents divorced?”
“No, his dad passed away from prostate cancer several years ago. And so far, his mom remains single.”
“Oh, that’s so sad. Give him my condolences.”
“It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?” I said and squeezed the phone between my head and shoulder so I could paint my toenails. “It didn’t exactly happen yesterday. Besides, I think he’s okay with it by now. Well, as okay as you can ever be with one of your parents dying…”
 “Yeah, that’s true.” She sighed. “It’s too bad. Losing your dad like that must be rough.”
“I agree.”
“Where does his mother live?” 
 “In Beverly Hills. In the same house that he grew up in.”
 “Figured it would be in an area like that. He comes from money, right? Not that it’s anything wrong with that.” I could hear the content smile in Ricki’s voice.
“Right. It isn’t.” I smiled again myself. Only a few months ago, I would have felt differently. That coming from money must mean you’re a jerk by default, like most of the students at Harvard Westlake. 
“Are you nervous?” Ricki said. “What are you gonna wear?” 
 “I’ll wear something proper. Like a nice top and a skirt.” 
 “Don’t dress too nicey-nice. You want them to see the real you, not some fake chick.” 
 I giggled. “Do you really think I’d be able to hide my true persona with clothes?” 
 “Yeah, maybe not. Now that I think about it, that would be kinda hard… Do you want me to come over and do your hair before you go?” 
 “You mean you want me to make you some more pierogis. I wish I could make them for you, but I’m going to visit my mom during the day. It’s been a while since I went home, so I’m due. Alex’s being difficult again. Besides, I really don’t think Dylan’s mom cares if I have corkscrews in my hair or not.” 
“I’m that obvious, huh?” Ricki let out an affected sigh. “What can I say? You’ve got me addicted to those damn things!” 
“No worries. I’m happy to make them for you some other time.” 
We made plans to meet up at a coffee shop in Santa Monica later to do some shopping before disconnecting.



Dylan
 I was spending Sunday with my mother, helping her prepare for the dinner we would have with Nina later. My sister would be there, joining us as soon as she was done at the baby shower she was attending, as well as Victor, sans his family. My uncle was excited to finally get to meet Nina and didn’t feel like having a bunch of kids around to distract him while he got to know her. 
 Because Rosa, the maid, had the day off, my mom and I were unloading the groceries we’d bought so she could cook her special fish entrée later. When I had removed the last item from my brown paper bag, I began folding it while finishing up our conversation regarding what Nina was all about. I wanted to make sure I had touched on any subject my mom might want to avoid or thread carefully around to ensure the dinner went without a hitch. Not that she was particularly nosy, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. God only knew Nina and I had experienced enough hitches so far. 
 “She comes from a very messed up situation,” I said. “Her dad left her mother when Nina was only five. Then her mother got another husband, who dumped her a couple years later only to marry a third loser. It was with that third guy that her mother had the half brother, Alex. Unfortunately, that third guy took off too, leaving her to raise both kids on her own and with hardly any money.”
 “My goodness,” my mother said, putting a carton of milk into the fridge. “I can’t imagine what a tough time her mother must’ve had being on her own with two kids in a foreign country.” She tsk’d, shaking her blond head with vigor. “Some men are just awful!”
 “True. Anyway, so asking about her family might not be so smart at this point. Not that she’s ashamed of her family or anything, but it’s not something she loves to talk about, either.” 
 “Will keep that in mind.” She patted my arm. “Thanks for giving me the heads up, honey.”
 “Sure.” I had only told my mom about Nina’s family background and what she was doing for a living, matters she would likely ask about. At the moment, I didn’t see the point in also bringing up that Nina had been the victim of severe bullying. My mother, loathing bullies as much as I did, was bound to let something slip if she knew about it—at least if she got a little tipsy—and I was sure that would make Nina uncomfortable. The last thing I wanted was for Nina not to have a good time with my family tonight, and after this conversation I was sure she’d have a great one.
I hoped I would have as good a time when I had dinner with Nina’s mother and brother the following week. Nina had already set up a date for the four of us to have dinner so her family got to meet me. When she’d asked if I was available the night in question, I had said yes despite that I really should have attended a work event. But I’d figured I might as well get the trip to Downtown L.A. over with as soon as possible. Declining to go to Nina’s childhood house when her mother had invited me—especially after she had come to mine—was not an option, no matter how much I disliked going to the hood. The last time I had visited a similar area someone had scratched the entire side of my car. And that had been during the day. It wouldn’t surprise me if something like that happened this time, too. As soon as I could, I’d help Nina’s mother and brother get a place in a better neighborhood. 
I was determined to take care of her family the same way I was planning on taking care of Nina. After all the hardship they had suffered, they deserved to have an easier time from now on. My family and I certainly had the means, not to mention character to make sure her kid brother, for example, got on the right track. Based on what I’d learned about him from Nina, Alex was a big-time troublemaker with criminal tendencies. With the right guidance, that trend could be reversed. I would see to it that the kid got a good tutor to help him do better in school and introduce him to my sister, so Elle could get Alex to see why he needed to remain in sports. According to Nina, Alex had recently quit the basketball team and she was worried that meant he’d fallen back into his old patterns, hanging out with the wrong kind of people. 
I nodded to myself, content. Yes, I’d make sure Alex got to meet my sister as soon as possible. Not only was my sister very cute—which meant a hormone-riddled kid like Alex was bound to develop a crush on her—but she was also the nicest, highest quality person I had ever known apart from my mother. When Alex found out what a cool, high-paying job she had and how playing sports had helped her develop the discipline required to land such a gig, I was sure Alex would feel inspired to take up basketball again.



Nina
 I flung my arms around my gangly kid brother. “I’m so glad to hear that, Alex! You don’t know how worried I’ve been about you.” 
 I felt my brother return my bear hug with awkward hands, barely touching me. Still, it was a step in the right direction. Ever since he’d turned eleven and began turning into a man, he’d acted aloof with me, like he was too cool to show affection any longer. I squeezed him close, got up on my tippy toes and pressed a kiss onto his cheek, before letting go of him again.
 “You don’t have to worry,” he mumbled. “I get that it was stupid of me to ditch the team. I was just being a baby. It was actually my fault that we got into a fight. So I told him sorry and we’re friends now.”
 I gazed at my brother, who was much taller than me now, and smiled. “I knew you’d come to your senses. I’m so proud of you.” That wasn’t actually completely true—I’d definitely had my doubts—but that was unnecessary to bring up now that he had realized on his own that he was as much at fault for the quarrel with that other kid as the kid had been. I turned to our mom. She was a small woman with streaks of gray in her dark hair. Almost fifty, she was still attractive despite the bags under her hazel eyes and the many lines in her face caused by all the stress over the years. In her youth, she had been very beautiful. 
 “He’s becoming a man finally,” I said, beaming at her. “Can you believe it?”
 “I’m not sure yet,” Mom said and wiped down the area next to the kitchen sink. “We have to see.” Her eyes that were so much like mine gleamed with happiness, contradicting the vagueness of her answer, telling me that she, too, believed Alex was maturing. He was going to be fine after all. 
“Okay,” I said, “now that that’s settled, let’s eat. I need me some blinis, mamulya.” 
No one made Russian crepes like Mom, and it had been a while since I had gotten a chance to eat them. 
Mom smiled and nodded toward the table in the middle of the kitchen we were standing in. “You kids sit down and I bring them.”
Alex and I scurried to the table and plopped down on two of the chairs around it, eagerly awaiting the blinis, both of us grinning big. I looked at my brother and giggled, a sense of contentment spreading within me. Alex was definitely maturing. It was a subtle thing that you only noticed if you looked closely, but it was there. Mom and I had both worried far too much about what had proven to be a fairly minor matter. Thank God. 
Mom put plates loaded with steaming blinis covered with raspberry jam in front of us and one at the head of the table. She sat there and we began to eat.
The blinis were as delicious as always, the warm ricotta inside pouring onto the plate as I cut through the jam-slathered pancake.
“Mmmm,” I said and looked at Mom appreciatively. “You have to make these when Dylan comes over. It’ll be a great way to introduce him to Russian culinary tastes.”
“We should have Beef Stroganoff, too,” Alex inserted, having already devoured half of his plate of blinis. “With some Stolichnaya.” He grinned, gazing at me and Mom with a glint in his brown eyes. 
My mouth dropped open as I stared at my brother. “Please don’t tell me you’re drinking vodka now, Alex.”
Alex gave me a flat look. “No, I’m not drinking vodka. Have you ever seen me drunk? But I know that lawyers like vodka. And you want this dude to like Russian stuff, right? So I was just trying to add to the conversation.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I have not ever seen you drunk. And you’re right. Lawyers do like vodka.” I smiled. “Well, at least Dylan does.”



