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To every girl who chooses herself




FEBRUARY 8, 2020 Football Season Was Over CHAPTER 1

ASA

Lies. My life was a series of lies that had become my norm. I didn’t want to accept it. Waking up daily knowing this could be the day I face my worst fear shouldn’t be the first thing that haunted me when my eyes opened. I would turn eighteen in six days. I wouldn’t be a minor anymore. That protection was gone, but it wouldn’t stop me from doing what had to be done if my father went too far.

Understanding my mom was something I’d given up on years ago. I’d accepted that she loved him and that was the only reason she stayed. How could a woman love a man who emotionally and physically abused her? I couldn’t comprehend it, but she loved him. She had to love him because the son of a bitch had hurt her more times than I could count. The only time I had ever seen her fight back was when I stepped in front of her and his fist landed on my eleven-year-old jaw, knocking me to the ground. That day she’d been beat so badly, it had marked me. Terrified me.

Still, she didn’t leave him.

She did everything she could to make him happy, and when that didn’t work, she took to the sofa to watch Netflix dramas and drink bottles of wine alone while he was at work and I was at school. The cycle was so fucked up in this house, it was a miracle we were both still alive.

Football season was over. My senior year had only a few months left, and I was headed to Ole Miss on a football scholarship. My father had bragged about it to anyone who would listen. The supportive, proud father, family man, successful local businessman, head of the city council, Malcom Griffith. I despised him, and yet I was planning to leave my mother to live alone with this monster.

She could leave him. I was bigger than he was now. I could take the bastard if he tried to stop her from going. I’d told her as much—I’d begged and pleaded with her to leave him. Go live with my abuela in New Mexico. The small town of Taos was full of my mother’s family. Her mother was a force to be reckoned with, and so were her brothers. She’d be safe… she’d be free. I could go to college and live a life without guilt or fear.

Nothing I said could make her go.

Nothing he did was bad enough to send her running.

“Fuck,” I growled, thinking about our argument before I stormed out of the house ten minutes earlier. Standing beside my black Chevy truck with my right hand on the gas pump and my other flat against the side of my truck, I glared at my reflection in the tinted window. I looked like him and I hated it. My eyes were blue like his. My shoulders broad but my height now six three. Two inches taller than him. The only thing about my mother I could see was the dark black color of my hair and the dimples that appeared when I smiled.

“Everything okay?” a female voice asked. I hadn’t realized anyone else was out here. I’d been the only one when I pulled in to fill up. Turning my head only, I recognized the girl. I didn’t know her, but I’d seen her around. Here mostly, when I got gas. She was a Ramos. Her parents owned the service station and grocery store attached to it. She looked to be my age, but she didn’t attend Lawton High School. In fact, she had never attended middle school or elementary school either. None of the Ramos kids did, and I wasn’t sure how many siblings she had, but I knew there were a lot of them. A few years back I remember the oldest one overdosed or something like that. I wasn’t sure exactly how she died.

“It’s fine,” I muttered, embarrassed to have been caught in my current mood. Normally a female that looked like this one would have my charm switch flipped. I liked to flirt. I was fucking good at it. But not now. Attractive females were not at the top of my “give a shit” list.

I expected her to walk away. Leave me to my bad mood, but she wasn’t moving. I wasn’t meeting her gaze, but I could see her long dark hair blowing in the cool breeze from the cold front we had moving in today. Her hair was so dark, it was almost black. The sun, however, showcased the brown highlights in it. The same with her dark brown eyes, which seemed lighter outside the store. I’d only seen her inside the store in the past.

The pump clicked off and I replaced the nozzle, then closed my cap before turning my attention back to her. She blinked when my eyes met hers and held them as if she hadn’t realized she was standing there staring at me. A shy smile tugged at her full lips. It was a shame I’d never taken the time to speak to her in the past. Right now was not only a bad day, but it was also too late. I’d be gone soon and she would never leave this town. She’d be here forever just like her parents. Just like my parents. The idea soured my mood even more.

“Okay, well, uh, I was just checking,” she said, and paused as if I was expected to say something else. There was nothing to say. I’d hit my truck out of anger, and none of that was her business. When I stood there holding her gaze silently, her cheeks slightly flushed, and she ducked her head to focus on the ground. Finally she began to walk back toward the storefront. I watched her go and admired the way she wore a pair of faded jeans. The black combat boots surprised me. The strapless top she was wearing was a pale yellow, and she had small white daisy earrings dangling from her ears. The pink gloss on her lips and delicate scent of her perfume made her appear too feminine for shoes like those. I wondered what her name was, then just as quickly shut that down. I had no time for this. My future and my mother’s safety were my only priorities now.

Jerking my truck door open with more force than necessary, I climbed inside and pulled away from the service station. The last time I’d seen the girl had been months ago when I’d gone into the grocery side of their store to pick up some items for my mom. She’d been the one at the cash register that day. I had been on the phone dealing with Ryker’s drama at the time and not paying much attention to anything else.

My phone began ringing beside me, interrupting my thoughts, and I glanced at the screen in my truck to see who it was before answering. I wasn’t speaking to my father if he decided to call. It was Nash. With relief, I pressed accept on the touch screen of my truck’s control system.

“Yeah,” I said in the way of a greeting.

“Where you at?” he asked over the speakerphone in my truck.

“Just got gas. Why?”

“Thought you’d want to come to the field house. Some of the guys are here working out, then headed to the field later.”

I didn’t want to go back to the house and be forced to hear my mother tell me that I had to respect my father. She needed to be thankful I hadn’t slammed my fist in his jaw after he spoke to her the way he did over breakfast. Glancing in the backseat quickly, I saw my duffel bag and knew there were clean shorts in there I could change into.

“I’ll be there in five,” I replied.

Then we both clicked off and my truck was silent again.




I Took Their Money and Gave Them Cinnamon Rolls CHAPTER 2

EZMITA

“I am an idiot. Why did I go out there?” I muttered in frustration as I let the door close behind me. Why did I go out there? Was I so desperate to talk to Asa that I was looking for any reason to strike up a conversation? He’d looked at me like I was a wacko. I’d done a great job acting like a dork. It had taken me weeks to work up the nerve to speak to him, and when I finally did, that was how I chose to do it? Idiota!

Turning, I watched as the black Chevy truck drove away. I never missed that truck when it drove by or was outside. It was as if I had Asa Griffith radar. Another reason I needed to get out of this small town. I’d let some guy I had never had a conversation with become my obsession. I wondered if he even remembered the moment that started my attraction to him. Maybe he did things like that all the time and I had only witnessed that one moment. No matter, that moment had stuck with me. He’d become something more than just a beautiful boy I liked to look at.

The single mother who had been counting out her change to pay for a few groceries while her little boy had been begging for a lollipop had been heartbreaking. I had been trying to think of a way to give her the groceries without embarrassing her in the process when Asa had walked up and placed a handful of the lollipops on the counter, then handed me a twenty-dollar bill and told me to add those to the lady’s bag. The woman had teared up and been so flustered thanking Asa while I had fallen in love, or at least my crush on him had begun.

It was past time I got a life. My parents just weren’t on board with my leaving the nest. I scowled as thoughts of my last argument with my father over my going away to college replayed in my head. It was no wonder I’d become fixated on a guy I didn’t even know. Daydreaming was my only escape from this place.

Asa Griffith, with his eyes the color of ocean waves, wide shoulders, dark hair, and dimples, was the classic poster boy for a girl’s daydreaming. At least a sheltered, awkward teenage girl like myself. He always made me feel flushed and nervous at the sight of him. Of course, he had no idea who I was other than the girl who had checked out his groceries, and taken the occasional cash payment for his gas when he wasn’t paying with a card. I was pathetic and I knew it.

Opening the door to the store, I stepped inside, then sighed heavily at the sight of my mother frowning at me from behind the register. There were no customers in the store, but from her disapproving scowl, one would think there was a line waiting on me.

“He was having difficulties with the pump, Momma,” I said before she could unleash her string of verbal scolding.

“¡Sabes mejor que dejar la caja registradora desatendida!” she replied angrily, not believing my excuse. Her only concern was that I had left the cash register unattended. Although it had less than one hundred dollars in it at any given time. That didn’t matter to Momma. Doing my job and not paying attention to boys was what she cared about.

“There was no one in here, Momma,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

She opened her mouth, still scowling at me, when I was blessedly saved from her impending temper. The jingle of the bell on the front door played its familiar sound as someone entered the store. Her scowl immediately became a friendly smile as she flashed it at the customer. She’d finish this scolding later. My mother missed nothing. She would have seen Asa outside and she would know. She always did. Because of my mother’s overbearing ways, I’d never been on a date. It was just sad that I was seventeen years old and still hadn’t been kissed. The joys of working, taking care of my younger siblings, and being homeschooled. I had no social life.

“Hello, Mr. Lee,” my mother greeted the customer. “How can we help you today?”

I went to take my place behind the counter before glancing over to see Ryker Lee’s father with his friendly expression as he replied to my mother. “Just filling up the truck and in need of some coffee and one of your cinnamon rolls. Hope I’m not too late this morning and you have one left.”

My mother’s cinnamon rolls were famous in this town. She woke up at four every morning and made five dozen from scratch. Rarely was there one left after nine a.m. She was proud of that fact. Her churros were equally as popular after three in the afternoon. She made exactly six dozen of those, and they were always sold out while they were still warm.

“You’re lucky. I have three left. Let me go wrap one up for you. Ezmita, you get Mr. Lee a fresh cup of coffee,” she said in the nicest commanding tone she could muster. I nodded quickly and went to check on the pot of coffee I had started before Asa had driven up outside.

“Go ahead and get me all three. I’ll take the others home to the family,” he called out to her. I checked the clock out of habit. It was 8:17. She’d sold out earlier than yesterday. Not her record-breaking time of 7:49, but still impressive for a Saturday, when people got out a little later in the morning.

Momma knew when she told him only three were left he’d take them all. People were creatures of habit. Just like my parents, I too knew of everyone in this small town. I knew their regular orders. I remembered the way they liked their coffee and what their favorite snacks were. If they were going to ask for a cinnamon roll with their morning coffee or not. That knowledge was where it ended. Mr. Lee’s son, Ryker, was my age, and just like Asa, he didn’t know my name. I was an outsider in the town I had grown up in. That wasn’t their fault and I didn’t blame them.

I blamed my parents. They never allowed me to live a life outside this family. I had no friends. I had siblings and cousins. I had no experience in the world. I had experience running a store. While other girls flirted with the boys and went on dates, I took their money and gave them cinnamon rolls. My older sister’s death had made them even more overprotective than they had been before. I wanted a life, but I knew as long as I lived under their roof, I’d have to fight to get one—and even then I didn’t foresee them giving in to my request.

With a sigh, I finished pouring Mr. Lee’s coffee and securely fastened the plastic top on it before walking back to the counter and placing it there for him to take. The same routine, day in and day out. My life shouldn’t be this boring at seventeen, yet my parents had made sure it was as mundane as possible.

“How old are you now, Ezmita?” Mr. Lee asked me with his sincere, friendly smile.

“Seventeen,” I replied.

He gave a nod. “I guessed as much. I thought you were around Ryker’s age. Have any plan for college?” he asked then, seeming genuinely interested in the answer. It was rare anyone asked me more than if the coffee was fresh or requested a food item from the back. Something that had to do with me and me alone was nice.

“Yes, sir, I want to go to—”

“Ezmita, go tend to Manuel,” Momma interrupted with a sharpness in her tone that didn’t go unnoticed.

My wishes for college and my parents did not coincide. Speaking of my future plans to anyone else was off-limits. She wouldn’t allow it. I doubted my four-year-old brother, Manuel, needed tending to when Rosa and Teresa were in the house with him and Miguel, my seven-year-old brother. Rosa was fourteen and Teresa was thirteen, both bossy and competent. Momma just wanted to get me out of the store and shut me up from saying to anyone that I wanted to go to Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles. Starting from the time I began my ninth-grade year, I’d done everything on the checklist to make sure I wasn’t only accepted but that I could get a scholarship. My acceptance had come last week as well as the offer for a scholarship. I was running out of time to respond. Trying to talk to my parents about it was the most difficult part of the process.

Most parents would be proud. Mine weren’t. They refused to accept the idea of their oldest living daughter moving off to California to attend college. It didn’t matter if it was a Catholic university. It didn’t matter that it was an excellent education. I was to do as they had planned for me. Right here under their thumb.

For now, I would let them think that I had accepted their decision. Simply because my mother was a force to be reckoned with. All four feet eleven inches of her.




FEBRUARY 24, 2020 That Man Loves No One CHAPTER 3

ASA

I had one week until signing day. One fucking week to commit to a college. Ryker was positive of his decision. He was making plans, and I was part of his plans. He expected me to be right there beside him. His father was proud of him, and Ryker had no worry in the world. He had the best life of any guy I knew.

When Ryker moved off to pursue his dreams, he wouldn’t be leaving his mother behind in danger. There was no fear of what would happen when he no longer lived under their roof. That was how it should be. How it was supposed to be. Something I’d never known.

I slammed my truck door with more force than necessary and stood in the driveway of my house, staring at the two-story craftsman-style home my father had designed. With its detail and impressive woodwork, it appeared to be a safe home on the outside. Just like my father. They were both façades. There was nothing safe inside.

If I stayed away, I could pretend that reality behind those doors didn’t exist, but then my mother would live in a hell I couldn’t allow. I was all that stood between her and the monster we both lived with. As a child, I’d cried and begged her to leave. For us to run away in the night.

She never acknowledged the words I was saying. Instead she’d rock me and sing songs to me in Spanish that I didn’t understand because my father forbade her to speak Spanish. My youth had been a learning period for me to adapt to the world I was born into. Hiding what my father was became a habit I followed just like my mother did.

I was tired of it. I was sick of how she was treated by the man who was supposed to love and protect her. How could she continue to expect me to just ignore his behavior? I wasn’t a kid anymore. I was eighteen and I felt like I was thirty. Living with an abusive father made you grow up quickly. There were few fond childhood memories in this home. The ones I did have, he wasn’t here. My mother was the reason for any happy memory I had. He was never in those memories.

Walking slowly toward the door, I waited a moment to listen closely for my father’s voice. He’d be careful not to yell too loudly, but he could be just as dangerous in silence. When I heard nothing, I opened the door and went inside preparing for the unknown, like I always did.

I couldn’t remember a time in my life when there wasn’t a heavy air of tension in our home. As a kid, I thought of it more as fear. I lived in fear of my father’s temper. Now that I was older, I felt the tension. The cord that was my father’s anger like a rope that is pulled tightly at both ends. All I could do was wait on one end to snap free. It was never the normal things that set him off. It was the things that were everyday life. For example, if my mother made something for dinner he didn’t like, or forgot to buy milk at the grocery store, or spilled something in the kitchen, he unleashed in words and often actions.

I’d seen him throw a coffee cup against the wall right beside my mother’s head when he didn’t have his favorite brand of coffee in the pantry. Nothing about the man was sane. Even after he broke her arm for forgetting to pick up his dry cleaning, she made excuses for his behavior.

I could smell dinner as I dropped my backpack at the bottom of the stairs before heading toward the kitchen. It wasn’t often that my mother cooked dinner. Rarely did my father eat what she did cook if she made the effort. The fact she was cooking concerned me. No one was speaking, which didn’t necessarily mean my father wasn’t in there. He found power by sitting in silence, making us feel uncomfortable. I didn’t care if the bastard ignored me or not. As long as he didn’t touch my mother.

As I stepped into the kitchen, my mother’s back was turned while she worked over whatever she had decided to attempt to make. The large antique table was set for three. Another unexpected effort. Mom and I would usually order takeout or I’d make grilled cheese sandwiches.

Thankfully, she was alone. I let out a breath I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding. It was a habit. Preparing to face the man and whatever mood he was in.

“Smells good,” I said, and my mother spun around to face me. Her smile was instant when her eyes met mine.

“It’s something new I’m trying,” she replied. “How was your day?”

Having Mom cook dinner was a treat, and seeing her smile was also a nice thing to come home to, but letting my guard down was a bad idea. “It was a Monday,” I replied, then asked, “Are you sure your efforts will be approved?” I didn’t mask my sarcasm. She knew this was a bad idea.

Her smile faltered some; she understood what I was asking easily enough. She knew trying something new wasn’t safe with the psycho she was married to. Her smile was forced now and less sincere. “It’s just shrimp jambalaya with a new twist. I think both of you will love it,” she said, but what she meant was that my father loved jambalaya and this would go over well with him. When I was younger, she’d cook a lot in an effort to impress the bastard. Years of him cursing her and throwing away the food that she prepared had led to her not cooking and him not coming home until late. Our home was not one where the family sat around the table and enjoyed each other.

“I know I will,” I told her when she seemed unsure of herself. That seemed to please her. My mother had loved to cook for me when I was younger. She had once told me it was her way of showing her love. My father had used that as one more way to attack her. He’d taken her ability to buy groceries to cook meals by limiting her weekly grocery bill. Then he’d stopped coming home for dinner. It was just one more way he chose to hurt her. As a kid, I couldn’t understand why he would say mean things to her. With age, I realized he was a sick bastard that got his kicks out of causing pain behind closed doors while appearing like the perfect family man to the rest of the world.

