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My name is Ruffian. To remember my mom, I want to change the world.

 

I’m going to do things wrong to make things right.

That’s okay, because I’m going to jail.

I know it.

I’ve planned for it. I was always going to end up there.

 

For now, I need a cover story.

A cover family.

A way to hide from the suspicion that always finds me.

 

Teddi Burathon is the perfect shield.

Popular, friendly, sassy. Good.

She’s everything I’m not.

And I’ll use her as a pretty distraction so no one sees me coming.

 

My heart is dead and I’m a bomb waiting to detonate.

Most people want to build a future.

 

Me?

 

I’m going to rob a bank.
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T, J and D it’s always all for you.

 


Prologue

 

MY MUGSHOT WOULD be the only gravestone she ever got.

 

My beautiful boy. My Ruffian.

If you are reading this letter, our adventure has ended for me. I hope and pray you are well on your way to adulthood. I wish I had more security to offer you. All I can do is rely on what we’ve been through to guide you. This world can be a harsh place. But we both know that there are little crevices in that harsh place where true beauty can be found. The smiles of the grateful. The tight, too long hugs of the lonely. The way to shepherd all of the humans, animals, and nature around us to a slightly easier path. Take them to the crevices, my sweet boy. I’ve never met a person with a soul as pure as yours. So brave. So imaginative. So forgiving. I’m angry writing this letter—just a little bit, because it means we will be physically separated. But love rises. Love pierces through that harsh armor, I can promise you that. You can always find me in the woods when you need me. The rustling leaves will embrace you, the dome of stars in the blackest sky encourage you, and the very air you breathe will love you. A mother never truly leaves, not until she can wrap her arms around her children. So I will set up a waiting space, where I get a great view, and I will wait for you. Be my greatest gift to this place.

I love you, Ruff. 

 

This letter was written on the previously plain side of some inserts that came with junk mail. Blank paper made my mom huff and her mouth smush up. She hated that a tree gave its whole life and someone wasted the backside of paper.

“Fill it up! I mean, seriously, Ruff. If you are going to kill a tree, at least grace both sides of the paper with usefulness.”

As I got older, I understood that the business was saving money by leaving the page blank. Less wages to pay workers creating content, less expense on ink to print. But first, I would think that blank paper was just an invitation for ideas. A place to draw something. Make a plan. Make a pirate map. Make an origami star. My mother shaped me with her ridiculous ideas. The kicker was, she was usually right. It was a waste of paper, but it also became an encouragement to express myself.

So, if that doesn’t mess a kid up, I don’t know what to tell you. It made me super different. I had no trouble going into the vestibule of the post office with Mom—after hours, of course—and plucking through the recycling bin and trash to “save” the blank sides of the advertisements.

We were homeless, technically. But she was my home, so I was secure.

As I read her letter, I held her cold hand, waiting for it to twitch, waiting for it to squeeze my big hand back. The noise around me, outside of this tent was also her worst nightmare. The cops were breaking up our little community. The woods people—that’s what others called us. Most said we were dangerous, but we were just trying to live.

My woods neighbors were fighting back, at least some of them. Most were resigned to the fate of packing up what they could carry and moving on. It’s what we all knew how to do. Move on.

I tried it. I took a deep breath. All I felt was the razor-sharp pain in my chest from crying all night. Letting go of her hand was letting go of my childhood. My dreams. My home.

In times like these, moving on times, the community would look to Mom. They would wait for her cues. She looked after all of them in her own way. I could at least use her death to buy them some more time to collect themselves.

I leaned down and kissed my mother’s forehead. “You did great, Mom. Best mom ever.”

Tears again. How I could still be crying I didn’t know. My whole body had to be dehydrated by now.

I turned my back on her. She would have her pillow and a blanket. I took the rest of our stuff and filled the big backpack that Mom used to carry. The dented tin decorated with pictures of cookies held important papers, and I added back the letter that had been there for God knows how long. The pile of her license and my birth certificate and random drawings from when I was a child and a few newer ones all went into the tin. The tin was first in and last out. Always. Actually, the tin only came out of the bag when we had somewhere with actual walls to live in, somewhere we could keep things dry.

I kept touching her hand until it was really time. The side of our tent was whacked hard, once, twice, and on the third time, I unzipped it. I unfurled myself, eye to eye with the cop that was doing his job.

“Whoa. You all right?”

Inside, the sadness and shock had a vise grip on my lungs, my heart. This must be what it felt like to stop time.

“My mother has passed away.” It was too quiet in the ruckus of moving on around me.

The cop tilted his head and his eyebrows rushed to meet each other in the middle of his forehead. “What now?”

I had to say it louder. Make time stop. “My mother is dead!”

And then time did stop. The gasps around me. The sudden waves of pain. Disbelief.

Some of the cops that saw us as woods people ignored it and kept pressing. Moving on.

But the one in front of me—his emotions were blurred, but they were there. Concern, compassion.

“Son, how old are you?” A gentle hand on my shoulder.

“I’m seventeen.” I didn’t have to yell anymore.

A different cop came to our tent and ducked inside. “Oh yeah. She’s dead as a doornail.”

The callousness of his words ripped through me like a bullet.

“We got a body. Call the coroner and take that kid down to the station.”

As the compassionate cop heard the news, I watched as his face fell, resigned.

They placed me in handcuffs. Before the plastic zip tie was fully tight, I knew what my next step was.

I was going to rob something so big, so monumental that it would change the world.

Ivy Lucy Lawson would be remembered even if my mugshot was the only gravestone she ever got.


Chapter 1

TEDDI

“YOU LOOK AMAZING!”

“That color on you makes the world turn.”

“Now give me some sass. No filter on you!”

My girls were doing what they did best. Gas people up.

“This is my favorite lip on you. The matte blends with this cheek and highlight.”

Four of my former co-cheerleaders were giving it their best. We could put makeup on in our sleep. And sometimes it felt like we were doing just that.

“Okay. We’re ready. Maybe we can make a quick TikTok?”

They were going to patiently go through the newest dance. The focus of our attention would be straight fire.

“Are you ready to post? You like it?”

And with a beautiful smile, our current obsession gave us a demure nod. She was feeling herself. Glowing. Eyes were sparkling. My girls had gently covered deep circles and carefully styled her wig. Being doted on by a pile of high school cheerleaders could be overwhelming, but Fawna was a champion.

We did the dance with her, taking enough pictures to fill a few entire social media accounts. And most of all, our client for the day was beaming.

Fawna’s parents stood nearby, having left her in our care for a few hours. They’d gone on a date that was arranged by a different branch of our Me Party SWAT team. The football team and the girls soccer team were at their house doing yard work and minor repairs.

When Fawna was finally ready to join her parents, my mom and her buddies had something for them as well. They lifted the tablecloth to reveal a custom painted coffee table with a shadow box. Inside was gorgeous, like an Instagram flat lay forever pinned underneath. There was some room left for Fawna to add more memories, but represented were her baby pictures, her favorite colors, and sweet moments with her parents.

The boys soccer team washed and decorated the parents’ car, and they were packed off to enjoy their night. We didn’t plan an afterward, but there were donated gift cards in the glovebox that they could use for dinner for Fawna if she was feeling up to it.

It was a rush. Better than a wedding, game day, and holiday presents all rolled together. Now was the cleanup, and everyone got started.

The soccer team boys were flirting, trying to squirt some of my girls with a hose. I let it go on for a few, because I wanted to talk to my mom.

She held out an arm when she saw me approaching, and I tucked myself next to her while she finished up her conversation.

“The piece could be upcycled for our next event, Ronna.” Jill took her phone back from my mom.

“It’s got promise. Let’s keep it in mind. Now if you’ll excuse me.” Mom turned and gave me a giant hug. “Pretty girl. How’s it going?”

“So great. Fawna is literally the most adorable.” I pulled out my phone to show my mom the TikTok that was getting a ton of likes and views. Just then my older brother, Austin, shared the vid and commented.

“Up. There he is. You know you did good if Austin is willing to put you on his channel.”

And then Mom was pulled away to talk to someone else. I overheard them start the conversation, praising the whole event.

I did Me Parties as often as I could. Well, we did this. Me and my whole crew. I loved to organize stuff, and when our neighbor’s preteen was diagnosed with cancer two years ago, I started the Me Party for her. And it just kept getting bigger. Luckily, my cheerleader friends were onboard. Now that our social media had a bunch of attention, I was getting donations much easier and from bigger companies. A merchandising company had even approached me, but Austin was going to handle it for me.

I bent down and picked up some errant streamers on the ground. I walked over to the soccer team and held up my hands in mock surrender.

“All right. Let’s get this finished and all head to the diner.” Mentioning food always got the crew moving. The local diner fed us after Me Parties. Half of the kids here worked there when they weren’t at practice. I wanted to get a job there, too, but my parents told me it would be too much.

But it did look like fun anytime we popped in. Once an hour a special song came over the sound system and the servers all danced. We all knew the words and the moves, so it was tradition for customers to join in, too.

I had an old school binder with checklists that I went through before I was willing to say we were finished. I sent off a few messages to the crews in different locations, and we all agreed that dinner was at the diner. Taylor was driving us. She had an old Volkswagen, and I jumped in front after checking that my mom was ready to leave, too.

“Take me to the French fries!” I slid Taylor’s sunglasses onto my face as Selena and Peaches grabbed seats in the back.

We were on a high. The rush of having done something this good and this big was considerable. I was very interested in laughing and drinking milkshakes with my crew tonight.


Chapter 2

RUFFIAN

THE COP DIDN’T actually take me into custody, and when he realized that my mom had passed from natural causes, he let me stay on the scene. I was allowed back into our tent, where I covered her skinny form again. She was so small under the fabric, and it was surreal how much the center of my chest hurt just looking at her. I had to think quickly, because Mom’s death had bought me some extra time that the other people around me weren’t afforded.

I made sure I had the backpack and the messenger bag that had my shit in it.

The cop just outside of the tent was steering people away, but I wasn’t sure how long that would last. I pulled the blanket down again. Mom was farther away even though she hadn’t moved. I pushed her hair off of her forehead, my index finger grazing her skin. It had a chill now. She hated being cold. It was one of the few things she complained about from time to time.

“Okay, I heard we have another pick up for the cooler?” someone outside the tent said. I heard some hushed, harsh whispers. The cop was trying to buy me some time. My guess was the newcomer was the coroner.

I couldn’t bring myself to cover Mom’s face again. I looked over my shoulder, once, twice, and a third time as I headed out of the tent.  Waiting just outside was a rolling gurney and a body bag waiting. I had no false illusions. People like Mom and me didn’t get funerals or pomp and circumstance. Her obituary—I could find it next week in the free paper if I wanted to—would be in the police blotter.

Woman found dead of natural causes during a routine encampment relocation of the homeless behind the local Targier Plaza.

That would be it. Her body would go unclaimed, because I didn’t have any resources to get her out. She wouldn’t have wanted it anyway. She believed in going forward. And that after you died your spirit floated somewhere lovely. She would wait for me and I wasn’t supposed to rush.

I knew the cops weren’t sure what the hell to do with me now. I was tall enough to be a man, but young enough to still be in school.

All around me the community we’d built was in shambles. Locust’s inventive water gathering contraption snapped in two. The makeshift town center with a bonfire that went every night was a smoking pile of dead flames now.

Tents were slashed cruelly. Because replacing them was hard and repairing them to be waterproof was damn near impossible.

We’d known the time was coming. Mom and I had researched a few new locations, but the access to the local stream and the dumpsters from the shopping plaza were located so conveniently, it was hard to convince anyone to move. Hell, even we still had the tent up here.

I worried about the Conner kids. All six of them. We all looked out for them. I’d been tasked with getting the youngest two winter clothes. And I had done pretty well, but before I could deliver the trash bags I had of lightly used coats, mittens, and boots, they were being tossed into the pickup truck that was parked close by.

Bellina was missing, too. Mom would want to make sure she had shelter for tonight, even if it was just the vestibule at the bank in the plaza. Bellina’s deep cough had Mom worried.

I staggered farther away because I couldn’t watch it now. Not with Mom still in the tent, not with how they would handle her. If they treated her body like they’d just treated the jackets and boots, I would actually wind up in jail. I wanted my jail time to be worth it. I’d go down for something spectacular. Something worthy of the memory of my mom.

A knife went through my throat and stabbed my already bleeding heart. The word memory had done it. The blade was sharp.

I got to walking with two bags over my shoulder while wearing a set of sneakers that had holes in the bottoms. I stuck to the backroads, but not too close to the residential neighborhoods. I didn’t want anyone to call me suspicious.

I tucked my head down and kept on walking. I would go forward until I dropped of exhaustion. That’s what I had now. Grief and no plan.

TEDDI

“ALL I’M ASKING is for one nude, Teddi.” Tasker leaned in. He was angling his body toward mine. We were waiting outside the diner while the staff finished setting up our tables. I was sick of saying no to Tasker.

Taylor and I called him “Asker” when we were by ourselves. I scrolled through my phone and sent a message to a group chat that didn’t include Tasker.

 

Just go with it.

 

I watched as everyone around me checked their phones. Then they did a great job of pretending they’d read nothing important at all.

I tilted my head and smiled at Tasker. “Weren’t you in the Zoom last night? We had a rack-off. All the girls and I did a rack rating session.”

His eyes grew wide and frantic. He pulled out his phone. “No fucking way. Where was this? Where is it? Did someone add me?”

He went buzzing around the gathered group as if someone had stuffed a lit firecracker into his asshole. “Who has it? Where is it? A titty compilation?”

I watched as some of the football guys hid their smiles.

Holden was the best actor of them all. “Oh yeah. The Boob Battle. I added you, of course. I’d never leave a man behind. Did you check your email?”

Tasker poked at his touch screen like he was angry at it. “No, no. No invite. No nothing. Shit. Shit. Were Teddi’s in there? Just show me a screenshot. Please.”

Holden winced. “Sorry, bro, we couldn’t take screenshots. Illegal and shit. But it was a miraculous sight.”

Tasker looked like he was going to cry. “Well, explain them or something. Was one bigger than the other?”

He ran from teammate to teammate when we were finally called into the diner. Luck would have it that Tasker was seated on the other side of the table from me. I got a message from Holden.

 

Just go with it. 

 

I looked to my right and then to my left. When Holden and I caught each other’s gaze, I gave him a wink.

While we all looked at menus and ordered, Tasker was bugging everyone around him to describe my boobs to him. I saw Holden sneaking his phone under Brutus’ shirt and I had an idea what they were about to do.

 

Watch him.

 

Another text from Holden.

Tasker’s phone buzzed where it was in front of his plate. I saw a glimpse of a set of nipples and a hairy chest. I had to look at my lap to avoid laughing out loud. Holden had Brutus push his chest together so that the picture looked like a set of female breasts.

I glanced back up. Tasker’s face was white and he looked horrified. He darted his eyes in my direction and I made a show of scratching the center of my chest.

Brutus was horrible at holding it together, so he ducked under the table, his shoulders shaking. Better yet was watching Tasker show Ryder and Van on either side of him. Deadpanned, they confirmed the picture was my boobs. Tasker actually got up and went outside. We heard him screaming at the sky. Inside, Holden told everyone at the table what they’d done. Tasker’s screams made us all laugh. It was like he was watching a pile of money on fire out there. Taylor and I set to work taking a picture of my knees with fake purple nipples drawn on them. She sent the picture to Holden who then cued everyone up to watch.

“Hitting send… now.”

The whole crew saw the pic at the same time of Taylor’s supposed boobs with the crazy Sharpie nipples. Tasker turned toward the window, looked at the picture, and then ran his hands down his face in agony.

When he finally flopped back in his chair, we were all laughing at him. Eventually, Van let him in on the joke. He feigned relief and then started praying and thanking God out loud for His guidance during his time of need.

These were my stupid friends and I loved them. I loved what they would do for me. Whether that was teaching Tasker a boob lesson or making a little girl with cancer have a better day.


Chapter 3

RUFFIAN

I PULLED OUT my arrow. I’d had it for years now. It had been Mom’s, but she taught me how to use it and then gave it to me. To most, it was just a keychain charm. For me? It had a few special attachments hidden inside. It was a reliable lock pick.

I knew the house at the end of this cul-de-sac was due to go up for sale soon. It wouldn’t be a good place to stay long-term, but it could hold me for a few hours safely. I switched the arrow’s picks out and went to work on the pins inside the back door lock. I was able to open the door without any damage.

There weren’t any new appliances or equipment, so I knew I wasn’t being videoed yet. I closed the door and put the lock into position. The air smelled like new wood that had been shorn. After sinking down to the floor in the would-be kitchen, I dumped out the contents of the large backpack.

All the stuff Mom insisted was our mutual assets. Hilarious because there was a teddy bear that was missing its fur. In few places would he ever be considered an asset. Our library cards. An envelope full of coupons. A phone charger but no phone. A book of stamps. They were Forever stamps and she felt like they were a great investment.

I got to the dented tin for Danish cookies. I knew what was in it, having thumbed through it my whole childhood. But with new, grief-focused eyes, I really took it apart. The bottom had cardboard fitted perfectly to the circular tin. I used my thumb to peel it back. And then, that’s where I found my direction, via Mom.

There was a blurry, faded picture. The back had a typical Mom note written on the back of an advertisement and taped carefully to the picture.

 

Ruffian’s father.

Bruce Jones

Last known contact, wife’s father: Melfield Hapscord, Poughkeepsie, New York

 

I had a dad. I mean, I knew I had a dad. But he was more of an idea than an actual human. I understood why he wasn’t contacted she’d told me that much. The man that was my father had a wife, had a family. He never even knew about me. If I needed him for medical information, I supposed she would have told me. And maybe she would have told me when I was eighteen. Mom was a mystery sometimes.

But I had someone to look for now. It was time to implement a plan. I had to rob a bank or pull a huge job before I was eighteen. Then I would be able to really let my mom’s life mean something. I would set up everyone in our community. The Conner kids? I would get them a house. New jackets. Locust would get access to water that ran whenever you turned the tap, and not just when it rained. Bellina would get medical care. I would see to it. I wasn’t sure how much money I would get from one bank. Maybe I would need two.

I needed to enter society. Play all their games to get access to what I needed.


Chapter 4

RUFFIAN

I KNOCKED ON the door to the apartment when I met my brother for the first time.

“Hey.” The guy who answered was clearly a relative just from the resemblance. I was guessing this was Gaze.

“Hey,” I echoed him before adding, “I heard a rumor you and I were related. And I’ve got nowhere to go.”

I slid my stare to the girl in the room and broke into a smile.

After getting up and standing next to Gaze, she asked, “You sure you have the right address?”

“It’s the one your grandfather gave me. The one from Poughkeepsie.” I stuck out my hand. “I’m Ruffian and I’m your younger half-brother.”

Gaze turned to me as he also held out his hand—most likely a reflex. “What now?”

So my older brother might be a dick. His girlfriend was pretty, though. Read the room way quicker than he did. We looked alike, but I was expecting as much from the information the old fart had given me about him.

Gaze Patrick Jones. My half-brother, or so the old fart, Melfield Hapscord, said. Gaze, a drunk dad, and a new family named the Burathons. Hapscord thought they might be able to help me because they were good with “my kind.” And I was assuming my kind was people not related to rich people.

I let my heavy duffle bag slide to my feet with a thud. I rolled my shoulder to try to alleviate the feeling that I now had a strap embedded in my skin. It had been a long walk/hitchhike to get here. I had a deadline, though. I needed a safe place for shelter. At seventeen, I was too close to being an adult to be left out in the wild. People might be looking for me now that Mom was dead. If I was going to pull off the greatest heist ever, I needed a good backstory. So what’s better than hunting down your real backstory? Nothing. Well, maybe the sound of the waves hitting the beach, but other than that, a cover story and a strapping six-foot nine brother was the best.

“Ruffian isn’t a name.” If there was a way to give a hesitant handshake, my brother had found it. I leaned into it and added a squeeze.

Eventually, he returned it and I was pleased with his digit-crushing strength. “You play basketball still? The bag of bones grandfather said you were a baller.”

We released each other’s hands at the same moment.

“I’m Pixie Rae.” She held out her hand and I was gentle with it. “And I’ve had people tell me my name wasn’t real a bunch.” She winked at me.

I would try to get contact info from a girl this cute normally, but instead, I just smiled. She stood so close to Gaze that I could almost see their bond. The type of weirdos that their names would always be spoken together like a headline. Gaze and Pixie. They’d get together and people would always be saying their names in one giant breath. Until they got old and then one of them died. And then saying just the one name would be the saddest damn thing in the world.

“I’ve had people tell me it fits. Never as a compliment.” I threaded my fingers together and put them behind my neck, just waiting. I couldn’t invite myself in. I was counting on them to just be too nice to leave me standing outside. I resisted the urge to look over my shoulder. It was strong, though.

Gaze turned to Pixie. “Can I get a few minutes? Would that be okay?”

Pixie looked up at his face and I watched as they had an entire conversation and a partial fight without saying a word. Then she nodded, went to her tiptoes, and got a kiss from him. Gaze, for the most part, had his right eye on me the whole time, even when they were kissing.

He stepped outside the door and closed it.

“Listen, you little shit…”

Oh crap.

I backed away, the strap of my duffle bag damn near tripping me. Gaze had me by my shoulders and I flinched when his face was close to mine. Then there was stone-cold quiet. I felt him peeling his fingers off of my body. I peeked open one eye that I had squeezed shut while waiting for a punch.

Then he smoothed my shirt at the shoulders, as if erasing what he had done. “Sorry.”

I gained my footing completely and took a step back. “It’s cool. You won’t be the last one to try to knock some sense into me.” I jammed my hands into the pockets of my jeans.

“I just never heard of you or anything like you before. And I’m really careful who I allow around Pixie.” He darted his eyes in the direction of the closed door. I felt a pang then, like my heart had strings around it and one was plucked. That kind of romantic devotion was as alien to me as, well...aliens.

“Yeah. Sure. I get it.” I could talk around pain easily. “So legend has it, my mom and your dad got a little drunk and a little hot and heavy. The result was me.” I held up my hands and waved them both. “My mom isn’t in the picture anymore, and I have just a few more months until I’m eighteen. So I came looking to see if any of the shit she told me was true.”

I risked eye contact then. Gaze was a blank slate. I was awesome at reading people, and I had no idea what he was thinking.

“Where do you live?”

“Great question. Super question. I mean, I guess, if I’m being technical, here.” I spread my arms wide.

Gaze put his thumb over his shoulder. “Here?”

“No, man.” I bent and lifted the strap of my duffle bag and pointed at it. “Here.”

Gaze audibly exhaled and then shook his head. “Okay, don’t move. I need to talk to Pixie.”

And then he went back inside and shut the door. I walked over to the brick façade and sat down with my back against it. The shrubbery hid me. So much for thinking my older brother would immediately accept me. I was still outside, hiding like a feral dog. I was being overcautious maybe. But if someone ratted out that Mom had a kid, well, someone might come for me.

I took a cigarette out of my pocket and was able to nurse a small flame from my dying lighter. I ignored my shaking hand as I lifted the drug to my lips. I closed my eyes as I inhaled, trying not to see my own fear.

Gaze opened the door with Pixie this time. I quickly stubbed out my cig, but I didn’t toss it away. I still had more than half left. I’d let it cool and save it in my pocket. I stood and held it behind my back. It was still too hot to add to my pocket.

“I made a call to our grandfather.” Gaze tucked his hands under his biceps as he folded his arms across his chest.

“He’s a real party, right?” I waited to see if Gaze was annoyed. Maybe he was close to Poughkeepsie G-pa.

He did a half eye roll that encouraged me. Gaze had the same read of the old man and his scuffle-your-ass-out-the-door attitude.

Pixie looked from me to Gaze and back again, then she disappeared inside.

Gaze scratched under his chin. “He doesn’t enjoy pop-ins, that’s for sure. So, you wanna stay with us? That’s the reason you’re here?”

“Sorta? I guess. I mean, I’m not a lot of work. I can feed myself. I just need a place to crash for a bit. And if it doesn’t work, no worries, man. I’ve got so many places I can go.” I picked up my bag and settled its strap in the notch it made in my shoulder.

Pixie came out, holding a can to me. “Thirsty?”

“Yes, thank you.” I took it, popped it open, and guzzled it halfway before I realized it was a sparkling water with a vague hint of a fruit.

“So you got tons of places? That’s why you hunted down Hapscord?” Gaze slid his arm around Pixie’s shoulders and she leaned into him.

I wetted my lips with my now cold tongue. “Yeah, man. No pressure. You guys have plans, clearly. I’ll be on my way.”

I turned halfway. I could take this bet right now, walk away from Gaze, because Pixie had shown me kindness with the drink. And Gaze would do anything for Pixie. I could sense that already. I mean, that wasn’t a superpower or anything. They were bonded like a pair of freaking eagles. Or swans. Or lobsters.

I heard the harsh whispers and moved in slow motion.

“Yeah. We’re headed home. You can jump in,” Gaze relented. That was all I needed. An open door. I spun on my heel.

“Thanks, brother.” I grinned at them both. They had to believe I was genuine for this to work. And I was a great actor.


Chapter 5

TEDDI

I WAS CURLED against Austin while we watched a cooking show together. He kept his arm around me. Always my big brother. Always ready for a snuggle. And I needed it. With Milt, Pixie, Gaze, and him gone from the house, I was missing sibling time.

“Hey, Bear. Whatcha thinkin’ about?”

I was his Teddi Bear and always would be. Austin managed to have a bond with everyone, but I chose to believe he had the strongest bond with me.

“Just that everyone is gone. You know? It’s so much quieter.” I twirled one of the rings on his left hand. It had a skull on it.

“I distinctly remember you telling me that you couldn’t wait to get us out of your hair and have the place to yourself.”

We were in the downstairs living room that was outside Gaze and Austin’s old rooms. Well, Gaze and Pixie’s room now. Technically, she was in Austin’s room, but no one even pretended that was the case. They were a little family inside our family. They were coming back from school today. Milt wasn’t coming home because he had an internship with a gaming company upstate during the break. It was an indie company that was building their house from the ground up. Half of Milt’s friends were with him. They traveled as a pack anyway.

But Gaze and Pixie were due home in just a little while. Austin came home yesterday. He kept talking about going back to college, but his Instagram was doing so well, he really was thinking of skipping it for a while. I wouldn’t tell Mom and Dad that. But I knew. I followed him on social media and he was basically starting trends. Magazines had contacted him to design some of their posts. He was going to take this unconventional way of making money and make it his bitch.

“I did not. Seriously. One more year for me and I’ll be moving in with you anyway.” I didn’t need to see his face to know he was lifting up his eyebrows.

“Is that right?”

“Yes. You know I’d make a great assistant. And I would never kiss your ass.”

“You worried about people kissing my ass?”

“Yes. I think people will say shit to get close to you. You need me to protect you from predators.” I turned to face him in time to see him swallow a smile.

“You’re a force, Bear.”

He took his skull ring off and handed it to me. I slid it onto my thumb. That was Austin. He didn’t let me ask to borrow his stuff that I liked. He’d just give it to me. We heard the car doors slam and knew right away the house was about to get a little livelier.

Gaze and Pixie were here!

Austin stood, and as a habit I hopped onto his back. He took the stairs in his long strides. Sure, this was a bit harder now that I wasn’t a little kid anymore, but we managed. When we hit the front door, Austin let me slide down to my feet. He held open the screen door for me while he let out a slow whistle. His sudden hesitancy made me slow down. Gaze got out of the driver’s side, and Pixie the passenger side of their truck. And out of the backseat another guy got out. Hence Austin’s whistle. A new person. An unexpected person.

The guy swept his brown hair back from his face. It was too long and he needed a haircut. But that face. The cut jaw and the ice green eyes made me gasp. Oh, he was trouble. He flicked his stare from Austin and then landed on me. Just a hint of a smile on one side of his mouth. Like I was a nice surprise. I was used to being seen. Between my time on cheer and the school play and the occasional press I did for my Me Parties, I had my share of the spotlight. But the way he worked his sweep of me up and down into his long, slow blink made me blush.

Pixie reached his side and patted his forearm. I looked from Gaze to the new guy and back again. They resembled each other. The same jaw, the same build. New Guy was a little shorter, but Gaze’s basketball height was a lot to compare to.

“Hey, brother!” Austin put his hands on my shoulders before stepping around me. I knew he knew that I was boystruck by this strang passenger. He was great at reading me. He’d also make fun of me later, but Austin would use his charm to get some of the most immediate answers I’d want to know.

Gaze and Austin thwamped each other in an exuberant hug. New Guy muttered and shook his head, “Brother, huh?”

Pixie Rae had an empathetic look on her face. I was really dying to know what the hell was going on here.

“Mom and Dad around? I’ve got something to clear with them.” Gaze tipped his chin toward the house.

Austin stuck his hand out to New Guy while answering Gaze, “No, they went to Costco. You know how they love to buy everything in bulk. Have we met?”

The greeting hung in the air before the new guy reached in to pump Austin’s hand. “Ruffian. Nice to meet you…”

“Austin Burathon. Welcome.”

Pixie sidestepped the guys and wrapped me in a hug. I buried my face in her chestnut hair. “What the hell is going on?”

She whispered back into my ear, “So much.”

“Thanks for having me.” Ruffian glanced my way.

Gaze stepped next to me and put his arm around my shoulders while Pixie put hers around my waist like they were protecting me.

I put my hand out. “Teddi. And how do you know Gaze and Pixie?”

Ruffian hesitated just enough to bite his bottom lip tiny little bit. “Long-lost brother.”

He took my hand just as the shock made my jaw drop.


Chapter 6

RUFFIAN

I WASN’T EXPECTING to meet the prettiest girl in the world today. Maybe they were all like this—gorgeous and in the rich part of town. Her blonde hair was shiny and her clothes were name brands. She had on a gold necklace with an infinity charm on it. I was betting my balls it was real gold.

She was shocked that I was Gaze’s brother. Actually, the Austin guy was, too, but he transitioned well. He was also wearing a skirt and red nailpolish, so maybe shocking him took work.

Teddi. A boy’s name, but her curves were all woman. Dammit. I was wary of her already. Gaze, Pixie, and Austin surrounded her like she was a princess and they would fight anyone that looked at her funny.

I hiked my bag farther up on my shoulder. This whole idea I had—it may have sucked. It felt real now. Standing here in an actual driveway with a family and a cleanly landscaped lawn.

The SUV that pulled in behind Gaze’s car was huge. Obviously to fit all these kids. The mom and dad seemed like they were straight from the casting in a commercial. A cocker spaniel ran around in the backyard barking at the commotion.

In the flurry of welcomes from the parents to Pixie and Gaze, I found myself standing next to Teddi. We both turned our heads at the same moment and made eye contact. Her blue eyes were open doors. This was a girl that was so new at life. Just limitless hope in her eyes.

I resented it. As gorgeous as she was, there was a part of me that wanted to show her that life was a kick in the ass, mostly.

We didn’t say anything as her eyes grew wider, like she could sense what I was thinking.

Before we could talk, Pixie grabbed Teddi’s hand and pulled her toward the backyard, where Austin was jumping the gate to calm the dog.

“Rocket! You’re never going to get treats if you keep yapping like that.”

Teddi turned twice to look at me while Pixie pulled her in the opposite direction.

It was like there was a crackle of a spark between us. I could close my eyes and find her in the dark just going from this feeling she gave me.

Complications. Didn’t expect white-hot innocent temptations.

I had to stay focused. And now I had to act.

Gaze hugged the parents. The man introduced himself as Mike, and Ronna, the woman, asked if I was hungry.

I followed them all into the house as Gaze led the way for me. We got to the kitchen and Gaze motioned to a seat.

“So, Pixie texted us that you guys had a favor to ask, and you already know the answer is yes, so what’s up?” Mike sat at the table next to me like he’d done just that a million times before.

“Well, turns out my father had a little bit of a life we didn’t know about. Ruffian here just found out that he’s related to me. He’s my brother, by blood.” Gaze rubbed his arms, clearly put out that he was having to ask for me to stay here.

Ronna covered her mouth and then smiled around her fingers.

Mike reacted quickly, “Well, any family of yours is family here, too.”

Surprise number one. These people were good. I mean, I tried to make assessments as soon as I could. It was one of the things my mom taught me. But despite the fancy ass house and the having everything crap—even putting gold jewelry on their daughter—they were as welcoming as could be. I didn’t sense anything shady about them. On the contrary, Ronna seemed absolutely delighted. She fussed around the kitchen and offered me three different drinks before I asked for a glass of water just to appease her.

Gaze nodded at me and made a motion with his hands. He wanted me to tell them more. That I wasn’t just dropping by to say hi.

I took a few sips of my water before clearing my throat. “My mom recently passed away.” I rehearsed it in my head a hundred times. I never expected the crack in my voice. Heartache was rocks in my throat.

Ronna reached out and covered my hand with hers. “Oh, sweetheart. I am so, so sorry.”

Genuine. I looked at the table and tried to memorize the grain I found there. I didn’t want to cry for a number of reasons, but Teddi walking through the back-porch door with the dog squiggling in her arms was at the top of the list right now.

“She had cancer, so it wasn’t unexpected.” It was my voice, but it sounded like a robot. This was what I needed to do. Get legit. Research, investigate, formulate a crew to help me rob the bank or pull a heist. This family would be the perfect cover. They couldn’t be more squeaky clean if they tried.

“Still. My heart hurts for you. Where are you staying?”

And then Gaze stepped forward. “He doesn’t have a place…”

Mike stood quickly. “Nonsense. We have a room downstairs with his name on it. Ruffian, right? Let me show you to it.”

And just like that, I was enveloped into Gaze and Pixie’s world. Just on the strength of being his blood, I was afforded a room in a fancy house with a door that locked and my own private bathroom.

There would be paperwork, according to Ronna, but as long as I was happy, they would move hell and high water to get me to stay in their house.

Pixie came through and moved out some of her things, explaining that she stayed with Gaze and that this room was all mine.

“I’m so sorry to hear about your mom. I’m here if you need someone to talk to. I lost my mom when I was younger.” She patted my shoulder.

I couldn’t talk about it again so soon. It was still burning in my throat and my eyes. I just nodded and Pixie left, maybe realizing I was on the edge.

I unpacked a few things into the dresser that was set up. I reclined in the big bed, shoes still on, and looked at the space next to me. So much room. So much comfort. I put my hands behind my head and tried to imagine where my mom was now. Her body. What did they do when no one came to claim you because they couldn’t afford to bury you? I hoped she was safe and they were treating her with respect. I closed my eyes and the tears came again, slipping out the corners of my eyes and down my cheeks.

It should be different. I was the only one who could honor her. Remember her. And I would create a monument to who she was with the things I did. It wouldn’t be enough. She was bigger than all that. I missed her.

“Ruff? Did you see that?”

I was eight and sitting by the river. Our science lesson. Mom was excited that we’d found a little pod of tadpoles. I knew all about frogs. Frogs were a favorite. I could keep them in my pocket for a little while. Toads, too. Mom even let me keep small garden snakes from time to time. The rules were I couldn’t keep them overnight and they had to be returned where we found them.

I was okay with that. Mostly. If I named them, it was harder. But she was right. The pets from outside needed the right habitat and a hotel room was not that place at all.

So we would talk now, about how frogs started out. She would do that. Find what I loved a lot and really let me know all about it. After we observed the tadpoles, we walked slowly to the library. Frog day would have a lot of books and I knew where most of them were. And they even had a frog puppet that I could rent as long as I took really careful care of him. His name was Bernie.

The mean librarian was at the desk today. She didn’t like Mom as much as Judy did. Judy would always have a bag or two of stuff for Mom. I would help her carry whatever it was back home. Sometimes it was food. Sometimes it was clothes. But no Judy meant nothing to carry. It didn’t matter, though. Mom and I knew how to make ourselves small and quiet so we could stay and learn. That was our deal. I could shout outside, but inside I had to make sure I could stay and learn.

My favorite frog book was first. It was in the biology section and had clear pages with layers of a frog printed on each one. Skin, muscle, bones. It was amazing how much those little guys had going on inside them. I put my finger on the first clear page, like I was petting the frog’s head.

“Do they think? Like, are they a person inside like you’re a person inside and I’m a person inside?”

Mom sat next to me on the rough carpet that covered the library’s floor.

“We don’t know, doodlebug.” She pulled me next to her and “petted” the frog as well. “What do you think?” Her long hair fell onto the page, and I grabbed a strand and wrapped it around my finger.

“I think so. I mean, they can be scared and they can be calm. Sometimes frogs pee on me, but sometimes they don’t. I think they are happy when they make noise at night.” I turned my head to look at Mom. She was smiling at me again. She did that a lot.

I realized I had closed my eyes in my new bed. So soft. I knew that I’d have to take a blanket and lie on the floor to really get a good night’s sleep. I needed to feel the ground. I wondered how long it would take me to get used to this. Would I ever get used to it. I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

I had plans. I had a memorial to build. And I didn’t have time to keep thinking about pretty Teddi. Not even a little bit.


Chapter 7

TEDDI

AUSTIN COULD SAY more with his eyebrows than some people could say with their whole mouths. He followed me into my bedroom and I caught sight of those impeccably groomed punctuators.

“Stop.” I was already trying to defend myself.

Ruffian was moving in just like that. I had another person in the house with me after I had been an empty nester. Austin bit his lips together and then rolled his eyes around and around.

When I didn’t say anything else, Austin offered up, “I could feel the attraction through the air, child. Through the air. And you and I both know that boy is your type, as if you ordered him custom off the internet.”

I threw a stuffed heart at him. He caught it and pretended to kiss it.

“He’s family now, so don’t even.” I flopped backward onto my bed and looked at the ceiling.

“I think you’re stretching the word family. I mean, I’m as welcoming as the next guy, but surprise brothers make me take a think or two, you know?” Austin tossed one of my throw pillows in the air.

“Wait, you don’t think he’s legit?” This was news to me. Well, the whole thing was news to me. From what I knew about Gaze’s horrible father, anything was possible.

“I didn’t say that.” Austin tossed the pillow again and I caught it on its way down. “I just want to get to know him a little better.”

“That’s a very politically correct answer, young man.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you jealous? Because you and Gaze have such a lovely bro-lationship?”

“A little.” Austin puffed out his cheeks.

That’s one of the many things I loved about my older brother. He would always answer a question honestly. Sometimes brutally so, but it was something I could count on.

“Don’t worry, no one compares to you.” I gave him the pillow back for tossing. This was a conversation I wanted to revisit with Pixie and maybe Mom and Dad.

“He’s super hot, though, if you’re into that kind of cut jaw and dangerous vibe.” Austin used the pillow to prop up his head instead of as an activity for his hands.

“And you’re not into that type of thing?” I rolled over and put my head on Austin’s chest.

“No, baby. I’m into tense, skinny, Goth guys right now. And that new boy is in your age bracket, not mine.” He put one hand in his thick hair.

We both slipped into our own thoughts. With a name like Ruffian, I was pretty sure I would be able to search the internet for him. Getting chemistry sparks when our eyes met was one thing, but him becoming a part of my close family was another. I trusted fairly easily. But if anyone hurt my family, I would fight like hell. Even if I did see his face on the back of my eyelids when I closed my eyes.


Chapter 8

RUFFIAN

I KEPT MY foot looped through the straps of my bag like I usually did. It was how Mom and I kept track of our stuff. She was a light sleeper, and once I was old enough to throw a decent punch, she taught me how to guard my knapsack. It was how we lived. We didn’t have a whole lot at any given time. Once in a while, we had money for rent or hotel rooms. Sometimes I had library books that needed to be treated carefully. There was the tin that had our important papers, but those wouldn’t be of much use to anyone.

I heard a light knock on my door. I eyed it for a few seconds before the knock sounded again.

“Come in.”

I sounded normal. Like it was no big deal to have a space that people asked whether or not they could enter. The door swung open and I could tell from the tall frame that it was Gaze. I nodded at him and he stepped inside before closing the door behind him. He then used it to rest his back and shoulders against while he looked at me.

“So what’s the endgame here? Where do you see this ending up?” There was a slight twitch under his left eyelid. Strain? Distrust? It could be either of those.

“I honestly don’t know,” I lied.

I knew how it ended. I had a plan I was obsessing over since the moment Mom closed her eyes for the last time. This family and my brother were going to be the best cover ever.

“After all these years on the streets with my mom, I’m just trying to get used to the idea of life without her in it. We were really close.” That part is true. It was a winning combination. Add a bit of real emotion, and then people just used that as icing over the things that didn’t make sense or come together correctly.

“Mike and Ronna are going to want to put you in school for the last semester or two. They are big on education.” Gaze folded his arms over his chest. My brother was ripped as hell. I knew he was kind of a basketball legend around town, but seeing his physique really cemented the rumors for me. He was both solid and limber.

“That’s okay. I mean, I was homeschooled, but we were homeless so that made it all a misnomer.”

I watched as the empathy painted itself on his expression. Good. That was what I wanted. Feel my backstory—hell, feel guilty that you were in this cushy house for years while I was in a tent in the woods. I would use any advantage I could get here.

“That’s cool. We can talk about it tomorrow. I’m sure you’re beat. I just wanted to check in on you. You need anything?” He tilted his head like this was a daily conversation and my answer riveted him.

I needed like a million dollars. But I wanted to have some peace and quiet. “I’m good. Good on you, though, Gaze. I appreciate you.”

Gaze bobbed his head up and down before letting himself out. I wondered how the day would work tomorrow. Usually, I had to be up and moving just after sunrise. If we were in a shelter, there was always a time we needed to settle up and move along. In hotels, there was check-out as soon as we ran out of money to pay. In the woods, we would break down the camp from time to time to avoid the authorities. That was the constant of my life thus far. Being on the move. Being prepared to move. It was like standing on a running treadmill. You could either stay put and face the consequences or keep moving and stay ahead of the issues.

I heard music turn on in the middle of the night and some laughter trickling down the vents into my room. Teddi and Austin were having a great time above me.

I flopped around until I really, really wanted a glass of water. Or a bottle. Just anything to get me hydrated. I stood and went to my door, squeaking it open slowly.

No one told me I had to stay in my room, but that was a sense I was getting. I should be settled for the evening. Rocket the dog was nowhere to be found, so I assumed she was with one of the family members. The young cat that Gaze and Pixie had claimed was theirs was on the couch and covered his eyes with his paws when I walked past him.

In the kitchen I had to open three different cabinets until I found some glasses. They were all special liquor glasses. Wine, rocks, beer glasses—they would suffice, but their normal cups weren’t in an obvious spot.

I went to the fridge and skipped the ice so I wouldn’ make a racket. When my glass was halfway full, a person lurking in the doorway caught my eye. I started and my hand jumped, the glass shooting up out of my hand. Teddi lurched forward and put out her hand. I did the same. I managed to get a grip on the glass as Teddi’s arm swung wildly and she poked me in the eye with her pinkie.

“Oh shit.” I slapped my left hand over my throbbing eye while catching the glass with my other hand.

“Oh my God. I am so sorry. Are you okay? It felt like I stuck my finger in Jell-O right then.” She shivered and closed her eyes.

I opened my other eye while squeezing the injured one tightly. “It’s okay. I have two. And I like a challenge.”

“Seriously? Like, I can drive you to Urgent Care or wherever. You might have a scratched cornea and that blows. I hated when it happened to me.”

“Someone poked you in the eye in the middle of the night?”

“No. I had an accident in cheer. Our bottom was a little off her game and I wound up knowing what four inches of her finger felt like in my brain.”

“Man, that’s not the sentence I want to hear wrapped around the words of four inches of finger in.” I staggered over to the counter and set down my glass.

“What did you want to hear?” She was smokin’. Forcing me to tell her about my dirty mind.

“Nothing. No worries. Why are you up in the middle of the night?” I slumped against the counter.

“It’s time for my two a.m. fudge bar.” She moved to the freezer part of the fridge and yanked it open. She had the ice cream she sought set up like a dispenser. She plucked out a cold one and had the paper off of it in a practiced motion.

Here I was feeling spoiled for having water from the dispenser. Girlfriend had her own private ice cream truck in her kitchen.

“You set an alarm for that or something?” I lifted my chin in her direction.

“It’s a built-in notification” She tapped her temple with her phone. “How’s your room downstairs?”

Stupid luxurious. Spacious. Private. Alone. Sad.

“Great. Bed’s a little soft.” I attempted to open my poked eye. Couldn’t do it.

I watched as concern zipped her smile into a straight line. “You really might have some damage there.” She took a step toward me.

If she only knew. The damage I had and the damage I intended to do.

“Let me see.” She popped the whole ice cream into her mouth and clamped her lips around it. Then she was in my space on her tiptoes. She put her hands on my face like we’d known each other our whole lives. I flinched a little and she settled a hand behind my neck. She pried my closed eye open with her fingers. In the meantime, she made sucking noises around the ice cream. It seemed like she might actually be in distress, so I grabbed the Fudgsicle out of her mouth. She licked around her lips and squinted some more.

“I can’t tell crap. It’s too dark.” She stepped back and took her ice cream from my hands.

She did some very thorough licking of the melting parts as she made her way to the light switch. She turned it on and returned to me. “I need to set this down.”

She opened the cabinet next to my head and took out a bowl, setting the fudge bar in it.

Then she resumed her position and clamped onto my neck and eye again. “Sorry, I am so used to being in people’s personal space between makeup and cheer.”

She seemed to be apologizing for putting her chest against me and blowing her sweet breath onto my face.

It was all making things happen in my pants. Too much. As she looked intently at my eye, interrogation-style, I had to stare at her. She had to be the prettiest human I’d ever seen in person. Her eyes were set up like blue starbursts and her skin was beautifully smooth. I wanted to lick it like she was my ice cream treat. She let go of my eyelid and it snapped shut.

“It’s red and bloodshot.” She pointed to the kitchen chair.

I lumbered over and sat down, grateful for a place to hunch over my growing problem.

Teddi went back to the freezer and came back with a cold pack. “Tilt your head back a little.”

I did as she asked again, and she straddled my leg, again holding my neck. Sure, my eye felt like it still had her finger in it, but all this closeness was really having me and my pants hoping she was going to kiss everything and make it better.

She gently pressed the ice on my closed eye. “Keep it closed. The eye really does heal itself a lot. You just need to give it time.”

I grunted in acknowledgment. As I peered at her through my working eye, she rooted around in the kitchen. Her tiny sleep shorts and tank top were my own personal cable channel. She used the water from my glass—whatever was left—and then refilled a water bottle with a straw in it.

“Here, now you can drink easier while your eye does what it has to do.” She held the bottle near my face. I took it out of her hand.

“Thanks. You send mixed messages to weirdos in your kitchen. Attack, first aid, apply water.” I took a deep suck and realized I was super thirsty.

She went back to her ice cream and opened a drawer until she came up with a spoon. Her snack had become a cold soup and she ate it as such.

I hit the bottom of the bottle with a loud slurp.

Teddi grimaced. “Damn, son. You were parched.”

She grabbed my bottle and filled it again. The little kindnesses she was showing me were getting embedded into my skin. Where I was from, how I was raised, kindness was hard to find. I could go whole days without getting treated like a person by anyone besides my mom.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. And I’m sorry I turned you into a pirate. The good news is, I have an eye patch from last Halloween for you.” She pointed at my eye with her spoon.

“Then I’m all set.” I was able to get half the second water bottle down before I was truly done with feeling thirsty.

She watched me as she ate. “So how long are you here for?”

I shrugged and she shrugged in return.

“You going to school?” She licked the back of her spoon.

This accidental meeting in the kitchen involved a lot of her tongue.

I shrugged again and she did the same.

“Sorry to hear about your mom.” The sympathy pulled down on her lips.

Man. Just the word mom was a trigger for me. Rage. Anger. So much missing.

All I did was nod. That was the good part of being a dude. People didn’t expect us to emote all the time. I could hide in that and did.

“So you just met Gaze? Like recently?”

I swallowed around the lump in my throat and moved my ice pack a little. The skin was starting to burn, so I took to dabbing my eye with the pack instead of holding it straight on.

“What’s he like?” I wanted to have all the information I could. I needed to look at every interaction as an opportunity to fact find. You didn’t just decide to be a professional robber and go in that day, I was assuming anyway. I would do it like it was a research project. The money would be my final grade.

“Gaze? Um, he’s great. We were really excited to get a foster kid that fit right into our family so quickly. He’s sweet. He’s in love with Pixie. He would give anyone the shirt off his back. I love him.” And then Teddi polished off the rest of her ice cream while I set down my ice pack on the table.

“He sounds great.” I ran my damp hands through my hair, slicking it back for a few seconds. It had a mind of its own and really, really liked flopping in front of my face.

It did just that as Teddi stood with her hands on her hips. “Give me a second.”

She took her index finger and ran it underneath the hairband on her wrist. She stood to the side of me and started scooping up my hair into her hands. She was not gentle and I let out a few grunts.

She snapped the band in my hair and stepped back. “Probably best not to have it poking you in your injured eye, right?” And then she smiled. “Oh. That’s a look for you.”

Teddi picked up her phone on the counter, and before I knew it, I was looking at a picture of myself on her screen with my hair sticking up like a palm tree.

“Wow. This is kind of starting to feel like the illegal stuff they do to prisoners of war. The eye poke, the icing, and now the hair humiliation.” I titled my head, knowing it was probably making my hair dance for her.

She burst out laughing and my heart grabbed a fistful of butterflies and shoved them into my stomach. Dammit. She had better knock off being cute because I had no place for a crush. Not here and definitely not now.

When she slowed down to intermittent giggles, she finally motioned to my face. “Okay, give the eye a try.”

I opened my injured eye and it was painful and blurry, but I could see.

“You’ll be good now. If you can open it, it will heal.” She took the ice from me and brought me a new one.

“Do you eat ice cream every night?”

“Yes.” Simple answer as she cleaned up her bowl and spoon.

I imagined the sure thing of an ice cream every night and what that must be like.

I stood up. “Thanks for the help. I’m going downstairs and keep this closed.” I pointed to my eye.

“Yeah. Seems like the best idea. Night.” She left me in the kitchen to go upstairs to her room. I watched her take the stairs two at a time. I needed to concentrate on not concentrating on Teddi Burathon.


Chapter 9

TEDDI

I TEXTED THREE of my friends when I got upstairs, still buzzing from seeing him. Ruffian was so...different. Like his eyes already knew the answer to all the jokes. It was hard to explain, but I wanted more of it. He felt a little dangerous. Like I knew he was more than a little dangerous because my parents were trusting both Ruffian and me to treat each other like brother and sister. But I had literally no feelings for him that could classify as sibling-like.

 

Is he coming to school? Peaches popped up in my text messages.

 

Not sure. I mean, I think so. We shall see. 

 

I went to the local public high school. Being a senior, I had a lot of plans, but I was really drawn to working with kids. Granted, it was only volunteering right now, and I wasn’t sure how to actually make it a job.

I watched videos on my phone, stayed on social media too late, and fell asleep after four a.m. My parents said I had more energy than a herd of cats stuffed in a bag. I certainly proved them wrong when they came to wake me up at eight a.m. Mom turned on my light. I covered my head with a pillow. Dad came in and sang a fake Italian song at the top of his lungs. I burrowed deeper into the bed.

They had to take drastic measures and try to sneak my phone out of my clawed hand. I rolled out of bed and went to put my hair up with my wrist scrunchie. When my fingers found nothing to twirl, I remembered that I had put it in Ruffian’s hair. I bit my lip to keep my smile from forming. Instead, I grabbed a hair clip from my headboard and secured my hair in a bun. I put on a hoodie and pulled it up over my hair. I kept on my shorts and put my feet in flip-flops on my way out the door.

Before I knew where we were heading, I was in the backseat with my seatbelt fastened.

“Hey, Princess T. Thanks for getting it all together to come with us this morning.” Dad readjusted his rearview mirror so he could see me.

“I didn’t have a lot of choices, but you’re welcome. What’s going on?” I plucked at a loose thread on the hem of my shorts.

Mom took over. “You know we just made a pretty big family decision on the fly and we wanted to talk to you about it. Make sure it works for you.” Mom turned in her seat so she could look at me. Clearly Mom had been up for a while. Her hair was fixed and neat, and her makeup looked like it had been on for a few hours.

“You mean about Ruffian?”

My dad nodded while my mother said, “Yes, exactly.”

“He needs a place to stay and his mom just died, so I think we kind of have to take him in, right? He’s Gaze’s brother. It’s not even a choice.” I couldn’t think of an alternative. That’s not how we did things.

I watched as my mom gave my dad a look and a smile. I felt the burst of pride I always got when I could tell I made them proud.

Dad pulled the car into the parking lot at my favorite ice cream store. “We came here to discuss our options, but we could just eat instead.”

Dad opened my door and gave me a hug. I was slow getting out of the vehicle because I had to text a friend. Dad managed to snag my phone from my hands and slid it into his pocket. “Can we just have you for a few minutes? No phone?”

“Fine. Can I hold it, though? I don’t want you pocket FaceTiming Taylor again.” I held out my hand.

“I still don’t know how that happened.” He gave me my phone and I slid it into the pocket of my hoodie.

“Ice cream for breakfast! Can’t beat that.” Mom held out an arm and I grabbed her hand and put it around my shoulders.

We decided on flavors and only had to wait for the worker to finish up the store opening procedures. I had rocky road and Dad had coffee flavor. Mom liked vanilla best. We then settled into a booth and got a good head start on our ice cream.

“So why did we have to meet? Does everything work out on your end?” They’d already agreed to let Ruffian live with us, but I was getting a sense that there was something more.

Mom dotted her mouth with a napkin. “Yeah, actually. We reached out to our contacts in the foster program we used with Gaze, and Ruffian’s past is a bit different.”

“He told me that his mom passed away from cancer.” I felt my eyes filling up a little. I had a personal vendetta against cancer. I hated that it ever took anyone too soon. It was part of the reason I did the work I did in my free time. A way to fight back, even if it was just in small comforts.

Dad reached across the table to put his hand over mine. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

I blinked my tears away. “It’s his story. Not sure why I’m crying.”

“Kiddo, you take what you do seriously. You ‘re super positive, but I know those kids get to you and stay in your mind.”

“Yeah. Thanks. It’s not just me. We all help.” I watched as my ice cream ran down the back of my hand.

“We help because you don’t give us a choice,” Dad offered, which was true but also lightened the mood.

“That’s true.” I was a bully of kindness, as Austin told me from time to time. People had better act right or I was going to kick some ass.

I wasn’t really going to hurt anyone, but I was very annoying when I needed things done for my clients.

“Anyway, just to give you the whole picture, Ruffian and his mom were, well…” She dropped off commenting and my dad picked it up.

“They were both arrested.”  Dad looked at his hands.

Oh. Oh.

Now I got the reason we were out the door and in an ice cream shop by ten a.m. There were complications.

“He’s seventeen. How arrested could he get?” I handed the rest of my ice cream to my father. He would always step up and eat whatever leftovers I had.

Mom snapped her lips shut and looked at the table.

Dad worked quickly to try to catch the drips from my ice cream.

“Mom?” Now I was getting worried. Maybe Ruffian would be very, very different from our experience with Gaze.

“Robbery. And theft.” Mom met my eyes and I could see she was worried.

“Okay. Wow.” It was a shock for sure. There was a certain way you looked at people when you heard facts. That’s just the way it was. I saw the way my parents were worried. Their impulses and their common sense at war. “I’m sure there’s more to the story that we don’t know. I mean, anything could have happened.”

“They were arrested a few times,” Dad added.

I put my fingers around the phone in my pocket. “Is that why we’re here? A family decision? Without Gaze?”

My mom tilted her head one way and then the other. “Teddi, we just wanted a safe space to let you tell us how you feel about this information. We’re basically taking you from a house where it was just us and having you share that space with this new person that no one really knows.”

They were waiting for me. And I got it. They were protective. But I knew stuff about people. Or at least I liked to think I did. There were grumpy businessmen that I could goad into donating to one of my clients. Businessmen that I had to convince that the publicity of doing the right thing was worth the donation of a gift card for a struggling family.

“I think sometimes you have to offer everything as if a person deserves the chance you’re giving them.” And that was my input.

I looked from my mother to my father.

Mom was the one to reach across the table this time. “Okay, baby. Let’s stay the course. Just tell me stuff. We need to know if anything is going on that can make you or us uncomfortable.”

I nodded as I thought of the two a.m. Popsicle last night. The hairstyle. I’d been flirting. And now I knew I was flirting with danger. I wished I didn’t get a little zip that went straight up my spine, but I did.


Chapter 10

RUFFIAN

I WAS UP when the car was pulling out of the driveway. Like I said before, I had experience getting out of a slumber in a hurry. Listening for a change. Any change. When Teddi, Ronna, and Mike left, I was watching from the window in the den.

I got up off the floor and folded the blanket I had spread there.

“Keep making a plan, even if it’s only for a half hour.”

Mom’s advice. So this half hour I was going to get acquainted with this new room. And I was going to miss Mom. That seemed like enough.

I skimmed the perimeters, touching the walls. I noted the window lock, and I could break in here if I ever had to. Quick work for a paint scraper and a well placed fork. Or, my trusty arrow-shaped lock picker.

The walls had some tasteful, neutral paintings. I could hide things behind them, in the tiny ledge that the canvas made between it and the wall. Money. Jewelry.

I needed to reach out to a crew. My group that I worked with. They were probably hurting without me. I was training a few teens to do what I did. When I turned eighteen, I would have to slip into the shadows. Do the less risky stuff. Eighteen was legal. Eighteen was the magic number. I had four months left. I was still considered a minor. I was skirting close to the edge, but this system wanted me in jail anyway. That’s the only place they could put you when they didn’t understand you. When everything you were brought up to be didn’t fit in any of their boxes, they had to put you in one and lock the door.

I sat back down on the floor, instead of the bed or the comfortable looking desk chair. I wanted to feel like myself. Comfort was not part of what made my day work.

The last time I was caught and arrested, my assigned social worker was able to get the judge to give me community hours and no jail time. When I was released, Mom was there with some of my crew and some of the elders of the woods community. They had a few balloons and Mom was holding up a handmade sign on cardboard that read

 

CONGRATS ON YOUR FIRST ARREST! 

 

She was the first to reach me, wrapping her arms around me. “Great job, Ruffian. I’m so proud.”

Back slapping and high-fives. I watched as two cops rolled their eyes as they walked past us. They didn’t love this.

I leaned in close to Shade. “They get everything?”

Shade broke into a rare smile, two gold teeth in the front. “Yeah. Delivery is all set for tonight. We’re going to have a bonfire.”

I finally relaxed for the first time in hours. I was the distraction. The scapegoat. And so far, the plan had worked.

We all walked back to the camp, laughing on the way. I didn’t tell them that this past time was much more real. I was known for getting off scot-free, talking my way out of consequences. This time I had a mugshot. I had time in the jail. I felt how the culture of the bars changed what we did. Made it real. Knowing there could be consequences and feeling them were two different things.

We walked single file when we got to the woods, and I could hear the kids playing just beyond the fringe of evergreen trees.

I turned to Shade again. “Did you pass them out?”

“Nah, we just got the truck a little bit ago. It broke down again. Come on, let’s watch.” He walked a bit faster than I did and got to the beat-up pickup truck that had been a lifesaver more than a few times for the group of us. Mom had secured it, and Shade and his brother Herc had kept it moving with their hillbilly know-how.

A couple of the Conner kids hugged me around my middle when they spotted me.

“Ruff, did you die in prison?” Kenny’s wide brown eyes studied me sadly.

“No, my dude. I made it out alive. You guys excited to pick your clothes out?”

The bonfire was all set and Shade left me to tend to it. Tonight was going to be a good one. We’d raided a huge truck outside the strip mall that had been placed there to hold the Black Friday sales.

It was my biggest find yet. I was able to pick the lock and we got loads and loads of clothes, electronics, and even a few toys. Everyone was getting in on the haul. When we were almost done with the last batch in the old truck, our luck had run out. I stayed to distract the cops as the guys pulled away with the stash.

I’d taken it too far. They had both wanted to abandon the truck after the first two loads. But I knew it was a day maker. Maybe even a month maker for our community in the woods. And we’d hit on some camping supplies, so I knew it was time to take my second arrest. I ran, but not fast and not far. I was bait. The quicker catch instead of the cops following the truck.

Hence, the reason I was getting my first arrest party. I’d dealt with the cops before, of course. But this had been my first mugshot and overnight stay.

The hefty bags full of bounty were pulled from the back of the truck and piled with the others. It was like a group Christmas and everyone was in a jovial mood while waiting to see what we’d gotten. Herc waved until Shade had the fire really thriving before he sliced into the first bag with his pocketknife.

Mom was right there to make sure things were divided fairly. She somehow ruled over the unrulable in the best way. She could suggest something, and the next thing the person knew, they were doing just what she thought was right. The kids each got three toys, a warm coat, and a new sleeping bag.

Kenny pulled the tag from the armpit in the coat and looked at me with fear. “I can do this, right? Take off the tag?”

I nodded. “Yes, my man. It’s all yours.”

I hopped onto the first bough of one of the trees that surrounded the campsite. I watched from my perch as everyone approached the bags of stuff. The old women laughed and the older men tucked their hands into their pockets and let out good-natured teasing. This was what I lived for. Seeing these people get stuff.

Mom was under my branch, switching to observing instead of helping sort.

“You did good, Ruff.” She tapped my shoe with her hand.

I nodded.

“Okay. So what did you do wrong?” She tilted her head and leveled me with a stare.

We would break it down now. How I could improve.

“I pushed it too far. I wanted to get it all for them, you know? There was so much there.” I rubbed a knuckle on my jeans.

“So you had the gut instinct to leave and you ignored it?” She pulled her hair over her shoulder.

“I did,” I acknowledged. I knew when I should have left. I was bargaining my youth with the number of times I’d been caught. “But look at them. Just look.”

The community that we all were loosely a part of was happy, preening in their new clothes. “The world pretends we’re not here. We’re not cold. They’re not suffering.” I gestured to the whole area. “But we know they are. And we know how to fix it.”

One of the Conner kids was hugging a stuffed octopus and petting it like a pet. I was melting in my heart for her. “Cindy gets nothing. Nothing. And today? She got three things.”

My mom patted my shoe. “Come down. I don’t want to get a crick in my neck.”

I swallowed hard and listened to her. It wasn’t a crick in her neck, and we both knew it. When I was on level ground with her, she pushed my floppy hair out of my face. “I did such a great job with you. I see who you are. The soul of the most generous guy. I knew you were special. But the rest of the world? They don’t know that by sight. They will judge you by pieces of papers and tickets and numbers. And that’s what I want you to focus on. Because our community would have been just as happy with a smaller haul. And you wouldn’t have had your first mugshot. They need you, Ruffian. They need someone that gives them hope. And that’s you.”

She patted my cheek. She didn’t say the rest, but I saw it in her eyes. She wouldn’t always be here to help smooth it all out. Some kids had their parents groom them for taking over a business. Not mine. I was groomed to make sure I was thinking about the least of us. Whoever was the most hurt. The coldest. That’s what we did because it was right. It made something happen in my chest that I was addicted to. Fixing stuff. Breaking into places to bring stuff back here or wherever we were camping for the week.

I jumped into dumpsters for tossed food that was perfectly good. No one had gotten a chance to ponder how they would make the bread into a meal before it was tossed in its untouched plastic packaging.

So yeah, I’d been chased out of dumpsters. I’d had to hustle away from open trucks and pallets full of merchandise but not before I got what we needed.

I’d dip into some of the expensive vacation houses and raid their medicine cabinets for leftover antibiotics.

It was us versus them. The people who had and tossed and the people who needed and hoped to gather their castoffs.

I was angrier now. I was taller and I had a smart mouth and I knew how the world worked. And I wasn’t a fan. Sure, Mom taught me a lot of it, but tons of it I had learned on my own. Watching Vic get chased out of a local eatery because he couldn’t stop talking about his time in the Army. Seeing assholes throw stuff at Glenda because she had the audacity to panhandle near the expensive parts of town.

I grew up hating the haves and wanting to protect the have-nots. I got good at picking locks—Mom taught me. She had a weird arrow-shaped hairpin that had switchblade-like functions. It could open about eighty percent of locks. It became my tool. Second nature to have it hidden on my body somewhere. Tucked into my hair, slid into a pocket, hanging off a belt loop. It could make me a superhero to these people. These good people. Sure, they had problems, but they were cold sometimes. Hungry sometimes.

Tonight was a great haul. Everybody would be a little warmer, and that made the price I had to pay worth it. No one that would ever matter to me would care about an arrest record. Of that I was sure.

I sat back on the bed and lay back, waiting for Teddi and her parents to return. I had a gut feeling that I was the reason they had left so secretly. Taking on Gaze and taking on me were two different events. He was calm and I was the storm. I was willing to start whatever trouble it would take to keep my people, my friends, in the comfort they deserved.


Chapter 11

TEDDI

MOM AND DAD said they were having an emergency phone meeting with Gaze’s previous social worker, Ms. Josephine, to see what they needed to do about Ruffian. We were committed as a family to finding out what the hell had gone on that had gotten Ruffian in so much trouble.

As they went upstairs to their room for the privacy of the conversation, I slipped downstairs out of curiosity. Ruffian’s door was slightly ajar. While I knocked on it gently, it swung open a little wider.

He was on the bed, arms behind his head. His jeans were slung low and his motorcycle boots were untied. He lazily turned his head toward mine and smiled.

“You were out early.” He absentmindedly pushed his hair off his forehead. “ Two a.m. Fudgsicles don’t keep you down.”

There was a little bit of anger in his eyes and then with a blink it was gone. Like maybe I was wrong. The way the light was hitting his eyes seemed to change how I perceived them.

“My parents needed me to come with them.” I was still hovering in his doorway. It was early. I mean, he’d obviously gotten up and made his bed before I got here. But maybe he was hoping to catch a little nap.