Dylan 
 The street where my childhood home was located was outlined with rows of super tall palm trees with tiny crowns at the top. Each house Nina and I passed had its own personality. Some were loud and ostentatious, others were sleek and understated, yet others were warm and colorful like houses in the Caribbean or along Mexico’s coastline. They ranged from large to huge, each worth several million dollars. 
Even though I had driven down this road hundreds of times, the air of money but not necessarily class never failed to have an impact on me. I snuck peeks of Nina beside me, wondering what went through her mind as she took in the area where I had grown up. The expression on her face revealed nothing, but I could still sense that she was nervous. 
I put a hand on her knee.
 “How are you doing?” I asked. 
 “I’m okay.” She turned to me with a brave smile. “It’ll be great to meet your family.”
 I gave her knee a soothing squeeze. “They can’t wait to meet you. My mom especially. You’re just the type of girl she wants me to be with—a strong, beautiful, independent woman.” 
 I was glad my mom and sister were unaware of all the drama that had been going on between me and Nina. This way they wouldn’t get to know Nina with preconceived notions, like Victor would. 
 I pulled onto the long driveway in front of my parents’ house and parked to the side. Exiting the car, Nina gazed at the white Spanish-style stone house with its red tile roof, arched doorways and windows. Compared to the gaudy houses of most of my parents’ friends and acquaintances, theirs was modest and tasteful. 
 “That’s a beautiful garden,” she said, her eyes skimming the many colorful flowers in the well-maintained garden beside us. “I love the sunflowers.”
 “Thanks,” I said, taking her hand. “You tell my mother that. She loves her garden. Let’s go see her.”
 We walked up a few wide stone steps that led to the wooden front door. I turned the knob and opened the door. We walked through the huge hallway and into a spacious sitting room with big plants and a fireplace. 
 “Mom!” I called. “We’re here. Where are you?”
 I turned to Nina. ‘She’s probably in the kitchen. My mom loves to cook.” I led Nina through a hallway that ended up in an ultramodern kitchen. It had all the latest appliances and cool metal details, yet it still managed to be warm and utilitarian. My mother was standing behind the white marble island in the middle, fixing a cheese tray. Her silvery blond hair was as usual tied back in a low ponytail and she was wearing a green sundress. She lit up at the sight of Nina and me.
 “Hi honey!” Mom put down the knife and cheese in her hands, wiped off on a kitchen towel and walked around the island to greet us.
“Hi Mom.” I kissed her cheek and inhaled the familiar smell of her, a mixture of citrus and Estee Lauder’s White Linen. It always had the same effect on me, taking me back to my childhood. 
 She turned to Nina, grabbing hold of her hands and pressing kisses on both her cheeks. There was a big smile on Mom’s pink-painted lips.
 “Hello, Nina. It’s so great to meet you. You’re even prettier than I imagined when Dylan told me. I’m Catherine. Would you care for some wine and cheese?”
 “Um, sure,” Nina said. “That would be great.”
 Victor walked in from another opening to the kitchen then. 





Nina
 The burly man with the balding head came straight up to me and Dylan, looking as pleased to see us as Dylan’s mother had. He shook hands with Dylan and they exchanged a man hug, slapping each other’s backs hard. 
 “Dylan, my boy,” the brawny man said with a grin that went from one ear to the other. “It’s good to see you.” His watery blue gaze found me and that jovial expression on his face changed, becoming a touch more deferential.
 “You must be Nina.”
 I wasn’t sure why I felt on display suddenly, but I did and it made me nervous. The man soon remedied this by taking my hand and placing a light, gentleman-like kiss on my cheek. “I’m Victor. I’m glad to get to meet you finally. Dylan can’t stop talking about you and now I can see why.” He swung an arm around Dylan’s broad shoulders. “My nephew is a lucky man, that’s for sure.” Victor turned to Dylan’s mother and gave her a bear hug and kiss on the cheek. “You just keep looking better and better, Catherine. If you keep that up I might have to trade in Jen for you!”
 “Oh, stop it, you silly man,” Catherine exclaimed, rolling her eyes. She turned to me. “Would you like red or white, Nina?”
 “Some white would be nice.”
“Coming right up.” Catherine threw a glance in Victor’s direction. “Can you please take out the cheese plate to the sitting room, honey? I was about to put another piece on it, but it isn’t really necessary.”
 Without a word, Victor picked up the tray Catherine had been referring to and disappeared with it.
 Catherine handed me a glass of white wine. She turned to Dylan. “What would you like, honey?”
 “Same as Nina. Where’s Elle? Wasn’t her baby shower over at six?”
 “She just called me,” Catherine said. “She’s on her way home. She’ll be here any time now. Why don’t you guys go into the sitting room and I’ll finish up here?”
 “Do you need help to carry anything?” I said. “I’m happy to help.” 
 “No, no, no, sweetie,” Catherine said, shaking her blond head. “You’re my guest. Please go have a seat in the sitting room with Dylan and I’ll be right with you. Make yourself at home!”
 Dylan took my hand and whispered in my ear, “Come on, baby. It’s best we do as my mom wants.”
 I smiled and let him lead me back through the corridor we had taken to get to the kitchen. When we reached the sitting room, Victor had already positioned himself there in an armchair upholstered in silk striped with white and a smoky blue. He was munching on cheese that he picked from the plate in his hands.
 Dylan and I took a seat on the navy sofa next to Victor, its expensive elegance so palpable I barely dared putting my full weight on it for fear of ruining it. It felt more like a sofa a person bought for show, not to actually sit on, and definitely not to eat on. Dylan handed me a plate from the ones stacked on the coffee table that contained the huge cheese plate. “You like cheese, right?”
 “I love cheese,” I said. 
 “Well, dig in then. Don’t be shy.” He loaded his plate with cheeses and fruit, and had some of the assortment of crackers that lay on a different plate beside the cheese. When he was done, he leaned back into the beautiful sofa like it was some worn-out basement couch and began munching.
 Empowered by his relaxed demeanor, I dug in as well.
 “So, Nina,” Victor began, “Dylan tells me your one-woman show is something else.”
 I smiled at the stocky man. The moment I’d laid eyes on him, I’d taken a liking to him. He seemed like a really nice person. “Really? He did? But he’s only seen about five minutes of it.”
 “Yes, but those five minutes were great,” Dylan said, squeezing my knee. “I’m sure the rest is as good.”
 “Well, now I can’t wait to see it,” Victor said. “Dylan has good taste. You have to let me know when it’s on next.”
 “I sure will. As soon as I have the official opening night for it. I’m not sure how long that will take, unfortunately. You’re welcome to come to one of my open mikes if you want. I’m doing a pretty big one next Wednesday.” 
 “That would be fun. Just have to check with—” Victor’s gaze moved to something behind me and he broke into another of those ear-to-ear grins. “Well, hello there, missy. Long time, no see.” He turned back to me. “Excuse me. I just need to greet my niece.” 
Victor got to his feet and spread his arms wide. A tall, blond girl rushed up and threw herself on him, disappearing as the big man squeezed her close. He let go of her and put her hands on the girl’s shoulders, looking at her as though sizing her up.
“So it’s all work and no play for you these days, Elisa?” he said. “Not a minute over to call and say hello to your old uncle, eh?” You could tell that there wasn’t even the slightest bit of anger in Victor’s voice, only pride and warmth.
“Sorry,” Elisa said. “I know I’ve been terrible, but I’ve really been swamped. You know how the first year it’s all about proving yourself. I barely have a life any longer.” She turned toward Dylan and me, pointing at Dylan. “Ask my brother. He knows how it’s been.”
I stared at the girl with the excited face and I stopped breathing. 
It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be.
But when Elisa’s gaze found mine and the excitement left her face, her expression turning pale instead, I knew it was the same girl I had thought it was.
One of the twelve girls who had chased me and Hannah to that aircraft hangar so many years ago and almost killed me.