“Tell me about school,” she urged, changing the subject.

I walked to the fridge to get a soda and stopped to kiss her temple on my way. This was another thing I’d always done. Given her affection to replace the lack of it she received from my father. If I left, who would do this? Who would reassure her, take care of her, make sure she was okay?

“Boring. Same ole sh—” I stopped before finishing that sentence. Her scowl of disapproval was already in place. I smiled sheepishly, and she shook her head before going back to stirring the pot on the stove. “It’ll be over soon enough anyway.”

Mom placed the spoon on the ceramic spoon rest I’d painted for her in the third grade and given to her on Mother’s Day. It had been used very little over the years, since she rarely cooked. I watched her walk over to the cabinet to take out a glass, then hold it out to me. She hated for me to drink out of the can. She was convinced it was unhealthy. As if there was anything healthy about a soda anyway.

I took the glass from her and poured the dark liquid into it.

“When are you signing with a college?” she asked in a chipper tone.

I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t. This wasn’t something I’d talked to her about. I assumed she knew. That she understood I couldn’t leave her here. How could she want me to leave her here?

“Not sure,” I replied, not ready to have this conversation with her.

“Ole Miss. It’s the best option. You have a better chance of standing out. You’re sure.” My father’s voice filled the room as he entered it and left no room for debate or conversation. He was final. What he didn’t realize was that I no longer gave a shit what he said, demanded, or wanted. I wasn’t a scared little boy trying to fight the monster by myself. I was a grown-ass man, and he was the reason I’d grown up so damn quickly.

“She was asking me,” I said, lifting my gaze from my glass to meet his eyes.

“And I answered for you,” he replied with a warning in his icy-cold blue gaze. Eyes I hated I’d inherited from him.

“I don’t need you to speak for me,” I shot back. The blaze in his glare was familiar. This time I’d put it there on purpose. If I continued to back down from him, he would believe he was all-powerful in this house. That he could do whatever he wanted and get away with it. I was done trying to keep him calm.

He walked across the room and stopped in front of me. Standing toe-to-toe, he didn’t seem at all concerned with the fact I stood two inches taller and my shoulders made his once-impressive ones appear thin. “I won’t tolerate back talk, boy. You’ll sit your ass down and shut the fuck up.” His voice was raised just enough to get his point across.

“No thanks… Dad,” I said without any fear. The anger boiling inside me had been building for years. I had contained it out of fear—until the fear had slowly faded as the hate began to overtake any other emotion.

His hand slammed my chest with what I was sure he meant to be forceful, and on a smaller man it would have sent him back a few inches. I didn’t budge. I conveyed my own warning while glaring at him.

“Asa, sit,” my mother said with the waver of fear in her tone that I knew so well. I didn’t want to scare her, but it was time he knew I wasn’t going to let him hurt her or me. His days of abuse were done.

He turned and as his hand shot out in my mother’s direction, I moved quickly. This ended now. Today. My hand clamped down on his arm and stopped it with very little effort. “Don’t touch her,” I warned him.

His eyes shot back to me. Disbelief, fury, and the unbalanced crazy that stirred under the surface all shined in his gaze. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, boy?” he roared this time. No attempt to control his voice level.

I tightened my hold on him, and for a brief moment I saw a glimpse of uncertainty in his eyes before the insanity took back over. “You aren’t touching my momma,” I told him.

“And you fucking think you are big enough to tell me what to do now? That you’re all grown up now and can handle a man?” He laughed then and tried to pull free of my hold, but I proved my point and held him without release.

“Yeah, I reckon I do.” I was taunting him, but that wasn’t what this was about. I wasn’t out to get revenge. I was out to change this psycho my mother wouldn’t leave. If she was determined to stay with him, then I was going to have to make sure he left her alone.

His laughter was gone, and an enraged snarl was on his face as he tried again to free his arm. Using his body, he moved toward me and I quickly reached out to grab his other arm. He fought against me and made a growl as he tried with more strength than I expected to get free of my control.

“You will regret this,” he said in a twisted voice.

“I only regret waiting so long,” I replied calmly.

“Asa, please,” my mother begged as her hand touched my back. I felt her slight tremble and I hated upsetting her. She’d had enough distress in her life. I didn’t want to be the cause for more upset.

“Shut up, bitch, and stop stinking up the house with that shit you’re trying to cook,” my father roared at her.

I had been going to let him go and deal with his reaction. I had started to tell myself that for my mother I had to ease the situation I had incited. Until he had called her a bitch. A switch inside me that I didn’t know existed flipped. My blood pounded in my ears as I stared at the man in front of me. He cursed again, and I knew my hands were tightening on his arms in a vise meant to cause pain. I wanted him to hurt. I wanted his mouth shut. I didn’t want to hear him speak. I didn’t want him to be free to touch my mother. He didn’t deserve her.

“Fuck!” he yelled as my hands squeezed him hard enough that my own knuckles felt numb.

The smolder inside me erupted into a blast, and my father was flying backward as a loud, deep sound came from my chest. I heard my mother’s voice and she was crying, but I couldn’t focus on that. The man I’d just tossed onto his back was getting up, and I had to stop him.

He sat up and was scrambling to stand. I saw his hatred and anger with a healthy dose of fear in his eyes before my fist slammed into his face, sending him back again. This time his head bounced off the hardwood floor several times before he went still. Unmoving.

The roar in my ears had been deafening, but now it slowly faded as my mother’s crying registered. She rushed past me and dropped to her knees beside his unresponsive body. Her hand went to his neck. She was checking for a pulse. She feared I’d killed him. I’d just hit him. He wasn’t dead. I hadn’t meant to knock him unconscious… had I?

She had to know I was defending her and not trying to kill my father. I ran my hand over my head and stood there staring at him, thinking he’d move any second. He had to move. As much as he deserved all the pain he’d caused turned back on him, he didn’t need to die. At least not at my hand. Jesus, he was my father.

“Get away from him. He’ll hurt you when he comes to,” I warned her, making my way toward her.

She held up a hand at me. “NO! Stay back. Don’t come near him. You’ve done enough,” she yelled at me as if I were the monster. Me. Her son. I’d just stopped the real monster. The man who had beaten her all of her married life, and she was acting like I was the one in the wrong? What was wrong with her? Why was she like this?

“Momma,” I began as my anger began to transform into pain.

Tears streaked her face. “I raised you better. I taught you to be a good man. This is not the boy I raised. I didn’t want you to be like him. I wanted you to be good. I raised you better. Go, just go,” she said as she affectionately placed a hand on my father’s head to brush his hair back out of his face.

She was blaming me. She was acting like I’d become my father when all I had been trying to do was stop the bullshit we’d both lived with too long. I’d done this for her… and I’d done it for me. I wanted the freedom to leave. If she was determined to stay with him, then I needed him to fear me. It was the only thing I could think of to protect her from him.

“How can you defend him?” I asked almost in a whisper. My voice was failing me. My chest felt like it had taken a hard blow.

“He is your father.” She said those four words like it made all of the hell we’d endured from him okay. The life he’d given me, given both of us, was nothing to be thankful for. He’d been my childhood nightmare. I owed that man nothing.

“No, he’s never been a father,” I replied.

She lifted her eyes to look at me, and they were full of unshed tears. “He’s not always… cruel. He has been good, too. He loves you.”

I shook my head. “No, Momma. That man loves no one. Except himself. It’s time you accept that. How can I leave you here alone with him in the fall?”

She frowned at me as if I should know the answer to my question. “I love him.”

Those words hurt me as much as they confused the hell out of me. How could she love him? How did a woman love a man who had not only beaten her but had hit her kid? I couldn’t stand here and talk to her about it. I was tired of trying to get her to see the truth.

I had no more words. I turned from the scene in front of me and walked toward the door. I needed space from this. I’d spent my life worrying over my mother. I used to go to sleep at night praying that my father would be good. That he’d stop hurting us. That he would be nice to my mother. Then those prayers had become that he wouldn’t come home. That he’d just go away.

Those prayers were never answered.

I knew now they never would be.




I Wasn’t Expecting an Audience CHAPTER 4

EZMITA

“Sit down, Manuel, and eat your pozole,” I ordered him, more annoyed with my mother than my little brother.

I had tried twice this afternoon to talk about college, and she acted as if I’d said nothing at all. Both times she had sent me to take care of my younger siblings. If I didn’t do something drastic, I was going to be stuck in this small town the rest of my life, working behind the counter of the store. Giving people coffee and cinnamon rolls. The idea made me cringe.

“I don’t want pozole! I want crunch crunch!” Manuel demanded with his small fist hitting the table to enforce his words. “Crunch crunch” was what he called Cap’n Crunch cereal. He wanted to eat it three times a day. It was all he ever wanted to eat.

“You can’t eat sugar all day,” I reminded him for the millionth time.

“Crunch crunch!” he yelled, a little braver than I would have been.

“Silence!” my father demanded in his firm, hard, no-nonsense tone.

Everyone immediately went silent, although I could see Manuel thinking about how badly he wanted to push for his cereal. I hoped he wasn’t thinking of continuing to push this.

“I love the pozole, Papa,” Teresa said in her best kiss-ass tone. I turned my head away before rolling my eyes. My parents had no idea the future drama they were going to face with Teresa. She was already sneaky. I had caught her twice sneaking out to see a boy. Both times I’d covered for her but warned her if she didn’t stop, I’d tell in order to save my ass.

Manuel crossed his arms over his small chest and scowled at the plate of food in front of him. Papa would ignore his reaction as long as he didn’t yell or demand anything else. This was a regular evening-meal routine.

It was loud during our meals. Everyone talked, and the language was English and Spanish. My family’s voices filled the small kitchen as the others fixed their plates and found a spot around the rectangular table my father had built twenty years ago. My sisters were arguing over who was better-looking on some show about teens in North Carolina; my brothers were arguing over who got the seat closest to the living room, in hopes of catching a glimpse of the television. My mother was telling my sisters to stop watching television at night and read books.

I remained silent and waited until everyone was seated with their food. My mother then nodded her head at my father. He cleared his throat, then said the blessing over the food. Once he finished, voices began talking again. All at once, loudly and with passion. This house was never quiet.

I wasn’t interested in my sisters’ newest conversation about TikToks they had seen today or my brothers’ argument over who had the highest score in their video game. My complete focus was on my parents. My father mostly. I was giving up on my mother for now. She had made it clear she wasn’t going to talk about my moving away for college.

“I was accepted to Loyola Marymount and they’ve offered me a scholarship,” I blurted out. I was directing this at my father. That didn’t matter, though, because the entire room went silent. The words that had come out of my mouth affected every sibling I had. One day they, too, would be faced with trying to get the hell out of here. The girls knew this even if my brothers didn’t understand how important this was to them yet.

I could feel everyone looking at me. The small gasp from Teresa was one of hope and fear for me. I didn’t have to look back at her to know that. She wanted out as badly as I did. I didn’t meet any of their gazes. Especially Momma’s. I kept my focus on Papa and waited.

He lowered his fork to the table as he studied me a moment. One thing I knew was that he wouldn’t ignore me. He’d address this and we’d talk about it. That was more than my momma had been willing to do.

“That’s in California,” he said as if that was his answer. The simple fact that Loyola wasn’t in Alabama and close enough that I could live at home was all they could see. But it was a free Catholic school education.

“Yes. The scholarship is for business administration. It covers lodging, too,” I continued as if he wasn’t about to tell me no.

“What about UNA? Did they not accept you?” he asked before taking a bite of his food. The silence remained. No one, not even Manuel, was speaking. I wasn’t sure if they were even breathing.

The University of North Alabama was where my parents expected all of us to go. There or to the local junior college. I hadn’t applied to UNA because I didn’t want to be accepted. I wanted to move away.

“I didn’t apply.” I said the words with more confidence than I felt. The little girl inside of me wanted to hide under the table.

My father’s brows drew together sharply as he stared at me. “You didn’t apply to UNA?”

“No sir,” I replied, and I could hear the few sharp intakes of breath in the room. It was as if I was telling my father I was pregnant and running away from home with a guy from a motorcycle gang. The ridiculous way they were all reacting to this made my situation even more hopeless. Even my four-year-old brother knew the idea of me going off to college was a pipe dream. He just didn’t know how important it would be for him one day when it was his turn to go to college. I needed to fight for all of us.

“There’s still time. You will do so tomorrow,” he said, then reached for his water.

“No,” I shouted before I could stop myself. I needed to handle this in a calmer manner, but he was shutting me down. I hadn’t expected him not to at least discuss it. I had held on to the hope that a full-ride scholarship would get me out of here. I had achieved it, and still he wasn’t even going to let me argue my side. I wouldn’t accept a no. I couldn’t. Not for me or my siblings’ future. It was up to me to set the precedent. It was up to me to make sure we all had freedom to decide. I was sure one or two of them would want this life. They’d be happy working here and taking over the family business, but I wouldn’t be. Neither would Teresa. What we faced because of tragedy that wasn’t our fault had to stop. My parents couldn’t keep us all in their own little bubble of safety forever. We had to be allowed to live and stretch our wings. I was the oldest now, and it was on my shoulders to fix all that was wrong with my parents’ smothering ways.

“Leave the table, Ezmita. Go mop the store. Restock the shelves and do inventory in the back,” my father said with no emotion in his voice.

“Papa—” I began.

I was cut off with my father’s roar of “NOW!”

My face heated. My heart raced. I was angry at being treated like a child. They were unfair. They were so backward and suffocating. Is this why I’m now the oldest child? I almost asked that aloud, but I bit my tongue to keep from saying something so cruel, hurtful, yet true.

I pushed back from the table with more force than necessary and shot up out of my seat. I didn’t make eye contact with anyone in the room. I was on the verge of tears, and they would not see me cry. I would show no weakness. My father hated tears anyway. It did nothing to win his favor.

Walking through the kitchen entrance, I continued until I reached the back door to the store and went inside. I didn’t make my way to the mop bucket or to the shelves. I kept walking. I glanced at them as I passed, though. The habit of being a good daughter making me question what I was about to do. I forced myself to look away. I wasn’t a puppet for my father to command. I had done everything they’d ever asked of me. I had been the best daughter they could ask for. Not now, though. Not if they wouldn’t listen to me.

I walked until I was at the front door to the store. Reaching up, I held the bell to keep it from chiming as I opened the door and went outside. I locked it behind me with the key in my pocket. Staring at the storefront, I didn’t see home or family. I saw my prison cell.

I couldn’t stay here, but I had nowhere I could go. I needed my parents’ approval to accept the scholarship. So, I walked. Down the path to the parking lot, then through the parking lot, until I reached the street. Glancing left and then right, I chose right. It not only led out of town, but it led north. Closer to the state line. It was dark outside. This wasn’t safe, but my life had been one big safety net. I knew of nothing outside my family and that store.

I walked. I walked until the town lights faded and the street was almost empty. I didn’t panic when cars passed. The fear of being abducted should have been there in my head, making me think through this stupid idea, but all I could care about was escaping.

The more I thought about being forced to stay here and attend the local university that I could drive to daily, the faster I walked. At some point, I began running. I was running from my life, my jail sentence, my family, from it all.

I ran in the dark until the light from the bridge that led toward the state line lit things up. Slowing, I realized there were headlights on a truck also lighting up the darkness, but the truck wasn’t driving. It was parked. I came to a stop, my lungs burning, my side hurting, and my mouth dry. I’d never run for exercise, and my body was freaking out. It took me a moment to get my breath under control. I wasn’t sure if I should turn around or face the unknown ahead of me. It only took me a moment to make up my mind.

Walking hesitantly toward the truck, I wondered if they had broken down or if I was about to get abducted and taken from this life I hated in a way I didn’t want. I didn’t want to be sold into a sex trade or killed and my body found in the woods. I knew this wasn’t safe. I still walked onward.

The closer I got, the clearer the view, and I let out a sigh of relief as I recognized the black Chevy that belonged to Asa. My luck wasn’t completely bad. I’d have been relieved with any familiar local parked on the bridge. That it was Asa Griffith was a major bonus.

I scanned the bridge and saw no sign of him. Had his truck broken down? Was he even with his truck? When I reached the bridge, I went toward his driver’s-side door and glanced inside. He wasn’t in there, but his keys hung in the ignition. The engine was still idling. Where was he?

I opened my mouth to call out his name as I turned to look around the bridge… but my eyes found him and his name froze in my throat. The scene I was witnessing had to be a misunderstanding. I’d watched too many crime television shows, and my imagination immediately went to the worst. There was no way Asa Griffith was standing on the railing of Old Thompson Bridge about to jump to his death. Because a jump from this height into the shallow water below that ran over the rocky bottom was a death sentence. It wasn’t a thrill that anyone sought. No one jumped from this bridge. If you jumped, you’d die.

Afraid to startle him and cause him to slip and fall to his death, making me a murderer, I held my breath. I remained still and didn’t move. If he was thinking of jumping, I needed to stop him, but would my voice scare him? I wasn’t sure how to handle this. My heart was slamming against my chest. I wanted to run and grab him. I wasn’t sure I could run fast enough to save him or if saving him was possible. He would crush me if he fell backward, and that was if I could even reach him up there.