“I have to go into town this afternoon. Think that’s possible?” He sat up and the small swatch of his toned stomach was covered.

I shrugged. I had a few Zoom meetings with potential clients, but that wasn’t until the afternoon. “I could take you. When do you want to leave?” I pulled out my phone. Ten forty-five a.m.

“That’s service. I get to just pick anything?” He began digging around in his backpack. I noticed the strap was wrapped around his calf.

“I mean, you’re the one that asked, so yeah.” After pulling out a fresh t-shirt, he stood. “The appointment I have is sort of fluid timewise.” He pulled his shirt off and started folding it. I watched but then put my gaze to the floor. Not before seeing that he was fit. Maybe too fit, like he was a little hungry kind of fit.

“I’m done.” I could tell he was smirking from the tone of his voice. And I was right. He added an eyebrow lift when we finally made eye contact. I felt the zing hit me. He was one of those kinds of people. Handsome, but the attitude he projected made him really, really appealing. Dynamic.

I cleared my throat. “My parents have a few meetings about you today. And a few phone calls to get you set up. So if you want to go now-ish, you could be back if they have any questions.” I suddenly had nowhere to put my hands. My hips? No. Under my armpits? No. I had never thought about my hands this much in my entire life. How did they do things at all without me thinking about them? My mouth was dry.

Ruffian’s eyes were sparkling. “You all right there?”

“Yeah.” I needed to get away from him for a few minutes and figure out how my hands worked. “Let me get changed. I’ll meet you in the driveway.” I almost walked into the wall but saved myself at the last second.

I took the stairs two at a time until I was back in my bedroom. Looking in the mirror, I could see my cheeks were flushed. My hands were still dancing all around like they were puppets or something. I grabbed one hand with the other.

Austin wandered into my room and watched me holding my hands together like I was about to sing in a fancy chorus.

“What’s going on, pretty?” He was eating yogurt with a spoon and had a pair of sunglasses on in the house.

I looked at the ceiling. “Nothing. I just have to get dressed and take Ruffian somewhere.” I looked to my left and to my right before seeing my brother smile around the spoon in his mouth. Then he inched the sunglasses down to the end of his nose with his index finger. He had a ton of jokes loaded, and his eyes crinkled up at the sides.

“Just no. Don’t. I need to get dressed. Help me.” I motioned to my closet with a limp hand. At least it could do that.

Austin pushed his sunglasses into his hair. Most girls would not ask their brother to help them dress, but Austin had such a flair I’d be stupid not to use his talents. His social media was ridiculous. All his posts got more likes and comments than even some celebrities.

“Do your face. Light makeup and a pony. Small hoop earrings and the perfume I gave you last year.” He set down his yogurt and spoon on my dresser.

While I went into my bathroom, I heard Austin asking his phone to give him the weather for the day. He would gear my outfit to that. I put on a coat of mascara and brushed my hair into a ponytail, a big soft hair tie securing it.

When I came out, Ausin was sitting on my bed, one leg crossed over the other. “Good work.”

He was assessing my makeup, so it was good that I passed. Sometimes I went a little heavy, because for cheer you really had to amp it up. Red lips, too much blush, and fancy eye makeup. Well, leftover cheer tendencies. I still hung out with them, but I couldn’t do the team and the Me Parties.

He had jeans and a crop top with a light scarf laid out. There was jewelry, too.

He covered his eyes with the spoon and the yogurt while I slipped into the clothes he’d selected.

“I’m done,” I told him and looked in my full-length mirror. It was cute. I would never have put this top with this scarf, but it was stylish and yet not looking like I was trying too hard.

“Okay. Put this one on. I got these samples from a company that wants to advertise with me.”  He set the yogurt and spoon down again then he handed me two rings. One went on my thumb and the other went on my index finger. Then he added a chain around my waist that sparkled in the light.

He nodded. “You’re ready. You’re welcome.”

I gave him a hug as he tossed the yogurt container into my trash can.

“Thanks.” I found my purse as he waved the spoon in my direction like a magic wand.

“Bibbidi-bobbidi-boo, bitch.” He held out his hand and I took it.

“Can I take your car? Please?” I hugged Austin’s arm. His ride was freaking sweet. He had an older Mercedes 190 E Class, in red.

“I’m your fairy godmother and the mouse in this makeover?” He dug into the pocket of his tight jeans and held out his keys.

“Well, I think you would be the actual pumpkin? Like, transportation, baby.” I opened the front door.

“Be careful. Don’t speed, Little Miss Lead Foot.”

I went to slide on my sneakers and he shook his head, giving me a last bit of fashion advice. I went to my embroidered flats and he nodded, so I wore those instead.

I kissed Austin on the cheek and went out the door.

Ruffian was leaning against my parents’ SUV. He had his backpack, which occurred to me had everything he came with. Maybe that was where we were headed, to pick up more of his stuff? I reconsidered the minivan. Maybe it would be better to have the cargo space?

“You wanna take that?” I pointed at the van. “Or that?” I motioned to Austin’s car.

I figured I’d let him do the heavy lifting mentally about how much stuff he needed to bring back here.

He looked over his shoulder at Austin’s Mercedes. “For sure, let’s take that.” He pushed off the van and headed in the car’s direction.

I had taken Austin’s car a few times since I got my license and I loved it, but I was also aware that it had a lot of power under the hood. It was a bit intimidating to hit the gas, because it would roar to life.

I did my best to stay mindful of that fact because Ruffian was scattering my cool. He put his bag on the floor and angled his long legs around it.

I clearly didn’t think this through because he was so close to me.

“This is tight. Yours?” Ruffian ran his hands over the dashboard.

“No. My brother’s. So you want to head into Midiville? Or Poughkeepsie?”

“Midiville. And I can catch a ride back here later if things go late, if that’s cool?” He tilted his head to the side.

“Sure.” I started the car and the motor purred. I had kind of assumed we would be leaving and coming back together. But I guess there were other ways to get home. Not easy ways. And it would involve a fair bit of walking.

I turned on the radio and Austin’s playlist started. He had great taste in music, usually. Sometimes he dipped into EDM and I could only listen to so much of that before I needed a few lyrics.

I rolled out backward, slinging my arm around his seat to see out the back window. Ruffian looked at me and we were just inches apart. He was taller and looking down at me. And that’s when I had my first Ruffian-related impulse. I wanted to lean up and kiss his lips. It didn’t even make any sense. It came from a place that made crazy decisions. Purple hair and cliff diving. As if he could feel my inner dilemma, his gaze dropped to my mouth and then back to my eyes. My breath caught until I forced myself to exhale.

He winked at me. Just straight up winked.

I laughed out loud at his confidence. “You got something in your eye?”

“Just letting you window shop, you know?” He ran his hand through his hair and touched his tongue to his teeth.

“You’re pretty full of yourself.” I knew I was blushing and refocused on my driving.

“I just know what time it is, Teddi.”

I took my arm off the back of his seat and grabbed the steering wheel. “Oh? And what time is it?”

“Time to pay for this personal Uber service.” He did his best beefcake and flexed his biceps.

And that made me laugh enough to take the tension down a notch. My phone started buzzing in the cupholder. Taylor was connecting to video chat.

“Shit. I forgot she and I had a planning session.” I looked at my phone a few times. I couldn’t do it now.

Ruffian picked the phone up and slid the screen to unlock Taylor’s face.

“Whoa.” I saw Taylor out of the corner of my eye. She was wearing a facemask and had her hair in a towel. “Wrong number?” I could hear the puzzle in her tone.

“No, it’s me. I’m here.” I waved my hand in front of the camera then I set my attention on the road.

“Hi. I’m Ruffian. I’m Teddi’s new brother. And you must be the hottest girl I’ve ever seen wearing mud.” He gave her a blinding smile.

“I feel like I might be high and I didn’t take anything.” I stopped at the red light and watched Taylor tap her phone’s screen.

I turned the phone a little so she could see me. “I’m driving right now. Ruffian picked up for me. I’m giving him a lift.”

She looked me up and down. “You in Austin’s car?”

“Yes.” I let go as the light switched from red to green.

“Your brother is so hot. I’d pay money just to lick that steering wheel.”

The audio of my phone connected to the speakers and Taylor was much louder.

“Thanks. You’re pretty pushy, but you’re also just straight pretty.” Ruffian was pointing the screen at his face again.

“I meant Austin, new guy.” Taylor sounded like she had her hands on her hips from her sass level.

I laughed a little as I got on the on-ramp for Route 5 to get to Midiville.

“Teddi, like, what the hell is going on here? Are you being kidnapped or something?” Taylor’s surround sound voice boomed. I lowered the radio from the touch controls on the steering wheel.

“She’s driving. How can I kidnap her? Maybe you should worry about me a little more, Taylor.” Ruffian put his hand on his chest like he was appalled at her suggestion.

“How did you know my name? This is some shady shit right here.” Taylor looked like she was angry, wiping off her mask with a washcloth when I got a peek at her.

“Your name comes up when you call and try to danger-talk to Teddifina while she drives.” Ruffian started slowly shaking his head like he was a disapproving dad.

“Oh. But still. You okay, Teddi? And her full name is Theodosia, wise ass.” Taylor was my girl. She had my back.

“I’m good. Here of my own free will and all that. So sorry I forgot about our meeting. Do you want to do it later?” I had to keep my eyes on the road. There were a few people flying up the fast lane.

“We can. I just want to know what the theme is to set up the Insta shoot? Did you get that together yet?”

I did know. “Candy Land and glitter. So we should be able to pull some nice stuff together. I spoke to a few of the Paulville seniors from last year and they had props from their Candy Land prom they’re going to get me.”

“That is legit the cutest theme we’ve done yet. Okay, I’ll get the girls to pull together some vision boards and we can see about maybe a dress.” Taylor sounded like she was clicking away at a computer.

“Thanks. We’re going to need the ring lights and the backdrops to make sure the pics are the best, you know?”

I listened for her answer before Ruffian supplied, “Her connection is lost.” He held up the phone where the image of Taylor was fuzzed out.

“It’s okay.”

My phone buzzed.

“Text message from Taylor, dropped call. Tell that weird guy I’m tracking you and you better be just fine. I’ll text you random questions throughout the day that only you would know the answers to.” Austin’s car read the message to me.

“Can you text back for me, please?” I pointed at the phone he was still holding.

“This weird guy is so hot; I won’t have time for questions.” Ruffian texted and talked outloud.

“No. Don’t send that.” I tried to snatch the phone from his hand and drifted into the other lane briefly.

“Teddifina Rebecca. You need to keep your eyes on the road. Do you think Austin wants his car back with a dent? And people will blame me even though you are driving.” He put the phone in the cupholder located at the bottom of the passenger side door.

I huffed at him but put both hands on the wheel. “Neither of those names belongs to me, Ruffian Jessica.”

“How did you guess my middle name? Damn, girl. You’re good.” He tapped his fingertips on the dashboard.

I decided to change the subject. “Where in Midiville are we going? Downtown?” I focused on a sign in the distance.

“I’m not sure yet. I’ll let you know when we get closer.”

He settled back as if it was totally normal to not actually have a destination when you were headed somewhere.

And then he closed his eyes. Ruffian napped for about twenty minutes while my phone buzzed away with notifications in the cupholder.

There was no hope getting to it, and nor would I chance it on this road anyway. It was full-attention-scanning-the-mirrors kind of driving. When we finally made it to the Midiville exit, I couldn’t go any more without more direction.

“Hey, Sleeping Beauty. Wake up.” I touched his shoulder and he opened one eye lazily. “Now where?”

I pointed to the exit sign that announced our off-ramp in less than a mile. Ruffian stretched his hands above his head as far as he could in the small car.

“You pick.” He stretched his neck from one side to the other.

“What?” I took both hands off the wheel to gesture.

“You pick. Where does your heart want to go?” He smiled like I wasn’t eating up pavement at sixty-five miles per hour.

“Ugh, I wanna go where you need to be.” I slowed down as I got off Route 5 and eased toward the stoplight.

“Just pick, Teddifina. I’ll know people no matter which way you go.” He pointed every which direction with his index fingers.

I slapped the indicator to the left, toward downtown. I’d driven that way more in my short driving history.

“You know people all over the city?” If we hadn’t been together all morning, I would assume he was high.

“I sure do. This way will work. The other way was better, though.” He nodded and his hair flopped more into his eyes.

“Why wouldn’t you say that?” I glanced in my rearview mirror and was able to switch lanes and my indicator so we were now going right.

“You seem like more of an uptown girl with your Insta photoshoots and your brother’s fancy car. Just want you comfortable. I can get anywhere I need to be.” He cracked his knuckles and picked up my phone. “Shit. This thing has been busy. Damn. Did you know Holden and Selena hooked up last night? Taylor says if she wasn’t dating Brutus she would be a whore for your brother. Man, she’s going hard for your brother. Does he even swing in her direction?”

I tried to grab my phone, but he switched it to his other hand.

“Austin likes people for who they are. He doesn’t make decisions on perceived gender. And give that back.” I had to follow traffic. We were headed to the part of town that I had never been on my own. The arena that held some of our cheer competitions was here, but no one was allowed to walk alone or leave the complex.

“Okay, a left. Then a right. Stay to the right, then, now a left. At the liquor store take another left.”

Finally, some direction. This guy was going to get me buried deep in the city here, and with all the taxi cabs and Ubers, I was really getting deeper in than I had the experience for. I could use the GPS to get home, though. I gripped the steering wheel hard. We were sitting at a light and I had somehow gotten behind a double-parked vehicle. Now the cars behind me started to honk. I was trying to get a second to move around the obstacle, but the drivers around me were far quicker to jump into the traffic flow. I started to feel like we would be trapped here forever. I glanced at Ruffian and he was stock-still watching a group of pedestrians navigate the crosswalk. I could feel my pulse starting to race. Why did I think this was okay? I’d never been confident at city driving. I was way better in our suburb. I looked at Ruffian again and he reached over. For a second, I thought he was going to give me a comforting pat on the back, which I would have gladly taken at this moment. Instead, he gently tugged on my hair tie until my hair fell from its ponytail and down my back.

He’s going to kiss me? Here? Now?

Even in the crazy, I felt the fluttering in my stomach. I would take a kiss from him.

Instead of leaning in for a kiss, Ruffian used the holder to put his floppy hair into a hilarious ponytail at the top of his head.

“This is great. Thanks. See you at home later. Drive safe, Teddifina.”

And then he got out of the car. Just got out of the fucking car and closed the door, like, right here, right now was exactly the place he needed to be. He took off between the lanes, jaywalking, and ran dodging the vehicles coming in both directions. I gasped three times when I thought I was about to see him get hit. Instead, he made it across the road and out of sight.

And I was stuck living in angry city traffic forever. Amen. Goodbye.


Chapter 12

RUFFIAN

I WAS ON the hunt now. I felt all the rage that simmered under my skin since my mom died. I hadn’t had an outlet, but now I did. I was never thankful for assholes that messed with Lucas. But today I almost was.

Lucas had a tough time. He was part of our woods community—tent city. He also had Down syndrome. His mother, who was really his grandmother, was the one that helped him. It sucked for them, mostly like it sucked for all of us, but Lucas had it harder. If we didn’t hang in a crowd, then the more vicious of the city inhabitants would try the vulnerable. Lucas’ grandma/mom was a force. She was mean to everyone. Sometimes it seemed like she was mean to Lucas, but it was just how she worded love. She wasn’t good at it, and I knew she would hand Lucas her beating heart straight from her chest if it could help him in any way.

I never saw Lucas alone. She was always in sight. But the crosswalk had just Lucas and a crew of Cokes, the red bandana wearing gang that was hyperaware of territories. And Lucas had on his favorite blue shirt. I could see what was going to happen to him as if I could look into the future. I had to abandon Teddi. She had a car and money and good looks. She would be fine.

Lucas, on the other hand, was getting agitated. I triple stepped up my speed, catching up to the crew of six guys following him.

“Those new kicks, baby?” the one with the widest shoulders taunted. “What’s a guy like you do to get kicks that cool?”

Lucas did, in fact, have new shoes. They were white and had Velcro. His fine motor skills were a work in progress, and Grandma/Mom was in charge of sourcing his clothes, unless I was able to pull in a haul from a heist.

As I hopped a fence to get to Lucas faster, I had the passing thought that Mom would have to talk to Grandma/Mom and tell her to ask me for advice about what Lucas might look cool in. And then my emotions fell into the sand trap again. Gone. She was gone.

Time to do her proud anyway. I was looking forward to the fight I was about to pick. Getting a punch in the face was better than getting one in the heart.

I knew Lucas would be flustered—hell, I was flustered. These guys were marking him as prey, so I didn’t engage him. Once I was step and step in line with the crew, I tripped the one closest to me. My idea was to make a distraction enough for Lucas to get away. I didn’t plan past that, other than the beating I would get. But it wouldn’t be the first, or the last, I was guessing. The Cokes were assholes, but they weren’t quick to kill without a beef. Now, after this? We would have a beef.

“Shucks!”

I stepped over the one I had tripped while his buddy shouted his name. Shucks sucked at falling unexpectedly. He hit the ground face-first.

The crew slowed their pace, instantly aware of their surroundings. It was like this for gang kids. No one could afford to seem weak, so me starting something with them had to be handled.

Shucks put his hand to his mouth and came away with a tooth and a palm full of blood.

“You asshole.”

The guy standing next to him helped him to his feet. I turned and looked over my shoulder to make sure Lucas had gotten away. He was standing there, pointing at me.

Shit.

“Ruff! Where were you? I was looking for you. Grandma/Mom was looking for you. Where…”

I turned quickly and bloody Shucks was right in front of me like a jump scare.

I ducked when he threw his first punch and then weaved when he followed it with another. Shucks had for sure done some fighting before. His stance was money. He was fast. And most importantly, his gangmates were hanging back, as if they wanted to watch the destruction.

I turned my head slightly and shouted to Lucas, “Hey, man! Head home!”

That cost me my edge and I took an uppercut to the jaw. I remembered to pull my tongue in so at least I didn’t bite it off.

Home was a misnomer. I meant heading to the place where he was staying now.

Lucas wanted to explain more to me. “Grandma/Mom went to the ladies’ shelter and they said I’m too old to stay with her. Then she had to go to the doctor. So I didn’t know where…”

I lost track of Lucas as I threw a few punches at Shucks. I only half landed one. I wasn’t actually trying to win this fight. I was hoping to lose long enough for Lucas to get safe.

Shucks lifted an eyebrow as another guy clued into Lucas’ and my conversation. “His grandma is his ma?”

I bobbed and weaved. “Mind yer bidness, Shucks. You can’t even walk on two feet reliably.”

His crew started making fun of him then, egging him on.

The tallest one got next to Lucas and grabbed his arm.

I did my best to keep one eye on Lucas and the other on Shucks. This was about to get wild. And my heart broke hearing Lucas try to make friends with the guy that held his arm.

“Hey, man, that hurts. You got a real nice hat. That’s a nice hat. Did your grandma/mom get you that hat?”

Lucas was stumbling with his words, trying hard to get them right. Instead, he inadvertently made fun of the tall guy.

“What the fuck did you just call me?” He leaned toward Lucas.

“I’m pretty sure he just said that you’re wearing a grandma hat.” The other Cokes started in, laughing. “You know, Match, your grandma is fly as shit.”

I ducked and weaved a few more times as Shucks half-heartedly attacked. He was half-listening to the same exchange I was.

“You little crackhead.” Match growled as Lucas tried to make himself small.

“It’s cool. You look cool. Sorry I made you mad.” Lucas stared at the sidewalk like it held the answers to his problems.

And then I wasn’t playing anymore. There were too many guys here for me to win. But I wasn’t watching this asshole intimidate Lucas who was clearly alone, while his grandma/mom was in some sort of distress.

I turned my head and focused. Some kids were good at basketball. Some were good at math. I could kick some ass. I planted my feet, squared my shoulders, and narrowed my gaze. It wasn’t about stalling. It was about taking out as many as I could before they killed me. Shucks was good, but I had height on him and I never stopped moving. Down and under his jabs, backing up and luring him in. Just when he overextended, I swung in with a right hook that turned his lights off. He went down like a melted ice cream.

I didn’t wait for the Cokes to react. I stepped up to the one closest. He was out with a three-punch combo and I kicked him away from my feet. The next two knew what was coming and started for real.

One pulled out a switchblade and the other slid on a pair of brass knuckles. I was glad I had stolen Teddi’s hair tie so I could see them all clearly. Two on the ground, one holding Lucas, and three in front of me.

The odds were shit now that they were paying attention.

“This way!” a female voice shouted. I didn’t look, but watched as the three I was about to fight changed their stances. The weapons were tucked away.

I heard the jangle of what I already knew was a bunch of cops. At least three.

“There he is!”

I had no choice but to change my stance and turn to face the girl. I already knew it was her.

Teddi.

“I followed him out here, and now these guys are fighting him.”

She stood there like a girl that expected right things to be right and wrong things to be wrong. It was not going to be easy for her to understand what was about to go down.

“I don’t even know her.” I immediately put on a face like she was a deranged stalker. You don’t snitch. It’s not done. It’s way more dangerous than throwing punches. She could get the entire Cokes gang on my community. And I wasn’t there to help anymore.

“You don’t know me? You just slept in my bed, Ruffian Jessica. And your brother is my brother.” Hands on hips. Insulted.

Sweet fucks out loud.

I made a show of helping a disorientated Shucks up off the ground. “You got it wrong. I’m just hanging with my friends.”

The cop with a military haircut took a deep sigh and held up his hands. “Wait, how did he get hurt?” He pointed to Shucks. Luckily, the other guy I knocked out was being held up by two of his gang members. I hadn’t drawn blood, just turned off his lights.

Match spoke up, still holding Lucas, “He’s got one of those blood disorders. And lost a tooth. Has to put it under the pillow for the Tooth Fairy and shit.”

Teddi looked around and put it together faster than I gave her credit for. She was freaking gorgeous. There wasn’t a dude that didn’t follow her as she sashayed over to Lucas.

“Hey, you were supposed to meet me at the coffee shop!” She threaded her arm through his and pulled enough that Match had to let go.

“Um. Yeah. I was talking to these guys.” Lucas gestured over his shoulder.

Teddi pulled Lucas with her to stand near the three cops again. They were all leery of the group. Clearly, we were lying. Teddi must have seen what was going down and went to get help.

Match walked next to me, grabbing my arm. “Sorry we made him late. Ruffian, here, was meeting up with us. Catch you later.”

I didn’t say anything. The Cokes were going to kidnap my ass the second the cops were out of sight. Maybe even before.

I watched as Lucas whispered close to Teddi’s ear. She nodded.

“You can’t stay. Mom’s waiting for us. Right now.” She threw down the gauntlet. The Cokes weren’t trying to get involved with the police over this whole thing, but it was going to be a bad scene. All these damn years I’d managed to stay out of gang affairs, now I was taunting them. And snitching on them. And somehow sleeping with my brother’s sister at night—as far as these guys were concerned.

Teddi put her hand on the forearm of the cop nearest her. I watched him puff up his chest. Life was easy for a gorgeous girl. He wasn’t leaving until she was satisfied with the outcome.

There was a standoff between Match, the other Cokes, Teddi, Lucas, and the cops for a few beats. And then her stubbornness won out. Match squeezed as hard as he could and then released me, pushing me in her direction.

Teddi held her hand out to me, and I took it because I didn’t have a lot of choices. She was saving the day and starting a war she knew nothing about. As soon as the cops were gone, these guys would descend on all of us.

“Sir, I’m a new driver and I have my Mercedes over there, and I couldn’t merge. Can you help me get into traffic?”

And just like that, we had a police escort. The other two cops stayed with the Cokes so they didn’t follow us back to the car. It was literally right where I had gotten out, hazard lights on.

The cop shook his head but waited while we got into Austin’s car and then directed traffic briefly for Teddi to pull out.

She rolled down the window and gave him a blinding smile. “You’re the best. Thank you so much, sir!”

Lucas sat in the passenger seat. I was jammed in the back of the car, which I was pretty sure wasn’t really meant for a full-size human.

We were getting away and I wasn’t sure how Teddi managed it.


Chapter 13

TEDDI

I FOLLOWED TRAFFIC. The easiest way was the best way as far as I was concerned.

“Hi, I’m Teddi.” I figured it was time to formally introduce myself to my new traveling companion.

“I’m Lucas.” He put out his hand and I shook it at the stoplight. Ruffian was looking all around and seemed to be hugging his long legs.

“You guys okay?” My hands were shaking a bit, but cheer had forced me to learn how to perform even when I was nervous.

I turned two times before inquiring, “So where are we headed?”

I was the driver, but either Ruffian or Lucas was going to have to help me along.

Ruffian tapped my left shoulder. “Try the next public parking. We’re far enough now that they shouldn’t be able to find us.”

The car behind me honked a few times because I turned so quickly. The actual parking lot was mostly crumbling asphalt and potholes, but I managed to park Austin’s car in a fairly even looking spot.

“So Grandma/Mom is in the hospital? Or the shelter?” Ruffian readjusted himself in the teeny backseat.

“She went to St. Andrea’s like we usually do, and someone complained about me.” Lucas was winding the hem of his shirt around his finger.

“Yeah, they’re picky. I knew a few kids that aged out of that place. So why did you leave? Didn’t Grandma/Mom tell you to stay just outside?”

Ruffian obviously knew Lucas’ situation really well.

“They told me she went to the hospital and that I couldn’t loiter. Whatever that meant. So I started walking. I was looking around for someone to hang with. Because you’re gone and no one really knows what to do because your mom died and she always had a plan.” Lucas turned his head and focused on Ruffian. “Do you think Grandma/Mom is gonna die?”

“No, man. Grandma/Mom has been around for a million years, and she’ll be around for a million more.” Ruffian leaned forward and patted Lucas’ bicep. “Let’s see what we can find out at the hospital.”

“Can I just leave the car here?” I was going with. I was invested now. As far as I was concerned, I wasn’t going to be able to settle my mind until I saw that Lucas was safe from the guys that were taunting him.

“Yeah. They don’t ticket this lot too heavily. And we know the meter reader pretty well.” Ruffian leaned forward and snaked his arm around Lucas so he could free the passenger door latch. “Head out, big guy.”

Lucas got out of the car and helped me push the passenger seat forward enough to let Ruffian out. I really hated the backseat of the sports car. I used the key fob to lock the doors with an obnoxious honk honk.

“They take her to Midiville Regional?” Ruffian leaned closer to Lucas.

“I don’t remember what hospital they said. Did they tell me a phone number? I think they told me that.” Lucas seemed upset with himself for not remembering.

“Don’t worry, it sounds like it was pretty stressful.” I looked around the area. I didn’t recognize it at all. We were on a side street walled in by two huge skyscrapers.

Ruffian began walking and motioned for Lucas and I to follow him. His long legs set a fast pace, leaving us to walk side by side.

“Was your grandma/mom feeling okay before she went into the shelter?” The unusual moniker for the woman rolled off Ruffian and Lucas’ tongue so quickly, I decided I didn’t have to press for any explanations about it today.

“She had a sour stomach. Was drinking some Mylanta that we had.” Lucas put his hands into his pockets.

Ruffian waited for us before he stepped into the crosswalk. “Here we go. This is where I think they would have taken her. Let’s check it out.”

For all of Ruffian’s pick-up lines, I was surprised to see him so gentle with Lucas. His flirting with me was definitely on the back burner. It was impressive.

Ruffian strode in the lobby, and again Lucas and I hung back. I took the opportunity to try to find out some more about Ruffian.

“How long since his mom passed away?” We stood near a pack of orange waiting room chairs.

“I don’t know. It was the start of the season. Everybody cried a lot. She was a really nice lady.” Lucas rocked from his toes to his heels and back again.

Ruffian thanked the receptionist and his voice carried. Then he made his way back over to us. “She’s here and she’s okay. They said you can visit her, no problem. We’ll wait here. Come out and tell us if you need anything.”  Ruffian put his arm around Lucas’ shoulders and helped him in the right direction.

After Lucas disappeared with the nurse, Ruffian stepped next to me.

“You’re welcome.” I offered him the platitudes even without the gratefulness.

“Wow. You expect a lot. I had that whole scene figured out. You should have gone home.” Ruffian looked down his nose at me.

“Um, the way it seemed to me, you were getting your assed kicked and Lucas was next in line.” I folded my arms in front of my chest. I didn’t expect to have it out with him. This lift to the city had really taken a turn.

“How many gang fights have you been in?” He tilted his body to look for Lucas.

“That was a gang?” All I had noticed was the trouble.

“No, it was a gathering of like-minded young men that have a mutual favorite color and agreed I needed my ass kicked.”

Lucas’ return to the hallway quieted us both down.

“How is she?” Ruffian held his hand out, palm up with his question.

Lucas looked over his shoulder and came close to Ruffian, though I could still hear their conversion. “She’s okay. Was trying to get the shelter to let me in by saying she wasn’t feeling good. But instead of letting me in, they brought her here. Now we got the bills.”

Lucas looked incredibly spooked.

“It’s okay, L. You know we’ll work it out somehow.” Ruffian gently touched Lucas’ shoulder. “Is she allowed to come home?”

“They have to let her out.” He was wringing his hands.

“I got you. Lucas, can you wait with Teddi outside? Keep a lookout for the guys that started with us in the park. I don’t think they’ll be here, but just to be safe. Okay?”

I watched as Ruffian turned and walked through the hallway like he had every right to be there. He rolled a wheelchair from an alcove.

“We gotta go if Ruff said to go.” Lucas took my hand.

“Okay. But what’s he going to do?” I glanced over my shoulder. Ruffian was now wheeling the chair, wearing a scrub shirt.

Dicey stuff was going to happen, but Lucas was not going to let me watch. We were outside in no time.

“We miss Ruff.” Lucas was keeping true to Ruffian’s request, checking the area for bad people.

“Who is we?” I wanted to understand the dynamics here. Was Lucas family?

“Home. We miss him. He’s got a big plan, though. He told me not to tell people, so I won’t.”

“The plan to get a wheelchair and a scrub top?”

As if I’d said something hilarious, Lucas burst out laughing. “If you think that’s a big deal. Wow.”

I didn’t get to ask anything else because Ruffian’s entire pair of scrubs and an older woman in the wheelchair moved past us like they were on a mission.

She patted his hand as they went by.

“There we go.” Lucas touched my elbow and I followed him. As they walked away, Ruffian shed the scrubs, hanging them on signs and a light post, and eventually he helped who I was assuming was Lucas’ grandmother out of the wheelchair. He thoughtfully set the wheelchair’s brake so it would not roll into traffic. He held out an elbow to the woman while comforting her.

“Grandma/Mom, you sure you’re up for this?”

“Yeah. I’m fine. Just looking for an out for Lucas and me so we can stay together. But I messed up.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder at Lucas.

“I told you to give me a call. You know how to get me.” Ruffian hit the crosswalk button and we all waited.

“Did we just bust Grandma/Mom out of the hospital against medical advice?” I held up my index finger.

“We helped a friend out of a building. That’s how it was intended.” Ruffian took a step into the crosswalk when the sign clicked to a blinking walking man.

Grandma/Mom did indeed seem just fine. She was keeping up with Ruffian’s fairly brisk pace. When we got to the bus stop, Lucas and I caught up. I’d noticed Ruffian speaking close to Grandma/Mom’s ear, and they had clearly come to some sort of arrangement.

Ruffian reached into the pocket of his jeans and slipped money to Grandma/Mom. “This will get you there. I’m going to make a few visits, and I’ll see you tonight.”

He walked closer to me and gave Lucas a handshake they had clearly practiced before. “You guys are gonna head to Ropert’s Place for now.”

“Oh, man. I hate it there.” Lucas kicked the sideway.

“Just for tonight, okay? We’ll look into a few things and see what we can do. They might have a spot at the hotel, too.” Ruffian gently punched Lucas’ upper arm. “Thanks for going easy on those guys for me. We can’t go full hulk on randos.”

And that brought out the smile he was pressing for. Ruffian returned Lucas’ smile. I happened to catch Grandma/Mom’s expression as she watched their interaction. I recognized it from my work with the Me Party crew. Grandma/Mom was hanging on by the thin thread of hope, prayer, and determination. Physically, she was fine, but mentally, she was concerned. Deeply concerned.

The bus pulled up and Ruffian put his tall body in the way so that Lucas and Grandma/Mom could get on without being jostled.

After they were sitting, Ruffian scanned the area again. Watchful. He was in his element in the city here. The things that made it slightly disoriented for me seemed like they synched up with his very being.

When the bus pulled away, he finally addressed me, “Let’s get the car. You have to go back home.”

“You mean we have to go home? Right?” I double-timed my steps to keep up with him.

“I’ve got stuff to handle before I can go back. They need security while I’m away.” Then he mumbled, but I still caught it, “Why I thought I could leave, I don’t know.”

I found myself speaking up for him, “You found out you had a brother and you wanted to meet him. That’s not a bad thing.”

He turned, stopping the foot traffic where it was. He put his hand on my shoulder, which forced the others on the crowded sidewalk to go around us. “If I hadn’t been here, Luke would’ve been alone. What the hell else has happened since I’ve been gone?”

This was a different side of this guy. Up at the house, he seemed so carefree and full of trouble. Here, he had the demeanor of a principal with a bat.

Ruffian shook his head and resumed his stalking on the concrete.

He ran his hand through his hair a few times. I wasn’t sure where this was on his spectrum of things he had to do today. There was no way he could have planned running into Lucas, as far as I could tell. He didn’t have a phone and neither did Lucas—that I saw anyway.

This place was comfortable to him. He could be distracted and still navigate the sidewalk back to the parking lot. We made it back to the car. It was fine. It unlocked when I stood close to it. He opened the driver’s side door and waited for me to get in.

I stood there instead. “What’s going on here? How are you getting home?”

He pinned me with his deep eyes. “This is home. The rest?” He waved a hand in what I assumed was the direction of my house. “Was a mistake.”

I felt oddly pinged by hurt. I blamed the look Grandma/Mom had given him at the bus stop. Since I’d started with my group, I chased that feeling. That approval that the universe and the people in it knew you were moving in the right direction.

Something he was doing here was the right thing.

“Where are they going to stay tonight?” I needed more information before I could leave him here.

“Ropert’s Place.” He lifted his eyebrows like that should explain everything for me.

“Is that like a hotel, a chain or something I’ve never heard of?” I fondled the keys to Austin’s car.

“Ropert’s Place helps kids with special needs. Technically, Lucas has aged out of that as well, but they love him there and will find a place for them tonight. Then I need to figure out something else. See if the community is set up somewhere, see if one of my friends is around to keep tabs on them.”

This guy had his backpack and no phone. “Where will you stay?”

His gaze flitted to my mouth like I’d said something surprising. His lips slid to one side before responding, “No worries, Princess Pants. I can take care of myself.”

I was reluctant to get into the vehicle. I felt my phone vibrate and pulled it out of my back pocket.

 

Where in Lort’s name R U? This tracking app can’t even find a road name.

 

Austin was not happy. I pounded out a quick reply.

 

R U worried about the car or me?

 

I looked back at Ruffian. “I’ve got to get someplace. And I want you out of here.”

“Wow. Sorry.” Maybe I was wrong about this harsh guy.

“Not trying to be rude, but the Cokes will be looking for us. You need to get this car out of here.” He tapped the doorframe.

“Hey, I don’t want to leave you without a way back.” I tossed my jacket into the car.

He switched, putting on a huge, condescending smile. “Is that the real reason? Or are you just gonna miss all this pretty next to you for the ride?” He grabbed his chin.

“If I need pretty, I’ll look in the mirror. All I know is you’re Gaze’s brother and I don’t just ditch family. So you’re going to have to give me more than a vague answer.” I crossed my arms and glared at him.

I was a little nervous about navigating out of the city without Ruffian. And the whole reason we had actually come was escaping me, even though it was nice to help Lucas.

“I have to pick some stuff up. Then I’ll get on a bus.” He patted the doorframe again like he was hurrying me along.

“I’ll come with you. Or do you want to send me out of the city in a car marked by the Cokes?” I was taking a wild guess. I wasn’t even sure that was a thing.

He looked left and then right before blowing his hair out of his eyes. “Fine. Fine. We’ll go together. But we’ll leave the car here.”

I reached back into the car and grabbed my stuff, hitting the lock button. When I was looking at him expectedly, he hesitated.

“What?”

“You’re just going to see stuff. Maybe some stuff you’re not ready for, is all I’m saying.” He waited for me to move out of the way and slammed the door.

“Maybe you have no idea what I’m ready for.” I narrowed my eyes at him.


Chapter 14

RUFFIAN

THIS WAS GETTING to be too much. I wasn’t planning on getting back to the Burathons’ house until I was good and ready. I was having doubts that I could do this at all. Leave the community to fend for themselves. Help keep the community together without my mom. Become a part of Gaze’s life so I could pull off a huge heist.

I started walking with Teddi trailing after me, poking a message into her phone. All the reasons I was sure that getting wads of money to help Lucas, to help Grandma/Mom and everyone else that desperately needed it were rearing up at me.

This was what we did. Mom and me. We patched this existence together. We fixed things day by day. Case by case. If we could. I threaded my fingers behind my neck. I didn’t want Lucas to get forced out of shelters, and he didn’t do well away from Grandma/Mom. She needed to be off the streets. Sure, she was tough, but this lifestyle wasn’t kind to the older crowd. They needed something reliable. They needed dental care and a doctor to keep track of their meds. I felt tears coming to my eyes with the weight of it all. I blinked them away.

“Where are we going?” Teddi caught up to me.

She looked like what hope felt like. Sparkling. Ringed in rainbows and silver. She was so well-loved. So cherished. And lucky. Lucky in a way she could never understand. When she tucked herself into a bed with clean sheets and a door to lock when she wanted to be alone? Could she ever know what it was like to try to clean up for the week in a library bathroom?

“We’re going to where a lot of my friends stay. Making sure they are okay and getting info for Grandma/Mom and Lucas.” My voice was raspy from fighting off the emotion that seemed to sucker punch me most days lately.

“Do you have any ideas? Like after Ropert’s? You said a hotel? What organization runs that?” She asked pointed questions, like she had a background in what I was dealing with here.

“It’s a loose group of people who know each other.” I couldn’t explain how I had access to my mom’s friends from all the years she was on the streets. That I had more “uncles’’ and “aunts’’ than I could probably identify. And then I was overwhelmed again. To get to the Burathons, I had to cut all kinds of ties and responsibilities. I told myself that the endgame was worth the short-term struggle. They had clothes for the winter. If I moved fast enough—but with care—I could get maybe a million dollars from a heist. This was the dilemma.

Teddi started talking and it took me a few seconds to realize she wasn’t talking to me. “Hey, yes, this is Theodosia Burathon and I was wondering if Mrs. Keller had a moment to speak with me?”

I shot her a look. She smiled and hooked her arm in mine. She was clearly clamping on so I could do the walking and she could do the talking.

“Hi, Mrs. Keller! Thanks for taking my call. I was inquiring about a family in need down here in Midiville. We have a special needs twenty-year-old adult male and his grandmother in need of some programs. They’re currently dealing with his age dilemma. Even though he’s twenty, he benefits from a close relationship with his caretaker. They have no clear place to stay right now. Do you have any openings? And yes, I know this is short notice, but the situation revealed itself to me in a very sudden manner.”

I escorted her across the crosswalk. She sounded like a forty-year-old seasoned social worker. I got us out of the way of oncoming traffic.

She glanced at me and bit her lip, lifting one eyebrow.

“Yes. We do know where they’ll be tonight. Yes. That sounds lovely. Let me check with my friend.” She moved the phone to her chest. “Hey, have you ever heard of Seasons down here?”

“Uh, yeah.” It was the best situation a person could get into. The apartment building was subsidized by a billionaire and the city. They focused on sheltering and offering people jobs. It was impossible to get a spot. The waiting list was years long.

“Is it cool? Would you trust them for Grandma/Mom and Lucas?” she asked like this was an everyday suggestion.

“Um, pretty sure I’d shank someone to get them in there.”

“We’re very interested. Thank you. Yes, I’ll make sure they give you a call. You’re the best!” She ended the call and smiled at me. “Can you get a message to Grandma/Mom?”

I blinked a few times. With just a few minutes, she’d changed all of my plans. Maybe it was a sign that getting sucked back into helping the community on a small scale was not as important as getting the biggest haul of their lives. “If I can borrow your phone?”

I was able to leave a message with Ropert’s and I was assured they would get the information to Grandma/Mom and Lucas. Seasons was the stuff of legends. It had programs for Lucas. I mean, barring any lotto winnings, it was literally the best-case scenario.

I handed her phone back to her. Minutes. Changing their lives took minutes for her. “Who are you?”

“Will they need any help moving in? We can come back tomorrow and help out.” She tucked her phone into her pocket.

I looked at my feet for a few seconds, then helped her understand. “Sweetheart, they can carry what they have. All by themselves. By design.”

I watched the understanding reach her. “Yeah. Okay.”

It was an answer. Now a decision. Get the hell out of Dodge. It’d be the safest. The Cokes would come after me, and definitely be interested in Teddi. “Let’s head back. If you’re done?”

She looked at me funny. “We were here on your errands, not mine.”

“I wasn’t sure if you had to swoop in and save some more people.” I winked at her.

“Yeah, I’m good for now.” She turned on her heel and we walked back to the parking lot. I was really happy for Grandma/Mom and Lucas, but I found an irrational anger bubbling up in me. How easy it was to fix the problem when you were a princess from upstate. “So how’d you know that person?”

“Oh, Mrs. Keller? She’s a friend of my mom’s and they did some stuff together.” She stepped over a large metal grate in the sidewalk.

I didn’t offer up any more commentary. I needed to take this sign and let it point me in the right direction. Feeling anger wasn’t helpful. And it was slightly irrational considering the positive outcome.

After we got back to the car, I stayed awake long enough to make sure Teddi was able to get out of the city before I rested my head back and closed my eyes. I still had more stuff to do but using her as my ride was not going to be a good idea. She paid way too close attention to stuff.


Chapter 15

TEDDI

WE WERE LATE getting back. Far later than I had planned for the day. Ruffian was doing a great job of sleeping. So great I had to shake him gently when we were finally parked in the driveway.

We weren’t alone. Austin had his arms crossed and was tapping his foot. My dad was behind him, slowly shaking his head.

I’d peeked at my phone once or twice, but the road that took me home from Midiville had no red lights. I picked up my phone. Yup. Lots of notifications. People were wondering where I was. Friends, family. Shit.

Ruffian stretched his arms above his head as much as he could in the car. “Oh. Are we late?”

“Yeah.”

I responded to Austin’s text while glancing up at his face.

 

Sorry. Running late. Will be home soon.

 

I watched Austin as he checked his phone. He had a little smile when we locked eyes again. He wasn’t too mad if I could still make him smile. Clearly, I got away with more because I was the youngest in the family. And the only girl.

Dad wasn’t waiting anymore and pulled my door open. “So nice of you to join us? Having fun running all around Midiville?”

The tracking app, which I knew was running in the background. It was how my parents slept at night, or so they told me.

“That’s my fault, Mr. Burathon. Teddi was just helping me connect with a few friends.”

I gathered my stuff and got out, my father looming over me.

God knows what my parents really thought I was doing down there, but watching my dad narrow his eyes at Ruffian’s face, I knew the few bruises he had there would need to be part of our explanation.

Gaze and Pixie came out of the house, which meant we were going to have almost the whole crew witnessing me slink into the house in trouble.

I passed the keys to Austin. He wrapped his arm around my neck and pulled me in to kiss my forehead. “Teddi Bear. Baby, you need to not do that kind of thing. Your phone is part of your damn hand. How come you didn’t text back?”

“It’s a long story.” I hugged him around the middle. He was sometimes the buffer between Mom and Dad on the rare times I got in trouble, but sometimes he was the one that acted more like my dad.

I cued into the conversation that Dad and Gaze were having with Ruffian. I caught the tail end.

“So, Gaze has agreed to step up and be your guardian on the paperwork, but Ronna and I can be your power of attorney and your guardians while Gaze is away at school, if you want. I mean, if you have other places to be, we won’t stand in your way.”

Ruffian rubbed his temple with his index finger and thumb from his right hand. “Totally apologize for seemingly taking off with Teddi. In my defense, I told her to go home a few times and that I would get a ride back.”

Oh, so it was like that? Tossing me under the bus.

Gaze showed his teeth as he sucked on them. “This family is really big about making sure everyone is accounted for.”

Dad put his hand on Gaze’s shoulder with a reassuring pat. Ruffian didn’t miss the closeness. I wondered if anyone else saw the splinter of hurt in his eyes before it switched to a smile that he forced.

“Let’s get inside. Ronna has some snacks in case anyone is hungry.”

Austin held out his hand for a shake from Ruffian. “Welcome to the place. It’s a lot.”

Ruffian good-heartedly returned the shake. “I see that.”

Gaze, Pixie, and Dad said goodbye to Austin, who was headed back now that I was done commandeering his car.

Austin turned to me. “You’re grounded.”

“You know I’m sorry. I’ll totally make it up to you.” I stepped back toward Ruffian, who had used the pause in conversation to grab his bag.

“I know.” Austin winked at me and then got into his car. On his way rolling out, he lowered the window for a parting shot. “And now I have to stop for gas? Geez, girl.”

I knew my face bellied how sheepish I felt for the oversight.

“So, how much trouble are we in?” Ruffian was just over my right shoulder. I spun around and tipped my head back.

“It’s not you that’ll be in trouble. It’s me. And don’t worry, they’re giving me hell, but they could tell where I was. Plus, I updated my Instagram twice while we were down there. It should be good. Let’s go in and eat the snacks, though.”

I was actually ravenous. It wasn’t until the prospect of some food that my stomach growled audibly.

“You okay?” He pointed to the buttons on the coat. Freaking embarrassing. “Yeah.” I headed for the front door because I didn’t want any more noises to make themselves known.

I walked into the door and saw it differently. The thought that Lucas had been struggling to find a place to be while Grandma/Mom was in the hospital broke my heart. After I flipped off my shoes, I caught Ruffian in my peripheral vision. He’d inadvertently shown me some of his world today. He seemed much more comfortable taking blows from gang members than he did putting his sneakers neatly on the shoe rack by the door.

His life had been different than mine. Our trip to the city taught me that. As I sank into the dining room chair, I watched Ruffian in stolen glances. Every once in a while he would catch me looking and I would look at my plate or my hands.

Gaze and Pixie sat close together and I watched as my parents caught each other’s eye from time to time. There was an edge to the evening. I knew I would hear about it some more from them both. They were really cool about me making my own decisions but were sticklers for communication.

Pixie waved at me and caught my attention. I got up from my chair and cleared some plates. She did the same. We met in the kitchen where we slowly put the dishes into the sink.

She started, “How’d it go with Ruffian?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Fine. Good even. We were able to help a friend of his and I think we made a difference by being there.”

Pixie bit her bottom lip before leaning closer. “But?”

“But he really had a different place down there in the city. Was it weird that there were people everywhere, but he seemed to know everyone?”

She shook her head. “No. It all depends on where you hang out when you live down there. You make a group of neighbors and you all help each other out. I miss it sometimes.”

“That’s understandable. Did you know anything about Ruffian before he showed up at your place?” I dried the cheese knife after Pixie had washed it.

“No. Not at all. He was a total surprise. Gaze spoke to Bruce about it all and he didn’t deny it. Gaze was hurt. He really wanted to have a brother all those years.” She shut off the water and looked in the direction of the kitchen doorway.

“That’s good.” Ruffian was carrying his plates in as well.

I tried to rewind the conversation in my head. We had only said good things, but I still felt bad talking about him behind his back.

“It’s true.” Pixie recovered quickly to the surprise. “I’m super happy that you found Gaze. It’s going to be fun watching you guys get to know each other.”

There it was again. The fake smile. I saw that his eyes didn’t smile with his mouth. Like he was thinking about one thing and doing another entirely. In a flash it was gone. He was completely present and amenable.

“Looking forward to it. Hey. So what are you and Gaze doing tomorrow? Can I catch a lift? I have a few things I have to settle up before I can apply to school around here.” He leaned against the counter and swished his hair away from his forehead.

“I’ll have to see what Gaze has planned. He may have basketball practice.” Pixie folded her arms like she was Gaze’s calendar’s professional schedule sorter.

“That’s cool. Just let me know. I don’t want to take Miss Princess Pants out with me again. She’d likely get in trouble and order an Uber to Rome.”

“That doesn’t even make sense. I had your back today.” I gave him the middle finger. He licked his lips in response and I knew I was blushing.

Pixie watched the whole interaction. “Keep it PG-13 in here. Don’t make me turn the hose on you.”

That made me blush a little more. Ruffian’s cheeks twitched like he was fighting a smile. I didn’t have time to live with a complicated guy I had a slight, possible crush on.

Ruffian switched the conversation. “That’s how these parents deal with Teddi coming home late? Snacks?”

Pixie laughed. “Yeah, the Burathons take a little getting used to. It’s like they are all best friends. It’s cool, because they keep getting more people in stock. Gaze, then me, and now you.”

Ruffian folded his arms on his chest. “My mom would’ve loved that. She was super into treating me like an equal.”

And the sadness. His shoulders slumped and his eyes got a far-off look. Pixie and I shared a pained glance as she sat in the kitchen chair.

“Hey, I think moms have a club up there.” She pointed toward the ceiling, but I knew she meant the heavens beyond. “Gaze’s mom and my mom for sure have some sort of ladies’ night, sending us good wishes and all that. I’m sure your mom is there, too.”

Pixie stood while she spoke and ended her sentence with her hand on Ruffian’s elbow.

Ruffian’s voice was a little thick. “That’s nice.” He took a deep breath. “How are you doing with the loss of your mom?”

Pixie nodded. “I miss her every day. I’d really hoped when things were finally good for us she’d be here to see it.”

The look that passed between them almost had an audible click. They recognized a similar hurt in each other. Next up in the kitchen doorframe was Gaze. He hulked over us all.

“You guys start a party without me?” Pixie cuddled next to him. They fit into each other in such a way that you knew they spent hours upon hours close to each other. He played with her hair like it was on his head.

Dad walked by in the hallway. “No parties. Everyone is in trouble.” And then he continued up the stairs to his bedroom. We laughed and I watched as Ruffian registered his words and then looked to see if Dad was really concerned.

I shook my head at Ruffian so he knew it was totally a joke. We all walked up behind him and went into my room as Dad closed the main bedroom door.

I watched as Pixie went to her toes and whispered into Gaze’s ear. Gaze looked at her face and his eyebrows furrowed.

“Oh, sure.” He faced Ruffian. “We can take you for a ride. What time?”

It was already close to one-thirty in the morning.

“You tell me. I don’t have an appointment or anything.” Ruffian shifted his weight from one foot to the other. It felt intimate to have him in my room while I was on my bed, which didn’t make any sense, because Gaze and Pixie were here. But still it was my room and he was right there. I watched as he looked around, seeing my old cheer trophies and pictures of friends on the walls. My desk was piled high with books and my calendar with the colorful gel pens. I couldn’t help but wonder what he thought about all of it. Was I just a typical girl to him? I mean, I was a typical girl, but still. I was wondering a lot about what he was wondering about and that was signature crush behavior.

“How’s eleven work for you?” Gaze picked a time.

“I’ll be ready to roll. Thanks so much.” Ruffian smiled. I couldn’t place it. Like his smile and good attitude were a lid on a whole personality we weren’t seeing right here. But one I had glimpsed when we were running around the city. He was so focused and determined when we were dealing with Lucas. It was a puzzle. He was a puzzle. And now he lived with us.

“We’ll meet you tomorrow then.” Gaze slid his arm down Pixie’s and took her hand. They left my room and Ruffian shuffled to the side to give them more space to get by.

And then it was just Ruffian and me before Mom poked her head in. “Hey, Ruffian, you need anything? Did you have enough sheets and blankets and stuff?”

“It was all great last night. Thank you so much, Mrs. Burathon. Sorry again for keeping Teddi out.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets.

“Goodnight, sweetheart.” She tilted her head toward him, accepting his apology and welcoming him at the same time. I was proud of her. She was doing a great job. I also knew I would tell her everything, most likely. She and I could talk like that. Running the Me Party weekends gave us lots of chances to talk.

Finally, Ruffian and I were alone and I was itchy to get out of my room. When he looked into my eyes, I felt that zing again. Like he knew that I knew he knew there was a drawer of my panties in this room somewhere. It was a real specific look.

“It’s a little early, but can I treat you to a two a.m. Fudgsicle?” He held his hands open, thumbs still in his pockets.

“Yeah. That’s a standing appointment for me, so we can make it happen.” I unfolded my legs and got off my bed. He went down the stairs in front of me and I followed behind. The kitchen was dark except for the ambient lighting coming through the kitchen window. Neither of us turned on the light. He opened the freezer like he already lived here. He motioned for me to sit down and handed me the treat, pre-ripped so it would be easier to open.

We both started on our ice creams, and all of a sudden it hit me that we were using a lot of our tongues and lips. I was blushing again, and it was stupid because my group of friends and I were pretty sexual about jokes. And I wasn’t the shy type, always trying to one-up people. But this, sitting with Ruffian, was making me shy.

“Thanks for all you did tonight. I really appreciate it.” He took a long lick up the side.

“Yeah. No worries. I see you decided on a different getaway driver for tomorrow. Are you going back to Midiville?”

I was a little hurt. I had a bunch of stuff to do, but being with Ruffian and doing stuff seemed important. And I was kind of an expert on important.

“Just need a drop-off this time. No accomplices,” he offered.

“I get it. I had things to do tomorrow anyway.” Why was I feeling hurt? This was stupid. We knew each other a matter of hours. I wished I had brought my phone with me so I could distract myself with text messages from the girls.

He stood and opened a few bottom cabinets before I pointed out the one that hid the trash can in a slide-out feature and he tossed out his Popsicle stick.

I finished up my treat and stood.

“Well, thanks for the company. See you tomorrow.” I knew I wanted to be up and out of the house before him. He stayed at the bottom of the stairs, watching me go up. I looked over my shoulder and gave him a little wave. He winked.

I could not pin him down. Was he a flirt? Was he hurting or outgoing? I closed my door and rested against it for a few minutes. I’d had crushes before. They passed. This one had to hurry along because Ruffian and me living together was going to be an issue.


Chapter 16

RUFFIAN

AFTER HER DOOR closed, I went down to my room. Gaze was waiting for me at the doorjamb.

“Hey.” No Pixie to be seen.

I lifted up my chin. “Hey.”

“Can I have a few words? I feel like we might need to nail a few things down before going forward.”

I had a flutter in my stomach. I wasn’t sure how much Gaze wanted to discuss. How much he had figured out about my lifestyle.

I motioned for him to lead me into my room. “Sure thing.”

My brother was tall. Like a head taller than me tall. He sat in the chair by the desk and I sat on the bed. It squeaked underneath me.

“So while you were out, I had a talk with Ronna and Mike. They have a phone call with the social worker that was on my case, plus a lawyer. They want to make sure everything is as legal and binding as it can be.”

I scratched my cheek lightly. “That’s awful nice of them.”

“Well, they trust me and want you to be okay.” He put his hands on his knees. “But the reality is, after this break, Pixie and I go back to school. We live there. So you’d be here by yourself.”

“I appreciate you trying to look out for me, but I can take care of my business.” I didn’t change position, but the tension in the room ramped up.

“Mike and Ronna and Teddi and Austin and Milt are amazing. They treated me as one of their own from the jump. Now, you’re part your mom, but you also have my dad in you, too. And he’s a fucking bastard. So I want to make sure that whatever you do here, you won’t remind me of him for one second of one day.” He leaned forward, steepling his fingers.

Oh. This wasn’t a concern for me. He was worried about his family. And I wasn’t a part of that.

“I come in peace, brother.” I held up my hands like he had a gun on me. I knew it wouldn’t be all peaches and sunshine. The other shoe had to drop.

“That’s what I’m counting on. Teddi’s off-limits. Doing shit like you did tonight—also off-limits. Mike and Ronna will not come down on you, but I will.”  He stood. “Just making sure we’re clear on how we stand. Use this turn of events like the goddamn gift it is.”

I stood as well because it was bred into me. When someone was aggressive, you had to step up. It was how I stayed in one piece growing up on the streets. Especially once I was taller than my mom. People were mostly nice and good. But sometimes they weren’t, and there was no referee to tell you when things were going too far.

Gaze scrutinized my stance. “You gonna fight me?”

“No. I just don’t sit down when a dude threatens me. I can take it to heart but also be ready to defend myself.” I could feel my nostrils flaring. This was part of the plan. Getting here, getting stable, gaining trust, and then making the score of a lifetime. Of ten lifetimes. I thought of the Conner kids and how cold it was tonight. I needed to start to speak to my crew, scope out the banks I had in mind. Do some research.

“You still down to drop me off tomorrow? Or is this the beginning of the end of our short relationship as half siblings?” I kept my fists closed, but tried to relax my shoulders.

“Yeah.” His lips slid to one side. “Sorry if this came off too harsh. I’m protective of them, but that doesn’t mean I don’t wanna know you.”

“I get that. I do. And this has been a hell of an introduction. I appreciate how open and nice the Burathons have been, and I won’t take that for granted.” There. I threw him a bone. A nice bone. Let him think I was duly warned and properly scared. The truth was, I didn’t want to hurt any one. Not these people, not the people who worked at whatever bank I might want to rip off. I was a peaceful guy.

“Eleven o’clock, right?” He headed for the door.

“Yeah, that’d be great. Do they need me here for the phone call? Do you know what time that would be?” See? I was listening, I was conforming. You could trust me.

“I think it was at six, right around dinner. Mike’s making a roast. It’ll be the best one you ever ate, so I highly recommend making it in time to try it.” Gaze got up and headed for my door. I got what he was throwing down. A warning. A threat. A promise. That was fine. He could draw all the lines he needed to. I had too many people counting on me to be concerned about his impression of me. Tomorrow I headed to Poughkeepse. 

_______________

I WAS BY Gaze’s truck by ten forty-five. I had my bag with me. I wasn’t leaving my stuff at the Burathons’ house. Not yet. If someone went into my room, they wouldn’t even know I’d been there for a few days. Every place lacked permanence. You just made it as good as you could until it didn’t work anymore.

Pixie Rae was out of the door first, her wide smile inviting. “Morning, little bro.”

Man. I could see why Gaze was so mesmerized by her. She just seemed like you were already her family. There was a slight edge to her, though. I recognized it in both her and Gaze. They’d been through some shit. I could see it just behind their eyes. Maybe it was how quickly they were to react to an out of place noise or the way they carried themselves. When people were new to the city, the locals could tell. Even if they seemed to know where they were going. That’s why panhandlers and hustlers would be able to pick them out as targets.

“Hey, Pixie, you look like sunshine on a rainy day.”

She looked over her shoulder at Gaze coming down the walkway and tucked her hair behind her ear as she did it.

Gaze smiled at her and then looked over her head to me. “Where are we headed?” He twirled his keys on a lanyard.

“P-town, baby. I need to do some stuff. I’ll catch the train home.” I waited to see how the seating would work, and Gaze helped me out by moving the passenger seat forward for me after opening the door.

I tossed my bag in and slid into the cramped backseat. Pixie got in the passenger seat and used the moment that Gaze was rounding the vehicle to inch her seat up a little to give me more leg room.

“Thanks.” I patted the seat in front of me gently. She was for sure the way to my brother’s heart, but I doubted I needed to get that deep with him.

After Gaze was in the driver’s seat, he angled his rearview mirror at me. “You have a license?”

“A driver’s license?” I was trying to come up with a good answer besides no. I never liked that I had missed out on some of the normal teenage rites of passage. Getting a license was money. And money was a very scarce resource for me growing up. I didn’t want Gaze and Pixie thinking poorly of my mom, so I answered carefully, “I can drive.”

That was technically the truth. I could drive. I was a pretty amazing driver and was in charge of running more than a few getaway vehicles when we were doing a job. Mom had set me up the first time when I was about thirteen years old. The old minivan was a stick shift. I got a ten-minute lesson and a stern warning from her that if I stalled the car out, everyone but me would go to jail. That evening we scored ten rotisserie chickens in the dumpster of the Shoppers and a pile of electronics that Mom turned into cash and then business clothes for some of our community members who were going for job interviews.

Gaze nodded at my answer before backing out of the driveway. “Well, Pixie has a car we can use while we are at school, so if you want, I can leave this with you so you can get around.”

It felt like the oxygen was sucked out of my lungs. The olive branch and trust he was extending to me almost moved me. I tamped it down, instead recovering with a smooth, “Man, that would make my life so much easier. Thanks for offering.”

I was sure Pixie Rae was part of the new reason I was having this as an option. The Gaze that was in my room last night was not in the giving or trusting mood.

“Okay. Consider it done when we head back. We left Pixie’s car at our apartment, so we need this for now. But then you can use it while we’re away.” He turned his attention to the road and seemed pretty confident in the directions to get to Poughkeepsie. Pixie turned the radio on softly and I stared out the window. Having a truck of my own would be huge. Getting a vehicle was always the hardest part. My lack of a driver’s license was an issue I was fully prepared to ignore.

The signs just kept coming. Robbing something huge was written in the stars.


Chapter 17

TEDDI

I TIPTOED OUT onto the front lawn while holding my boots and jacket, trying to be as quiet as possible so I wouldn’t wake up Rocket.

My father was finishing raking up leaves by the hedges. “Hey, sweetie, what’s going on with you today?”

Rocket flopped up to me and licked me while I sat on the steps to put on my boots. Clearly, I was not the first person out of the house today.

I loved Dad for the trust. I knew I’d screwed up yesterday, but he still had no problem letting me do my day today.

“Taylor’s picking me up. I want to review files with a few of the girls.” I stuck one foot into my boot, the bottom of my sock now damp from moisture that clung to the driveway.

“How many are you looking at?” He rested his elbow on the top of the rake.

“We’ve got ten that have been vetted and recommended to us. I wanted to push and do two parties in December. You know the holidays can be a bitch for families.” I put my other boot on.

“Language,” he requested half-heartedly. I was the youngest and grew up around herds of boys cursing their heads off. I could throw down some spicy words if I had to.

Just then Taylor pulled up the end of the driveway and gave me a honk. My dad waved goodbye as I shuffled my messenger bag around my coat. Taylor had the music blaring and opening the car door was like popping a noise shield around the car.

I flopped in and lowered the radio. “People are still sleeping. We can’t just let it rip like that.”

Taylor stuck her tongue out at me before cranking it up again. “I love this song and you suck.”

I gave her the finger. The truth was, her car doors kept most of the sound at a reasonable level.

“So, where’s your new live-in lover this morning?” She danced her fingers along the steering wheel.

“I think he’s asleep. Gaze and Pixie are taking him somewhere today.” I pulled out my phone and started scrolling through the Instagram filters. It’d change its offerings sometimes, but I could get a good idea of a few fun ones for whomever our new client was going to be.

“It’s gonna be hard being next to that double scoop of hotness until you get used to him. Then the hotness sort of tapers down. You ever realize that? I mean, most of the time the hottest guys ruin their looks with a shitty attitude.”

“Yeah. True.” I was half listening. Of the four families we had narrowed it down to, we had a cancer patient, a patient with spina bifida, and two kids with Down syndrome. I wanted to help them all. I pulled up my Google calendar and then Google docs. I would keep everyone straight on the schedule with these tools.

“You’re not even paying attention,” Taylor observed.

“I am, but I have to focus on the Me Parties. And thinking about Ruffian doesn’t get anything done.”

Taylor curled her lip up. “You could get done. By him.”

I held up my hand so she would stop forcing me to deal with it. I had a crush on the guy. Big deal. It would pass through me eventually. Like the common cold. “Did you look at the files?”

Taylor sometimes had a hard time focusing on the work end of it, but she had a real flair for decorating and keeping the kids occupied and happy.

“I checked them out last night. December is a rough one. A lot of the teams have banquets and there are already concerts on the books. One of them requires participation to get a grade for the course.” She shook her head like this pissed her off.

“That’s true. We’ll have to bring that up. I was thinking of two families on Christmas Eve. It’d be our biggest one yet. But I’m hoping the holidays will put our sponsors in a more giving mood.” I tapped my fingers on the passenger window.

“You okay? You seem lost in thought.”

She was good at reading me. I was for sure having trouble concentrating. I worried about Lucas. Was he safe at the Seasons?

It was kind of rocking my world. I dealt in traditional families that were fighting through the worst moment of their lives. Dealing with life-altering situations made me love organizing it. But there was more suffering out there than I was thinking about every day. It was overwhelming. I could only do so much in a day.

“The football guys can’t do the car wash now that it’s getting so cold. That one we just did was the last one, so what are we going to do about that?”

“Maybe a gift certificate for a car wash?” I participated in the conversation even though my mind was drifting. I had a feeling I’d lean toward the families with the kids that had Down syndrome in honor of Lucas.

We talked a bit about the logistics of borrowing the families’ car and driving it through the wash for them, but squashed that idea for insurance reasons.

The insurance made me think of Lucas again, and how we had to sneak Grandma/Mom out of the hospital to try to avoid her getting a big bill. Mabe what I was getting my friends to do was too small? Without mine and Ruffian’s trip to the city, I would’ve never known a guy like Lucas was in need of help.

Taylor pulled into the pottery shop that let us use their crafting studio for meetings like the one we had today. We were going to look at all the cases and weigh the pros and cons of what we could provide with what the case needed.

We had the regulars, but a few less soccer team members because they were doing speed trials today. I wasn’t sure what it entailed, but I knew they all hated them. We had to run for cheer a lot, but I think our cheer coaches really tried to make it fun. The soccer coaches were very alpha in the way they yelled at their team.

“You know, with the holidays coming up, I’d love to maybe do a little something extra? Like meals for families in need?” I turned to Taylor and watched her chew on her bottom lip while thinking.