Dylan
 “Nina. Are you okay?” I said. All color had left Nina’s cheeks and she was staring at Elisa. My gaze moved to my sister and I discovered that she was looking as ashen as Nina. 

What the hell is going on here?



Nina got to her feet then, slamming down the plate in her hands on the coffee table with a loud bang. She bent down to grab her handbag beside her on the floor. Squeezing it close, she swiveled around and dashed out of the sitting room. 
 I was so taken aback by Nina’s abrupt departure it took me a few seconds to process what had just happened. When I had, I got to my feet myself and turned to my sister. “Can you explain what just happened there? The way you two were staring at each other it’s obvious you had something to do with it. Or am I wrong?”
 Elisa had let go of Victor and her hands hung limply by her sides. Mom appeared next to her, a tray of wine glasses in one hand and an ice bucket containing a wine bottle in the other. She looked from one person to the next, confusion printed all over her face.
 “What is going on here? Where did Nina go?”
 The faint sound of the front door closing reached everyone’s ears. I felt I should be running after Nina, but I couldn’t make myself move. I needed to know what had prompted her to leave like that in the first place before I did anything. I looked at Mom.
 “I don’t know,” I said slowly. “But I think your daughter has an idea why she felt compelled to suddenly run out of here.” I stared at Elisa, who seemed to be crumbling before my eyes. She definitely knows why Nina left like that. What was worse, I suddenly realized that I, too, had an idea what this was all about. More than an idea. Which was why I had been so incredibly uneasy after speaking to Ricki at Nixon’s party. 
 How could I not have known before, put two and two together sooner? 
The photo of fourteen-year-old Hannah that had accompanied the newspaper article about the bullying at the Harvard Westlake School, leading to her death, flashed through my mind. Except for not smiling wide on that photo, Hannah looked exactly like she did on the photo in Nina’s apartment. 
How could I not have figured out what had happened at my sister’s school was what Nina had been talking about all along? Having seen Hannah’s photo at Nina’s place, knowing that she had been Nina’s friend and that she was dead, should have made me figure it out much sooner. Hannah had the kind of face you didn’t easily forget. 
True, Nina had told me she graduated high school from Beverly Hills High, not Harvard Westlake. Still, even if she hadn’t told me straight out she’d transferred to a different school, I should have come to that conclusion on my own. Why would she want to continue at a school where she’d gone through such horror? Of course she had transferred elsewhere to finish high school.
But from what I remembered of the incident, Elle had been the one who made sure it all ended, saved the life of the other girl involved. Who just happened to be Nina. At least this was what she had told me and our mother… But I had always known my sister hadn’t been entirely truthful, hadn’t I? Yes, I had, even if I hadn’t wanted to deal with it at the time, ignored her evasive gaze as she told me what had happened. I hadn’t wanted to get to the bottom of the story then. I’d wanted to believe every part of the story Elisa had been feeding me. It had been so much easier. Now I had to face the truth. And suffer the consequences.
I glared at Elisa. “You lied to us about what happened at your school, didn’t you?” My sister seemed to have shrunk in size suddenly. My cheeks flaming, I repeated through clenched teeth, “Didn’t you?”
When she didn’t respond, I continued, “You lied to me about what happened at your school. You were as bad as all the other girls, weren’t you? How could you? How could you do such a terrible thing?” 
 My uncle and our mother looked back and forth between me and Elle. Victor walked over to me and placed a hand on my shoulder.
 “Calm down, son.”
 I shrugged off the hand, not about to calm down any time soon. I turned to him. “If you knew what your sweet little niece is capable of doing—what she did to Nina—you wouldn’t tell me to calm down. You would tell me to go over and slap her silly. Just like she and her friends did to Nina and her friend. Who they beat so much she died. Fucking died!”
 Victor looked at me with uncomprehending eyes. “What are you talking about?”
 “You heard me. Your niece is a disgusting bully.” I turned to Mom, who looked nearly as pale as Elisa now. “Your daughter is guilty of beating another girl so much she ended up in a coma. She could have died, too, if she was really unlucky. But she survived. And she was just a guest in your house.”
 I squeezed my fists, itching to go over and slap Elle hard across the face. But I knew I would never be able to do such a thing, no matter what she was guilty of. She was still my little sister.
 “I didn’t beat her,” Elisa mumbled, staring at her feet. “All I did was chase her together with those other girls. I swear, that’s all
I did. And then, when the other girls got really bad, I was the one who made them stop. They’d have kept beating and beating her just like Chrissy and the others did to Hannah. So I did save her in the end. I really did.” Tears were streaming down her face now.
 “Stop your fucking lying and at least own up to what you did,” I hissed at Elle. “Stop pretending to be something you’re not.”
 “Dylan,” Mom said in a flat voice. “That’s enough.”
 I swiveled my head in her direction. I was about to ask her if she actually meant that—-she, too, must want to hear her daughter take responsibility for what she had done—-when the words got stuck in my throat. My mother wasn’t able to hold my gaze and her face looked as ashen as Elisa’s now. I could tell she was struggling to keep it together, her chest heaving. 
 My gut dropped and all the air in my lungs left me in a choked gasp. 

Oh, God. She knew what Elisa had done… She had known all along. As I was about to ask my mother to confirm this, my sister dashed out of our big, beautiful sitting room. 





Nina
 I ran along North Elm Drive, the street where Dylan’s mother lived, not able to get away from Dylan’s horrible sister fast enough. My heart pounded like a jackhammer in my chest, my lungs burned and my legs hurt, but it didn’t matter. I had to get back home, far, far away from these people. I should have known that first night that Dylan was bad news from the way I’d reacted to him. I should have told him to go to hell when he came to see me at Bliss, certainly not have emailed him to accept his dinner offer. If that first night hadn’t served to warn me enough, what happened up on that cliff definitely should have. Could my body have rejected him any more clearly? Hardly. 
 How could I not have guessed him physically repelling me to such a degree had all to do with that one day in the aircraft hangar? Now, in hindsight, it seemed obvious I should have. As I had laid eyes on Elisa today, I’d immediately noted how striking their resemblance was. Their facial features were almost identical, both of them pretty like Barbie dolls. It was like they were twins, not just brother and sister. 
Then again, at the time we were in school together, Elisa had insisted on coloring her blond hair light red, a shade darker than Ricki’s strawberry blond hair, so maybe it wasn’t so strange. And now that I thought about it, I had never known Elisa’s last name. 
But still…They were so similar.
An image of Elisa’s face among the other grimacing ones right before my conscience slipped during the beating materialized in my head. I clearly saw how her strong eyebrows were pulled together into that now familiar V-shape, her turquoise eyes narrowed and her lips parted as she gasped. A rush of intense discomfort went through me and I made myself push away the disturbing image. 
 When I reached Wilshire Boulevard, I stopped. I’d wait for the bus that ran there, all the way to where I lived, instead of walking home like I’d originally planned when dashing out of the Whitman residence. Not only did my feet ache, but my gorgeous strappy sandals would fall apart if I continued much farther. 
Drenched in sweat, I sank down on the bench at the bus station and waited for the bus to come. I’d be damned if I’d let Elisa destroy my great new shoes the way she and her band of disgusting friends had almost destroyed my life. 
The fury that filled me at the thought of what they had done to me and Hannah made me feel slightly better. They may have succeeded in killing one of us, but I was still standing strong and intended to do so for the rest of my life. I’d show those bitches that I wasn’t someone you broke down easily. As Leslie kept telling me, I, too, was sure now that Hannah would have wanted me to keep living with my chin up, make something out of myself so she could be proud of me, not beating myself up for surviving. A defiant smile curled the corners of my lips. But it didn’t take long until the reality of the situation returned to me and the smile was gone: 
I may keep living with my chin up, but my life could no longer contain Dylan. Not because I thought he had known about what his sister had done and chosen to turn a blind eye, but because each time I saw him now, I’d think about what had happened. And I wanted to think about it as little as possible.
Wait, could he actually have known about it…? I stiffened where I sat on the bench. He and Elisa seemed very close after all. Elle, like he liked to call her, this girl who he kept telling me was such a great person… I couldn’t stop myself from snorting loudly with revulsion, drawing attention from the other people waiting for the bus. I shook the thought out of my head. No, I didn’t think he could have known. Not the way he had been talking about how much he loathed bullies, with such passion I had felt it deep in my chest. No one was that good a liar. Still, the idea of having anything to do with someone related to a person like Elisa was too much to even consider. I could barely make myself think of the two at the same time, so how could I ever be Elisa’s brother’s girlfriend? It was impossible.
A few minutes later, the bus pulled up and I stepped inside, doing my best to keep the tears from streaming down my cheeks.