His head turned slowly in my direction. “I wasn’t expecting an audience,” he said simply.




If That Wasn’t Fucking Ironic CHAPTER 5

ASA

The darkness hid the distance and destination. Jumping would feel like jumping into darkness. I could pretend it was anything. It would all be over soon enough. Then nothing. The sweat on my palms and hammering of my heart, however, was proof my brain was smarter than that. It knew that under the cloak of the night there was a shallow rocky bottom. A painful end.

Was this all worth it? And could I do it while she watched? This was supposed to be my own personal horror. No one else needed to be involved. The pretty girl from the Quick Stop didn’t deserve to be a part of this nightmare. Even if the idea of not being alone in my last few moments was somewhat comforting. I wasn’t that selfish, though. With her watching me, I wouldn’t jump. She didn’t deserve that kind of scene to haunt her the rest of her life.

“You could fall.” Her voice was shaky and nervous. As if she thought speaking too loudly would send me to my death. She wasn’t moving closer to me, and the wide, terrified look in her eyes made me feel guilty for putting it there.

She had no idea the life I had left for me at home. There was a good chance my father would kill me if he woke up. I’d never stood up to him in that way, and going back to that house seemed impossible. My own mother wanted me to leave. She’d never spoken to me like that. I’d seen the fear in her eyes when she looked at me. I’d seen her terrified before, but she’d always been looking at my father, not at me. Where else should I be? This fucking bridge seemed like as good of a place as any until she’d shown up to watch me.

“That was the idea,” I admitted, and managed a smile.

She shivered then and wrapped her arms around her stomach as she stood there watching me. “Nothing is that bad,” she said with complete conviction. “My parents won’t let me leave. They keep me here in this town, in the store, controlling my life. It’s a jail sentence. I have no life, no friends, nothing. But even then… it’s not bad enough to… to… do that.” She said the last bit in a softer voice as her gaze shifted to the rail I was standing on.

“What’s your name?” I asked her, needing to know. I’d never asked before, but now I wanted to know who she was. What her name was. Why she was out here at night running like someone asking to be abducted.

“Ezmita,” she said, and the single word rolled off her tongue with a flourish. I liked that name. It wasn’t one I’d heard before. It fit her, the girl I also didn’t know. Had never said more to than “How much?” or “Can I have a cinnamon roll?”

“Ezmita, I’m not one hundred percent sure I didn’t just seriously injure or possibly kill my father. How’s that for bad enough?” I asked, holding my smile to lighten my words. It felt wrong tarnishing her with my nightmares. She wanted to escape her overbearing family. I was almost positive I didn’t kill mine, but I sure as hell hurt him and he wasn’t going to forgive that. So, yeah, I disagreed with her. My shit show was bad enough to do this.

“Why?” she asked, instead of running off in fear of a possible murderer or crazy guy who was about to off himself.

“Why.” I repeated the simple question. I thought for a moment, then inhaled the cool night air. I wondered how many more breaths I would take before this was over. I missed the idea of no longer having the summer sun warm my skin. Not holding a football in my hands again. Smelling the leather as I held it. I was regretting taking those things for granted. “It was an accident. I meant to hurt him. To shut him up. To stop him. To protect my mother,” I said as I stared straight ahead. Then I looked back at Ezmita. Her eyes looked like the color of caramel under the streetlight. “I’m a prisoner too. I can’t leave this town because I can’t leave my mother. He’d kill her eventually, and I can’t get her to see that. I can’t get her to leave.”

Ezmita frowned, but it wasn’t one of disapproval. She seemed concerned more than anything. I waited, needing her to say something. This stranger who I knew from sight only and very little interaction, I was relying on her to make this better. To change my mind. To give me a reason to step down and face whatever stood ahead of me. I wanted her to convince me not to be a coward.

“If you do this, then you’ll be leaving her. Forever. Not just for months at a time. You’ll be leaving her alone for the rest of her life. You’ll be leaving her with guilt and pain I don’t think you can imagine since you’re not a parent. Right now, my parents think I’m in the store cleaning like I was told to do. I wanted to talk about college and my acceptance letter to Loyola Marymount and the scholarship I received. But that’s in California, not here. So they refuse to listen. They sent me away from the dinner table to clean. To remind me who the boss was.

“I ran instead. I didn’t clean. I didn’t obey. I always obey. I didn’t this time. I can’t keep trying to be the perfect daughter because my older sister overdosed on heroin at seventeen years old. I can’t be who they wanted her to be. I want to be me. I want to live the life I choose. I don’t rebel and do drugs like my sister did. I’ve been the perfect daughter. Not anymore. I can’t. I have to be free.”

Ezmita had her own set of problems. It seemed I’d just been given the CliffsNotes. I was sure there was more to an older sister who had overdosed, and parents who expected her to obey them. She was out here in the dark on a road alone, running. I didn’t know a girl who was brave enough to be out here at night by herself. There had to be a form of desperation in her, too.

“One would argue that you being out here alone in the dark running is your own form of suicide,” I replied.

She frowned at me. She hadn’t seen it that way. Maybe she hadn’t thought it was that dangerous to be out at night alone.

“I see your point, but I wouldn’t have let someone take me without a fight. I was running from my overbearing family. Not running toward the hope of death. You’re standing on the brink of it. That’s not fighting. That’s giving up.”

She was right. I wasn’t a quitter.

I sighed and slid my foot back. I heard her gasp, and I jumped backward before she could suffer any more of this nightmare with me. My feet hit the road beneath me, and the railing was now in front of me. I stood there and looked up at it wondering if Ezmita hadn’t come along, would I have gone through with it?

She was right. I’d have caused pain and more destruction. My mother had suffered enough, but she wasn’t going to leave my father. I didn’t think he was dead or that he was going to suffer a brain injury that would give him any lasting problems. But I did know it was possible he would kill me. I wasn’t going to jump, but I couldn’t go home. Not yet.

“Oh my god,” she said loudly. “I thought, I thought…,” she said, then bent forward, putting her hands on her knees and inhaling deeply like she was fighting hyperventilating. “I thought you were about to jump. You didn’t jump.” She said it more to herself than to me. Then she began muttering to God in Spanish. Some words I recognized thanks to Spanish 1 and 2, but most I didn’t.

“I can’t go home. At least not yet,” I told her.

That got her attention and snapped her out of what appeared to be a panic attack. She lifted her head and looked at me to say more.

“I’m going to get in that truck and drive. Just go. I don’t know where or for how long. I’m just going. I have to get away from this and get my head together,” I said.

She stood slowly, and I waited for her to try and talk me out of that, too. She was running outside in the dark, but I had no doubt she was going back home tonight. I’d drive her most of the way before I left. I didn’t like the idea of her out here alone, but I couldn’t be caught by her parents either. I had to get out of this town unseen.

“Take me with you,” she said, snapping me out of my inner battle.

“What?” I asked, unsure I’d heard her correctly.

“I want to go. I don’t want to jump off a bridge and end my life. But I want out of this town. I want free of my prison.” There was a passion in the way she said those words. She wasn’t worried about the outcome or how angry her parents would be. She just wanted out of here.

This would cause me more problems. “How old are you?” I asked, knowing prison for kidnapping a minor wasn’t something I was ready to face anytime soon.

“Eighteen,” she replied.

“Promise?” I asked, not sure I believed her.

“February fourteenth,” she assured me.

I chuckled. If that wasn’t fucking ironic. “We share more than screwed-up family lives,” I said, then nodded my head toward the truck. “Get in. Let’s go.”

“What do you mean?” she asked me, not moving.

“We share a birthday,” I said with an amused grin.

The smile that spread across her face lit up her eyes, making them sparkle with adventure. I would have to keep my head. This was not going to happen. She was off-limits. She had to be. We both had families that were holding us back. I needed a friend who understood. Who knew it all. She would be my first. I wasn’t going to mess that up.

I slid my phone out of the pocket of my jeans and quickly made sure all tracking devices were turned off. I was sharing my location with no one. I considered tossing it over the bridge, but I would need my phone. My mom would call.

Ezmita’s eyes widened in shock.

“Phones are the best trackers. Do you have yours?” I asked her.

She shook her head no.

“Good. Let’s go,” I said, then headed to climb back into my truck.




This Night Was One Nightmare After Another CHAPTER 6

EZMITA

My parents had refused to let me have a cell phone. Even when I’d explained that I would pay the bill monthly. I wondered now if they would regret that. Somehow I doubted it. They never regretted anything, even the fact my sister’s death had been fueled by their smothering her.

My parents never admitted their wrong. Not even when Maya’s drug addiction had come out. They didn’t see where their overbearing parenting had sent her to rebel in a way that would eventually take her life. I had only been fourteen when Maya had died. I’d always thought it was an accident. I couldn’t imagine she would do that on purpose.

Now I wasn’t so sure. If Asa Griffith, a guy who I had assumed had it all, could face his own death because he saw it as an escape, could Maya have done the same? Had she wished someone was there to stop her? At any point, had she regretted it and it had been too late?

Needing to think about something else before I panicked and decided to go home, I asked, “Where are we going exactly?”

He shrugged. “I have no fucking clue. You got any ideas?”

Me? I’d never left this town. I shook my head, thinking this was possibly the worst idea I’d ever had. I couldn’t leave my parents like this. They had lost Maya. How could I do this to them? Even if they controlled my every move and refused to let me be free.

“Changing your mind already?” he asked with a smile that didn’t meet his eyes. As if he had been expecting me to do just that. I wanted to say “No!” with conviction, but the lump forming in my throat at the idea of causing this kind of pain to my family stopped me. He slowed the truck and turned around in the middle of the dark road. We hadn’t even made it out of town and I was backing out of this. Torn between guilt and the need for freedom, I sat quietly.

He said nothing, and the sound of his heater blowing was all that filled the silence in the truck. How many times had I wished to be right here in this truck with him? How many times had I daydreamed about Asa? And here I had the chance to run off with him and I couldn’t do it.

Sirens ahead, lighting up the dark road, sent my heart pounding in my chest. Had my parents already called the police? Were they coming after us? I’d barely been gone. They should just be finishing dinner now. “Dios,” I muttered, clasping my hands tightly in my lap, not sure if God cared about the current situation I was in or if he helped out girls who rebelled against their parents. I was still unsure of his existence anyway.

“Fuck,” Asa said with an angry scowl. Maybe his choice of word was more productive. I should try cursing instead of calling on a God who had ignored me thus far in life.

“Are they coming this way?” I asked, unable to keep the trembling out of my voice. He didn’t know my momma. I was terrified.

He didn’t respond right away, and I was beginning to think he wasn’t going to respond. Then the lights turned off the road and more followed. I watched as they, too, turned and sirens mixed in the night air as we got closer. “You haven’t been gone long enough for a police search, and there would be no need for an ambulance. Something else has happened.”

I thought about his dad but said nothing. He seemed to know what I was thinking, though, because he said, “They’re turning on 101. Not my road.”

Lawton was small, and sirens of any kind drew attention. An ambulance wasn’t too out of place, but the police cars following the ambulance were concerning.

Asa’s cell phone rang. He glanced down at it. I watched him grab it and put it up to his ear. Would it be his dad or maybe his mom? Was he still going to run away?

“Yeah,” he said gruffly into the phone. Then he listened. I could hear a deep voice on the other end of the line, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. When the other voice went silent, Asa said nothing. He pulled back onto the road, driving faster than before. The other voice said something else.

“I’m on my way,” he said simply, then ended the call.

I didn’t ask, but he was my ride home and there were ambulances and cop cars still flying toward us, then turning on 101. I expected him to say something, but he didn’t. He slowed and glanced down the road as we passed 101, then gave me a quick glance. “I’ll take you home first,” as if that was all the explanation anyone needed.

There was a darkness in his eyes. Or maybe sorrow or pain was a better explanation. Even in the cloak of night, I could see it. Whoever had been on the phone had told him something bad. “Is your mom okay?” I blurted without thinking. My imagination went to his father doing exactly what Asa feared he’d do eventually.

Asa lifted a shoulder and sighed. “Yeah, I mean I guess,” he said.

I felt relief wash over me. That was good. He didn’t seem equally happy about it, though. He also didn’t seem to want to tell me any more. I tried to think of several ways to ask him about the news he’d received on his call but could think of no way to ask that didn’t appear nosy. He wasn’t telling me, so it obviously wasn’t my business.

The truck pulled in front of the store, and I saw my mother and father inside talking—no, make that arguing. I was the topic and I was about to walk inside to face the brunt of it all. My getting out of this truck wasn’t going to help matters at all.

“Thanks,” I said to him, not sure if that was an adequate response to what had happened tonight.

He nodded, staring straight ahead. His mouth was in a grim line. I wanted so badly to reach over and touch his hand. To ask him what was wrong. What had happened. It just felt unwelcome. I was a stranger. One who had possibly saved his life, but still, I was no one to him.

“I hope everything is okay,” I said finally as I reached to open the passenger door. I waited one more second to see if he was going to respond but knew I had no more time to sit here. My parents would notice the truck and me any moment, and all hell was going to break loose. Asa had other things to deal with and he needed to go.

Just as I started to climb out, he spoke. “They aren’t. My friend is dead. An accident. He’s dead and didn’t want to die. He didn’t fucking die at his own hands. Yet here I sit alive. Life isn’t promised, is it? And I took it for granted.”

I had no words. I knew of his friends because I’d seen them in the store. I had seen him in town with them. I probably knew their parents. It didn’t seem appropriate to ask who it was. I should say something. The sadness in his eyes made sense now. This night was one nightmare after another for him.

“I’m sorry,” I said, wishing I was better at this.

“Thanks for not letting me jump,” he said, then nodded his head toward the store. “Your parents.”

At the reminder of my angry parents, I turned to see my mother opening the store door, her eyes on me.

“Bye,” I told him, not having time to say more but wishing I could. Closing his truck door, I hurried toward my mother before she could run after his truck and demand to know who he was and why I was with him.

My chest was so heavy with all that Asa had to face tonight, my mother’s loud voice didn’t even make me flinch.




We Weren’t Supposed to Lose Our Friends CHAPTER 7

ASA

Ryker Lee was the first one I saw as I walked toward the ambulances and police cars lighting up the field. It wasn’t a bonfire that lit the darkness tonight. We weren’t about to have a party and celebrate a victory. Memories at this field had always been good ones. We had partied here, laughed here, broken hearts here, and grown up on this field. Tonight it was something different. Something none of us ever imagined.

Ryker’s arms were crossed over his chest as his head hung forward. I wasn’t sure from here if he was closing his eyes to block this all out or thinking about the horror of what he had witnessed. The pain he’d endured as he watched his girlfriend deal with the reality her brother was dead.

We weren’t supposed to lose our friends. We’d all gone through the darkness of West Ashby losing his dad to cancer last year. It had been awful. We had all felt useless but wished we could ease his pain. Yet, we hadn’t lost West. Nash had gotten close to the new kid, Haegan Baylor, earlier this school year and he’d been killed in a car accident, but he hadn’t been one of us. Hunter Maclay was one of us. He was a Lawton Lion.

I stopped beside Ryker. His head lifted slowly and his gaze locked on mine. He looked as fucking shocked as I felt. I wanted to say something. Anything. But nothing seemed like the right thing to say. We stood there silent, both feeling the weight of this on our chests. Ryker’s was heavy because Hunter had been his friend and his girlfriend’s twin brother. Mine was a sordid mess. I’d considered ending my life tonight. Walking away from it all. Leaving those close to me in this kind of pain. I hadn’t thought of them once when I stood on that bridge. It had all been what I needed to escape.

Ezmita saved me, but she also saved those who cared about me from this grief. I wasn’t sure how to repay her or if that was even possible. I didn’t think it was possible to return a favor like this one. Hell, it couldn’t even be considered a favor. It had changed the course of life. Mine and everyone around me.

No one had been able to save Hunter, though.

“How did it happen?” I finally asked. The phone call I had gotten from Nash said that Hunter had been killed. He’d been shot. But why? How? This was the field. Who would have a gun out here shooting at people? This was Lawton, Alabama. Crime like this didn’t happen here.

Ryker took a deep breath and ran a hand over his face. He seemed to be struggling to keep himself together. I’d never seen Ryker close to breaking down before. However, he appeared to be on the verge.

“It…” He paused and swallowed hard. “The fucking bullet was meant for me. Not him. Me.” He stiffened as he said it, then shook his head and laughed hard. “They were fucking shooting at me. ME!”

“Ryker,” Nash’s voice called out, and I turned to see Ryker’s cousin headed toward us. He nodded his head at me in greeting, then looked back to Ryker. “They need to talk to you. The officers you spoke to earlier.”

Ryker looked at Nash, but he didn’t move. “Okay.” He said the words tightly as if he wanted to yell that they could all go to hell.

“Aurora is here. She’s with her parents. If you can pull it together. They need to hear what happened too,” Nash told him.

At the sound of his girlfriend’s name, he snapped out of his building rage. He looked as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. Why was someone shooting at him? I didn’t understand, but asking more seemed like a bad idea at the moment. Ryker was about to deal with shit I couldn’t imagine.