“You know, there’s a tree in the public library that has wishes tied to it instead of decorations. We could pick some of those and really go overboard?” She grabbed her phone from the console and typed in a few words, then she held the phone out to me.

The picture of the little tree with paper stars on it was clearly part of a news article. “That’s actually a really good idea. Because the library has already identified the people in need and that sorts through some of the process for us.”

I took the phone from her and scrutinized the picture. What I could make out was a scrawl that had a stuffed dog written on it. “This is doable. Maybe we can drive down there and case the joint, see how many wishes we can grant?”

I wanted to do this extra thing. For Ruffian, for Lucas and people like him.

“Okay, but what about the actual Me Party day? You got someone for that?” Taylor flipped on the phone’s camera and used it to reapply her mauve lipstick.

“Yeah, I was looking at a little girl with alopecia. It’s not deadly, but the wigs she wants are expensive and I think what we do for our day would really give her a boost.”

Taylor fixed her eye makeup with her fingertip. “Is that when someone doesn’t have hair?”

“I have to do more research, but that was my take on it. Instead of a car wash, maybe we can get her some spa treatments?” I took out my phone as well and started banging out some notes. This would be a productive afternoon, despite not being Ruffian’s first choice for a ride today.

Taylor knew the drill and started calling the spas in the area to inquire about donations. I stepped out so I could give the good news to the little girl. Her name was Ashley, and from her exuberance, I knew this would be a great Me Party.

Now that I had a project to work on, no more thinking about Ruffian and his floppy hair and wicked smile. Dammit, I was doing it again. Letting my head get all dreamy and foggy with the thought of him. I’d never felt this way about any of the guys I’d dated before. This need to feel what having my lips on his felt like. It was imperative.

After Ashley was notified and we solidified the date, I was ready to start the hustle. Not even one single thought about Ruffian and his stupid cut jaw and hint of a dimple. Not one.


Chapter 18

RUFFIAN

I HAD TO convince Pixie that I would be fine, that the public transportation was fine and safe. And that I was used to using it all the time. I left out the bit about how I would vault the rotating bar that counted the passengers. She didn’t need to know that.

Finally, she and Gaze were in the car getting smaller and smaller as it drove away. This was the spot. And this was the time, the third Sunday of every month, to go over the jobs we had, who needed what, and if there was any justice to dole out.

They had a reputation, my crew from home. They weren’t a gang, but they weren’t good either. Right in that murky spot in the middle—that’s where my guys lived.

After I broke into the abandoned warehouse down on the dock using my arrow tool from my mom, I left the door unlocked. It was only about ten minutes before I started to have company.

The crew trickled in. Three guys and a girl. All were under eighteen.

“’Sup.” Beaver tilted his head in my direction.

This was the problem with secret plans. No one knew what was happening. So to them, I looked like a dick that abandoned the community. I could tell he was tense from the way he ground his teeth.

“’Sup.” I needed these guys to help. Because after I robbed the bank, I needed trustworthy people to distribute the money depending on when I went to jail.

“Why the meeting? We thought you forgot about us until Lucas let us know you’d been around.”

Lucas had passed the information to the crew for me.

“Got him set up all sweet somehow. You getting ritzy on us?” Jen looked hurt as well. I’d been training her on breaking locks. The fact she was close but hadn’t quite caught on yet came rushing back to me.

“I knew someone who had an in. Lucas wasn’t gonna be able to stay with Grandma/Mom anymore ‘cause of his age. You all know that.” I was kicking back at the attitude a little. They were allowed to be hurt, but they were not allowed to give me the fucking business. They had no idea that my absence would hopefully get them all a ritzy deal, too.

Jen shuffled her feet and stuck her hands into her pockets. “Yeah. It’s cool for him.”

She was also good friends with Lucas, so I was betting she was missing him.

“You know you can visit him? That’d be okay?” I went to a beat-up wooden box and sat on it, trying to show the crew that it was just a regular get-together, not a confrontation.

She shook her head slowly. “You know I look my age. They’re mandated reporters. They will call CPS on my ass. Then where will I be?”

Foster home. And not necessarily a good one.

“Sorry.” I’d forgotten. I was missing steps here. That would disappoint my mother. She always told me to think of every ripple of an action when doing something big. I associated it with stealing stuff—of obtaining goods, as she preferred to call it. But it would have done me some good here. Seasons was perfect for Lucas and Grandma/Mom. I think my decision would have been the same, but one of the ripples was Jen. And I hadn’t even considered her.

She nodded at my apology and I wanted to punch myself in the heart. So quick to forgive and understand.

“So where’s camp?” I tried to let them know I was still thinking about them.

“Benny is letting us stay out back for now. Not everyone, but a lot.” Rufus shrugged.

Benny owned a pub downtown that had an extra parking lot. He was a good dude. He would bring food out every night and made sure to have an outdoor heater in the cold months. Inevitably, someone would complain about our tents and makeshift homes, and it would be on to the next situation.

“Conner kids going to school?” They would try every way to stay off the school bus. Mom and I would make sure someone was there to walk them in the morning. Their mother was not always fit to manage them. Takes a village and all that. She seemed like she was using again before my mom died.

Rufus rubbed his ear. “The two older ones won’t go. Sandy isn’t going to Oak Street as much anymore.”

Oak Street was where you went to get what you needed. Well, get illegal things you needed. I wasn’t a fan. I watched what trips to Oak Street did to people. Catching Sandy enough times tripping balls outside her tent, caught between standing and sleeping, was a great advertisement for how much the place sucked.

“When are you coming back?” Jen had the hopeful eyes again.

“I’m in a foster home to finish school.” I watched to see how they would take the news.

“Now? With as old as you are? What are you trying to prove?” Rufus was angry. It made sense. I was pretty much the ringleader of the teens and tweens that helped tent city get influxes of desperately needed clothes, food, and prescriptions.

“I’ll be eighteen in less than a year. I want to make my mom proud.” I bit the inside of my cheek. This wasn’t the crew I needed. Mom’s death had given me her eyes a little—I think. Instead of seeing accomplices, I could only see how young and lost they looked. These guys would follow me off a cliff if I asked. And all at one, I didn’t want to ask anymore. “You have any leads on any shipments?”

Jen shook her head. “It’s all dried up. But Benny’s got good food, so we’ve got some time.”

I stood up, my meeting coming to a close way faster than intended. “You guys pass me info through Lucas. I’ll be checking up on him at Seasons ’cause they have a phone now.”

“Wait, that’s it? I thought you had some good news or something?” Rufus frowned at me.

“The good news is that you’re at Benny’s and Lucas and Grandma/Mom are together. Your marching orders are to get the Conner kids to school. All of them. Tell them I’ll come back and kick their asses if they don’t.” I pointed my finger.

Jen adjusted her backpack. “So we just go back and wait? Tell us when you’re coming home.”

Home. Everything the word stood for crumpled in my skull, turning to dust.

“I promised my mom a few things. I have to clean that up. That’s on me. And I need this foster home as an alibi.” That was all I was willing to say. For me to pull this off, I’d have to get the money to them somehow and keep our connection to a minimum. I didn’t want any blowback on the community. Just me. The bad egg, the rotten apple fucking up so hard he’d go to prison for life. I was expecting it. I wasn’t looking forward to it, but if I was able to really help everyone like I was planning, it’d be worth it. I would keep the thoughts of them succeeding in my soul.

So to accomplish all that, I had to let them down and push them away.

I walked to the door and they trailed behind me. “You got money to get back?” I went for my pocket.

Rufus rolled his eyes. “We don’t pay for the train.”

Of course they didn’t. Mom had taught me how to avoid getting caught pinching a ride and I had taught each person here how to do it.

“All right, I’ll be in touch.” I slapped Rufus on the back and fist-bumped Jen. I walked the opposite direction than the train station. I had one more thing to do.

My sneakers crunched the small pebbles on the sidewalk as I made my way to the historic district.

 

POUGHKEEPSIE BANK AND TRUST

 

It was one of the oldest buildings in town. I dug my hands in my pockets, rocking back on my heels. The thundering realization that I had overshot hit me hard. My crew was not ready for this. I was not ready for this. To rob a bank I would need to rope in more and more people—which in turn put them at risk for being arrested, shot, or worse.

Robbing a bank was not the answer. I wasn’t sure where to put my disappointment. Quitting on this plan seemed disrespectful to my mom’s memory. Her legacy. If I couldn’t do this, I was just an asshole who ran away from his responsibilities.

I needed time, experience, and a lot more capital to rob a bank. My hands wrapped around the almost empty box of cigarettes in my pocket. I had my lighter in the other one.

I lit the last, slightly banged up one with the last flicker of my lighter before it ran out of gas.

Everything was quitting on me. Running out of hope, gas, and dreams.

I wasn’t sure what to do next. I finished my cigarette and then tossed the box and the lighter into the trash can on the sidewalk. I needed a sign. I needed a new plan. Or I had to go back to the community and at least provide for them as best I could until I was caught stealing from businesses to give to the poor. I headed back to the train station on foot. Back to the cushy life and the pretty girl I shouldn’t be looking forward to. I felt guilty about it all.

_______________

MY AFTERNOON WAS mostly walking. Luckily, it was sunny and the wind had died down, so I wasn’t too cold. I walked from the train station to the Burathons’ house. It was empty when I arrived, so I walked Rocket and petted Tiger, the very indoor cat, for a few before getting in a shower and a nap. On the bed. Completely cementing my guilt with a soft, safe, warm place to sleep. When I woke up, it was dark. Too dark. I checked the clock on my phone to see it was already time for a sneaky kitchen treat. I pushed off the bed. My door had a Post-it note on it from Ronna, alerting me to a dinner plate in the fridge waiting for me if I was hungry. Such opulence. I slipped upstairs to find that Teddi was already in the kitchen, one hand in the freezer. She was a few minutes early for her two a.m. treat.

She pointed at me with the pinkie on the hand holding the freezer open.

I gave her a thumbs-up. She closed the door with two white wrapped ice creams in her hand.

I took mine from her, getting in her space to do so. With her looking up at me, I felt the energy running through my chest, pulling me closer to her. Her lips were so inviting and the fact that she was holding her breath made me think she was hopeful. Hopeful for a kiss. After enjoying the build between us, I sidestepped her and went to the back door.

“Wanna see the stars?” I whispered.

She shook her head as if to clear it and walked out the door I held open for her. On the porch, we each chose a patio chair. They were covered for winter with a sprinkle of dried leaves on top but still comfortable to sit on. The pool had a cover on it with a giant bubble in the middle. Just beyond I could see the basketball hoops set up. I could almost hear the echo of the ball Gaze must have dropped a million times in the same place.

I unwrapped my Fudgsicle and handed it to her, snagging her unopened one in return.

Her lips twitched a little, and then she murmured, “Thanks.”

“The stars are crap tonight.” I pointed at the sky that was blanketed in solar obscuring layers of clouds.

“Yeah. Today is not the day to find the constellations or anything. Where’d you go today?”

She turned toward me with her big, deep eyes.

I squirmed mentally for a minute. I wasn’t sure why it was so hard to lie to Teddi, but the normal responses—whether they were wise-ass or just straight fibs—felt like my brain was actively rejecting them as a choice.

“I wanted to check in with some members of my old community. See to it that Lucas hasn’t had any repercussions from the Cokes.” I started my treat right in the middle. The good news was it was so cold that we didn’t have to eat it quickly.

“Was he okay? The Cokes? They were the gang members that were beating you guys up?”

I got a sense she was testing me.

“Yeah. Red bandanas down there mean the Cokes. They have a better guy running the crew now, but they still have a rough bunch. Usually guys either try to help Lucas or just leave him alone.” I took a chomping bite from the top of my ice cream and was immediately hit with brain freeze.

“Put your tongue on the roof of your mouth—hard!” She flailed her hands around like a bird that just hit a window.

I did what she said, and sure enough, my headache dissipated immediately. “Oh, that works. Are you like a witch or something?” I turned my head so I could look straight at her.

She shrugged while watching me carefully. “Back when I was on cheer, we’d get ice treats sometimes. And without fail a few of us always bit into it and froze the hell out of our heads. It’s happened so often we had to research a trick. And we found that one.” She took a bite just like I had and then made a show of putting her tongue on the roof of her mouth. “See?”

“They should print that on the ice cream bars instead of the expiration date. It would be more useful.”

“I know you have a meeting tomorrow. A video one. Emergency with Gaze’s old social worker.” She wrinkled her nose and gave me a few peeks.

“You look like you weren’t supposed to tell me that.” I took a slower bite.

“Well, you have some choices to make and I wanted you to hear them from an official source, but now I kinda wanna tell you.” She took her bite and sat back a bit.

“Go ahead. We’re related now, right?” I winked at her. I did not feel related at all. The way her shoulders sloped and her feet crossed at the ankles made me wish she was using me as patio furniture instead.

“Ew. And I guess. I mean, they said that if you want you could stay with the homeschooling, or you could return to school for the end of the year. Do you know how your grades are?” She licked the side of her pop. Her fingers were getting whiter, colder.

I barked out a laugh. “Sweetheart, I don’t even have a birth certificate.”

I watched her eyes go wide. “Wow. I didn’t even know that was an option.”

“It’s when your mom DIY’s a water birth in a lake because she doesn’t have insurance to pay for a baby to be born with all the bells and whistles.” I took a bite. My birthday was in September, so the water had a considerable chill. Mom would weave spectacular tales about how I belonged to the forest and stuff. She wasn’t wrong, I did feel at peace surrounded by trees, but I blamed that mostly on the fact that we spent years camping in them.

“I’m sorry.” She looked genuinely empathetic.

“Don’t be. Mom was a free spirit. She liked to do things differently. I mean, check out my name.” Another wink at her, a lip curl thrown in. I had to keep her in this mood, and not let her bring out the sadness in me. It was layered underneath the thin surface of bravado. I had my purpose. I needed to stay the course.

“So did you get vaccinations and stuff?” She moved her hair behind her shoulder with one hand.

“I did. I’m not completely Tarzan.” Her searching eyes made me dig a little deeper. “We got into a good situation with a shelter for a while, and I needed all the shots to stay. They didn’t want any diseased urchins fucking up the place, you know?”

She set her popsicle stick down and got out of her chair. She sat on the edge of mine, by my legs. She put her cold hand on my knee. Teddi didn’t say anything. But her eyes. Dammit. It wasn’t pity. It was empathy again. Maybe that was harder. The look punched at that thin barrier I had. I dropped my gaze to my lap, breaking the moment.

“So what do you think I should do? Homeschool or regular school?” Switch the topic. Push forward.

Teddi moved her hand from my knee to her own. “Well, do you think you’ll pass the test? That’s what I overheard. You have to take one.”

I scratched my head. “I’ll manage.”

Teddi nodded before getting up and picking up her treat. She pulled off a few bits of leaves before she finished it. I didn’t know why it made me so happy to see that she would do that. Like maybe she wasn’t the princess her surroundings suggested after all.

TEDDI

WHEN WE WERE done eating, the clouds had moved enough that we could see patches of stars. It was cold, and by all accounts, we should have been headed inside. I was picturing what it was like for his mom. I had to. It was how my imagination and processing worked. Not having the funds to decide where you had your kid. Not having a birth certificate. I got it. I mean, I didn’t have insurance worries, but in the time I’d been doing the Me Parties, I knew that insurance became like a god when people were sick. The approval could change the course of treatment for someone in need. We’d had plenty of fundraisers, but it never seemed like enough. It enraged me to help a family pay off one bill just to see them incur another before they’d even made a payment online.

Then I thought about Lucas and his needs. Ruffian had mentioned he was twenty, so he’d made it through.

Ruffian had talked fondly about his mom without fail. I didn’t get any anger from him toward her at all. But he was hiding something. The winks and the little smirks, they seemed like they were for everyone else.

“You cold? We can head in.” He stood and held out his hand. I didn’t need it to get out of a patio chair, but I took it anyway. The momentum made me put my hand on his chest to steady myself.

We looked at each other before he added, “I can give you my shirt, if you need it.”

“And then you’d be out here freezing.” He was still holding my hand and I hadn’t moved either.

“If you needed it, I’d be fine.” It was so cold his breath turned into a little cloud that wrapped around my face before dissipating. No wink this time.

I took a deep breath, and when I exhaled, it wound around him like a scarf. He was too much. I felt my heartbeat slowing down and the need to go to my toes to kiss him surge through me. I had to concentrate to stay flat-footed.

He licked his lips. “Let’s head inside.”

Breaking this. Breaking whatever it was. I nodded and led the way. Having him let go of my hand almost felt like pain.

Ruffian was a problem. I was a problem. Ruffian and I together was some kind of magic that I didn’t understand.


Chapter 19

TEDDI

I HAD A Zoom chat with the cheer team in the afternoon, so I set it up at my desk. First, we discussed the practice schedule, which for the end of the fall was twice a week practice and games. At the end, Peaches, the captain, turned the meeting over to me. I shared the Google slideshow and laid out the Me Party plans for the holidays. I had sign-ups and the girls divided up to conquer. We had to send messages to all the teams. Some girls gravitated to the guys they hung out with or dated. I had a few girls with sisters on the other teams, so the hope was that the sign-ups would fill up. I set a mass meeting at my house in a few weeks for all the volunteers to give them their final volunteer schedules. When I finally clicked off, I had three more documents and a few extra sheets. It took me a few hours to color-coordinate and add everything to the calendar. I had a few of my heavy hitters to request donations from. The boys soccer team was very interested in the Christmas tree drive for presents. I made it into a competition between the teams. Just a small way to do a little more for people. I sat back in my chair and stretched my hands above my head.

“All in a day’s work, huh?”

Him.

Ruffian was leaning against the doorframe.

“So they say.” I spun my chair around to face him, self-conscious all of a sudden of my black leggings and crop top. My hair was piled on top of my head. Thinking clothes.

“So what do you have going on in here?” He took a few steps inside. “CEO of a multimillion dollar company?”

He was genuinely curious. I was possessive of the Me Parties. And now, I felt like maybe they weren’t enough. There was clearly more I could do. I bit my bottom lip. I mean, I even had to narrow down the families that could use them because of time.

“Whoa. Did I hit a nerve or something?” Ruffian held out his hands like he was scared he’d broken me somehow.

I switched the conversation. “How are Lucas and Grandma/Mom doing?”

“Good. You worked a miracle for them. If they can stay there, it would be great.” He pointed to my bed and I nodded. He sat on the edge and ran his big hand over my comforter.

“Why wouldn’t they be able to stay there? I can call Ms. Keller again if there’s a problem.” I picked up my phone.

“Slow down there, tiger. They’re good. It’s just sometimes situations change. Or people get impulses to leave. Hopefully, it all goes well.” He looked relaxed on my bed.

“What did you do this morning?” Now that I thought about it, I realized that I had been at the Me Party/cheer stuff for hours.

“I spoke to Ms. Josephine about getting into school. She’s a very nice lady.”

“So you are going to come to school with me then?” I stood up and he did as well.

“Seems like. I just have to take a placement test. Ronna said she would arrange it for me. Then I went for a walk around the neighborhood. It’s nice. Really nice.” He stepped toward the door.

“You want to see nice? Then let me get dressed and you can come with me to the Smiths’ house.” I held the doorknob as he stepped into the hall.

“Sure thing. I’d love to.” He gave me a wide smile. The one that went all the way to his eyes.

I closed the door and tried to pick out an outfit that I thought would look nice. For the Smiths. Not for Ruffian.

RUFFIAN

THIS NEIGHBORHOOD WAS great. But the one three blocks down was insane. Super insane. The driveways were so long I couldn’t see the house from the street. I took to the woods between some of the properties. They weren’t my woods, but I could navigate them anyway. The various parks and nature space to the side of on-ramps taught me everything. I loved how little litter there was here. I climbed a tree easily and peered over a security gate. The view from that tree gave me a whole new plan. A more reasonable plan. Something I was already good at. I could pick almost any lock. Some were combo locks, some were secured with a bolt, but I had tons of ways to get to what I needed. These houses that I could see were sprawling. Huge. Maybe I didn’t need to hit a bank to make enough money to set my people up.

And now, walking next to Teddi, we were headed for that same neighborhood. Another sign. Right direction from Mom.

When Teddi hit the intercom and smiled widely into a camera, I was guessing this was the most expensive house in the place.

“Hey, Teddi! I’m on the way down with the golf cart. Head up and I’ll intercept you.” A female disembodied voice seemed excited to see her.

“I have a friend with me, too.”

“I can see that.” And then I was pretty sure the girl purred into the intercom.

The gates swung open. As we started up the driveway, I realized my feet were getting warmer than they should. I pointed to the asphalt. “Is this thing heated?”

Teddi made her eyes wide. “Uh yeah. Usually people would use this for snow, but sometimes Mrs. Smith likes to walk barefoot out here.”

“That’s a real specific problem and this seems like a wasteful solution.” As I narrowed my eyes, I could see there were little transparent waves letting us know the heat was definitely being wasted into the cold day.

Teddi’s cheeks had a bit of pink on them and her jeans and puffy jacket looked like perfection on her. I had to stop checking her out. The sound of a gas-powered golf cart echoed off the polished retaining wall that edged the driveway.

A girl dressed entirely in neon colors and spiky hair rode up to us and pressed on the brake at the last minute.

“Teddi!” she squealed and screamed.

“Look at you. Have you gained weight? It’s all in great places.” She embraced Teddi, who patted her with way more reserve than Neon was showing.

She turned to me. “Hi, I’m Meg Smith!”

If there was a contest for making a face that made people believe you were a cat about to eat a bird, she would win.

She had her hand out, so I had to shake it. “Ruffian.”

“Ruffian? That’s an unusual name.” She curled her shoulders toward her cleavage and pouted like she was waiting for an app filter to find her.

“Yeah. It means pimp or bully. My mom had a sense of humor.”

Meg covered her lips with pointy, fake nails. “A pimp? Who names a baby after a pimp?”

“I actually really love that name,” Teddi added.

I swung my attention to her.

She tucked her hair behind her ear and then mouthed, “You okay?”

I nodded briefly before addressing Meg again, “You know, sometimes a word defines you, and sometimes you define a word. I was taught to believe the latter.”

A vague look replaced Meg’s voguing. “So what’s up, Teddi? I mean, speaking of weird names and all.”

“Thanks for noticing, Meg. I’m actually here to see if your mom is in. We’re starting meetings for the December Me Parties.” Teddi took a step closer to me.

“Hop in!” She jumped back to the driver’s seat and pulled at my arm. Teddi seemed resigned that Meg would get her way and sat on the back bench. I crumpled myself enough to fit in the passenger side.

“So Ruffian, do you have a girlfriend?” Meg was paying horrible attention to keeping the vehicle on the driveway.

I flinched a few times as we headed into deep shrubs. I could look out over their lawn and it was full of trees and gorgeous landscaping. Just acres of it. My community was hoping to stay in a parking lot. We could do so much with this space. I was going to have to tuck my judgmental tendencies when it came to wealth on the back burner. This was a golden opportunity, pun intended.

“Right now? Nope. I left everything in the city. You know, Meg?” I almost grabbed the wheel as we approached a huge roundabout. There were gardeners working in various spots around the front landscaping.

Meg rolled right over a set of foliage that a man had just planted. He rocked back on his heels as to avoid his fingers being crushed by the golf cart’s tires.

She left the cart right in the middle of the driveway. Any car that would have to navigate the circle would be hindered by where she left the cart. She hopped out and waved for Teddi and me to join her up the grand marble staircase.

I could be wrong, but this had to be one of the most expensive houses in the area. Maybe it was even considered a mansion? I didn’t know.

When Meg got to the door, it was swung open by a man in a black suit. “Miss.” He gave her a tiny bow.

She ignored him and walked through the foyer. I hesitated in front of the man before it was clear that I wasn’t getting introduced.

Teddi caught up to my side and waved at the man. He gave a sneaky smile before going stone-faced again.

When we were a small distance away, I leaned down to Teddi. “Who was that?”

She held on to my elbow as she went to her tiptoes to fill me in, “That’s Jano, their butler. He answers the doors and gets the mail and stuff.”

“He’s a human doorbell?” I glanced over my shoulder and Jano was still staring at the wall.

“Sort of. The Smiths are very, very well off.” Teddi let go of my elbow and hurried our pace behind Meg. She went to the hall and jammed a button on the wall. And yup, we were waiting for an elevator in a home.

The elevator made a small ding and the doors slid open. I caught the door so Teddi and I could get in, too.

“Mom’s in the second-floor closet, I think. She’s planning her outfits for the next social event. You know the way, right, Teddi?” Meg stepped near me and her perfume overwhelmed the space, seemingly replacing the oxygen.

“I think so. It’s past the library, right?” Teddi pointed in a few directions and settled on one just as the doors slid open.

“You got it. I’ll take Ruffian on the tour while you and Mom talk business. You know it bores me.” Meg pulled on my hand and I watched as Teddi tentatively walked in what I’m sure she was hoping was the right direction. I was getting the full business from Meg, who currently had her breast resting on my forearm.

“Where’s your family from?” Meg pulled a phone out of her pocket and scrolled on it. Before I knew what was happening, she’d gotten a selfie of us together. Before I could answer her first question, she was on to another, “What’s your Insta? I’ll tag you.”

And just like that, our picture was front and center on her profile.

“This place is huge.” It seemed like a good way to get the conversation headed in a different direction. The paintings on the walls were giant and framed with thick wood.

“Yeah, can you believe that my father’s in the middle of buying an entire building in New York? And instead of dividing it into apartments, he’s going to renovate it for us to use in the spring and summer. I might go to NYU, so I would stay there and stuff. Mom says we have more square feet across the world than a Royal.” She waved a hand at a collection of paintings. “I mean, just one of those paintings could buy a wing in a hospital, right?”

I scrutinized the paintings she indicated. They were small and looked old. Paintings. Those would be hard to resell. But clearly easy to steal. We’d waltzed in here and there were no guards or anything that I could see to protect them.

We made two rights and then Meg opened a huge set of double doors.

It wasn’t a room as much as a wing in the place. There was a working kitchen, I could count two bathrooms from where I stood, and the wall of windows overlooked an outdoor area that was combined with water, man-made streams, and fire elements.

“How’d you meet Teddi?”

This house was for sure a mansion.

“We were in cheer together for a while. My private school didn’t have a cheer team and I was interested. I still go to some of the competitions and stuff, but mostly I’m too busy for all that. We both are. Teddi and I left right about the same time.” She spun on her heels and hit me with a full smile.

She was cute. I’d give her that. Thick black hair and dancing green eyes. It was horrible to walk through this expanse of a house and think a handful of people lived here. A housekeeper scurried out of Meg’s “wing” and was not acknowledged.

“How’d you meet Teddi?” Meg sat on the edge of a sofa that looked like an art piece.

I didn’t want to open myself up to this inquiry at all. Instead, I gestured to the wall of pictures. “You take these?”

It was a soft lob of a question. Quite a few seemed like selfies. “Oh, no. That’s from my social media profile. My pictures are run through an editing crew.” She batted her eyes.

“You know Austin?” I knew enough about social media to get by, and maybe they followed each other.

I let her run on with an answer while I scrutinized her images. Jewelry. Lots and lots of jewelry. Maybe this chick was my bank robbery after all.

“Austin? Uh. No. I don’t follow him. His images are just a little…” she trailed off and I heard her as she came closer to me from the couch.

“That was taken in Turks and Cacos.” She had her left boob on my arm again. “That beach belongs to my family.”

“You own a beach?” I turned to study her.

She shrugged like it was no big deal. “Beaches. Daddy’s working on an island for my graduation present, you know? Is that considered one giant beach?” She laughed like she had told a joke.

Teddi walked into the room. “That’s a great gift, Meg.”

I watched as the sound of Teddi’s voice put a hard edge in Meg’s eyes. “Maybe keep bringing me hot guys and you’ll get an invite to the island warming party.” Then she put her hand on my stomach.

Teddi folded a check carefully and tucked it into her pocket. “Thanks for thinking of me.”

I was getting the distinct impression that Teddi didn’t like Meg at all. And yet, she knew her way around enough to find the mom’s closet and Meg’s wing.

“Of course. What are you guys doing today? Wanna go to the pool house?” Meg was asking us both but looking at me.

“I can’t, I have to do some stuff to get the Me Party going. But I don’t speak for Ruffian.” Teddi rocked on her heels.

“I actually have a phone call I have to make back at the Burathons’ house. But thanks. How about another time?” I made sure to hold eye contact with Meg a few beats too long. If this girl was a means to an end, she was about to get a lot of attention from me in the future.

“Sure. Text me. Teddi has my number.” Meg was disappointed, but she hid it. Maybe she was lonely in this huge place.

Teddi thanked Meg and she and I navigated our way to the elevator.

I leaned down. “We could take the stairs?”

“No, we can’t.” She held the door open until we were both inside. “I know my way around—but just a little. If we don’t take this elevator, then we could be lost for weeks.”

The inside of the elevator was like the interior of a mirror. Teddi and I were everywhere. I looked up and she did, too. She stuck her tongue out at my reflection and I returned it. When the door opened, we were laughing. We passed more staff as we got to the front door. This place was huge. So big. It reminded me of the museum Mom took me to growing up. The doorbell/butler opened the door when we got there. “Feel free to use the golf cart. I know that Miss Meg used it to traverse the driveway, Just leave it at the gate.”

Teddi thanked him and I man nodded at him. I had a feeling the butler saw everything. Possibly even through me.

When we got to the cart, Teddi pointed to the driver’s seat. “You wanna?”

I actually did wanna, so I slid behind the wheel as she got into the passenger seat. I’d never driven a golf cart as a getaway vehicle before, for obvious reasons. But the mechanics were similar enough that I was able to get us going at a good clip.

Teddi frowned at her phone and then sighed.

“What’s up, Theodosia Rebecca?” I tapped the steering wheel.

“I’ll tell you in a few minutes.” She looked around the cart.

After I parked the cart near the intercom, the gate swung open to release us from the compound. Teddi fielded a few more text messages in silence as we walked away from the mansion.

“Sorry, I never know if they have cameras or anything in there.” Teddi gestured with her thumb over her shoulder.

That was a good point. I figured that was the case, but it was another thing to think about. The art. The jewels that I had a rhunch were as real as all the marble that the house was encased in.

“You and Meg good friends?” There didn’t seem to be a huge attachment between them.

“We used to be when we were young. Then she got to a point where it was less about hanging out and more about comparing bank accounts.” She looked at her phone again. “And clearly you made a big impression on her. She wants us to come back soon.”

“To do what?” I tried to look at the text messages, but she was too quick to clear her screen.

“Probably you.” Her jaw tensed. Oh, Teddi didn’t like Meg at all.

“So why were we there?” I mean, clearly she wanted money for her parties, whatever that entailed.

“Sometimes getting stuff for people who need it means I have to deal with jerks. The Smiths like the tax write-off and I go there and get the check, so it’s pretty easy. I even send a receipt to their money manager. So they are generous with me.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out the check that she had tucked in there. Four thousand dollars made out to Me Parties, LLC.

“You have your own business for parties?” Man, she wasn’t as rich as Meg, but she had her own issues.

“Sort of. It’s my mom’s LLC. She will transfer it to me when I’m eighteen.” Teddi’s shoulders seemed to relax the farther we got from the Smith place.

“You take parties seriously. Is this how everyone is around here?” I motioned with my index finger in a large circle.

“I don’t know what you mean.” She tucked the check back into her pocket.

“Like money grows on trees and all that?” I was starting to see each gate we walked past as a possibility.

She was quiet for a while. “This must seem like such crap to you. This place. Us.”

She wasn’t angry. I stopped in my tracks. She turned and faced me.

“I didn’t say that.” She was studying me.

“You didn’t have to. I mean, I met Lucas and Grandma/Mom. Things are different here. I’m sorry.” She looked pensive.

“Hey, I don’t need you playing me a tiny violin or anything. You have to live your life. And this is where you do that.”

She started walking again and I caught up as her house came into view. She looked at her phone again.

“Meg’s really got her sights on you.” She held out the screen.

“What’s his socials? I want more pictures of him. Did you guys do a photoshoot?” She tapped on her screen and showed me the selfie Meg had taken of us. “She’s peeing on you.”

“What?” I let my jaw drop.

“Like figuratively. Peeing on her tree. Like she’s a dog in a yard. She wants people to think she knows you.” She scrolled through the comments as we walked up her driveway. “The comments are favorable.”

I held out my hand for her phone. She placed it in mine and opened her front door.

“Yum.”

“Who’s the new hottie?”

“Snack!”

Teddi took her phone back. “And, of course, Meg is liking all the comments.” She took a deep inhale and exhaled it until she made a fart noise with her lips.

Ronna was at the top of the stairs. “Hey, Ruffian. We’ve got a date and time for your placement test. We should be able to get you enrolled before the holidays.”

I felt dread fill me as I forced a smile. I’d not been in school my entire life. It was a point of pride for Mom. She didn’t want anyone shaping how I would think. She said she liked it better that I decided who I was all on my own. I was pretty sure I’d do okay, but now anxiety entered the back of my mind.

TEDDI

MEG WAS A pain in the ass. I had four messages about her new boyfriend in my DMs. And it pissed me off. I wasn’t jealous or anything. I knew looking at Ruffian that he would be like catnip for the girls at school. But Meg with her giant house and beaches and stuff was quite a force.

Not that I was trying to be with Ruffian. I had to focus on the Me Parties and not him. He followed my mother into the kitchen so I went to my room. I logged in Mrs. Smith’s donation and deposited it into my account. I had to bang out a few emails requesting funds and supplies. I had a template email that I worked off of. Three more messages. I ignored all of them except Taylor’s.

 

Yes. Got 4k though.

 

Taylor responded with a wave of happy emojis.

 

Man, we got to suck her dick so hard. Just fork over the cash.

 

Yeah. I guess. Meg wants Ruffian to come back as soon as possible.

 

I’m not surprised. Taylor shot back.

 

She took him straight to her room and told him about the island they are buying.

 

Wow. No need to go so hard.

 

I responded, Yeah. That’s what I thought. I love you.

 

I love you, too, baby. Forget that guy if he wants some of her spoiled ass. You know Dameon would let you walk on him like a doormat.

 

Lol.

 

Dameon was a great guy, but I didn’t feel sparks with him. When I looked at Ruffian, the crush was almost too much. And being jealous of Meg wasn’t going to get me anywhere. But I was still glad for the release of conversation with Taylor.

Samantha hit my messages.

 

Hey, if we do a practice for the local dance school, they will pay us. And we can donate that to the pile. But you have to join us for old times’ sake. I sort of told them you still rolled with the team from time to time and this was all your baby.

 

I put a heart in as a reply. I’d have to practice, and I usually did that in the family room outside of Gaze and Pixie’s rooms. Now Ruffian’s room.

I changed into shorts and a top, with my hair in a high pony. I had to nail the routine from last week and learn my part in next week’s as well. A reference video from Samantha beeped through. I stretched while I cued up the music. I peeked around, but there was no sign of Ruffian. I started learning in chunks. I kept at it, replaying the song and working on the tricky bit. I couldn’t do any of my full cartwheels or flips, but I modified them so I could stay inside. It got warm, but it was better than the biting cold that I was betting the day had turned into judging from the wind picking up.

A slow clap snapped me out of the moves and Ruffian was sitting on the stairs, watching me.

I turned off the music and the video.

“No, don’t stop because of me.” He quit clapping.

“What did you get accomplished?” I tried to see if I was sweating a ton. And I was. It was a full workout.

“Your mom and I talked about the placement test and what I wanted to do for this school year.” He entered the room and sat on the couch.

I perched on the arm of the recliner and tried to sweat less. “What are your choices?” I wasn’t aware there were ones. Everybody went to school.

“Well, this close to graduation, I could take the GED and just be done, if I did well. The resource teacher from your high school also suggested a placement test and maybe getting used to school for a few months before taking the GED.” He tapped his fingers on his knees.

“So you’ve never taken a test before?” I mean, I knew he had a different upbringing.

“Nah. Never had to. Is it hard?”

He was smiling at me like there was a joke I wasn’t in on. “Um. Do you want me to teach you how to take a test? Before you have to do the GED?” I tried to think of how I would do that. I mean, I was pretty sure he could read.

And then his eyes softened. “Thanks. No, I’m good. I can figure it out. I have done paperwork and stuff. As long as there are directions, I should be good.”

“Okay. Let me know.” I stood because I was sick of not showering. I was getting a little self-conscious of my post-workout state. As I walked past him, he grabbed my hand.

“No, really, thanks.” I looked into his sincere eyes. Zap. That feeling again. From his touch straight to my spine.

“Yeah. Anytime.” I waited, holding my breath until he let go. The reaction to him was already embedded into my skin. It was insane.

I almost tripped up the stairs. Soon after, in the shower, I touched my lips, wondering what that zap would feel like there.


Chapter 20

RUFFIAN

GAZE AND PIXIE drove me to the mall the following day. Teddi had a few more meetings for the giant parties she held that required millionaires to pass her checks. It was hard to get a sense of who she was. What I saw in her eyes and what I knew about her were really two very different things.

Gaze had me jammed in the back of the truck. I only had a few bucks on me, so I wasn’t really sure how this was going to go down. I knew foster kids normally had some payments, but I was also aware all those things took time. And we hadn’t had much of that.

Pixie seemed happy she was almost bouncing. She turned in her seat. “You’re pretty tall, but we have a few stores that Gaze really likes, so we can go there first. What’s your style?”

“I usually like what I have.” I wasn’t sure what was expected of me on this trip. I figured maybe a new coat and a notebook or two.

Pixie tilted her head. “What you’ve got is awesome. So we can stay in that sort of style.”

Gaze pulled the truck into a parking spot. “Hey, when you have this truck, remember that the left signal sticks.”

I nodded. Gaze and Pixie seemed to have their own little world, but they included me, too. It wasn’t too bad.

I was able to get out before Pixie and held her door open. Gaze gave me a chin lift. Treating his girl right got me points from him. Whatever it was worth.

She grabbed my elbow and walked next to me while pulling out her phone. “Teddi sent me a list of stuff you should have for school. And Austin said he could drop by, too.”

Gaze grabbed my shoulder. “If Austin tells you to get something—clothes wise—we just do it. You have to trust him. He’s like a genius with that stuff.”

As if talking about him brought him about, Austin was striding toward us as we entered the mall. He had on black sunglasses, dark denim, and a sweater with a pattern I’d never seen before on it. Austin and Gaze hugged and patted each other hard on the back. I felt a spike of jealousy. They were close. Close like brothers.

Austin looked me up and down after kissing Pixie on the cheek. “Well, you’ll be easy to work with. Tall, swimmer’s build. Hell, I’d hire you as a damn model on my page.”

The social media again.

“I’ve done so much modeling, I don’t think you could afford me.” I was betting I was blushing a bit. It was weird to be the center of attention like this. I was used to blending into the background. Camouflage or hiding were my two defaut settings. Pixie grabbed my arm again and gave me a soothing pat.

“First we get you a phone.” She pulled me in the direction of the closest electronics store. She walked with me from display to display. The price tags were confusing. Some seemed shockingly low. She watched my face before telling me in a hushed voice, “That’s per month and if you sign up for a two-year contract. That’s not what we are looking at.”

Austin eventually pointed out one. “This model takes great pictures and you can get it wet, so you can go swimming with it and stuff.”

He slid his sunglasses up into his hair. Well, we had gotten there. Payment time. I had to break the bad news to them.

“Guys, this is all real nice, but kind of out of my league, if you know what I mean.” I pulled out the small wad of cash I had in my pocket.

Pixie smiled at me and touched my hand with the money. “Hey. Can I talk to you outside?”

I hesitated. I wasn’t sure what the etiquette was here. By leaving with Pixie, was I requiring Gaze and Austin to make the purchase? I was in a social no man’s land. With my friends growing up, money was the opening discussion and the ultimate decision maker.

“Seriously, come with me.” Pixie yanked on me. Austin and Gaze turned their backs to me.

Once we were back out in the main drag, I opened up. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do here.”

“Gaze, Austin, all of the Burathons, and I are really excited you are here. In order to go to school, you’re going to need a bunch of stuff to be successful. A phone is just the start. This is what we can do, and what we want to do. Gaze and I feel like we missed out on you as a kid. I mean, we didn’t have much, but we would have shared all of it with you.” She stopped walking and made sure I was looking at her face before continuing. “I know it’s hard to accept this stuff, but you don’t owe us anything. This is left over from all the stuff we wish we could’ve done for you and your mom years ago.”

She was direct. Correct, too. I knew it wasn’t bullshit from her. “So I just take it? You all have known me a week and have to drop money on me?”

“Yes. It’s that simple. Have fun. What happens today is just getting you stuff you need. That’s it.” She waved to Gaze and Austin who was holding a plastic bag from the store they were just leaving.

If Pixie hadn’t been with us, I would’ve probably walked away from it all. It was too much and I wasn’t good at buying stuff. It almost seemed gluttonous to pay for it as opposed to pinching it from the delivery truck parked outside.

By the time we were ready for dinner, all of us had armloads of stuff. Gaze paid for all of it on a shiny credit card. He and I would have a discussion about how he was making the payments on that card later. But in the interim, Austin and Gaze kept Pixie and me laughing while we shopped.

I dealt with the pangs of guilt. Strolling a mall with bags full of clothes, shoes, and it seemed just about every other damn thing. Just for me. It was too much. We walked out to the truck and packed the purchases in the backseat.

“Everyone starving? Let’s go to the diner.” Austin pointed to his fancy car. “You riding with me, Pix?” I watched as Pixie waved and trotted off with Austin as he opened her car door. That left Gaze and me alone in the truck for the ride to the diner.

I put my seatbelt on and waited to see what he would say. It was silent until we were on the main road. I had to break it.

“Thanks for all that. Let me know the bill and I’ll get that to you. Somehow. Soon.” It was hard to swallow.

“Yeah. We have the same dad. He should’ve been a part of this. Raising you. Well, he was shit at that, but if he’d been a man, he would’ve made sure you had what you needed. Your mom and you. I’m sorry that I didn’t get to know her so I could try to do right by you both.”

Gaze stopped at the red light behind Austin and Pixie. I scratched my scalp, trying to decide what to say. “Hey, I’m not your responsibility. I can take care of myself. This whole thing wasn’t about me trying to get something you think I was entitled to.”

Gaze exhaled and it moved the air freshener hanging from his radio. “Man. Pixie does a great job at putting stuff in a way that no one gets offended. I’m not trying to, like, make it up to you. I just want to be family to you because we have this blood connection. And growing up with Bruce fucking sucked, but we had a roof over our head. I just want you to have a senior year where you can relax and be a kid. Meet girls. Lock your door. I came from a place where I understand how important that can be. Being safe.”

He adjusted his rearview mirror for the third time.

Part of me wanted to fight back against this. Him. It wasn’t rational. It seemed like I had to defend my mom. That was my first impulse always. Tell the world that Mom was good. That I was happy with her. I had a bright way of looking at things. That part of my personality made things like freezing nights and a hungry belly parts of my childhood that I could avoid thinking about.

The long game. I had to play it. And making Gaze think that I was grateful for all the stuff he was doing would work well for me. Even if I felt like I had to swallow acid to agree with his take on the situation. And I knew he wasn’t a bad dude. There was no real malice in what he was doing. He felt bad for me. It felt good for him to spend money on me. How he had so much, I wasn’t sure.

Swallow it all. Swallow the questions and the attitude I wanted to have. It was time to be a new Ruffian. I was going to get the most I could out of this world before I buckled into the prison system like everyone expected me to.

“Thanks, man. I really appreciate it. This has been a great day.” I forced a smile.

The quick glance and then obvious delight at my acceptance made me feel like a dickbag. He seemed to be fighting a smile the rest of the drive until we parked. I watched as he lifted Pixie to his mouth and whispered to her. She returned his smile and gave him a huge hug.

I ignored the tug on my conscience.

Austin had a scarf on now and waved to two people in the parking lot of the diner. Teddi had said he knew everyone and she wasn’t kidding. I fell in step with him as we walked to the entrance.

“Pixie is crazy about you,” he offered.

“Feeling’s mutual.” I cracked my knuckles.

“You ready to eat?” I grabbed the door from Gaze as he followed Pixie into the establishment. Austin allowed me to hold the door for him. After I followed them in, Gaze was already trailing a server to a booth. I was seated next to Austin and across from Pixie. The laminated diner menus were a little sticky, but the place smelled amazing.

A joint like this would have been on my rounds in Midiville. I would’ve scoped out their delivery trucks and eventually spoke to one of the employees. That was a trick I had. Watch for the smokers and chat them up. Find some with kind eyes and see if I could talk them into parting with some food at the end of the night or between services.

Didn’t always work, but sometimes, sometimes instead of pitching their leftover food, I would be able to bring boxes full to the community. Bread, and sometimes soup in to-go containers. I could feel my mouth watering at the thought. I copied Gaze’s order of a hamburger and fries. We drank water and Austin became the unofficial refiller of the water.

“Shopping made us this water’s bitch.” He was generous with the ice cubes that splashed us all as he poured.

As our orders were delivered on a tray, Austin waved again. “Well, we’re about to get hit with a lot of socializing.”

I watched as Teddi threaded through a crowd of what had to be football players. At least three of them couldn’t keep their eyes off of her.

Couldn’t blame them, really. Seeing her really knocked the wind out of me. She was so freaking pretty. Her easy smile and sparkling eyes damn near begged people to talk to her. Usually girls as pretty as Teddi were a bit standoffish. Maybe it’s the attitudes they had to deal with. Society could be a real jackass to girls. But she was sunshine. Her aura was a welcome wagon.

When she spotted Austin waving, she gave a little yip and getting to have her hop over to us made me feel special. They had to have twenty-five in their group for dinner.

She slid into the booth, smooshing up against my side.

“Teddi Bear. Why are you here?” Austin reached his arms around me so he could hug Teddi with me in between. She reciprocated. Soon, I was crammed between them both. I pulled my arms in to try to help them.

The flash on Pixie’s phone went off and she looked at the picture and burst out laughing. “Oh my gosh. You guys, I just took the worst picture.” She showed it to Gaze who almost spat his water out onto the table. Teddi gripped my upper thigh as she snatched Pixie’s phone. She tapped the screen.

“No! Oh my, hell no. Why would you have a flash on for this?” Teddi flashed the screen toward Austin and me. The flash had given the picture a hostage taking kind of flair to it. Both Austin and Teddi looked as pale as vampires.

“I’m deleting it.” Teddi dropped the picture into the small trash bin on the bottom right of the screen.

Gaze was wiping tears out of his eyes. “Too late. She airdropped it to me.” Gaze held up his phone and showed us the recently deleted picture. “Now I have blackmail on you all.”

The servers delivered the food as we all moved things around to make room for the plates.

Two of the football player-shaped guys came over to Teddi. “Come on, you coming or what?” The taller one looked like he might cry if she didn’t join them.

“Yeah. I’m on my way, Anders. Can’t a girl love on her family for a minute or two?” She put her arm around the back of the booth.

“Wait, who’s this guy?” Anders pointed at me with a pinkie. “I thought you had two brothers. Wait, three brothers, right?”

I eyed the end of Anders’ finger. If he was any closer, I would have bitten it.

Teddi got up out of the booth, stealing one of my fries on the way. “Something like that.”

“Hey, can I get a ride home with you guys home?” Teddi picked a fry off of Pixie’s plate.

Anders was instantly sad. “Wait, I drove you here. I’ll take you home.”

She ignored him as Taylor appeared. “Girl, let’s split a shake.” She held out a hand and Teddi put her hand in it. Taylor waved at our booth and dragged Teddi toward the huge semi-circle booth in the back corner. There were kids spilling out of the ends, and some sat at the six top tables right next to it. The wait staff were going to have their hands full taking everyone’s orders, never mind delivering it all to the table.

Austin leaned over. “If you wanna join them, you can. Most of them will be in your new school.”

I took a bite out of my hamburger and then shook my head. After I swallowed, I explained, “I’ll let her do her thing. She dating that Anders guy?”  He was sitting next to her and seemed to try to speak to her with every back and forth in the conversation. Maybe I asked too soon. Was it obvious that I might be willing to rip that guy’s arms off of his body if he touched her?

Gaze glanced over his shoulder. “Nah. She says he’s annoying. His family has money, though, and she loves those donations.”

“Her Me Parties are legendary now. They even did a piece in the newspaper on what they do.” Pixie put some salt on her vegetables.

“Okay, can someone tell me what it’s all about? I mean, I know it has to do with Instagram and all her friends are in on it, but what the hell is it?” I took another bite. The hamburger was flat-out delicious.

Austin put a napkin to his lips before responding, “Well, that’s really her story to tell, but I don’t want you confused.” He dragged his phone out of his pocket and started flipping through the photo albums there. “Here we go.”

He flashed me a picture of Teddi way younger than she was now. Had to be in elementary school.

“This was Teddi’s best friend growing up. They were inseparable. They would have sleepovers on school nights and then Ester had some of her clothes in Teddi’s room and vice versa. They said they were sisters.” He flipped through some more pictures. Ester’s bright smile got more dull and her hair thinned. All of a sudden she had a full head of thick hair, but I recognized it as a wig.

“Cancer?” I guessed. Even though I knew. I recognized that look in Ester’s eyes. It reminded me of my mom.

“Yes, aggressive. By the time she got radiation, it had spread to her spine. She and Teddi would make these long, hilarious videos together. And part of what Teddi did was a makeover. So they would have fun doing that together. Ester loved makeup.”

Pixie reached for Gaze’s hand on the table, her eyes moist.

Austin showed another picture. Both Ester and Teddi had bald heads. “My sister didn’t want Ester to ever be self-conscious, so when someone made fun of her hair at school, Teddi cut hers off with Dad’s electric razor. She started a trend when a good eighty percent of the kids in school followed her cue. Then Ester became one of many. Man, that kid fought so hard. But she was hit with pneumonia after a bout with an infection and it took her quickly. Teddi was in her room for two weeks, only leaving to go to the funeral. Ester was a huge reason Teddi started doing the Me Parties when she got older.

“Now, she ropes local businesses into donating things, getting the local teams to join up for tasks, and each event has gotten bigger and bigger. It’s freaking amazing that she can still socialize. She is organized within an inch of her life.” Pixie took a sip of her water, ice clanking on the sides of the glass.

I felt it. I felt the dedication to honor her friend. And I respected it. All the weird Me Party stuff made sense. Getting money from the Smiths made sense. The Me Parties weren’t about Teddi at all. I looked over to her table. She was leaning over the table head-to-head with Taylor. Whatever they were talking about was riveting. Anders stared at Teddi like a stalker with a telescope.

“Thanks for clearing that up.” I handed Austin back his phone. The whole time I was holding it, notifications kept popping up for Instagram. “You got a lot going on here.”

“You will too now that you have a new phone. You got it with you?” I reached into my pocket and hit the on button.

Austin took it out of my hands. “I’ll program my number in here in case you need anything.” He passed my phone to Gaze and then Gaze added his and Pixie’s number as well as the Burathons’ contact information.

I held my phone when he was done. It was hard to have this technology at my fingertips. We could do so much good with it in the community. Like check in on each other. I’d never been able to score phones before. Maybe when I got the big money, I would insist on it.

Pixie offered her opinion. “If you get a chance, you should volunteer. It’s a great day and an amazing cause. Plus, I’m thinking Teddi would beat the snot out of us if we all don’t turn up and present a united front.”

I ate the rest of my burger in silence, though the conversation swirled around me. I found myself hyperfocused on Anders and his relentless attention on Teddi.

Teddi and I had something in common after all. We both hated cancer with everything in us. 

TEDDI

IF I HAD to look at Anders’ pointy face one more time, I was going to scream. He had gotten it in his head that I had the hots for him because a few months ago—when I was still dating Dameon—I had told him his sneakers were cool. I had no idea a sneaker-loving girl was his holy grail when it came to a partner.

I looked over my shoulder and made eye contact with Ruffian. Again with the zap and a hint of zip. His attention felt like a caress in a room where we were by ourselves. There was something else there now, too. Maybe a smidge of respect? Though I wasn’t sure where that was coming from, I’d take it.

Taylor had annoyingly sat across from me, so we kept having to lean over the table to hear each other.

“Ruffian is looking good.” She nodded in his direction. “Is he coming to school?”

“I think so. He was giving it some thought.” I didn’t want to get into his upbringing. I wasn’t sure how much of that he told other people.

“So, I think we’re good for the pre-planning, right?” I reached for Taylor’s hand so she would concentrate on me.

“Are you surprised?” She lifted an eyebrow.

They called me the General to make me laugh, but it was sort of true. I really pressed on my friends to help. It made them feel better. At least, I think it did. I knew it helped the families we were involved with, and they were the ones that needed it most.

When our food arrived, it took four servers balancing trays for two trips to the kitchen. Halfway through my salad I felt a gentle tug on my ponytail. I tilted my head all the way back in my chair until I could see Austin’s face.

“Teddi Bear. I’m headed back to my place. I love you.” He kissed me on the forehead and I patted his cheek. “You good for a ride home? Looks like you’ll be a while.”

“Yeah. Anders’ll take me. Plus, this is kind of my meeting, so I’ll stay. Thank you, though. I’ll see you later.” I watched as Ruffian, Gaze, and Pixie waved themselves out the front door. The pang again. Missing Ruffian’s presence. Which was insane because he was all the way across the room for his meal. But it happened anyway. I wasn’t even sure it made sense to feel this way about him. When I met Taylor’s eyes, she had a knowing look and her smirk was off to the side.

“Shush. You don’t even know.” She probably did know, though.

_______________

ANDERS WAS ANNOYING on the way home. It was nice of him to give me a ride,but he kept talking about copping a game system that I wasn’t interested in. I felt bad for him, as my mind kept drifting to Ruffian. What would school be like with him there? Would he join in with me and my crowd? I wasn’t sure.

I thanked Anders and hopped out of his truck before he could invite himself inside my house. I waved over my shoulder as I hit the front door.

Gaze and Pixie’s truck was gone, as was Mom and Dad’s SUV. The door was unlocked, so I figured Ruffian was still home. When I got inside, he was sitting on the steps.

“Hey.” I hung my coat up in the front closet.

“Hey.” He was running his hands through his hair. “How was your meeting?”

“Good. Thanks for asking. How was the mall?” I kicked off my shoes and put them on a shelf by the closet.

“Okay. I mean, it was fun.” His brow furrowed.

“You say that like it was the opposite of fun.” I went up the stairs and sat next to him.

“Yeah. It was great. Gaze and Pixie are great. Austin’s hilarious. And we bought and bought and bought.” He let out a deep sigh.

“You wanna show me what you got?” I touched his shoulder. Yup. The zip again.

He pushed off the stairs. “I guess. I mean, sure.”

I followed him downstairs. His floor was cluttered with bags.

“You guys did some damage. Wow. Nice work.” I opened one of the bags and looked inside. I saw the tags from two of Austin’s go-to stores for basics.

He gestured to all the bags. “Gaze bought it. I feel like it’s too much. How many outfits does one person need?”

I watched him as he looked over the merchandise. Guilt, that’s what I saw in him.

“Hey. It’s okay to get school clothes. I do it every year. What else did you get? Do you like any of it?” I walked over to a bag from a phone store.

“I mean, yeah. But it’s just. I don’t know how to explain it.” He sat down on his bed.

I dug into the bag and found the empty phone box. “We need you to have this so we can stay in contact.” I unwound the charger and plugged the brick into the wall.

Ruffian pulled a wallet out of his pocket that also looked new. He showed me a credit card. It had Gaze’s name on it.

“He said I have money on this. Is he rich? Is there something I don’t know about?” He rubbed his thumb across the strip where Gaze’s name was scribbled.

“Gaze and Pixie had a few things work out for them. Your grandfather, as far as I understand it, owed Gaze some stuff. I think he is sharing that with you.”

I was careful to not say too much. I didn’t really have a great understanding of Gaze’s situation as far as his father and grandfather went.

“Yeah. It’s just hard. I could’ve done so much more with this money than get shit for me, you know?” I saw the pull on him. The want of the things in front of him and thinking of whoever he had in mind. Maybe Lucas. Maybe others.

“You have to, I think, put it in a place in your head. What you need and what other people need.” I shrugged. The answer didn’t seem like it was enough.

“How many people have you helped with your group?” He leaned toward me a little.

“I don’t know. I used to be able to rattle it all off, but now I would have to check my notes.” I closed one eye and tried to picture all the names.

“That’s great that you do that, by the way.” I saw real admiration in his expression.

“It’s not enough. It can never be enough.” I was getting where he was coming from. Once helping, it was hard to imagine anything but who was hurting.

Ruffian had a sad smile. “That’s for sure.”

My phone started ringing. Well, vibrating in my pocket. I was surprised to see Meg calling. Calling, not texting. I slid the phone to unlock. “Hey, Meg.”

I shot Ruffian a confused look.

“Hey! So happy you picked up. My cousin and I are having a party this weekend. Can you guys make it?” I heard some talking in the background on her side.

She was transparent. I knew where this invitation was headed. And I wasn’t wrong.

“You’ll bring Ruffian, right?” She added an awkward laugh at the end of her question.

“I’ll let you know. I have to see what we’ve got going on.” Ruffian lifted his eyebrows. He could hear her, I was betting. The speaker volume on my phone was loud.

“Okay. You’ll come. Everyone will be here. You know, a great time to talk up your special little parties. That my mom donated to.”

I let the silence answer for me. It wasn’t exactly blackmail, but it sort of was. “I’ll let you know. Thanks for the invite.”

I ended the call and put the phone back into my pocket.

“Are we gonna have to go to that?” Ruffian shook his head slowly.

“Maybe. There’s some really annoying things we have to do sometimes.” I was already dreading dealing with Meg some more. “It’d be good for you to meet the other people in our grade if you go to school with me, though.”

I had never had to change schools, staying with the same crew every year, more or less. But I was betting having more than one person to know would be good.

RUFFIAN

MS. JOSEPHINE AND Ronna could work some angles. I learned that pretty quickly. We decided that on Monday I’d report to school, where they had agreed to give me a placement test. Depending on how I did, they could have me in school as early as Tuesday. And that’s where I wanted to be. Just an average student. Not even close to a rotten apple that would be willing to steal from his neighbors.

Teddi was a ball of energy. Her hands were always busy. She was either emailing or posting stuff on Instagram while making phone calls.

Gaze and Pixie would be at the Burathons’ house until after Thanksgiving. So that was good. More people coming and going. I had gotten my act together enough to put away the new clothes. Playing the long game. I needed to fit in with these kids and repurposing the same two pairs of jeans was not going to get me in good. I did call a pizza parlor in Midiville and order pizza for the community at the parking lot. It made it so I could close my eyes at night despite the guilt. I called and spoke to Lucas at Seasons and he literally had never sounded better. He was excited to have friends in the building and a group that went to work together a few times a week at the local thrift store. He was so involved in telling me about what was new, I didn’t get a chance to ask how Grandma/Mom was doing before he hung up.

Things were okay. Good even. Going to the party with Teddi was seeming more and more like a date to my traitorous brain. I was thinking about what to wear and how we would get there. It turned out she wore a pair of jeans with faded spots and some ink designs scrolled all over them, a white fluffy sweater and gold heart earrings. She smelled like cotton candy when she met me in the foyer.

“We need to bundle up. It’s going to be cold as crap out there tonight.” She and I put on our coats as Ronna came out of the kitchen drying her hands. She looked down on us from the top of the stairs.

“You guys good? I can give you a ride if you need one. I don’t mind. And Dad can pick you up.” She glanced from the window to us and back again.

“It’s not a far walk to Meg’s. It’ll keep us warm.” Teddi opened the front door before I could get it for her. As we waved goodbye to Ronna, Teddi held the screen door for me. I had to move quickly to keep Tiger from trying to run out.

“That little bugger. He knows we aren’t letting him outside. I don’t know why he tries every single time. Do you have your phone with you?” She turned toward me. We still had some light in the sky, but in a few weeks dinnertime would feel like the middle of the night thanks to the early sunsets.

I patted the front pocket of my jeans. It was there. It was charged. And it was weird to have one. Teddi started telling me everyone’s names and who was dating who on the walk over before switching the topic.

“Just so you know, and I think you already do, but just in case, Meg is going to put the moves on you. And she’s used to getting whatever she wants. Which is ridiculous. But the money makes people act different around her.”

I had the longer legs, but Teddi’s pace was pretty brutal. We stayed side by side, with only the occasional car making us step to the side and take refuge on someone’s front lawn for a few moments.

The gate was flung wide open when we got to Meg’s driveway and began walking up without using the intercom this time.

“They expecting us?” I tilted my head toward the speaker.

“They’re expecting everyone. When Meg throws a party, it’s only because her parents went away without her. She does this to punish them, I guess. But the place is always spotless when we leave because the staff stays on.” She pulled her hair into a ponytail before letting it fall down around her shoulders again.

“Wow. Is that even legal? That seems like a tough position to put the staff in.” I wasn’t sure the etiquette for bossing people around when you also gave them a salary.

The front door was open, despite the cold, with the butler standing by. He nodded as we entered. “You cold, bro?” I was hyperaware of temperature and its effects on the human body.

“I’m fine, sir. Thank you.” He gave me a slow nod, but I saw that the tips of his fingers were white.

Meg bounded up to us like she’d been waiting on us. “Ruffian! You made it.” She was holding a glass of wine. Or liquid in a wine glass. “Come inside to the party. This foyer is freezing.” She had a strapless dress on and exaggerated a shiver.

“That’s because your door is open. Letting all the heat out into the yard. You love the environment, right?” I looked down my nose at her like the environment was all I could think about.

She leaned to the side and her face slid into a very robotic expression. “Close the door. It’s cold.”

The robotness fell off when she looked at me again. I heard the door close behind me. I highly doubted that the butler had made the decision to leave the door open on his own. Either way, the man would be less cold now. “So where’s the party?” I wanted to distract her now. I didn’t like the way she looked at the butler and wanted to avert her attention elsewhere.

Meg spun on her heels and slid her arm through the crook of my elbow. “Right through to the pool house, Teddi. All your friends are there!”

“I want Ruffian to meet them.” She looked from me to Meg and back again.

“Don’t worry, we’ll be down in a few minutes. I’ll walk him down for introductions.” She clenched a little tighter onto me.

I knew she was trying to get me alone; I wasn’t stupid. And I also knew that Teddi was hesitant to leave me. I tried not to let that thrill me, but it did.

I let myself be pulled in the direction Meg wanted to go. Once we were walking away, I risked a peek at Teddi. Her shoulders fell and she turned in the opposite direction. She couldn’t know that I had to get a look around this place. That the news that Meg’s parents liked to leave was the best news I’d heard in a long time. I needed Meg to talk. And if I had to seduce her into revealing everything that could help me, I’d do that.

“You look gorgeous tonight, Meg. Where are we going?”


Chapter 21

TEDDI

FRIGGIN’ MEG. MAN, she rubbed me the wrong way. And now she was trying to get Ruffian to rub her the right way. I expected him to see through her. I wanted him to see through her. But he didn’t. Of course. She was wearing one of those push-up strapless bras that made her boobs look like two piles of jellyfish.

Okay, that was unkind, but she was making me feel that way by dragging Ruffian away to impress him with her money and barely-there dress.

I walked down the path that was lit with tiki torches. I could hear the music and half the football team was outside around the firepit. I must have come in at the tail end of a bet, because as soon as I was almost there, Tasker pulled his shirt over his head and took off running toward the pool. He screamed at the top of his lungs and was engulfed by the mist and the water. I was thoroughly splashed as a result. I yipped.

Ryder, Van, Brutus, and Anders all gave him a middle finger as I walked up.

“Was that a truth or dare or what?” I pointed to the dripping wet Tasker pulling himself out of the pool. He answered instead of the guys.

“It was just a man being a man.” He ran his hand down his pronounced abs.

“That water’s not even cold. It’s like a bathtub. Meg’s pool is always heated. Your nipples aren’t even hard.” I looked at his chest like it disappointed me.

He covered his nipples with his palms. “You are just using me as a sex object now, Teddi. I’m insulted.” His top half was all eighteenth-century prude debutant and his bottom half was grinding like his penis had a mind of its own. And despite Tasker being a pain in the ass, I had to laugh. His smile was genuine as I cracked up. Then he took it too far, as he always did, and tried to lick his own nipple. The guys started mock-gagging and I took that as my cue to go find the girls.

“Wait, don’t leave. I need a hug!” I went from walking to running and pulled open the French door and closed it behind me while Tasker hit the glass like a cartoon bug. His wet outline was memorialized as he pretended to cry.

I felt an arm go around my shoulders and a hand palm my breast. I snapped my head to the culprit and saw Taylor’s wiggling eyebrows.

I yanked her hand away and instantly went to tickle her in her ribs. Being on cheer together all those years certainly taught us a lot about each other—tickle spots being one of them. Before I knew it, she had pulled me down on the couch and we arranged ourselves so we could sit up.

“Why is Tasker naked out there?” Taylor rested her head on my shoulder.

“I don’t know. I don’t think anyone knows. They weren’t playing a game, taking bets, nothing.” I reached for a pretzel that was on a coffee table in front of us. “And now I have all kinds of wetness.”

“He just wanted you to look at his body and picture it against yours.” Taylor pulled two beers out of the ice bucket in front of us. I could drink beer for a few minutes. Once it warmed up though, I always gave up.

We toasted as Tasker burst through the side door, wearing only his boxers. Sopping wet, it was way too much information. He was keeping up the act that had made me laugh before. His thrusting pelvis was pointed at me, no matter which way his upper body turned. It was low-key hilarious, and Taylor did a spit take, spewing beer all over the pretzels in the bowl.

Peaches slipped in so she was sitting next to me as well, laughing. Tasker kept covering his nipples with different fingers. I was keeping one eye on the incoming man business and I should have been watching my sneaky friends. Taylor grabbed one of my arms and Peaches grabbed the other. Both were taller than I was and wrapped their stupid long legs around mine, locking me in place. I instantly started trying to bite and lick them.