Dylan
“I’m coming in, Elisa,” I said, standing outside my sister’s childhood bedroom. I didn’t care whether she wanted me to or not or that our mother had told me it was best to talk about this another day, when I wasn’t as upset about it. I was coming in and learning the truth about this matter once and for all, the entire truth, not just bits and pieces. Maybe Elle had in fact been truthful when claiming only to be guilty of having chased Hannah and Nina. Maybe she had in fact done something to stop the other girls from beating Nina to death in the end. I really hoped this was so. It was still bad, but not as bad in that case.
I turned the door knob and walked inside the room. My sister was lying face-down on her big bed that was loaded with throw pillows and stuffed animals. I walked up to the bed and took a seat on the edge. Elisa’s body stirred, but she remained turned away from me.
“Elle, turn around.” I was a little calmer now, the fury brewing inside me still there but not nearly as intense. “I need to know what happened. What really happened at your school. Everything.”
Slowly, Elisa rolled around and faced me. Her skin was pink and mushy. Her eyes were rimmed with red, making her irises an electric blue-green. She sniffled and pulled herself up to a half sitting position.
“All you originally told me was that you stopped the girls in your basketball team from beating a girl to death,” I said. “But those girls were really your friends, weren’t they?”
“Yes,” Elisa said, her voice weak. “But I didn’t really like them. At least I didn’t like Chrissy and Tara. I was dead scared of those two.”
“You were dead scared of them?” Confusion filled me, further calming the fury in me. “Why were you scared of them?”
“They could be so mean. They could turn on you so easily if you did something they disapproved of. We’d all seen it happen many times.” She sniffled, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “Hannah was a great example. She used to be Chrissy’s friend up until junior high. But then Chrissy completely turned on her because a guy they both liked told Chrissy she’d never be as pretty as Hannah. That she was just a poser, nothing special. That’s how Hannah came to be a pariah, while Chrissy joined the basketball team and began to hang with Tara.”
“Go on,” I said.
Elisa’s chest heaved as she sucked in a breath. “When Chrissy became our team’s captain, I really had no choice but to hang with them, pretend I liked them like the rest of the girls, or I’d risk the same fate as Hannah. Nina started at our school in ninth grade. She and Hannah became friends right away.” Elisa looked away for a moment, an unhappy little laugh escaping her lips. “I guess Nina is of a special ilk. The kind who has no interest in being among the popular ones just cause it’s easier. And who’s fiercely loyal to the ones she likes. She sure stuck by Hannah, no matter what.”
“How long did the bullying go on? When did it start?”
“In Hannah’s case, it began when she was twelve. For Nina, a month or so after she began at Harvard Westlake. But it took a while before it started becoming physical. Chrissy and Tara were mostly just making sure everyone shunned Hannah and Nina, spreading terrible rumors about them.” Elisa sighed, a shadow obscuring her tear-swollen face. “Okay, so I said some nasty things about Nina and Hannah. To their faces, too. But I never once did anything physical to either of them.” She grabbed my forearm. “I swear. I never touched them once. Not in that airport hangar, either. I was definitely not kicking and punching Nina. I was there, yes, helping Tara and the other girls surround Nina, but I never touched her. All I did was make sure Nina couldn’t get away by blocking her when the other girls started beating her.” Elisa shook her head and looked down. “But that was bad enough.” She looked up then, meeting my gaze head on. “Trust me, I get how bad it was I participated at all, did anything to those two girls. There isn’t a day I don’t feel terrible about being such a coward. For letting it go on for as long as it did. But I did make it stop eventually. I really do think Nina would have died otherwise, just like Hannah. So, in a way, I didn’t lie to you when I said I stopped a girl from dying when she was beat up at my school.” 
Elisa’s pretty features contorted and tears meandered down her cheeks again. I took my sister in my arms and held her, feeling the shame in her as she cried. “I didn’t want you to think I was this terrible person that I was. I knew you’d think so if you found out the whole truth.” A hiccup abruptly cut her off. 
I patted her head lightly, holding her tight. “Shh. It’s okay. I understand. It’s over now and I’m glad you finally told me all of it. I only wish you’d have done it sooner. Much sooner.”
Like when the bullying started and you felt pressured to participate. I could then have tried my best to make the school aware of what was going on, force them to put a stop to it. 
I sighed, feeling heavy. If I had helped put a stop to it, maybe Nina would still be around, about to have dinner with me and the rest of my family tonight. No wonder she’d taken off like that earlier. Maybe she even thought I had known that my sister and her friends were bullying someone, yet done nothing to stop it. 
Oh, God. I buried my face in my hands. If only Elle had told me what was going on…
I felt a hand on my arm.
“Dylan? Are you okay?”
 I removed my hands and looked into my sister’s worried face. “Not really. But what’s done is done. There’s nothing else to say.”
Now all I could do was pick up the pieces and try my best to put them back together.



Nina
 “Oh, my God,” Ricki said into my ear. I had called her right after sinking into a nice, hot bath, telling her the whole story. I needed to share what had happened, talk about it, to make sense of it. No one was better than Ricki to do this with. “I almost can’t believe it. And right when things were going so well… Talk about a small world.” She sighed deeply. “This is so, so terrible, Nina… I’m so sorry.”
 “Yeah, me too,” I said, burning tears gathering in my eyes again. I could feel them streak my cheeks, mixing with the steam evaporating from the hot water. My stomach twisted and my chest ached like something in there had broken. Well, I guess my heart was broken, so it wasn’t so strange. I closed my eyes, thinking of how unfair it all was. Why, why, why did Dylan have to be related to one of those twelve horrible girls? It seemed my chance of winning the lottery was bigger than for that to have happened. Okay, maybe not, but still. It was definitely an unlikely coincidence in a city as big as Los Angeles. A coincidence that made all the difference.
 “Are you okay?” Ricki said. “Do you want me to come over?”
 “No, just talking to you about it like this is enough. I’ll be fine. Eventually.”
 “Of course you will. The good news is that at least you know why you were acting so weird around him now. You know, why he was freaking you out like that. We should be grateful that mystery’s solved. Which means you don’t have to keep seeing that therapist either, right?”