“Do you want me to go with you?” Nash asked him.

He shook his head no, then headed in the direction Nash pointed. “I’m here if you need me,” Nash told him. Ryker said nothing in return.

Once he disappeared around the ambulance, I asked Nash, “What happened?”

Nash’s jaw clenched, and his hands balled into fists at his sides. “Motherfucking racists happened,” he ground out, then looked at me. His eyes flashed with pain and anger. “Apparently the good white folk don’t like Ryker dating a white girl. Ryker didn’t recognize the guys in the truck, so I don’t think they’re from Lawton, but he also said they were older. He thinks they looked about twenty. There were three of them.” He paused and inhaled sharply. “Fuckers followed them from the service station they stopped in just outside of town. One was in the back of the truck yelling…” He stopped there and closed his eyes tightly. The line of his mouth was grim. “You know what they were yelling. You can guess.”

I flinched thinking about it and nodded my head.

“Ryker was driving. He headed for the field, trying to lose them, and when he pulled into the trees, they did too. Ryker kept going until he got to the field and they followed. Hunter had called the police by this point. He told them what was happening. They told them to stay in the car, but the guy in the back of the truck jumped out and he had a gun in his hand. He didn’t point it at them, but it was there. Hunter panicked and jumped out of the truck to talk to them. Since he was white, he thought he could do something, I guess.” He paused and his jaw clenched tighter. “They didn’t wait to let him say anything. Ryker was yelling at him to get back in the truck. The gun went off and Hunter was on the ground. Ryker didn’t get the license plate number because he had then jumped out of his truck to get to Hunter. The dispatcher heard it all because Hunter hadn’t hung up. Ryker screaming at Hunter to not die. To keep breathing. God,” he said with a groan. “He will never get over this. This is going to fuck with his life. The rest of it will be marked because of this pointless, fucking hate crime.”

“Jesus,” I whispered as the brutality of it all sank in.

“The only lead they have is the fact Ryker saw the face of the shooter in the rearview mirror and realized he’d seen them earlier tonight at the restaurant they had eaten at with Aurora, her dad, and her stepmom. Aurora had left with her parents because Ryker and Hunter were headed to the field house. Some of the things the guy in the back of the truck was yelling were related to the fact Ryker had been with Aurora.”

There was nothing I could say to make this better. No words were the right ones. We stood there watching as more cars arrived and more people came to the scene. Cops were blocking it off and no one was getting past the barrier, but who would want to? One of ours was out there covered up and dead. I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want to think about Hunter being gone. His life taken because of hate. Pointless hate. It was sickening. This was the year 2020. Yet this hate for the color of someone’s skin was still an issue. Why? What was wrong with this world?

I heard footsteps and turned to see Rifle Hannon and Walker McNair headed our way. They were Hunter’s closest friends on the team. Then I looked past them and saw Brady Higgens also coming this way. Brady had graduated last year. I hadn’t realized he was in town.

“We came as soon as we heard,” Walker said to Nash, and Nash just nodded.

“I don’t understand this,” Rifle then said.

Nash turned to look at them, and his eyes saw Brady headed toward us. “Higgens,” he said as Brady reached us. “Heard you were in town. Didn’t think to call. It’s been…” He shook his head and looked back toward the blocked-off area.

“How is Ryker?” Brady asked.

Nash let out a heavy sigh. “Not good.”




JUNE 15, 2020 You Know Asa? CHAPTER 8

ASA

Summertime in Lawton looked as different as the rest of the world because of Covid. Nothing was the same. Life had spiraled out of control so quickly, I was no longer surprised by anything. I had been allowed to stay for Hunter’s funeral, and then my mother had shipped me off to New Mexico to live with my abuela. My father refused to allow me to come back to the house they called home. Leaving everyone had been a temporary situation, but then the world shut down due to a pandemic. No traveling to visit my friends. Rare calls from my mother. No way to make new friends in Taos because I was stuck at my abuela’s with three younger cousins. Loud-ass boys, all three of them. My uncle did little in the way of discipline with his kids. Lucky me, they all lived with my abuela too. It had been a long three and a half months.

As soon as I could travel, I packed my things and headed back to Alabama. My father still refused to allow me in his house, but I wasn’t planning on staying with them. Nash Lee’s parents had said I could move in with him in his apartment over their garage. Keeping in contact with Nash and Ryker had been my only interaction with life outside my abuela’s and had kept me sane.

Ryker wasn’t doing great. He was seeing a psychologist, and according to Nash, he had decided against taking any football scholarships offered to him. He said that his main priority was Aurora and being near her. Plans hadn’t been made for either of them, and their parents weren’t forcing it.

I pulled into the grocery store parking lot. I was hungry and didn’t want to arrive at Nash’s starved. His parents were letting me stay there, but I didn’t expect them to feed me. My abuela had given me some money for travel. I’d been stingy with it, and I had plenty left until I could get a job. Opening my truck door, I started to step out when I noticed a lady leaving the store with a mask on her face. I was still adjusting to mask life during the pandemic. I forgot it often and would have to go back to my truck to get it before going inside anywhere. I reached for one of the black cotton masks my abuela had made me and put it on covering my mouth and nose, then headed for the store. I could live off ramen noodles and peanut butter sandwiches. My list of needs was low.

As I headed inside, the familiarity was odd. I knew this place. I’d been in here a million times, but seeing it like this with everyone’s face coverings, stickers on the floor that directed the flow of traffic, and large plastic dividers keeping the workers safely away from the customers was all very apocalyptic-feeling. Even my hometown was living this weird alternate life that Covid-19 had forced upon the world. No one was safe.

Laughter seemed so out of place at the moment, it caught my attention. I turned to look toward the sound that I will admit was so pleasant, it made my shoulders ease and life not seem so gloomy.

Even with her pink cheetah-print mask on, I would have recognized her. I was positive for the rest of my life I would recognize Ezmita Ramos. I had thought of her a few times during the insanity that life had become and wondered how she was doing. Had she gotten to go off to college? Did her parents lock her up for the rest of her life? Other than the fact she, along with the rest of the world, was quarantined.

Her long hair seemed even longer, and the way the cutoff shorts she was wearing managed to showcase her legs, butt, and waist all at the same time was distracting as hell. I took in her outfit and the easy way her body seemed to… lean in toward a guy that I hadn’t noticed was standing there. She was hard to look away from, to notice much else. The guy I recognized. I didn’t know him well, but I knew him. And so did Ezmita, it would appear.

The last time I saw her, she’d been locked away from the world and in trouble for running off without permission and arriving home in a guy’s truck. I hadn’t had a chance to see her after that. Hunter’s murder and funeral, combined with my father’s desire to make me pay for my beating his ass, had been a bit much. Thoughts of pretty girls had been on the back burner. Even the pretty girl who had been witness to my weakest moment.

Why was Brett Fucking Darby still in Lawton? Why hadn’t he left for UCLA on that stupid tennis scholarship he had anyway? Probably the same reason I hadn’t left for Ole Miss. Covid-19, the pandemic that had changed our lives. Hell, we hadn’t even gotten a real high school graduation. We had all finished the year virtually. Everyone else had done so from their homes in Lawton. I had finished in New Mexico because I no longer had a home in Lawton.

So how had Ezmita met Brett and when? It seemed hard to hook up during a pandemic. Why the fuck did I care? I realized I’d stood here entirely too long worrying over Ezmita’s personal life. I walked down the first aisle that had a green arrow and followed it. Glancing around, I didn’t see any of the very limited items I needed. I did, however, find coffee and cereal. I decided the off-brand Cocoa Puffs would be a good food source too and grabbed a box.

Focusing on getting out of there quickly, I headed for the checkout with my basket. I didn’t make eye contact with anyone, and I refused to look for Ezmita again. Wasn’t my business. Maybe she’d been kicked out of her house too and been on lockdown with Brett Darby. I seriously doubted that, but whatever. Didn’t matter.

EZMITA

He was back.

Asa was back in Lawton.

My heart sped up at the sight of him. I had hoped it wouldn’t. I had hoped my silly crush on Asa was gone. Brett had been a nice distraction over the past two weeks, and having a guy give me attention had been nice. Part of me had believed that would put out the little thing I had for Asa, but deep down I think I knew better. His being gone had helped me not dwell on him so much, but seeing him standing there, looking as beautiful as I remembered, with a basket in his hand as he put a jar of peanut butter in it and glanced at the jelly next, proved I was not over my crush.

Dangit.

“You know Asa?” Brett asked beside me.

I had been obvious with my gawking. I jerked my gaze away from Asa’s nice backside and looked at Brett. “Yes, no, kinda,” I said, not sure how to answer that. It wasn’t like I could tell him the truth. For starters, the night on the bridge was a secret I’d never tell. Second, the fact I’d been obsessed with Asa for years was embarrassing. His simple act of kindness one day had made me place him on a pedestal. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to remove him.

Brett laughed. “Yes, you know of him, no, you don’t actually know him?”

I nodded because that was a better explanation. “He used to come into the store,” I said with a smile.

“And Asa Griffith the playah never hit on you?” he asked, looking surprised.

I shook my head. Because no, not once had Asa flirted with me. Which was sad to acknowledge.

“That shocks me.”

I shrugged it off as if I didn’t care. When in reality, I did. I wished just once he had flirted with me.

“My flat tire was damn lucky,” Brett said, then winked at me.

I picked up the deli pizza we had come to get. “Why’s that?” I asked him, still distracted from Asa’s return.

“Because I’d never been inside your parents’ store before. If I’d known you were in there, I’d have come in a hell of a lot sooner.”

Brett was sweet. He said nice things. He flirted with me. The day his Mini Cooper had gotten a flat tire and he’d come inside to get a soda while he waited on the tire service to come change it, I had waited on him. He’d asked about what smelled so good, and I told him about my mom’s churros. He had bought three, then asked me if I had Snapchat. If it had been a few months earlier, my answer would have been no, and any other question he’d asked me would have been no.

However, after the night on the bridge and Hunter Maclay’s murder, my dad changed. It was as if he feared he’d lose me the way he had lost my sister. Against my mother’s wishes, he had given me a smartphone and told me that I could attend a college out of state, but it needed to be in a safer place than Los Angeles. In fact, California was completely off-limits.

I’d applied to other colleges already, and although I didn’t have a full ride to any of the ones in places he felt were safe enough, I had a partial scholarship to Walton University in Oxford, Mississippi. It was close enough to make them happy, and, well… it was in the same city as Ole Miss. Yes, it may appear stalkerlike, but I had made a lot of excuses as to why it was the best choice for me. They all sounded very good.

Brett wasn’t Mexican, and my mother had issues with that. My dad had overruled her, though, and Brett was allowed to come over to watch a movie. Then I was allowed to go get a burger with him as long as we didn’t eat inside a restaurant. His charm soon worked on my momma, and now I was free to go to his house as long as his parents were there, and Momma would call and check on that. Today we were getting a pizza and some other snacks, then going to binge-watch a new series on Netflix. Brett had mentioned swimming, but I wasn’t sure asking my momma if I could wear a swimsuit in front of Brett was a good idea. That, and the only swimsuit I owned looked like something my momma would wear. I needed to buy a new one.

A squeal snapped me out of my thoughts, and I turned to see a blond girl run and throw her arms around Asa. It wasn’t easy to hear what she was saying with her mask on, but the girl’s shorts reminded me of panties and her top wasn’t more than a bra. I watched as Asa put his free arm around the girl, but if he was smiling or not, no one knew with the damn mask covering up his face. He had a great mouth.

No. Stop it. I looked away from them. “Skittles or Twizzlers?” I asked Brett.

“Why not both?” he replied, and picked up a pack of each and put them in the cart I was pushing. I stared at the candy and tried to focus on what else we needed and not the feminine, high-pitched gushing to the left of me.

“You do like both? Right?” Brett asked.

“Oh yes, I do. Sorry. I was thinking about what else we needed.”

“Chips and dip.”

I nodded in agreement and followed him to the next aisle, chancing one more peek in Asa’s direction. His eyes met mine, and I would have stumbled had I not been holding on to the cart. The girl was still pressing up against him talking, but he was looking at me.

Then Asa Griffith winked. At me.




JUNE 16, 2020 Don’t Eat All the Damn Cookies CHAPTER 9

ASA

Nash had woken me up when he’d left for the field house to work out with the players. I doubted they were going to be playing football in the fall. Things weren’t looking hopeful at this point. Hell, it had been three months of lockdown, and we were now having to wear masks everywhere and most places were still closed. If it wasn’t an “essential business,” it was closed. For the most part. A few restaurants had opened up but only those with outdoor seating, and who the hell wanted to eat outdoors in Alabama during the month of June? No one.

I drank a cup of black coffee and sat at the small table in the apartment’s kitchen. I was debating on eating the cereal or peanut butter toast for breakfast when there was a knock on the door. It was just after eight. Who did Nash know that was up this early and wasn’t at the field house with him? I grabbed a shirt and pulled it over my head. Then went to open the door.

Nash’s girlfriend, Tallulah, was standing there with a large white box in her hands. “Good morning. Nash said you were awake; I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

As if Tallulah could disturb anyone. She was as damn sweet as she was sexy. I’d been interested in her at the beginning of the year. We’d even gone out, but she had wanted Nash. Nash had needed her. Now I enjoyed the view, but that was it. She held out the white box to me. “My mom sent these. She heard you were back and here with Nash. She remembered how much you liked her chocolate mint cookies, and she also sent some muffins she had been wanting to try that she found on—”

“Pinterest,” I finished for her, remembering that from my one visit to her house before I took her on our disastrous date to the field.

She laughed and nodded.

I took the box. “Tell your mom I said thank you and if she’s still single…” I trailed off and smirked.

Tallulah rolled her eyes at me, but it got a small laugh from her. “I’ll tell her,” she replied. Then she added, “I’m glad you’re back. We all are.”

“Yeah, me too,” I told her.

Tallulah turned to leave and I closed the door behind her, suddenly feeling much more excitement over my breakfast options. Tallulah’s momma could bake like a champ. I set the box on the table, and my phone alerted me of a text message. Picking it up, I saw Nash’s name and: T is coming by with some stuff her mom made you. Don’t eat all the damn cookies. Save me some.

I responded, She sent them to me. Imma eat them all.

I opened the box, and the aroma made my mouth water.

Another text. She’s my girlfriend.

Smirking, I replied, T is your girlfriend but her momma ain’t.

Picking up a cookie still warm from the oven, I shoved it in my mouth. The chocolate and mint melted on my tongue, and I groaned with pleasure.

Leave me a motherfucking cookie! he sent back.

Fine. You get one, I told him, then went to pour myself a tall glass of cold milk. My morning just got a hell of a lot better.

When you’re locked down for several months and the world is essentially closed, you find yourself getting new hobbies. Mine was running. It got me outdoors, and it was good exercise since my abuela’s cooking and my sitting in front of the television weren’t the best combination for staying fit. After eating five cookies and two muffins, I looked down at my stomach and decided I had some calories to burn, not to mention I had nothing else to do.

Changing into shorts and a T-shirt I had cut the sleeves out of, I prepared to go run. I should have been at the field house lifting weights, but I wasn’t ready to see everyone. They’d want to know why I left. They’d ask questions I didn’t want to answer. They had all been here adjusting to the death of Hunter, and to me it had been as if nothing happened. I’d been shipped off. I hadn’t lived in Lawton after Hunter. I hadn’t been here when everyone was sent home from school to quarantine in their homes. In my head, it was as if Lawton had kept on being Lawton while my weird new world was only happening in New Mexico, but it was clear that wasn’t true.

The idea of going to that field house and Hunter not being there, his locker being empty, his jersey retired and hanging up in the frame that Nash had told me about, I didn’t think I was ready for that. Not being here had kept me from… mourning, like my friends had. I was back now and the reality was here.

My parents weren’t inviting me to visit. They knew I was back, but they didn’t want to see me. Hunter was gone. The guy who shot him was behind bars for life. His accomplices were in there for twenty-plus years. There was a billboard in town about Hunter being a hero. Ryker was alive, and I felt guilty that deep down I was glad it hadn’t been Ryker who took the bullet. Hunter was my friend. But Ryker was one of my lifelong best friends.

As I stepped outside, the warmth of the sun felt good on my skin. I took a few minutes to stretch before turning right and heading toward town. Turning left would have made more sense. Less traffic and more sidewalks. However, turning left would have taken me by the Maclays’ house, and I didn’t want to see it. I was dealing with the reality one step at a time. I wasn’t ready to see that house and remember what happened.

I could have always turned left and then hung a right before getting to the Maclays’ house, but then I’d pass my parents’ house and I sure as hell didn’t want to see it, either. So, right it was. By the time I’d turn to come back to Nash’s, it would be fucking blazing outside, but the sweat was good for me. I normally ran earlier in the morning or late in the evening. Today the punishing heat seemed appealing. Maybe being back here was causing me to snap.

Running always cleared my head, and soon I wasn’t consumed with Lawton and all its pain. My muscles were awake, and the breeze on my face made everything else fall away. I wasn’t focused on anything around me, which is probably why I was almost on top of Ezmita Ramos when I noticed her walking across the street in the opposite direction. Her hair was pulled up in a ponytail and was swinging with her swift pace.