“Bitches. Let me up.” I wiggled hard. Tasker was taking the long way, but he was coming for me. “If his dick gets anywhere near my face, I will kill you both. Twice.”

When Tasker’s penis parade was just a heartbeat away, Ruffian came into the room. I locked eyes with him and then must have looked considerably spooked. He took three giant steps and just lifted me up out of my cheerleader prison. Taylor and Peaches both let go, and the counterbalance made me wrap my legs around Ruffian’s waist. I had a prime view of Tasker’s wild, wet hump against Ruffian’s rump.

Ruffian didn’t react, but he cupped the back of my head and searched my face. “You okay?”

His intensity in the ridiculous situation took my breath away. We were face-to-face, mouth-to-mouth—almost. My heart was somehow pumping through my entire body. His hold on me was effortless.

I nodded once.

“Do I need to kill these people?” His lips were moving near mine. It was like the party got eaten around us. Fell off the earth. It was just me in his arms. If there was the opposite of pain, I had found the source of it here, this close to him.

“No. They’re just my asshole friends.” Were his lips closer? Were mine closer? Was I leaning toward him, or was he moving to me? Infinitesimal changes, but the nearness of him seemed to tell my blood which way to flow. And most of it was based in sensitive parts right now.

“Okay.” Tasker was still air humping Ruffian’s butt. “I’m going to have to rip his dick off, though.”

He let me slide down his body, and parts of me were introduced to parts of him in a super intimate way. Tasker’s hump sent Ruffian bumping into me and I took a sharp inhale. With it, Ruffian’s hands grasped my waist tightly.

Oh shit. As soon as I got to my feet, Taylor and Peaches put their arms around me, pulling me away from him.

Taylor grabbed my face and made me look at her. “We would never, never have let Tasker’s Stanky McWanky touch you.”

Peaches pulled my hips backward so we were spooning, but standing up. “Honestly. No trust. And now you have this hunk of man candy re-enacting a romance movie poster with you? What the hell is up?”

Ruffian had turned his back and I couldn’t see what was going on. I did notice that the seat of his jeans was wet from the humping.

“Listen, tree trunk. I was just playing. Teddi and I go way back. No harm, no foul. You know?” I sawTasker’s hands in the air. I pushed away from my girls and grabbed Ruffian’s arm. It ended in a fist and his bicep was tight. He was priming to punch.

“It’s okay. Hey. It’s okay. Let’s get a drink, maybe?” I pulled myself in front, smooshing between Tasker and Ruffian, hitting my shin on the coffee table for my effort.

Meg walked through the door and came up and grabbed Ruffian’s other arm. “You take care of the Tasker’... problem, Teddi. I’ll take care of Ruffian.”

Ruffian and I made eye contact. Oh, he’d felt what I felt when I was in his arms. He licked his lips, looked at mine, and then turned to Meg. “Yeah. Let’s do that.”

It felt like a betrayal when she giggled and he followed her to the kitchen in the pool house. Tasker was wide-eyed and put a few steps between us.

“Didn’t know he was your personal bodyguard, Ted. Geez. Give a man a heads-up.” He covered his nipples again.

“If I see one, I’ll do just that.” I faced Peaches and she grabbed my hand and pulled. I could feel Taylor behind me.

“What the fuck was that? Oh my God, that just gave me the biggest blue balls. You need to talk to us.” And before I knew it, Peaches had kicked out the two kissing couples from the bedroom and shut the door, leaving just us.

Taylor fake waved in front of her face. “What was that?”

Peaches pointed at the closed door. “How big is that dick? Because those feet are huge.”

I went to the bed and sat on it, needing to catch my breath.

Taylor sat on one side and Peaches pulled the desk chair closer.

“I don’t know. That was the first time that anything felt like that.” I pointed at the door.

“With him?” Peaches asked.

“No. Ever in her life.” Taylor grabbed my hand and we all squeezed together.


Chapter 22

RUFFIAN

WELL, NOW THAT was fucking something. I was trying to focus on Meg, who was certainly focusing on me. But my head was back in the living room for the weirdest encounter of my life. In one second I was all full of adrenaline seeing Teddi being held down.

I got between her and the attacker. Things went like that in my life, in my world. Sometimes things that looked harmless could take an unpredictable turn. And usually we’d look for the person that needed the most help first. My brain was hardwired to her. Protect her. I didn’t even ascertain if there were any other people in need. And now, listening to Meg talk about how much yoga she does, I realize this was just a party. And they were all just being stupid. Acting their age. I felt stupid. But not wrong. Having her in my arms and knowing the guy would have to go through me to get to her was a primal feeling.

She.

Her.

Shit. I was gone. So gone for her. My heart felt the freefall to my stomach. My brain was happy to follow. This was not the time for this. She was not the one for this. Complication. Meg had her hand on my chest. My heart actively tried to find its way back to my chest so it could run away again. From Meg. To Teddi.

I covered my mouth while I tried to listen to Meg. My mouth wanted to be on Teddi’s. Feel a sigh on my lips. I looked over my shoulder at the door that had been closed between us. I could walk through it dick first right now. That’s how I felt about her. Stupid and manly.

“And then if you want we can go to our cottage by the lake, you know. We could skate and stuff. You’ll love it. Give me your phone.” She held out her hand and I put my phone in hers. She used my thumb to unlock it.

It was like moving underwater, understanding that I was realizing everything for the first time. And then I felt the crush of not being able to tell Mom how I felt. Yeah, whatever. All these guys around me would make fun of me, but she and I had been friends.

I was stoic while I watched Meg take a picture of herself and then type in a few more things.

“I’ll airdrop the rest.”

I heard the bedroom door open. Felt her galaxy colliding with mine. I had to look for her. I spotted her and assessed her. Was she okay? She was okay. Wet. She was a little wet. But she was okay. She would be cold on the walk home, though. That wouldn’t work.

“Do you have a hair dryer here?”

Meg’s eyes narrowed as if me changing the subject was unwelcome. “I’m sure there’s one in the bathroom. Every room is stocked. Do you need a beer? You need a beer. I’ll be right back.”

I watched Meg thread through the crowd. My skin told me Teddi was looking at me.

When I spun, I saw what I already knew.

Her. How was every other face in the room out of focus but hers?

I motioned for Teddi to come to me. She tilted her head. Instead, I walked over to her.

Meg spoke my name and I felt bad for her. I wanted to tell her that the right guy would be getting her a beer and not the other way around. But I couldn’t help Meg now. I was busy being someone else’s person.

When I got to her, I touched her sweater’s hem. “You’re wet.”

“Yeah, well, Tasker is a jerk.” She touched near her sweater. Close to my hand, but not on it. My hand had my heartbeat now. My heart was a vagabond. She’d unchained it and now it would follow her around.

“Let’s fix it.” And then I took her hand. Was it the softest thing? It was. Softer than her sweater. Maybe not as soft as her lips.

I looked at them. She felt it, whatever this was between us now. That things had changed.

“Okay.” Like that was something that could happen. Me taking care of her. I walked her back to the bedroom and into the bathroom.

“Can you sit on the counter?”

I started opening cabinet doors. One after another until I found the hair dryer. I plugged it in and messed with the settings until it was warm and strong on my wrist. Then I motioned to her sweater. Teddi pulled it out, spreading it. I aimed the air at it, keeping my hand just underneath to make sure the temperature was good.

“You know how to use a hair dryer?” She touched my hand that was under her sweater a little.

“I do. Is it hard for you?” I was making a joke. And then I heard my words and closed one eye.

She started to blush and giggle and I wanted to swallow the hair dryer, but she pulled herself together and gave me an answer. “I did cheer. We have known how to do it all since we were seven.”

I moved the air direction. “Anything else wet?”

Oh my God, kill me.

She laughed a little before touching the waistband of her jeans. “A little.”

I tested the sweater and it was warm, but drier. She moved it out of the way so I could aim the hair dryer at her jeans. I couldn’t miss the sliver of skin that I was allowed to see like this. I should’ve averted my eyes, or better yet, let her do this for herself, but instead I stood fast until she was dry.

“There. Now you won’t be cold when we walk home.” I turned off the hair dryer and started winding the cord.

“That’s what you were worried about?” She took the dryer from me and rewound the cord in a much neater way.

“Just wanted to make sure.” My throat closed up. We were alone in this bathroom and she was here, looking at me.

“That’s really thoughtful of you.” She reached up and pushed my hair out of my face. “Thank you.”

And then we weren’t alone. A couple hit the mattress behind us and started moaning. Teddi bit her bottom lip and then covered her face.

“Is that the guy I almost killed?”

“Yes. That’s Tasker and Willa. I super, super don’t want to see anything else that’s going to happen here.” She pushed off the counter and basically into me. I steadied her and myself and we were close again. This was bad. So bad. I couldn’t think when she was this close.

Another moan made me move. I let Teddi walk in front of me and then I shut the bedroom door behind me.

“Let’s get you over to meet everyone.” She motioned to the other room that had a pool table set up. No one was playing, and a few people were sitting on the table.

The group in the corner welcomed Teddi with waves and whistles. Teddi walked to the center of the group and started naming people. She told me what they did—like sport or whatever. Their names went in one ear and seeped out the other.

I was not interested in learning them. Not tonight.

A guy stood next to Teddi and then lifted her onto his lap. She laughed and wiggled but didn’t act like she was unwilling to be there. I scanned the room. There was a lot of alcohol being consumed and it seemed like everyone was touching someone else. They were a close group. A handsy group. I hated it.

I tried to listen to the rest of the names while Teddi was seated on a guy’s lap. All I could do was focus on his hand resting casually on her hip. Like he owned it. Like his hand belonged there.

“Easy, killer. You’re gonna burn holes in the furniture with those laser eyes.” The tall blonde next to me put her arm around my shoulders.

“Taylor, right?” I could at least remember her name.

“Yes, nice work. So what do I call you now that we are friends? “Ruffian? Ruff? Ian?” She clicked her tongue.

I got a good feeling from Taylor. She seemed to have a lot of love for Teddi, despite the fact she was holding her down when I first saw them tonight.

“You can call me whatever you want, Legs.” I gave her a smile.

“Legs? Oh, that’s how we’re going to play it. Okay. Give me a second. You can call me Legs and I will call you…” She put her thumb between her teeth while she thought. “Buff…ian.”

“Wow. That’s something else. I really hope that doesn’t stick.” I reached for a pretzel from one of the different bowls that were around the room.

Meg was near my elbow and she repeated it, “Buffian. Sounds great. I’m in.” She gigged even though no one else did.

“Hey, Meg, great party.” There was no joy in Taylor’s voice and I was getting the impression she didn’t like Meg either.

“You’re welcome. Anything to keep your social life hopping.” Meg pulled on my arm. “Can you walk me back to the house? I have to change my outfit.”

I glanced back at Teddi and she was laughing so hard, Anders was holding her back so she wouldn’t fall over. I didn’t want to look at that anymore.

“I could get some air.” I turned to Taylor. “Catch you later.” She took her arm off my shoulders.

“Okay. We are just going to play some Asshole. You don’t want to miss it.” Taylor moved closer to one of the football boys.

Meg batted her eyes at me. When Teddi still didn’t look in my direction, I turned and went with Meg out the door. She started talking about her next vacation as soon as we were outside, talking about Antigua and how it had the best beaches out of all the resorts she’d stayed at.

While I maintained a polite listening face, I was checking out the back of the house, looking for weak spots. This house was behind a gate with an intercom. Either they took security very seriously or took it for granted. There were high shrubs in front of some of the windows on the ground floor. I was liking them as a point of entry, but I also saw the monitored security system had stickers and a few advertising signs around, but mostly out of view.

“And then I went down the water slide and my bikini top came untied. It was madness. They even took a picture of me halfway down the slide. I heard a rumor they kept it in the break room because it was their favorite set they’d ever caught on film. I’m quite proud of that. There’s a lot of great boobs in Antigua.”

As we walked to the back door, I noticed there was a panel of numbers. I leaned over Meg as if what she was saying was riveting. She punched in a six-digit code really quickly. I memorized the way her hand moved and noted the number placement. I kept thinking about it over and over until it was mapped in my brain.

Problem one solved. If they had this same code when I came back to rob the place, I wouldn’t even have to pick that lock. Now maybe the jewelry would be under some better security than the house, but that had yet to be seen.

We walked in on the ground floor and it was divided into various game rooms. We walked past an actual bowling alley before we got to the elevator. Meg pushed the button for the floor she wanted and then leaned back against the wall.

“I’ve always wanted to do it in an elevator.”

“Awesome.” She clearly had a one-track mind. And then I was thinking. Why? Why would she be hitting on me so hard? It didn’t make any sense. She had a house full of guys her age. Why would she seek to be with me when she could be with her friends?

The elevator opened on her floor and from there I remembered how we got to her wing. She opened the door and started disrobing the second we crossed the threshold.

When she had stepped out of her clothes, she was standing there in a lace bra and matching panties.

“You want some privacy?” I looked at the floor.

“Oh no. It’s okay. I’m leaving these on. Let me just find an outfit that I can relax in more.” She walked into the room that was really a closet. It was bigger than some of the rooms Mom and I had stayed in at various times in our life.

In a few minutes, Meg was back in jeans and a crop top. It was so short I could see her underboob covered by a bra sticking out from under the hem.

“How’s this?”

She held her hands out to her sides.

“Why are you being so nice to me?” I leaned back against the sofa. Sometimes I got answers just because I asked.

“Um? Do I need a reason? You’re new in town and I like to be friendly.” And be that as it may, she was still being really, really friendly.

I left the silence and asked my questions.

As if the quiet literally hurt her, Meg started talking. “Teddi and I have the same taste in guys, so I just wanted to make sure that I got to you and got a fair shot.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

“Plus, she and Anders are sort of a thing, so I didn’t want you to get hurt or anything.” She twirled when she caught her reflection in the mirror.

“What’s your school like?” I had to change the topic because I didn’t want to find out anything about this chick that would prevent me from carrying out my plans. Meg went over to a small dresser in the corner and opened it up.

Jackpot. It was real jewelry or incredible fakes. We were in the counterfeit ring business for a little while and I had been trained alongside Mom as soon as she got back from her jewelry mentorship.

I could tell real from fake.

“I’m going to go with the peridot this time. I feel like this is a good night for adventurous colors.” She held the necklace out to me.

I came over and grasped the ends of the white gold chain complete with a stamp marking it by the clasp. She pulled her hair out of the way and I secured the jewelry onto her. Then she had to choose a ring and three bracelets from her box. It was incredible, if it was real. I could get so much stuff for that amount of money. It made me want to take my new credit card and max it out for stuff for my community.

After she had on everything she wanted, I noticed the jewelry box didn’t have a lock on it. Bingo.

It was going to be a bitch to get in here and steal the stuff without being on surveillance cameras, but I didn’t think it was as impossible as I had initially feared.

“You want to get back and show everybody your stuff? I gestured to all the metal on her head, wrist, and fingers.

“I could think of something better we can do. She trailed her finger down her body, cresting her breast like a tiny mountain climber.

I hated the thought of Teddi without me. I knew I had a job and I’d have to do it well no matter what. Case the joint. Make a plan. Figure out how much tile you need and if you need any contacts to pitch in. I wanted this to be a lonely job so no one else paid for this decision.

Meg went to her tiptoes and held her lips just a hair’s breadth away from mine. “You know, we could have a lot of fun here. Just us two. We don’t need the Midiville football team watching us anytime soon.”

We walked back down to the party and Meg left my side to be replaced with Teddi. When I got back, Teddi already had our coats. “We’ve got to go, if you’re ready.”

I took my jacket from her and we left without saying anything to anyone. The night was fully dark now, but the full moon gave us all the light we needed.

“Well, that was interesting. I didn’t know you and Anders had a thing.” It shouldn’t have been the first words out of my mouth, but the horse had already left the barn.

“Anders? Hell no. He’s like one of my brothers. Please. No. Not ever.” She waved her hands in my direction to make sure I’d gotten the point.

“He didn’t mind having you sit on his lap.” I kept my eyes forward because I knew it was a jerk thing to say.

“You should talk. You’ve been alone twice with Meg. And I know what she’s up to, but I’m not sure what you’re up to.” Teddi tapped my arm so I looked at her.

She looked as jealous as I felt. “I’m not up to anything. Just making friends, like you told me.”

“She doesn’t even go to our school. That’s a crazy theory.” She tucked her hands under her armpits.

“Yeah. I guess. But still. I didn’t like what I saw going on there.” Stop talking, asshole. Oh God.

“So now you’re my dad? You’re going to tell me what’s safe and not safe? That’s great. I can’t wait to figure out the dress code.” She stomped forward, trying to be faster than I was, but I matched her speed easily.

As I walked, I rubbed my fingers on my temple. “This is all coming out wrong. What I want to say is that holding you was the best part of my damn day and I want to do it again. I didn’t like to see you flirting with other dudes and this is all too much and I’m sorry for that.”

She slowed her quick pace. “And you? And I think this party was worse than usual. It’s hard to see them wake up with more alcohol getting poured out than most families ever get to see in their lifetime. The waste of it all was driving me crazy and maybe to drink a little.”

I wanted to walk home and stay warm together. Instead, I was acting like a possessive weirdo.

She was quiet and walked faster. I was able to keep up by extending my steps. “I’m sorry.”

I needed to apologize. It was wrong and rude of me to try to dictate how she was with her friends.

“No. It’s okay. I’m sorry, too. Meg makes me angry and that’s not your fault. She and I were friends a long time ago—before she cared how much everyone made. And now she has wormed her way into my friend group and you wouldn’t know that. She’s all over you because you’re hot and new, but also because you walked in with me.”

I looked at her and gave her a small smile. “Hot?”

She shook her head and looked at her feet. “You know what you look like. Come on. The hair that flops all around, the winks.”

“So why did you bring me with you to get the check in the first place?” I wanted to draw it out of her, but I had my suspicions.

“To show you off. Like a piece of meat. I feel bad about it now.” She rolled her eyes.

I bit my lips together.

She watched me do it. “No, say it. What? What do you want to say?”

“It’s just being treated as a trophy by you. That cuts deep.” I couldn’t stop my smile.

“Oh, put your dimple away, pretty boy. All this talk is going to your head.” She checked the mailbox as we got to the end of her driveway. It was empty.

When we got inside, her parents were already in bed. Gaze and Pixie Rae were in the living room watching a movie.

Gaze paused it while we were taking off our shoes. Teddi headed downstairs in the split level house, and I followed her.

“How was the party?” Pixie was cuddled into Gaze’s chest while they sat on the couch.

“Good. It’s Meg’s place so…” Teddi folded her legs under her and sat in the recliner. I sat in the loveseat and worked off the chill from outside.

Pixie pushed herself to sitting and finished Teddi’s sentence, “Fancy and slightly over-the-top?”

“That about sums it up.” Teddi looked at me. And I was caught in her stare. Transported back to holding her. Gaze cleared his throat.

“How was it for you, Ruff?” He tested out the shortened version of my name. I allowed it and dragged my attention to him.

“It was fine. I met a lot of Teddi’s friends. I think my favorite is Taylor.” I looked back to see her reaction. Her facial expression seemed like she expected as much.

“Taylor’s a good human.” Pixie wove her hand through Gaze’s. I looked at my empty fingers and then to Teddi’s. I remembered how well her hand fit in mine.

The rush was too much. Too soon. I had no time or place for these feelings.

“Ruff?” Pixie was talking and I had missed it.

“Sorry?” I closed my hand into a fist.

“Are you ready for the placement test? Ronna told me you had it on Monday.” Pixie Rae was onto me. Maybe the whole world would be. Because when I looked at Teddi, I felt like the universe crackled with noise. The force of it.

“We’ll see. I never took any real tests, so I’m not sure I’ll be able to do what I need to.” The honest answer. I had knowledge. Mom and I spent as much time in the libraries as we could. She was careful to go when school was out, so the librarians could assume I went to real school. She didn’t want to have me taken away. If there was any way I’d be reported to authorities as being in trouble, Mom and I would bolt. At first, she made it a game of hide-and-seek, and it wasn’t until I was older that I understood where Mom’s fear was based on.

Pixie looked up from her phone. “We could do a few practice tests if you want? They have them online.”

I shrugged. “Sure. That would be great. Thanks.”

I got the principle of tests, but I learned in a free-form way. Mom and I would practice handwriting on the bank of the river with a stick as my pencil. The gentle waves would give me a fresh slate at regular intervals.

“You guys want to watch the rest of the movie with us?” Gaze held up the remote.

It was on pause, so I could see they were watching Die Hard.

Teddi stood and stretched. I had to avert my eyes. It was too much. “I’m going to head in. I’m tired and I still have to catch up on any messages from Taylor and Peaches about party drama.”

I copied her and begged off. “I want to rest up for Teacher Pixie tomorrow. What time?”

Pixie smiled at me. “Just knock on our door if I’m not up yet. Whenever you’re ready, we can work it out.”

Teddi and I passed each other, inches from touching. “Goodnight.”

“Yeah. Same to you.”

I was going to have some trouble getting to bed tonight.


Chapter 23

TEDDI

WHEN I LOOKED at my phone, the messages rolled in. It had been glitching lately and sending all of them at once. I tapped on Taylor’s.

 

BIITTTCHH! There’s no leaving! Why u leave? Dammit.

 

Then there were a slew of pictures of her sad face and the inside of her nostrils.

 

Are u having mad, wild sex with Ruffian? Swirl ur hips. Do the swirl.

 

Then another video of her singing offkey with Peaches and Anders and Brutus. I couldn’t tell what the song was.

Next I had a video from Taylor lying in her bed, which was good because it meant she got home. “Call me. I wanna talk.”

I switched into my pajama shorts and a tank before popping in my earbuds. I rang her on FaceTime.

“Did you and Ruffian have the boppity sloppity?” She cut to the chase.

“No. We kind of fought. And then made up. Then I talked to Gaze and Pixie. Did you have the sloppity?”

“With whom? No. I’m here all alone. But you live with your new crush. Tell me what the hell happened. You walked in one way and walked out another.” She did a series of hand gestures that were supposed to represent Ruffian and me.

“I don’t know. It was weird. When he grabbed me, it was something.” I thought back to the party. That moment. It was intense. And I would blame it on the alcohol, but we hadn’t drunk much at all.

“You’re telling me. I was there watching it. Hell, I took a pic.” Taylor’s hair was spread out wide around her head. She went to pause for a few seconds and then I had a message from her.

It was a side shot of the hold. Taylor had really long arms, so I guessed she reached one of them to its full length to get the shot from the couch. It was a great shot. I mean from an artistic perspective, but the look on our faces was so raw, I almost felt naked in it. And Ruffian looked like he was in wonder. At me. With me.

I swiped back to Taylor. “That was something, you’re right.”

Taylor pretended to pant like a dog. “Well, Meg was an asshole soon after you guys left. She was pouting and stomping around. Eventually, we all bounced because it got awkward.”

“That had to be a lot of awkward to break up that kind of group.” I mentally pictured my friends and the others that were there. They never closed it out early. Half the party usually spent the night passed out on the floors and stuff until the morning.

They were stupid, but not drunk drivers or anything. Which was good. They were still underage drinking, but still.

“You have no idea. Well, maybe you do because you guys used to be tight.” Taylor closed her eyes.

“That was literally the last year of elementary school. A lot has changed.” I closed my eyes as well.

“Yeah. You grew your giant beanbags.” I was just listening to her now, not making eye contact.

“Don’t slut shame my fun bags.” I propped the phone up on one of my pillows and rolled onto my side.

“This conversation isn’t over. But it should be.” Taylor started softly snoring.

I woke up enough to end the call. Tomorrow she and I would hash it out again. I let sleep take me and I dreamed of Ruffian.

 


Chapter 24

RUFFIAN

I LAY ON my back looking at the ceiling. I should have been going over everything I saw in Meg’s house. Instead, I was going over everything that was said and done with Teddi. Who was I even? Partying at a rich girl’s house? Lying in my own room with a closet full of clothing? I felt the shame of it. Of having when others did not. When my community was suffering.

I was starting to see it now. How it became us versus them. Their walls insulated them from us. And we had been thoroughly outsiders my whole life. Like having no home was a crime. Like living in a tent was a punishable offense.

I sat up and rested my elbows on my knees. Maybe I wasn’t made for this task I gave myself. Maybe I could be weak and fall into this cushy life and forget everyone. Mom would be so disappointed.

I had to look at the goal. The long-term goal. When I made the decision to go to jail for something big, I hadn’t counted on hurting people. I’d only been with this family a short time, and I had fallen hard for Teddi. I liked this family. Even my brother wasn’t an asshole. I didn’t picture taking their trust and turning it into a knife that I would plunge into their backs.

This was hard. I just needed to make my feelings the same way. The Conner kids needed me. All my crew needed me. I started going over the layout to Meg’s house in my mind. Walking through, hearing my feet hit the marble, counting the doors in the hallway.

There was a really easy way to get back in there. And the second I figured it out, I looked toward the ceiling. My feelings for Teddi had to be sacrificed, too.

I pulled out my phone and texted Meg. What’s up, girl? Then I slid to the floor, forsaking the bed.

TEDDI

I WOKE UP late. My phone was next to me but dead. Judging from the amount of sunshine in my room, I was really late.

It was Sunday. No meetings today, but I had to send out a few more emails looking for more donations for the next set of Me Parties.

I had to see Ruffian. Flutters in my stomach and in my chest. I wanted to see that picture again, the one that felt like a dream that was so close to my eyes closing when I saw it. I attached my phone to the charger and then headed straight for the shower. It always took forever to power up when it was completely drained. Then it would launch a few updates. It would be a while.

When I was done conditioning my hair and putting on a little makeup, the phone was lit up and full of notifications. It was like a brief trip back in time. I scrolled through what had been sent to me while my phone was off.

I saw a tag from Meg on Instagram.

Shit. That couldn’t be good. I hit it first. Up popped a screenshot of a text message Ruffian had sent Meg. She added the caption.

“When you get a late-night booty call except it’s almost morning.” Then about ten water splash emojis.

And she tagged me. She was an asshole. I felt my rage rise up as color to my face and noticed the splotches on my neck.

I was getting played. Played by the dude living in my basement. After all that transpired between us at the party, he was texting Meg. Freaking Meg.

I scrolled through the rest of my messages. My crew of girls were warning me about what Meg had done. I closed my eyes. It wasn’t just her. It was him.

Taylor was the first to message me, so of course it was the last one I read.

 

Turn off your phone. I’m coming over.

 

I looked at my door and it was flung open. “Sorry. I had to make a few stops for my mom. But look! Coffee!”

What Taylor and I called coffee came in the signature cups but was about ninety-eight percent everything but coffee. It was just a mocha flavored milkshake.

“What the hell is he doing? Was it really him?” I entertained the brief thought of photoshop. I wouldn’t put it past Meg.

“Yeah. It was really him.” Taylor gave me a frown and touched my shoulder.

The girls were excellent internet sleuths. They had been awake and on duty before I had opened my eyes. I didn’t ask how Taylor knew, but I trusted it.

Peaches walked in my door, also holding coffee. Taylor and I gave her a smile and she held up the drinks. “Oh shit. Cool. We all have the same solution to our problems.” She got on my bed and set the extra cup on top of my end table.

“What are we doing? Burying a body? Keying a car?” Peaches took a sip of her drink and came away with a whipped cream mustache.

I shook my head. “No. We’re above all of that.”

Peaches gave Taylor a look. “She’s not above that.”

Taylor nodded. “True. We all know I can’t be trusted. At all.”

The next person in my bedroom door was Austin, also with two cups of coffee. Though I knew he’d have the real deal in his. “Ah. Great minds and all that.”

He was in a long sweatshirt that seemed to double as a skirt, fingerless gloves and Doc Martens. Every nail was a different color of the rainbow.

Taylor slapped the spot next to her. “Apple Bottom. Come sit next to Mama.”

Taylor wasn’t shy about her yearslong crush on my brother. She claimed he ruined her on guys that didn’t smell as good or look as impeccable.

Austin put both his cups down and sat next to Taylor. “Listen, jailbait. Be less attractive. Starting now.”

Austin knew about the crush and always threw flames on the fire. He had a way of being non-threatening about it, and Taylor fake swooned.

“How’d you find out?” I asked him.

“Teddi Bear, I’m insulted. You know I run an entire business on that website. No one can so much as sneeze on there without me hearing about it. Plus, I have any girls you don’t like on notifications in case they start shit. Like today.” He reached out and held my hand. “Drink your fake coffee. We’ll hash this all out.”

I did what he said, and I soon had a whipped cream mustache, too.


Chapter 25

RUFFIAN

I WAS WORKING with Pixie and Gaze in the living room on the practice test for the placement exam. It wasn’t too hard, but I had to read the questions a few times on the written portion to understand what they were asking for.

When I handed my paper in to my “teacher”, Pixie, she tutted at my handwriting. “Maybe we should have you use a keyboard. Will they let him do that?” She was asking Gaze more than me, and he only shrugged.

“I’ll google it.” She sank down into the couch and started her search.

Gaze took my paper. “I can read it.” He looked from Pixie to me and back before starting to read what I had put on the paper.

My left foot started tapping. I didn’t like this part. Waiting for results. The assessment portion of school might be hard for me if I couldn’t deal with waiting for this.

“He can. He can request it in most places. Do you like writing better with a pen or typing?” Pixie was up again, pacing.

“I’ve only done that one paper.” I pointed at Gaze. He and Pxie passed a look between them and he handed her back the paper. “Usually, I would type any stories at the library.” She started reading, apparently able to decipher what I had put down.

The front door opened and shut, Rocket barking at whoever it was. Pixie and Gaze didn’t react. So many people had come in and marched up to Teddi’s room I was starting to think they were constructing another floor on the house or something.

“This is really good.” Pixie pointed at the paper. “Like poetic good.”

“That’s correct then?” I felt like my whole body was squinting while I waited for an answer.

Gaze shook his head. “Oh no. It’s super wrong, just really pretty.”

Blunt. My brother was blunt, I’ll give him that.

Pixie gave Gaze a look of chastisement. “Stop, it’s not super wrong. We just have to discuss how most teachers would like the answer framed.” She sat down next to me with my paper. “You got the answer, but you have to reread the question and make sure you answered every part.”

Pixie broke down how the question was really asking multiple things and how to write a conclusion that looped back to the actual question.

“That doesn’t seem like fun.” I looked at her while she stared at me so long I started to wonder if there was something on my face.

“You can’t write for fun when it’s something like this. They’re looking for specific answers. Think of your answers as like your words in a uniform. The uniform they wear has to show that you have a firm grip on the subject and the way to convey that subject.”

“So write boring? And be super detailed and extra?” I took my paper back from her.

“Yeah. Try that.” Gaze opened up the small laptop next to him and brought up a new file. “And type your answers here so it doesn’t look like an old-timey drunk Pilgrim wrote it.”

Pixie hissed at Gaze.

Gaze winced and rephrased his answer, “Uh. Do your best. Reach for the stars and all that.”

Pixie tilted her head toward her shoulder.

“What? I’m trying?” He held his palms up.

I liked their banter. I knew they weren’t really angry with each other and I was happy they had talked about this among themselves beforehand. And then I tried to remember to distance myself from them. Means to an end.

After accepting the laptop, I started banging out my answers and trying to incorporate Pixie’s suggestions. I dulled it down. I made it more uniform. I pretended in my head that I had on a top hat that I tipped when I saw a woman and wrote it from that more proper place in my imagination.

My new feedback was great. Pixie’s eyes shone when she smiled. “This’ll work. But I don’t want you to lose how you wrote before this. Because that talent is something that needs to see the light of day.”

I stood up and stretched in time for Teddi and her friends to stampede down the stairs and out the door without a second glance.

Austin meandered down the rest of the stairs to the living room.

Gaze accepted the laptop and gave Austin a man shake. Then Austin came over to me and we worked out something with our hands. It was still in progress, but we were getting there.

Pixie hugged Austin and then they all looked at me.

“What?” Maybe I did something wrong.

“It’s just, Gaze and I are going back to school soon and Austin has a really busy schedule. Are you going to be okay here on your own?” Pixie frowned in a way that made me think she was concerned.

“I’ll be fine. I’ll be great.” I pulled out my phone and looked at it. There was nothing on it, but this habit seemed like a good way to make people think you were busy.

“Are you sure?” Austin twisted a ring on his left hand. “Meg and you doing okay?”

Oh, he was on a fact-finding mission. “She’s a friendly girl. I think it makes sense to make nice with anyone that wants to donate to Teddi’s cause.”

There, that should settle them down.

Austin took the ring off his finger and put it on again, over and over. “Yeah. That’s true. Anyway, you let me know if you need any help. If you need any outfit inspirations or anything.” He waved at Pixie and ruffled Gaze’s hair, though he had to jump a little to do it.

We tried the handshake again, and it was a little smoother.

With that, I had all the practice I was willing to do for the placement test. Tomorrow would be my first day of school. Teddi was supposed to be driving me. At this point, from the lack of attention from her this morning and this afternoon, I was pretty sure she might be interested in running me over instead. 

TEDDI

TAYLOR WAS DRIVING and Peaches was in the backseat. I needed to clear my head and distract myself. We had stopped at three local businesses to get donations for our parties. I made sure to take pics and post them on our Twitter and Instagram, tagging the business owners so they would get some positive press.

I could do this job. It just took all my focus and determination. Thinking about Ruffian didn’t secure things that the families needed to make a perfect day full of wishes come true.

“Did Meg say anything else?” I looked over the seat at Peaches.

“Let me check. Her stories are full of her pedicure and a bunch of selfies with filters.” Peaches flicked her finger across her screen. “Oh, wait. She has a bikini thirst trap pic set up like four minutes ago. She’s working this whole angle,” she hissed under her breath.

“Well, she has a great body. She should be allowed and proud to show it off.” I exhaled loudly. “I mean, am I nuts or did he seem into me?”

I looked from Taylor to Peaches and back again.

“Oh, he wanted to nail you to the wall like a hammer.” Taylor gave a low whistle.

Peaches piped up, “Screw that guy. Whatever. You’re a bad bitch running your own damn show. You have a great rack, a set of legs that look like they are smoother than the hind end of a baby deer.”

My hype girls. “I love you guys.”

“We know. And you’re lucky we love you because you get us to do all this crap for people.” Taylor gestured to the gift cards and baskets we’d collected.

“It makes you feel like a million bucks to make those families happy, so bite me.” I grabbed my left boob like the very gesture was an insult.

When Taylor stopped at a red light, she leaned over like she might very well try to nibble my boob. I blocked her with my hand. “Drive your car. Sweet nelly.”

Taylor turned up the music and started scream-singing over my voice. I retaliated with my own scream-singing and then Peaches piped up with the “harmony” that sounded like two goats mating.

We popped by Brutus’ house on the way home and said hello to him and a few of the football and soccer players in his basement playing bloody video games. Tasker and Anders were trash-talking into a headset.

When Tasker missed a shot, Anders flipped the small table holding his drink. In a flurry of movement, all the guys scrambled for the electronics that were getting drenched by his anger. Tasker handed me his controller to keep dry and I slid into his spot. I knew this game. Milt was a huge gamer my whole life, and when I was little, he would use me to hold his place or help him with two player story games. I was weirdly good at this game, and Tasker had my favorite gun, the sniper shot.

Brutus took over for Anders while he apologized and helped clean up. They would curse at each other now, too, but Brutus and I were in the game. I lined up a set of shots and the heads of the digital soldiers exploded one by one.

“Damn, Teddi. What the hell?”

I got in the zone. I didn’t do well with the hand-to-hand combat aspect of the game, but I had great aim. And I lobbed a few health bombs at my struggling teammates.

“Shit! She’s pulling us through.”

All cleanup was halted as Brutus and I dragged the team back from certain loss. Finally, the end game sequence came on and declared our team the winner.

Anders groaned out loud. “You all need to let my boner take a rest here. I can only get so hard. That was fucking hot.”

I gave Anders the look that I hoped clearly conveyed the fact I didn’t want to hear him talk about his dick anymore.

“Are you all going to help do work on the Me Party houses? We’re doing two this holiday season, so get your crap in order.” I set the controller down on a dry end table.

Brutus was as close as he could get to Taylor without licking her face. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but I hoped it was something by way of a date. Taylor wanted to have Brutus be her tux filler at the prom. She said her dream date would be Austin and they would both wear prom dresses, but he was too old to accompany her. Her second choice was Brutus because he had shoulders like a Mack truck and a chin dimple. Apparently, the tuxedo was emphasized best by these traits.

I thought about Ruffian and his floppy hair and white smile in a tux, and instantly daydreamed about my prom that I never knew I wanted. Until now.

Goddamn Meg. She was always getting into what I had. Since we were kids. Since we were best friends. Until I got moved into a house staff role in her head. I was helping her family with tax write-offs now. I didn’t have a rich enough family to stay friends with her in high school. We went to the eighth-grade dance separately, because she had stopped wanting to be seen in public with me. Her perceived reputation was more than I was worth to her.

She went to the private school, and I went to the public. I became the center of a lot of groups, and she had a small circle of snobby friends from her school.

It hurt when she started to do that shit to me, and it was a wound that reopened when she and I started hanging out in the same circles again. We played nice to each other’s faces. But I still missed the friendship and the memories we had that she was so quick to bury. Or flush. Or whatever she considered the right thing for a friendship that had spanned years.

But this was the icing on the shit cake. She was going to start dating the cute guy who was living in my house. I would say it was typical for her, because it was.

I’d really thought Ruffian was into me and the fact that Meg had so quickly turned him to her side made me boil all over again. She was always swooping in to make me feel awful.

And now Ruffian was the toy she wanted. And I didn’t want to fight her. I liked to believe I was too cool for this whole childish song and dance. Being gracious. Being the bigger (wo)man so I could get the good money for the Me Parties. It was a microcosm of politics. And I really disliked it right about now.

Taylor caught my eye and made the flying bird gesture with her hands. It was our special signal when one of us wanted to know if the other was ready to bounce.

And I was. So I did it back to her. Tasker got on one knee in front of me. “Come on, Teddi. You got to play a round or two with us. Anders is such a pussy and this is the weekend event. With that win we could maybe get to the leaderboards!”

They were a group of athletes, so of course they were competitive. Brutus was even closer to Taylor, who had her back pressed against the wall. Taylor made a hand signal of a crashing bird. Now, she wanted to stay a little longer. I nodded. We had room for one more, because one of our teams disconnected. I texted Milt.

 

Hey, you down for a little Code of Warfare? I’m helping some friends mop up in this tournament.

 

He responded so quickly I didn’t have to put down my phone.

 

Send me the room code. 

 

I took a picture of the screen and sent it to him. Tasker looked like he would have rather called a different person. His opinion was about to change. If they thought I was good, Milt was going to blow their balls off.

I set my phone to speaker and Milt and I traded insults back and forth. We took off at the starting chime like we always had. Run for the trees and start to gather as many weapons and ammunition as we could. We worked together in a clockwork pattern, making it seem like we were a lot more players than we actually were. We were able to pin down the opposing team while the other guys stole the resources we needed. When we had our second win in a row, they were happy to have Milt on the line. After the fourth round, they were letting him call the shots.

We went on to the tournament and came in third, which was pretty depressing, except the guys seemed thrilled with where they placed. I thanked Milt for making the team a contender.

Tasker sat back against the recliner while sitting on the floor. “How many brothers do you have again? You keep getting more, right? Like full-grown adult guys?”

“What? No. I have three brothers, my brother Gaze’s girlfriend, and now we just had Gaze’s half-brother move in. And he was at the party last night.” I kicked my legs out while they pondered my family tree.

“So the dude you were making out with is like your half-brother’s half-brother?” He scratched his neck and then his balls.

“No. Not like that at all. We adopted Gaze. And now he is a guardian for his half-brother. I’m not related to him.”

Tasker coughed out the words, “Not really.” And tried to pretend the words were a bodily function.

“You guys suck. We ladies are leaving.” As I stood up, I watched as Brutus gave Taylor his best smolder. Peaches sat up from the beanbag chair where she had fallen asleep. That girl could nap on a pointy rock.

Taylor was the last to leave and we teased her about Brutus on the way home.

“I thought you were saving yourself for my brother?” I tapped the crystal she had dangling from her rearview window.

“You heard him. I have to get older. And when I am older? I don’t want to still be rocking the big V.” She took a turn a little too fast and we all yipped.

“You good?” I grabbed the oh shit handle.

“Yes.” Taylor grimaced at me.

I went back to our original topic. “I think it would creep me out to have you date Austin.”

“Great. Another thing against us. I have competition with boys and girls, and now you won’t even support me.” She blew a raspberry in my direction.

Peaches leaned forward from the backseat. “Brutus is all about you now.” She showed us her screen.

Brutus had a TikTok of him writing Taylor’s name across his stomach. He had clearly drawn a few abs on his round little belly.

We all giggled and snorted. “Figures.” Taylor pulled into my driveway to drop me off. “The guy that likes me has one single ab.”

“I think it’s adorable.” Peaches sat back and looked at the picture longer than she should have. I got my crap together and shimmied out of her car.

Pixie’s car was still here, and so was Gaze’s truck.

“Aren’t they going back soon?” Taylor was looking at her screen but pointing at the vehicles.

“Yeah. They were helping the traitor.” I frowned at the house, picturing Ruffian texting Meg.

“Well, you did introduce them and take him to her party. So, I mean, if you want that man, maybe be a little more obvious about riding him.” Taylor put her phone down and the car in gear.

I gave her the finger. She rolled down the window and Peaches hollered out, “That’s the spirit!”

“Bitches. Text me later.” I turned my back on them and got into my house with all my stuff. After I dumped it all, I took time to organize it. I had to work on refreshing the files with the current updates and donations.

After it was all in order, I went down to the kitchen. Mom and Dad were cooking together with a musical theater album playing too loudly.

Mom was a horrible singer, but Dad was decent. She’d try to harmonize and he just smiled at her like they were making beautiful music.

I felt Ruffian standing behind me before he spoke, so I wasn’t surprised when he did. “Dinner and a show? That’s nice.”

I shot him a look to make sure he wasn’t making fun of my parents. He was smiling in a nice way, so I just agreed with him.

“How’s Meg?” I turned my focus toward my parents so he couldn’t see how angry it made me to ask.

“She’s fine.” He stepped into the kitchen as my parents ended their song. “You guys need any help?”

He was such a kiss-up. I growled in his direction, but Gaze and Pixie squeezed past me in the doorframe and swept me with them.

We started setting the table as a crew while my parents put the finishing touches on the ham and potatoes.

Pixie and Gaze set their plates next to one another, so I knew I’d be next to Ruffian. After we delivered the side dishes and napkins, we all collapsed for the family dinner.

“Austin went to his place?” I asked as I reached in front of Ruffian for the pepper instead of asking him to pass it.

He exhaled and moved my hair with his breath. I almost lost mine. I cut my eyes to him. We were so close. I pulled back, tipping the pepper shaker over in the process.

His hand shot out and caught it just before it hit the table. “Looking for this?” He handed it to me, his index finger brushing the tip of mine.

I had to focus on the simple act of eating after that. Mom asked me what I had gotten up to with the girls, and I made a point to mention stopping at Brutus’ house. It wasn’t mature. I wanted to make Ruffian feel a touch of the jealousy I was dealing with because of Meg.

Gaze and Pixie led the conversation after that, talking about how ready Ruffian was for his placement test tomorrow.

He leaned in my direction a bit, tipping his shoulder. “You need a ride to school? Gaze is letting me have the truck while he’s at school.”

“You have to go when school opens?” Did that make sense? Did he know what I was asking?

“Yeah. They have a resource teacher administering it. I guess it’ll take a few days.” He touched his fork with his index finger.

“Sure. I could use a ride.” Oh, I was being a traitor to myself. I should’ve told him I was getting a ride from one of the boys. Instead, I was happy to get the time with him.

“It’s a date then. What time do we need to leave?” Still leaning in toward me. I loved the words that were floating from him to me.

“I try to leave by seven-twelve. Usually.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket to make sure my alarms were correct. I needed more than one on school days because I worried I would sleep in.

“Whoa. That’s the butt crack of dawn. I hope I can think that early.” He took another bite of the ham. “This meal is fantastic, Mr. and Mrs. Burathon. Thank you so much.”

Polite. Why was I impressed by that? Maybe everything about him would impress me going forward.

He was a Meg flirting jerk. That wasn’t impressive and I tried to focus on that.

After dinner, Gaze, Pixie, Ruffian, and I cleaned the plates and pots and wiped down the table. Pixie caught Ruffian’s elbow after we were done and asked him if he wanted to work on a few more quizzes. He looked at me for a few beats before catching up with her.

Gaze leaned against the counter and gave me a look. “You all right?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Why do you ask?” I took a sponge and rubbed it on the counter even though I had already done it once before.

“You just seem to have lost some of your pep.” He scrunched up his handsome face.

“My pep?” I tossed the sponge back into the sink.

“I don’t know, I just... usually you’re a little more sunny. This whole thing going okay?” He gestured with his knuckle down the stairs.

“Ruffian and Pixie studying? Yeah. That’s cool.” I was pretty sure what he was getting at.

“No. My half-brother moving into your house out of nowhere. You know?” Gaze pinned his stare on mine.

“It’s your house, too. If I had a half sibling, I’d expect you to be cool with it.” It was and I would.

“You’re my favorite sister.” He held out his hand.

I put mine into it and he pulled me in for a hug. “This isn’t your sneaky way of telling me you have more siblings, is it?”

I rested my chin on his chest.

“You’d have to ask my jackass dad about that. But I don’t think so.” He gave me a final squeeze and stepped backward. “Just tell me if anything goes wrong.”

I thanked him and stayed in the kitchen as he hopped down the stairs three at a time. I think I was afraid of how right things felt with Ruffian instead. 

RUFFIAN

AFTER PIXIE RAE had declared me smart and ready, she left me to pack the rest of her things away. They were going back to school for the end of the semester. I’d see them again for the winter holiday break. I gave my brother a knuckle touch and he gave my back a slap.

And then I was in my room. I set my bedding up on the floor again before taking a shower. School tomorrow. First day ever. I felt like a freak. Learning was just part of my every day growing up. And I was stressing about how different it would all be. There were cliques when I was growing up, but we were always on the fringe. And there was always danger layered in. The unexpected could pop up and change everything.

But I’d heard about school, obviously. It was a rite of passage that I’d missed. I knew there were teachers and lunches and backpacks. Some of the kids from the woods would go from time to time. Some liked it. Some hated it. Most thought I was lucky to not have to go. Mom made sure we were never pinned down long enough for that to become a question. It wasn’t until I was older that I realized she wanted me to stay with her. And most adults would see our way of life and demand she change it. That it was endangering me.

They would be wrong.

I was making my own choices now. I was creating a whole new Ruffian. One that could get behind the walls that were built up around me as a kid.

I lay down on the floor, the hardness biting into my shoulder blades in a way that was home. Comforting. New stuff. New me. But at night, for a little while, I’d pretend I could see the stars and things were okay.

RUFFIAN

AT TWO A.M. my eyelids popped open. I wasn’t sure if she did it on nights like this, before school with such an early wake up. Either way, I was going to find out.

My complication was her. We met in front of the kitchen, her coming down the stairs, me going up. I smiled when she smiled. How was two a.m. Teddi so much softer? Her hair was loose and long and sticking up in the back. Two a.m. Teddi didn’t have to look perfect. I was betting her skin was warm from the sheets still. She went to the freezer and pulled out two Fudgsicles. I was ready for her this time.

“Let me see that.” I pointed to hers. She gave me a weird look but walked it over.

I had a pack of gummy bears I had hidden in the pantry before dinner. I held it up.

“Bought these because they made me think of you.” I opened the bag at the kitchen table. “What’s your favorite color?”

She was smiling. I felt like the smartest man in the world for causing that to happen. “Red.”

“Okay.” I washed my hands and came back, pushing the gummy treat into the Fudgsicle. I handed it to her, then I stuck one into mine as well.

We watched each other eat the Fudgsicle and deal with the gummies trying to fall out. It got pretty hilarious. We had an unspoken rule that we could only use our hands to hold the stick and had to use our mouths around the bear.

By the time I had eaten all of mine, Teddi ran hers over to the sink and had to let the bottom half fall in. She was laughing so hard, she slid to the floor.

I grabbed a dish towel and handed it to her. She had chocolate on her face and the side of her forearm.

“Thanks, I think.” She sat forward, sitting with her legs crossed at the ankles.

“You’re welcome.” Maybe it was stupid, the teddy bear/Teddi connection, but it was clearly a winner.

I sat down on the floor with her. I stretched my legs out so my socked feet were on either side of her, resting on the cabinets.

“Are you nervous?” She put her hand on my knee.

“A little.” I could confess to this messy Teddi. Two a.m. Teddi.

“Tell me about it.”  Her eyes were wide, welcoming.

“Just not sure how different I’ll be than all of them. I mean, judging from the party…”

“We shouldn’t have gone there. I’m sorry we went.” She looked regretful, her head hanging down.

“Why?” I instantly wondered if she thought I didn’t fit in as well. I knew I didn’t fit in. That was the real deal.

“I was just tempting Meg with you. And you have a whole new life you’re starting here. You didn’t need that overwhelming party.” She patted my knee and took her hand away.

“I was okay. Unless I embarrassed you or something?” I flipped my hair to the other side of my head.

“No. And really? Tasker was dry humping you. None of us can even come close to embarrassing with that guy around.” Teddi pushed her hair off her shoulder. I wanted to sniff it. Dammit.

“Fair enough.” The things I wanted to say to her were filtered through my plan, so I didn’t say them. That she made things inside my body move. I was aware of where she was at all times. Her emotions changing on her face set the beat of my heart. I was one hundred percent into her.

I stood up and held out my hand to her. She used it to pull herself up but barely. She had so much muscle. I thought of the cheer practice I had walked in on. I thought of what was under her sleep shorts and thin tank top. I was going to have to leave right now if I didn’t want her to know my feelings about her in a hot second.

I turned and left without acknowledging how much I cherished these stolen moments together. With the lights off, it was very tempting to tell her everything.


Chapter 26

TEDDI

I WENT BACK to my room lifted and crushed at the same time. Ruffian was infuriating and exciting. I closed my bedroom door quietly and then flopped backward onto my bed. I knew he’d be there in the kitchen and I’d wanted to see him. The gummy bears killed me. Silly. Small. And I loved it.

I brought up Meg. Walked him right into it and he let it pass. I texted Taylor.

 

I hate boys. 

 

She got me back right away.

 

What happened? Hottie McFloppy Hair screw up again? 

 

I sent her a whispery voice message, “Ugh, he’s thoughtful and funny and open and then he shuts it all down. Like, I feel like we are about to really connect and then he throws a wall up.”

She voice messaged me back, “He’s a dick potato. He needs to keep his tall, lanky, sexy body in his bed where it can’t hurt anyone.”

I put the speaker up to my lips. “None of that description helps me. He’s driving me to school tomorrow. Well, in a few hours. How do you think that will go?”

“The girls will love him. The boys might hate him. But the good news is, Meg won’t be there.” She ended with a loud yawn.

She was right. We had to sleep a little. I texted her goodnight and got a “goo” in return. We’d see how tomorrow went.

_______________

MY ALARM WENT off four minutes later. Not really, but that’s how it felt. I rolled out of bed, and each of my limbs had a pop of a cracking bone. Today we were going to be in pain. Luckily, there were no meetings this afternoon, so maybe I could get a nap later. I staggered around getting ready. Being a senior had perks, in that sometimes you could just show up in leggings and a sweatshirt. I still put on some makeup. I ended up in the kitchen at the same time as Ruffian, who looked annoyingly perky.

I sleepwalked around the kitchen until I had a cup of coffee. I stood in front of the fridge as I added my sweet creamer. While I added enough to make it taste normal, Ruffian started laughing at me.

“What?” I asked him.

“You might as well just have watered down cotton candy.” He pointed at my travel mug with his pinkie.

Gaze cleared his throat behind me and I almost threw my coffee over my shoulder. Instead, it just splashed a bit on my hand.

I set the cup down and went over to the sink to run cold water over the burn.

“Sorry, Teddi. I didn’t know you were spring-loaded this morning.” Gaze patted my pack. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Why are you guys up so early?” I hadn’t laid eyes on Pixie yet, but I was betting she was around.

“No good reason. Just anxious to get back, I guess.” He took two cups out of the cupboard.

Ruffian had an ice pack in his hand. “Is it bad? Do you need this?”

I pulled my finger out from under the stream. It was good. “Thanks, I think I’m all right.” I bent my finger and everything was fine.

Ruffian put the ice pack back in the freezer. “Makes sense. It was mostly creamer anyway.”

I made my lips a flat line and squinted at him.

“We got to get rolling, right?” He lifted his chin in the direction of the digital clock on the oven.

We were already three minutes late. “Shit.”

I slapped the lid onto the coffee and rushed down the stars. Ruffian was in his shoes and jacket before me. I almost walked out without my coffee and he snatched it off the stairs.

“Your hot milk?”

I took the cup from him, juggled it with my backpack, and snarled. He laughed as we hightailed it to the truck. He waited until I was buckled in to throw it in reverse.

I left my phone in my backpack as I helped Ruffian navigate to the school. He was a careful driver. I put my music on at one point and he lowered it.

“Sorry, I have to concentrate.”

I pointed out my parking spot. Even though I didn’t have my own car, I had access to enough of them that I warranted a spot. After pulling out the parking pass, I clipped it to the rearview mirror.

“Do you know where you have to head?” I grabbed my backpack and coffee as Ruffian had to adjust the car three times before it was straight. “You all right there, Coach?” I acknowledged his parking difficulty.

“Yeah, I don’t like to stay in the lines.” He gave me a wink and I could tell from his tight jaw he was nervous. “Main office. And I have to check in there because I guess they have security and stuff.”

“Sure. I’ll hang out with you until they get you settled, then I’ll get a pass to class.” When the truck was finally in park, I hopped out. We weren’t going to be late, but we did have to hustle.

He kept up easily with me. I gave out greetings and middle fingers, depending on who I was dealing with. Taylor was a double finger, which took concentration while holding a coffee.

She fell in step with us. “You got that high-octane coffee that puts hair on your balls?” She tapped the top of my cup.

“Screw you.” I took a sip and made a loud smacking noise. Taylor stepped in front of a line of freshmen and blocked them from moving forward while we went through the door. One of them grumbled.

“We were here first.”

Taylor glanced over her shoulder. “Shut it. You have to learn how to be stepped on. Your time will come.”

Ruffian looked amused. I pulled him in the direction of the office. We had to get buzzed in by safety and security first.

“Hey, Mabel. I got your new student here for a placement test.”  Mabel was about to speak before she was interrupted by the phone. I faced Ruffian. “We can sit over here until she gets a minute.” I collapsed in a solid upholstered waiting area chair. He folded into the one next to me.

The chaos of the start of the school day didn’t faze me, but I watched Ruffian’s eyes darting all around. I took a sip of my drink and watched him over the lid. I tried to think of what it would be like seeing a school for the first time. Kids were streaming in the propped open doors. There was yelling and hooting and kids with their heads down. Teachers rushed around and office staff seemed like they were in the center of information tornadoes. As the first bell rang, I watched Ruffian’s body jolt as if he had been zapped.

“Shit!” He looked around as if to find the source.

I leaned closer to him. “That’s the bell. You’ll hear it a lot today.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I know about school bells, but that one sounded more like an alarm.”

“You won’t even notice it in a few weeks. I promise.” I touched his hand that was wrapped around his backpack.

“Thanks.” We sat for a few minutes as the activity ramped up, with kids all-out running to beat the second bell. And once it had rung, jolting Ruffian again, the security officers stepped forward and started sending everyone into the main office. Mabel had a running tally of students and parents signing in. Passes were handed out. Ruffian and my personal space were crowded with legs, backpacks, and the random instrument case.

When it had cleared a bit, the two seniors in charge of daily announcements spoke up. When the line had dwindled, Mabel motioned us forward, saying in a hushed voice, “Mrs. Fartuna is expecting you in conference room A. Teddi, are you going to show him?”

I nodded. She had me fill out the pass I would need to get around the building. We had to pause for the Pledge of Allegiance, and then everyone got back to business. I opened the door and the halls were fairly empty.

“Damn. You guys cram all those kids in, huh?” He leaned forward as we passed classrooms to peer through the sliver of glass in every door.

I made a left and we walked down the alcove that had the conference room that Mrs. Fartuna was due to be in. I yanked on the heavy door and Ruffian caught it above my head so he could hold it open for the two of us.

Mrs. Fartuna had an office attached to the conference room and I gently rapped my knuckles on her doorframe.

“Teddi. Come on in. And this must be Ruffian.” She stood behind her desk and Ruffian smiled at her. He was still looking around at the walls and windows like we might be entering a jail cell and not a school.

“Yes, ma’am.” He was polite.

She came around her desk and gathered up a packet of papers from her windowsill. “You and I are going to spend a lot of time together for the next few days.” Then she turned to me expectedly. I took that as my cue.

“Is he going to take a lunch break?” I mentally reviewed my schedule in my head.

She looked at the calendar on the wall of her office. “I’ve got my break at one o’clock, so that’s second lunch.”

I nodded. “Okay, I’ll be back then.” I turned to him to assess his well-being. He still looked nervous. I pulled my backpack around to the front of my body and took out a pencil and a calculator. “These are lucky, so maybe they will help. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

Ruffian gave me a forced smile. I waved to him as I slid my backpack back on. I had to get to English. I tried not to worry about him. It felt like I was asking someone to play pro level football. Nerve-racking. I had to believe that Pixie had done a good job getting him ready. 

RUFFIAN

MRS. FARTUNA SEEMED nice enough. Teddi was hesitant to leave me. I watched her drag her feet and look over her shoulder twice before finally closing the door to the conference room.

I tapped her pencil on the thick varnish layered on top of the million-year-old conference table. It was nice of Teddi to give it to me and walk me in here. She didn’t have any idea how much screaming was going on in my head. Mom had told me that school was evil pretty much my whole life. She didn’t want anyone to dictate how I had to spend my time. “Time was limited,” she’d say. “Why do kids have to be trapped in jails for six plus hours a day? They needed to explore, create, seek out their own journeys.”

This place was all business. Fartuna slid the first stack of papers over to me. I flipped through them. Printed on one side and blank on the other. Wasting all the paper. I looked at the ceiling. Was this a sign from Mom, too? That this place was wasteful and wrong. I closed the packet.

Fartuna had two phone calls before she could get back to me. “These are not timed. You can’t use your phone or a dictionary or anything. It’ll give us a good base level of your skills.”

She pointed to the closed door in the conference room. “That’s the bathroom if you need it. You don’t have to ask. Just make sure to leave your test and your phone. I’m going to bring my laptop out here and work on this end. Just in case you have any questions.”

Mrs. Fartuna had a smile. I should probably return it, but the expectations intimidated me. Literally hours in one room with a packet of paper and a pencil. Assessment. Mom always treated that like a dirty word. I found out why for hours. I went to the bathroom twice. I felt like my brain was melting from my ears. The questions were so pointless. They weren’t getting me anywhere. I wasn’t solving problems, just answering questions. I had to stretch a few times. I knew I was grumbling under my breath when Mrs. Fartuna tutted, “How’s it going there?”

“Fine. I can’t believe there’s more of this tomorrow. It’s really something.” I tapped the paper with the end of Teddi’s pencil.

“But when it’s over, it’ll be over. And then you won’t have to do this exact test again.” She went back to typing on her laptop.

Time had never actually moved slower. I knew how many outlets the room had, how many words a minute Mrs. Fartuna was typing, and the fact that the sound of my pencil on paper could annoy me.

I still had a half hour until Teddi would pop in for lunch when the conference room door was flung open.

An angry guy stomped into the room.

Mrs. Fartuna stood with a huff. “Philip. Please don’t tell me this is about someone standing in front of your locker again.” She pointed to her office. He growled as he went before her. Before she closed the door, she told me, “You can keep going. When Teddi gets here, you can leave with her. Just flip your papers over.”

I looked down. More questions. I made sure to listen to the goings on in Mrs. Fartuna’s office, but other than a few raised voices, it sounded under control.

Teddi carefully opened the door after another jarring bell. I flipped my papers over and was by the door before she had to say a word. I wanted out. The walls were closing in on me. The sheer amount of people was overwhelming.

“Hey, is there a place where we can go outside for a few minutes?” I put my back against the brick hallway.

She looked me over from my head to my feet and back again. “Yeah. Come with me. Senior privileges.”

She took my hand and I blindly followed her. She weaved through the people and elbowed a few guys out of the way and I let her. We got to an outside door, and she pushed it open. There was a wedge of wood that she jammed under the door so it was propped open.

“Here. This is where we come out for the fields. It’s sort of half allowed to be here.” She set her backpack onto the ground. I walked outside and took deep breaths.

“That was hard.” I started to pace.

“The test? I’m sorry.” She wrapped her hands around herself in a hug. It was cold. I was using the cold air to clear my head.

“Are you cold?” I slipped off my hoodie, leaving the Austin approved t-shirt underneath. I held out my hoodie for her.

She came over and slid her arms in it. I covered her head with the hood.

“Were the questions too much?” The concern in her face was touching. Like a friend would be when they were worried.

“It’s just the amount of people. It gets to me. I’m sorry. I just need some air.” I put my hands on my knees.

“You lived in the city?” And she was right.

“Yeah, but we set the terms, usually.” My anxiety was still running my mouth and some realness tumbled out. “When I was younger, we tried to use the shelters for a while. They were really crowded. Super crowded. And I remember getting separated from my mom and then a guy found me. He was probably trying to be helpful, but his whole face scared the hell out of me. And everywhere I turned to get out of there I was running into another person. It was so crowded. I never liked the crowds.”

Deep breath in. Deep breath out. I felt Teddi’s hand rub the center of my back through the t-shirt. Her touch was a defibrillator. Shocking. Brought everything I was to life.

This was not the way to prove I was one hundred percent okay. That I was trustworthy. No damage. I peeked at her. No pity, but care in her face.

“If it’s too much, I can take you home. We can leave right now.” She looked good in my baggy hoodie, her fingers just cresting the edge of the hem.

I wanted to kiss her. I could almost feel how it’d be. When I would pull her to me, I’d have to be prepared for all the extra material, pressing it against her until I connected with her lower back. And then I’d stand up and pull her off her feet a little, kissing her mouth and finding out what this compassion tasted like.

“Ruffian?” She said my name, and part of my scrambled head thought she was asking me to actually take her in my arms. Then she touched my face with her cold fingertips. “Are you okay?”

I leaned into her hand. Maybe I was trying to warm her hand. Maybe I was trying to cool my face. I turned my head and gently kissed the end of her fingertips. I heard her inhale sharply.

Too far. I took this too far.

And then she had her other hand under my chin, pulling me up so my face was even with hers. She was looking from my eyes to my mouth and back again.

“Hey. Let’s go home, okay?” She put both her hands on my face, running her thumb over my lip. “I think you need a few minutes.”

The people panic mixed with the banging need to touch her was actually making me woozy.

Teddi let go of me and then got her backpack. In a moment she was under my arm, with her hand wrapped around my middle. I liked this. Liked her with me like we were dating. Like she was mine.

I was lost in her face, watching her process how she was getting us out. I knew there was security somewhere. Were there cameras? Maybe they could take a picture for us, while I was like this with her. Send it to me. Let me remember this moment in paper and in my heart.

Before I knew it, Teddi was opening the passenger door of the truck that I had parked like an old drunk lady a few hours earlier. I got in. Once she had started it up, it occurred to me that my stuff was still in the conference room. Except for my phone. I had that in my pocket even though I was supposed to have left it.

“How’d you get the keys?” I pointed at the ignition.

“I have a key to everyone’s car.” She watched the light in front of the school until it turned green. She was literally busting me out of school.

“Are you going to get in trouble for this?” I was starting to feel clearer.

She waved her hand dismissively. “No. I can talk myself out of anything.”

That must be nice. To know you were safe to disagree with authority because you were Teddi Burathon. Her name meant something.

“What’s really going on here, Ruff?” She looked at me before returning to the business of driving.

“I don’t know.” That’s all I could say. I couldn’t tell her that I wanted to rob people. I couldn’t tell her that I was pretty much assured to spend my life in prison for doing just that. What kind of life plan would that be for someone like her? She had her Google docs and her group of friends to make a difference in this world.

Teddi made a turn and handed me her phone. “Can you pull up the food app? My regular order should be there and pick whatever you want. We need to eat. Both of us.”

I didn’t want to take more from this family, but I was starving. My incident at school had made me hungry. I picked a hamburger meal and a drink.

“Okay, hit order and tell me what the ETA time is?” She stopped at another light and I showed her what I had done. “Perfect. By the time we get there, the food will be ready.”

I watched her phone as the food moved from preparing to bagging up. By the time Teddi told the speaker our name, the app had moved to the green ready button.

She passed the drinks for me to hold and put the bag between us. She pulled into a parking lot a few blocks down. It had a view of a creek through the thinning leaves on the trees.

Once we were settled, we got busy with passing out the food. Teddi put on the radio and we watched the birds and squirrels hop around. After we finished, I felt a lot better.

“Thanks for that. I really needed something.” I gathered all the trash and put it into the brown paper bag.

“No problem.” She grabbed a rogue napkin and cleaned up some ketchup. Then she asked, “Are you homesick?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I thought I was good, but maybe I should go back to Midiville and just check them out. You know? It’s cold out now.” I tapped my fingers on the dashboard. And that was another problem. I wasn’t supposed to interact with them anymore. How could I be falling apart this quickly?

“We can do that. You want to go on Friday? We have a professional planning half day off.”  Teddi started the truck and headed back to the house. I was quiet, thinking about what I could do, what a trip would mean to the community and me.