Leslie. I had forgotten about her. Well, I supposed I would have to stop seeing her now. I would definitely miss Leslie. She was a nice, nice lady. Even though we hadn’t gotten any closer to solving exactly why I had reacted so strongly to Dylan, she and I had accomplished lots of other things. Thinking about Hannah was no longer as painful. Sad yes, but not as grating on my nerves, hardly making me depressed at all. Leslie had assured me the pain would keep dissipating to the point that I would be able to merely cherish Hannah’s memory, think about all the good times we used to have and not feel bad. 
 “I’ll call her later to cancel our session for Tuesday,” I said, putting my feet up on the far corners of the bathtub. The bath water was getting uncomfortably hot. “She’ll understand for sure.”
 “I wonder what she’ll say,” Ricki said. “She’ll probably be glad the mystery’s solved, too.”
 “Probably.”
 “What are you gonna say to Dylan when he contacts you? Or has he called you already?”
 I sighed, my chest tightening. “Yeah, a few times, but I didn’t pick up and I deleted the voicemail he left. I really don’t feel like talking to him. It’s just too much. As soon as I see him now, all I’ll be able to think about is his sister and what she did to me and Hannah. It’s over between us.” 
Ricki gasped. “Over? Really? I mean, I get that you’re upset right now, which is totally understandable, but you should at least hear him out. He’s not his sister after all.”
“It’s true that he isn’t his sister, but they’re so close there’s no way I’ll be able to avoid her in the future. Just the idea of having any kind of interaction with her again makes my skin crawl. No, this is it between us. I’m glad I know where he lives though, so I can send him the money I owe for the therapy.”
“Maybe he doesn’t have to talk to his sister from now on? You know, unless absolutely necessary?”
I laughed without joy. “Ricki, not even you actually believe that would ever work… I can’t ask him to choose between us. No, as sad as it is—because I have to admit I really did like him a lot”—loved a little voice at the back of my head whispered—”he and I can never be a couple. Not after this.”
 “At least talk to him when he calls again. I’m sure he’ll keep trying. You might feel differently in a few days.”
 “I doubt it. Look, Ricki, I know you mean well, but this time it just won’t work out the way it does in the movies. There won’t be a happy ending to this little romance. I don’t want to ever have to be reminded of how Elisa and her friends are all still living good lives despite what they did to me and Hannah. The girl’s fucking dead… Yet, not a single one of those girls got any time behind bars, only six months of community service and mandatory counseling. It was laughable.” I scoffed. “I’m sure their rich parents got them out of even the community service… No, if this guy has any decency, he’ll stop trying to reach me. I really don’t want to have anything to do with him or his family. He might not have known what Elisa was up to, but surely their mom knew.”
 “I forgot how they barely got punished for what they did. It does make it even worse. I guess I can’t blame you for not wanting to have anything to do with him after all.”



Dylan
 It was almost midnight, but Victor was still sitting with me on the flagstone patio outside Mom’s house. We had turned on the heaters to keep the surprisingly cool night air at bay. Mom had gone to bed a short while earlier, after having spent some time with Elisa before joining me and Victor for a few minutes. 
 “What a mess,” Victor said, stretching out in the garden chair. 
 “To say the least,” I said, resting my forehead in my hands, elbows on my knees. I pulled my hair. “I should’ve figured there was a connection between what was going on at Elisa’s school and what had happened to Nina. I should have figured they went to the same school. It’s not like what happened is something that happens at schools every other day.” I shook my head in frustration. “Why didn’t I ask her? Why didn’t I pay more attention to Elle when she told me about it? She did seem all weird at the time. Like she was lying. Or at least like she was hiding something. I knew it all along.” I sighed. “Why didn’t I want to deal with it?”
 Victor put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Dylan. You couldn’t have known. I think you’re giving yourself a little too much credit in this instance. Why would you jump to the conclusion Elisa had actually been involved in the bullying just because she was a little jittery? You were in college, studying like crazy, for God’s sake! Your head was somewhere else entirely, even when you came to visit. You barely read one article about the whole thing. Trust me, I remember.”
“Yeah, and if I hadn’t seen that one article, I doubt I’d have known about the bullying at all. No wonder Mom or Elle didn’t make a big deal about her so-called heroic act.” 
“You shouldn’t be annoyed with Catherine for keeping quiet about Elisa’s involvement,” Victor said. “What your sister did isn’t something to be proud of. But she was young. Scared. Lonely. And she did do the right thing in the end. If she hadn’t pretended like someone was coming, Nina would be dead like Hannah. You shouldn’t be so hard on her. It was just a bad situation that got worse, and Elle did what she could to survive herself. Did you already forget how brutal high school can be?”
 I ran my hands over my face and exhaled. “I guess you have a point.” I looked at my uncle, a wave of helplessness surging through me. “I just wish she wasn’t such a fucking wimp. That she’d done the right thing a hell of a lot sooner. Told someone. Like you or me or Mom. I would have helped her put an end to what was going on somehow. She knows how much I hate bullies. I’m sure you and Mom would have done the same.”
 “Well, she didn’t. No point in stressing about what’s done. I don’t think it was as easy for your sister to do the right thing as you’re trying to make it sound. Think about it. We’ve always treated her like she could do no wrong, like she was this perfect creature.” Victor pursed his lips, as if considering something. “Now that I think about it, the way we treated her must’ve been quite stressful. Imagine what she had to live up to… You need to give her a break. We all make mistakes in life.” Victor narrowed his eyes and peered at me. “You, too. Or did you already forget about all those girls whose hearts you must have broken when you and your buddies were living it up? You’re not perfect either, my friend.”
 I thought about what Victor had said. It was true I’d not been a saint back in the day. The memory of a particular girl I’d been dating right after college returned to me. I’d been stringing her along, even though I knew she would never be more than a fling for me. Even though I’d known she’d been in love with me and had wanted something more serious. Sharp guilt ran through me as I thought about the devastation on her face when I admitted the truth. I lowered my gaze. Yes, I definitely wasn’t a perfect person myself. Far from it. 
 I raised my gaze to meet my uncle’s.
 “You’re right. We all do things we wish we could have undone. I do need to give her a break. She was after all only a kid at the time.” I sighed heavily. “But what should I do about Nina? I don’t want things to be over between us, yet I can’t see how they can continue after something like this. The way she ran out of here, I doubt she’ll ever want to talk to me again. I’ve tried calling her, but she doesn’t pick up or return my texts.” Now that I had a good idea what had triggered Nina’s fear of me, I definitely didn’t want things to be over. It obviously had to with the bullying and my sister. I was well aware how alike Elle and I were. Something with my facial expressions must have made Nina feel the same terror she felt during the beating, making her panic. The realization made me squeeze my fists in frustration. If only I’d known what had been going on…
 “Yeah, I guess it looks like she doesn’t want to talk to you again,” Victor said. “But if you think Nina’s the one for you, you need to find a way to reach her. Maybe if you explain that Elle actually saved her in the end, she’ll see things in a different light. The way she bolted, I doubt she’s aware of that. Or that you had no idea what was going on. Maybe she thinks you thought Elisa’s behavior was okay, even if you didn’t know all the details. She can’t know how Elle and your mother didn’t tell you the whole truth. How very ashamed your sister is, how scared she was, too. I think there’s a chance for the two of you if you can get that through to Nina.” Victor nodded to himself. “Yes, if you can get that through to her, maybe she’ll give you another chance. I think the challenge will be to get her to listen to you.” 