I slowed, then glanced both ways before crossing the street at a jog. She had stopped walking and was watching me as I came to a stop a few feet from her. Not sure if I needed to step back until we were a safe six feet apart, since neither of us was wearing a mask.

“Hey,” I said with a smile as she gave me a quick once-over. She’d been focused too, and from the look on her face, she hadn’t noticed me until I’d almost reached her.

“Asa,” she said, her eyes widening a little. “Uh, how are you? When did you get back in town?” She ran her questions together, and then her cheeks flushed as if she had asked something embarrassing.

“I’m good and yesterday. I saw you at the grocery store.” I left out that I had seen Brett as well.

Her cheeks burned brighter at the reminder. We had made eye contact and I’d purposely winked at her. Damn mask covers your mouth and smiling wasn’t an option. She couldn’t pretend she hadn’t noticed me.

“Oh yes, I remember, I just didn’t, I mean we didn’t talk, or…” She trailed off and I wondered if she could be any more adorable. I was making her nervous. I wanted to think it was my sexy appearance, but I had a feeling it was the fact our last and only time together, I’d almost ended my life.

“You were with Brett. I didn’t want to interrupt your, uh, shopping,” I said with an amused grin. Even if I hadn’t been amused.

“Yeah, we were just getting things for an Ozark binge,” she explained, then forced a smile. “Are you still headed to Ole Miss?”

I gave a nod of my head. “Yep. If they open their doors, that is. Who the fuck knows anymore? We may end up doing more virtual shit.”

She sighed and her shoulders dropped some. “I know. I hope we get to start on time. I can’t take much more of this homebound stuff.”

“It’s sucked,” I agreed. Then I realized she’d said “we,” and I knew she had been hoping to go away to college, but the last I heard, her father wasn’t letting her. “Did your parents agree to let you go off to college?”

She grinned then and nodded her head enthusiastically. “Yes!” She looked like she was going to say more, then stopped and her excitement faded. That was odd and I wanted to know why. I started to ask her where, but I was interrupted by fucking Brett Darby.

“Asa Griffith. I didn’t know you were back in town,” he said before not so casually slipping an arm around Ezmita’s waist. Where the fuck had he come from? He looked down at Ezmita, who was no longer looking at me but up at him. He gave her a soft smile. “You were late. I got worried.”

“Momma had me unload the delivery in the back first,” she told him, relaxing under his touch. It appeared Ezmita’s life had gotten less restrictive since we last talked. What had happened to change her overprotective parents’ hold on her?

He glanced back up and looked at me. “Heard you were in New Mexico. How did you like the desert?” he asked. He had no idea why I’d been there. That my parents had kicked me out.

“I wouldn’t know. I was in the mountains. Didn’t make it to the southern part of New Mexico,” I replied.

He frowned as if the idea of mountains in New Mexico was foreign to him. Not surprising. I doubted he’d been to New Mexico. “UCLA isn’t sure they’re opening up campus yet. I may be staying here a little longer.” He glanced down at Ezmita again. “I don’t mind that if someone else stays here.”

Her cheeks flushed. She liked him. He was obviously into her. From the description she had given me of her life, Brett was probably her first real boyfriend. She was happy. She looked happy at least. Good for her. I was glad she wasn’t still being robbed of living a normal teenage life. Although there was a part of me that was a little jealous it was Brett she was getting to live this new freedom with and not me.

“I gotta go,” I said, not seeing a point in holding them up any longer. I hadn’t stopped to chat with Brett. Just to check on Ezmita. She was important to me. In a weird way. I didn’t know her really, but she knew my darkest moment. It made me care about her happiness. She deserved it. She was a genuinely nice person and she was beautiful. That wasn’t always easy to find. “Good to see you both,” I added, then flashed a smile at Ezmita in parting before jogging on past them and back toward Nash’s.

The tug of disappointment nagging me was hard to ignore. Pretending like it wasn’t there was a waste of time. Facing it and moving on was best. My feelings where Ezmita was concerned weren’t more than having a bond with her over my night on the bridge. That was it. She was a part of one of the worst days of my life. She had been there for me when no one else had. I’d thought about asking her out when or if I saw her again. My curiosity about the girl I knew so little about had been something that stayed with me during my time in New Mexico.

But it seemed she had a life now and that was that. I’d go off to college. She would too. Probably to California with Brett. Rolling my eyes at the fact I was still dwelling on this, I ran faster and forgot about it. Them. Her.




JUNE 19, 2020 They’re Reuniting CHAPTER 10

EZMITA

Wicks was fairly new. They’d opened up in January, and although they’d had to only do takeout for three months like every other restaurant in Alabama, they had stayed afloat. Now that the world was reopening, they were the ones with the best setup. Most of their dining area was outdoors but under a covering with fans keeping things cool enough if you ate there in the morning or in the evening. Middle of the day, though, it was tough.

Brett loved their buffalo chicken sandwich and sweet potato fries. I thought both were just average, but not everyone had grown up eating their meals at my mother’s table. Her cooking made others pale in comparison. The waitress knew Brett’s order by heart and just asked him if he wanted his regular. He chuckled and nodded. I knew he liked that about this place too. He was a regular and they knew him.

I, on the other hand, liked to try something different each time. I had been going down the menu items, and I was almost done with the second page. The menu was thicker than one would expect for a place like this. Another reason it was such a popular place in town. Especially on weekend nights. A Friday night during the summer in Lawton left little to do but come here to eat and go see a movie. No one went to the field anymore. I wondered if they ever would again.

I hadn’t known Hunter, nor had I ever been to a field party, but even I thought the idea of partying there now seemed wrong.

I glanced up, realizing the waitress was waiting on me to order. I’d gotten lost in my thoughts. “Oh, sorry, the applewood bacon smoked chicken wrap with the soup of the day,” I replied. One more visit here and I’d be on page three of the menu.

“Soup today is tomato. You’ve had that before. Sure you want it again?” she asked, and I smiled realizing she had figured out my system of never eating the same thing twice.

“Um, no, then let me try the…” I looked for a side I hadn’t ordered yet.

“There is a walnut apple kale salad on the specials board tonight. It’s new,” she offered.

“Okay, thank you, I’ll take that.”

She nodded and took the menus before leaving us. I watched as she stopped at a cleaning station and sprayed down the menus, then wiped them thoroughly. Glancing at my mask on the table, which I’d worn until seated, I wondered if this was just the new normal.

“Looks like the jock squad is back together again. Haven’t seen them out like this since lockdown ended,” Brett said, drawing my attention to the direction he was looking in.

I knew all of them, but I didn’t know them. I had watched their lives play out from behind a cash register. Nash Lee with Tallulah Liddell, whose mother sent her to buy baking supplies from our store regularly and was really nice; Ryker Lee and Aurora Maclay; West Ashby and Maggie Carleton; Brady Higgens and Riley Young; and then there was Asa with a redhead I didn’t know, but she was stunning.

“Looks like all they’re missing is Gunner and Willa,” Brett drawled as if the sight of them annoyed him. I wondered why. He’d never voiced a dislike for any of them.

I looked back at him. “You don’t like them?” I asked.

He shrugged and glanced back that way before looking at me. “Not really. This town, or state for that matter, acts like football is god and those who play it are gods. It’s a stupid, brutal sport that takes no real talent.” His tone was sour, and I was surprised by his attitude. Brett was always so nice to everyone. An all-around good guy.

“I don’t know much about football, but I think they all seem nice,” I said, feeling like they needed defending.

“You didn’t go to school with them. Tallulah is nice, but she wasn’t always in their group. She had to lose weight to fit in, and that in itself proves how shallow they are.”

I looked back over at them. Asa was laughing at something Brady was saying. Everyone was focused on the former quarterback as he talked. I remembered Riley Young and her daughter coming into the store and how cute she was. Riley was a teenage mom, but she appeared to be a good one. But then I was watching from the other side of the counter. I took her money and bagged her items. What did I know about any of them really?

Riley was looking up at Brady with such a softness in her gaze that it made me ache for whatever she was feeling. She seemed content, complete, happy. I needed to stop staring at them all like a wacko. I fixed my attention back on Brett, determined not to look that way again.

“I heard from my coach at UCLA today,” Brett said. “They’re thinking of postponing classes until October first and offering in-class, remote, and hybrid, which is both. He’s not sure what is happening with the tennis season. They haven’t decided. Nothing is sure yet.”

I still didn’t know what was going to happen with my school either. They’d told us nothing. “That’s not too bad,” I said.

He shrugged. “Better than nothing.”

Our food arrived, and I wasn’t as hungry as I had been when I’d ordered. I wasn’t sure if it was the laughter and talking coming from the table I was trying my best not to look at or the fact it was very possible I wouldn’t be leaving this town in two months like I had fought so hard for. I didn’t want to stay here. I wanted to go live a new life. I was ready for a real college experience, and it was looking more and more like that wasn’t going to happen.

“And there come the last two to complete their squad,” Brett said with a roll of his eyes before picking up his sandwich.

My gaze shot back up to see Willa and Gunner walking over to the table. Girls jumped up to hug Willa; the guys all called out greetings to Gunner. Some were rather colorful. They all seemed so happy to be there together, and the energy around them made it so appealing. What must it feel like to have a group of friends like that? People you had grown up with and knew everything about? Those that you trusted and loved like family. I was jealous of it. I could admit that. But I had always been envious of that life. Having friends in general seemed like a fairy tale to me. Which was another reason I wanted to go to college this fall. I wanted to make friends and fit in with a group. I wanted to be a part of something like that.

“Could they be any louder? This isn’t Lawton High and they don’t own the damn place,” Brett grumbled.

“They’re happy to see each other. Aren’t most of them home from college? They’re reuniting.” I was defending them again.

Brett shook his head. “You don’t know them, Ezi. Trust me. They’re jerks.”

He had started calling me Ezi lately and I wasn’t fond of that, but I wasn’t going to be rude, either. I let it go.

Gunner was standing with his arm around Willa’s shoulders as he talked to the group. The waitress brought them two extra chairs, and they all moved around the table. They weren’t exactly social distancing. They were all packed around the table.

“You haven’t tried your food yet,” Brett pointed out, and I turned my attention back to my food and ate it. Even though I wasn’t hungry. It was good. Not great, but one of the better items I had tried.

The group got quiet, and I couldn’t help but look over to see Tallulah putting her arm around Aurora. Like she was giving support. The group seemed somber now. Gunner had walked over to Ryker and he stood up. Then the two guys hugged, and I saw Gunner say something to him. My eyes stung with emotion even though I couldn’t hear them. Even though I didn’t know them. I knew who they were thinking of and what had changed the mood at the table.

As I looked at them from the outside, they appeared to have it all, but they didn’t. They were missing one of their own. He was gone forever, and he had taken a piece of who they were with him.




No Strings CHAPTER 11

ASA

“Soooo… what’s so interesting at that table over there? I’m gonna take a wild guess and assume it’s not Brett Darby,” Brady whispered as he leaned toward me. I cut my eyes over at Bexley to make sure she was still in conversation with Willa. When I saw they were still chatting, I turned back to Brady.

“You don’t know her?” I asked, wondering how she had been so invisible to the males in this town but right in front of us on a daily basis. We all got gas at her parents’ place. It was on the way to school.

He glanced back at the table again to see if he should know her. I wanted to look with him just to see what she was doing now, but since Brady had noticed me already, there was a chance someone else would catch me too. I focused on my last few fries and finished them up.

“No, I’d have noticed her at school. She doesn’t go to Lawton,” he said finally, then added, “unless she’s new this year.”

I took a drink of my soda before responding. “She’s lived here her entire life. Parents own the Quick Stop near the high school.”

Brady looked back their way again. He was being too obvious. I nudged his knee with mine. He took the hint and stopped studying the other table. “Cinnamon rolls. Her mom makes those addictive cinnamon rolls. She’s the girl behind the counter. I remember wondering once how old she was since she didn’t go to school with us.”

“Homeschooled,” I explained.

He gave a small nod, then grinned. “You eating a lot of cinnamon rolls these days?”

“No,” I said, slightly annoyed because I’d been thinking about going to get some.

He chuckled.

“What’s so funny over here?” Bex asked. Bexley Duran was fun. She was from Graystown, which was about ten miles southwest of Lawton. She was the head cheerleader at Graystown High and a senior this year too. We had met at a party last December and kept in touch via Snapchat. I’d called her today and asked her if she wanted to do dinner with my group of friends. She had been happy to come last minute.

“Brady doesn’t need much to make him laugh,” I replied.

Brady laughed some more, and I once again shoved his knee with mine. She didn’t need to get curious. No one did.

“When do you and Willa head back?” Brady asked, directing the attention toward them and away from me. I relaxed as Gunner started to talk and Bex was now focused on them. Taking one last peek at the other table, I realized it was now empty. I had missed them leave. Not that I cared. Or that I should care. I jerked my attention back to the group. It had been a long time since all of us had been together like this. A first time for some. I wasn’t staying here. Getting interested in a girl was pointless. I was leaving soon, and nothing was holding me back. Not even a girl as special as she appeared to be. Besides, she knew something about me no one else did. I wasn’t sure I could face that kind of vulnerability with a girl or anyone.

I moved my gaze to Bexley. She was gorgeous, fun, and easygoing, and leaving her behind didn’t bother me at all. That was what I needed. No strings.

Bexley’s eyes met mine, and a smile tugged on her lips. I wouldn’t make a habit out of doing things with her. No reason to let her get attached. I smiled back, then pretended to listen to the story Gunner was telling about his landlord, who had been arrested for driving his motorcycle naked through the college campus at twelve in the morning on a drunken dare.

After taking Bexley home, I headed back to Lawton. Not exactly in the direction of Nash’s house, though. I was taking a detour. One I had no business taking. It wasn’t like I was going to get out of the truck and go knock on her door. I was terrified of her tiny mother. I’d admit to myself I was curious about her, but that was it. No other reason.

Tonight had been nice. Bexley was an excellent kisser, and she’d probably had a lot of practice. I hadn’t been tempted to stay, though, when she’d invited me to watch a movie. I knew she was offering up more than a movie, and I wasn’t feeling it. Which was concerning if I thought about that too much.

The Quick Stop was dark. I had expected it to be. It was close to midnight. I don’t know why I thought driving by it was going to make me stop thinking about her. I waited at the stoplight, which I never did this late. I was the only vehicle on the road, and waiting for a green light was stupid. But I waited anyway.

Just when it turned green, I saw a light inside flick on and I didn’t go. I watched as a person came into view. It was her. I couldn’t tell what she was doing, but she was inside and she was alone. It was late, and I would guess she had a curfew. I wondered what that curfew was as I sat at the green light, not moving.

Headlights lit up the cab of my truck, and I glanced back to see Ryker coming up behind me. He honked and I rolled down the window to give him my middle finger before putting my foot on the gas just as the light turned yellow. It wasn’t until I was almost at Nash’s that I realized the honk would have gotten her attention and if I’d stayed, she might have come outside.

But then what? Again, it was pointless… wasn’t it? I was struggling with the reasons why I shouldn’t pursue Ezmita. I sure spent enough time thinking about her lately.




JUNE 22, 2020 I Needed to Speak Words CHAPTER 12

EZMITA

I hated Mondays. Mostly because I had to open up on Mondays. Which meant I had to be dressed and getting things ready at four in the morning. No one should be awake at four in the morning. No other eighteen-year-olds were up at four on a summer morning. Just me.

Momma had the store smelling of cinnamon rolls already, and I had the first pot of coffee brewing. My siblings would get to sleep comfortably in their cozy beds for two more hours. Why my parents thought it was good for my “character” to get up three out of four days a week before the dawn, I didn’t know. It was part of their insanity.

My mother called out to me to get the creamer from the cooler and put it on ice. I had already done that, but she was still in the kitchen and didn’t know that. Why she would assume I hadn’t done that specific task when I had been doing it for years was beyond me.

“Yes, Momma,” I called back instead of pointing out it was already done. I had a feeling she knew it was done but wanted to give me orders regardless.

“Time to open!” she called out this time.

I glanced at the clock and it wasn’t yet five thirty, but there was no need to argue with her. If she wanted to open up now, then so be it. I almost told her the rolls weren’t out here yet but figured she knew that since she was making them.

Grabbing the keys, I went to unlock the front door of the store, then hit the OPEN sign power switch. It was still dark outside, but headlights from those going to work were already on the street. We’d have someone in here within moments for coffee and a cinnamon roll.

“We are open,” I called out toward the kitchen while I made my way back to check on the coffee.

“Come get the cinnamon rolls,” Momma replied.

This would be the first batch. She’d make a few more. It was a Monday, after all.

I grabbed a disposable face mask from under the counter and slipped it on before tucking it under my chin until someone came inside. If I didn’t do it now, I’d forget. Then Momma would see me and have a fit.

She looked up from mixing the icing and frowned. “Put the mask on,” she scolded. “You are near food.”

So was she, I wanted to point out, but didn’t. I was too tired to argue. I slipped it over my nose and mouth, then picked up the first two dozen rolls. These would go quickly. The bell on the door chimed and I was back to the front. Mondays sucked.