She pulled into the driveway of the Burathons and put the truck in park. I grabbed the bag of trash we made at lunch and Teddi and I got out of the car. On our way through the garage, I tossed it out.

“Are you missing class right now?” I mean, obviously.

“Just marketing. Taylor’s in that one. She’s liable to dress up clothes from the lost and found and make it a full-size puppet of me.”

Ronna met us at the top of the steps. “You guys are back early? Everything okay?”

She wiped her hands onto a dishcloth.

“Yeah, Ma. We had to get some air.” She hugged her mother and they started a conversation about the parties.

And that was it. That was how they dealt with Teddi. They trusted her. It was cool to see and reminded me of my mom. She treated me like a person, even when I was younger. My opinion mattered.

I walked down to my bedroom and flopped back onto the bed, pushing my hair out of my eyes. Maybe I wasn’t cut out for this job I had assigned myself. I felt lost in it all. Maybe this whole thing was stupid and my mom wasn’t meant to be remembered. I pulled my wallet out of my pocket. Gaze said I had six hundred dollars. I had bought pizzas the other night, but maybe I could get a few new tents and solar lanterns for the crew.

Teddi knocked lightly on my door. I waved her in.

“So I have to head back. The cheer team needs to meet and wants me to join in. Mom’s upstairs if you need anything. I’ll see if I can get Peaches to snag your bag.” She waited for my response, so I propped myself up on my elbows.

“Isn’t Mrs. Fartuna going to be worried?” I still had a mountain of paperwork to do.

Teddi shook her head slowly. “I texted my dad and he made a phone call while we were walking out to the truck. She’ll be ready to finish the testing when you’re ready.”

“Thanks again.” I slumped back onto the bed and it gave my upper torso a little bounce. Teddi was efficient. I had to give her that.

“No worries. Are you good for me to go? I mean, you seem good.” She stepped closer.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Thank you, though.” I covered my eyes with my hands.

This situation I was in could be really good if I just let myself walk away from all the people who had counted on Mom and me. If I decided to just think of me and put what I wanted first… I felt shame for even hosting the idea. My mother’s legacy was on me. I had to hold true to it.

I picked up my phone and saw three texts from Meg. She wanted to know if I would come over to her house later. That was a big no, but I made sure to flirt a little. I needed to get more of the layout of her place and get the people there used to seeing me around. I needed trust and lots of it.


Chapter 27

TEDDI

I WAS WAITING for Ruffian for the end of his placement test outside the conference room. He was due to finish just before the bell released us for the day. I wanted to make sure he didn’t get overwhelmed again. He’d brought his lunch and said he was allowed to eat it during the test, so I hadn’t seen him since we went our separate ways this morning.

The bell buzzed and like clockwork, the students poured into the hallways. When the door to the conference room opened and I caught sight of Ruffian in my peripheral vision, I turned and pushed him gently back into the room.

“We can wait in here. Let the halls clear out. The parking lot will be a nightmare anyway.”

His hand covered mine on his chest.

“We can go. It’ll be okay. I know what to expect now.” I looked into his eyes to check how he was really doing, and he looked good. Sure.

I was still reluctant but stepped out of the way when he released my hand.

Ruffian stepped around me like the day before hadn’t happened at all. I pushed my way to his side. He navigated the crowd, and instead of struggling to stay next to him, slipped behind him. He was tall enough to see over most people, so he picked our way out.

When we cleared the doors and the throngs of people, I came up next to him again.

“See? Easy.” He winked at me. Playful Ruffian.

I didn’t want to dwell on the stark difference in his behavior. If he wanted to put it behind him, so be it. As we walked to Gaze’s truck, we had to weave in and out of spots to avoid others backing up.

“Some people act like their car is on fire to get out of here.” I watched as somebody ran over a curb in their rush, their hubcap shooting off like a rocket.

“Seems like.” Ruffian unlocked the doors with the key fob and then came over to the passenger side. He opened the door for me and I tossed my backpack into the backseat before hopping in the passenger side.

He slid behind the driver’s seat and adjusted his rearview mirror. “Looks like we have a wait.”

“We will. Because safety and security stops traffic to get the buses out. We have like ten minutes of just hanging out.” I looked at my phone. I had three messages for my Me Parties. Two recommendations for clients and one request. I opened the request first. I could tell the email was written by someone young.

 

Dear Me Party People:

I am writing for my sister, who is suffering from lymphoma. I love her very much, and she has treatment coming. After it is over, it would be great for Betty to go to prom. It’s her dream. And her doctors have said that she might not make it there. Thank you.

Love, Ayler

 

I marked it as important and swiped up the application. I’d do business later, but I was already letting my mind wander to Ayler’s sister. A prom could be doable. Especially if we folded her into our Winter Formal.

“You’re somewhere else in your head.” Ruffian smiled at me.

“Sorry. How was the back end of the test?” I put my phone in my lap.

He tossed up his hands. “Good, I guess. I tried to do what Pixie said and make my responses as uniform and sort of boring as possible.”

I laughed. “Pixie gives good advice.”

There was a rap on the passenger side window. I was startled, but Ruffian was not. He’d started the truck while I was reading my email and was able to roll down my window. Taylor stuck her head and shoulders all the way in.

“My bitches. How’s it dangling?” She put me in a light headlock.

“Your breath smells like Fritos.” I struggled to get my face farther away from hers.

“That’s because I just inhaled a bag that Brutus had in his car.” She held out her hand for Ruffian and he gave her a high-five. “I’m always starving after school. You guys doing something today?”

Ruffian cleared his throat. “Actually, I have an... appointment in a little bit.”

I looked at him. I had no idea what his appointment was. “Do you need me to get a different ride?”

He focused on the windshield. “No. I can get you home first.”

He wasn’t elaborating. And that was fine. Everyone had their own things to attend to and I didn’t have to feel jealous or out of the loop. Even if I sorta did.

“Hey, Taylor sucks at driving, but she’ll take me.” As I offered her up, Taylor opened the door for me.

He snapped his gaze to my face. “No. You don’t have to do that. I have time.” A little bit of panic, maybe a hint of disappointment was on his face.

“No, it’s cool. I’ll catch you at home. Glad your test is over.” I snagged my backpack and Taylor hooked her arm through mine as I closed the car door.

I watched him sigh and put his head against the headrest. I wanted to open the door and ask “what?” but I didn’t.

I couldn’t frigging figure this boy out. I turned my back on him and allowed Taylor to yank me to the group of my friends hanging out by their pack of cars. I’d lose myself in the people I was used to and could predict.

Stupid Tasker was drinking in the passenger seat of Brutus’ SUV. Once Taylor and I figured that out, we made our way to her car.

“I’m not getting expelled because Tasker was dropped on his damn head. It’s a freaking Tuesday. He’s got problems.” She popped her trunk and we tossed our bags into it.

Peaches was already in the backseat making both of us shout.

She gave us both the middle finger and then grabbed her boobs. When we opened the doors, she tore into us with love.

“Seriously? You all are going to act like my face is going to make you crap yourselves?” She pretended to be super offended.

We got in and settled into our seats. “You’re not going home with Hottie McBigfeet Brother Man?”

Peaches was going to get on my nerves today. “He’s got something to do.”

I fought with myself to not look around for Ruffian and see where he was in the inching along traffic of the parking lot.

“Yeah. Meg.” Peaches snorted.

“Oh my hell, you need to not bring her up for no reason. Her existence pisses me off.” Taylor shook her head and started to move forward into the stream of cars.

Peaches held up her phone. “Sorry. I was just watching her stories and she’s all Ruffian this and Ruffian that.”

I turned to look at her screen. Meg had lighting set up like a pro. She had clearly processed the hell out of the video. And just when I was getting ready to turn away, RUFFIAN popped up in a sparkling font.

I rolled my eyes. “Man, she goes all in when she wants something.”

“Yeah. Reminds me of someone,” Peaches observed. Both Taylor and Peaches stared at me until I realized they meant me.

I felt my jaw drop. “Now I’m like Meg? Oh my God. Shoot. Me.” I slid down as far as I could in my seat before the belt choked me.

“No.” Taylor put on her blinker. “Meg goes hard when she wants something for herself. You go hard when you want something for someone else.”

I took a deep breath. At least I had that.

Taylor turned up the music and I stayed quiet until she passed the turn for my house.

“Why are you kidnapping me?” I rolled my head toward her.

Peaches’ head popped between the seats. “We broke your happy. We have to smear some ice cream in our faces to fix it.”

We were headed to Scoops. It went without saying. It was a routine and a tradition wrapped in one place. We pulled up and found three other cars from school, so the interior of the store became loud and jokey along with the treats. I got vanilla and chocolate sprinkles and thought of my Fudgsicle at night while I licked the sprinkles clean off in one swipe. We hung out long after we had finished.

I heard Taylor gasp and then she grabbed my hand hard enough to squeeze my fingers together. It wasn’t really our planned sign for impending drama, but it had evolved into it.

Peaches’ voice was just behind my ear. “Ah, crap. Don’t look. It’s Meg and your new brother.”

He wasn’t my brother, of course, but that wasn’t a fight I wanted to get into here and now. I could feel my ears and my cheeks filling with the blush of my embarrassment.

I heard Meg laughing and greeting people. I wanted to not look. I needed to not look.

I looked.

She had her arm wrapped around Ruffian’s waist, and he had his arm thrown over her shoulder. I should play it cool, but I was reacting before I could let my rational head make a plan. I stood and walked straight for them.

When he saw me, his face fell. He didn’t want to run into me here, I could tell that from how his shoulders deflated a little bit. He straightened his spine by the time I reached them both. Meg was reveling in me being there. Probably expected to see me, because she wasn’t shocked.

I stood in front of him for a few beats. I had no claim on him. We weren’t dating. We weren’t kissing. What I had going on for him was all inside me.

He waited for a second before asking, “What do you need?”

Like I was asking for something from him. Like he was a server in a restaurant or something. I looked at him from his feet to his head and back. His appointment was her.

“Not you.” I bit out.

I walked around him, running my shoulder into him slightly.

Meg made an offended sound. But she could suck on a dick and choke on it. And Ruffian was clearly all about the money. Meg wasn’t any kind of deep thinker, but guys always liked her. Yachts and beaches and mansions made guys woozy around her. And Ruffian wasn’t the exception I thought he was.

I hit the door to Scoops and moved quickly to Taylor’s car. I didn’t see Ruffian’s truck, so Meg must have driven. Of course. There was her Land Rover.

Taylor and Peaches were at the car the same time I was, clearly watching me for cues.

“That fucking girl.” I felt like crying and fighting.

Peaches hugged me from behind as Taylor got the car moving. In the second it took her to switch gears from reverse to drive, my passenger side window had a tap. I looked over to see Ruffian motioning for me to roll down the window.

“Please, Teddi. Don’t go.” His voice was muffled by the glass between us.

I shook my head once and Taylor started rolling away. Ruffian hopped out of the way so his feet wouldn’t get rolled over.

My girls were quiet with me until we were about halfway to my house.

“Why would I get so twisted up over him? Why?”

Peaches still had a hand on my shoulder. “Because he’s screamingly hot, mysterious, and dangerous seeming. You two practically glow when you’re in the same room. It’s obvious to everyone that you should be together. He’s fighting the obvious, and Meg is just a sore loser and has wanted to be you since middle school.”

I forced a laugh. “You should be a therapist. That was a little too on the nose.”

“She is 4000 percent right, though. Like, for sure.” Taylor put on her blinker when we got to my development. “You want to pack a bag and sleep at my house tonight?”

I weighed the idea. And as mad as I was at Ruffian, I didn’t want to abandon him. It would just be my parents and him. And part of me wanted to have it out with him. And another part of me just wanted to be near him again.

I was getting hopeless.

“I’ve got to do a few things for the Me Parties that require my desktop. And I want to shoot him dirty looks when he gets home. I love you guys, though. Thank you.” I hugged Taylor, and Peaches added her arms from the back. I patted them both.

“We love you.” Taylor spoke for them both, “And if you want us to come over and, like, give him a stern talking to, let us know.”

Peaches stage-whispered in my ear, “We can replace all his shampoo and soap with Nair. And then after his shower he will become a totally hairless naked mole rat.”

I left the car laughing, and I was grateful for them both.

When I walked in, the house was empty. I headed to my room and saw a yellow Post-it note on the center of my door.

 

We went to get dinner. Be home by 7.

 

That was fine. It was all fine. I closed my door behind me. Part of me wanted to stalk Meg’s social media, but I also wanted to save myself the sight of her filter perfect cutsie pics with Ruffian.

I mean, I guess they were dating. And that was fine. He could date whomever he wanted. I started the shower. I did my best thinking in the shower.

As the hot water warmed my head, I tried to reason with myself. He was just a guy in a situation. We were a foster home for him. His mom died and now he wanted a safe place to graduate.

Ruffian was not Gaze, and I was not Pixie. I wished my heart didn’t feel like it had been kicked in the crotch.

I let the conditioner sit on my head and worked on shaving my legs. It was fine. I had a business to run. I had a social life that required me to enjoy my friends. I had a great family. Ruffian would do what he wanted to do. I needed to just stop feeling the way I was feeling about him.

His stupid dimple. The floppy hair. The zap when he touched me. It was all in my head. Picturing him putting his lips on mine was stupid. I rinsed the conditioner and finally cranked off the shower. In the foggy mirror, I could see that my chest was bright red. I got my moisturizer out and rubbed down my legs and arms. I brushed out my wet hair and squeezed out the excess water over the sink.

This was fine. He and Meg would date and it’d be just fine. I put on my pink fluffy robe and wrapped my hair in a towel. When I came out of my room, I checked my phone for the time. It was six forty-five and that meant my parents would be home soon. I had to stop moping around. They would clue into my mood in no time. I didn’t want to get into it. Maybe I could tell Mom, but I didn’t want Dad worrying about me and this situation.

I cracked the door and listened, but the house was silent. I nipped downstairs to get a glass of water, and as I was filling it at the fridge, Ruffian’s deep voice scared me.

“Hey.”

“Shit!” I was stunned and flung my cup of water. The quick movement loosened my robe and I clamped my arms around my middle to keep it closed.

The plastic glass rolled toward him and bounced off his foot.

He bent and picked it up. On his way to the sink, he tossed a dish towel onto the floor where the water was. “Are you okay?”

He was standing there like he hadn’t showed up at Scoops with Meg at all.

“Don’t worry about me.” I inched forward on the tile.

“I do.” He tilted his head and pierced me with his stupid beautiful eyes. “Worry about you.”

“Well, save that for Meg. Your girlfriend.” I flipped my hair except it was wrapped in a towel, so the towel fell off of my head. I tried to snatch it, but missed, the quick motion causing my heel to slip. And then I was flailing, falling in a fairly unsecure robe. Why the hell would I come down here without my clothes on?

And then he was there. All around me, wrapping his arms tightly. My robe was open, but being pressed against him was keeping me from being naked. My heart was beating hard. This was the last place my hopeful heart needed to be.

“I’m sorry,” he offered and I felt him starting to pull away. I gripped him hard.

“Don’t move. Don’t you dare move.” I gripped his shirt hard. “I’m not wearing anything under this. And if you move, well,” I kept the pressure between us, “I’ll be naked.”

I watched as his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down while he swallowed. Where my hands were, I could feel his pulse in his neck. Pounding just like mine.

He slowly moved his eyes until he was staring into mine. “Teddi.”

I wasn’t sure if he was warning me or promising me. I heard a car door slam. “That’s my parents.”

His eyes went wide.

“If you can stand, I’ll let go and close my eyes.”

“Yes, do that but in the opposite order.”

The second he let go I clenched my robe to me and he tried to make sure I didn’t fall any more on the tile, all while keeping his eyes closed. I slipped a little, but righted myself as he poked me in the boob.

I didn’t have time to complain. I took off for my room at top speed, which was probably a weird reaction now that I was thinking about it. With my back against the door, me being in the kitchen with my robe on was not the craziest thing. But being pressed against Ruffian with my robe open definitely made me feel like I needed to run.

I heard my mom and dad talking to Ruffian. Murmuring. The boys with a deep voice, Mom with a higher one. I locked my door and tossed on some clothes. I wore leggings and an old gamer tee from Milt and looped my hair into a giant clip.

When I got back downstairs, the food Mom and Dad had picked up was getting spread out on the kitchen table.

“Hey, princess!” My dad came over to give me a hug. I hugged him back. “You in the mood for Pick-a-Pita?”

Mom had finished setting the table like a little buffet offering complete with paper plates.

“We fancy tonight, huh?” I teased her. She loved to set a pretty table, and she had to be busted or busy to break out the paper, even for takeout.

I caught Ruffian’s stare as he laid out the napkins. Why did it have to be like this? When I knew he was looking at me and he knew I was looking back, I felt it all over my body. I put my eyes on the floor, letting the feeling pass.

My father started in on his day, telling us stories about co-workers that made us laugh. All the while, I felt like I was play-acting and the deeper feelings were there, right between Ruffian and me. How was he breaking my heart so easily? I hadn’t known how thoroughly he had taken it until it cracked when I saw him and Meg on a date.

I nibbled around my pita, feeling awkward about eating. I felt pinned by his attention. Like he was going back and forth with my parents and participating, but this livewire between us kept crackling.

Cleanup was a breeze when we were finished, and I claimed I had more homework than I did just to put some space between Ruffian and me.

I called Taylor and Peaches on FaceTime and we just let the video stay open. I needed to focus on something and Peaches claimed she was investigating balls on the internet. It’d pass the time.

RUFFIAN

MR. AND MRS. BURATHON asked me to hang back when Teddi padded up the stairs like she couldn’t stand to be around me.

I wasn’t sure what was up. Did Teddi tell her parents something about the whole kitchen debacle? I didn’t see anything, and I didn’t let her hit her head on the tile, but walking in on the new guy holding your naked daughter might be cause for concern. Ronna sat down and patted the chair next to her. I slid into it.

Mike cleared his throat and started the conversation, “So we heard from Mrs. Fartuna today. She’s reviewed your test.”

He clasped his hands and threaded his fingers together. Ronna seemed excited and bubbled over in the conversation. “You’re incredibly smart! Your scores were amazing.”

“Ronna, the boy knows he’s smart.” He was smiling at her excitement.

“I know. We know. But Mrs. Fartuna was speechless. You did amazing.” She clapped her hands together.

I felt a spike through my heart with the motion. Mom would get crazy excited if I understood a tough concept. Just like that. With all the love and stuff. And I could just hear her in my head, “Of course you scored well. Of course. I told you that the buildings limit you. You are limitless, Ruff.”

“Everything okay?” Ronna put her hand on my elbow, snapping me out of it. Swallow the missing. I smiled as widely as I could.

“It’s great. I’m thrilled that it went well. I wasn’t too sure after I kind of panicked on that first day.” I looked each of them in the eyes so they could feel I was genuine. Like I hadn’t spent time learning the layout of Meg’s house. Like I wouldn’t go downstairs after we were done and look for people who would buy stolen goods after figuring out how much the things were worth.

Mike clapped me on the back between my shoulder blades. “Good show, Ruffian. You remind me of your brother.”

When they stood up and headed to the living room to watch TV, I left to go to my room. I was to meet Mrs. Fartuna in the conference room again tomorrow to set my schedule. Then she would get me books and show me to my classes. Real life. Real school.

It was killing me, but I was good at this game, for now. I tried not to picture pretty Teddi angry at me in the ice cream parlor.

I ran her quick retort through my head a million times.

What do you want?

Not you.

That couldn’t be true, not today. I felt her. I could feel her when she thought about me and our eyes would meet. Every part of my body wanted to know where she was. Kissing her might actually kill me. Like a heart attack or something. God, I wanted to kiss her.

I forced myself to sit down and draw out blueprints of Meg’s house. The codes I had learned. Marked where I had found cameras. Noted the expensive paintings and the jewelry.

It would be the toughest job I’d ever done. I wondered if Mrs. Fartuna thought I was smart enough to commit this particular crime.


Chapter 28

RUFFIAN

MY EYES OPENED at two a.m. Fudgsicle time. I didn’t have an alarm set, it was just the way it was for me. I looked around the room from the floor. I was pretty sure Teddi would not be involved in the ritual tonight. Or if she was, she wouldn’t want me there. As I made the decision to not move a muscle and to leave the girl in peace, I watched as my arms threw the blanket off of me. I was standing up and going to the kitchen. It reminded me of Ulysses reacting to the damn sirens. At least he had tried to show some restraint.

I got to the empty kitchen and stood in the middle rather uselessly. I didn’t want a Fudgsicle without her. I looked at the clock on the stove. Two oh-three A.M.. If she wasn’t here by two oh-five, I’d take it as the message it was. I stood staring at the clock, watching the numbers tick by until it got to two oh-six. I was telling myself I’d drive her in the morning, maybe, and we could talk then, when movement caught my eye. I turned my head, the focus of the digital numbers were burned into my eyes, but Teddi was there, leaning against the doorframe in the kitchen, feet crossed at the ankles and arms crossed as well.

The body language was not good. Closed off, crossed off. But I didn’t care. She was here. Which meant she’d wanted to see me as much as I wanted to see her.

She combed her hair away from her face and brushed it to the side. It fell in silk waves right back to where it was. Stubborn.

Finally, she pushed away from the doorframe and crossed the kitchen, passing close by. I could smell her conditioner. The desire was a punch to my system that made me close one eye. I wanted to sniff her head like a drug dog hoping for a treat. I took a second to get ahold of myself while she went to the freezer.

She faced me and I looked in her face.

Zap.

Straight through me. It was such a pull it felt like the world spun around us here, in this moment in time, from the kitchen. I could feel the galaxies expanding in the universe.

And I sounded crazy. Like legitimately, call the cops and see if they had a tranquilizer gun crazy. I caught the Popsicle she tossed to me. She put all her focus on opening the treat. We started eating, looking at each other, only lit by the eerie blue clock from the oven.

I could see the conversation she wanted to have in her eyes. I knew she wouldn’t want to hear my answers with the way she angled her body away from mine.

I stopped eating. Couldn’t make myself do it. I almost felt like I was on the edge of crying, at the edge of screaming. I walked toward her slowly so she could move if she wanted to.

After planning and spending the afternoon with Meg, all I could do was react to the pull I felt for Teddi. To Teddi. I dropped the Fudgsicle into the sink. I moved as close as I could to her. My socked feet on either side of her bare ones.

When she looked up at me, there was only one choice, even if it ruined everything. I leaned down slowly. She could leave. She should leave.

Instead, the ice cream fell from her hand as her eyes widened. I looked at her lips, her neck, her face.

I touched my forehead to hers. “I’m sorry. This is more important. You’re more important.”

And then I didn’t have to wonder if I was making the wrong move, because she reached behind my neck and pulled my mouth to hers.

Ice cold and tasting like chocolate and mint from her toothpaste. The clash of our lips tipped me. I hadn’t known I was standing at the edge of a precipice but her pushing against me and threading her hands into my hair were my ultimate point of origin.

I’d died a little that night when my mom did. But this, right now, was my resurrection. 

TEDDI

THERE HAD BEEN kisses in my life. But this? Right now? It was the kiss. The kiss that made everything else drop away. The kitchen disappeared. All my responsibilities and concerns vanished.

There was just him. I didn’t know where this was coming from, this need. His lips were fourteen promises and a few lies. And I wanted all of it.

When he closed his arms around me and pulled me closer to his face, the friction between our bodies was like a starting pistol. He picked me up and set me on the counter, and I pulled him between my legs and locked my ankles together.

Mine. He was mine. My whole body knew him. Home. Forever. Trust. So much trust.

We took a break for air.

He exhaled my name, “Teddi.”

I smiled at him and spoke his, “Ruffian.”

“What is this?” He looked at me, at my body, and ran his hands up my arms and held my face. “What?”

I swallowed. “I don’t know. But it feels super—”

He finished my thought, “Right?”

“Like it’s always been here waiting for us to find each other,” I offered.

He kissed my forehead, then the edge of my nose, then tasted my lips.

I moaned into him, no shame. I felt how real I could be. He was like being in a room by myself. No secrets needed.

His mouth left mine and trailed to my neck. I let my head fall back. He nip-kissed me up to my earlobe. My ears were so sensitive; I wanted to lean into him and push him away all at once.

“Kids?”

The kitchen light flicked on. My dad. My dad had just turned on the kitchen light. I pressed my lips together and let go of Ruffian. Oh, we were going to be in trouble. Huge trouble.

RUFFIAN

HEARING THE GIRL’S father’s voice when you are literally in another world filled with her is a real kick in the balls.

I stepped back and rubbed my temples. I actively tried to picture anything to take my boner down a few notches. Nothing was working. I kept my back facing Mike for a few more beats before coming to my senses.

“Let me clean that up for you.” I reached past Teddi who flinched as I ripped off a handful of paper towels. I dropped to one knee and started mopping up the melting ice cream. It was super melted. How long had we been making out? Enough to turn half this ice cream to soup.

“Teddi, can you go to your room? Ruffian and I have to have a discussion.”

Oh God. He was going to kill me. I hadn’t figured him for a man of violence, but I had just been about to start dry humping his daughter in his kitchen. After all this family had done.

Teddi didn’t say anything, but a quick glance told me she was embarrassed. Her cheeks were super red. Her ears, too.

I moved a little to toss out what I had, and my stupid boner wasn’t reading the temperature of the room at all. He was just down there living in his own party. I felt like I was juggling a stick between my thighs.

“Everything all right?” Ronna’s voice made my whole body wince.

“We’re good guys. And Dad, whatever you say to Ruffian, I want to be a part of. We were both here doing this.” She slid off the counter with another handful of towels. She helped me clean a little. We touched hands and the meat stick that was starting to deflate perked up again.

“What happened?” Ronna was lost.

I peeked over my shoulder and the good news was my boner immediately called in a surrender. The bad news was Mike looked like he wanted to rip my head off and stack it on top of a snowman. In another state. Possibly another country.

Teddi sighed and stood up. “Ruffian and I were kissing.”

Ronna’s eyebrows shot up and then she got a little smile. “Oh well, I see.”

“Dad, you can’t give him any grief. I kissed him. He was just here for ice cream.” She pulled on her t-shirt that had ridden up in the back from all the kissing.

“Teddi, I came down because I heard noises and I wanted to make sure everything was okay. I need to process this.” His jaw was clenching and the veins in his neck were sticking out. 

TEDDI

“WELL, THEN LET Ruffian by, and you, Mom, and I will have it out. But it’s not on him.” I grabbed Ruffian’s wrist and pulled him past my father. I let go so he could descend the stairs. “Go get some sleep. You have to drive us in the morning.”

I was pleading with him. Dad was going to be fine. This was embarrassing, of course, but not the end of the world. He’d seen me kiss a few guys I’d dated in the past. He didn’t like it, but he was able to keep himself in check and be realistic about my life being about my choices.

“Listen, if you need me to leave, Mr. Burathon, I totally understand. And anything you’re going to do to discipline Teddi, I should have those same consequences.” He was standing on the second step from the top, making him almost my height. “You guys have been nothing but nice and generous and I took advantage of that by hitting on Teddi.”

Hitting on me? I had felt that kiss sculpt my future. Hitting on me?

Mom came to our defense. “Listen, as long as you were both willing participants and everyone is okay?” She looked from me to Ruffian and back again. We both nodded. “Let’s go to bed, get some sleep because it’s just Wednesday tomorrow and we all have a long day. We can talk about the repercussions of this in the light of day. Get some clarity.”

Mom came up to me and hugged my shoulders and kissed the side of my head. Then she held out a hand to Ruffian who took it. Mom just stood there for a minute before smiling with tired eyes. “Let’s get back to bed.”

She let go of Ruffian’s hand and turned away from us. She dragged a very unwilling dad back up the stairs to their room. I stood there in front of Ruffian, waiting to see what he would say. It took my parents’ room door closing before he put both his hands in his hair.

“Well, I really fucked up. I’m sorry, Teddi. I should’ve never kissed you like that.” He shook his head.

“I would never apologize for the kiss we just had.” I pointed back at the counter where I’d been mortified to be caught by Dad, but before that, well, it was a whole new set of feelings. I wanted more of them.

He looked at his feet and shuffled them a little, holding onto the handrail tightly before lifting his gaze to me.

Zap.

Again with that feeling. And now it was attached to a whole new memory. It felt like the start of something.

“Are you dating Meg?” It seemed like a fair question considering what had just occurred.

He exhaled like the question had taken the wind out of him. He looked at me, pained, and shrugged. Freaking shrugged. It was like a gunshot to the feelings we had just created. Or maybe he was like this with all the girls. Just eating ice cream and kissing them and breaking their hearts.

“Okay.” That was all I was willing to say. I stood there, shaking my head. “Okay.”

That was fine then. This was fine. I needed to get away from him. Put space between us. I turned on my heels and hustled up the stairs. I thought I heard him say my name again, but I didn’t react to the tug on my heart. This freaking guy. My body was starting to fall in love with him, but my head knew I was getting played.


Chapter 29

RUFFIAN

I HEARD HER door close and I gripped the handrail hard. I was hurting her. Hurting her after kissing her. Having her in my arms. Willingly in my arms.

I was a traitor to my mother’s memory and a traitor to whatever was between this girl and me.

Some things were majestic and untouchable. An awe-inspiring landscape. The gentle fall of snow in the middle of the night. A sunset. And Teddi’s kiss.

Have you ever felt like you had everything you ever wanted? I’d had that feeling. Been in touch with what made living a purpose. Making sure that people who needed stuff had it. Wherever that feeling came from, the one that made you feel like you had wings? The one that made you feel warm inside knowing that something you did helped—truly helped someone? That’s where Teddi lived inside of me. That same warmth. That same correctness.

Pushing her away felt like trying to wear a pair of pants as a shirt. It barely worked.

I turned around and descended the stairs to my room. In the morning I’d have to deal with Teddi and what I’d done. I’d have to speak to Ronna and Mike about not being respectful in their house and with their daughter. I closed my door and settled back onto my blankets on the floor. I looked at my phone when I got a text. I was hopeful it was Teddi, and that somehow she knew not to believe a word I said and only believe in the kiss we shared, but instead it was Meg.

I touched the notification and the picture took over the whole screen. She was in a bra and had her red lips pouted. Meg was coming for this. The relationship. Me. And I knew it was to have something of Teddi’s. That’s the way Meg looked at it anyway. The girl that had everything still didn’t feel like it was enough. 

_______________

THE NEXT DAY sucked balls, that was for sure. When I woke up, Teddi was already gone. She may never have even gone to bed. She was gone and Mike was gone as well. Ronna met me in the kitchen with her hands wrapped around a coffee mug. She made me an egg with orange juice as I apologized over and over.

She sat down at the table with me, setting her refreshed coffee down. “Listen, sweetheart, we understand at your age—the age you and Teddi are—there’s going to be stuff that can happen. We just want to make sure you are both safe and happy. That’s our goal here. And to help you as Gaze’s brother. For us, that makes you family. But I have to warn you, Gaze is crazy about Teddi and so is Pixie.”

I interrupted, “Mrs. Burathon, again, I am really sorry.”

She held up her finger to stop my words. “Apology accepted. Teddi and I had a talk this morning and she really set the stage for me, so I hope what occurred doesn’t make you uncomfortable.”

“What did she say occurred?” I stopped eating altogether.

She sighed and tilted her head in one direction and then the other. “She and Meg go way back. I’m not sure if you know that?”

I nodded once.

“Well, Teddi told me she wasn’t proud of what she did—that she kissed you just to stick it to Meg, mostly. We talked about how it was wrong. That interfering in your relationship with Meg was coming from a place that wasn’t okay. Wasn’t genuine. I hope you’re okay.” She pushed her lips to one side while she considered me.

“I’m fine,” I managed to mumble. That wasn’t the real thing. Meg was happening around what I felt for Teddi. Whatever the cosmic colliding that was making me be near Teddi felt like a necessity. I couldn’t be wrong about that. Could I?

“She promised she’d apologize later. And if you need her to talk to Meg, she will.” Ronna took a sip of her coffee.

I cleared my throat. “No. That won’t be necessary. I think it’s better if we all move on from this.”

She set down her coffee again. “Okay. Again, we want you comfortable. Teddi promised to steer clear of the kitchen at two a.m. She wanted me to tell you that exact thing.”

Message received. She was done with me, and I couldn’t blame her. The Meg thing sucked. But it was also my only lead in doing what I needed to do.

Thanks a lot, Mrs. Burathon. I appreciate it.” I pushed away from the table. It was time to drive to school and figure out my new life without Teddi by my side.

I hadn’t counted on how lonely my plan was going to make me. It was a quiet ride to school, and the whole time I thought of her lips. 

TEDDI

I’D GOTTEN OUT and walked a few blocks early this morning. I’d never gotten more than a few minutes of sleep. I was angry, sad, and confused. The kisses were everything. And then just with a snap of his fingers, it was nothing.

I slouched down in my chair and looked at Taylor across from me in French class. She pinned me with her stare and mouthed, “Sorry.”

I thought she was referring to the incident last night that I had relayed to her on the car ride over.  But instead, she flipped her phone’s screen toward me and then covered it with her hand. “Meg posted. Do you want to see?’”

I knew I wouldn’t enjoy what I would see from the way she was holding her hand. I shook my head and leaned forward. After feeling the wave of sadness, I rested my head on my arms. In no time I was asleep. When I was jolted awake by a feeling—a feeling of being alone—I woke up to empty chairs. I looked around the room. The lights were out. My only clue was a note written in French on the whiteboard.

I had to pull out my phone to translate it.

 

We’ve gone to the library to do research. Please join us if you wake up.

 

Groaning, I gathered my books just as the bell rang. I headed for the door. Clearly, I had some catching up to do because Taylor would never leave me in the lurch like that. She’d wake me up. I was sure of it. And I also knew that the girls would give me the business hard as soon as possible.

When I sat down next to the girls during lunch, there was a plate on the table by my spot. It had a French fry and a croissant that someone had saved from the morning breakfast. Which was annoying because I hadn’t fallen asleep until way after second period. But someone was being a smartass.

Peaches poked at the pastry. “I thought I was going to have to eat it so I’d have some food in my stomach so I could take my period medicine.”

“Whoa. Go easy on the big words, Einstein.” Taylor broke off the tippy edge of the treat and popped it into her mouth. “It’s wicked stale. I hate this.” She pointed to her chewing mouth.

“You don’t have to keep eating it, you know.” Peaches handed her a napkin.

“No, I do, man. I’m not trying to junk up the planet with my poor decisions. This will take the entire ride in my body.” Taylor made a face as she swallowed it down.

“So, why did you all ditch me in French?” I should eat, but I was still low-key looking for Ruffian.

Taylor gave me a sad smirk. “Teacher wouldn’t let us. Said you probably needed it. I’ve got the notes, but keep that shit up and you’ll get in trouble.”

I felt Ruffian in the room before I saw him. His stare sent a signal to my brain. I had to look. I didn’t have the willpower to ignore him.

When I found him, he looked as tired as I felt. Scruffy but cuddly, too. Dammit. I stopped when our eyes met from across the cafeteria.

He opened his mouth slightly, possibly around my name. And then he came to a stuttering stop. Instead of coming to sit with Taylor, Peaches, and me, he looked around for a different table. The only one available was empty save for Bushnell and Picks. They liked to burn things. I watched as they shot daggers at Ruffian as he sat.

“Shit,” I said it out loud. I couldn’t do it no matter how much I wanted to make a point. I wasn’t built of the stuff that would allow him to be treated like an outcast. Even if he was playing me, I could make it so he didn’t feel lost.

I grabbed my bag as I stood. “Catch you all later. I have to go sit with him. No choice.” I stepped over the cafeteria table bench.

Taylor stood as well. “We don’t bail on you, asshole.”

Peaches nodded. “Unless the French teacher tells us we have to.”

Taylor tilted her head. “That’s true. Oh wait, you might not have to worry.” She grabbed my arm. “The junior theater ladies are alllll over him.”

When I glanced over my shoulder, he was greeting the new slew of girls that had beaten me to the punch. Bushnell and Picks got even more surly, if that was possible. They liked their space and now Ruffian and his girl squad was encroaching on it. Ruffian was already smiling.

I bit my bottom lip. “Okay, fine. I’m going to the library then. He’s all set.”

Taylor and Peaches sat back down as I took the long way out of the cafeteria. I got a pass from the vice principal that was monitoring the lunch period.

I could stew in the quiet there. My heart felt like it was made of tissue paper and he was pouring water on it. Destroying it from the outside in.

Maybe I was wrong. Maybe my heart was wrong about the soulmate crap. The zing that felt like my whole system was attached to how he felt about me.

I had a free period after lunch, so I just stayed buried in a couch at the end of the stacks. I was planning on researching alopecia for the Me Parties, but instead I tore up little bits of paper from my notebook. Tinier and tinier.

Living with Ruffian was going to be hard. Harder than hard. Practically impossible.


Chapter 30

RUFFIAN

I WAITED FOR Teddi in the parking lot for a bit. We hadn’t discussed the change in me driving her in the morning or home in the afternoon, so I didn’t want to bail. She was pissed. And she had every right to be. I put my head against the headrest as I stared at the ceiling. The kisses we shared hadn’t left the front of my mind, the back of my eyelids, nor the ache in my heart.

I’d learned that night that I could taste empathy from her lips. I could feel hope on her skin. A blinding forever taunted me.

I opened my eyes and scanned the lot for her. I saw her hair first. The sun caught it and she pushed it over her shoulder. I caught her stare, and she held mine. Her hands touched her bottom lip, before she shook her head and looked at her feet. She would be terrible at poker. But she was excellent at making me wish I could push against time and be back in the kitchen with her.

Taylor threw an arm around her. I watched as they piled into her car. I was free to leave. Teddi had a ride. I was disappointed. Just seeing her made that feeling inside burn.

I looked at my hands on the steering wheel of Gaze’s truck. It felt wrong. It all felt wrong. Being with Teddi was right in a way I hadn’t felt since ripping off my last job and distributing the products to the community.

I was desperate for another hit. I knew where I was headed next. I pulled out my phone to see ten text messages from Meg. I ignored them and set the map app to my next destination. It was time to start the process I was headed toward. 

_______________

THE PAWN SHOP in Poughkeepsie wasn’t easy to find, but I had been there plenty. When Mom and I would score something unusual or of high value, we would go to Four Brothers Pawn Shop. They were known for keeping things on the downlow. It was far enough from Midiville that we were far less likely to be caught.

I parked the truck in the municipal lot a few blocks away and took the rest by foot. When I hit the door, the clump of jingle bells trilled. Simple but effective way of announcing my arrival.

I didn’t recognize the woman that came out from the back of the store, rubbing her hands together.

“You need something?” The lady had an impressive array of tattoos, all done in black and white and gray.

“Yeah. Thanks, I’m here to see if I can talk to Lynx?” He was the one my mom had dealt with the most.

“Ah, he’s serving a bit of time. Can’t get to him for another two years. But I think I know who you might need to talk to, if Lynx was doing your business. Give me a minute.”  She pulled out her cell phone and started typing away on it.

I looked in the glass displays. For a pawn shop it was set up pretty nice. The jewelry wasn’t clumped up in a pile. Instead, it was spread out with careful, tiny white tags denoting the prices.

All of it was too expensive. It was that way by design. Four Brothers Pawn Shop didn’t really want your business. Well, they did, but anything that made them money went on in the back room, not here on the sales floor.

She looked up at me. “Lock said he’d be here in just a few. He was running errands.”

After lifting up a divider, she waved me behind the case with her tattooed fingers. I had to turn sideways to fit through, but then I followed her to the back. Weaving between cleaning tools and a swinging door, we went down the hallway I recognized from the last time I was here with Mom. It felt much more ominous now. Mom had a way of bringing the friendliness out of any situation. She was funny enough that she usually got a laugh out of even the most intimidating looking people.

Here on my own it felt way more dicey. I thanked the woman. “Hey, can I get your name? I really appreciate this.”

“Always be friendly, Ruffian. You never know if it will help someone have a better day.”

I wondered if I’d get used to the fact that Mom’s voice was only an echo of a memory now.

“Tisha. And thank you, handsome.” She gave me an exaggerated wink as she opened a door. Beyond that was an office desk with chairs on both sides. “Have a seat.”

I thanked her again and sat in the industrial looking red chair. I got the impression I was being warned without words from poking around. I had no doubt that there were cameras on me now.

Tisha closed me in. I wondered if the door was locked and tamped down the rising panic. I had to remind myself I hadn’t done anything wrong. Yet. Well, except for making out with Teddi in her kitchen and betraying the trust that my brother and the Burathons had given me.

I was sitting for about ten minutes before a guy opened the door while talking, I assume to Tisha. “Thanks, lady. Ember says hi. And Becca.”

He turned toward me and held out his hand. I stood to take it. We shook quickly. The guy wasn’t too old. I expected, like, an old man that smelled like salami. At least, that’s what Lynx had looked like.

“Sherlock,” he offered me his name.

“Ruff.” I left off the rest of my name. Not sure why, just an instinct to give as little as possible.

“What brings you here?”

Lock started looking through the papers on the desk, clearly planning on multitasking during our meeting.

I hadn’t put it into words to anyone. This plan, my impending future, had never existed on my tongue, being formed and put out into the world.

“I’m wondering if you guys could turn around a profit for me on a job I’m working on.” I watched as his fingers stilled and he slowly put his eyes on my face. One eyebrow went up.

“What are we looking at?” He sat in the chair opposite me and folded his hands on the desk.

“Artwork. Original. Some very rare stones.” I hoped I sounded like I knew what I was talking about. Thirty Old Navy coats were very different than taking something that the cops would actively be looking for.

He exhaled and tilted his head from one side to the other. “That depends on the kickback on that kind of product.”

“I understand. I’m not asking for any help; I just want to know if you can liquidate that type of thing.” I mirrored his hands in my lap. Calm, collected.

He rubbed his chin, the scruff making a scratchy noise. “Tisha said you worked with Lynx in the past?”

“Yeah. My mom and me.” Did that make this less likely or more? Bringing up my mom to a guy that was probably in the mafia seemed like a pussy move.

Lock smiled broadly. “Man after my own heart. I love my mama.”

“She passed. My mom.” Why was I telling him that? It had just fallen out. I was so connected to her here, in this place where we’d been before.

“I’m so sorry to hear that.” Genuine concern on his face. “My condolences.”

I nodded rather than responding. It still felt surreal.

“Let me get word to Lynx and speak to my boss and I’ll leave an answer with Tisha. Come back in three weeks, okay?” He stood and I did the same. He thrust out his hand for a shake again, and as I committed to it, he slapped my bicep.

“I can do that.” Three weeks. That was plenty of time and hardly any at all. Lock opened the door for me and I had no choice but to walk through it. When I went to leave out the front, Lock corrected me.

“No, man. You come in and out here now.” He pointed to the side door. He demonstrated a patterned knock on the wall next to the door. “Do that here to be let in from now on. Sometimes we’ve got heat out front.”

I copied the knock and he smiled. “You got it. Again, so sorry to hear about your mom.”

I walked out the back door and oriented myself for a second before setting off for the truck. I had a plan now. Well, I had the back end of a plan. My phone buzzed in my pocket.

Meg.

 

Are you ever going to respond? What the hell?

 

It was time to work on the front half.

 

On my way. 

 

I felt slimy when I hit send on the text.

TEDDI

TAYLOR DROPPED ME off at my house. We had collected a few more donations, which made me feel good. When I walked into my house, my parents were in the kitchen. I came in and set down my books and the new envelopes by the front door, then I trudged up the stairs.

Mom and Dad stopped the conversation they were having to look at me.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Mom was the first to move, putting her arms around me. I buried my face in her shoulder.

“Nothing.” I held on to the hug while she squeezed me in return.

“Doesn’t look like nothing.” Dad frowned.

“Just teenage girl stuff.” I gave him a floppy thumbs-up.

“Have anything to do with Ruffian?” Dad’s fist clenched.

“No. Nothing at all. He’s seeing Meg, so you don’t have to worry about the kissing stuff.” I pushed away from my mom. She ran her hands through my hair and touched my cheeks.

“Pretty stuff, I’m so sorry. Boys are garbage.”

My father coughed. “Ronna, you have sons. And me.”

She ignored him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No. I’d like to forget about the whole thing. It was stupid. Can we just act like nothing happened?” I crossed the room to my father and hugged him as well.

“Ugh. Really?” I could hear the resignation in Dad’s voice.

“Yes.” I let go of him and went to the fridge. I was in the mood for a gallon of ice cream, but dinner was marinating on the counter, so I grabbed an apple instead. “He’s had a hell of a time. His mom died. Things are very new. We have to have compassion.”

They would listen to me. That was the cool thing about them. I could say that and they would do their best.

“You still okay with him here?” My father’s fist was clenched again.

“Yeah. I mean, unless he moves in with Meg, he’s got nowhere else.” I shrugged. I could be mad at Ruffian all I wanted, but I would never deny him shelter when I knew it was something that was scarce for him.

My mom touched my hand. “That’s my girl.” Pure pride.

“Get any donations?” I switched the subject back to business. I was going to be just fine. Push through this. Whatever this was with Ruffian.

My father dug into his pocket and pulled out a few envelopes. “Yup. The usual people donated.”

I took the envelopes from him. I had to record the ones by my bookbag and see what supplies I could order. “Thank you. I’ll get you the thank you notes and put them in your messenger bag tomorrow.”

He nodded and looked at my mom. They had to continue their conversation that my being home had interrupted. I left them to it. I had so much to do, I couldn’t even think about Ruffian. Not for a second.


Chapter 31

RUFFIAN

MEG WAS CURLED up next to me, her leg thrown over mine as we watched a YouTube video about the best beaches in the world. She liked to stop the video from time to time to tell me where her parents had stayed when they visited each of them. I found that was a lot of what Meg bragged about. Things that her parents did. Or were doing. Or had owned. They seemed to travel without her a lot. I think she missed them. I was analyzing her while I spent time with her.

She loved to talk, and I could listen. Everything was analyzed through the lens of securing the bag. I had my eye on two paintings that seemed to be worth quite a bit from the Google searches I did. And they were on the smaller side, so that was good. The jewelry in Meg’s room was pricey, but the real moneymakers were in the main bedroom. They had a safe and Meg had shown it to me. She spoke the numbers out loud as she punched them in and I started to feel a little bad.

She was trusting me. Desperate for someone to pay her attention and be impressed with her. But then I reminded myself that rich people had insurance. They would get the money back from the things they lost. It’d be okay.

I ran through the numbers in my head over and over. I had to remember them. Now that I had a place to sell my ill-gotten gains, it was time to get them.

“And then, of course, we have the ski trip. You can come with me this year. It’ll be crazy. We have a few houses rented for two weeks. Everything you could want. Spa, indoor pool. A really sexy outdoor jacuzzi.” She gave me her doe eyes. I smiled.

“Does your whole family go?” Whole family meant her and her two closest cousins and her parents.

“Oh yeah. We have to. They do house maintenance. It’s just easier to get out of their way. The guys come in and repaint, Mom has a few rooms redecorated. The usual.” She stopped the video and cued up the ski resort we’d been talking about.

I’d never been skiing in my life, but it looked fun. “I have to stay in school. You guys have a break we don’t have.”

“Well, we only have one week off, but we do this every year, so I just have my parents call in sick for me. You could do the same?” She made her fingertips walk up my arm.

“I’ll let you know. Thanks for the invite.” My phone buzzed and I pulled it out.

 

From Gaze. Hey, can we talk? I have some questions.

 

I took it as my cue to leave. I knew this confrontation was coming, and now that Gaze had fired the warning shot, I was going to have to go all in. Of course, he’d heard about the kiss with Teddi. And probably that I was hanging with Meg right now. She had posted a few Snapchats with us on the couch. I knew that shit was public.

She stood as well and pouted. “Things were just starting to get good. I wanted to do a bathing suit packing session for you. I could try on the suits, you could watch.” She lowered the strap of her shirt.

“Oh man, you’re killing me. It’s my brother. I can’t let it wait. I bet you look amazing in all of them.” I gave her a wink and then responded to Gaze.

 

Give me five minutes and I’m all yours.

 

Getting Meg to let me go took a little bit more flirting and then actually peeling her fingers from my forearm. I was finally able to get outside and to the truck. After texting Gaze that I was available, FaceTime started ringing through. I took a deep breath and answered it. I’d never been accountable to anyone but my mom in my whole life, so this was going to be weird. He was sitting on a couch, and just off to his side I could see Pixie’s shoulder clad in a pink sweater.

“Hey, guys.”

Pixie’s hand appeared on the screen. “Hey, Ruffian. I have to leave to go to a study group. Talk to you soon.”

Gaze watched spots beyond the camera for a while and then refocused on me when I heard a door close.

“So.” His stare held questions. I still wasn’t sure what I was going to say.

I decided to go with nothing and gave him a slow head bob instead.

“I’ heard you and Teddi were kissing, but you’re dating someone else. What gives?” He propped the phone on something in front of him. It was about coffee table height.

I rubbed my temple with my thumb. “Things are a bit complicated. I’m sorry I kissed Teddi. It won’t happen again.”

“Hold up. You said you kissed her, but she was saying she kissed you.” He put his hands on his jean-covered knees.

I felt my heart thump and bruise a little, knowing she was defending me to Gaze. “Let’s say neither of us complained. It was late, she’s beautiful.”

Was I saying too much? Not enough?

Gaze kept his steely eyes on mine. “Are you seeing Meg?”

I shrugged again. “That’s where I’m coming from right now. Nothing official. We’re just hanging out.”

“That’s fair.” He bit his tongue lightly. “Listen, how was school? I heard you tested great.”

Now that was a switch. I wasn’t foolish enough to think that I was out of the woods yet, but I allowed the topic change.

“School’s crowded. I did test fine, so the GED shouldn’t be too much of an issue. I met some people today at lunch. They seemed nice enough.” Just giving him snippets of my day to paint him a picture. He shouldn’t have any guilt, if that was the emotion he was trying to feel. I was getting more of a big brother protecting the little sister vibe from him. Which made sense. Gaze had known the Burathons far longer than me.

“That’s great news.” Gaze nodded. “We will have to talk about college and stuff next time I’m home. Do you have a major in mind?”

Breaking and entering? Was that allowed? I had to humor him now, because he didn’t know I didn’t have a future. I would do a job in jail if I was lucky.

“I don’t know if I can pick yet. I wanna find out what I’m interested in.” That seemed safe.

“Very good.”

Then there was a prolonged silence.

“Is that it? I mean, are you and Austin going to take me out back and defend Teddi’s honor or something?”

“No. Teddi can take care of herself. She and I had a big conversation prior to this phone call, and she seems good.” He picked up a can of ginger ale and took a sip.

“Okay. When are you going to come back next?” This was the conversation brothers were supposed to have, I think.

“I wanna come back next weekend if Pixie and I can get the time. So you and I can get to know each other a bit more.”

I tried to read between the lines. Was he coming to assess how I was behaving myself with Teddi? Or was he genuinely trying to make a connection?

“Sure, man. Let me know and I’ll try to be around. Thanks for checking in.” I hit the disconnect button and gave the black screen the finger.

I didn’t think having my brother around was going to do good things for my stealth operation. I’d have to put away all my notes and plans that I had jotted down on the back side of advertisements in a better spot. My gut told me Gaze would be hard to fool. I had to make sure I didn’t make any mistakes. 

_______________

WHEN I GOT back to the Burathons’ house, they were in the living room watching TV. I waved to them and went looking for Teddi. She’d had a conversation with Gaze and again blamed herself for our kiss. I needed to make sure she was telling the truth. I wouldn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable even though I had grand plans. I rapped my fingers on her door, startling her. She looked up from the telephone screen with a jump.

“Sorry. Not trying to scare the shit out of you. Can I get a word?” I stepped into her doorway but waited for her permission.

“Yeah.” She set her phone down and uncrossed her legs. I tried and failed to not get distracted by the miles of them that she unfurled and then hung over the side of the bed. She was a vision, as usual.

“You spoke to Gaze?” I stepped in another pace.

“Yes. And Pixie and Milt and Austin.” She looked annoyed.

“All about me?” I felt like a crapbag knowing she was busy lying to all of her people for me.

“Not all about you. Some of it was about the Me Party.” She dragged her hands through her hair and made a ponytail that she tied in a knot.

“You got one coming up?” Seemed like a polite thing to ask.

She sized me up then, like she was seeing me for the first time. “We could use you. The football team is helping with yard work and house repairs, so that would be a great crew for you to start with.”

I didn’t like the thought of working with the football players, but if it made Teddi smile like a damn saint, I could try it.

“Feel free to bring Meg. I’ll put her to work, too.” She picked up her phone as it buzzed.

I felt like I could see the fate I was ignoring like a mist in the room. It felt wrong. Pretending to date Meg instead of being here with Teddi was grating.

I was being dismissed, and I got that. I exhaled and looked at my feet. I’d have to do something else. Distract myself until two a.m. I would try the kitchen again even if I had to sit in the dark by myself.


Chapter 32

TEDDI

I FELT WHEN Ruffian was gone before I saw the empty doorway. I had to focus on the event. In order for it to go smoothly, I had to make sure I had jobs listed for everyone and a detailed schedule of what happened and when.

The event was only as good as its volunteers. I put my pencil to my lips and watched as the Google doc on my phone became a blur.

Getting Ruffian out of my mind was taking a huge amount of effort. I needed sleep. I also needed to craft the Remind app text messages so I could be sure little Larissa would have everything she could dream of.

After I got that done, I put my phone on the charger and slid under the covers. I wanted to sleep all night. Instead, I opened my eyes at exactly one fifty-five. Kissing time. Ice cream time.

I could have sworn I heard the stairs creak. Which could mean a litany of things. Tiger liked to poke around the house at night. Sometimes Rocket made my dad walk her, too.

Lots of reasons.

Plenty of reasons.

I was out of bed and even had the audacity to check my hair in the mirror on my dresser before heading downstairs. It was my house. My ritual.

I walked into the kitchen without turning on the light. But Ruffian’s hulking form was not silhouetted by the light coming in from the moon. I slumped my shoulders. Why was I hoping in the first place? I wasn’t that hard up for a kiss. I walked over to the counter and put my hand on it where Ruffian had lifted me last night.

The light switch came on and I turned slowly. Ruffian was sitting at the kitchen table and my stupid ass smiled at him. I had to force it off my face.

He stood up and came closer to me. My heart was pounding in my throat and my fingertips. Promise. That’s what was going on here.

When he was close, but not touching, he whispered to me, “You’re not supposed to be here.”

I needed to tell him to go to hell. To walk away and flip my hair and ignore this man, get my ice cream, and eat it in my room.

“I wanted to see if you would be here.” I pulled my shoulders back.

“I’m here.” He opened his arms and held his hands palms up.

“What are you here for?” I folded my arms across my chest. I was betting he would tell me he was getting a glass of water or an ice cream. There was no way he would be here for me after all that happened yesterday.

“Teddi, I don’t know. I just had to be here in case you were expecting me.”  He took a step closer, hands still open.

“Why?” I didn’t want to fall into his trap again. Where my feelings were right there and he was happy to kick them when my guard was down.

“Because kissing you is all I can see in my head. Over and over.” He reached one hand up, close to my mouth, but halted just before he touched me.

It was a risk and it felt like crossing a busy highway blindfolded, but I told him, “Same for me.”

His eyes got soft, and then his hand dropped. “I was wrong. I should’ve stayed downstairs.”

I felt the bruise in my center immediately.

“No.” I grabbed his forearm before he could turn away. He stopped like I was a lot stronger than I knew I was. “Explain why it feels so intense. Why you can’t stay here with me?”

He looked at my hand on his forearm and I felt it again.

Zap.

From his touch. He covered my hand with his, then ran it up my arm to my shoulder.

“Because it’d be so much easier to do it. To be here with you. Even if it ruined everything.”

“Dating Meg? Is this important to you?” I wasn’t sure what I was fighting against, but it felt like more than just Meg.

He pressed his lips together. I smelled a bit of the soap the guys used in the shower.

“Nothing’s more important than you.” He touched his lips with his fingertips and then touched mine.

“What the hell is this?” I talked around his fingers. He dropped his hand.

He looked at my hand, still clamped on him, and I let go. “Goodnight, Teddi.”

And then he walked out of the kitchen and down the stairs. Confused and angry again, I grabbed my ice cream and marched back up the stairs to my room. Before I could shut my door, I heard my parents’ door open. I waited until my mom came to my room.

“Everything okay?” Her hair was pointing straight in the air. She had to take a shower every morning to beat her hair into submission no matter what conditioner she used.

I gave my mom a hug and tried to smooth her hair. It popped right back up and she and I both started laughing. Eventually, we wound down.

“I’m good. It’s okay.” She felt my forehead to see if I had a fever, a leftover reflex from when I was a kid.

“I love you, Theodosia.” I knew she knew I had more going on, but she let me say goodnight.

I anger-ate my Fudgsicle and messaged Taylor and Peaches. This boy will be the death of me.

I filled them in on the no kiss situation. They were both suitably annoyed for me. Taylor promised to drive me to school for the rest of the week. I accepted.

When I finally had simmered down enough, I went to bed, dreaming of kissing him.

_______________

THE REST OF the week was a battle between acting normal and feeling out of sorts. Ignoring as many Meg references as possible, which was surprisingly tough considering she went to an entirely different school. Ruffian ate lunch with the junior girls and the two guys that liked to burn things.

Luckily, I was too busy getting ready for Saturday’s Me Party for Larissa. We had a princess themed photoshoot and a Build-A-Bear shopping spree, culminating in a wig fitting. Her parents were going out to dinner. None of the teams had an evening game, which was why we picked this week in the first place.

But I still let my mind drift to Ruffian when I lost focus. I heard the stairs squeak every night around one fifty-five, but I stayed in my room. I wasn’t interested in making out with Meg’s boyfriend in the kitchen every night while he acted like he was the one that’s suffering.

The morning of the Me Party, I was in the living room with my whole battle plan laid out when Austin strolled through the front door. I dropped what I was doing and took a running jump at him as he was halfway up the stairs of our split ranch. He caught me with one arm and steadied us using the handrail.

“Teddi Bear. Sweet Jesus. We could do this when you were eight. Now you’re liable to push us both through the door.” He hugged me despite his chastising words.

“Thank you for coming.” He put me on my feet and I backed up so he could come all the way up the stairs.

“Of course. You know I’m always down for this kind of shit.” He pushed his sunglasses into his hair. Today he was wearing destroyed jeans and a sweater with an asymmetrical hem. He had on a touch of eyeliner and rings on almost every finger.

“Pixie and Gaze are coming, too. And so is Milt.” I led Austin to the dining room table.

He picked up Larissa’s picture. “Oh, she’s a heart melter. Today will be awesome.”

“I know, right? Wait until you meet her. She’s literally the cutest.”

Mom came from her room, hair still poking up.

“Mother. Fetching as usual before your coffee.” He wrapped an arm around Mom’s neck.

Mom patted his stomach. “My firstborn. Nothing but compliments, I see.”

I turned back to my war room (as my dad always dubbed it) to look at my lists one last time. It would be an early rollout. My girls would be here in a few, so I started to pack up. Dad came in from the outside.

“Hey, Bear, I got up that PVC tower you had me build. Did you want to do that flower wall now or later?” He stood on the top step and hugged Austin.

After the hug, Austin turned to me. “I got this. You guys need it done by when?”

I was super thankful that my dad had donated his time and bought the materials for the DIY PVC pipe backdrop, but I was thrilled Austin would be here to help get the smooth ombre rainbow of flowers I had planned to set up.

I heard honking and I knew my time was up. Taylor, Peaches, and Selena were in the driveway.

It was barely seven-fifteen in the morning.

I felt my phone vibrate in my back pocket. I didn’t have to look to know it was them giving me the business for being late.

I gathered up the file folders and the stickers. We were going over to Larissa’s house to help her get ready for the day. She wanted to do the photoshoot before her wig, and we were cool with that. Her mother had been very attentive and constantly reminded Larissa that her hair loss was a badge of honor for her bravery. It was okay to want a wig, but her baldness was beautiful.

The front door was flung open and music rattled through the foyer. Peaches got to the top first and started dancing in my direction. Dad and Austin stepped to the side to allow them to pass. These three girls in particular were like having a crowd of twenty. They were always loud.

I hefted the bags I had with beauty products and tools—all donated from the local beauty supply store into Selena’s waiting arms.

Taylor scooped up the three princess dresses from their special rack I had set up and Peaches grabbed the shoeboxes. It took us two trips to get everything we needed.

Austin whistled at Taylor on her way down the stairs and she gave him a little wave. When we were packing everything in her trunk, we hit a snag. With everything we were trying to put in there, the trunk wouldn’t close.

I eyed the truck that seemed like it would be the perfect fix for our problem. Ruffian walked over to me; his hair caught in a scrunchie to keep it out of his eyes.

“You need a lift? I can take the truck.”

He was asking me, but Peaches and Selena didn’t respond. They just started hauling things over to the truck and filling the bed.

Taylor got in the driver’s seat and rolled down the window. “How do you want to work this? You coming with me and Ruffian can follow?”

I appreciated her thinking of a way that I wouldn’t have to be in Ruffian’s company, but I shook my head.

“If we get separated, Ruffian would never find the place, remember? The GPS was all screwed up in that development.” I peeked at Ruffian and he seemed ready to help.

“I can follow. Whatever’s most comfortable for you ladies.” He kicked a small rock in the driveway.

“I’ll go with him. We have to hustle so we can be there when she wakes up. We’ve only got, like, fifteen minutes.” I pulled out my phone and saw three more texts that I needed to handle.

Taylor pouted at me and mouthed, “You sure?”

I nodded once and returned to my phone.

When their car pulled away, Ruffian excused himself to get his wallet.

Austin came over to me from where he and Dad were working on the flower wall. “So let me get this right. You guys are going to dress her up, take photographs, and then you’re off to a fancy dinner?”

I rolled my eyes. “I sent you four texts and four thousand messages. Please tell me you’ve read them and you know what’s going on?”

I closed my phone. The teams had the times that they needed to come to the event.

“I totally saw everything you put in the subject line.” He squinted one eye at me.

“Seriously, Austin?” I growled at him.

“Easy, Bear. It’ll work out. And I’ll read the messages and stuff while Dad gets the ladder and netting set up.” He clicked his tongue at me and backed away.

Ruffian had a brown army jacket on and boots. “I’m ready. You ready?”

After we secured the goods with a tarp and bungee cord from Dad, we were ready to go. Ruffian was there to open my door. I knew Austin would be teasing me the next time we were alone. I was a little concerned about the flower wall now that it was set up. Threading the flowers in it would take hours. And after looking up at the trees, I had a sinking feeling about the rustling leaves.

I worried out loud once Ruffian was in the cab of the truck. “I hope there isn’t any rain. That would suck major donkey nuts.”

He shook his head and leaned forward so he could see the sky, too. “Nah. No rain. The wind might pick up. You might need to make sure that wall is really staked down hard.”

“How do you know it won’t rain?” As far as I knew, he had just woken up when he was in the driveway to help.

“The way the leaves move tells me. Plus, the sky.” He pointed up at it like I would need help finding it.

“Thanks.”

Me Party days had an event air about them, like a wedding or Christmas or a school play. Except I was the bride who was also Santa and running the backstage crew.

My phone was blowing up. The silence I was dreading on the ride with Ruffian was a non-issue. I had too much to handle. I put my phone calls on speaker so I could still answer emails and messages. We had last-minute interest from a local news program and I was able to get in touch with Larissa’s parents and check with them. When they approved, I was on the phone with the news producer. It was apparently a slow news day after all. I worked the producer into publishing a link for viewers to donate to future Me Parties and for the station iself to give a donation.

When I got out of the truck, I contacted the newspaper one last time to tell them that the local news would be running with the story. I helped Ruffian unload as much as I could with one hand. After I got the editor on the phone, I pointed out that Larissa’s big day wasn’t something they should miss out on. When I heard him hedging, I covered the phone and looked around. All the people volunteering to help around Larissa’s house were grouped together and my mom was delivering breakfast for everyone.

I waved Larissa’s mom over and gave her the rundown. “Was she okay with a newspaper article?” After she agreed, the editor came back on the line. “Well, we’ll need a photoshoot and an in-depth article with the family.”

I stood by Ruffian. He was clearly waiting for more direction, so I held up my finger. “Listen, I have a media packet I’ll forward to you myself and I’ll get you some of the pictures from the event we have going on. But this family has enough on their plate without scheduling more stuff. That’s my final offer.”

I waited for his decision as I pointed out the park across the street that was holding parked cars for us to Ruffian. He waited still while I finished up my call.

“How is it you came to me asking for a favor, and now I feel like I’m lucky to get your blessing?”

I smiled at Ruffian when he lifted his eyebrows.

“Her name is Larissa, and I’ll do anything I can to help her. That’s how. Thank you so much for your time. I’ll be in touch.” I hit end and pulled up my to-do list on my phone, adding contacting Poughkeepsie News for tomorrow. I finally looked up at Ruffian.

He was slowly shaking his head. “You’re a fucking powerhouse.”

I felt the instant reaction in my cheeks. “No. Everyone here’s in on this. I’m just connecting people.” I patted the side of the truck. “I have to go talk to Larissa with Taylor and Peaches. Can you go over to Anders and see if he needs any help?”

I turned to go inside the house. The princess awaits.

RUFFIAN

LARISSA’S HOUSE LOOKED like a party and a renovation on crack. The amount of actual stuff happening was tremendous. Teddi stopped on the way, pausing to talk to a few people before rushing into the house.

She was stunning. Seeing the focus in her eyes reminded me of the feeling I got when I gave to other people. It was an addiction I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to top. But seeing Teddi do this was touching something I thought had died months ago.