Nina 
“What do you mean he not come for dinner? Why not?” my mom said over the phone, sounding almost as heartbroken as I felt. It had taken me several days to work up the courage to tell her it was over between me and Dylan. I’d known she would react just like this, like it was a lot more serious than it was. It really wasn’t. Dylan was just a guy after all, a guy I would eventually forget. Time had a way of healing even the deepest cuts, or at least make them hurt less. From what I’d been told. 
My mom kept hoping I would meet a good guy, fall in love and get married so that one day I could give her plenty of grandkids. Up until only a few days ago, it had looked like her dream might in fact come true despite that I’d always told her I wasn’t that kind of a girl. I supposed Alex would be the one who provided our mother with grandkids instead.
I exhaled. “Because it’s over, Mom. He turned out to be a loser just like Dad, Sergej and Lennie. Men are a waste of time.”
 “But how can it be over? What happened?”
“We just aren’t meant for each other.” There was no point telling my mom the real reason we’d broken up. All that would serve would be to bring her unnecessary pain. Then again, if she badgered me about getting back together with Dylan, I might just have to do it. “How’s Alex doing?”
“He’s fine. Lately, he’s been very good boy. Let’s hope it continue.” Mom didn’t sound like she was very sure of that.
“I’m sure it will, Mom. If not, maybe I’ll come back and stay with you guys for a while, just to make sure he stays on the right track.”
“No, no, Nina. You worry about yourself and I take care of Alex. We’ll be fine. You need to work on your career and become big actress! I don’t want you to stay waitress like me all your life. You have a lot of talent and will become big star soon. I know it.”
I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. It felt good hearing such words from my mom. Up until today she had mostly complained about how risky my career choice was. 
“Thanks, Mom. I think you’re right about me needing to focus more on my career. Lately, it’s become almost an afterthought.” It was true. Dylan and I had spent so much time together, I had skipped working on my one-woman show, certainly not attended any open mikes to practice my delivery and try out new material. And I had almost forgotten an audition my agent arranged for me. Not good, I thought. Not good at all. No man was worth giving up yourself and who you are. Well, now I had plenty of time to focus on myself and my career, I thought, the thought not feeling quite as comforting as I wanted it to feel.


“That’s no good, Nina. Focus on your career, moy rebenok. Man can come later. You are young girl.”
“Right. They can definitely come later. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Mom. Love you.”



Dylan
 It was late in the evening and I was sitting in my home office, staring at my laptop screen. I’d pulled up Nina’s Facebook page to see what she was up to. Two weeks had passed since she ran out of my mother’s house and I had yet to come up with the best way to reach her. I had called and called of course, but she hadn’t picked up once nor had she returned any of the dozens of voicemails I’d left. I had sent her a couple of emails, imploring her to get in touch with me, but this approach failed as well. If she got the emails, that is. Maybe she had deleted my email address from her contacts or, worse, blocked my address so I wouldn’t be able to email her at all. I didn’t think so because my emails hadn’t bounced back. Then again, the last time one of us had attempted to apologize over email days had passed before it returned. Nina had finally found her bounced-back email in her spam mail. It had taken five days for it to come back, which was why she had assumed it must have been delivered. 
 I would have to connect with her in person somehow, like the first time I was in this position. I thought about driving over to her house and knock on her door, but considering that she hadn’t taken my calls I didn’t think she would open. If she was even at home. And if I was really loud in my begging, maybe I’d alert Nixon instead, who, after all, was Nina’s neighbor. As close as Nina and Nixon were, it was very likely he knew what had happened and I doubted Nixon thought as highly of me any longer. At least not if Nina believed I had known of the bullying and told him about it. Due to scheduling conflicts, Nixon and I had yet to get a chance to train together and after what had happened, neither of us had been in touch with the other. The idea of ending up in a fist fight with the beefy Puerto Rican trainer didn’t appeal to me. Not because I was scared, but because a fight with one of Nina’s best friends would only complicate an already complicated matter further. In order to get Nina to hear me out, I needed all her friends on my side as much as possible.
I had to come up with a way to reach her in person so good she just had to hear me out. 
 I spotted a posting in the middle of Nina’s Facebook page then. Nina would be doing an open mike at the Improv on Melrose in two days. 
 I suddenly knew what to do. Not only would I be at the open mike that night, but I would also get up on stage and tell Nina everything I wanted her to know. If I poured out my heart in front of all those people, I was pretty sure some of them would take pity on me and help me get Nina’s attention, at least the female audience members. The guys would probably throw eggs at me for being such a tool, but that was just something I would have to take. I needed to get up right after Nina to be sure she was still there to hear what I had to say. Before was a bad idea since that might throw her off for her own set and I sure didn’t want that to happen again. 
I nodded to myself, pleased with this approach. If I began my time on stage with an earnest plea for Nina to hear me out, how could she not listen?
 Securing the spot immediately after her should be no problem. I wasn’t poor exactly and money always talked. I’d put my money to use by bribing the person after Nina and the MC if necessary. The real challenge would be for me to put together the right thing to say to Nina and then to actually get out the words. That was a lot easier said than done. I hadn’t exaggerated when I’d told Nina I’d think it would be terrifying to stand in front of an audience, trying to entertain. I did think so. Even if the goal for my set was not to make anyone laugh. The goal was to make the audience help me convince Nina to hear me out. 
I could only hope I’d succeed. 



Nina
Most women like getting roses from their men. I do, too. As long as it’s not from one of those guys selling single roses to couples at restaurants. Rose pricks, I call them. Those guys seem to have a sixth sense how to make my life hell, always popping up when I’m on a first date. As if I’m not under enough pressure then… But, no, these pricks come over to add thorns to my already prickly love life by making my date buy me one or more of those unwieldy, overpriced things. Not only do I have to drag it around all evening, but I also have to worry about not displacing it or breaking it. Usually, I manage to do both at the same time—I accidentally place it on a chair and then I sit on it, getting my ass full of prick. Those damn rose pricks! 

 I smiled as I re-read what I had just written. The bit might work fabulously toward the end of my show, when the audience was thoroughly warmed up and game for raunchier stuff. Now I only needed five more minutes and I’d have enough material to start selling my one-woman show to club owners in California. And if no one wanted it—this was unfortunately a big possibility—I’d put it up myself at some theater and invite casting directors.
 I’d try out this and three other bits this evening at the Improv, see how they’d go over with the crowds there. 
Thoughts of Dylan were finding their way into my mind suddenly and my heart ached so much a little moan escaped my lips. Ever since I told my mom it was over between us, I’d done my best to keep busy to stop thinking about him. The sooner I forgot about him, the better. I worked extra shifts at the restaurant. I went to the gym with Nixon and powerwalked with Ricki. I signed up for another acting class and went on an audition for a small commercial. I met with a couple of talent agencies that had responded positively to my recent mailing. One of them had seemed very interested in signing me and was supposed to get back to me with a final decision later in the week. I should have been super excited about that as getting a new, better agent would likely make a huge difference in my career, giving me access to tons more auditions. With the right agent—-one who really believed in me—-it wouldn’t matter if I ever put up my one-woman show; I’d eventually be cast in something big anyway by going on enough auditions. But I wasn’t excited. I was finally admitting to myself that I missed Dylan too much to be excited about anything. 
Not that that meant I was about to do anything about it. I still believed it was best if the two of us never saw each other again, even though I had decided to finally forgive Elisa and the others for what they had done. Carrying so much hate inside you as I had done over the years only made you bitter and I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life bitter. I smiled to myself. Leslie would have been proud of me for being so mature about this. 
 Someone was knocking on my front door then. It was a tentative knock. 
 My heart fluttered. Could it be Dylan? He hadn’t called me for a few days now. Maybe he had decided to change strategy. Putting away my notebook, I checked the time on my phone. Almost two o’clock. No, surely it was a Jehovah’s Witness or kids selling candy for a school trip. I walked over and opened the door without checking the peephole first.
 I stifled a gasp. Elisa was standing in front of me, looking like she was in pain.
 “Hi, Nina.” Elisa kept glancing down at her shuffling feet. 