Three hours later… all the cinnamon rolls were gone. I’d made six pots of coffee and was about ready to make the seventh pot when the door chimed again. Turning around—ready to answer the question “Are there any cinnamon rolls left?”—I paused when my eyes met Brady Higgens.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Morning,” he replied, then continued to stand there a moment before walking toward the counter. “I’m Brady Higgens,” he supplied as if he needed an introduction.

I nodded. “I know.” I wished I hadn’t said that after it came out. Glad my mask covered most of the embarrassment on my face, I didn’t say anything more.

“You’re Ezmita, correct?” he asked then, surprising the heck out of me.

I nodded in shock. How did Brady Higgens know my name?

“Asa Griffith is a friend of mine, and he told me y’all had become friends.” My mouth fell open this time. Thank you, mask mandate! At least I wasn’t standing there with my mouth gaping open for him to see.

He cleared his throat, then continued. “My girlfriend mentioned that you might want to come to a get-together we are having tomorrow night. It’s at Nash Lee’s place, where Asa is staying. We could come by and get you if you wanted to go. If you’re going to be hanging out with Asa, then we all would like to get to know you.”

Words. I needed to speak words. I wasn’t sure what words or if I could still say words. However, standing here gaping at him without saying anything made me appear as awkward as I was. Had Asa really said we were friends? Did he think of me as a friend? And when would we be hanging out? We had never hung out.

“I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. I was filling up outside and saw you in here. Thought I’d invite you if Asa hasn’t already.”

This was all so shockingly weird. I had given Brady Higgens bags of cinnamon rolls over the years. Never once had he said more than two words to me. Somehow amongst this strange other-world reality that was happening, I managed to nod my head. I thought it was in acceptance, but I wasn’t sure.

He flashed a bright smile. “Great. We will be by to pick you up at seven. Riley can’t wait to meet you.”

I think I nodded again, but those words weren’t coming.

He chuckled and although his smile was hidden behind a navy blue mask, his eyes crinkled with amusement. “Any chance you’ve got any cinnamon rolls left?” he asked then.

Thankfully, I managed to speak again. This was a question I was used to. Nothing surprising here. “We sold out. I’m sorry,” I said, and my voice sounded foreign to me.

He sighed. “Figured but thought I’d ask. I’ll see ya tomorrow,” he said, then turned and left the store. He seemed pleased with the fact he’d invited the weird girl who could barely speak to meet his friends. Had Asa asked him to invite me?

Had he really said we were friends?

“What are you standing there for? Wipe down the counters and door. Disinfect the place when it is slow!” Momma’s demanding tone suddenly snapped me out of my haze.

“Yes, Momma,” I replied.

I was in a trance as I wiped down the counter and door. Brady Higgens had invited me to a party with him and his girlfriend. I’d said yes.

How could I say yes? Asa and I weren’t friends. We barely knew each other. Brady had misunderstood him, and now I was going to show up at a party that Asa was at as his friend. Oh God. What was I thinking? I hadn’t been thinking. I had been in shock. Unsure how to verbalize a simple word.

This was going to be a disaster. I had to get out of it. I had to find Brady and tell him I couldn’t go but thank you for the invite. I had to actually speak words this time.

Maybe my parents were right and I was too immature to leave home. Heck, I was struggling to leave the damn store lately.

I rolled my eyes at my own stupidity and tried to figure out how and where I would find Brady Higgens so I could fix this.




Mr. Do-Gooder Higgens CHAPTER 13

ASA

Tomorrow a few lucky ones were going to return to their apartments near campus somewhere outside Lawton. Those of us who were headed to dorm rooms when and if classes resumed in August were having to wait. Sure, I would miss them, but more than anything I was envious that they were going to get out of here yet again. Things felt like I would be stuck here forever. I still didn’t know if Ole Miss would be opening their campus this fall, and no one had any idea about football season. Thanks, Covid.

Nash’s mom had brought over a spread of food to the garage apartment. Everything from mini pizzas to crab dip to brownies. Nash and West were already deep into Madden NFL 21 on the Xbox. Threats and taunting were being thrown back and forth. It had been a while since West and Maggie were in town. It was good to see him. Everyone had made an effort to come back and have some time together this summer for Ryker’s sake. He needed it more than any of us.

I grabbed a bag of Doritos and headed for the sofa to watch the animated football game on the massive flat screen. Soon all the “couples” would be here, and I had almost invited Bexley again but had backed out because she didn’t fit. The girls who would be here were part of the story. Our story. It was an odd way to look at it, but I just wanted it to be us tonight. No extra person who wasn’t in our group.

West scored another touchdown, and Nash tossed the remote on the beanbag across from him and cursed. I smiled while shoving chips into my mouth. This felt good. It was fleeting, but for this moment I could pretend it wasn’t all about to end. We were really all going to split up and start a life outside Lawton soon. These moments were going to be hard to come by.

“You talked to Brady?” West asked me as he stood up and stretched.

“Why, is he not coming?” Nash asked, sounding concerned. Tonight was important to him because he knew it was something Ryker needed.

West smirked and looked back at me. “He’s coming and bringing a friend… of Asa’s.”

My hand paused halfway to my mouth with a chip in it. Frowning, I tried to figure out what West was getting at. When he gave that cocky smirk, it meant he was amused.

“My friend?” I asked.

He gave a nod. “Nash, toss me a water,” he then said instead of clarifying.

“What friend does Asa have that we don’t?” Nash asked as he took a bottle of water from the table and did as West asked.

West shrugged. “Never met her. Don’t know.”

Her.

The motherfucker had invited Ezmita.

Why the hell had I confided in Brady? I knew better than that. How had he invited her and what had he said to her?

“Are you fucking with me?” I asked West, thinking I needed to call Brady.

West took a drink of his water slowly before acknowledging my question. “Why would I fuck with you over something like this? And why would you tell Brady your shit? You know he’s Mr. Do-Gooder Higgens.”

Swearing under my breath, I put the bag of chips on the side table and dug my phone out of my pocket.

“Why does Brady know about some girl and I don’t? You fucking live with me,” Nash asked, sounding offended.

“You sound like a girl,” I told him, then stood up and headed for the door. I didn’t want them staring at me and listening while I bitched Brady out.

I heard West agree with me and Nash tell him to suck a… before I closed the door behind me.

Brady answered after three rings.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Did you invite Ezmita?” I asked, getting to the point.

“Yes,” he said slowly.

“What the fuck, Brady? Why would you do that?”

“Because you weren’t going to.”

Sighing, I closed my eyes to keep from shouting my response. “No shit. Tonight is about our group. Seeing each other one last time before it all changes… again. Not about me dealing with the awkwardness of a girl. I can’t ignore her. I like her. You know that. But I don’t want to have to babysit someone tonight either. Besides, she’s dating douchebag.”

“She didn’t mention, uh, douchebag, when I invited her. And if she doesn’t fit in with your closest group of friends, then she isn’t for you. Why don’t you let it be and see how she does?”

“I’m going to Ole Miss soon. I don’t have time to know her or see if she fits. There is no point. She’s going off to California or some shit.” And she knew me in a way no one else did. She knew my weakest moment, my darkest moment. That gave her a power over me that I wasn’t brave enough to explore.

Brady was silent a moment. “I can’t uninvite her now. You know that.”

“Fuck.” He was right, of course, but damn, he had messed up my night.

“Just let her come. Riley is looking forward to meeting her. I’ll tell Riley to bring her in and make her feel welcome. You can play the Xbox and do your thing. The girls will take care of her.”

That was the only thing that I could do.

“Whatever,” I said, then ended the call. I was more angry at myself for telling Brady about Ezmita than I was at Brady. I should have been clear with him that I wasn’t planning on pursuing anything with her. He had taken my interest in her too far. The spark of excitement about having her here was going to be ignored. I didn’t have time to start wanting to see Ezmita.

Opening the door, I walked back inside. West and Nash were standing there with bottles of water, watching me. When had my friends become so damn nosy? I shook my head and went back to the sofa where I had been sitting.

“So, is she coming?” Nash asked.

I just nodded.

West chuckled and I sat there and ate while debating if I should go get a shower and change. In the end, my determination to not give a shit won out, and I beat West’s ass in a Madden game.

Two hours later the apartment was full, and everyone was there except Brady, Riley, and Ezmita. Each time someone had knocked and then opened the door, I could feel Nash’s eyes on me. He was expecting me to look to see who it was. I didn’t. I wanted to, but I’d be damned if they’d see me care. I would be nice to Ezmita, but I wasn’t about to do what all of them had done. Get serious with a girl and lock down for life. Falling in love was dangerous shit, and I was not going there.

Falling in love and getting serious was not for me. Especially with a girl I’d probably never see again after I left for Mississippi.

Just as I walked over to grab a brownie and watch Ryker take on Gunner at another game, the door opened. I didn’t need to look to see who it was. There was only one last arrival. It had to be her… or them. I stuck most of the brownie in my mouth, walked back to the empty beanbag beside Ryker, and sank down into it. I needed a moment to plan how to handle this. Then I’d “realize” she was here and go be nice. Hopefully Riley was prepared to take the lead after that.




JUNE 23, 2020 Gunner, Honey, Shut Up CHAPTER 14

EZMITA

The smell of pizza filled the air as I followed Riley inside the apartment. Finding words to get out of this had been an impossible feat for me. So, here I was at Nash Lee’s house. Cheering mixed with cursing came from the group of guys huddled around the biggest flat-screen television I had ever seen. They were playing football, of course, but a video game version. I knew that game well. My brothers played the newest Madden regularly. I was the champion in our house, though.

“You’re late, bro!” a voice called out. “Come dominate Gunner before I glue his cocky-ass mouth shut.” The voice belonged to Nash Lee. Tonight’s host. Oh God, I wished I was anywhere at this moment but here. I didn’t know them and I didn’t fit here. I didn’t know how to fit here. I was so new at this kind of thing, and learning how to do this in front of Asa was nerve-racking.

Riley took my arm. “Come on over here. I’ll introduce you to the ones not consumed with testosterone and football.”

I wanted to hug her. I hadn’t even been able to look in the direction of Asa. I knew where he was. I’d seen him walking with a brownie in his mouth when we entered the apartment. I had cut my eyes away quickly. Did he know I was coming? Would he be mad I came to what was obviously a close-friends-only party? Had Brady Higgens asked me as a favor or a joke?

No. Brady wasn’t mean. I didn’t know him, but I knew of him. Everyone loved Brady. I focused my attention on the other girls in the room. They were on the sofa and two leather chairs that sat across from the sofa. Food covered the coffee table between them, and they all seemed so comfortable and relaxed. Unlike me.

“Girls, I’d like you to meet Ezmita. Ezmita, this is Willa, Maggie, Tallulah, and Aurora.”

All of them smiled and Tallulah, who had been sitting the farthest away, leaned forward and took a tray of cookies, then held it out to me. “Welcome, and eat up. My momma made a ridiculous amount of cookies even after I told her Nash said we had plenty of food.”

I took a cookie, thankful for something to do with my mouth other than talk.

“We are hoarding them over here, though, because her momma bakes like a god,” Maggie added, then popped a cookie into her mouth.

From the television shows I’d watched, I didn’t think teenage girls ate like this in front of guys or ever. I was happy to see that wasn’t the case. I took a bite and it practically melted in my mouth.

“Amazing, right?” Riley asked, taking a cookie for herself.

I nodded.

“So, Ezmita, you don’t go to Lawton. Where do you go?” Maggie asked.

I swallowed my bite and tried my best to relax. “I was homeschooled. My parents are overbearing. Controlling. Etc.,” I said, being honest.

“My parents tried to homeschool me, too. It was lonely,” Aurora said. She spoke softly, but I could hear her. Maybe I wasn’t the only shy one here.

I nodded. “Terribly lonely.”

“Are you getting to go off to college at least?” Willa asked this time.

“Yes. After begging, pleading, fighting with them, they agreed to let me go.” I paused then, not wanting to say where. If they all knew why Brady had invited me, then they would think I had chosen a school near Ole Miss on purpose. Which, deep down, was one of the factors in my choice. But I wasn’t ready to admit that to myself or them.

“That’s great. Where you headed?” Maggie asked. All their eyes were on me. I was the focus here and I really wished I wasn’t. I knew they were all trying to be friendly and make me feel welcome, but this was too much at one time.

“DONE! That’s how a master does it!” Gunner called out loudly, and my head immediately swung in that direction. He was standing up with his hands in the air, holding a remote control like it was a trophy.

“You gotta beat Brady before you can do a fucking victory lap,” Asa said. I glanced in his direction then. I was unable to stop myself. He was grinning and kicked back on a giant beanbag. He had to know I was here… right? It felt strange that he hadn’t come over to speak to me, seeing as he was the reason I was invited.

Had Brady made a mistake? Of course he had. I should have cancelled this. The feeling of being unwanted was so uncomfortable. Especially with the girls being so nice to me. Did they feel bad for me that I was here and Asa didn’t care?

His gaze met mine as if he could hear my thoughts. I froze. Wishing that running out of here wouldn’t make me appear like a lunatic. We sat there like that for what felt way too long when he stood up, and I swung my gaze back to the girls around me.

They had all been watching me. My cheeks flamed bright red. Could I claim a sudden illness, then flee? Would that keep me from looking too pathetic?

“Asa, huh?” Maggie asked with a grin on her lips.

“Don’t be nosy,” Riley said to her.

“Asa is a nice guy,” Tallulah added.

I couldn’t speak right now if I wanted to. It was a good thing I didn’t want to speak. Throwing up was closer to what I wanted to do.

“Thanks, Tallulah, but you know all I was after was your momma’s baking,” Asa’s voice came from behind me. Oh God.

“Oh, I know. Trust me,” she replied with a laugh.

I didn’t turn around. I should turn around. Shouldn’t I? Why wasn’t I home right now watching Gossip Girl or Ozark? That was easy. That was safe.

“Ezmita.” Asa’s voice said my name and oddly, in the midst of my inner turmoil, it was comforting. I turned then to look up at him standing behind me. “Glad you came, sorry you’ve been left to this bunch of gossips for so long.”

I could tell from his tone he was teasing them. He liked his friends’ girlfriends. They were hard not to like. I smiled then. “They’re good company.”

“Eh, I’ll just take your word on that. I’m better company, though,” he said with a half smile. “Besides, Gunner has already beaten me, and I need a break from his cocky ass.”

“Okay,” I said, not sure what he was asking me here. This apartment wasn’t huge. We had very few places to go. Unless he wanted to take me outside, then take me home. Get me out of his space.

He nodded his head toward the table of food in the kitchen area. “I’ll show you where the food is.”

He wasn’t ushering me out the door. He was going to feed me. Okay. I wasn’t sure I could eat with my nerves at the moment, but I stood up, then glanced back at the girls. They were all watching us with knowing smiles that I feared were very mistaken.

“Thanks for the cookie,” I said awkwardly, not knowing if I should tell them it was nice meeting them and good-bye, in case after he fed me, he was sending me away. “It was nice to meet y’all.”

“Don’t let him monopolize all your time,” Maggie said.

“If things get boring, you’re welcome back to the sane part of the party,” Tallulah added.

“Thanks, y’all,” Asa said with a sarcastic tone. “Looks like I got you out of here just in time,” he then told me. “Follow me to the food.”

When he turned to head toward the kitchen, I did as he said and followed him. I didn’t check, but I knew others were watching us. Even the guys this time. Once again, why was I here? Oh yeah, because I was an idiot. Being with Brett was much easier than this. He didn’t have large groups of friends. He didn’t make me nervous, and I hadn’t been crushing on him for years.

I liked easy, I decided. No drama. No nerves.

“The pizza might be cold, but it’s still good,” Asa said, and I took the plate he was holding out to me. “Fill it up and we’ll go find somewhere to sit. Preferably where those idiots aren’t watching our every move.”

I glanced back to see the guys all quickly look away from us, having been caught. All except for Gunner. He looked amused. “Why are we all checking out Asa’s date like it’s odd for him to have a date? He’s always got a fucking date.”

Brady elbowed Gunner, who shot him a scowl. “What?” he asked, confused. “Is it because she’s someone we don’t know? Hell, he’s been through all of Lawton already. The redhead was from somewhere else too.”

“Gunner, honey, shut up,” Willa called from across the room.

“Yeah, Gunner,” Asa agreed.

I turned back to the food.

“Sorry about him,” Asa said. He seemed bothered by Gunner’s teasing. He had no reason to be. I knew Asa dated a lot. I’d seen him pull up to get gas with many, many different girls in the passenger side. I had envied them all.

I gave a half shrug using just my left shoulder. “No worries. It’s not like that’s secret,” I said, then smiled at him briefly before putting some pizza on my plate.

“Figures,” he muttered.

I laughed. A real laugh. And for the first time all night, being there wasn’t so bad.




How Many Times Have You Played This Game? CHAPTER 15

ASA

She fit. She fit in too easily. As if she belonged here.