I parked the car where she told me and I got it. How she was able to rally so many people to do her bidding. I just wanted to be part of anything she was excited about.

Meg texted me.

 

How’s it going? Sorry, I had a hair appointment today. But I’ll be ready for when you come over tonight. ;)

 

I sent her a smile as I walked over to Anders and the other football guys. They weren’t my crowd, I knew that. But there was something in the atmosphere here today. Brutus waved me over to one of the three pressure washers. He didn’t make small talk, just told me what to do and how the machine worked. And a warning not to water laser my balls off.

I had backyard duty and was surprised that I wasn’t alone. A whole crew was out back. They were mixing cement and building what looked like a covered playground. I started pressure washing the deck. Years of dirt buildup came off slowly in satisfying stripes. I was lost in the task for a while. The deck and some of the railings were shiny as if brand new by the time I was done. I took a small break and grabbed a water bottle. We had a mild day, which was good.

I leaned toward the closest woman to the water cooler. “When will they be done with this?”

I couldn’t imagine anything as massive as they were creating back there being completed in anything under a month.

“Oh yeah, dollface. This’ll be done before Larissa is tucked into bed tonight.” She pointed to the taller parts of the build. “Larissa needs to be protected from the sun to be able to play outside, so they’ll have a shelter built that fits in with the HOA rules.”

I nodded as I finished the bottle and tossed it in the recycling bin. I went to work on the cement path that had overgrowth and needed more pressure washing. It was crazy to see people crawling all over the house and the property. It felt like a miracle as things that were worn or broken became usable.

When I had done all I could, I dragged the machine back to the front. Brutus nodded at me as he took the machine. “She’s about to be seen off. You part of the paparazzi?”

“I’m sorry?” I had no idea what he was talking about.

“Just come on and pull out your phone.” He waved me to the front sidewalk. It was roped off like a movie theatre premier. I stood behind the red velvet barrier, copying the movements of those around me.

When Larissa came out of the house, she was in a princess dress with Teddi and her friends surrounding her. She was just a little thing with a bow on her head. Pausing for pictures, she went down the red carpet that was covering the front walk. I got a good idea and looked around. There was paper with jobs on the back and a pen near the picture area on a folding table.

I held it out when Larissa got to me. “Can I get an autograph?”

Larissa’s eyes grew wide and she started to giggle. Teddi took the paper out of my hands. “Turn around and bend over.”

The guys around me snickered, but I got what Teddi was asking for. I felt the paper get placed on my back and I glanced to see Larissa writing with her lips pouted in concentration.

When she was done, I turned and took the autograph and pretended to swoon on my knees. Larissa started giggling again, and soon enough everyone hanging around wanted her autograph.

I met Teddi’s eyes as a football player repeated my actions for Larissa. She mouthed, “Thank you.”

She was happy with me.

Zing.

That feeling that was hardwired to the center of my chest pinged.

I looked at her and then scanned the front yard. Her parents and friends were scattered around doing stuff. She was spectacular. And I had a thundering guilt about what I was going to do to their whole family with the crime I planned on committing.


Chapter 33

TEDDI

PACKING IN THE day was twice as exhausting as actually doing it. The adrenaline certainly helped things move along. But now, after the day was over and I was typing notes and tweaks to the process for next time, I had no adrenaline left.

I showered and thanked my parents for helping as usual. Seeing my day with Larissa was adorable and reminded me of when I was young. Larissa’s house looked like someone had cracked a magic wand over the top of it.

Larissa had a playground she could use no matter what the weather was like. She had picked out three beautiful wigs and a mess of hats and bows. Her parents enjoyed their special dinner. After all was done and hugs were distributed, my crew and I went to the diner. I was hoping to see Ruffian there, but he didn’t make it. I checked Meg’s Insta and there were three pictures of her with him.

I was home now. My phone was still getting pictures delivered from people. Tomorrow would be thank you notes and compiling the pictures and video clips into a special gift for the family.

As I sat there, fluff drying my hair, I heard Ruffian pull into the driveway. He must have met Gaze at the door. I heard their deep voices but couldn’t make out what they were saying.

Taylor popped into my FaceTime. “Hey, St. Teddi!”

“Oh, screw off.” I laughed at her opening greeting.

“That was a great one. Larissa is so freaking cute. I’m updating the donation forms and we got a delivery of camping equipment. It’s real high-quality stuff, according to my dad.”

I thought about Ruffian’s crowd of people. The people who didn’t have a Seasons residency.

“I’ll swing by tomorrow and grab them. I have an idea what we could do with them.” I got a hit of adrenaline again. The thought of giving those things to Ruffian made me happy despite his annoying pictures with Meg.

RUFFIAN

GAZE AND PIXIE were in the living room playing a video game when I arrived. Gaze welcomed me like he didn’t want to bash my face in, which made me leery. I knew we would have to figure out what the consequences of kissing Teddi would be.

Honestly, if it was just me kissing a girl, we could all move past it quickly. The fact that the kiss changed where heaven was actually located was the problem. I was going to have a lot of trouble not kissing her again. If I was Gaze, I’d be slapping the piss out of myself.

“How was the Me Party for you?” Pixie paused the game to give me a hug.

“It was cool. Tiring and cool.” I sat on the couch while they shared the recliner. “How was it for you?”

Pixie looked in Gaze’s face and smiled. “Very cool. It was great to be a part of that again. I’d be a sack of boneless noodles tonight if I was Teddi. She has a lot of freaking energy.”

It was worse now, having seen Teddi like that. Boss mode. At freaking seventeen, she was more driven than most adults I’d met. Except my mom. I clenched my fist when I realized that was the same energy Teddi put out. The helping energy. It was kind of mind-blowing.

“So, you were allowed to help out? That’s a good sign, right?” Pixie gave me a hopeful nod.

Gaze stretched his arms above his head and Pixie gently patted his chest. “I wouldn’t go that far. I know Teddi works with Meg’s mom and she and Meg don’t get along.”

Ah. Meg getting dropped into the conversation. Of course.

Gaze continued, “She’ll sweet talk the Devil into working for her on these kinds of days.”

I felt the passive-aggressive attack in my spine.

“Hey, that’s my cue to go into my room.” I gave a wave to Pixie.

Gaze stood up and helped Pixie to her feet. “Wait, that came out wrong. I’m sorry.”

Pixie gave Gaze a kiss on the cheek and touched my arm. “I’m going to leave you two to it.”

She went upstairs and I could have sworn she gave Gaze a threatening look.

He stared after her for a beat before returning his attention to mine. “Listen, I’m not here to bust your balls or anything. Can it be possible for you to not hurt Teddi? The girl is all heart. She really thinks about other people so damn much.”

I felt chastised but also knew he was right. She was just a good freaking person. And the last thing I wanted to do was break her. I wish I could promise myself I would keep a cool head and my distance. But the pull to her was like a natural disaster. Inevitable when the right conditions existed.

I didn’t get a chance to answer him because Pixie and Teddi were on their way down the stairs. Teddi walked right up to me.

“So we got some donations for the raffle and the thing is it’s camping equipment. Like really nice, warm equipment. Do you know of anyone who can use it?” She didn’t have malice when she looked at me, but weariness. Like I’d fucked with her feelings too much.

It took me a second to get around the lump she caused in my throat because she was so close to me. “Yeah. For sure. In Midiville. Depending on what it is?”

She stepped even closer to me and pulled out her phone. Her hair was still damp from the shower. She smelled like coconuts and lime. The screen came alive with a slide show of very nice equipment. Sleeping mats, lanterns with solar charging, fire starters, and tents that could sleep quite a few.

I nodded. “This would be amazing.”

She put her phone into her pocket. “I know I’ll be busted tomorrow, so I won’t get up before eight, but maybe we could all go down in the truck and get this stuff into the hands that need it?”

Pixie answered for her and Gaze, “That sounds great. We better head off to sleep then, if we’re going to be functioning.”

I could tell the way Gaze had his body tilted toward me that he wanted to say a few things. Teddi went back upstairs and Pixie closed the bedroom door. I wasn’t wrong, but I couldn’t have predicted what he would say to me.

“You’re in love with Teddi.” 

TEDDI

I FELL ASLEEP like someone had used a tranquilizer dart. When my alarm went off, I felt like all of my muscles were pulled tight. I did a few slow yoga stretches before tossing on jeans, a sweater, and putting my hair into a ponytail. I didn’t have the energy for makeup. By the time I had my messenger bag and phone, it was already eight-fifteen.

I met my parents and Ruffian in the kitchen. Pixie was sitting next to Gaze at the kitchen table. She had her head on his shoulder and her eyes closed.

My mom held out her arms for a hug and I walked into them. “So you’re headed downtown to hand out some donations?”

“Yeah, remember that group of Eagle Scouts? They left a huge donation at Taylor’s house. She and Brutus are going to swing by in a few minutes to help us load Gaze’s truck.” I made my coffee sweet and light before taking the first sip.

My dad added to the conversation, “You’re burning the candle at both ends, huh, Bear?”

I shook my head. “Dad, no one even knows what that means.”

I grabbed one of Mom’s apple cinnamon three-wick candles that came poured in a glass cup.

He rummaged through the junk drawer until he found a scruffy looking birthday candle. He peeled the wax away from the bottom. After he lit one side and then the other, he held the experiment out to me. “See? Two ends burning and then what happens?”

I watched as the flames got closer and closer to my dad’s fingers. Soon he yipped and dropped the flaming candle into the sink.

“If you burn the candle at both ends, then your father gets his finger burned.” I pointed to the fingertip he was currently running under cold water.

“You’re a funny girl.” My father snarled at me.

I heard honking outside in the driveway as my phone buzzed. “Taylor’s here. Let’s roll out.”

When we got outside, Gaze, Pixie, and Ruffian helped me move the camping gear into the truck. Ruffian was out of his mind happy with everything that was in the back of the truck. He started saying the names of people he thought could use the stuff the most.

Gaze took the keys and Pixie sat in the front with him, which crammed me right next to Ruffian in the tight backseat.

The place where our legs touched was instantly cozier. I thought about how quickly Meg would snap a picture in this exact situation. I waved goodbye to Taylor and my parents as they returned the wave from the porch.

Ruffian wondered out loud, “I guess I should call Lucas and get a lead on where everyone is staying.”

The ride down broke into two conversations. Pixie and Gaze’s and Ruffian and mine. I stuck to details because that’s where I excelled. I found the number for Seasons for Ruffian, but he already had it in his phone because he checked up on Lucas and Grandma/Mom.

After some chatting, he got Lucas on the phone. I could hear his exuberance over the speaker.  There was a lot of yes and no answers before Ruffian ended his call.

“They’re back at the camp where my mom died.” The whole truck went quiet. Ruffian looked out the window.

“If it’s too hard, we can do it for you. Just point us in the right direction.” Watching Ruffian process his feelings internally was hard. Sure, I was pissed about Meg, but the pain on his face was hard to ignore.

He took a deep breath. “They won’t trust you guys without me. But thanks. I’ll be okay.”

The quiet in the car lasted until we got downtown and Ruffian gave Gaze directions to the park.

“This is as close as we can get in the truck. Legally anyway. How about you guys stay here and I’ll have people come back and get their stuff?” He pulled his hair into a ponytail before letting it drop.

Gaze and Pixie leaned against the car.

“I’ll come with you, if that’s okay?” I asked.

I waited to see what he would do. The haunted look when he mentioned his mom made a huge part of me not want to make him face it alone.

He nodded and held out his hand. I took it. We headed through a hole in the chain-link fence, with Ruffian holding it out of my way. The path through the cluttered woods and bramble was dry and dusty. It was traveled often.

I kept holding tightly to Ruffian’s hand as he started talking. “So many times I’ve shown up with stuff. And it never gets old. Just getting stuff to the people who expect it the least? That’s the feeling I chase.” He held a branch out of my way as we ducked off to a smaller path. “And that’s what she stood for, you know? Just trying to get stuff for people.”

“This is hard for you.” I looked at his face while he squinted his eyes.

“Yeah. I mean, it’s one thing if you have a bad relationship with your parents, but her and me? We were buddies. She was just the friendliest lady. And so sure of herself.” He opened another hole in a chain-link fence and I ducked through.

I started to hear talking echoing through the trees. When we got to the clearing, I could see the back of some buildings and dumpsters. But just in front of that was a tiny tent city filled with people milling around. How many times had I passed an encampment like this and just let my eyes freeze over, not taking in the suffering? The lack of a home. The food insecurity. The look behind the eyes of the people who had to live this way. I felt tears welling in my eyes. I came to help Ruffian be strong, but instead, I was the one breaking down.

He leaned closer. “Hey, cheer up. They’ll be happy in just a few.”

I closed my eyes and concentrated. It was something I could do when I had a hard case. Seal off my emotions so that I didn’t make anyone upset. They’d had enough tears to have to worry about mine.

“Rufus!” Ruffian let go of my hand to grasp a guy’s hand. “Jen!” More hugging and hand shaking. Ruffian went all around the camp, introducing me as a friend and telling me everyone’s names. He had a question for everyone, personal to find out how they were doing. Every single person mentioned his mother by name. I watched his jaw tense every time he heard it, but he would roll right into finding out how injuries were, how some kids were. Making sure no one was visiting a nearby street that seemed like a problem. Finally, he stood on a tree stump and clapped his hands.

“Hey, guys! I have a delivery for you, so if you’re able come follow me, we’ll get you set up.”

Ruffian grabbed my hand and led me back the way we came. He was a leader now, and the people who surrounded him loved him. Were loyal to him. I didn’t tell him, but I would guarantee his mother would be proud of him.

There wasn’t any other choice, really. When we got back to the truck, Gaze hopped inside to heft out the camping equipment. Ruffian straddled the wheelwell to pass it out. I stood next to Pixie.

Ruffian seemed to have products in mind for each person. They all had a back slap and a thank you as they rubbed their hands lovingly on the new products. I felt my eyes going for tears again.

Their need was so great, and yet they were grateful for what they were getting. When the last items were handed out, Rufus and Jen lingered.

Ruffian joined them in a huddle, and before long, they were saying their goodbyes. Rufus and Jen’s body language of slumped shoulders and downturned lips made me believe they didn’t like the outcome of the conversation. Ruffian ran his hands through his hair like he was frustrated before turning toward us and forming a smile.

“That was so great. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.” Ruffian put his hands crisscross over his chest.

Gaze coughed and then added, “Proud of you, little bro.”

Turning toward Ruffian, I watched as he received those words from his older brother. He nodded but didn’t respond. I could tell he was affected because he kept looking down at his hands and then scanned the area.

“We gotta get back. Pixie and I need sleep before tomorrow and it’s a long ride.” Gaze closed the tailgate on his truck and we all resumed our seats. After about ten minutes, Pixie was asleep on Gaze’s shoulder. I watched as Ruffian rested his head on the window.

“Everything okay?” I asked quietly.

“Seeing them is hard. It’s hard to be out of the situation and know what goes on.” He rubbed his palms together.

“I can’t imagine. I’m so sorry there wasn’t more we could do.” I covered both of his hands with one of mine.


Chapter 34

TEDDI

GETTING TO SIT next to Ruffian this whole damn time was disorienting. It felt so right. Seeing him interact with his people was humbling. It made me feel like I wasn’t doing enough. The view of the dumpsters, the kids so excited that they had a tent with three rooms.

I couldn’t help but picture Ruffian younger and among them. He spoke so glowingly of his mom. I felt guilty for judging her for having him in that situation.

It was a lot of emotions at once. We made eye contact.

“You okay?” His eyes had such compassion.

“I am. Thanks for letting me be part of that,” I offered.

He shrugged. “It was you that scored the goods. It was a good run, though. I like that they got everything legit. They don’t have another layer of things to worry about.”

Gaze adjusted his rearview mirror. “How’s this truck treating you, Ruffian?”

They went into a conversation about the truck and gas mileage and stuff. By the time they were done, we were pulling into the driveway at home.

I found myself wishing that the ride had been longer. Being forced to be pressed against Ruffian made my whole body relax. He was mine in my heart and that made me even more frustrated, thinking of Meg.

After walking in and putting our stuff in the front closet, we could smell the pizza. Ruffian let me walk in front of him up the stairs.

Mom had plates out and cute cups. She was going for a picnic theme for our dinner tonight. Gaze went over and helped Dad slide the pizzas onto some serving trays. I grabbed the Parmesan cheese and red pepper flakes for adding something extra to the slices.

After we all settled into our chairs, I was next to Pixie and Gaze was next to Ruffian. Mom had on the radio for some background noise. Pixie leaned close to me when the conversations started to blend together.

“How are you doing?” She touched my elbow gently.

“I’m good. How are you doing? That was a lot to process.” I turned my body toward her.

“I’m okay. I mean, when we lived in the city, you get used to seeing homelessness and setups like that. I feel like we got to see it from a way more personal side today, though.” Pixie passed the pepper flakes to Mom without asking if she wanted them. Pixie was good at watching a room for the little cues of things that were happening.

“I wondered if that was why he has leaned toward,” Pixie turned her face so I was the only one that could see her and mouthed the word, “Meg.”

“How do you mean?” I didn’t see the correlation.

“Just to see that security? I mean, maybe that’s a draw.” She shrugged.

“I don’t know. He doesn’t seem like the type of person that would be moved by that.” I leaned past her and watched as Ruffian and Gaze seemed to be enjoying their conversation.

Pixie did the same. “Yeah. Maybe you’re right. I just can’t see what would make him be with her.”

“Thanks for being in my corner,” I said out of the side of my mouth, still looking at the boys.

Ruffian glanced up and caught us both staring at him. He immediately grabbed a napkin and started patting at his face.

“Did I get cheese somewhere?” He supplemented his napkin with his other hand.

Pixie pointed between her eyebrows. “Oh yeah. Right there.”

I saw that she was messing with him and joined in, “Oh, and some right here.” I dragged my fingers from my chin to the front of my throat.

Ruffian went from earnestly trying to clean his face to giving us both a suspicious look. “You’re all messing with me?”

The chuckle he gave was something I could feel my heart laying ownership of. I wanted to be the one that made him do that more often.

After cleaning up, Gaze and Pixie turned in and I brought my laptop down to the living room. I was going over the donations and marking down how we handled the camping equipment. When Mom and Dad turned in for the night, I found myself in the center of the light from the table lamp.

I was researching Ruffian’s community. Their struggles and the way they were portrayed in the news was heartbreaking. Politicians called them vagrants. Some even created special installations that would prevent homeless people from napping on park benches.

The problem was so huge, it was overwhelming. How do you tackle something that big that all these adults hadn’t been able to handle? A few more clicks and I found an article about a transient woman that was found dead in her tent. It mentioned the address we were at today.

Ruffian’s mom. No name. No details about what it was like for him or how her body was handled. Not even a picture. It was like she was erased. Except for the things she instilled in Ruffian.

Even his name made me pause. She knew what she was doing. Labeling him before anyone else was able to. He was destined to change the meaning of the word—at least for the people who interacted with him.

It was a big burden. I thought of Meg and her obscenely big house. House staff. Rolling acres of property. Then the switch to Ruffian’s community where an entire group of people existed together in just a small portion of that space. And their view was a dumpster.

It felt like a knife and a burden and I’d just been acquainted with it. For Ruffian, it was a way of life. Hell, even our house must have been annoying for him. In a pinch we could fit at least half of that group in our house. Sure, it would be tight and there weren’t enough bathrooms, but still.

I closed my laptop and said a little prayer. I wanted the people safe. I wasn’t even sure who I was praying to. Maybe my future self. The adult me. To do something if I could, when I could.

RUFFIAN

I AWOKE EARLY to the sound of Gaze and Pixie packing their vehicle. In and out, in and out. Eventually, I made up my rollout floor bed and set it on the chair in my room. When it was neat, I stepped out and almost straight into Pixie as she was struggling under a suitcase. I lifted it from her arms.

“Can I grab this for you?” I held it carefully until she let go of her side.

“Oh, thanks. Yeah, that would be amazing. Thank you.”

Gaze trotted down the stairs. “Hey, I told you I would be back for it.”

Pixie put her hands on her hips. “I’m not going to stand around and watch. Plus, Ruff was here to help.”

Gaze nodded at me. “All right. I’ll meet you outside. I just want to say goodbye to Tiger and make sure we didn’t leave any phone chargers.”

He ducked inside the room.

Pixie followed me up the stairs. “I forgot the charger once, and he’s added looking for it to his to-do list for the rest of our lives.”

When we were outside, I put the suitcase in the trunk. I didn’t close it because I wasn’t sure if Gaze was done with it yet.

“Tell me to mind my business or whatever, but I want to share something.” Pixie shielded her eyes from the sun. At this time of year it was at a harsh angle this early.

“Go for it.” I tried to keep my face open. I knew Pixie was a straight-shooter from the interactions we’d shared.

“I don’t know what you and Meg have together. But you and Teddi? That seems like something that’s meant to happen.” She twirled her index fingers around one another.

Gaze appeared in the doorway and had one last duffle bag.

I let her observation slide. “When are you coming back?”

“So it’s like that, huh?” She stepped closer and went to her tiptoes, giving me a kiss on the cheek.

“I hear you. It’s on my mind, I promise.” And with that, Gaze was in front of me with his hand held out. We did the shake we were working on. “Hold down the fort while you’re here. Try not to let Mike do a burn pile with the leaf clippings and crack a window for Ronna if she’s varnishing furniture in the workshed.”

Mike and Ronna burst out laughing behind me. “Oh? You brothers are saving us from ourselves?” Ronna came in to give Gaze a big hug.

Gaze gave them a huge smile. “Somebody’s got to have the fire department on speed dial at this place.”

When we had all said goodbye, I noticed Teddi had not come outside to see them off. Pixie was waiting for my attention when I looked back to her sitting in the passenger seat. “She said goodbye earlier. She had to leave before us, so her friends picked her up.”

I nodded. I was going to miss having Pixie around and they promised to be back in six weeks. It occurred to me that my plan would be implemented by then. All this goodwill and love would have been for nothing.

I swallowed around the feeling and waved as Gaze and Pixie honked. When we were alone on the driveway, I noticed Ronna had her purse with her.

“You guys off somewhere?” I rocked back on my heels. I was cold and shoved my hands into my pockets.

Mike put his arm around Ronna. “She saw an estate auction down in Mahopac that she really wants to attend. Because, you know, we don’t have enough furniture here to redo.”

Ronna tugged on his hand. “Oh please, you want to visit that comic book store that has the baseball cards in it.”

“Yeah, we’ll be home for dinner. You need anything while we’re out?” He walked back to the garage and punched in the code to open the door.

“No, I’m good. Thanks for asking.” I walked back into the house after telling Mike and Ronna to be safe.

And then I was alone. Alone in this huge home. I shut the front door and let the feeling wash over me. Four walls. A door that closed. Truly alone. It was amazing.

TEDDI

WHEN WE HAD dropped off the last of the thank you notes, Taylor and Peaches were so done with the chores. Both promised to never help again, which I knew was a huge lie. They were all in on anything I threw at them.

After they dropped me off, I noticed the only vehicle left was Gaze’s truck. As I waved goodbye to the girls, Peaches was making obscene gestures with her tongue and rolling her hips so high up I could see the motion in the passenger window.

“You’re a filthy animal, Peaches.”

I closed the garage door with the button on the wall and made my way into the living room.

My text messages popped up with a note from Mom.

 

Went furniture shopping and took Rocket.

 

I thumbed my response.

 

Got it. Drive safe. Love u.

 

I stomped upstairs to the kitchen and grabbed a glass for water. When I was done filling it at the fridge, I turned to take a big sip.

Ruffian standing in the doorway scared the crap out of me, and my water went flying.

“Not this again.” I spread my feet wide like a newborn fawn.

“Oh crap. Sorry. I’m not here to just scare you, I promise.” Ruffian slid over to the dishtowel drawer and pulled out a stack. He tossed them at the spilled water and I helped him sop up my mess.

When it was all clean, he went into the cabinet and pulled out another glass. He filled it up and handed it to me. I took it and tried taking a gulp. I had to stop. He was making me laugh with his anxious face.

“Stop looking at me like that.” I tried again and failed.

“Like what?” He made a frustrated face.

“Like I’m a water bomb. It’s too much pressure and now I can’t drink.”

“Fine. I’ll turn around.” He stretched his hands out wide and turned his back on me. “But this tile is deadly when it is wet. They should use it to make rocket powered water slides in dicey theme parks.”

It still took two attempts before I could get the water down. I set the cup on the countertop. “Okay. You can turn around. I’m done.”

He turned back to face me slowly, like I was a tiger ready to pounce. “You cool? Am I going to have to turn around every time you take a drink? Is it drinks and food or just liquid?” He had his dimple showing, so I knew he was having fun teasing me.

“Whatever.” Right then my cell phone buzzed. It was a phone call from my parents so I picked it up.

“Hey, Bear. Bad news. Looks like we are going to get a storm blowing in way faster than we thought. You and Ruffian may have to be careful and not go out in the truck anywhere. They’re saying a ton of ice.” I could barely hear Mom over the sound of the radio barking out weather conditions.

“You guys okay?” I set the phone to speaker so Ruffian could hear as well. Above the radio noise it sounded like the windshield wipers were on full blast.

Mom yelled at my father to turn down the radio and then I could hear the precipitation on the windshield. It sounded like rocks. “Yes. We just turned into the little motel on the way to Mahopac that’s got that cute horse and buggy sculpture. We’re thinking we may have to stay the night. Let us get settled and get Rocket out for her walk. You know how she hates snow. Can you call Gaze and Pixie and tell them? Austin already texted that he was fine.”

“I’m on it. Be careful. Love you.” I peeked out the window. What had started as a sunny morning had shifted into dark gray clouds. They were moving fast, too.

I sent Gaze and Pixie a text message, and they promised to watch the weather and text when they got in. I sent my parents an update on Gaze and Pixie before finally looking at Ruffian.

“How bad could the storm be?” I searched the weather on the internet and everything related to our zip code had warnings attached to it. It was an ice-based nor’easter with punishing winds headed our way.

“Damn. It doesn’t look like a ton, but the wind might be the worst part.”

Ruffian called Lucas right away.

“Hey. You guys got the weather down there? Do you know where everyone went?” Ruffian tapped his fingertips in a pattern on the kitchen table. “Okay. Got you. Stay safe, buddy.”

“Did he know?”

I couldn’t imagine a worse place to be in an ice storm, even if they all had brand new equipment.

“No. This thing has come on too fast. They can go to the Y a few blocks away. I’ll call there in a few to see if we know anyone that’s there.”

Ruffian’s phone buzzed. He read a text and sent back a message. His phone buzzed again and again while he held it. Then I watched him slide it to silent and put it into his pocket.

It had to be Meg. “Does she want you to go to her house to wait out the storm?”

He shook his head and his hair fell in front of his eyes. “It doesn’t matter what she wants. I’m staying here with you.”

Zap.

The feeling again. Mine again.

“Okay.”

We heard the ice start slowly, but it picked up and became the loudest thing. It sounded like God was throwing handfuls of rocks at the house. I knew the drill from past storms. We had to fill the bathtub in case we lost power. Tiger was warm and snuggled into a little ball on the bench by the front door. I went into the linen closet and grabbed a few lanterns and flashlights.

When I found Ruffian, he was standing in front of the fireplace. “Does this work? I’ve never seen it on. You guys have wood behind the garage, I know that. If it’s not too wet, I should bring it inside. Can you ask your dad or mom for tips on how to use this? I can make a fire, but I want to make sure the chimney is ready.”

He walked into his room and started to don all his winter clothes. I called Dad.

“Hey, Ruffian wanted to know if the fire can be lit?” We usually had a fire for holiday time, but the rest of the year it was too much of a pain in the ass, according to Dad.

I handed the phone to Ruff. He listened to instructions from my father and handed me the phone back. “Okay, he says the fireplace tools are in the garage, and that the flue was cleaned this summer. So we should be good—heat wise. He doesn’t think we will need to worry about it too much because you guys haven’t had the power go out since you were in diapers.” His smile slid up on one side.

“Stop. You do not get to make fun of me. This is a crisis.”

His smile went megawatt. “I’m sure you were adorable.”

The wind picked up and sounded like it wanted to push over the house.

“Shit,” we both said it at the same time. I came out of the garage with Ruffian and hit the garage door button.

While I searched for the poker and the set of metal tools, Ruffian grabbed a wood tote and went out the back door. I knew Dad didn’t keep the woodpile too close because of termites, so after I’d set the tools inside the living room, I went back into the garage to watch Ruffian’s progress. He was just finishing stacking up the wood when a huge branch fell right near him.

He jumped at the sound and then took off running toward me. When he got back in the house, another crack sounded like a gunshot, and this time an entire tree hit the ground, rumbling the whole world, it felt like. I looked past him and saw that the tree had come down right where he was walking.

“Are you okay?” I touched his shoulders.

“Yes. Shit. Yes. This might be it for the wood until the wind dies down. And I think we need to stay on the bottom floor tonight. Away from the windows.” He dropped the pile of wood near the door that went into the living room and shook off the ice pellets that had stuck to his jacket. His hands were bright red.

“Didn’t you have gloves on?” I held one of his cold hands in mine.

“I forgot. I just wanted to make sure we had a way to heat ourselves.”

I didn’t chastise him anymore, because his need for warmth reminded me how he had grown up.

“Good job.” I helped him out of his coat and set it near the water heater to dry. After he was out of all his wet winter stuff, he pushed me gently into the house with him right behind me.

The wind howled again and we heard another tree come down.

The power flickered and I ran back to the bathtub, turning it off just before it crested the ceramic. Ruffian was behind me as the power flickered yet again.

“It’s gotta be the ice combined with the wind doing it. It’s a horrible combination.” Just then the power cut with a resounding pop.

He pulled me into his arms as the gray darkness filled the house.

“Oh damn.” I looked out the bathroom window. The trees could have been grass flowing in the wind. The ice/snow was going sideways. This was going to be a hell of a storm. My phone buzzed. Gaze and Pixie were home.

Just in time as well. If this storm continued at this pace, it’d be to them soon.

The temperature had plummeted so fast and so quickly, I was almost positive we had to be under a tornado watch.

I used my phone to throw a little extra light, but at least we still had some of the daylight in the house. It would grow dark quickly if the storm didn’t let up.

Ruffian took a cue from me and used his phone to light the way. He went from window to window, closing blinds and curtains. I thought about the stuff in the pantry and what we would have to eat if it was a day or two before this mess was cleaned up.

In the living room, Mom had an electronics drawer with a few cell phone battery extenders. I gathered them up as Ruffian went in search of blankets. When we met back up in the living room, I unloaded my blankets and pillows and set up a little charging station with the lanterns.

Ruffian took a closer look at the windows. “This is probably the best spot in the house. We can start a fire and stay here to keep warm.”

I pulled up a live news feed on Twitter and we listened as the newscasters interrupted each other with more and more warnings. There actually was a tornado warning, and car accidents were accumulating in the area, some knocking out telephone poles and electricity.

They were projecting a few inches of ice, followed by snow and then more ice. The winds would be excessive. I went to the front bench and scooped up Tiger. He gave me an annoyed meow, but I wanted him to hang out with us in the living room.

I called Mom on speaker. “Hey!”

“Are you guys okay?” Mom sounded like her mouth was on top of the speaker in the cell phone.

“We’re good. We have wood, I have the cat, we have cell phone battery chargers and a ton of blankets. Ruffian is going to start a fire in a little while.”

My dad got on the phone to give Ruffian tips on having a safe indoor fire, which seemed mostly like common sense, but Ruffian was polite about it.

He started checking the fireplace out with one of the lanterns.

While he was working on that, I continued the update on the fallen tree for my parents.

“We can see two trees down from where we are right now and a huge fender-bender on the road right outside the hotel. We might be in the thick of this for a day or more.” Mom sounded anxious.

I looked at Ruffian. We’d be trapped. With each other. For a long time.

Dad spoke up, “Hey, I just contacted the power company. Because the weather is so dangerous, you guys are going to be without power for at least a few hours, possibly longer.”

“Okay, we’ll be ready. No worries. You guys just be careful walking Rocket. Ruffian was almost hit by a branch and a tree getting the wood for the fire.”

Ruffian had the start of a fire going. He wasn’t wrong about knowing how to make them, and then it occurred to me that he had probably used fire for heat for most of his life.

When it was up and running, I settled onto the blankets and pillows on the floor. Ruffian sat in the recliner. We wished my parents well and told them to conserve their phone batteries by putting them on low power. Once I had my legs laid out in front of me, Tiger walked closer before settling on my lap. I watched as Ruffian read his text messages but didn’t respond. I didn’t ask him about it and just watched the fire for a few minutes.

“That was Meg,” he offered.

“Oh. Good. How’s she doing?” I started to pet Tiger while we talked.

“She’s pissed, but she’ll get over it.” He leaned back on the chair.

“Why is she so mad?” I looked over at him and the air crackled with the fire.

“I told her I didn’t want to see her anymore. It was mostly me listening to her talk about how rich she is. And that’s not me.” He leaned forward.

I did my best to swallow a smile. “Why are you telling me this?”

Ruffian slid to the floor and tossed his cell phone. “Because it’s you.”

“What’s me?” I was scared to look at him. Things were feeling real. The zap between us was forming its own current.

“You. Since I kissed you, everything is about you. My hands are about you. My head is filled with you. I can’t stop thinking about you and the way it feels when we’re together.” He didn’t move any closer.

My heart was racing at his words. This was big. This was huge. Finally, I did look at him. His hair covered one of his eyes, but the look on his face was what made things steamy.

I felt doubt crawl up my spine. Maybe he was playing me because we were trapped in this house. Maybe he just wanted something to do because he was fighting with Meg.

I could be wrong. I could be wrong about the fact that his intentions and mine were the same.

To be with each other.

“Say something,” he pleaded softly.

“I’m scared.” I wrapped my arms around myself, disturbing Tiger in the process. He scampered toward Ruffian’s bedroom.

“Of what?”

Had his eyes always looked like that? Full of intentions and determination? For me?

“I don’t want to be your plaything because you’re bored.” Whoa, did I say that part out loud? I did. Dammit.

He looked me over and then stared in my eyes. “You’ve never been destined to be someone’s toy. You’re supposed to be a purpose. A dream come true.”

My mouth dried up. I wasn’t expecting his feelings to be as intense as mine, but here he was, giving me the words that matched the quilt my heart had knitted for him.

The wind was picking up. Trees were falling all around us, but the tempest was right here, in front of the fire.

I shifted and crawled toward him. Ruffian opened his arms, and the soft smile I saw on his face had to be tasted. Savored. He pulled me to straddle him and then we were face-to-face.

I thought about Meg again.

I swear he saw through my thoughts. “I’m never speaking to Meg again.”

I leaned forward and his smile tasted like sparkles. I began to swim in them. Dive into the feeling in my chest that shouted his name. Matched his handprint.

He wrapped his arms around me and kissed me back. How was kissing more than enough and nothing at all? I didn’t think about where to put my hands, or if the firelight was flattering. I just wondered in him. I fit in my own forever, and it was built around him. My Ruffian.

I’d said his name out loud without realizing it. He caught my face in his hands. “Do that again.”

“My Ruffian.” I felt color rise in my cheeks.

He started to kiss my lips and my jaw, working his way back up to my ear. “Teddi”

I leaned toward his mouth as his hands ran through my hair.

Ruffian ran his hands up and down my back, stopping once in a while to grip parts of me harder. He ran his thumbs over my breasts and I tossed my hair to the side to offer him more of my neck.

He kissed my throat and then put me underneath him in one quick motion. I needed to have him on top of me. I wanted to see his face above mine.

When he was suddenly gone, just gone, I was disoriented. He had me craving him. His body, his face, his kisses. And then he was sitting me up. I stayed upright as he rushed into his bedroom.

I was dumbstruck until I heard a crash. Then I scrambled to my feet. I ran into his room and saw him holding the pieces of the vase that Mom had on the floating shelf in the room as decoration.

Tiger was perched on the next shelf up and I lurched forward as he pawed the bird knickknack to watch gravity have its way with it.

I caught it before it hit the floor.

“Nice!” Ruffian set the shards on the bed and stepped closer to me.

“He’s going to keep this up.” I waved my hands at Tiger to try to capture his attention.

“Should I grab him?” Ruffian went on his toes and proved his fingertips could reach.

“We need a stepladder. He goes full noodle when he’s like this. He’s ridiculous.” I put the bird on Ruffian’s bed, too.

“Don’t do it. You’re a jerk. That’s Mom’s favorite.”

Tiger looked bored and refused to meet my eyes. His horrible little paw inched the next ceramic decoration close to the edge.

Ruffian stepped behind me. “I’ll lift you up. Will that work?”

“Oh, hell yeah. Let’s go. I turned and put my hands on his hands above my hips. He gave me a quick boost, bending at the legs so I could use him for stability. Having been in cheer, I recognized the sheer strength he had. It was more than a little attractive.

All of a sudden Tiger got worried when I was much closer than I was a second ago.

“Surprise, you little jerk.” I was able to get a good grip on him even though he went instantly liquid.

I pulled him to my chest and Ruffian set me on the floor. The little asshole had the audacity to reach out his paw and touch my face. I melted right away. “Save your moves for when Mom gets home. She’s going to be pissed.”

I put him on the bed to show him what he had done. He shamelessly sniffed at the pieces of glass and then went for the bird again. “Okay, that’s enough.” Ruffian carried Tiger out of his room and held out his hand to me.

I took it and closed his door behind me. Ruffian set Tiger down gently. I loved the feeling of his hand around mine.

“Want to stay by the fire?” He tilted his head and it seemed like he was asking me about way more than where I wanted to stay warm.

“If that’s where you are, I’ll walk through it.” Maybe I should be more cautious with my words and my heart, but he seemed like an open door. My open door.

He pulled me against him and pushed my hair away from my face. “Theodosia Rebecca, I didn’t see you coming.”

I put my hands on his chest. It was a wall. “Ruffian Jessica, it was inevitable.”

He started tickling me then, first under the ribs. I collapsed over his arm and tried my best to retaliate. I stuck my hand behind his knees and wiggled my fingertips. His knee bent and he hit the floor first, pulling me on top of him so he could take the hit.

I pushed up on my elbows and peered at him through my hair. “You okay?”

“No. You just killed me. Only one way to make it up to me.” He put his index finger on his mouth.

I pushed all the way up and sat on his hips, curling my feet under his legs. He put his hand on my thighs, his eyes filled with firelight.

I pulled my hair to one shoulder and held it there until I had leaned down close to his lips. I gave him a small kiss. I used my other hand to feel his face, neck, and chest. Then I set my intentions on him. I let the zap I felt when he looked at me loose. I let my hair go and it closed us in, just his lips and mine. I tried tasting his lips with my tongue and he made a noise that should have been a warning, but it just made me bolder. When his tongue met mine, I matched his moan.

The wind was somehow louder, the ground shaking as we kissed. It was like the Devil was trying to get a better look at what we were doing to each other. I ran my hands down his chest and felt the sheer muscle there. I shivered just a little, and he didn’t miss the reflex. He rolled me over, mimicking the position we were in before Tiger had interrupted us.

And then I had his weight on top of me. I stopped kissing him just to wrap my arms around him. He stopped moving and let himself be hugged.

Heart-to-heart, it was like souls clashing in lightning. All this time, this was my favorite place in the world. I thought of his struggle with the community in the woods. Even without power, here inside my home we were safe.

He was still. “Do you feel it, too?” Wonder in his voice.

“You will be safe for the rest of your life, no matter what. I promise.” Did he get it? What I was saying and where it was coming from, or did I sound crazy?

A kaleidoscope of emotions swirled in his eyes. “That’s too big a promise.”

I was surprised into silence.

He touched my cheek. “No. Don’t be mad. It’s just life is crazy, and you never know what’s next. I can promise to keep you safe tonight. That’s all we’ve got.”

He kissed my chin and I turned my head. He groaned. “I’m ruining it. Don’t listen to me. Let’s just call it forever and make it happen.”

I stilled completely like cold water was thrown over my intentions. He sensed the shift in me and rolled to his side. He put his hands in his hair. “Ah, shit.”

I sat up and readjusted where my top had become bunched up.

“I’m so sorry, Teddi.” He peeked at me from under his hands.

I hugged my legs to my chest, wishing I had kept my mouth shut, but grateful we’d stopped if he was going to be this kind of guy. The kind that said whatever to get laid. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I’m going to worry about it. Literally all night until we fix it.”

I exhaled and knew my neck and chest probably had embarrassment splotches. I shook my head. This door was closed now. I had to stop thinking this boy was my something special.

An extremely loud thud had both of us standing in no time.

“The garage?” I said out loud while Ruffian darted in front of me. He opened the door to the garage and we both felt a huge gust of wind. The leaves that protruded through the hole in the garage door made it look like we had an insta-bush in the garage.

“Oh shit.” Another thud, almost as close, rattled the walls.

Ruffian pulled me back and closed the door. “We have to stay inside. And like, away from the windows.”

His hand on my shoulder felt like it burned there. I shrugged away from him.

“Teddi, I’m sorry.” His shoulders dropped.

“You get it, right? That these are some mixed signals? You say you’re done with Meg, and it’s all about me, but then… I just don’t know.” I shook my head. “I’m going to make sure the cat’s in a good spot.”

And then I walked away from Ruffian.


Chapter 35

RUFFIAN

I LOOKED AT my hands. How could I let her be anywhere where I couldn’t touch her?

Stupid. I was stupid. Why did I say anything? I knew why. Because I’d never be safe in jail, and she could never know that. I reviewed my answers to her in my head and heard them from her point of view. I was telling her I wouldn’t see Meg anymore. I was telling her that I just wanted tonight. And it made me seem like a one-night stand seeker.

And that was not how I felt at all. She clicked something in me that I was sure was dead and gone. She had me doubting every solid plan I had. And if I wasn’t going to do something for my mother’s honor, then she will have died in a tent for nothing. Remembered only by me. It wasn’t enough.

And Teddi was so incredibly dangerous to this vow I’d taken. When I robbed Meg’s family, she would be hurt by me. Her whole family. The girl that brought entire towns together to make one little girl’s day better could never understand committing a felony.

But her angry features by the fire thrummed at my heart. She wanted something normal with me. Her family had welcomed me. They were willing to be my family, if I would let them. Around us the wind whipped. The trees looked like they were being climbed by King Kong. Or even a herd of King Kongs.

I went to the fire and checked on it. We still had enough for now. The ice combined with freezing rain was coming down.

“It looks bad out there, huh?” Teddi had moved next to me and was looking through the same window I was.

I looked down at her. “We’ll be okay. Us and Tiger. The trees are far enough away from this house, I think.”

“I’ll get our jackets and stuff in case the fire isn’t enough.” She headed toward the stairs, and I followed behind her. I wasn’t splitting up. Not with the weather like it was.

She gathered the coats and then passed them to me. Then she got gloves and hats. The moment seemed paused from feelings we had started working on.

When we got the winter clothes close to the blankets, we finally settled in. Teddi pulled up the weather on her phone. “We’ve got crazy alerts. And it’s going until four in the morning.”

“Hey. I feel like I have to explain.” I tried to approach the silence and awkwardness between us.

“No, you don’t.” Teddi shook her head. “You’re good. I think we should just focus on tonight. Like you said.”

Tiger curled up in Teddi’s lap.

“When I was little and we had storms like this, Mom and I would find a place to be. She listened to the weather reports whenever she could. I actually think she could have been a meteorologist if things were different for us. But it was a struggle. I didn’t know we were struggling until I was like five. Before then, it was just a really great adventure and sometimes my stomach hurt when I was hungry.” Tiger trotted off of Teddi’s lap and on to mine. I started petting him slowly. “But I figured out things weren’t cool because sometimes Mom would panhandle and we would get yelled at. Sometimes by cops, sometimes by business owners that wanted us gone. The worst was from other moms with their kids. I mean, they were my age, and yet they seemed like they were from another planet.”

I met her eyes. She was listening. I wanted her to understand that I was wrong for her, but she wasn’t wrong.

“Was she diagnosed with anything?” Teddi’s voice didn’t have any grudge or anger. She was just listening now.

“Nothing official. There were times when we would get in programs and she got medicine, but it dulled her. Or so she said. She was so creative. So thoughtful. I honestly thought she was magic for a long time. That the woods were our playground. Man, I miss that feeling. Before I knew what the word shame meant. And that I was supposed to have some and my mom was supposed to have a lot.”

Teddi wiped at her eyes. I put my gaze on Tiger. I didn’t want Teddi sad, but I was grateful she was feeling the history.

“She loved me. Mom did a ton wrong, but she loved me. She was scared that all the time I’d spent without a home, without school would get me taken away from her. And maybe they would have been right. She needed help to have a kid. To keep a schedule and stuff like that. But she taught me things that would help me survive. The stuff she thought mattered. Her favorite books. The library that was magic for her. How to build a fire. How to pick a lock.” I pulled out my tool with the arrow on it. “She used to say, ‘Anytime you need to be safe and warm, you make them share. Make them share the shelter with you. Don’t take what you don’t need and don’t break anything, Ruffian.’”

I was doing her voice and cleared my throat. I looked at the fire some more. It was mesmerizing. The wind that was causing panic in my chest along with the thudding of trees and branches next to the house faded a bit.

“I think your mom was magic. She sounds awesome.”

I flashed my stare up to her face, not sure if she was making fun of me or not. But she was straight. Steady.

“You’re made of the same stuff she was. I saw that with Larissa. And then again down in Midiville. Good stuff.” I flipped the arrow tool in my hands and Tiger put out a sleepy paw to touch it.

“Thank you. That’s a big compliment.”

Again, her eyes were true, not making fun. Not trying to appease me. “I meant it that way.”

The fire crackled and the wind picked up again.

“So what makes Teddi tick? You could be queen fucking bee in that school if you wanted to. Prom queen, head cheerleader. They’d follow you off a cliff.” She seemed genuinely offended by my assessment.

“They’re my friends. They like to help out.” She picked up a coat and put it over her shoulders. It was frigid outside now. We would have to keep an eye on the inside temperature. We were in a house with insulation, which was the best, of course. But still.

“What makes you want to do the stuff you do?” I felt like I was revealing something to her even though I was asking the questions.

“I learned early that if you had the time, then you could help someone else. And I thought that was really powerful.” She put her hands through her jacket sleeves.

“We’re not that different after all, Theodosia Rebecca.” I bit my lips to keep from smiling. We weren’t joking around, but I really, really liked how this girl’s mind worked.

A huge thud hit again. “Did that sound like it hit the house?” She stood.

“I think we need to stay downstairs for now.” I stood with her and Tiger gave me a grumbly protest.

“Yeah, I guess.” She shivered and zipped her coat. Stepping away from the fire let us both know that the house had grown colder.

She moved closer to the fire, and in turn closer to me. I opened my arms. “No fooling around. We might need to cuddle tonight. Especially if we run out of the dry wood we have here.”

She looked over her shoulder and then at her feet. “You might be right. But we don’t get to enjoy it. That ship has sailed.” When she inched closer to me, I waited until her body was touching mine before I enveloped her. I would be a perfect saint, a gentleman for the rest of the evening. 

TEDDI

WELL, WE’D MADE out, fought, and now we were survival cuddling in my living room. It was like an extreme reality show. He was warm, I’d give him that. He was also ridiculously hot. Stupidly hot. It made sense why Meg went for him. She always wanted to give me the business. It had been an interesting friendship, not necessarily one I looked back on fondly. I shifted in his arms until my legs were tired.

“I guess we should sit?” I tilted my head to look at him and my traitorous lips wanted to kiss him badly.

He bit his bottom lip before lifting an eyebrow. “Sure. Let me sit.”

He plopped down in the center of the blankets and I sat between his legs. With my back on his chest, I was cuddly warm.

“Are you chilly? Your back is hanging out.” I looked over my shoulder and came eye to chin with him.

“In a few we can really pile up the blankets. I’ll be fine, I’m used to the cold.” I could see him smile from this upside-down place.

Being this close to his heart, mine started doing the flip-flops again. The zap that made my whole body tingle wasn’t something I could turn off. I leaned my head against his chest.

“Thanks for telling me about your mom.” My guard was slipping down like the strap of an old tank top.

I felt his voice rumble in his chest. “Thanks for listening.” He rested his chin on the top of my head.

The wind kicked up again. “It’s almost like the bands of a hurricane the way it’s subsiding and then firing up again.”

He tightened his arms in response. He smelled good. “The house is solid. We’ll stay dry and warm.”

Tiger made his way back over to us, and I opened up my blanket to let him into our cocoon.

“It’s hard to be mad at you like this.” The other strap on my guard was falling to the same fate.

“I hope so. I hate the thought of you mad at me. It’s like having the Tooth Fairy or something angry with you.” He was speaking close to my ear. The sensation feathered from my earlobe to the bottom of my spine like a bird that was set free.

“What scares you, Teddi?” He shifted a little, but managed to keep me in my spot.

“Why do you want to know? Planning on creeping me out?” I petted Tiger who was expanding in my lap from a little circle to a stretched-out kitten.

“No. Nothing like that.” He held his hand out, palm up. I regarded it for a few seconds before putting my hand in his.

“I guess I’m not thrilled with the sounds outside. I also just want to make sure I’m not forgetting anyone or missing an opportunity to make a difference. Your community? It really shocked me.”

His hand closed gently around mine. “How so?”

“I just feel like I’ve not been doing enough. There’s not enough time in the day to do it all. And that scares me.”

We listened to the wind whip back up again, and this time the side of the house was pelted with something that sounded like a handful of rocks.

“I think that’s hail.” I felt Ruffian flinch at the noises.

“What scares you?” If I had to reveal mine, I wanted to hear his.

“That I’ll be the only one that remembers my mom. And this storm.” He gently ran one of his fingertips along the side of my hand.

We stayed like that until he had to add a log to the fire. I was starting to feel sleepy, despite all the noises outside.

When Ruffian was done poking the fire, he spread out under the blanket and motioned for me to get in between him and the fire. I slipped under and Tiger reorganized himself to be next to my leg.

“Sleep. I’ve got this. I’ll make sure we’re good.” I felt him kiss the top of my head while we cuddled together. I closed my eyes and let the noises of the night fade away.

RUFFIAN

TEDDI WAS IN my arms. The fire was tossing beautiful shadows on her elegant face. Having her caged in my arms made me feel like a caveman superhero. I stayed hyperaware. It was like that some nights growing up. As soon as I was old enough, I had to stay up and keep watch. Mom and I rarely slept at the same time unless we had a door to lock.

I could do this night easily. I gently moved a lock of Teddi’s hair away from her face as she took deep, steady breaths.

Then I laid my head back and looked at the shadow puppets the flames threw on the ceiling. This girl and her remarkable heart was a test I might not pass. I spent a good number of hours trying to find excuses to just stay here. Be with her. Be a Burathon and accept all the things that were at the edge of my fingers.

When the fire finally sizzled to an end, daylight was starting to paint the edges of the windows. I let my eyelids stay closed. Just a few beats. Sleep here on the floor with Teddi in my arms.

_______________

I woke up in the encampment behind the stores. When I sat up, the tent was the one that had been our last. The zipper that was our door pulled down, and my mother peeked her head in.

“Hey, you’re up! Good morning.”

“Mom?” There was something off. Something floaty and unattached about where I was. A dream. It was a dream.

“How’d you sleep?” She came all the way inside the tent and sat on top of my sleeping bag.

“You’re here?” I knew that was wrong.

“Just for a bit. What’s got you up this early?” It was hard to see her. Like I had the sun in my eyes.

“Worrying about this job I’ve got to do. It’s gonna hurt people.” I wanted to reach out, but my hands weren’t listening.

“Well, you know we aren’t supposed to do any harm. That’s what we focus on.” The sunlight shifted and I could make out the side of Mom’s face. I missed it so damn much.

“But sometimes we have to break in to get the good stuff. No one’s going to be physically hurt, but there’s this girl—well, two girls and a whole family that’s trusting me. They’re going to be really hurt by this.”

“Then reconsider the job, my sweet Ruffian. Reconsider the job.”

TEDDI

RUFFIAN WAS MUMBLING in his sleep, so I reached my hand backward until I patted his shoulder. He seemed to come out of whatever was distressing him. I heard a car door slam and some talking in the distance.

“Kittens!” Austin. Austin was here.

Ruffian squeezed me tightly and rolled over me.

“It’s okay. It’s Austin.”

“Everyone okay? I was concerned when I heard you guys were by yourselves. Couldn’t have my Teddi Bear and my new brother freezing to death. Teddi, in other news, girl, answer your damn phone. I hitched with a friend of mine that drives one of the sanders for the county, so instead of you being alone, you have me.” He spread his arms wide and gave us a theatrical bow.

“Did you see the damage outside yet?” He walked to the nearest window and twirled the blinds so we could see out. The window was blocked by leaves.

“It’s freezing in here. Teddi, why didn’t you get the generator going?” He walked back to the garage. I stumbled to my feet and Ruffian did the same.

I followed him outside. The garage’s hole was bigger looking in the light. “Because I have no idea how to work it? And I thought Dad gave that to Uncle Al?”

Ruffian stood behind me.

“No, he gave it back over the summer. If we have gas, we can have heat.” Ruffian disappeared behind me and then returned in jeans and shoes. He was clearly planning on helping Austin.

While Ruffian crawled out of the garage, Austin came up to me and pulled all his rings off. I put my hands up so he could slide them over my fingers. He had on a hoop earring as well. By the time we were done, his fingers were naked except for the black polish.

He touched his forehead to mine. “You okay?”

I nodded, the motion moving both of our heads. “I’m good.”

“Great. Call Mom before she loses her mind. They are still stuck in Mahopac for a while.” He hefted the heavy generator through the hole Ruffian had cleared.

I went back to the living room and my phone was already ringing. I had messages from Taylor and Peaches and Tasker.

“Hey, Mom.”

“You guys good? We want to know if you’re okay.” While I was trying to answer, the FaceTime started ringing, too. Mom was calling me while she was calling. I hit the green button, amazed that she could do the two things at the same time.

Both my parents’ nostrils were framed by the camera. “You okay? She’s okay.”

I waited while they oriented the camera. “I’m good. Ruffian and Tiger are great, too. How’s Rocket?”

Rocket heard my voice and barked. “She’s driving your father crazy. Austin and Ruffian setting up the generator?”

“Yeah. If Dad has gas. I didn’t even know we had one still.”

Dad offered, “Uncle Al had brought it back and how could you miss the giant generator that we all have to maneuver around all the time?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

In the distance the sound of a motor roaring to life made my dad smile. “Yup. Sounds like they got her running again.”

The lights came on inside the house and some of the appliances beeped to life. “Well, there you go!”

“Do you guys have power?” I couldn’t tell from the angle I was looking at.

“Not yet. You guys have it made. When Austin gets back, have him Facetime us. Dad wants him to check a few things.”

I nodded and walked upstairs. When I looked out the kitchen window, I gasped.

“What?” both my parents asked at once.

I flipped the camera around. There had to be five trees down in the backyard. One was resting on Gaze’s basketball hoop.

I heard my parents grumbling on the other side of the call.

“There was a ton of noise last night. And there’s a hole in the garage door.”

Dad stood up and moved away, but I could still hear him explaining to Mom, “I’m going to call the insurance company now to get a head start on claims.”

Mom started talking to my father and left the phone facedown on something. I took that as a cue to hang up.

When I went back to the garage, Ruffian and Austin were stomping their way inside.

“Thanks, man.” Austin held out his hand for a shake. They were still a little new at it, but it was coming along.

“Anytime. I’m a huge fan of electricity.” Ruffian flipped his hair out of his eyes and had the softest smile for me.

“Call Mom and Dad when you get a chance, Austin.” I slid my phone into the pocket of my coat.

Austin shook out his coat and left it on a weight bench in the garage. “Will do.” He walked past me while pulling out his phone.

“So what’s the damage?” I tried to peek around the hole in the garage, and the sunlight was too blinding to see anything past it.

“Some branches, a few cracked windows, and a bunch of trees down in the backyard.” He put his phone on the other weight bench. “The whole neighborhood’s power is out.”

“Damn. I guess we’ll have to shovel and stuff.’’ I touched the snow shovel that was leaning against the wall.

“Not yet. Wind’s still pretty bad, and we’ve got branches still falling. The trees must have like an inch of ice on them. Super pretty but makes it dangerous after a night like that.”

I kept my jacket on and followed Ruffian in the house. Austin was fiddling with the thermostat and talking to our parents about what needed to be hooked up to the generator at top volume. All we could see was their nostrils.

Ruffian saw the screen and tried not to laugh. I pushed up my nose so it looked like it was against glass. It was easier to be like this. Laughing. I thought back to our night. I knew him more now, and it made my crush that much worse. 

RUFFIAN

IT OCCURRED TO me that with the power out, I could do a little recon on Meg’s house. All the security measures would be down. I thought back to my dream seconds before Austin had woken us up. Maybe the power outage was a message from Mom that I was on the right path. I hadn’t dreamed of her since she passed, so it was a welcome change. And also a gut-wrenching reminder that she wasn’t with me anymore.

Austin was busy making sure the fuse box was all set. I went upstairs to distract myself with checking on the appliances we’d be using. The fridge was doing a great job, because it was cold as hell in the house already. But it might need to be hooked up as the house warmed.

Teddi was gathering things from the pantry for some sort of breakfast. She was grabbing the paper plates, which weren’t great for the environment, but made sense being that we had to watch our water usage. No dishwasher for a while.

Austin hung up and walked into the kitchen. “Hey, we have a few neighbors to check in on, make sure everyone is okay. You want to come with?”

Teddi placed the cereal on the table. “You guys aren’t hungry?”

Austin and I ate our bowls while standing up. As soon as we were done, all three of us suited up to see if any of our elderly neighbors needed a hand. We weren’t alone, as other neighbors started the same search as us. One of the older women in the neighborhood started a makeshift crew and sent us to specific houses she was concerned about. 

We had to keep an eye out for falling branches, but two of the neighbors did need help. While Austin shoveled a car out, Teddi was helping an older lady find her missing cat. While they were both busy, I branched out on my own.

On my way, I was able to walk to Meg’s compound. The gate was pushed open and there were fresh tracks from a vehicle. There was no light on at the intercom. And then just when I started to think about heading in, the green light popped on. They had power.

I retraced my steps to catch up with Teddi and Austin. When we were all back in the driveway, Austin touched my elbow. “You wanna help me get more wood in case we need it for tonight?”

I answered by following him to the backyard.

When Austin ripped a tarp out from under the shed, the stack of firewood underneath was surprisingly dry. After the wheelbarrow was full, I wheeled it to the steps of the porch. Austin grabbed the front and we hoisted it onto the porch.

“This will make it easier to keep the house warm until we get the electricity restored.” Together we started unloading the wood into neat stacks. “We’ll need to make sure the generator has gas, too.”

“You here until it gets sorted out?” I pictured how I woke up this morning. Teddi curled in my arms. I was pretty sure if Austin was here, that wouldn’t be happening.

“Well, I don’t have a ride. I figured I’d work from here until you were set. I can get some good pictures in the yard for my content.” He took out the last piece and I navigated the wheelbarrow back to the woodpile.

As we packed in more, I stated the obvious so I could get him started on the inevitable conversation, “Do you want to hold an ax or something while warning me away from Teddi, or should I get you the chainsaw?”

Austin slowly smiled at me while looking me up and down. “I honestly was here to make sure you guys were good. But now that you mention it, I’ll tell you that this is a really hard place to put her in. She wants you to have this house to stay in. And I’ve seen how you guys look at each other, so something is up.”

He brushed off his gloves and chips of bark littered the white snow at our feet.

There was something about Austin that made you feel like you were on stage and intimate at the same time. Teddi had a bit of that, too. Brought out the truth in a person.

“I hear your warning. And you’re not wrong. There’s something there, but I don’t know how much I can trust myself right now. My whole world has been upended. I’m here accepting help, asking to be included when my mom spent her whole life trying to avoid that very thing.”

I looked back at Austin and then dropped my gaze. Too real. Too much.

“Hey. I’m sorry about your mom.” He clapped his hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

“Thanks. I honestly don’t even know what I’m intending with Teddi because I have no idea what my immediate future even looks like.” I leaned down and lifted up the handles of the wheelbarrow.

“I think that’s fair. I just want to make sure that she’s not collateral damage of whatever choices you make. That’s it. Just keep her heart in mind.” Austin waited until I had acknowledged I heard him with a nod. “Okay. I’m going to get the gas can. Can you just wheel this one under the porch? It’ll stay dry if we need it. But we don’t have to have too much.”

I didn’t tell Austin I could probably guess how much down to the kindling we needed to stay warm each day. Where I came from, it was life or death knowing that information. His warning hit me, though. I felt selfish for pulling Teddi into me last night and kissing her lips. I knew what I was going to do. I couldn’t have her caught up in it. Even if it felt like I was suffocating my own soul without her to look forward to.

TEDDI

AFTER HANGING UP with Mom and Dad, it was clear we were going to be in the house by ourselves for at least one more night. Their road wasn’t plowed yet, and neither was ours for that matter. I poked at the fire, which had dwindled considerably while we were out and the fireplace screen was closed.

I heard the guys stomping through the garage. They seemed to be having a nice enough time. When Austin walked through the door, he had a wood carrying tote with him and it was full. Ruffian was close behind with an armload of the same.

Ruffian looked over Austin’s head to me. “Did you know that you guys have an entire cord of wood over by your mom’s workshed?”

“Now that you mention it…” I thought about the time Dad had a truck deliver a pile of wood.

Austin rolled his eyes and set the wood near the fireplace. “Were you guys going to start breaking up the furniture?”

“I would’ve started with all the crap you left in the attic,” I teased Austin.

He pretended to be hurt and put his hand over his heart. “Teddi Bear? The betrayal. You always need to start with Milt’s stuff.”

“His stuff is all electronic and probably would have smelled horrible if I lit it up.” I folded some of the blankets on the floor and stacked them on the couch. Then I picked up the pillows as Ruffian joined me with the cleanup. “Mom and Dad won’t be here tonight. They’re still snowed in.”

Austin unwound his scarf. “How’s Rocket taking it?”

“She’s making Dad walk her every five minutes and getting snow all in her paw fur.” I started up the stairs. We were going to have to eat again.

“That sounds about right. Hey, I have to charge my phone and see if I can get a few posts to upload. Are you making lunch? Can you count me in?” Austin pulled out his phone and started typing away on it without waiting for my answer.

“Yeah. Ruffian, can you help me?”

He looked from Austin to me and then back again. “Yeah.”

His reluctance made me wonder what Austin had said to him while they were outside.

When we were upstairs, I started opening the pantry and cabinets so I could see what we were working with.

Ruffian was right behind me. I wanted to lean into him, but stopped myself.

“How about soup and grilled cheese?” I turned to look at him and he put his hands on either side of my head, trapping me in the pantry.

He didn’t say anything, but looked from my lips to my eyes and down again in a way that made me hold my breath.

The moment was suspended in time. Swirling between us, somehow loaded with decisions.

“Yeah. That’d be great.” His tone was as if he was signing a condolence card. Saying goodbye, not agreeing to lunch.

I turned away from him and grabbed the bread and soup cans. He was still standing in my way. I waited him out. The silence and pressing feeling in my chest felt like it was on the edge.

“I’ll heat up a pan.”

Our lunch and then night were spent all in the same room where it was nice and hot from the fire. Austin and Ruffian each focused on a different part of our comfort level. Austin maintained the generator and Ruffian, the fire.

At one point, I got a text from Mom that our older neighbor was cold, so Austin and Ruff went over to help escort her back to us. When Mrs. Sprat was sitting on our couch, she was super grateful for the heat.

Ruffian came close to me and whispered in my ear, “Hey, I’m going to knock on some doors and make sure no one else has the same issue as Mrs. Sprat.”

“I’ll come.” I stood as Austin grabbed some more blankets from upstairs for Mrs. Sprat. I already had my boots on when he got downstairs. “Ruffian wants to check to make sure no one else is in danger. I think it’s smart.”

Austin pushed the blankets at me. “I’ll go. You stay here. We’ve got trees and branches down. And now it’s dark.”

“Mrs. Sprat likes you better.” I pushed the blankets back at him. “I’m going.”

“Fine.” Austin pulled his bundle closer. “Be safe.”

When I went into the garage, Ruffian was staring out the hole there.

I grabbed a flashlight and flicked it on. “Are you worried about your people?”

“Nah. They know how to deal with the cold.” He held out an arm and I took it.

“So just past Mrs. Sprat’s house we have an older couple, and I want to make sure they are okay. I mean, I think they are fine. But anyway.”

We walked the rest of the neighborhood and found that everyone had a plan or something in practice. When we got back to the house, Austin met us at the door. “Mrs. Sprat is asleep. And she’s kind of mean when she’s tired. We’ll have to be quiet.”

We had peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and had to stay quiet for the rest of the evening. I fell asleep near Austin more out of habit. I was used to having him around. When we woke up in the morning, I was not cuddled up with Ruffian and Austin was talking to my parents in the garage.

Ruffian was propped up on his elbow from the other side of the fireplace. He was smiling at me. I rubbed my eyes and sat up as well. Mrs. Sprat rolled onto her back and started scream snoring. Ruffian’s eyes went wide and I knew mine were as well. And then we had the fight of suppressing our laughs. It was so loud, had I heard it outside I would’ve assumed a bear was warning me away from its last meal. Ruffian cracking up was making it worse and worse.

Mom, Dad and Austin opened the door to the garage just as Mrs. Sprat woke herself up with a start and then rolled on her side. Then she was quiet. I was laughing so hard, and failing to stay quiet, I had to crawl toward Ruffian’s room. He helped me up as he stumbled with me to his room, all the while being watched by a confused Mom and Dad. Austin was struggling to keep his laughter in.

And then Mrs. Sprat let out a huge, jarring fart. Ruffian pulled me into his room and closed his door. I collapsed on the floor laughing and he slumped down next to me.