 When the initial shock to see who had come for a visit had settled, I said in a cool voice, “Hello, Elisa. What can I do for you?”
 She raised her gaze and looked at me. “I… I came to apologize for what I did to you.” Her voice was unsteady.
 “Oh.”
 She wrapped her arms around herself and lowered her gaze. Her body shivered. She looked so miserable I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her then.
 “Do you want to come in?” I stepped back, holding the door so Elisa could enter. 
 She stared at me now, mouth slightly opened.
 “Are… are you sure?” 
 I nodded. “Yes. Come in.”
 Elisa padded past me and into my living room. She stopped in the middle of it, seeming unsure of what to do. I walked by her and motioned toward the green couch.
 “Please have a seat.” 
 Elisa mumbled a thank-you and sat on the couch, looking eerily similar to how her brother had looked the time he came over to talk to me after Emma’s murder. I sat in the armchair and waited for Elisa to speak. The blond girl met my eyes and cleared her voice.
 “First of all, thank you for inviting me into your home,” she began. “It’s really much more than I deserve after what I did to you. There are no words to describe just how sorry I am for how horrible we were to you. I was such a coward. I should’ve stood up to Chrissy and Tara. She inhaled. “For what it’s worth, I wanted to come over in person to tell you just how sorry I am.” 
 “I accept your apology. And I appreciate that you had the guts to come over and tell it to my face.” I gave her a genuine smile, finding to my surprise that I truly meant those words. I was happy that she had come over to tell me she was sorry. It could not have been easy. What’s more, talking to her now didn’t produce any of the discomfort that I had anticipated.
 Elisa looked at me with eyes big like ping pong balls. “Really? You forgive me that easily?” 
 “Yes. I’ve thought about you and those other girls a lot lately. I guess it wasn’t easy for you, either. Chrissy and Tara were after all horrible girls. Sociopaths.”
 “Yeah, they were really awful.” Elisa shook her head. “You should know most of the other girls in the team felt the same way. We all talked about it afterward.”
“Afterward?”
“Yes, after the trial. I realized then just how terrified everyone had been of those two girls. Not that that justifies what we did.”
I nodded. “No, it doesn’t.”
 Elisa sat up straighter and her cheeks were suddenly flushed. “You should know I couldn’t believe what was happening when Tara threw that first punch. I was in total shock. And I swear I didn’t hit you once. It was only when Tara ordered Jenni to hold you down that I somehow came to.”
 I wrinkled my brows. “What do you mean?”
 “I realized these girls might beat you to death. I had to make them stop. So I pretended like I heard someone coming and it scared them, so they stopped. I just wish I had done that a lot sooner. Maybe then Hannah would’ve survived, too.”
 As I contemplated Elisa, I suddenly remembered that one of the girls had in fact alerted the others that someone was arriving. The defense attorney had brought it up during trial apparently, which was why they’d stopped the beating. Having not attended the trial myself, I had only learned of this fact secondhand. So that girl was Elisa?
 “Were you the one who placed that call to 911, too?” I asked her.
 “Yes. I pretended I lost my phone in the hangar and went back to look for it. That’s when I did it. And that’s pretty much the only part I told Dylan.” She gazed down at her hands that were resting in her lap. “I lied to him because I was so ashamed of what I had done to you and Hannah. He hates bullies and I didn’t want him to hate me. So I pretended like I’d only seen what these girls were doing and interrupted the beating. Since saving you”—Elisa made quotation marks with her fingers—”excluded me from being charged with anything, he believed me. And our mom thought it was best if we didn’t tell him, either. I didn’t tell her what was going on until the trial.” Elisa sighed heavily, her pain obvious.
 I looked at the other girl, processing the words she had just said. So no one in their family had known about the bullying then… Not even their mother.
 Elisa lifted her head and met my eyes. “My brother’s so depressed about all this. He really didn’t know anything about what was going on. He was barely even around since he was so busy traveling the summer before college and then with his studies. We only ever talked when he was home for the holidays and not very much then either.” Her face turned pleading. “I understand if you can’t stand me, but please don’t punish my brother for what I did. He doesn’t deserve it. Please talk to him.”
 I screwed up my mouth as I thought about all that I had just learned. Then I said, “Let me think about it.”
 Elisa nodded, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “Okay, that’s better than a no.”
 “True, but it could still be a no, so don’t tell him anything to get his hopes up.” But even as I said those words—-in a fake stern voice—-I knew the likelihood of it ending up a no was pretty much… zero.





Dylan
 I sat in my car, driving toward the Improv on Melrose, a soft pain filling my stomach. Ever since I had decided I would do an open mike to try to win Nina back, I had worked on what to say when on stage. And the words had not come to me as easily as I’d hoped. In fact, what I had come up with was lame as hell, but I would just go with it, pray the audience would show me mercy and help me still. Maybe something better would come to me when I stood there, the spotlights shining on me, magically transform me into a master improviser. Maybe it would be like in a stupid chick flick and the perfect concoction of words would come to me that would not only make Nina talk to me again, but prompt the audience to give me a standing ovation. 
 I doubted this would happen, but at least I’d have given it my all. And if Nina didn’t want to listen to what I had to say, maybe it was for the best. I was after all going out of my way to be heard. Even if what I said didn’t come out the right way, she should appreciate that I was trying. In the end, Elle and I weren’t the same person and I wasn’t responsible for my sister’s actions. Nina couldn’t just assume I had been aware of the bullying. 
 I sighed deeply. Maybe Nina and I were not meant to be. Maybe all that had happened between us was only meant to teach me my family was nowhere near as honorable as I’d convinced myself, my sister and I in particular, despite growing up in a solid home and attending such great schools. Neither of us was in a position to guide anyone anywhere. Thinking about how I’d thought introducing my sister to Nina’s kid brother would help him get on the right track made my cheeks flame with embarrassment now. How incredibly conceited of me to assume that, as long as he associated with someone from a “good” family, he’d be okay. The kid was better off with Nina and their mother. Surely, the two of them would figure out on their own how to deal with the situation.
 I parked my car and walked into the poorly lit comedy venue. A waitress was wiping down tables in the almost empty bar area. I had arrived early on purpose to be sure I’d get a spot to perform, as well as have time to find and bribe the MC and any other open-mikers if I had to. Only four people had signed up so far, and none of them was Nina. I sincerely hoped she hadn’t suddenly changed her mind about showing up tonight. According to her latest Facebook postings, she was planning on being here.
 I found the sign-up list on the bar counter and put down the name Pete Jones on spot number six. I’d chosen to use this name so that Nina wouldn’t be alerted to my presence when she put down hers. It seemed to me that somewhere in the middle of the night would be the best time to perform. Not that it was likely I’d get to keep the number six spot. That would only happen if Nina claimed the number five spot. 
 I placed the pen next to the sign-up sheet and raised my gaze. I spotted the dark stage in the large performance room through a nearby doorway. The dark red velvet curtain that normally hid it from the bar area wasn’t fully closed. The long stage was staring at me from the other side of the deep room and a sharp jolt went through my gut as I pictured myself standing on it, unable to get a word out in front of all the people that would soon fill the room. Transfixed, I kept looking at the empty stage, the nightmare expanding within me all the while. Finally, I averted my eyes; in order to take the edge of my nerves, I needed to get some alcohol in my system. Even though it was only six-thirty, the bar was open. 
I turned around to ask the bartender to pour me some vodka on the rocks and almost bumped into a curvy brunette who was standing right behind me. An embarrassingly unmanly gasp came out of my mouth before I could stop myself.
Nina smiled at me. “I was wondering how long you’d stand there and stare at the stage. What are you doing here anyway? Don’t tell me you’re actually going to perform.”
“Uh…” I found myself tongue-tied all of a sudden. Besides, I was no longer sure I was performing. The way Nina was looking at me with that big grin on her lips, it didn’t seem it was necessary. 
Was it possible she hadn’t received any of my many voicemails or read my emails?