Fuck that. She wasn’t supposed to fit in with my friends. That made things harder. I liked Ezmita. I had liked her before I knew she’d laugh at Gunner’s crude jokes, or have great comebacks for Nash’s smart-ass comments. I just hadn’t been sure my attraction or interest in her hadn’t been sparked by her saving me from my dark moment.

Tonight, I had that question answered. Ezmita was more than the girl who stopped me from ending my life. She was beautiful, but I’d dated a lot of beautiful girls. Ezmita was different and even as I acknowledged it, I felt a dread settle inside me.

Glancing around at the other girls in the room, I remember hearing each of my friends say the words “she’s different” before they fell into… whatever they had. Committed relationships that start in your hometown and extend to college weren’t for me. They shouldn’t be for anyone. College would be full of girls. New girls that I’d never met. I hadn’t grown up with. A vast ocean of choices.

Ezmita was in Lawton and going somewhere else in the fall. Long-distance didn’t work for me. It didn’t work for anyone. I didn’t care what they said. That shit was a lost cause before it started. Tonight, however, was nice. Ezmita had laughed and talked with the other girls while the guys and I played. She was now beside me on the beanbag because I couldn’t concentrate on anything else while wanting to watch her. I’d gone over and brought her back to the beanbag with me. She smelled amazing, and the longer we sat there, the harder it was to not touch her. I really wanted to touch her.

“Ouch,” she quipped as Ryker tossed the remote and cursed and Gunner did a weird dance at yet another victory.

“Who’s next?” Gunner asked.

I was happy right here, and apparently everyone else was done playing against Gunner.

“I’m out,” Nash said from the sofa, where he was cuddled up to Tallulah.

No one else spoke up.

“I’ll play,” Ezmita said from beside me.

Gunner’s head whipped around to flash an evil grin her way. I was not ready to let her leave me. I had yet to get to any touching, and she felt nice this close. “You don’t want to play him,” I said. I doubted she knew how to play anyway.

She sat up and shrugged. “Why not? Looks fun.”

Gunner laughed then.

“Save the girl while you can,” Brady suggested from the kitchen, where he was eating pizza.

“You sure you want to try?” I asked her, not wanting her to leave me or suffer Gunner’s obnoxious mouth.

“Yeah,” she said, then stood up and walked over to the remote that Ryker had tossed.

“He’s an ass,” Ryker told her. “You’re better off eating a brownie and staying all cozied up to Asa.”

She lifted her left shoulder casually. “Doesn’t bother me. I’ve watched enough. I want to try.”

Sighing, I shot Gunner a warning glare. He didn’t have to completely annihilate her. She was enjoying herself. No need to make her wish she hadn’t come.

“What? She’s the one asking to play,” he said to me, grinning.

“You got this, Ezmita. Shut him up!” Maggie called from the recliner she was in with West. They’d been watching the games like that for a while.

Gunner laughed at the idea of that.

I cringed.

“Do you want me to help you?” I asked her.

She shook her head no. “It’s okay. I think I got it.”

Fine. I had tried my best. This would be over soon enough, and she could come get back on this beanbag with me.

“You’ve got to pick your team,” Gunner told her.

“Mm-hmm,” she said as she went about doing just that without question. I watched her, surprised at the fact she was choosing wisely. That was odd. She seemed to know how to pick the team and set it up. I doubted any girl in here could do that without help. I sat up from my reclined position on the beanbag and watched as her brow furrowed in concentration.

She had brothers. I wasn’t going to point that out to Gunner, but I had a feeling this wasn’t her first time playing Madden. I bit back a grin because she was going to get smoked but not nearly as easily as Gunner seemed to think.

“Ready?” she asked him once she was set up.

He looked impressed with her choices. “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s get the beatdown on.”

“Is no one else gonna point out that she just picked a kick-ass lineup?” West asked.

I grinned then as I looked over at him.

“She just got lucky,” Gunner replied.

Everyone was silent, and I realized even the girls were now watching the screen as if this was important. Gunner was already smack-talking, and Ezmita seemed to take it in stride. She smiled at his comments but said nothing in return. Gunner’s team had the ball first, and just when he was about to score, Ezmita’s defense intercepted and ran it back for a touchdown.

The room erupted in cheers and laughter. I was on my feet and fist-punching the air.

I looked at her then and she smiled at me. It was as if she was sharing a silent secret with me. I was right. She’d played this game with her brothers. From that play, I would venture to guess she played it a lot.

By halftime, everyone was now gathered around watching. It was 20–14 and Gunner was behind. His smack-talking had eased some, and he was frowning as he focused. Ryker, however, was smack-talking him for Ezmita, who was being politely quiet about the fact she was owning him. I was fucking proud. She wasn’t mine, but damn, I was still proud.

“Ezmita?” Nash asked.

“Yes?”

“How many times have you played this game?”

A slow smile spread across her face. It was a damn good smile. One I wanted to see more often. One I could get used to. “Possibly a hundred times.”

Nash barked out a laugh.

“You have an Xbox?” Gunner asked her, looking surprised.

She shook her head no. “I have brothers who have an Xbox.”

The others started laughing.

Gunner shot a glare at me. “You knew this.”

I shrugged. “I knew she had brothers. Didn’t know she was about to kick your ass, but if I had known, I wouldn’t have told you.”

Ezmita beat him 34–17.




JUNE 28, 2020 I Needed Out of Lawton CHAPTER 16

EZMITA

Brett held out the bowl of popcorn we were sharing so I could get some without reaching into his lap. My parents were allowing us to have a movie date in the living room. My mother was in her room reading a book, and my father was in the office working, which was code for hiding to drink whiskey. Momma didn’t like for him to drink more than a glass of wine.

For the most part, we had the place to ourselves. Momma would make random drop-ins, but other than that, it was quiet. My siblings were all in their rooms with instructions from Momma that they must stay out of the living room. She had come a long way since the spring. I wasn’t sure if it had been the fear of losing me the way they had my sister, or if it had been the death of someone my age in town that reminded them of how easily life could change. There were still moments when Momma would snap back into drill-sergeant mode, but they were brief. Nothing like before the night I’d left them for only a couple hours.

I wasn’t a fan of The Lord of the Rings, but Brett loved it, so we were making our way through the series or trilogy or whatever it was. I had put him off all week when he’d asked me to do something. Deep down, I’d been hoping to hear from Asa. Our night at Nash’s had been good, I thought. Great for me. I couldn’t remember ever having so much fun. Asa had brought me home that night, and I had also thought he might kiss me. He hadn’t.

So, here I was almost a week later, having jumped every time the phone rang this week and facing the fact Asa hadn’t enjoyed things as much as I had. It was disappointing, but my going over it in my head trying to figure out what I did wrong was pointless. In the end, I’d answered Brett’s call today and agreed to a movie night. I wasn’t leading him on. At least I was trying not to lead him on. This felt friendly. Kinda. Maybe. Ugh. I was totally leading him on.

He knew we were going in two different directions in a couple months. That wasn’t a secret. If Covid didn’t screw that up too. I needed out of Lawton. I needed to find some friends. I needed a life. Daydreaming about being close to Asa in the fall was stupid. We were currently in the same town, and he hadn’t made any attempt to contact me and ask to do anything.

“Listen to what Gandalf says here,” Brett said in an excited whisper.

I wasn’t sure who the heck Gandalf was since I hadn’t been paying any attention. The weird ears were disturbing me. I nodded anyway and listened to what the old man with a lot of hair was saying. He must be Gandalf. However, nothing he said made any sense to me.

Before Brett could say more, the doorbell rang and saved me from having to comment on the confusing content of the movie. I stood up to go get it.

“Want me to pause it?” Brett asked.

I shook my head. “That’s okay. Keep watching.” The more I missed of it, the better.

Opening the door, I expected it to be someone who was in need of fuel or something from the grocery area. That happened often on weekend nights. People were out later, and when we were closed, they came to ask to get something. Momma always helped them. She wasn’t going to miss a sale. Everyone knew that too.

What I hadn’t expected to see was Asa Griffith.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” I managed to croak out. I had been waiting to hear from him all week, and this was the time he decided to just show up at my house?

“A few of us are headed to get burgers. Want to go?”

Was he serious? Yes, he was obviously serious. He was at my door. Asa Griffith was at my door asking me to go with him and his friends to get a burger. It wasn’t exactly a date, but he was here inviting me. I glanced back at Brett, who had paused the movie, I realized, and was watching me. I had to tell Asa no. He’d come to my house, and I was going to have to turn him down. This was unfair. Life hated me.

“Uh, I can’t. I’m, we’re, I mean I’m watching a movie with, uh…” I was stumbling all over my words. Why couldn’t I just say it clearly like a normal person instead of babbling like an idiot?

Asa stepped inside the front door then and took in the scene behind me. I wanted to shove him back outside before he could see, and that was silly. I wasn’t doing anything wrong. Heck, he’d had all week to call me or stop by like this. He hadn’t. So now someone else was here.

“Hey, Brett,” Asa said in greeting.

Brett’s brow was creased in a frown like he wasn’t sure what the hell was happening. “Uh, hey, Asa,” he said slowly, and then his eyes cut to mine. I lowered my eyes to stare at the floor. It was just easier.

“Looks like I interrupted something. Sorry. I should have called,” he said, then gave Brett a nod before turning to walk back out the door.

“Wait, uh…” What was I going to say? Invite him in? To watch a movie with us? Apologize for having a life? He couldn’t just decide to stop by and assume I was alone. It annoyed me that he thought he could, but then again, Asa was at my house. He’d come to see me.

He turned back to look at me and smiled. “Maybe another time,” he told me, then didn’t wait for me to say anything before walking back out to his truck. I wanted to run after him and tell him I’d come. But I had Brett inside and I couldn’t. Closing the door, I was so deflated, I didn’t know how to fix my mood to face Brett. He was going to have questions.

Brett hadn’t started the movie back up. The room was silent except for the muffled sound of Rosa’s music coming from her room directly above us. I inhaled deeply and straightened my shoulders. I was fine. It was fine.

Turning, I walked back toward Brett, who was watching me closely. I gave him a small, forced smile and sat back down. He didn’t start the movie.

“Want to tell me why Asa Griffith was here and thought you might want to go get a burger with him and his friends?”

That was a fair question. One he had every right to ask. We had been dating for more than a month now, and I hadn’t told him about my night at Nash’s.

“Asa is a friend of mine,” I replied simply.

“Since when?” he asked, not accepting that response.

“Since recently.” I had to say more, but I wasn’t sure how to say more.

“How did you recently become friends?”

“We met through Tallulah Liddell.”

His eyebrows shot up. “You know Tallulah? How?”

“Last week. She invited me to a party at Nash’s.”

Brett sat up straight and set the bowl of popcorn down on the coffee table in front of us. “You went to a party at Nash Lee’s house and didn’t tell me?”

Now that hit me wrong. “I’m sorry, but I wasn’t aware I was supposed to tell you my every move.” My tone was no longer apologetic but pissed.

“You know that’s not what I mean. We’ve been dating now for over a month. I’m not seeing anyone else. Just you. I thought we had something here. Apparently I thought wrong.”

“We have been dating. Yes. But I wasn’t aware it was an exclusive thing. I thought it was just fun. We’re going off to college soon.”

He ran a hand through his hair and looked at me like I had said something absurd. “So, you were on a date with Asa at this party?”

“No. I went with…” I paused then, unsure how to explain that I’d ridden with Brady and Riley after telling him that Tallulah had been who’d invited me. I hadn’t said Riley because explaining how I knew her would be even more difficult since she was a year older than me. “Tallulah.”

It sounded like I was lying, but then I was lying, so there was that.

Brett stood up then, so I did too. Was he leaving? Could I call Asa and still go with him to get a burger? I felt guilty thinking that when Brett looked so hurt and upset. Brett liked me and I liked him, but that was it. There was no consuming attraction to him like I had for Asa. However, Brett saw me, he liked me, he asked me out. I wasn’t sure Asa would ever want to see me the way Brett did. It was so confusing.

“I was unaware you even knew Tallulah. When we saw them at the table eating, you didn’t mention knowing her. You didn’t go speak to her. That was just a little over a week ago. Forgive me if I find this all a little hard to believe.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it because I didn’t know what to say. He was right. I was lying and I was bad at it. However, telling him the truth seemed more cruel. I wasn’t so sure the truth was always best. Not in this case. I had known deep down he liked me more than I liked him, but I’d enjoyed the company and let it go. This was what came of that.

“I need to go,” he said, then started for the door.

“Wait!” I said, wishing I could say something to fix this. I liked Brett. He was a great friend. He had been my first real friend here in Lawton. I didn’t want him to leave like this, but I wasn’t sure what I could say to make this all right. He was standing there expecting me to say something, and I had nothing. Not one thing. So I blurted out, “Don’t you want your movie?” I winced at the way that sounded. He had needed more from me, and I’d not been able to give it to him.

He shook his head and opened the door. “I’ll pick it up another time,” he said without looking back, then stepped outside, letting the screen door slam behind him. I didn’t watch him leave. I felt sick to my stomach and closed the door behind him. I had messed that up terribly and I needed to fix it, but all I could do was tell the truth. He wanted the truth. The problem was, the truth wasn’t going to make him feel any better.




JULY 3, 2020 Get. In. The. Truck. Asa. CHAPTER 17

ASA

“You invited Ezmita to the Fourth party down at the lake yet?” Nash asked from the kitchen as he poured his third bowl of cereal for the day.

“Nope,” I replied. I wasn’t inviting her either. She was dating Brett. I was letting it go. Yes, I’d had a great time with her, but she was one girl. There were millions more out there. There may not ever be another like Ezmita, though. That thought bothered me.

“You’re being a dumbass,” he said, then shoved a spoonful of sugary shit into his mouth.

I ignored him and continued to watch ESPN in hopes of some predictions about football season. They knew about as much as anyone else. Nothing. No one knew anything. Dammit.

“Tallulah likes her,” he continued.

“Then maybe Tallulah can ask her out,” I replied.

“What’s wrong with you? You like her. I saw it when she was here. She fits in. She fits you. She’s fucking awesome at Madden. She took down Gunner.”

“I was there. I remember.” I didn’t need a fucking reminder of what I was missing out on. I’d had a weak moment and gone to her house, and she’d been there with a guy who was safe. One who liked her and was at her house. He wasn’t scared to like her too much. He probably already did. I liked her enough to let her have that. I wasn’t someone that was going to date one girl. I wasn’t a Brett Darby. She needed a Brett Darby.

As much as I liked Ezmita, I wasn’t a guy who knew how to be in a relationship. The one I’d witnessed my entire life had been fucked up. My parents made me terrified to ever trust someone or feel deeply about them. If love could make you stay even when the person who was supposed to love you beat the hell out of you, then I didn’t want it. I was much better loving them all and not just one. Less dangerous.

“Fine. Then who are you bringing?” he asked as if this was important.

We were going to grill burgers and swim in the lake. It didn’t require I bring a date. Although, I’d already thought about calling Bex and asking her if she’d like to come. It had been long enough since I’d talked to her that she wouldn’t read anything into it. Besides, she’d look good in a bikini.

“Doubt I bring anyone,” I told him. If I said I was inviting Bex, I’d likely get a lecture on why Ezmita was a better option. She’d won them all over beating Gunner. I wasn’t going to hear the last of it.

“I could always invite Ezmita and Brett,” Nash suggested with a smirk on his face.

I cut my eyes at him, unamused. “Funny.”

He laughed then. “I thought it was.”

The door opened behind me, and Nash turned his attention away from me. “Hey,” he said, but didn’t jump up. It wasn’t Tallulah. That much I knew.

“Your girlfriend stole mine for the day,” Ryker said.

“So you came here because?” Nash asked his cousin.

“I have nothing else to do.”

Nash shrugged. “Get a job,” he suggested.

“You get a job,” Ryker shot back. “Your job is on hold right now. You can’t coach a football team if there is no football team to coach.”

I stretched and stood up. “Sorry I can’t stay here and listen to the two of you argue, but I in fact do have a job and I need to go get ready.”

“Where are you working?” Ryker asked.

“He got a job working at the lumberyard,” Nash answered for me.

“For ole man Blankenship? He’s a mean son of a bitch,” Ryker informed me as if I hadn’t lived here my entire life too.

“He pays me cash,” I explained, and Ryker nodded.

“Maybe I should go try and get a job with him,” he then said.

Nash laughed out loud. “You’d get fired after the first day.”

I left the two of them to bicker and went to get ready for work. Ryker was right, John Blankenship was a hard-ass, and being late wasn’t something I wanted to test with him. He was paying me fifteen dollars an hour cash, and I was doing the shittiest jobs he had without complaint. I needed to earn my keep and pay Nash’s folks something for letting me stay there this summer, and I needed to buy a truck I could afford. My dad hadn’t come to take mine back yet, but I wasn’t sure how long my mother could keep that from happening. Neither of them had tried to contact me, but they both knew I was staying at Nash’s.

It wasn’t like Dad to not keep up appearances, and my not coming home made people talk. Speculate. Lawson, Alabama, was a small town. My staying somewhere else had to have gotten around. I figured they were saying I was rebelling or something like that. My mail was going to their house, though, and with that, all my info from Ole Miss. Dad wouldn’t want me not to go to Ole Miss. That would make him look bad.