Ruffian was laughing, too. I heard the garage door close, so at least Austin was having the same trouble as us. I felt awful for Mrs. Sprat. As far as she knew, she was alone.

After we had stopped giggling enough to leave the room, I went over to my parents and gave them each a hug. Dad had congratulations and thanks for both Austin and Ruffian. We all snuck upstairs and continued our recap of the things that had happened. I petted Rocket. Mom and Dad were able to follow a plow almost all the way home, but slid in a few spots once the plow went in a different direction. Dad changed into a different outfit and Austin and Ruffian joined him to check around the house for damage. Mom and I hugged again while looking out at the boys in the yard. Rocket was hopping around, thrilled to have playmates outside with her.

“So Austin said you might need a little TLC? You and Ruffian aren’t okay?” She pushed my hair away from my eyes.

“We are. We’re fine.” I held her hands in mine because they were cold. “You and I should be down by the fire. What time is it?”

“Nine-thirty. And we should. I think it might be time to wake up Mrs. Sprat anyway. Let her get her wits about her.” I watched my mom swallow a smile.

“Yeah. For sure.”


Chapter 36

RUFFIAN

THE NEXT WEEK was a full scale cleanup. Because the storm had ice and wind, the yard work alone was crazy. Teddi and I had a week off from school because it took so long to get all the roads clear. We established a way to be us but not kiss. It was hard. Too hard. I threw myself into helping Mike rebuild the garage door and chop up the large branches and trees with the chainsaw. Austin was with us for a portion of it, and he was helpful. Best guy wearing black nail polish I ever saw wield power tools.

And I learned that I liked these people even more than before. Mike was a legitimately good person. He made sure all the neighbors that needed help got it. And by the end of the week, all he’d need to do was yell, “Ruff!” and I knew it was time to toss on some boots.

But the best part, by far, was two a.m. Ronna bought Fudgsicles at the local bulk supply, so Teddi and I always had two ready for our tradition.

After being caught kissing in the middle of the night the first time, I stayed a respectable distance from her. When I saw her tuck her feet under the chair, I didn’t go to my knees and run my fingertips from her ankles to her thighs. I didn’t know what it took to give her goosebumps from kissing her behind her ear. Finding out just how far I could take her before she would throw caution to the wind. Before she and I could hold each other like a secret and a promise.

Instead, we talked about animals. We talked about stupid things we thought were true when we were kids. We talked about how it sucked that the homeless population was treated like criminals just because they didn’t have a home.

Teddi had real concerns about the lack of medical treatment for my community. Having spent so much time arranging wishes, she knew that the bills could be very prohibitive to getting good care.

I learned that her heart was like a stained glass window. Pure, beautiful, and fragile. She was changing me, the house was changing me. I was expecting warmth in the morning. When I was hungry, I ate. When I was thirsty, I had cold, clean water.

I watched Ronna fuss over us all. She’d take her vinyl cutting machine and label everything in the house. My name was there. Gaze’s name, even Pixie.

It was normal. And it made me feel like I was dishonoring my mother by enjoying it. And this night, that’s what we talked about.

“Just because you’re enjoying the moment you’re in doesn’t mean that you didn’t appreciate all she did for you.” Teddi was twirling her wooden Popsicle stick.

“Thanks. It’s just—no offense—she told me that people who lived like this couldn’t appreciate the small things in life that were miracles. And I get where she’s coming from. I’m forgetting to be grateful for the things I’ve come to expect here. Does that make any sense?” I snapped my Popsicle stick in half.

We sat in silence so long I thought maybe I had talked her out of her comfort zone.

And then she spoke up, “Maybe you being here is important because you’re teaching us what grateful means.”

Teddi was like that. She saw the silver lining. I stood up and opened my hand for her stick. She gave it to me and I popped it into the recycling bin.

She stood up and crossed in front of me. “We’ve got school tomorrow.”

I stretched and watched her stare drop to my waist. Then she looked back up quickly. We met each other’s eyes and I knew she was remembering. I was remembering, too. I’d never forget how close we got to me taking her into my room and changing us both.

But we didn’t. Instead of addressing the obvious, I wished her a good night. In the morning, when she got in the truck with me, she smelled amazing and was full of laughter.

Staying away from Teddi would be harder than any other job I’d ever pulled.

TEDDI

I MET TAYLOR and Peaches in the parking lot as Ruffian was swarmed by his junior girl groupies. We took long strides so we could outpace them. I tried to tune out the high-pitched laughing that peeled from the girls.

Peaches looked over her shoulder. “Those sluts. It’s not even eight in the morning. They need to turn down their lady boners a few notches.”

Taylor put her arm around my shoulders. “We’re back from the devastation of the ice and snow, so they’re all pent up with their hormones.”

Peaches cut her eyes to the group once more. “More like whore-moans.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. My girls were loyal. And I loved a spicy Peaches. Tasker and Brutus joined us. Tasker hopped around me, poking one shoulder then the other before pulling on my hair.

I yanked it over my shoulder. “Dude. Ow.”

“Back off of her.” Ruffian was right behind Tasker as we walked through the main doors.

Tasker shrugged one shoulder. “Whatever. Like I can’t be around her. You’re not her pound hound. Maybe worry about your fan group.”

Tasker leaned toward me and grabbed me around the waist. He was trying to pick me up. I wiggled away from his fingers. They were starting to dig in.

All of a sudden I was released. In the throngs of students walking in, I felt like a rock in the middle, with them streaming around us.

Ruffian had Tasker by the throat, pure rage on his face. Tasker’s lips were taking on a tinge of blue. Ruffian put his mouth next to Tasker’s face and said something I couldn’t hear. The junior girls all surrounded us, some giggling, some expressing gasps as they figured out what was going on. I touched Ruffian’s forearm.

Once his eyes were on mine and I knew I had his complete attention, I told him calmly, “You’ve got to let him down.”

It was like watching eyes change from reptilian to human and a shiver went down my spine. Ruffian was scary. I’d never seen this side of him. Even Tasker, who had red marks on his throat, said nothing as he scurried away.

I knew the bell was about to ring and we had to get to class. “Are you okay?”

I tuned out the girls around us.

He gave me a brief head nod.

“Thanks.” And then we were headed in separate directions. I was in my first class, staring out the window before I got a chance to process what had gone down.

Had Ruffian overreacted? I guess. But I hated having Tasker touch me and he used the playfulness of our group to get away with more than I was comfortable with. I’d put up with a lot of it in the past so I wouldn’t make things awkward. I didn’t want to be seen as a prude, but Tasker really took things too far. I mean, I wasn’t in danger, but Ruffian’s reaction was more in line with how much we knew about each other now.

When the bell rang, I realized I had daydreamed through the whole damn first period, which sucked. I didn’t need to fall behind on schoolwork.

I went to my next class and kept a lookout for Ruffian but didn’t see him. I didn’t lay eyes on him again until lunch. He sat with his group and I sat with mine. Tasker was still surly. His throat had red marks and he was in a horrible mood.

I watched him shoot looks over his shoulder and rub his knuckles together. He was still seething. I looked at Peaches who gave me a grimace. She’d noticed the tension as well. Taylor was flirting with Brutus one second, and then sitting pressed against me the next.

“What the hell is going on here? Are they going to have a fight?”

I pushed my food around. “I’m pretty sure if Tasker starts something with Ruffian, it won’t be a fight, it’ll be a lesson.”

Peaches leaned forward, pretending to do my voice. “Ruffian’s death stare was so fucking hot I just want you to make him mad and then have at each other.” She lifted her eyebrows up and down while making a kissy face.

“Not planning on it. He and I keep our distance. That’s our deal.” I looked across the room at him and he was staring back like he was waiting for me.

He didn’t wave, he didn’t smile. But I felt him. He wanted to know if I was okay. I smiled so he’d know that I was fine.

Peaches waved her hand in front of my face. “Bitch. You’re literally having sex eyes with him right now. Your corneas are pregnant. Boom. That just happened.”

I took a bite of my sandwich. It went down like sandpaper. Peaches was right. And it depressed me that Ruffian could make me feel that way and still not be interested in dating me. Or even kissing me.

I changed the topic. “Do they have a theme for the Winter Formal? I have a girl that wants to attend a prom. Prom is too far away, but I’m pretty sure we can make the formal work.”

Taylor pulled up her phone. “Let me message Ezzie. She’s in charge of that committee this year.”

“That’s good news. She has that whole cottagecore theme on her Insta. She’d do a great job.” I pulled out my phone and went to Ezzie’s page.

Peaches leaned over. “Yeah. I think her mom’s an interior designer, so I don’t know if it is just her or not. But either way, it’ll be good.”

Taylor flipped her phone around to show me an image. “Check it. This is top secret. But still.”

A Fairy Tale Night was the theme.

“Perfection. We’ve got little Betty’s wish night prospect then. I’ll email her parents and see what they can do with that date.” I looked at Ruffian again. Still, he was waiting for me. Did he look the whole time or did he just keep checking?

One of the junior girls came over and handed me a small snack bag. It was gummy bears. I fought the smile and rolled my eyes, but when Ruffian stood up, he was smiling, too.

Tasker stepped between us, even though we were so far apart. I didn’t like the look in his eyes at all but managed to look away so Ruffian wouldn’t get mad again. 

Taylor and Peaches drove me home and came to hang out inside while we figured out some of the details for Betty’s big day. It was a squeeze because the dance was in a month. Luckily, I heard back from her mom and the Winter Formal seemed like a good fit. And also good timing. Betty had some upsetting news at the doctor, and they weren’t sure how long her treatment would continue to work. So it’d be a very special Me Party.

When the girls and I were kicking it around the kitchen table eating popcorn, I had my laptop open for notes. Mom was with us, and the more we talked the more we realized we needed to face the Winter Formal like a wedding.

Taylor threw popcorn at Rocket who scarfed it up. “So we need to maybe find out Betty’s favorite fairy tale? She’d be the princess and maybe we could all be her court?”

I typed ideas in the document. “I like that. And I love you guys for always being willing to freaking help with this stuff. You’re amazing.”

Peaches gave me the finger and Taylor stuck out her tongue. They were in it no matter what. But this year, we had some really big milestones that would cement our senior year. They were willing to share those moments with our Me Party guests.

Mom pulled out her old binder.

Peaches pretended to be shocked. “Mrs. B out here doing a time jump to 1992!”

Mom gave Peaches a look. “Listen. It still works, and I can find people’s contact info even if the internet’s down.”

She started flipping through it. “So let’s call the two limo companies we’ve dealt with before, the local theater group and maybe the one at school for props and stuff.”

Taylor sent a few text messages while my mom dialed her phone.

“So we’ve got a dress shop that wants to donate Betty’s dress. I’ve got a cousin that will make a cake, because cake is cake and we love cake.” Taylor showed us images from the Facebook page. They specialized in kids’ cakes and they looked more like art than food.

“Sounds good.” I crafted a Me Party schedule and started to match up the game schedules so I knew who I could tap for volunteering.

I got another text. Betty’s favorite fairy tale was Rapunzel, so we were off to the races with that information. We googled party ideas and Halloween costumes for a few more hours. When it was almost time to make dinner, Ruffian came in the front door. I had no idea where he’d been, but I was pretty sure he’d been with the junior girls. I felt a possessive growl in the back of my throat.

Taylor stood when Ruffian came up the stairs and made a frame with her fingers and held them up to his face when he was at the top stair. “Who does he look like? I mean, he needs a touch of guyliner, but…”

I saw it immediately. Ruffian could cosplay as the prince from Rapunzel in a hot second. “Oh yeah. Totally perfect. They would hire his ass at Disney World.”

Peaches pulled up a picture and held it next to Ruffian’s face. It was uncanny.

Taylor’s phone alarm went off and she silenced it. “Well, let’s put a pin in this. Teddi, do you think we can make this happen?” She made circles in front of Ruffian’s face. “And now we have to go.”

Both girls kissed my mom on the cheek before getting their stuff on. Ruffian looked flummoxed as they called him Flynn Rider.

Mom closed her binder and put it back in the pantry. “Tonight we’re having chicken wraps and broccoli. If you kids have homework, maybe get started on it.”

I stood up with my laptop and brought it upstairs. Ruffian tapped his knuckles on the doorframe. “Can I come in?”

“Sure, Flynn. Thanks for the gummy bears today. Looks like you can get your minions to do anything you want.” Why was I giving him the business? Okay, fine. I was jealous. And I wanted him to kiss me again.

“Just wanted to check on you and make sure Tasker isn’t a problem.” He waited in my doorway like a knight waiting for his queen to make a decision. He was confusing. He treated me like gold, but he didn’t seem to want to touch me with a ten-foot pole.

“He’s fine. Thank you, though. I didn’t realize how much I hated that until you made him stop doing it, you know? He’s always trying to be more handsy than I want.” I plugged my laptop back in.

“I could tell you weren’t having a great time there. I just realized I kind of threatened a guy in your friend group. I didn’t want to make it awkward for you.”  He put his arms over his chest.

“You didn’t. Everyone knows Tasker is a pain in the ass. I appreciated it. But I also don’t want you to get in trouble. I can handle Tasker.” I sat down on the edge of my bed, very, very aware that Ruffian was large in this room. Scanning it like he was collecting evidence.

“Noted.” He shuffled his feet back.

“Hey, do you have plans for the Winter Formal?” I tried to picture what kind of outfit we would have to get or make to complete his transition to Flynn Rider.

“Um. I don’t plan on going, if that’s what you’re wondering.” He unfolded his arms and picked up a teddy bear knickknack. It was my mom’s habit to get me little figurines of teddy bears from anywhere she traveled.

And then I felt the shame bubbling up. Oh. He thought I wanted him to ask me to the dance on a date. Of course. I waved both of my hands at him. “No. No. Nothing like a date or anything. We have a Me Party and the little girl’s favorite fairy tale is Rapunzel. You look just like the guy from Tangled. Would you be willing to be her escort to the dance?”

I tried to make eye contact but fell somewhere on his chest.

“I guess. I mean, I have to see what I have going on schedule wise. I wouldn’t want to stand up the little lady due to obligations.” He set the teddy bear down. “So we just finished Larissa’s day and now we are on to the next one? That’s a lot to take on.” He sat down on the wooden chair by my desk.

I flipped through my phone and found a picture of Betty. I forwarded it to him and watched him as he pulled his phone out. After he swiped across the screen, I got to see his reaction to the picture in real time.

“She is absolutely adorable.” He was genuine, not just saying she was cute to get brownie points.

“She’s a fighter and a really spiritual kid. It’s really sad how much time this diagnosis has taken from her. She doesn’t even go to school anymore. She’s lonely and has a steep battle in front of her. I will have to plan an A level operation and a B and a C for if she doesn’t feel well or if she is on bedrest.” I really hoped we had time to give her something that resembled a happy day for her and her family.

“I’ll do my best.” He pushed himself up to his feet. “I’ll leave you to it.”

And then he was out my door. His absence was too loud. My feelings for him were a problem. 

RUFFIAN

WHEN I GOT back to my room, I kicked myself mentally. The night before the dance was when I was slated to rob Meg’s house. They would be leaving for Vail in two weeks. I had done my research and would continue to do so. Today I had returned to Four Brothers Pawn Shop and met with Mr. Sherlock again. He told me they would be ready to turn the art and jewels around for me. He also said they would work with any cops that came sniffing, so I had to keep my tracks clean.

I won’t lie and say my hands weren’t clenched at night. And that I wasn’t second-guessing the whole damn thing over and over. I decided to see if I would get some inspiration from Lucas. I called Seasons and he was able to come to the phone.

“Ruff! I need to tell you something.”

That was unlike him. He usually had some jokes and tales about what he did for his day.

“What’s going on?”

Lucas was breathing quickly. “Grandma/Mom is in the hospital again. But this time for real. She fell on her way to the craft room. I got her a pillow, but the guys took her in the ambulance.”

“Was she talking to you?” I tried to think about who I could get in contact with to figure out what they needed.

“Oh yeah. She was cursing up a storm. She didn’t want to go at all. But they said she had to. Is she going to come back, Ruff?”

The seeking tone of his voice sliced into me. He wanted answers.

“Wait. Here’s Rena. She’s my friend.”

I heard the clatter of the passing of the phone.

“Hey? Ruffian? I’m Rena and I’m on staff here at Seasons. Lucas said you and he have been friends for years.” She seemed like she was calm and measured, which was good.

“Yeah. We go way back. How’s Grandma/Mom?” I tapped my foot out of nerves.

“She’s getting a few tests. You wouldn’t happen to know where their insurance card is?”

I could only hear my own breathing. I wanted a sign, not a slap. “No ma’am. I’m sure it’s somewhere. Grandma/Mom took care of that kind of thing.” That was a lie. I knew they didn’t have anything like that. I wanted to buy her time. Get her the tests that she needed before money could get involved. “Will you be able to keep a watch on Lucas?”

“Oh yes, of course. It’s part of what we do here. Would you like to talk to Lucas again?”

We spoke for a few more minutes before ending the call. I wanted a sign and I got one. I needed to do the job. Do it well. And get money to the people.

I slept on the floor as usual, but that night I left my window open to remind myself of my roots.


Chapter 37

RUFFIAN

TODAY WAS THE day. Thursday, the morning of the robbery. It was the day I changed everything. Made my mother proud. Made a legacy. Helped the community in one last grandiose way.

I drove Teddi to school and walked in the front door, only to bow back out, claiming I had forgotten my homework.

I wasn’t stupid. I was pretty sure they were going to figure out it was me. I was the new guy. I would look at me as a suspect.

I had future regrets and they kept bubbling up to the surface. I felt bad about the workers that were trusted to do their jobs while Meg and her family were in Vail. While their staff got a well-deserved vacation. The guys that were in charge of working the renovation rooms were hard-working guys. And what I was about to do would get them all looked at closely. Maybe even falsely accused. I wouldn’t let it stick; I’d confess to doing it. But I would never tell them what happened to the property.

I put on my painter’s coveralls with the name of the local place written on the back. I’d used Ronna’s ever-present vinyl cutting machine to replicate the logo. “Paul’s Painting” looked legit.

I also knew they hired pieceworkers. As long as I had a uniform on, didn’t talk much, and got some work done, I would be good. And all I needed was to get in and out before lunch. I knew my way around.

I parked in the woods and walked through. At eight-thirty, I simply walked onto the job and grabbed a paint bucket and a tarp.

Brisco was the site manager. He was counting off people to go to certain rooms. “You four are the study, cover everything. I want the cleanest corners ever. Make sure you double check the Clorox with me. Everyone has more than enough holes to fill. Wash the walls, make sure you don’t get a drop of anything on anything. I guarantee a turd they flush in the morning is worth far more than any of us make in a year. We don’t want to have any insurance claims. Wear booties. Use the potty crapper out here in the damn cold. Meatfark, that means you.”

We slipped on paper booties and masks. As long as I didn’t stand out, I was doing great. Well, in theory. In actuality, I was sweating and I felt like I was walking around like a jerky horror movie villain. Be cool. Be normal. Be regular.

The workers with me were low-key. A few sipped on Monster energy drinks outside before securing their booties. And just before we entered, Hawk’s Electrical pulled up with their three guys.

Perfect. Meg had talked about how all the outlets were getting rewired to have USB ports and some foreign plugs as well because some of her favorite beauty appliances came from Europe and she didn’t want to worry about adapters.

They also had to put on booties and started hollering out the quadrants that would be shut off first. They were wild cards. I wasn’t sure which rooms would be down first. One of the first things I had to do when I started the robbery was find the fuse box and throw it. The camera system needed to be down for me to make some headway.

Next, the flooring crew rolled up in a side-paneled truck. And behind them a minivan wrapped in rainbow colors declaring themselves organization gurus.

Today would be like a damn circus in there. I picked the right day, and I was heartened to see all the confusion that would be part of this day.

Sweating still. The elevator was out of service for us, but the two other guys and I were assigned the second-floor hallway. Another sign. That’s where I needed to be.

Even though there were two guys with me, the place was so big, that the three of us managed to be going in different directions. Most guys had a pair of earphones in their ears while they worked. I did not. I was listening. Listening and scrubbing. The electrical crew was popping off fuses. I looked down at my bucket of dirty water and decided that now was a good moment to wander with my water to dump.

I carefully went down the stairs until I reached Brisco.

“Where we dumping? Upstairs toilet?” I tilted the water toward him.

“No. Jesus. They don’t want their crap all jacked up with the dirty water. Give a crap, kid. Dump it outside. But not near the plants. And then get more from the basement. No tubs. No bathrooms. The clients want us to be like ghosts. Is this your first day on the fucking crew?”

Brisco looked like he ate Tums for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Every anxiety rage episode seemed to make him redder throughout the morning. On the third dump of water, I was able to get near the fuse box when the electricians went for their smoke break. I heard some of the floor guys complaining that they had to drive off the property to smoke. The family was very conscientious about secondhand smoke. They even claimed Meg had asthma, which she did not.

I’d even seen Meg’s dad smoking a cigar in his office on some nights, so they were hypocrites. I got a text message from Meg just as I thought about her. She was sitting in a hot tub, carefully placing suds.

 

Change your mind. I miss you.

 

I could text back I’m closer than you think. But I didn’t. I also had a call from Ronna and then Gaze. They were figuring out that I wasn’t in school, I assumed. I guess the school notified the next of kin or whatever to tell on you for playing hooky. I had an excuse. Visiting Lucas because of his grandma.

It felt a little wrong to use his tragedy, but the end game would be getting her health care that would be paid off.

Once the electricity was off, it was time to actually do what I came here to do. I set the new bucket of water outside Meg’s mom’s bedroom wing. I used my mother’s arrow lock pick to smoothly enter the room. It was not part of the reno and as such had been locked. I slipped in and made my way to the safe. It still had a steady red light. It wasn’t hardwired to the electricity or it had a backup. I knew this was likely because I had researched the company. I used the code that I had watched Meg enter.

The red light switched from red to green, and I was able to lift the handle on the safe.

Inside was much of Meg’s mom’s collection of jewels. Some were laid out on velvet stands, others in slots just for the type of jewelry it was. I took three handfuls and filled my cargo pants pockets in the uniform.

I closed the safe and took a breath. A few things could happen right now. There could be an alarm I wasn’t aware of. The police could get a notification that the safe was opened. Or maybe Meg’s parents got text messages when the safe was opened. I slipped out of the room, locking the door behind me.

That’s when I should have left. Anything more was just asking for trouble. But this was it. This was my last job. It had to be big. So big it changed lives.

I slipped through the house down to Meg’s room. Again, I had to break in. Her room was not slated for any of the renovations either and I had no business being in there. But I was in. I went to her dresser and scooped out handfuls of her jewelry. It was lighter than her mother’s, but still worth more than anything else I’d ever been in the presence of. I grabbed her black messenger bag from her closet. I transferred the robbed items to that and left it open. It was just big enough for the two small ridiculously famous paintings. I had to sneak past two decorators, but they were lost in their work, peeking at the parts of the house that maybe they were supposed to be in. I walked past the art gallery set up in the hall. This one was not due to be painted, but when I lifted the two paintings off the wall, they each had an outline of the brighter paint that had not been touched by the light streaming in from the French windows.

And then it was done. As easy as it was. The hardest thing about it was getting over my guilt. Walking out, I held a cigarette and pointed at the door when Brisco noticed me.

“Suck like a vacuum there, water dumper. We don’t have time for your poison sucking.”

I lifted my chin. He didn’t mention Meg’s bag with the sharp corners easily outlined on the black cotton.

When I was outside, I slid the cigarette behind my ear and walked straight through the woods to the truck. This was it. I’d done it now. I had God knows how much money’s worth of stuff sitting in the passenger seat.

My fate was sealed. Now I had to move quickly before they caught up with me. I had some lives to change.


 Chapter 38

TEDDI

RUFFIAN WAS MISSING from school all day. I went outside at lunch and saw his truck was gone. He’d left me at school. I sent him a few texts, but they weren’t read.

I knew he was distancing himself. For whatever the reason. It hurt. But this felt more dangerous and I couldn’t tell why.

Maybe because he was watchful of me. When we were in school, he was the new kid and all, but when I found him in a crowd or across the hall, he would already be looking at me.

I toyed with texting Gaze, but it felt like snitching more than I wanted it to. I pulled out my phone and called Austin.

“Teddi Bear, what’s up?” He seamlessly switched to a video call with me. He did it on purpose so he could see me to gauge whether or not I was really okay. I frowned at him.

He was at what looked like a coffee joint. “Let me go outside. It’s loud in here.” I watched the phone as the camera dizzily bounced all over. Finally, he was framed by a brick wall.

“Ruffian’s missing. Like he left. And I don’t know what to do.” I could have asked Peaches or Taylor their opinions, but I wanted to hear what Austin suggested.

“What do you mean he’s missing? Like, call the cops, my dude has straight up disappeared or he’s playing hooky?” Austin pulled his hair out of his eyes and slid on his sunglasses. His rings glittered in the sunlight.

“He dropped me off, walked with us, and then went back to the truck to get something, then he was gone. I know a few people in his classes and they all said he was out today. I texted him and he didn’t respond.”

Austin held up one finger. “Hold.”

I waited while his video feed was paused. “Well, he’s on his way to Poughkeepsie according to the phone tracker app Dad has us hooked up to.”

“Oh. Good idea. I forgot we had that. All I have is Grandma on mine. I don’t see any other of the family circle.” So Ruffian was okay. Or at least his phone was and it was headed to Poughkeepsie.

“You got a ride home tonight?” Austin’s face came back into view.

“Yeah. Taylor will always run me home. They have a cheer thing, but I can do homework.” I bit my lip.

“You want me to go find him? I can follow the tracker.” I saw him working his schedule in his head. Whatever he was up to, he would have to juggle things. Which made no sense. I was just being possessive and nosy for no good reason. Ruffian didn’t owe me anything. Even thinking that thought felt wrong. Like he did owe me something and I owed him something, too.

“No. Thank you for looking him up. I’ll text you later. Love you.”

Austin blew me a kiss and hung up the phone. I could hear him starting another conversation before he fully disconnected.

I needed to relax, or at least concentrate on school. I had just a few days left to plan the rest of Betty’s Me Party for the Winter Formal. Plenty to do. No reason to worry about an almost adult boy with his own truck and cell phone. He was gone because he wanted to be and not for any other reason.

I went back inside just as the bell rang. Head down, finish the school day, and only write his name in my notebook a couple hundred times.

RUFFIAN

WHEN I PULLED the truck into the lot in Poughkeepsie, it was very light on traffic. I had the bag of valuables and a face that I hoped betrayed how much everything that was in Meg’s bag was worth.

I was hyperaware of every noise and every flash of light. I was on an expiring clock now. They would circle it back to me. It was just a matter of time. I mean, if they didn’t, great. But I knew if the cops came to me, I wouldn’t lie about my involvement.

While I walked to Four Brothers Pawn, I remembered when Mom taught me that lesson.

I was about eight years old when we were sitting outside the local Safeway. We were panhandling, I knew that now, but then Mom said it was a math lesson and an opportunity for strangers to find their best selves. It made them feel good to give to us, just like it made us feel good to give to others as well.

I knew my ears were red, thinking of that trick Mom had. To suffer the shame that most people would have pinned to their souls and just let it go like a balloon.

Sometimes the Safeway had a special event. It was supposed to be like a sidewalk fair, but it was just their regular goods out in the sun getting hot.

Mom was singing, like she liked to do when we were collecting opportunities from people’s wallets, when the manager of the store stood in front of me, angry.

Before I could get back to Mom’s side, he’d grabbed my arm. “And I just found out you lifted someone’s wallet. That’s why I’ve told you before and I hope I don’t have to tell you again, you have to get out of here.”

He was talking to Mom now. She focused on his hand on my arm. “Let go of my son.”

“Not until he gives me back the wallet.” He squeezed my arm tighter.

“What did I do, Mom?” I was getting scared. Mom had told me that we had to be careful. That not everyone wanted her and me to stay a family.

Mom picked up her things and the coffee can that we used to collect and came to stand in front of the manager.

I tried to pull on my arm, but the manager wouldn’t let me go. Mom smiled. “Listen. You’re about to let go of my boy, or you’ll find out what a woman that has nothing to lose does to another person to protect her child.”

Mom wasn’t kidding, and even though she was smiling, she wasn’t happy. He let go of my arm and I scrambled over to my mother.

A man hollered from the cart corral, “Hey, Bill, I found it! I must have left it in the seat of the cart here. So crazy. Thanks for the help.”

Mom didn’t dignify the manager with a response as he grumbled away. We left and didn’t return to that spot for a few years. But right after, before the bruises that would form on my arm in the shape of fingerprints from the manager, Mom had a lesson for me.

“Did you see how that turned out? The man who lost his wallet somehow blamed you for it being gone. He should have at first blamed himself and looked for that wallet everywhere before blaming anyone. You were hurt by his thoughtfulness. It’s important to make sure that you’ve done everything you can, because people can blame others and it can hurt them. Don’t let anyone else pay for your mistakes, Ruff. And there will be mistakes. We all make them.”

As I knocked on the side door to the pawn shop, I realized she had been scared. Not because of the wallet, but because of that man’s forgetfulness’ possible impact on my life. If I had been falsely accused, the delicate bubble of safety that kept Mom and me together would have popped. So, I would never let someone else take the fall for what I had done wrong.

When Tisha saw me this time, she just opened the door and waved me through. It was time to deal with the big dogs.

_______________

MR. SHERLOCK WAS waiting for me, casually resting on his desk. “You followed?”

I shook my head. No one followed me, of that I was sure. Not yet, at least.

Lock stood up and gestured to the top of the desk. I swung the bag to my front and carefully took out the two paintings. Then I took out a handful of the jewelry. When it was laid out, Lock ran his hand over the gold and gems.

“No shit, kid. You really boosted all this?” Lock pulled out his phone and sent a text message.

“Can you pay me for it? I have to get back to school. I have to give someone a ride.” I double-checked that the jewelry was all accounted for. I found a brooch stuck to the inside of the bag. It was a little gold teddy bear with blue gem eyes. It must have come from Meg’s room. Instead of upending it, I left it in the bag. Stupid probably. But I was big on signs today.

The back door of the pawn shop opened and in walked two guys. One was a huge guy that had the body of an action figure and the smile of a supermodel. The other guy was slighter and completely hooded.

“Havoc. And you are?” The large man held out his hand and mine felt wimpy in his. He gave me a real shake and then looked at the loot on the desk. “With stuff like this, you’re going to feel heat soon. You prepared to deal with all that?”

I shrugged. “I’ve been planning this for a long time. The chips are going to fall where they fall. As long as you guys are clean and this doesn’t blow back on any of the people I live with, the deed is done.”

“You want cash?” the hooded man asked. I could just see flashes of his eyes, but I tried not to stare too hard.

“Yes, sir. Clean cash that can’t be traced.” I felt the danger in this room. There was nothing stopping these guys from killing me and keeping the stash for themselves other than the fact they worked with Mom in the past.

“You Ivy’s son?” Havoc sat behind the desk and Sherlock seemed like he was put off slightly. Like he was nervous.

“Yes, sir.” I wanted to get the cash and get out. I wasn’t going to make it back to drive Teddi at this rate. I would have to text her to catch a different way home. Taylor would drive her.

“She was an exceptional woman. We were very sorry to hear she had passed.” Havoc folded his hands in front of him like he was a bishop instead of a mafia boss. “Here’s what we can offer you. I have to do an assessment on this, make sure it’s real, find a dealer for this art. When it’s been boosted, it makes it harder. I can offer you half the cash now, and then the rest after we sell all of it.”

I looked from Havoc to Sherlock to the hooded guy and back. “Wait, that wasn’t the deal. It was the full amount.”

My throat felt like it was closing up. I needed it all. Lord only knew how much Grandma/Mom would need. I felt my knees going soupy and mushy. This had to be worth it. This heist had to be worth losing Teddi. I felt the punch in my heart. A very small voice in my head told me that nothing would ever be worth losing her.

My purpose was this. I just wish it had felt more victorious. This was my mother’s memorial. And all at once it felt wrong. Like I wanted to throw up and punch myself at the same moment.

“Kid, are you okay?” the hooded one asked. He hadn’t moved, but I felt his attention on me.

I nodded. I could do this. I’d deal with the hits on my moral compass later. First, money.

Lock spoke up, “Hey, in our defense, this is like twice the amount you had said you would bring in. This stuff is all hot. It’ll have to be melted down. The art we may have to hold on to for a few years. That’s a real traceable set of items.”

“Give him all of it,” the hooded guy spoke up again.

Havoc looked over his shoulder and Lock’s arguments died in his mouth. The hooded one was the boss. Which was terrifying because the other two could probably turn me into chopped meat and not even break a sweat.

“All of it?” Lock seemed to be trying to weigh gold in his head.

The hooded guy didn’t speak again.

“Okay, but it’s going to take some time to figure it out.” Lock grabbed a scale from a bookcase and Havoc pulled a serious business calculator out of the desk.

The hooded one just waited. He was so still it was like he wasn’t even breathing. I didn’t know where to put myself. I just shifted my weight from one foot to the other, trying to not look anxious when that was all I felt.

I glanced around the room again, trying not to absorb anything because I knew this whole room was a legal problem. Lots of crime. Lots of bad. When I turned to my left, the hooded guy was a mere foot from my face. He’d moved like one of the stone angels in Doctor Who and I damn near had a heart attack.

“My shits!” I winced after the words betrayed my surprise.

“I knew your mom.” The hooded one spoke to me, I was assuming.

Oh, sweet Jesus. Please don’t give me any really uncool your mom jokes right now. Because I would have to fight him and then try to steal back the stolen goods.

“Me too.” I pulled on the zipper on Meg’s bag. It kept making a farting noise, but I couldn’t make myself stop.

“She lived in tent city. Always trying to get some stuff for the people there.” He moved his hand and I saw it was completely covered in tattoos of bones. Like he was wearing his skeleton on the outside of his skin.

“That was her biggest concern.” I had to focus on that. If I made it out of here alive, I’d be able to help them all.

“Actually, it wasn’t.” He tilted his head up. I was a little bit taller than the hooded guy. The movement highlighted his chin and lips. More tattoos of bones. The mandible framed his lips. I wasn’t about to argue with him, but I knew what my mom stood for. “Her biggest concern was you.”

I felt my soul shatter inside me and crumble into ash. Embarrassingly, my eyes filled with tears.

“I’m sorry for your loss, man.” The skeleton hand shot out and clamped onto my shoulder.

I gave him a man-nod and put my attention on the floor. I wasn’t going to be able to add to this conversation without a few tissues.

“You know what you’re doing with this cash?” He dropped his hand.

I jammed my hands into my pockets. “Yeah. Just what my mom would have.”

I sniffled.

“Just have a good plan. This is going to be a lot of money.” He stepped back and nodded at Lock.

Lock shrugged his shoulders and went to the bookcase. He dug his fingernails into one of the books and a hidden door swung open. They had a safe that looked exactly like a stack of books. He started slapping stacks of cash onto the desk, near the jewelry that Havoc was still totaling up.

My heart started racing. The hooded guy flipped through the bills and then handed each stack to me.

“This is one million dollars in cash. You going to put it in that bag?”

I pulled on the fart zipper again and held the bag open. I was afraid to even touch it. The hooded man started stacking the money in Meg’s bag. His hand touched the jeweled gummy bear. “You keeping this?”

“Yeah. I know a girl that’ll like it.” I cleared my throat.

“Yeah, well, it’s hot, so keep that in mind. You get caught and it gets brought back to us. We will say we had no idea who you were, and that we thought this was a good deal. We will not protect your ass from the police.” He stacked the last of the bills. He patted the bag once and then zipped it up for me.

“I understand.” What was the etiquette for this? I went with the easiest. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank him, baby. You got a lot of hoops to jump through before you’re ready to rest your head, if you know where I’m coming from.” Havoc stood and it was obviously Lock’s job to clean up the office.

And then they were both gone. Just Lock and me in the room. He started organizing the jewelry by gold and color when he finally looked up at me. “Dude. Get gone. Christ.”

And with that, I left the pawn shop and took the most dangerous-feeling walk of my life. Worse than walking out of Meg’s house was walking in town with one million dollars in my bag.


Chapter 39

TEDDI

THE PLANNING FOR Betty’s dance date Me Party was coming quickly. It was a great theme. Everyone loved a princess and a fairy tale. I was hoping that Betty would get the whole experience. The limo ride with her sister as a special rider, the beautiful dress, and being queen for the day. It wasn’t prom, which would have been her choice, but she didn’t have the months to bet on to get to May. I’d had an update that her last scan was concerning. I had to keep her pain rate in mind. Gaze said he had a costume from a Halloween with Pixie that would fit the bill as Flynn Rider.

My mind was drifting off again. To him. The feeling that something was off. Like life-changing kind of off. I didn’t like it.

Taylor and Peaches were able to drive me home after their cheer meeting, and both speculated about where Ruffian went.

Peaches leaned forward. “He’s probably running errands or something. We can’t always assume the worst.”

Taylor handed me her phone. “Look, you can find him in this.”

“You have my family’s phone tracking app?” I popped her lock code in on her screen.

“Of course. Your mom said I drive you too much for her to not be able to tell where you are.” Taylor pulled down her visor to block the afternoon sun.

Peaches showed me the app on her phone. “I have it, too, but only your grandma shows up. That woman can’t sit home for a minute.”

I peeked at the app. Sure enough, Peaches had near CIA levels of tracking on Grandma and by extension, Grandpa. They were joined at the hip. Their current obsession was filling their stall at an antique mall downtown. They both had a great eye for vintage pieces and stalked local thrift stores. And judging from the amount of times they were in and out of their house every day, it kept them very busy.

“Peaches is on my diet version of stalking. But you…” I saw all fifteen people in our family circle, including Peaches and Taylor right now. And me. And Ruffian. I touched the avatar of a dog that Taylor must have assigned him.

“Funny. A golden retriever for Ruff? I think that’s offensive.” His truck had stayed at the speed limit the whole time. And yes, the app showed me that as well. He was stalled in Poughkeepsie for over an hour, before continuing to the Poughkeepsie Staples.

We pulled into my driveway.

“Assuming you don’t have to put an APB out on your almost brother, when do you want to put the finishing touches on Betty’s Me Party?” Peaches got out after I did and slipped into the front seat.

“Soon. Maybe tonight. Maybe tomorrow at lunch?” I handed Taylor back her phone. “Hey, I’ll check this out on my iPad. I think I got you all on there. Thanks for the ride.”

Taylor hit the horn way too many times to say goodbye, and as I was letting myself in the front door, Austin’s car pulled up in the driveway.

I waited for him at the top of the steps. He held out his arms when he got to the step below me. “Hey, baby girl.”

I fell into him and allowed him to swing me around. “Ugh. Boys.”

“I know, baby. That’s why I never say never to girls. Sometimes they’re way too much.” He pushed the door open and we both met an excited Rocket while Tiger threaded in and out of the stair bannisters chirp-meowing. “Let’s get inside and start a conversation.”

Austin looked like he was on a mission. Once we were in the kitchen, we both took a seat.

“Why do I feel like I’m in trouble or something?” I leaned forward a bit.

“You sort of are. But nothing bad. I just wanted to point out that you’ve increased the number of Me Parties and I feel like you are really doing too damn much.” He rested his hands on the table.

“What? I thought you love the Me Parties?” I had a sinking feeling.

“I do. Don’t get me wrong, but Mom and Dad and I had a conversation the other day about the pressure you put yourself under and the fact that this is your last year of high school. You have to make time for you to just be a teenage girl. You know?” He reached across the table to touch my hand.

“So Mom and Dad put you up to this. Is this what you think, or is it all of you?” Usually we broached things as a family, so this Austin-heavy conversation had me perplexed.

“No. We came up with it. And you don’t have to listen. We knew you had your own mind about what you want to do—and that’s cool. But how many more things can you pile on before it’s too much?”

I stood up and pulled my hands out from under his. “Do you know how many pending cases I have for Me Parties? Over fifty. Fifty people who could really use what I do to make hard situations easier. And the more of these I do, the more contacts I have so I can do more.” I pushed myself to sit on the countertop and sighed.

“Yeah, I know. We could help lots of people every day, and that’s great, but you need some balance. You need to be able to take a few weeks to just enjoy being a teenager for these last few months.” He tipped back in his chair and seemed reluctant to say more.

“What? Just tell me. I can see it on your face.” Austin and I never really fought, but I could tell he had concerns, which was making me have concerns.

“You’re up every night with him.”

“Oh. It’s about Ruffian.” I nodded and then shook my head.

“Well, I mean, that’s a lot of sleep to lose every damn day. And is everything okay with him? I mean, it’s just us now, you can tell me.” Austin fiddled with his ring.

“I literally hang out with guy friends all the time. What’s so different about Ruffian?” I felt my heart beating louder.

“Just mentioning him seems to get you defensive.”

Austin was using one of his superpowers against me. The way he could observe how people interact.

“Ruffian and I are fine. He’s even agreed to help with Betty’s dance wish. So it’s fine. We’re great. There’s no we other than the fact that we live in the same house.” I pushed off the counter. “Are you going to help me with the makeup Pinterest board for the fairy tale characters, or are you just here to bust my balls?” I waited with my hands on my hips.

“Of course, I’m here to help. I’ve got you, boo.” He stood, slipped his ring all the way back onto his finger, and gave me a smile. I couldn’t tell if he was forcing it.

What I got from the whole conversation was there were concerns about Ruffian. And I had them, too. 

RUFFIAN

I WAS SITTING at the creek that I’d sat at many times before. Mom loved this place. I felt close to her. If there was a gravestone, this crystal-clear water that cut through the woods would be it. I was alone now. The black bag from Meg’s was at my feet, empty except for the gold teddy bear.

I leaned down and pulled it out. I could never actually give this to Teddi. It was Meg’s. It was stolen, and it would link her to my crime. But I still rubbed it with my thumb. Maybe this was the part of my heist I was truly afraid of. The after. It was done. It was over.

I went first to the hospital and donated a ridiculous amount of money to Grandma/Mom’s hospital bills. I popped into Seasons and dropped an envelope full of cash for Lucas.

Then I made my way into the community. I had stopped at Staples on the way down and bought manila envelopes. I sat in a parking lot and filled bunches of them with money. When I was done, Meg’s bag was full of envelopes. I wanted to make sure everyone got their fair share. I asked them to wait until I left to open it.

Maybe it was now that they had made the discovery of what I had put in the envelopes. Giving straight cash had more sticking points than I was ready for. I was wondering now if they were all safe. Did they have a good way to keep the money and buy things without being robbed? I felt a burn in my chest with concern. The little details. I hadn’t figured them out. And the feeling I had done the ultimate good in the name of my mother wasn’t there. It was just emptiness. Vacancy. I felt the texture of the bear while I spoke to the creek. To my mom.

“You know what’s crazy? There is a part of me, that when I did this job, I felt like I’d see you again. Like, literally get to see you again. And that’s not reality.” The tears were flowing now.

“I mean, how stupid could one guy be? I was there with you when you died. Why did I think that this money, this now, you’d be here with me? And instead of feeling the best ever, I just hear my heart hitting bottom. I just don’t know what you want. What you would have wanted. They can’t take me from you anymore. Hell, I’m almost full grown. We never dealt with the after. How we would live after we were done running from the threat that I’d get taken away from you. Were we always going to live in the woods? I don’t know. I still don’t know.”

I stood and tossed the bear into the creek. I watched as it swirled a few times and then was carried farther down by the water.

“Mom, they’re going to find me. I’m going to jail. For a big one. For a million dollars. I won’t be out. I’ll probably die there. Is that good? Did I do the right thing? Where’s that feeling? The one where I know I’m right and it feels good to help people? It’s just an echo now.”

I listened to the water running and a few birds chirping. In just a little while, it’d be dark. The sun would set on this day, and instead of victory, I had concern. Lucas and Grandma/Mom would be good. But the Conner kids? I gave the money to each of them and none to their mom. But the little ones would probably give it to their mom and she would shoot it up her arm. Would they do the right thing? They were just kids. Did I put a bullseye on their backs by upping the amount of danger they were in?

Maybe it was all stupid. I wanted a sign. I always looked for a sign, but I wasn’t getting anything.

I grabbed Meg’s bag. I wanted to ditch it on the way back to the Burathons’ house.

I saw a flutter in my peripheral vision. A crow.

Just before he swooped too close to me, he dropped something, circled above my head, and then flew away.

I looked down at my feet. The teddy bear charm. I stopped and picked it up.

I felt my smile pick up on one side of my lips. “Teddi? Is that what’s next, Ma?”

I put the charm in my pocket and began my hike back to the truck, feeling less alone. Sure, crows like shiny things, but I would bet a lot of money, almost a million dollars, that Mom had sent me the charm as a message. Don’t toss what I have with Teddi away.


Chapter 40

TEDDI

IT WAS AFTER dark when Ruffian walked into the house looking absolutely exhausted. Mom and Dad were waiting for him.

“Is everything okay, Ruff?” Ronna came over to him and rubbed his shoulder.

They had been discussing how to handle not knowing where he was before he arrived. And how they were responsible for knowing where he was for Ms. Josephine. But one look at him, and clearly Mom and Dad switched plans without a word to each other.

Ruffian looked like he’d been crying. His jeans were marked with dirt patches and his hair was wild.

“It’s gonna be. Thanks, Mrs. Burathon. So sorry I was out of touch today. I had to do a few things and revisit a place my mom and I liked to spend time together. It won’t happen again.”  He looked at me and I gave him a sad smile.

Whatever he’d been up to had certainly done a number on him. Dad came down the stairs to clap him on the back. “We’re just happy you are okay. Are you hungry? The truck driving okay? How can we help you?”

I watched as he had a mild look of surprise before shaking his head. “You’re great people. I hope you know that. Man, I wish my mom could have met you. All of you.”

Again with the eye contact. I saw relief in his eyes. There was a wall that was down for Ruffian now.

Ronna hugged Ruffian’s arm and patted his chest. “She had to be spectacular, because you’re so incredible. That only comes when you’ve been so well-loved.”

I loved my parents right then. For knowing what to say. For dropping all the lecturing they thought they might have to give to just welcome Ruffian home.

When he got upstairs, he swayed on his feet a bit.

“You have to be hungry.” Mom went into full mom mode, and soon enough Ruffian was sitting in front of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a glass of milk, and a gummy vitamin.

Ruffian smiled as he took a bite. “Sorry to make you go out of your way. This is heaven.”

Ronna rubbed his back again. “Take your time.”

I left the kitchen to go to my room briefly. I updated Austin, Taylor, and Peaches that Ruffian was home and okay. I had no other information.

When I got back downstairs, Mom was cleaning up the spot where Ruffian had been.

“He went down to take a shower. He apologized a few more times. Little sweetheart. He’s had some kind of day. Be nice to him, okay?” Mom leaned forward and kissed my forehead.

“Okay.” I was planning on it. After Dad had gone to bed, I hung out in the kitchen. When it had been over an hour, I slipped downstairs. I peeked around to see where Ruffian was. He was stretched out on his bed, one sock on his foot, the other in his hand. He had no shirt on and was out cold.

There was the zap again. It was familiar now. Welcome now. I took the sock out of his hand, and he remained out. I snuck into the living room to get an afghan because he was lying on top of his blankets.

I walked back in and gently covered him. I was concerned that his head wouldn’t be comfortable without a pillow, so I grabbed one from the top of the bed. When I slipped my hand under his head, his eyes popped open.

He leaned forward and kissed my lips, putting his hands on both sides of my face. Off balance all of a sudden, he helped me lie next to him.

His hair fell in front of his face as he cuddled me to him. “I’m going to miss you most of all.”

And then he drifted off again. I couldn’t get myself out from under his arms, so I was trapped. I just lay there looking at his face. Was it possible to see the rest of your life so soon? Because I would bet a million dollars, I was looking at the face that I was meant to be with for a really, really long time.

RUFFIAN

I WOKE UP at two a.m. It was just what my body did now. I was bone-tired. The fact the robbery was committed, and the funds dispersed felt like a dream. I turned my head and saw Teddi curled up next to me.

And then I remembered kissing her and keeping her. I was ballsy tonight. It was late when I kissed her. And I knew I had just a limited amount of time. I mean, if Meg’s family didn’t figure out it was me, great. But I knew my time was limited.

I regretted it for Teddi. That I would be a stain on her family. I hoped her beautiful heart and charitable ways would keep her family above the fray of the crime I’d committed.

I lay next to her and tried to memorize her face, the beautiful bow of her lips, the way the slope of her neck tapered into her clavicle.

What a life it would be. To get to look at her for all the days I had on the planet. It was crazy how pretty she was when I first met her, but now, knowing who she was—there would be no beauty that could touch her.

I reached out and ran my index finger gently down her jaw. Softly. Like how lightly you would touch a butterfly’s wing.

Still, her eyes opened. She smiled at me. “Let me guess? It’s two a.m.?”

“Fudgsicle o’clock.” I touched her hand and held it. “Plus, we have to get you out of my bed. I don’t want to wake up dead with your dad’s foot up my ass.”

She flipped over and scooted backward so my only choice was to cuddle her to me.

Facing away from me, she asked, “Where were you today?”

I moved her hair so I could see the shell of her ear. I kissed her neck. “Doing a thing I had to do. It might take me away for a while.”

“I hope it doesn’t.” She took my hand and placed a kiss in the center of my palm.

Four words and yet they meant everything. “Me too.”

We stayed like that for longer than we should. It felt like my heart was trying to tell her heart to hang on. To wait. That someday we could be together. I heard Tiger meowing in the living room. He was used to us being up at two as well.

“We’ve got to get a move on. You know he’ll start tossing stuff off the tables and counters like a jerk if we don’t give him a treat.”

She wiggled out of my arms and then I hated myself for even bringing it up. At literally any second, I could be dealing with an arrest warrant from the police. I hoped it wouldn’t be tonight. Tonight, I wanted to just be with Teddi. Honor the sign from my mom by being close to this girl.

We trudged upstairs to eat the our Popsicles. I leaned against the counter while she leaned against me. Could she tell how much this meant to me? I hoped she could.

TEDDI

IF THERE WAS a switch for Ruffian, it was in the on position. He was, as if freed, his full self after coming home the day I didn’t know where he was. We didn’t say as much, but all of a sudden we were dating. He was just with me. Instead of eating lunch with the juniors, he sat next to me. Taylor and Peaches started to have inside jokes with him. He walked me to class and put his arm around me.

It was the best week of my life. He drove me to whatever I needed to do for the Me Party. He was invested in sweet little Betty, and he was playing his part as her prince to the T.

“And then after we’re married, you can have that frog farm you want.” He was sitting in her playroom while I spoke to her parents. She’d been fairly unresponsive for them that morning, but when Ruffian walked in with a bunch of flowers and a stuffed lizard her face lit up.

“He’s a chameleon, not a frog.” She held up her new plushy.

Ruffian and I had watched Tangled together so he would know his role better. And he had a hell of an imagination, which was adorable to see.

“I feel like he wants to be a frog.” He touched the top of the plushy’s head.

I clued back into her parents. “Obviously, you guys have permission to attend the dance. And we figured we would have a photo opportunity, but just so we are clear, we are one hundred percent going by how you and Betty feel the evening of.”

Betty’s mom, Katie, had her eyes on her daughter. “We appreciate that. This has been great. I mean, you’re really staying in her boundaries. She’s super excited.”

Her father ran his hand over his face. I couldn’t imagine. I closed up the files I had with me and said, “So this Friday, we’ll be by with the party bus, and from seven to eight, it’s full-on dance time.”

Katie reached for her husband’s hand. I felt like I needed to give them some space. Ruffian matched my body language.

“Well, princess, I’ll see you Friday!” He gave her a little fist bump and shook Betty’s dad’s hand. Katie came in for a hug.

“You’re good at this. Thank you.”

When we got outside to the truck, Ruffian held the door for me. I slid into the passenger seat. I turned and organized the file folder when I felt the emotion building up. It happened. When I had a case like this, when I knew, save for a miracle, we’d be attending a funeral soon enough. I would feel it all at once.

But for this second I had to hold it together. I took a deep breath and faced forward. I could feel Ruffian’s gaze on me, but if I looked at him the tears would win. Instead, I smiled, grateful for the distance between Betty’s parents standing on their front steps and the truck.

Ruffian waved at them before putting his arm around my seat so he could back us down the driveway.

And soon as we were pointed in the opposite direction, the tears marched up my throat. A sob hit me like a punch, and the truck jerked to the side.

Ruffian pulled it back on the road, evening out the ride. “Teddi? What’s wrong?”

And then I looked at him. I couldn’t say anything else, because the feelings were punching me from the inside.

“Oh, baby. I’m so sorry.” He reached his hand over and cupped my head while he navigated the truck with his other hand until we were parked on what looked like a private driveway. He threw the truck into park, unbuckled my seatbelt, and pulled me next to him.

I just let go. The tears. The feelings. I’d kept it to myself until now. Mostly, I’d kept it professional as I went forward with a Me Party. I’d lock in on the hope. Locked in on the positive energy. It was essential for me to continue to do this thing. But when it hit, I had to cry it out. I felt Ester all over again. And the loss of the sweet souls who had gone before us all at this moment.

He rocked with me gently, keeping his lips on my head while making soothing noises. He had paper towels in the backseat, and before I knew it, they were in my hands so I could mop up my tears. Crying was taking my energy. I stayed in his arms until I was finally able to pull out of the desperation.

“I’m sorry. It’s just… She’s so…”

My words caught in my throat.

“She’s got so much left, and it feels really, really unfair.” He put his hands on my hips while touching his forehead to mine. “This hurts you. Shit, this hurts everyone. But somehow you’ve done this hard thing before. And you’ll do it again.”

I looked in his face and saw that he had tears on his cheeks, too. I wiped them away with my thumbs. “Thanks.”

It was a thanks for coming with me. It was a thanks for feeling with me. For being with me when I usually hit this wall alone.

“We’re going to give that cutie pie the best day ever. That’s what we focus on. And that’s enough for right now.” He handed me another wad of towels.

“We will. That’s a good thing.” I slipped back to my side of the truck, and after we were back on the road, Ruffian and I held hands any time a stretch of road allowed it.

I was so focused on Betty’s big night and the minutiae that it entailed, that I wasn’t on Instagram nearly as much. I missed Meg announcing they were back from the annual trip to Vail. I missed the thirst traps she put up and tagged with Ruffian’s name. He didn’t have social media, so he missed it, too. We were in a bubble. A busy bubble. A two a.m. Fudgsicle routine. Chocolatey, ice-cold kisses and getting to feel each other.

But Saturday morning, when I woke up with a list that went on for three phone screens, I had a notification that Ruffian had left the house at four-thirty a.m. on our family tracking app. And then when I clicked through the notification, his phone was marked as off.

I had a sinking feeling about it all. It couldn’t be that Ruffian was playing me just so he could have something or someone to do while Meg was out of town.

It couldn’t be. Not for a second. He held me when I cried. We were inseparable. He was the prince for Betty, right? Right?


Chapter 41

RUFFIAN

I HATED THROWING my phone into the river after ripping out the SIM card, but I needed to be sure I couldn’t be tracked. Meg was back. My time had come, and I had to say I was waffling on it. On the strong resolve I had to wait for my fate to find me had wavered.

So here I was with my brother’s truck, in an outfit I had pulled on in haste after Meg had texted me.

 

You were in my house? 

 

I knew it wasn’t perfect. I was thrilled that the money had had time to dissipate into the community. I didn’t want them to have to face the investigation that might follow.

And I knew I had to come to terms with what I had done. I pulled out my arrow lock pick. I wanted it to be a legacy. And now it felt like I might be turning my back on the actual legacy I could have had with Teddi. We matched. We matched in what had made us tick. I’d watched her break down, sad, and then come back even more determined to do good things.

I threaded my fingers behind my neck and leaned over, shouting. What if all I had planned was the worst way ever to remember my mother?

I felt lost in the woods, and that had never happened before.

TEDDI

I’D COME TO rely on Ruffian so quickly that his absence was a real problem. I checked his room for a note or something, and there was nothing lying out.

His Flynn Rider costume was in Gaze’s truck, and Ruffian had taken that so I had to come up with a new prince. I really only had one choice.

“Teddi Bear.” It was Gaze on the other end. I patched in a call to Austin. Both sounded tired, but a bit concerned.

“I need a stand-in for Ruffian. I think he went somewhere.”

“He went somewhere. What do you mean?” I hit FaceTime, and soon I was looking at both my brothers. I flipped the camera around. “See? Gone.”

And then I marched them upstairs and pointed the camera at the driveway. “One of you needs to be my prince. And I think Gaze fits the bill the most, but I need someone to go looking for Ruffian to make sure he is okay. And I have a little girl with her heart set on going to a real high school dance tonight. And her sister to grant this wish for.”

I sounded a little hysterical, which wasn’t like me on go days. I kept calm. If I didn’t stay organized and on my game, things would go haywire.

“Hey. Okay. We’re in. What do we need to do?” Pixie was holding Gaze’s phone while he stood up and put a shirt on.

I heard the gravel kicking up in the driveway and recognized Ruffian’s truck. “Wait, wait. I’m sorry. He’s here now. Oh… He went out to get doughnuts and coffee.”

I heard Austin pipe in, “What you drink isn’t coffee.”

“Okay. It’s okay. I’ll see you guys later then. Love you.” I hung up on them.

Ruffian held out a bag and a to-go container with four coffees in it.

He held them out to me, but I saw it in his eyes and I wasn’t wrong to panic. Something was up.

“What happened?” I was very still.

“I made some mistakes. If we’re lucky, we get today.” He shrugged.

“Thanks for coming back.” I wasn’t going to pretend he’d left for the treats he was holding. We both knew it was not the truth. “You can tell me whatever it is. We can handle it together.”

He slowly shook his head. “Too late. But let’s have today.” My dad opened the garage and seemed surprised to see Ruffian and me out front.

“Oh. Coffee!” He came trotting over with a huge smile.

“This one’s yours, sir.” Ruffian gestured to the coffee that was marked with a M.

“Thanks so much. Big day, huh?” Dad took a large gulp.

Ruffian smiled at me. “The biggest.”

“Well, I have to do some mulching. You guys have stuff to do?” Dad was sticking his AirPods in, so I just gave him a thumbs-up.

Ruffian looked at me. “I know we have a lot going on today, but I was wondering if we could go for a short ride.”

I wrapped my arms around my body. “Yeah, if we’re back before lunch.”

I felt like we were both on a tightrope, inching toward something.

“Cool. You’re going to have to put some warm clothes on.” His stare dropped to my feet and back again.

“Okay, give me a few minutes.” I wanted him in the house, and this time I held the door for him so he could walk through with his arms full.

We both went upstairs, and I turned to go to my room. I ran through a quick shower and put on jeans, a t-shirt, and a sweatshirt. By the time I got back downstairs, Mom and Ruffian were laughing.

I came forward and took my coffee. It was cold, but I drank it anyway. There was an urgency about Ruffian, and I wanted to find out what it was.

“Ready?” I snagged a strawberry doughnut.

“Yeah.” He stood up and thanked my mom. He didn’t say what for and I saw a look of puzzlement cross her face.

When we both had shoes on, we left. He was driving again. And then we had the space to talk.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” I turned in my seat to face him.

“No, I’m not going to. And if that’s not cool with you, and I totally get that—by the way—then we should head back home.” He glanced at me a few times.

“Okay, I’ll roll with you on this.’’ I was instantly grateful that I’d made that decision because his face seemed relieved of a deep burden.

“Oh, thank God.”

We drove for a few more miles before he turned off the road. When the truck was out of view of any passersby, he threw it into park and motioned outside with his hands.

“You up for a walk?”

I could see that there were footprints in the snow already. “You’ve been here today?”

“It’s what I was doing.” He opened the door and came around to my side, meeting me when my feet hit the ground.

“Okay.” I took my phone and my gloves and then he closed the door behind me.

“You lead the way.” I waited for him to come to my side, threading my arm through his. We ducked under the bough of an evergreen. A few more steps and we were in the quiet magic of the woods. It was crazy how insulated a cold landscape could seem. It was like the snow swallowed our secrets and offered up only glistening sparkles as the sun splayed on the surface.

We ducked under. We stepped over. He helped me over a large fallen tree that I could have done on my own, but I wanted his hands on my body.

When we finally made it to his destination, which instantly became my destination, it was a white plain white tent in the woods. He had some battery-powered fairy lights tossed in the surrounding trees. Not a lot. Just enough. He left my side to light a group of candles.

“Are those from the living room?” I recognized Mom’s favorite vanilla ones.

He put his index finger to his lips. Then he crawled into the tent. Inside were all the comforters from his bed and the closet in his room.

“What’s this?” I ducked inside.

He held out an arm. “Just for us. For the quiet.”

I slipped off my boots and curled up next to him. He opened his jacket so I could snuggle as close as possible.

Through the tent flap, the view was framed with just the edge of the lights and the flicker of the candles. There was a little heater in the corner. Our heater from my Girl Scout years.

“You put a lot of thought into this.” I turned and faced him. His walls were down, even though I didn’t know what they actually consisted of.

“I just wanted you to see things my way for a little. Get to know me.”

“We’ve been living together for months,” I reminded him of the obvious.

“We’ve been living in your house for months. I just wanted to spend a few hours in my place.” He wrapped both arms around me and I nuzzled into his neck.

“I can manage that.” And then I waited for him to make a move. This was why we were here, I assumed. But he was just still. His eyes fixed on the view.

“If we’re super still, we might see some friends.” He was whispering now, taking long, deep breaths.

I was amused for a few beats, and maybe a little frustrated because I knew what my body felt for his body, but then I tried to mimic his breathing. His zen.

And when I focused where he was focused, I saw that he was right. Soon, little brown birds were hopping around. I noted I wasn’t the only one he’d prepared for. They had a scattering of seed. More and more came, brazen once they were in a group. Then just beyond the bird show, a deer hesitantly stepped in the distance. It was far enough away that she must have felt safe. Then I noticed some corn ears hanging from a tree like Christmas decorations.

“Okay. I kind of cheated.” His lips brushed against my cheek as he confessed.

I watched as the deer’s ear twitched in our direction, but she still picked at the corn. And then there was another deer.

“This is awesome,” I whispered back.

It was like that for a while. We had our own nature show, and it felt like magic to be allowed to see it.

Finally, I turned to him. “Who are you?”

He took a deep breath. “Just a guy trying to get it right. And failing. Failing to feel brave. Wondering what that’s going to take.”

“I feel like this is more than about camping in the woods.” I put my hand in his. His thumb rubbed a circle. “You still won’t tell me what this is about?” I leaned forward a little so I could see into his eyes. They were limitless now that he was letting me in. A galaxy of blue and green.

“I can’t. But this is about goodbye, if that makes sense.” He put my hand on his chest. I could feel his heart thumping. It made my eyes fill up a little.

He was so serious. So sure. And ready to say goodbye. I wanted to yell that this was a hell of a mixed message, but my heart stopped me.

“It doesn’t, but I respect your need to keep it private. Whatever it is, I hope it doesn’t hurt you. Or anyone.” He dropped his hand, but I left mine where it was.

“I’m just afraid it’s going to hurt you, and that’s the last thing I want.” He focused on the view again, not on me. I rose to my knees and shifted until I was in front of him.

“Let me worry about me. And let me worry about you, too. I can multitask like a boss.” And then I leaned forward and kissed him.


Chapter 42

RUFFIAN

COULD YOU WISH someone into being your first? Even if you had been with other people? Can a person rip away all those memories and install new ones? Better ones? The best ones?

She could. She was wearing a white sweatshirt, and she matched my perfect view of heaven. And she wanted me. Like this. In the woods, alone.

She was carving herself into my mind as she then lifted off her sweatshirt followed by her t-shirt. Her white bra highlighted how fragile her skin was. The lace a hint at the beautiful that she was.

And she was kissing me.

Zap.

She could make electricity in the wilderness, and she did. She pushed past the invisible sadness that was going to find me. I’d have to pay for the crime I had done. And in my head it had been easier to imagine how brave I would be. I would be Robin Hood. Flawless. I’d take my punishment like a man.

Not like a guy that snuck the girl of his dreams to the woods in the hopes that she would do this exact thing. Lose herself in me. Make me forget that I wasn’t starting forever but closing the drawbridge to it.

And then I couldn’t think. Her hips were at my fingertips and she was sighing into my lips like she had dreamed of doing that exact thing all day. All week. Every night.

I had to feel. I was going to need this memory to get through years of prison.

I had to make this count. She would be the only love I ever touched.

She was pushing my jacket off, then my shirt. Her jeans were unbuttoned. True to form, she was multitasking.

And then we were skin-to-skin. I held her close and stopped. Heart-to-heart, her hair in my mouth, the scent I found at the base of her neck.

Hold it. Seal it. This feeling. My heart was close to exploding. I ran my hands across her back, feeling the thin straps run under my fingertips.

She wouldn’t wait. She took her bra off with a trickery, a quick movement that seemed like magic. She laughed. She laughed! And shivered. I covered her with my hands, touching the light pink nipples and watching her lose the shiver in exchange for a fever.

Teddi threaded her fingers in my hair. While I held her, she kissed me. My forehead. The end of my nose. Leaning in to kiss my shoulder and then biting it gently.

I watched as the breeze that came in the tent door danced over her skin and gave her goosebumps.

I grabbed her up and twisted her, held her so she would be under me, shielded by me.

And the look she gave me then. The permission, the invitation, the home in her body was actually enough to sustain a man.

When I had paused enough to turn that moment into a tattoo on the inside of my mind, I kissed her. I kissed her lips and tasted them with my tongue. There was a rush to go slow. That this first time would be the last time.

I helped her shimmy out of her jeans, and then I had a whole lifetime in my sight. I kissed all the skin I could see while her hands grew more urgent.