I didn’t think so. So if she wasn’t mad, why hadn’t she gotten in touch with me?
“Two Whitmans in one day so far,” she said. “Will I be running into your mom or uncle next?”
I wrinkled my brows. “Two Whitmans in one day? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Your sister came for a visit to my house today.”
 I stared at Nina, who didn’t look irked at all with what she’d just told me. “Elle came to your house?”
 “Uh-huh. To apologize in person for what she had done to me and Hannah. I didn’t realize she was the one who made the girls stop and called 911. I knew someone had, but not that it was she.”
“Yeah, it was she who did it. I know that doesn’t excuse what she did, but at least it makes it not quite as bad.”
Nina nodded. “That’s true.”
“And that’s all I knew about what went on in your school. She lied to me.” I felt my face darken a little.
“Right. She told me that, too.” Nina’s eyes were shining.
“Well, thank God for that.” I exhaled. “I tried to tell you this in my emails. Didn’t you get them?”
 “Yes, I did.” That big grin on her face faded away.
“Why didn’t you respond? Did you even read them?”
“No, I deleted them as soon as I saw them. I thought it was best that we never had any more contact.” She gazed at the floor.
“Oh. But now it’s okay?” Only when she looked at me again and I noticed that another grin was pulling at the corners of her lips did I realize I was holding my breath. 
“What do you think?” she said.
 I pulled her close to me then. Her body pressed against mine felt so good I felt like I was airborne. She tipped her head back and gazed up at me with those slanted hazel eyes. So happy I thought my heart would burst, I smiled down at her.
“You don’t know how grateful I am that I ran into you here and you told me this,” I said. “This way I don’t have to get up on that damn stage and make a fool of myself.”
Her eyes widened a touch and she returned my smile. “So you were actually planning on performing something tonight then?”
“Yes. Right after your set. I was going to read a… poem I’d written that would hopefully convince you to talk to me again.”
“You actually wrote me a poem?”
“Well, I’m not sure what to call it. It’s just some sentences I put together that I hoped would show you just how much I love you and want you to be with me. But it’s pretty terrible.”
“I don’t care. I still want to hear it. No one’s ever written me a poem. And definitely not a love poem…” She grinned at me.
“Fine. You can read it then. It might not be as awful in writing as it sounds when I say it.”
I stuck my hand into the back pocket of my jeans and found the piece of paper I had scribbled the words I had planned to say on. I handed it to her. She pushed it back to me.
“No, please read it to me,” she begged. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think it is. Besides, it’s the thought that counts.”
I sighed. “Do I really have to?”
“Yes.” Nina looked so determined I had no choice but to do what she wanted. 
“Okay, fine,” I said. I glanced at what I had written and cleared my voice:
“Nina, before you came into my life, I thought I had it all figured out. I was a vessel lost in the ocean in desperate need for the right woman at the helm. An amazing, strong woman who could set me straight, show me what it really meant to be in love—-”
“Okay, please stop,” a male voice behind us interrupted. Nina and I turned to face a grumpy-looking man in his fifties with thick steel-wire hair and beard. There were a couple of other people standing behind him, obviously waiting to put down their names on the list. “Grow a pair of balls, man! Here’s some advice. Just kiss her already and she’ll shut up.”
“I can do better than that,” I said. Then I grabbed Nina and plucked her up from the floor. As I carried her out of the Improv, her giggle rang through the night.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THREE MONTHS LATER
“Did you tell her yet?” Ricki whispered to me, referring to my mother. Ricki, Dylan, Elisa, my brother and I were sitting around the large table in the yard behind my mom’s house in Downtown L.A. Ever since Dylan and I got back together again, all of us gathered here for Sunday dinner every other week to sample my mom’s delicious Russian specialties. Dylan’s mother and uncle often joined us as well, but this week they couldn’t make it.
I turned to Ricki, who sat next to me. “You mean about the role I got in the movie?”
My new agent had been even better than I had expected, sending me out for more auditions than I could ever have hoped for. And it had paid off for both him and me, as I had already been cast twice for guest starring parts in sitcoms and once in a national commercial. But this last part took the prize for sure—-after one of his aides saw me perform at an open mike, Steven Spielberg offered me a supporting role in his new movie. I almost fainted when I got the phone call, asking me if I was available to film in two weeks. My great new agent negotiated several thousand more in payment for my performance than I would have been able to do on my own, even with the help of my old agent.
“Yes!” Ricki said. “She’ll be so happy for you, don’t you think?”
I smiled. Ricki was right; my mom had been very happy when I told her the good news yesterday over the phone. “Yes, she was ecstatic. Almost as ecstatic as when I told her Dylan had proposed to me.” The size of the stone on the ring I wore was so big I was still a little embarrassed walking around with it, even though you’d think after having worn it for almost two months I should be used to it by now. Ricki and my mom both kept telling me it was not tacky at all, though, and that I only felt this way because I was having a hard time getting used to the fact that I was about to GET MARRIED. They might be right. After all, the idea of me walking down the aisle in a white dress in a church still made my head spin, but I’d do it since that’s what Dylan wanted. Personally, I wouldn’t have minded a casual beach wedding with immediate family and close friends only, but since he made so many concessions for me, I figured I could make this one for him. Besides, maybe I would actually like it more than I thought I would. 
I was learning that he was right in a lot of things he suggested for us. Annoying, but true.
“Well, I have some good news myself,” Ricki said. 
“You do? What’s that?”
There was an unusually mischievous grin on my best friend’s red-painted lips. “I met someone…”
I felt my eyes go big. “Really? When?” When Ricki didn’t immediately answer, I realized that this must have been going on for a while. “Well, spill, girlfriend!”
Ricki sighed happily. “It’s that guy in my office who I’ve had a crush on forever. Aidan? He finally asked me out and we’ve been going out for over three weeks now.”
 My mouth dropped open. “Oh, my God! You’ve been going out for over three weeks? How come you didn’t tell me anything?”
Ricki shrugged. “Don’t know. I guess I wanted it to go on for a little while before I said anything.” She gave me a shy little smile. “You know, not to jinx myself…”
I nodded. “I guess I can see that.”
The smile on Ricki’s face grew into a big, open one. I didn’t think I had ever seen her look so happy. I gave her a hug. “I’m so happy for you, Ricki. That guy could not have gotten a better girl.”
When I released her, Ricki pushed her lips into a pout and gave me a look full of attitude. “Mmm-hmm. That’s what I’m sayin’… And he better not screw it up!”
I laughed. “Well, I can tell that so far he’s doing all the right things.” I decided then that I’d wait to break my own big news until my mom came back out, let Ricki enjoy her moment a while longer. 
My mom came into the garden a couple minutes later, carrying a big plate full of Ptichie Moloko, a.k.a. birds’ milk cake, my favorite dessert that consisted of sponge cake, chocolate and marshmallows, with whipped cream on the side. I knew I had better wait to reveal my news until she had put it down on the table or she’d drop it, and that would not be good.
I waited until everyone had loaded their plates full of dessert, putting extra on my own plate. As expected, Alex looked at me with a raised brow from the other side of the table where he sat next to Elisa. The two of them hit it off the second they were introduced, and it seemed like my brother had developed something of a crush on her.
 “I thought you worried about getting fat,” he said and then shoved a spoon full of Ptichie Moloko into his mouth.
“I do,” I retorted, “but I figured that since I’m eating for two these days, I can afford some extra dessert.”
Everyone around the table except Dylan, who put a hand on my thigh and squeezed, did a double take. Mom stared at me, her eyes shining. “Are you… pregnant?”
I grinned at her. “Yep. Third month now.”
The glass my mother held fell to the ground, producing an earth-shattering crash, as her hands flew up to cover her gaping mouth. Then she ran over to me and hugged me so hard I soon stopped chastising myself for not making sure she’d been completely empty-handed when I broke the news; instead, I worried my arms would be full of bruises that would be difficult to cover when I shot the commercial tomorrow. But then I thought, what the hell, and returned my mom’s fierce hug with the same intensity. 
 
 
The End
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I he doesn't figure out what triggers her fear of him, she'll never be his