My name, she said it like she meant it. Needed it.

My jeans. She wanted those gone. I stood and took them off, saving the condom from the pocket. She would be protected. From me. From any future that had me in it. This was how we would say goodbye. I wondered if she really knew, but then I didn’t want to find that out. She was here and I loved her.

And I needed to see what she looked like when she lost control of herself. I put my hand between her legs and my words in her ear.

“You’re beautiful. You’re everything. Please, please.”

And she was exquisite. And unrefined, and she even cursed a few times. She wasn’t the least bit cold anymore. I could almost see little bits of steam coming from her skin, so I tried to taste them, too. I ran my tongue and nibbled in places where she needed me. And when her thighs squeezed around my head, I knew she had no control at all. And I loved it. Loved her.

“You. I need you now.”

She didn’t have to ask again, but my Teddi was never shy and I let her take control. She pushed me down and made sure the condom was on. She looked in my eyes as she lowered herself on me. I put my thumb where it needed to be to give her the friction she was searching for.

And then it wasn’t about anything but the feeling between us at the small moment. We were so powerful, we could create a universe, stop time.

Snapshot. Snapshot. Her hair in her face. Move it out of the way. Flash of sunlight over her left shoulder. Her stomach taut as she came. Her hands running down her body and then using my hips to hold her balance. I arched up against her when she couldn’t move anymore. She was wasted for me. Wasted with me.

Teddi lay on me. Skin-to-skin again, but this time spent. Still a heartbeat between us, our breath rushing in and out.

I hugged her to me and kissed the top of her head. It’d be like this when I needed to escape in the future. When the metal surrounded me, I’d send my soul to this moment and let it fly free. This was where my heaven would remain. With her. Like this.

TEDDI

THE DRIVE HOME was a rush. The tent and the lights and the candles haphazardly in the truck. At least we had a tarp over it. And still we found time to smile at each other. To touch hands. It was amazing. Our time together. And it explained all the electric feelings that had been between us. But it made me nervous, too. I couldn’t deny that he was saying goodbye. I just didn’t know why. When we pulled into the driveway, Austin, Taylor, and Peaches met us.

Taylor was first. “You bitches decided to disappear on the big day? What the hell?”

Swarmed by Taylor and Peaches, I was sent straight into work mode. Austin took Ruffian and the costume to make his magic happen and my girls were already dressed.

Peaches forced me into the chair in my room.

“Now we have to princess-fy you in, like, fifteen minutes.” Taylor started on my hair, yanking it in the brush.

“Holy crap, let me brush my hair.” I turned in my seat and wrestled my brush away from her.

“There are knots in your hair? And you’re flushed. YOU HAD SEX!” Taylor pointed at me in the mirror. I hopped up, spun around, and covered her mouth.

“Loud, girl. I’m not trying to die today, so if you could keep it down?” I looked at the open door and thankfully didn’t see any lurking parents.

Taylor’s eyes told me a whole story of shock and then excitement and then horror. She pulled my hands off her face. “Did you touch his balls with these?”

I gave my head one shake. “I’ve washed my hands.”

Well, I used hand sanitizer in the truck, but I left that part out.

“But you are not denying the meatball fondle. Things OCCURRED!” Taylor jumped up and down while I went back to straightening my hair and getting out the wild bits that were left over from the woods.

Peaches pushed me down in the chair. “We have a damn deadline and a little girl that is waiting for her dream evening. We will get all the details after we get this show on the road.”

I noticed Peaches was dressed as a prince, and I loved her tuxedo. Taylor was rocking a pair of fuzzy pants, which on closer inspection seemed to be the back end of a horse.

“Selena is the front end?” I pointed at her hooves.

“Yes. She won the rock, paper, scissors, but I think she cheated. If she farts, she’s dead. But I’m the Tangled movie’s horse’s ass.” I let her have the brush back as she began her quick work on the bun. I was supposed to be Tinkerbell, and Peaches was using the glitter in my makeup palette like a heavy-handed toddler.

She handed me my lipstick and I popped it on. A little gloss over the top finished the look.

“Hold your breath.”

Before I could do what I was supposed to do, Taylor was already dousing me in glitter hairspray.

Peaches and Taylor looked at me in the mirror. It wasn’t perfect, but it was good for our time crunch.

Taylor handed me a liquid liner. “You can add the cat eyes in the car on the way over. Go get dressed.”

Peaches swatted my butt as I rushed into my closet.

I got in my costume as quickly as I could. The top was a little tight, and I had to really work to get my boobs to do what they needed to.

When I stepped out, they both turned to me. “Shit.”

Their gazes went to my neck. After looking in the mirror, I said, “shit,” too.

It was a hickey. A love bite. I clamped my hand over it. “Now what?”

Peaches ran to my bathroom and started throwing things around.

Taylor came out of my closet with a gold scarf. “Tinkerbell, but on a cold day?”

Peaches came out of the bathroom with a wet rag and a piece of paper. “This might do it.”

I sat again as I heard the boys coming up the stairs. Taylor moved my head to the side and Peaches slapped the hickey with a giant temporary tattoo. How she remembered they were even in there was beyond me. We’d gone as retro tat girls for Halloween a few years ago.

When Austin lightly knocked on my door, Peaches pulled the paper off the tattoo. It was a huge rose with glitter all over it. And like magic, the hickey was gone. Sure, the tattoo was a stretch, but fairies and glitter were friends, so I stood up.

“Well. That’s that.”

Peaches rested on my makeup vanity. “I’m a genius. And you know it.”

Taylor gave her a slow clap. “You really are.”

Austin walked in and Ruffian was behind him, fidgeting with his belt. “Well, Peaches, the horses’ ass agrees with you.”

Taylor went for Austin, who caught her wrists as she came in for blows. “It’s literally what you’re dressed as. Literally.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “If you weren’t so pretty…”

Ruffian looked ridiculously correct. The goatee from the character in the movie was applied and he had on black guyliner, His white shirt was open to the center of his chest. He could have worked at Disney World posing for pictures. I couldn’t help but smile.

“Betty is going to flip.” I snagged the paper lantern from my dresser and handed it to Taylor.

Ruffian’s eyebrow lifted as he looked me up and down. “Tinkerbell?”

I picked up my file folders and my phone. “I need my charger.”

Ruffian held up his finger. “You need those?”

My wings were hanging off the handle of my dresser. “Oh. Yeah. Thanks.”

He grabbed them before I could and held out the elastic. I put them on like a coat and felt his index finger trail on my shoulder.

I turned my back on everyone else and winked at him. It was the start of another epic Me Party.

“Time to make magic happen.” I was looking forward to this one most of all, because Ruffian was such a large part of it. I just wished I could shake the sense of worry I had about the way he’d acted. The way he was trying to say goodbye.

RUFFIAN

I’D GOTTEN TEN text messages from Meg. She wanted me to come over at first and tell her why I was at her house. I knew that the power being off and the workers milling around had protected me a little. But once they realized what was taken, they would look more carefully.

The last text had a picture of me with her bookbag clear as a bell. In her driveway. Actually, I was on the way out.

 

The outside cameras are never off. Solar powered. Great technology. Come back here, bring the stuff back, and we can forget it ever happened.

 

So I knew it was over. It was just a matter of time.

We’re going to round up all the workers from that day. Everyone’s getting arrested.

I couldn’t let any of those innocent guys get grief for what I had done. They had done their job. I was the one that took advantage. I just needed to buy a little more time. A few more hours.

It was just me. They don’t know anything. I texted back. I’ll be over soon. 

The starting pistol was cocked and ready to go. I watched the crew leave Teddi’s room in a rush. The clothes I had taken off of her were lying on the floor of her closet. She was a fairy now. Glittered and done up. I felt like her beauty ran through me now. Drawing me to her. I reached into my shirt pocket and took out the gold teddy bear and tucked it under her pillow.

I didn’t have time for a note and there was nothing to say. In just a little while Teddi would know that I was a thief and liar.

I inhaled pain and exhaled dread.


Chapter 43

TEDDI

I HAD DOUBTS about having a Me Party at my actual school. I just liked to control all aspects. I was not a fan of having things go wrong on Me Party days. I was totally thrilled by the response of the kids at school. Social media had told them we were coming, and when Ruffian emerged from the limo with a beaming Betty, the kids lined the hallway to clap and cheer.

Betty’s parents had attended this one instead of going on a date themselves. Betty had a fever earlier in the day. We had the school nurse and there was always an ambulance at school events, so we were as prepared as we could be.

The photography spot looked magic. There were millions of fairy lights and mushrooms that were big enough to sit on. The flowers were real, and we could smell them as we approached.

Ruffian picked one and got on his knee in front of Betty. He held it out to her like an engagement ring. She accepted it shyly and Peaches swooped in to help her put it in her hair.

There were a few reporters, and I made sure to tell them everyone’s name and where people could donate for more parties in the future.

Taylor and Selena danced around as the giant horse, and Ruffian even put Betty gently on their backs for a picture. A few more pictures with different people dressed as characters was on Betty’s to-do list. And finally, she pointed at me.

I came close. “Hey, pretty princess, what can I do for you?”

She touched my wing. “Can we do a picture?”

I went into full Tinkerbell mode. “Of course. I’m not usually this big, so I’d love to get proof to take back to the other fairies!”

I hopped on Taylor’s back and I heard her groan. Ruffian helped Betty on Taylor’s back as well. Selena giggled before she neighed.

We smiled for the camera and then Ruffian helped Betty and me down. Taylor was staggering around, and Selena was working hard to keep up. Betty started laughing because it was hilarious to see the horse weave around.

That was the picture that went into the paper. Ruffian looking at me. Me as Tinkerbell behind Betty pointing at the horse. And Betty beaming at the camera. The small picture underneath had Ruffian dancing with Betty, her standing on his giant feet. The story ran on page two instead of the front page, though. And Ruffian had an added footnote by his name.

Teen dancing with princess minutes before his arrest.

Before he was front page news, but after he’d made Betty’s dreams come true, Taylor and Selena came out to the dance floor to throw down as the horse.

There were police cars in the distance. You could see them from the cafeteria where the school was holding the dance. Their lights almost blended in with the DJ’s strobes.

But it was how Ruffian looked at them that caught my attention. Like they were the Grim Reaper.

All of a sudden, I felt his hand in mine. “Hey, can you come with me?”

I told Peaches where I was going and that I’d be right back.

Ruffian and I went out the door. It was cold, and if there was anyone else out here, they were well-hidden.

He held my hands and spilled his heart. “Some things are more important than being afraid of consequence. You are more important. Betty’s good day is more important. I’m not going to let someone else take the fall for what I did. It’s not right. I knew there were consequences before I ever took a picture off a wall at Meg’s house. And I was okay with them. I was naive in ways, but I’m not stupid. The way I like to live would eventually catch up to me. People don’t like it when their stuff goes missing. All this time I was trying to find a sign from my mom that I was doing the right thing. And all this time, the sign was you.”

I looked over my shoulder and saw policemen walking around inside.

I didn’t want any of it to make sense, but I had an impulse. “Let’s go. Right now. I can drive until we run out of gas and then we can change our names and work in a diner together and…”

He put his lips on mine to silent me briefly before continuing, “That’s not you. You know you have to be here. Do this. Be this for people. It’s your purpose. You found it. And doing it doesn’t get you thrown in jail.”

“I’m never going to give up on you, Ruffian Jessica. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. I’m gonna find a way to fix this.” I squeezed his hands in mine.

The cops were getting closer. The cafeteria illuminated like a shadowbox, letting us see how the men in uniform moved through the dancers. I hoped Betty didn’t see what would happen next.

“They coming yet?” He wasn’t watching, he was looking at me.

“Soon. They’ll be out here soon.” I put my hands on his face.

“Dance with me, Theodosia. That’s all I want.” He smiled at me. Calm. Collected. Zen almost.

I wrapped my arms around his neck and felt his arms go around my waist. He started humming along with the echo of the music playing for the dancers.

I rested my head against his chest as he started to sway. I heard the cafeteria doors open, and then we had flashlights on us. For a few heartbeats, we were in a spotlight. Just us. I felt him kiss the top of my head before he leaned down.

“I did what they will say I did. Stole from Meg. We say goodbye right here. Right now. Promise me you’ll move on.”

“If you did it, you had a reason. I know what makes you happy.” I tilted my head so I could see him better. “Don’t pretend you don’t know me. I’m yours.”

Ruffian leaned down to kiss me just as he was yanked away. The dancers had filed out behind the cops, forming an audience with absurdly upbeat music. Taylor and Peaches fought their way through the crowd while Ruffian had his rights read to him. He just kept looking at me. Peaches came up on my left, and Taylor on my right.

Ruffian took a deep breath and smiled at me. “I love you.”

I felt his words breathing a scream into my heart. And before I could respond, he was being led away, the tallest of the cops forcing Ruffian to keep his head forward. I felt my knees giving out.

This was it. For him. No matter how right he was, society would never see it that way. He was doomed. Peaches and Taylor held me up from sinking to the ground. I felt helpless as I watched the cop car drive away.

What had he done? What had he done?

I picked myself up with the help of my friends. Taylor grabbed my arm and ordered Peaches and Selena to work with Betty’s family.

I was half-walking after the cop car, half-trying to figure out what to do. This was a shock. I was aware of it, but also not able to focus on where I needed to be. Taylor wrapped her arm around my shoulders.

She was on the phone at the same time. “Yes. Come here. Or your parents. Tell Gaze what happened.”

We were outside for a little while. When did it get so cold? Anders came outside and gave me his jacket while Brutus put his on Taylor. Austin pulled up in his fancy car and hopped out. Taylor pushed me toward him, but the action of actually leaving snapped something in me.

“I can’t. I’ve got to make sure Betty is okay. Did she see him get arrested?”

Anders held up his hand. “Actually, Peaches said he was taken by an evil guy, but Tinkerbell was going to save him. So I’m pretty sure you have to clear out.”

Taylor hugged me. “Go home. Be with your family. Find out what the hell is going on. You’ve been training us all to do this for years, even when we didn’t want to. We’ve got it. Go.”

Austin steered me to the passenger side of his car. He gave Taylor a kiss on her cheek and we were rolling out of school.

I wiped at my tears. Ruffian’s arrest kept looping in my head. Over and over. He would say he loved me and then I would see that what was happening wasn’t a surprise to him at all.

“Teddi Bear. Baby. I’m so sorry.” Austin took the opportunity to hug me when we were stopped at the light. “Gaze and Pixie are on their way home. We’ll figure it out. Okay?”

He rubbed my back and held my hand on the way home. 

RUFFIAN

GETTING THE MUGSHOT this time was way less fun. Last time, I knew when I got out I’d be met with a party. This time was much, much more real. I’d seen my last sunset as a free man. As I switched from my clothes to their clothes, I wondered if I’d held Teddi for the last time. I mean, she’d know now. Hear how I ripped off Meg. That the whole time I was living with them, I was setting up my heist.

I wanted this moment to feel powerful. Righteous. I wanted it to be a worthy memorial to Mom. And instead, it was cold and scary and hopeless.

The process wasn’t new. Hell, we’d been outcasts my whole life. When the first cop tried to ask me questions, I knew to wait to speak to a lawyer. Even if it would be a brand-new public defender.

I knew the Burathons and Gaze and Pixie would cut me out. They wouldn’t be able to look at me knowing I was a liar. All my personal effects went into a Ziploc bag.

“You’re a pirate tonight?” the cop taking my fingerprints asked.

I put my skull ring into the bag. “Nah. Prince Charming.”

He snorted. “Well, looks like you missed the boat. Instead of a castle, you’re getting the dungeon.”

And he was right. But for a few hours I had the castle, the princess, and the happily ever after. And I missed all of it.


Chapter 44

TEDDI

IT WAS AUSTIN that took my stupid wings off and set them to the side. Mom and Dad were in the kitchen. Mom on the phone, my father scrolling on his. He stood to give me a hug and my mother walked by and gave me a hug with one arm.

“Well, I’m his guardian and I need to know when I can speak to him next. We’re currently getting in touch with our lawyer.”

It seemed like a lucid nightmare, watching my mom talk about such serious things. Austin and Dad came up to my room with me.

“What’s going to happen?” I looked at my hands. How had the whole day turned to this?

“I don’t know, sweetheart. We have to find out why they arrested him. Gaze and Pixie are on their way home. As far as I can find out, we have to wait until morning and see who we can get ahold of on a weekend. But you know your mother,” Dad said it with the resignation of a man talking about the tide. Mom was a force when it came to her kids.

“Austin, do you have the number for the boy you dated a few years ago? Wasn’t his mother an attorney?” Mom yelled up the stairs.

I watched as Austin and Dad shared a look. “Things are getting serious. Are you okay, honey?”

I nodded. “I’m fine. Go help Mom figure out what’s going on.”

After they left, I stared in the mirror at my temporary tattoo covering the mark that Ruffian had left on me. That had to be real. The way I felt about him in the tent? He said he loved me, and I felt loved.

I had to be around him. His stuff. Something. I went downstairs and opened the door to his room. I started pawing through his things, feeling guilty but motivated. What exactly had he done? I’d been with him all morning. His backpack of stuff was on the other side of his bed. I started unpacking it. Jeans. Trinkets. And then I got to the metal cookie tin. I pried it open and it was filled with papers.

I opened one after another. Meg’s house. Meg’s family plans of going to Vail. The codes to her safe. Oh no. Oh no. The name of a pawn shop. The appraised value of some art. My hands were shaking.

All of the evidence. So overwhelming. So damning. I pulled out my phone and checked Meg’s Instagram. She had posted two pictures and three stories. I heard her say Ruffian’s name in the video. I saw the empty safe.

I snatched up the papers, reading through them quickly. One was an advertisement, but on the back, it was a letter written in different handwriting.

 

My beautiful boy. My Ruffian.

If you are reading this letter, our adventure has ended for me. I hope and pray you are well on your way to adulthood. I wish I had more security to offer you. All I can do is rely on what we’ve been through to guide you. This world can be a harsh place. But we both know that there are little crevices in that harsh place where true beauty can be found. The smiles of the grateful. The tight, too long hugs of the lonely. The way to shepherd all of the humans, animals, and nature around us to a slightly easier path. Take them to the crevices, my sweet boy. I’ve never met a person with a soul as pure as yours. So brave. So imaginative. So forgiving. I’m angry writing this letter—just a little bit, because it means we will be physically separated. But love rises. Love pierces through that harsh armor, I can promise you that. You can always find me in the woods when you need me. The rustling leaves will embrace you, the dome of stars in the blackest sky will encourage you, and the very air you breathe will love you. A mother never truly leaves, not until she can wrap her arms around her children. So I will set up a waiting space, where I get a great view, and I will wait for you. Be my greatest gift to this place.

I love you, Ruff. 

 

I felt a sob coming to me but powered through it. Ruffian. I had to choose what to believe now. That he was setting us all up this whole time to rob Meg, or that he really loved me.

And then I realized my decision only hinged on whether or not I loved him.

And I did.

I put his mother’s note back into the tin and closed it. All the evidence of his plans I took with me. In the living room I grabbed the firestick and jammed the papers into the fireplace. I lit the wad up from every crinkle I could find. I wanted to burn it all. They may have him, but I had this and I could make it go away.

When the papers were mere ashes, I used the little fireplace broom to clean up the remnants. I took the pile of ashes into the bathroom and flushed it down the toilet.

As soon as I walked out of the bathroom, there was a knock on the door. It was two police officers with a warrant to search our house. Dad held Rocket and I watched as Tiger hid in Gaze and Pixie’s room.

I prayed I had gotten it all. It was so important.

I slumped against Austin who had come to find me as the police walked through our house.

“Teddi, let’s go. Let’s go to my place and let Mom and Dad deal with this. There’s nothing we can do right now.”

“Gaze?” I realized I hadn’t seen him yet.

“He and Pixie went straight to the police station.” Austin grabbed Rocket’s leash and took her from Dad. “I’m going to take Teddi and the dog. Call us when you need us to come back.”

Dad grabbed Austin’s shoulders. “Great idea. Thank you.”

I looked toward my room. “Do I need to go get—”

Austin shook his head. “You have your phone?”

I nodded.

“I have a charger and plenty of things for you to wear. Just come. Let’s get the hell out of here.” Austin handed me the dog leash and carried a squirming Rocket. “Grab your jacket.”

I snagged my down jacket from the closet and walked past the cop car in the driveway. After I got in, Austin put Rocket on my lap. She was settled down as soon as Austin was in the driver’s seat. I moved the window down a few inches so Rocket could sniff the air. She stilled in my arms and did the super sniffing she loved.

Austin set his own phone in the center console and petted Rocket and then rubbed my shoulder. “It’ll be okay, Bear.”

I wanted to offer him a smile, but I wasn’t sure if he was right. Meg’s crap had been stolen, and I knew Ruffian had an elaborate plan to steal it. The real question was why?

I immediately pictured Lucas and Grandma/Mom and Rufus. Shit. If I were Ruffian, I would sell that crap and give the money to his community.

I rested my head against the headrest. It was quite possible that Ruffian was going to jail for a long, long time.


Chapter 45

RUFFIAN

WHEN I WAS allowed to see my brother, it was on a technicality. No one actually knew how old I was because I didn’t have a driver’s license or a birth certificate. So they could assume I was a minor, and that allowed me the opportunity to speak with my legal guardian.

Gaze stood when I came into the room. I didn’t have to wear the handcuffs at the table with him, so the officer took them off of me.

I stood awkwardly in front of Gaze before he grabbed me in a hug. Our first hug. Ironic timing.

“Hug a thug, huh?” I tried to go with a joke, even though nothing about this situation felt like one.

“Are you okay?” Gaze pushed me toward the chair and he sat on the other side.

“Yeah, I’m fine. They’ve been super professional about it.” It gave me pause, how I was dealt with coming from the Burathons’ home to how I was dealt with in the forest. So, so different.

“Okay. Did you answer any questions?” He held the back of his neck and looked stressed.

“Nothing that I couldn’t tell them. Like address and stuff. But I didn’t answer anything else about anything.” I knew the temperature. Hell, this wasn’t my first arrest.

“I’m sorry.” Gaze looked me dead in the eyes. “I should’ve stayed back with you instead of going to college. I’m sorry.”

I felt my eyebrows furrow. “Listen, man, nothing you did or didn’t do had anything to do with this. I was careful not to admit to anything. My goal was met. Now, I had to give all my people time to spend the money I gave them, so they would be clean. Man. This has been awesome. This family. It was so much more than I thought it would be. No guilt, just thanks.” I wasn’t going to let him hammer himself to a cross for my crimes.

He shook his head. “Ronna and Mike are getting you a good lawyer. Don’t say shit to anyone until you’ve spoken to them.”

I hadn’t thought about that cost. I assumed I would be written off. “Tell them thank you, but no. I’ll go with the public defender. I’m not trying to be a burden.”

I watched my big brother take a few deep breaths. “I’m your guardian, and Ronna, Mike, and I have to decide what’s best for your future. You’re getting a lawyer, and that’s it. I have some resources; it won’t be all on them. But know this—they’d mortgage their house to take care of you. It’s who they are.”

And then I heard the anger. That I’d put this family in this position. And I couldn’t blame him. I hadn’t taken that into account. That the Burathons would throw their support behind me. I’d left enough evidence in my room that it shouldn’t take much to convict me. My mom’s letter at the bottom of the tin was my way of dedicating it to her.

“They are keeping you here until the arraignment. We’re going to try to get bail going, too. Just don’t say anything to anyone, you hear me?” He stood, and soon enough I realized why the cop was back in the room to take me to my cell.

“Did Teddi say anything?” I wanted to kick myself. I was planning on letting her go. Not asking. Being stoic. This was not a great look for those plans.

“Uh, no. She went to Austin’s.” He jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

“What about Betty?” I felt the handcuffs go on but kept my attention on Gaze.

“She’s good. Though the thing was a part of her special night.” He waved half-heartedly as I was escorted away.

It was good that Teddi was with Austin. And it was good that Betty’s special night was not ruined. That’s what I had to focus on now. Not Teddi’s lips. Not the nothingness of my future. I said a prayer to my mom, asking her to let me know that she had seen her memorial. To take care of those people affected.

My bed in the cell was even less comfortable than the floor at the Burathons’ house. It took me a long time to close my eyes.

TEDDI

I WAS CURLED up on Austin’s couch in one of his t-shirts and an old pair of sweats. He handed me my coffee as my phone charged in my other hand.

He reached for my phone. “How about you take a break?”

He set my phone screenside down on the arm of the couch. “She’s not going to change what she’s saying.”

He was probably right. Meg had been making stories on social media like it was her only purpose in life. The fact their jewelry and a few pieces of art had been taken and she acted like they had nothing else in the world.

I was able to snag screenshots of pictures of the things that she claimed were missing. A diamond necklace that her mom wore at her wedding, that was supposed to be Meg’s when she got married and seemed to be the thing she was most fixated on. I’d blocked her from my phone, but her media was public, so I could peep on her.

Austin picked up his phone as it rang. I watched him while drinking my sweet coffee.

“Okay. I hear that. Yes. She’ll be here and I’ll have her go to school from here on Monday. She’s relaxing. Yes. Okay. Love you guys, too. Rocket’s doing fine. Love you.” He ended the call and came to sit next to Rocket and me on the couch.

“Well, Mom and Dad are meeting with the lawyer and going over what they can do tomorrow. They asked that you stay with me. I think we can pull an outfit for you out of my closet.” Normally, I would be excited to get to pick through Austin’s eclectic wardrobe, but I felt like I was pushing my brain through quicksand.

“You don’t have to drive me. I’ll have Taylor and Peaches take me.” I set my coffee down, suddenly thinking. Meg hated that her things were missing, and I had memorized the name of the pawn shop that was on Ruffian’s paperwork.

“What are you thinking about?” Austin sounded suspicious. “When you were little and had that look in your eye, you would be trying to jump into the pool from the roof.”

I allowed a small smile. All I needed was direction, and I could be headstrong. Like a dog with a bone. Or in Rocket’s case, a cocker spaniel with a loaf of bread. Determined and slightly irrational. But if there was a way to help Ruffian, I would take it. I loved him, and I didn’t know how to not do everything I could cook up to help him. No matter how unlikely.

I grabbed my phone and worked out the pick up with Taylor and Peaches on Monday. I would look amazing via Austin’s dream closet and I would have my girls to help.

How scary could a pawn shop be, anyway?

Austin and I watched some of my favorite YouTube channels. I was sitting with him, but my mind was dreaming up some new plans.


Chapter 46

TEDDI

TAYLOR WAS DRIVING slowly as the GPS gave us her directions. Peaches looked spooked and that was rare. There was something about this part of town that just seemed more dangerous.

We’d skipped school and I sent my parents a text message that it was Senior Skip Day. It was too early in the year for all of that, but they seemed preoccupied. I was betting they were not paying too much attention.

We finally saw it—Four Brothers Pawn Shop. Taylor pulled into a parking spot that required us to read two signs screwed together to understand that we were good to park on a Monday morning.

Peaches had wide eyes. Taylor put the car into park and gave me a look like she was really thinking this was a bad idea. I hadn’t explained to them exactly what I planned to do, mostly because I didn’t want to hear this dumb plan come out of my mouth. But I’d thought of it, so now I had to try it. I didn’t want any regrets, and if I was right, time was of the essence.

I nodded at my two girlfriends. “I want you guys to stay here, okay? I’ll text you if anything goes wrong.”

I got out of the car. Taylor and Peaches got out on Taylor’s side. “Sorry. We’re coming with. Never leave a woman behind.”

I gave them a glare. This wasn’t what I wanted to do, but I appreciated that if the situation were reversed, I’d insist on coming with them as well.

The bell on the dingy door rang loudly as we entered. A woman came around the counter with a cigarette dangling from her lips. “Cheerleaders here first thing in the morning? This’ll be a great week.” She took a long pull on her drug.

I cleared my throat and walked through the smoke cloud. I pulled out my phone and brought the pictures of Meg’s jewelry cropped in the photo. “You have anything here that looks like this?”

I flipped through the pictures twice before she asked, “Who’s asking?”

“Me?” I slipped the phone into my pocket and waited to see what was next. The pawn shop was packed with stuff, so hunting down these particular pieces would take more time than I had. And I also didn’t have the cash to buy them anyway.

“Yeah. Well, that’s not good enough. Goodbye, ladies.” She turned around as if she was going to leave.

I launched a threat at her. “You can either show me the stuff or show the cops. Either way, you’re going to spend some time talking about this stuff today.”

I felt Taylor touch my elbow. She was with me. Right behind me. Peaches was close to the door with her arms crossed. I could see her in the mirror behind the counter.

The lady took two long puffs before she flicked the ashes onto the floor. She made a motion as if she was stubbing out a fire in the old carpet.

“I’ll get the boss man, but he won’t like getting up this early. And he won’t like you.” She pointed at me with her pinkie, her cigarette lying on her knuckles like a laser pointer.

“I think I won’t like him either. But at this point, it’s happening.” I titled my head and gave her my most stubborn stare. I prefered to get my way with professionalism and determination, but I wasn’t opposed to pressing my luck, too.

“Fine. Make yourselves comfortable.” She disappeared behind the counter and down a small hallway.

Peaches came closer. “How are we going to make ourselves comfortable? This place smells like a truck stop and there are no chairs.”

We killed time. So much time I was getting concerned that maybe Smoky Lady had called the cops on us instead, but eventually we heard a car door slam.

A tall, hot guy in a tight shirt and pair of jeans popped his head into the showroom.

“You. You’re the one making threats?” He wasn’t as tall as Ruffian, but he had a sharp jaw and movie star good looks. It was his eyes that told me he was up to no good.

“Possibly. Who are you?” I folded my arms in front of me and tried to front like I was much braver than I felt.

He shook his head. “I’m Sherlock. And you are in the wrong damn part of town, Tinker Bell.”

He held up a part of the counter. “Come on back.”

Taylor and Peaches stepped up with me and Sherlock held up his hand. “Ladies, you have to stay here. It’s a small room. You have my word that she will be fine.”

He seemed older when he made that promise, and my gut trusted him a little. I smiled at them.

“This won’t take long.”

I had no idea how long this was going to take. Or how this giant guy was going to take to being told that I wanted to make demands with no leverage at all.

He sat on one side of the messy desk and I sat on the other. I pulled out my phone to show him the pictures I had shown Smoky Lady.

“You’re good. I know what you’re here for. I’m assuming you know Ruffian?”

I met his eyes. “I love him and he’s in a lot of trouble.”

“He was caught?” He lifted an eyebrow,

I had to be honest with this man. Maybe more honest than I’d been with anyone else since Ruff was arrested.

I pulled the tin out of my backpack. I popped it open and handed him Ruffian’s mother’s letter.

“This is what he was trying to do. To give to the community they had worked together to help.” I watched as his eyes tracked over the words. He set the letter down on his desk reverently. Like it was so much more important than the advertisement on the opposite side.

He tapped his fingers next to it before blowing his air out. “Okay. Listen. This is not something I can handle on my own. I have to call my bosses. This is dealing with a lot of money. A lot.”

“I’m aware.” I wasn’t actually aware of how much it was all worth. Meg was whining about millions on her stories, but she liked to exaggerate. But if it was in the millions? Ruffian was likely doomed.

Sherlock had his cell phone by his ear. “Yeah. It’s me. You guys around? I got a problem. No, not that kind of problem. A teenage girl is here. And she’s got issues. Okay. Yes, I know, you’ll kick my ass if it’s a waste of time.”

“Why don’t you go talk to your friends until they get here? Those girls are going to have to get out of the store before my bosses are here. They don’t want a ton of people knowing who they are.”

My gut instinct was churning. This was likely how a horror movie started. “Okay. But good luck with that. We don’t leave each other.”

I met the girls and told them in a harsh whisper that I had to meet with a few more people. Taylor grabbed my wrist. “Teddi? What are you trying to do? Go to jail with Ruffian?”

Sherlock was back. “Okay, girl. Here comes your shot.”

I turned and went back. As I walked into the office, a huge man filled the doorway with a blinding white smile. “Shit, Lock. This little damn thing has you dragging us down here?”

He was beautiful as well, and jovial in a way that elevated the whole space he was in. He held out his massive hand. “Havoc.” I shook his hand and despite his size, he was very gentle with my hand. “And this is Mercy.”

He released my hand and the man behind him was buried deep in a dark gray hoodie. He didn’t extend his hand, so I took mine back.

We were all standing, so I took Ruffian’s note from the desk and passed it to Havoc first.

“This is the last note from Ruffian’s mom. They were best friends. And they took care of a homeless community down in Midiville. He was broken when she died. And I think he stole a huge amount of stuff to try to help this community. I think he knew he was going to get caught because he refused to run. I think he wants the punishment because he thinks he should pay for it. I don’t think he should. And I know it’s wrong to steal, but when you meet his friends... the families he helps, you can’t do anything but get mad at society for letting people down so thoroughly.”

Havoc passed the note to Mercy. His hands were covered in skeleton tattoos and I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. He was an extreme person, Mercy. He folded the note after reading it and passed it to me. After I put it back into my backpack, Mercy removed his hood.

It took a second for me to realize that his face was completely tattooed as a skull. I didn’t react. Working with the families I dealt with, sometimes my clients had things happen to their appearance that they were sensitive to. I had practice ignoring things that might put other people off.

His smile went up slightly on one side. “He was caught.”

Mercy’s voice was not as menacing as his face.

“He was volunteering with me. I have clients that I help—it’s sort of like the Make a Wish Foundation, but on a much smaller scale. We were dressed as characters from Betty’s favorite fairy tale and Ruffian was her escort. He wouldn’t leave because she was counting on him. I was counting on him.” I felt my emotion come up in my throat.

Havoc moved closer to me. “Hey, it’s okay.”

I really liked his soft eyes. They were comforting.

“So what are you suggesting?” Mercy folded his hands on the desk.

I took a deep breath. “I want you to return the stuff that was stolen. I think that Ruffian will have a far better shot at getting a lighter sentence if the stuff he stole wasn’t actually gone. Good faith and all that.”

“But he had no intention of this?” He leaned forward and I sat and did the same.

“This is all me. Because I love him and I will do whatever I can think of to help him.” I looked from one man to the other to the other.

There was silence until Lock interrupted, “And the money? Can we get that back? I have books to settle up.”

“I don’t know how much it was, but I’ll pay you back. Do you do payments? How about installments? How much was it, anyway?” I closed one eye.

“One point two million dollars,” Lock offered.

I lost my breath. That was so much money. And then I was smiling instead of crying.

“You okay?” Lock seemed concerned that I was losing my mind.

“He didn’t keep a dollar of it. He gave it all away.” I wiped the tears off my cheeks.

Mercy reached behind the desk and came back with a tissue.

I blotted my face and tucked the tissue into my pocket.

“You know, sometimes people get a shit hand. And everyone deals with it differently.” He made a circular motion around his tattooed face. “This is how I dealt with mine. But Ruffian? Sounds like he had his own way as well.”

He drummed his fingers on the desk before picking up a pencil and tapping it. I watched as he and Havoc met eyes. A decision was made without either of them having to say a word.

“Lock, go get the haul. Bring it here.” He leaned forward and tented his fingertips “I’ll give you back the stuff and you can do with it what you choose. But you’re going to owe me. And no one ever gets out of that arrangement. Are you in?”

Lock came back in with a duffle bag. He set it down near my feet.

“And the money?” My hand was itching to hold the bag.

“Like I said, you’ll owe me.” He pushed to his feet.

I didn’t have a choice. “Okay, it’s a deal.” I stuck out my hand and this time he shook it. “You and Havoc swap numbers. He’s your contact for me. And he’ll tell you what you need to do and when.”

I reached down and grabbed the bag, unsure of what my next move was. Mercy nodded at me and then murmured something to Havoc before leaving. The big man hung back.

“I’ll walk you to your car. No stopping for anything.” He held open the office door. Taylor and Peaches’ posture sagged in obvious relief.

“Do you have any idea what I’ll have to do?” I stood next to Havoc while we swapped phones. I dialed my number into his and he did the same for me.

“Not a clue. Mercy will be creative and fair. He always is.” He handed me back my phone. “You got a giant pair of lady balls coming in here and demanding shit.”

He held open the countertop so I could duck underneath it.

“Not so sure about that. The stress almost made me pass out.” He was easier than Mercy or Lock. I wondered if Havoc ever met a person he couldn’t talk to like a friend. Taylor and Peaches were more than ready to leave. On the walk back to the car, I hefted the duffle bag. Havoc offered to carry it, but I declined. This was Ruffian’s whole future I was holding.

When Taylor opened the trunk, I shifted the bag into it. When Peaches and Taylor were seated, Havoc held the trunk open. “You probably want to check the duffle bag. Make sure you got your end of the bargain before you leave the scene. Just a suggestion.”

He motioned to the bag with his pinkie.

“Is he going to short me or lie to me?”

Before I could get the whole question out of my mouth, Havoc was shaking his head no. “Mercy will always be true to his word, but just for the sake of learning shit, if you are doing a shady deal, make sure you’re not stiffed.”

I reached down and unzipped the bag. The two pieces of art were bubble wrapped with their corners straining the plastic. The jewelry was all individually packaged in black boxes. I opened one, then two before feeling satisfied. “We’re good.”

He closed the trunk and held the car door open for me. “I would go straight to the police with this if I were you. Maybe try to drop it anonymously, remembering there are always cameras, you feel me?”

Havoc’s muscles were distracting. The naughty glint in his eye made me curious to know his secrets. But that wouldn’t be for a while. Taylor, Peaches, and I managed to deliver the stolen goods to the police via a courier that we paid with cash.

And then, there was a chapter closed for Ruffian and for me. All things that occurred later would be considered “after.” After his jail time. After my very, very real deal with a guy named Mercy that came from a really bad part of town.


Epilogue

 

I MET MERCY once a month. At first, he just got to know what I was about. He was interested in the Me Parties and my plans for college. I wasn’t sure what I was being groomed for, but I assumed it was bad. It had to be bad, right?

Sometimes I gave updates to Havoc in a coffee shop halfway between Poughkeepsie and Midiville. When it was time for me to go to college, Mercy allowed FaceTime visits instead of in-person ones.

I went to the same college as Gaze and Pixie, their apartment housing me for my first year, and then after they graduated, Taylor, Peaches, and Selena transferred from the community college to mine. So we had our built-in crew. The Me Parties were paired down to summer and the holidays.

Am I glossing over things? Oh, hell yeah. The end of senior year was a heady mix of horrible and monumental.

When I got back to school, I was the talk of everyone. Was I in on the robbery? Was I pregnant? Was I part alien? I tuned out as much of it as I could.

My grades fell, and then I was able to do some extra credit to bring them back up. Thanks to all my extracurricular stuff and previous grades, my record wasn’t crap. Plus, I had some kick ass letters of recommendation from former clients.

I graduated. I had summer. There were parties. I was also hollow. I turned down any guy that asked for a date. I had trouble getting excited even for the Me Parties.

My time with Ruffian seeped into every memory and all my hopes and dreams.

Ruffian? Well, he didn’t want to see me. Beyond that, he met with the lawyers and they set up a defense for him. The return of the missing property had been a huge help. I wished I had seen Ruffian’s face when he found that out. Was he angry that his legacy crime was negated? I hoped he wasn’t. He couldn’t know that I was paying his debt to Mercy. All one point two million dollars of it.

I wrote Ruffian in the facility he was in. The letters were sent back, return to sender. At first, he was in a juvenile detention center, but then he was transferred to the regular jail downtown.

Mercy listened to my concerns about Ruffian. He also pointed out that the dude was pretty much ignoring me. But he didn’t know that Ruffian had told me he’d loved me. And I never loved lightly. And I knew Ruffian didn’t either.

Gaze was allowed to visit him until he was transferred to the jail. Once Ruffian was considered an adult, he was allowed to turn down visits from anyone. And he did.

Gaze and I had long conversations about it. What Ruffian was thinking. In it all, I got to know Ruffian the most of all of us. No one knew how much. That I got to know every inch of him and vice versa.

One of my meetings with Havoc, I got a peek at what Mercy was doing behind the scenes for Ruffian. Well, mostly for me, but it would benefit Ruffian as well. Two of Mercy’s men were in jail and were in charge of watching Ruffian’s back. That was a huge relief. I had no idea what jail was really like, but TV sure scared the hell out of me.

And he had a lawyer working on Ruffian’s case to help him get out of jail. Meg’s parents had pressed charges, despite the return of the stolen goods, so the time had to be served, but Ruffian didn’t have to fall through the cracks without an advocate. And Mercy and Havoc had a lot of contacts. Some would say way too many contacts. But they took a liking to me, and that benefited Ruffian.

The community in the woods? Well, Mercy had talent. He took the pawn shop away from Lock and reassigned him to watch over all the people who Ruffian had provided for. Mercy got regular updates and he passed some of them on to me. The Conner kids were in a new situation, where their mom could go through rehab while they had a house to live in and stay warm. The teen kids that were headed toward a life or crime were brought into Mercy’s fold. But in a new way.

Instead of signing them up for a life of crime, they had a new job. Identifying people in the community that needed help. We needed lists and names. And Rufus, Jen, and all the others provided that while getting a group of apartments above the pawn shop.

Mercy called me a force. I called him an angel. He always laughed, but I knew Havoc agreed with me. There was something about the guy that just seemed right.

So that’s how it went for two years. The last words Ruffian said to me were, “I love you.”

The rest of his words about me cut our relationship off at the knees. I wore the little gummy bear pendant he left under my pillow every day. I didn’t know how to love halfway.

And now, the lawyers and good behavior had Ruffian getting out of jail. Gaze and Pixie were picking him up. No one knew what to expect. Would he want to come back to the house? Would he want to see any of us?

I touched my necklace. Either I was right, and he and I were meant to be, or I was wrong and he would be an angry con artist whose mother’s legacy I’d shredded.

Austin, Mom, Dad, Rocket, Tiger, and I were waiting. It reminded me of the first time I’d met him. Austin reached over and grabbed my hand. I squeezed his in return.

When the car doors slammed, I knew the reckoning was about to come.

RUFFIAN

I HELD A lunch bag on my lap. It was déjà vu all over again. Except instead of faking my reasoning for coming to the Burathons’ house, they would know who I was. What I was about. And what I had done. I fiddled with the arrow lock pick that was among my personal effects.

I watched the trees fly by. Gorgeous fall colors. I hadn’t had a sight of the woods in over eighteen months. I could see the trees from the juvenile detention center, but not from jail.

I tapped my left foot. Two years. It had been too long to have hope. I’d turned these people away. Even Gaze, who kept checking the rearview mirror. We hadn’t said much. What was there to say?

Pixie reached her hand over her seat, sneaky like. I stared at her open fingers for a few beats before I reached up and squeezed her fingers gently. I watched as she nodded her head. Pixie made sense somehow. She just did.

I let go of her hand and watched as the real testament to my future rolled by mile by mile. I couldn’t expect to be part of this family. I had so many other people I had to worry about. Find. Make sure they were okay. By refusing to let my brother see me, let Teddi see me, I also got no information on my people. How everyone was doing. Whether the money I gave them helped them or ruined them.

Maybe I should have headed there first. But I had nothing. Not a phone, not a change of clothes other than the ones I had on. They were tight now. The clothes that had been on my slim body, dressed as a prince, were stretched taut on my muscles.

I got my GED. I went to classes. I read my ass off. And I worked out. A lot. I had two friends in prison and they had my back and I tried to have theirs.

We pulled into the neighborhood. I once read that at Disney World, they kept all the trees the same size, trimming them to prevent returning visitors from thinking any time had gone by. That’s how I felt seeing the Burathons. The yard was in good condition, all the shrubs trimmed to stay the same.

I sat in the car for a few beats after Gaze and Pixie got out. They talked amongst themselves while Gaze scratched the back of his neck. Pixie caught my eye and gave me a thumbs-up.

My heart was pounding like crazy.

Teddi.

I was going to see Teddi.

I had to man up and get out. Stand on this driveway and face whatever was going to come my way. This was the outcome of my crime. The way it would be now.

I got out of the back and held my lunch sack in my hands, crumpling it and smooshing it.

Pixie came next to me and touched my elbow. “It’s okay. We’re here.”

The front door opened, and Rocket was true to her name and fired her way at me. I stooped down and grabbed her up as she jumped. She whine/cried/licked my face like a whirlwind.

“Hey, girl. Hey.”

When I was finally able to put her down, she flipped on her back for rubs and then righted herself, trying to do everything at once. When I looked up from my spot on the driveway, Teddi was shielding her eyes from the late sunlight.

In two years, she went from the exact shape of my dream girl to the exact shape of my dream woman. I felt like my heart was beating so fast, everyone had to see it slamming in my chest.

The next second, Ronna was pulling me up into a hug. “Oh, thank God you are home. Thank God.”

She was crying. I patted her back, suddenly feeling like a fool for barring them from visits. Mike came in, slapping me on the back. “Good to see you. So great to have you back.”

Their welcome poured over me like holy water. It healed in an instant. Changed everything so quickly.

Next up was Austin, man slap hugging me. “Brother, you look like the Hulk.”

To be so welcome.

I felt like I could hear my mother murmuring in the wind.

And then Teddi. She was hugging herself, her eyes questioning. Careful.

“Hey.” I opened the door to the conversation.

“You’re still dressed for the party.” She gestured to my outfit.

“Yeah, I like to play the long game. Never let the fantasy end.” She smiled at me and my heart stood up from being on its knees for two years.

Gaze went to the trunk and pulled out a suitcase. “I hope some of this will work. I didn’t expect how freaking ripped you would be.” He held it out to me.

I took it and petted Rocket again. She was still a mess with love and licks.

Ronna put her arm around my middle. “Hey. No pressure. Whatever you are comfortable with. Your room is yours, though, if you want to get changed.”

I followed her into the house. I’d run this part through in my head a lot. I pictured myself stiff-arming them all. Saving them from knowing a guy like me. In my head they were happy to have that be the case.

After walking into the room and fussing with the blankets, Ronna hugged me again. “I’ll leave you to it.”

She walked out and closed the door behind her. It was how it could be. They would take me back. Take the stigma that I brought with me back. I hadn’t even considered it. Not really.

There was a light knock on the door. “Come in.”

I was still holding Gaze’s suitcase.

Teddi slipped in and closed the door behind her. Her face was sharper now, her eyes more guarded. But she was jaw-droppingly, distractingly beautiful. My memory of her didn’t do her justice.

I bit my lip, my heart flayed open by the sight of her. What she would say next… I couldn’t imagine. God, I didn’t want it to hurt.

She seemed to start a few different sentences before she shook her head. Silence had never taken so long. Maybe I was supposed to say something? Apologize? Certainly, I should apologize for everything. Saying I love you seconds before never seeing her for two years.

She reached under her sweater and pulled out a necklace. I stared at it for a few seconds before I made out what it was. The gummy bear pendant. She was wearing it.

“I didn’t get a chance—you never gave me the chance. But I love you, too. In case it still matters.”

I was across the room in a second. So fast, she was shocked and then she understood. I bent low so I could grab her up and pull her to me. I put my hand in her hair and supported her lower back.

Her lips, almost on mine. “It’s the only thing that matters.” And then I kissed her. I kissed her and hugged her to me. My Teddi. My dream girl. I’d pushed her away to save her from the stigma of me. She was here, wearing the damn necklace the whole time.

She wrapped her legs around me and kissed me back just as hard.

Neither of us heard the knock—if there was one—but Austin was in the room and then instantly turning around, talking to the others. “Looks like they are having a heart-to-heart talk. Let’s give them some time.”

I shuffled backward until she was sitting on my lap while I sat on the bed. And she fit. She had been saving a spot in my chest, and I was happy to have her back in it.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” I whispered my apology to her neck, to her cheek, in her ear.

She stopped me by kissing me more. “I’ve been waiting for you. I have so much to show you. I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Her face was exactly what I needed. Her soul and mine rejoiced at being together again. 

TEDDI

WE HAD A lot to discuss. A lot to figure out. The first thing would be why I wasn’t allowed to visit him. The second, why he felt like the robbery was the way to make his mother’s memory permanent.

I felt like we could do more together than apart.

But first, he needed to be in normal clothes and enjoy his welcome back.

I slipped out of his room and closed the door. I checked my appearance in the downstairs bathroom and straightened out my disheveled hair.

Austin came downstairs loudly. He lifted his chin in my direction. “Done welcoming him back?”

I gave him the finger, but then smiled. Austin had endured many nights of me oversharing and hashing out what I needed to do next. I even told him about my deal with Mercy.

When Ruffian came out of his room, he looked more comfortable, but also intimidating. His shoulders were huge. He held his hand out to me and I took it. He twisted it and placed a kiss on my knuckles.

Austin cleared his throat, but Ruffian didn’t let go of my hand.

We had food ready to roll and I felt the ease of the tension. I couldn’t help but think we would have all been better if Ruffian had let us be involved and visited him.

It was like he could read my mind, because he raised his hand. “Hey, guys. Can I just say a few things?”

We all quieted down.

“I just—I feel like I have to tell you that I really appreciate all you’ve done in the past and now, and I kept my distance to try to let you get some distance from me.” He shook his head and his hair fell in his eyes. “I didn’t want to bring shame on you. And I feel like I brought this stigma on you. And I’m sorry.”

Gaze stood from his chair and put his hand on Ruffian’s shoulder. “Water under the bridge, man. We’re just happy you’re back.”

I hoped he knew it was true. This family wasn’t about holding grudges or highlighting your worst mistakes. It was to be here for each other.

Ronna dabbed at her eyes. Mike cleared his throat. “We’re proud to have you. And we just want you to know you will always have a place here. We consider ourselves your family.”

Austin offered, “For better or for worse, my brother.”

Ruffian nodded. Gaze took his seat and Pixie reached for Ruffian’s hand.

Pizza dinner with ice cream cones seemed perfect. And I knew what I had to do at two a.m. 

RUFFIAN

GAZE AND I spent some time in the living room, just talking about what was next. For now, it was to get resettled in with the Burathons. Teddi was in school. Gaze’s school. He’d graduated in the time I was in jail, but she’d taken a spot at his and Pixie’s old school and had her friends living with her now. She was home for the weekend.

She’d marched on without me, and I knew in my head that made sense. My heart wanted to believe where I left her on the night of the dance, was right where she stayed until just a few hours ago.

Hell, we’d kissed and everything, but I didn’t ask her if she was dating someone. That would be a normal thing to ask someone. But she loved me. She said so. And she was still wearing the necklace.

Gaze waved a hand in front of my face. “You okay?”

“Oh…Yeah, sorry. It’s just a lot to process. I kind of thought I’d be spending tonight back behind the stores in Midiville.” I plucked at Gaze’s sweatshirt.

“I know you’re an adult now, or well, the courts consider you one.”

“I’m almost twenty now, so yeah. I mean, it made sense to not really nail down the birthday for the courts, but Mom always knew when she had me.” I looked upstairs because I heard the murmur of Teddi’s voice.

She was right here in this house with me. And I was free. Really free. Well, I had to check in with a parole officer and do a bunch of community service, but I was out of jail. I had a whole future to consider. Which was overwhelming when I had spent so much time preparing myself to never see the outside world again.

I heard her trotting down the stairs and felt my smile light up in response to hers.

She came and sat next to me on the couch. “Hey.” I put my arm around her, and she kissed my cheek. “Can I borrow you for a few? I have a meeting and I would love for you to be a part of it.”

“Anything.” I stood up and followed her out to the driveway. After excusing ourselves, we waved to everyone and promised to be back before it was too late.

Teddi had a little Altima now, and she hit the door locks to let us in. After we were buckled, she put the car in gear.

“You must have a million questions.” She turned toward me at the stop sign before leaning over to kiss my lips.

“I probably do, but you’re scrambling my brain.” I put my hand on her leg, just wanting to touch her.

“Okay, I have a recap for you.” She focused on the drive while she filled me in on everything that happened in the past.

“First, the money from the sale of the stolen goods stayed with your people.” She gave me a look and I felt a big weight off my shoulders. At least they didn’t have to go to court or anything.

“Peaches and Taylor live with me in college. Gaze and Pixie are in their own apartment and are considering starting a business together. Both of them want to run a mom and pop store closer to Poughkeepsie. Austin’s working almost exclusively with a beauty brand on their social media now and he consults. Milt is working on a kickstarter for his dream game development with his friends. And things are going well.”

“How’s Betty?” I knew it was important that I asked, but I was petrified of the answer.

“Betty? In remission over six months. They say it’s a miracle considering the type and stage of cancer she had. She’s a sweetheart.”

“Oh, sweet Lord. I’m so grateful.” I ran my hands through my hair.

“She’s great. Still asks about you and I think she would’ve been thrilled to see you in the prince costume again.” She merged into traffic. We were clearly headed for Poughkeepsie.

“I’ll do whatever that little sunshine needs me to do.” I meant it. I really wanted to see her again. I’d been afraid that the disease had taken her.

We pulled into a parking lot that had construction in it. “So back when you did the robbery, I had to figure out some way to pay back the money we owed the pawn shop.”

“We owed? That was all me, pretty lady.” I leaned forward a little as she parked.

“Not how I saw it. And not how Mercy saw it.” She reached in the backseat and got some of her ever-present file folders. One thing I hadn’t considered was if the mobsters I had worked a deal with would have some beef to pick with the Burathons.

“Mercy? You dealt with him?” The fearsome man with the skull for a face was terrifying.

We both got out of the car, slamming our doors almost in tandem.

“Oh yeah. You will, too. We are all in for this.” She moved a blue tarp aside and we were in a strip mall store that had been gutted.

The very guys I made a deal with years ago sat around in various beat-up folding chairs. Teddi went from one to the next, hugging them like they were cousins at a family reunion. I was introduced. Mercy (skull man), Havoc (tiger tattoos popping out of his sleeves), and clean-cut Lock who seemed to be watching every exit at the same time.

I went from one to the other and shook their hands after they stood to hug Teddi.

It was surreal having Teddi turn these fearsome guys into basically playmates.

“You good?” Havoc leaned closer to me.

“I’m cool.” I tried to figure out where we were and what the hell we were doing here.

“You had friends on the inside, right? Gizmo and Oak?” He knew a lot about me.

“Yeah.” Teddi was talking to Mercy and pointing in various areas, then referring to her notes. It didn’t look like a drug deal or whatever else she was doing to “pay back” my crime. “You’ve got that little lady to thank for it.” He nodded toward Teddi who had a million-watt smile on Lock.

“How’s that?” I turned away from the scene in front of me to look up at him.

“Some women? They are a force to be reckoned with. My girl. Lock’s girl. And Mercy’s lady. They can change your world if you let them.” He gave me a wink and a slow smile.

This seemed like good advice, but I wasn’t sure if it was really a threat. I was used to things meaning a couple of things at once. Prison made you skeptical. Being homeless took away being sure of pretty much anything but your own actions.

But if Teddi was tied into it, I was going with her. Even if it was an anchor in a storm. We went together. I knew that.

“Are you ready?” Teddi came to stand next to me.

I nodded, but I wasn’t sure if she was talking to me. Lock went over to a lump covered in thick white plastic.

He yanked it off and pushed it to the side.

A sign.
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I literally felt the emotion catch in my throat. I coughed around it. “What’s going on?”

Teddi stepped in front of me. “This is how we pay it back. I’m gonna run a nonprofit for the Me Parties out of the front half of the storefront, and out the back?”

Mercy stepped forward. “We want a place to send people where they don’t have to fill out an application, don’t have to prove they are down on their luck. There’s a place for that, but sometimes you need a place without red tape.”

Mercy gestured with his tattooed hand at my mother’s name. “We’re going to be counting on you to manage that end.”

Havoc’s deep voice was next. He went close to the sign and polished a corner. “You can’t do it without a degree. Oak told me you took enough classes to almost get your associate degree.”

I had to close my mouth. I realized the shock of it all had left it hanging open. “Uh. Yeah.”

“Get a degree in something useful. You and Teddi are going to run this. We need a few tax write-offs, so this is what you’ll do.” Havoc touched his palms together.

“One point two million dollars worth?” I put my hands on my knees. None of this sounded like the other shoe falling. Like the punishment a guy like Mercy would dole out for crossing him.

He tilted his head. “This is not normally how we do business, but she’s special.” He did a little elbow in Teddi’s direction and she blushed.

“So here’s the next thing.” Teddi seemed uncomfortable with the praise on her and pointed to the spot beyond the sign. Mercy listened to her like she was a respected scholar.

Lock stood next to me. I wasn’t sure if he was there to make sure I didn’t run, but he tipped back and forth from his toes to his heels.

“I don’t even know what to say,” I said mostly to myself, but Lock responded.

“She’s one of his now. She’s on his radar. I wouldn’t fuck up. You’re fine, but she’s covered for life. But you do what you gotta.” Lock took out his phone and checked a message.

Teddi walked over to me and gestured to where she wanted to have a warm dry place with comfortable beds for emergency stays. Under my mother’s name.

Mercy walked over to Havoc as Teddi went to her tiptoes. “This isn’t too much for you, is it? Maybe I should have explained first.”

“Hey.” I could see it in her. The entire universe of kindness that lived in her. She was doing so much and yet wanted to do more. “You’re perfect.”

I touched her cheek. She leaned into my hand. “I just want to make sure you don’t feel like you have to go to jail to save your people’s hardship. We can do it together.”

I pulled her to me, hugging her hard. I felt grounded in the space. With her in my arms the impossible had been turned into a possibility. A future. Plans. Under my mother’s name.

It was almost too good to be true, but when Teddi was involved, I was willing to take that risk.

_______________

AFTER WE LEFT Mercy, Havoc, and Lock—now known as Nix, Animal, and well, still Lock—Teddi wasn’t done with me. We had to eat, so the diner was a stop. We had so much to catch up on. I kept apologizing. Pushing her away wasn’t keeping her away from my influence. She made what I wanted to do a priority either way.

The Me Parties were in low gear while Teddi put her head down and got her degree in communications. I was thinking that either communications or law might be the way for me to help the most. I loved the idea of helping moms keep their kids. But again, the future. It was limitless with Teddi.

After we ate, she drove me to our next location. She teased me about faking having a license when we lived together and I gritted my teeth when I thought of how much more trouble we could have been in.

We were parked in a spot under a fancy apartment building for a few minutes before I got up the guts to ask her the thing I wanted to know the most. “You’re not dating anyone?”

I never wanted to be disrespectful.

“In my head I’m still dating you.” She looked at the floor instead of my face.

“Good.” I used my knuckle to lift her chin. “Because I couldn’t take it any other way.” I pulled her into my arms and hugged her. “You did so much. Thank you.”

“You came back to me. Thank you.” She hugged me back like I was a gift. Like she was thrilled to have me.

“You’re a ride, Teddi Burathon. I’m incredibly excited to see what you do next.” I leaned down and kissed her.

She returned my kiss. We had an entire night. No rush. No cops coming. And I would take advantage of it. 

TEDDI

IT TOOK SUPERHUMAN strength to pull myself away from him. But I knew things would be much, much better in private.

I had a small bag of essentials that he took from me. We passed the doorman with a nod. He recognized me and smiled.

I was still getting used to how much there was of Ruffian now. He’d taken these two years and turned into a man, a stubbly scruff on his jaw, the angle there sharper now instead of being boyish. The doors of the elevator closed. I felt his arms and they were corded with muscle. His chest was hard and well-defined. He had been on a mission to bulk up, clearly.

Ruffian watched as my hands explored. Then, he lifted me easily, and it felt like he could hold me forever. So many times in the last two years I’d doubled what my heart knew. That he was good. That he was mine and that I needed to wait for him. I was glad my body had made my decision and not let my doubts make any decisions for me.

The doors slid open and we readjusted ourselves. He set me on my feet. His gaze was laser focused on my face, so I had to navigate us both to Austin’s apartment.

I tried twice to open the door with the key, my hands shaking a bit. Instead of taking the key from me, Ruffian stepped forward and opened up his arrow lock pick. We were in the apartment in no time. I set my keys onto the table by the door and let my phone lie there as well.

I pulled at his shirt. I wanted to see his skin. He removed his shirt in one easy motion.

He had a simple line drawing of a teddy bear over his heart. It wasn’t professional, but it wowed me. I traced the lines with my fingertip.

He covered my hand. “I’m sorry.”

“You’ve said it once, no need to say it again. Let go of that guilt.” I kissed his hand.

The scent of him was permanently registered somewhere in my skin, reminding me of the taste of his lips.

Flashes of it came back to me.

The zap.

It rolled through my muscle memory. And all at once, waiting for him didn’t seem like the craziest idea. The way his eyes and mine met made something inside of me real. The current between us felt more like fate and destiny pushing us together. Like the act of us intertwined was a necessity to make the sun rise and the moon set.

Too much. If I wrote it all down, it would feel silly, melodramatic, but it was more real than color. It was more real than a gasp of air.

I climbed the stairs to Austin’s guest room and felt Ruffian walking behind me. Gentle touches, fingertips on my calves, palm on my hip. Calming me. Starting this. Again.

When I went to kick off my flats at the end of the bed, Ruffian held up his index finger.

“Please.” He took to one knee and lifted my foot from my first shoe and set it aside, then my other shoe.

He ran his hands up and down my legs hypnotically, leaning forward to take gentle nips and kisses.

Again, zap. No words, just touch. And I could hear him in my head as if he was screaming.

Missed you.

Loved you.

Need you.

I fisted his hair in my hands before leaning over him, rubbing my fingers down his back.

I wanted him to hear me, too.

You’re not alone.

I cherish you.

I’ll take care of you.

He stilled for a few beats, pressing his face against my stomach. I watched as his lungs filled and exhaled. Breathing me. He put one hand on my chest and the other on my back, holding me in place as if I were a dream. As if he was afraid I would scatter with reality.

I knelt with one leg, then the other, and he rearranged his hands like we were skaters and had practiced the move on ice a million times.

When we were kneeling in front of each other, I held his face in my hands.

“I’m sorry,” he said it again. His voice was deeper now, than when it was whispered against my skin before everything went down. The timbre lower. It rang in me, echoing off my desire.

“I’m not.” And I wasn’t sorry. For him. For what we had done. Because it would lead to what we would do. “We’re gonna do such great things. That feeling you like? When the world lights up for a minute because the kindness is so bright? We’re going to catch it all the time.” I ran my hands through his hair. It was too long again, gorgeous again with the shifting highlights, obscuring one eye. I brushed it away, so we could see each other perfectly.

“In all my dreams of you, I forced myself to remember that you would move on. You’d be well on your way past us and what happened.” The regret of those thoughts was etched in his eyes.

“You don’t dream big enough. And I thought you knew me.” I tilted my head to take in his expressions, in living color, in 3D.

“I do know you, but I had to get through the days. And giving up on you was me letting you go. My sacrifice for you. So everything would be perfect for you.” He kissed my forehead, my lips.

We were distracted. Words were getting in the way of what our bodies already knew.

“I’m here.” That was the entirety of my rebuttal. The only energy I had was based in my skin, the press of him on me. Holding me down. Making me feel connected somehow with him and everything we would do someday.

And he wasn’t going to fight anymore. I felt the release, the snap—leaning into the zap that crackled between us like a sidekick.

The gentle exploration was over. Now it was time to reunite. I’d been thinking about it. His skin. His arms. I missed all the slopes of him. The way his muscles now worked just for me but could also lift things heavier than me. He’d worked out in jail a lot. A lot. I let my hands feel this new, manly version of the boy I fell in love with. My smile was indulgent and a little selfish. He was mine. I felt his chest hair, and as he undid my buttons, I worked on his, then we switched—it was faster. Soon, we were together, just naked in front of one another.

This version of him and this version of me were thrilled to see each other again. The special Ruffian and Teddi that the world wasn’t allowed to know. Just us. I climbed him while he pulled me closer. And at once, we fought to please. Lips and tongues, but also fingers seeking. I found him and wrapped my hand around him. Yes. All mine.

He was using his fingers inside me, and I was more than ready for him. I let my head fall back as sensations rolled through like a tide. A tide that had waited years to fill.

“Oh yes. Please, Teddi. Leave your head back like that.”

I did as he asked, my hair moving in the rhythm he demanded between my legs. When I came, I pulled forward, seething with the pleasure of him. He laughed lightly and staggered a little before kissing me until I could kiss him back.

My legs were not steady as he set me down. I went to go to my knees in front of him, wanting to give him what he had given me.

I watched his eyes go wide. “No time for that.”

He found his jeans and dug into the pocket. “This condom is super old? Is it okay?” He held it up as if it was the key to the universe. I felt his panic as well but had to joke with him.

“Seriously? Do they even have expiration dates?”

We both peered at the small package like it was magic.

“Oh shit. We got another two years on this puppy!” Ruffian kissed the wrapper, then he kissed me.

He wasted no time rolling it on and then he stood. “I have so many ideas, I don’t know where to start.”

I held out my hands to him. “Just be inside me. Please.”

Ruffian sank to one knee, then the other. I spread my legs as he maneuvered between them.

We were looking into each other’s eyes when he slid into me. Together. Zap.

I could hug him and kiss him and feel him inside of me. I wrapped my legs around his hips and met his thrusts. He picked up the pace, and I could tell he was fighting with himself to try to last longer. Be this connected longer.

Where we were connected, I was mesmerized by the V of him, giving me all that he had.

When I could tell he was going over the edge, I put my hand around his neck and brought him down for a kiss, squeezing with all my might so his end would be as wonderful as mine had been.

Curses and groans in between kisses told me he was spent. I relished his weight as he lowered himself partway on me, his arms shaking from the exertion. I kissed his shoulder, my lips salty right after.

We panted at each other, faces shining with a sheen.

“I’m so in love with you.” He wasn’t saying it as a goodbye this time. It was the start of so, so much.

“I love you, Ruffian. Next time, we’re going to use the bed.”

This man that had known such love as a child would never miss a day of devotion. Not as long as I had a flicker of life in me.

THE END
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