I expected he’d be around soon enough. I’d been back here for a while. I was surprised Momma had held off coming to see me this long. It hurt. Worse than an eighteen-year-old guy wanted to admit. I missed her and I was worried about her. Knowing she didn’t feel the same was hard to accept. It was an empty feeling that no one should ever experience.

Where did I belong if my own momma didn’t care about me?

I had a job to get to, and having a fucking pity party for myself was pointless. I’d beat the hell out of my father and he’d had it coming. I wasn’t sorry I did it. I was just sorry Momma didn’t understand that he needed it. That it was time someone stood up to him. He was a bully and she stayed with him anyway.

I left early enough to get gas. My truck was low, but I knew I could make it to work and back without filling up. I just figured I’d stop by and get it now instead of later. If I saw Ezmita, that was fine. Didn’t mind seeing her. Might be nice to see her. Might be a bad idea to see her.

Turning into the Quick Stop, I decided to stop overthinking and just pump my fucking gas like I had been doing for the past two years. I didn’t look toward the store for a peek at her. She might not be working, for all I knew. She could be out with Brett doing whatever the hell. Seemed like they were fans of watching shit on the television.

He could at least be more creative with their dates. Boring Brett Darby.

“Hey, Asa.” Ezmita’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts on Brett.

I lifted my head from the pump in my hand, then turned to see her standing behind me on the other side of the pump. She had on a pair of white shorts and a red tank top that made her olive complexion even more appealing.

“Hey,” I replied, smiling at the sight of her. I’d missed her. Damn. That sucked.

She looked nervous, and I didn’t want to make her feel nervous. She’d come out here to speak to me, and I wasn’t ready for her to leave just yet. So, I said the first thing I thought of. “How was your movie? Hope I didn’t spoil it.”

Her eyes widened a bit then, and she glanced down at her feet, then back up at me. “Oh, no, you didn’t. I mean, I don’t think The Lord of the Rings can be spoiled. It’s bad enough as it is,” she said.

I laughed then. I liked her cheeky-ass attitude. She was blunt and it was refreshing. “Beat the hell out of anyone at Madden lately?” I asked her, keeping the mood light.

She shook her head. “No, my brothers stopped playing me. They don’t like to lose.”

I laughed then and it felt too damn good. The heaviness in my chest from earlier was gone that easily. Another warning sign. This girl had powers she didn’t know she possessed. I couldn’t depend on anyone. Especially a girl. Run away, Asa, run away now. Finish pumping the gas, say good-bye, and get in your truck.

“I wanted to apologize for the other night. If Brett hadn’t been there, I’d have liked to join you… all of you… not just you.” Her cheeks blushed as she stumbled over her words. Damn, she was fucking cute when she was being awkward.

Get. In. The. Truck. Asa, I repeated firmly to myself.

“I shouldn’t have just shown up last minute. No worries,” I replied as the pump clicked, having filled up the truck. Now I would leave.

“I didn’t mind—I was glad you did,” she said.

“Are you dating Brett exclusively, Ezmita?” That was not getting in the truck. I needed to shut up and leave, but I wanted an answer.

She shook her head. “No, and I’m not sure we are even dating anymore at all… really…?”

Interesting. “Okay. Well, if that’s the case, you want to go get dinner tonight? Maybe go to the drive-in movie over in Franklin?” Well, damn. I was doing this. Even knowing it was a bad idea, I had no more willpower. I liked this girl too much.

Her smile at my question made my stupidity seem irrelevant. I liked it when she smiled like that. She had a great smile. “I’d love to,” she replied quickly, leaving me no doubt she was interested. I knew she was. Who had I been kidding? I just couldn’t let her get hurt. I wasn’t the guy you dated seriously.

“Great, I’ll pick you up at six,” I told her, then opened my truck door.

“Okay, see you then,” she said with a little wave before turning and heading back toward the store.

I should be worried about this or feel guilty, but dammit, I was fucking looking forward to it.




JULY 3, 2020 Don’t Have Fun CHAPTER 18

EZMITA

“I’ve never been to a drive-in movie,” Rosa said longingly. As if I didn’t know this. None of us had been to a drive-in movie. “And you’re going with a boy. A really hot boy. Asa Griffith is waaay hotter than Brett.”

Both Rosa and Teresa had been in and out of my room watching me decide on what to wear and now while I was getting ready. When they’d heard Momma agree to my going out with Asa, they had both been excited. They weren’t the ones going, but they knew that the more that our parents eased up on me, the more they’d ease up on them. At least they hoped that was the case. I hated to inform them that they had many years to go before that happened. It wouldn’t be when they turned sixteen, like Rosa was hoping for. Not even close.

“Is Brett jealous? It would be so romantic if Brett got jealous!” Teresa exclaimed with a clap of her hands as she flopped down on my bed. “Two hot guys fighting over you. I can’t imagine!”

Rolling my eyes, I sat down to put on my sandals. “Don’t you two have anything better to do?”

“No,” they replied in unison. Lucky me.

“The boys are watching that movie you and Brett left in the DVD player. It’s dumb. I tried to watch it and got bored,” Teresa said.

“Do you think he’ll kiss you?” Rosa asked.

I stood up and looked at my two younger sisters. They frustrated me to no end. They were nosy and they rarely gave me peace. However, I was the only big sister they had now. There was a time I used to follow my older sister around, wishing I could be her. Wanting to be just like her. Until she was gone.

As annoying as they could be, I knew they needed me. I had needed my big sister too. She hadn’t cared about that. Maybe she hadn’t been strong enough. Maybe she had needed some help and no one realized. Whatever the reason, I would be different.

“I don’t think Brett will care. He broke things off or whatever. As for the kissing, I don’t think so, but maybe. Now, I need to go to the bathroom alone if you two don’t mind. Go find something to do. I’m done and Asa will be here soon.”

They both sighed. I understood being stuck here and bored. I felt bad for them, but they both needed to learn to entertain themselves.

I didn’t wait for their complaints. I headed to get my teeth brushed and do something with my hair. Locking the door to ensure they didn’t follow me, I got to work. If I didn’t think too much about tonight, maybe I wouldn’t be so nervous.

Not likely.



Asa rang the doorbell at exactly six. I was waiting near the door so that no one else got to it before me. Taking a deep breath, I glanced at myself in the mirror before opening the door. Brett had never made me this nervous. Not even on our first date.

“Is that him?” Momma asked from behind me just as my eyes met Asa’s.

“Yes, Momma,” I replied, giving him an apologetic smile.

“Have him come inside,” she said, or more like she demanded.

Ugh, no. She had done this with Brett, but I’d hoped she wasn’t going to do it with Asa. “I’m sorry,” I whispered as I stepped back for him to come inside. There was no need to tell him why—Momma was loud enough.

He winked at me, then stepped inside. The wink helped ease my dread somewhat. Maybe he was used to girls’ mothers giving him the date talk.

“Asa Griffith,” my tiny momma said with a stern voice.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a nod.

“I like your momma. She’s a fine lady. Your father is a good customer. Buys a lot of my cinnamon rolls.”

“Everyone loves your cinnamon rolls, ma’am,” he assured her with that charming smile of his.

I wasn’t sure his charm would work on Momma, though.

“Yes they do,” she agreed without smiling back in return. “You drive safe. Nice and slow. NO drinking or drugs and no sex. Bring her back here by eleven o’clock. Not a minute later. I checked the movie times, and that should give you plenty of time to finish the movie and drive directly back here. No stopping anywhere. No parking.”

If my face could’ve gotten redder, I would’ve been mistaken for a large red apple. “Momma,” I pleaded, hoping she’d shut up now. This was so much worse than when she’d done it to Brett.

Asa was still smiling. “Yes, ma’am. Absolutely. I will take very good care of Ezmita. I promise.”

Momma nodded. “You do that. But no touching.”

I could crawl in a hole now and die. A deep hole. The kind animals hibernated in. I could possibly get swallowed up by a hole. “Momma, please,” I begged.

She finally inhaled and stepped back. “Go. Be good. Don’t have fun.” And she meant it.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. What else could he say to that? “Don’t have fun”? Seriously? God, I wanted to die.

Once we were outside and the door was closed behind us, I looked over at him. He appeared to be holding back laughter. “She’s watching from the window,” I told him without looking back to see if that was the case. I knew it was the case. I didn’t need to check. “Don’t laugh until we are safely down the road where her supersonic ears can’t hear you,” I warned softly.

Asa opened the passenger-side door for me, but he didn’t touch me. Not even to help me up inside. He was doing good. Better than good. He might never ask me out again, but he was giving her no reason to run out here and pull me back inside. He didn’t say a word as he walked around the truck and climbed inside.

Once he pulled away and turned right at the traffic light, he glanced over at me. “You think it’s safe to talk now?” he asked, grinning.

I let out a laugh and nodded. “Yes. We should be in the clear. I’m really sorry about that. About her.”

“Are you kidding me? Other than being terrified of a tiny lady, that was the most entertaining thing I’ve seen in a while. I don’t think I’ve ever had a mom tell me not to have sex with her daughter before. I knew they didn’t want us to, but they weren’t about to vocalize it.”

I groaned and covered my face with my hands. “She makes sure there is no guessing on our part, that’s for sure.”

He chuckled. “No shit.”

“Momma thinks all teens want to do is drink, do drugs, and have sex,” I told him in way of explanation, if that was even possible.

He shrugged. “She’s not completely off track.” Then he looked at me with a teasing smile. “I promise we won’t be doing any of that tonight.”

“She asked Brett if he was Catholic. At least she left religion out of it with you,” I told him.

He laughed. “Brett’s momma isn’t Hispanic.”

I nodded. Very true. Momma just assumed Asa was Catholic because his mother was Hispanic. I wasn’t going to ask since it wasn’t my business. His family might not be any faith at all. Wouldn’t he be lucky.




That You Under All That Lovin’? CHAPTER 19

ASA

Tonight was going too good. I was enjoying myself too damn much. I should’ve focused on the lecture from her mother and tried to find fault in dating Ezmita, but damn, that had been more entertaining than anything. I hadn’t planned on doing any of the things she’d told me not to. Well… maybe not any. I had planned on touching. Some at least. I wanted to kiss her. That was in the touching category.

After I backed into the parking spot at the drive-in, I glanced over at Ezmita. She was taking it all in like she’d never seen this before. “Have you ever been here?” I asked.

She looked back at me and shook her head no. “Never. It’s just like the movies,” she said, then beamed at me. Shit, I was screwed. I was going to ask her out again. Everything about her made me smile. I didn’t feel the ache that my mother’s turning on me caused when I was around Ezmita. She made me hopeful, thankful for little things, and fucking happy. This was what I had been afraid of with her. Deep down I had known I’d feel this way. I had known she was different. The kind of different that changes you. Makes you willing to sacrifice anything just to be with her.

I reached over into the backseat and got the blankets and pillows to make the truck bed comfortable to sit in. We weren’t going to be cold in July, but the blankets made the back a nice place to watch a movie. Some folks brought camp chairs to put up in their truck beds, but that was no fun. There was no cuddling then and no privacy.

“Let’s do this, then,” I said, and opened the truck door.

I let the tailgate down and tossed the pillows and blankets inside.

“You left one,” Ezmita said, handing me another pillow.

I took it and tossed it up, then grinned down at her. “I’m gonna have to touch you now. Reckon we are far enough away?” I was teasing her.

She nodded and pressed her lips together to hide her smile. I stepped behind her and placed my hands on her waist. Inhaling deeply, I took in her scent and she smelled as good as I remembered. Damn, tonight was going to be enjoyable.

“I’m gonna pick you up now,” I whispered close to her ear.

She nodded, but her body shivered. I liked that a lot. Holding her waist, a second longer than was necessary, I enjoyed the feel of her body against mine. Then before things got embarrassing, I lifted her up and onto the truck bed. I jumped up behind her, and she turned to look at me with a surprised face.

“You do that so easily,” she said.

“I’m six three,” I explained.

“Oh yeah,” she muttered.

I went to setting up the pillows and blankets the way I knew it worked best. This was not my first drive-in with a girl nor the first time to have a girl back here. I’d probably had more girls back here at the field than the drive-in. When I had it just right, I sat down with my back against the cab of the truck. Then I held my hand up to her. “Come on down.”

She glanced at me, then knelt down on her knees and looked unsure of where she needed to sit. I liked the fact she was new to this. I liked knowing her experience with guys was limited. Even if it was a reminder that I had to be careful here. No expectations from her. No promises that I couldn’t fulfill.

“My chest is more comfortable than the cab of the truck. But it’s up to you. You can lean back and sit beside me or you can sit right here.” I motioned to the spot in front of me. “I’m a pretty damn good backrest,” I assured her, hoping she’d sit between my legs but thinking she may not be brave enough to try that.

I saw her consider her options for only a second; then she moved and I was impressed. “You do look comfortable,” she agreed, then settled between my legs and shifted until her head was resting on my shoulder. I was torn between cursing myself for suggesting this and fucking nirvana at how good she felt.

“I’m definitely breaking one of your mother’s rules,” I said as I placed an arm around her waist, then rested my other arm on my bent knee.

“Oh yes. We are both going to hell or confession,” she quipped, and I laughed, then uncharacteristically kissed the top of her head. That was not me. I wasn’t the sweet boyfriend kinda guy. I made out. I didn’t kiss heads. Closing my eyes, I took a deep, slow breath and hoped I could remember my rules with her. Messing up would cause damage, and I never wanted damage between Ezmita and me.

“I bet this is nice when it’s chilly out,” she said softly.

“You like the cold?” I asked her.

“No, yes, well, I like to cover up. Get cozy. It would be nice if we needed covers.”

I didn’t say anything right away because I’d been here when covers were needed, and I knew what happened under covers in the dark. Thinking about those things with Ezmita made me need to adjust my hips so she didn’t feel anything.

“Yeah. Needing covers is nice,” I said simply.

The screen lit up as the night sky finally darkened completely. Ezmita tilted her head back and smiled up at me with excitement in her eyes. I knew it was about the movie coming on, but damn, my lips didn’t seem to give a shit. They took over. Lowering my head, I touched the side of her face with my hand and turned toward her so that my mouth covered hers completely.

A small sigh came from her lips, and I smelled the mint on her breath as she moved in closer to me. Her hand brushed my arm lightly, then held on to it as if to keep me there. When I opened my mouth, she took my cue and I was tasting now. The mint she’d eaten earlier lingered. The sweet, unsure response from Ezmita shouldn’t be making me want to drag her on top of me, but it was. I fought back the urge and continued to enjoy what she was giving me.

She was a perfect blend of soft and sexy. I could kiss her like this forever and be happy. She turned closer into me, and her hand moved to my shoulder. Her breasts were now pressed against my chest. I wrapped an arm around her back and held her against me, not wanting her to move. This was perfect. She was perfect.

“Griffith? That you under all that lovin’?” Nash’s voice called out, and I had never hated anyone more in that moment.

Ezmita pulled back, her eyes wide as she looked into mine. I could see the longing and pleasure there even though we’d been interrupted. What the fuck was wrong with Nash? I put my hands on her waist to keep her from jolting back or moving too far away from me. I wanted to keep her close. Shifting her to the side, I glared at Nash, who was grinning at the end of my tailgate. He was holding a large fountain drink in one hand and a popcorn in the other.

“Go away,” I said, not masking my annoyance.

“Who you got up there? You didn’t invite me and Tallulah. We could have doubled.” He sounded amused. We never doubled at the fucking drive-in.

“No shit,” I replied.

“Hey, Ezmita!” he exclaimed as she turned to look in his direction. “Boy, am I glad it’s you up there. Y’all please carry on. Enjoy the movie,” he said, then laughed at his own joke before heading back toward his vehicle.

“Sorry about that,” I said close to her ear.

She was looking at the movie screen now, and the flush on her cheeks from our heated kissing was still there. I liked that. “It’s okay. We probably needed it.”

I disagreed but nodded anyway. She settled back against my chest again, and I wrapped both arms around her this time. The movie had already begun, but I didn’t care about what was happening on the screen. I just cared about who was in my arms and tried to figure out why she felt better than any of the others.




You’re a Relationship Girl CHAPTER 20

EZMITA

Breathing was difficult. I was doing my best, though. This was new. Nothing like what I had experienced with Brett. It made me light-headed and weak. Everything was so surreal. I was in the back of Asa Griffith’s truck, sitting between his legs, and his arms were wrapped around me.

The movie was going on in front of me, but I had no clue what was happening. I stared at it in order to focus… on breathing. Just when I thought I might be calming down, Asa lowered his head until his mouth was close enough to my ear that I felt his breath.

“You okay?” he asked, causing me to shiver.

I nodded. “Yeah,” I whispered back.

“It’s not cold out here,” he replied, and it took me a moment to realize he was referring to my shiver.

“I know,” I said simply.

He barely pressed his face against the side of my head, and then his fingers caressed my arm. I trembled a little this time. Dangit.

A low, deep chuckle vibrated in his chest. “Just checking,” he told me.

“Checking what?” I asked breathlessly. I couldn’t help it. I wanted to turn around and go back to what we had been doing before Nash interrupted.

“To see if it was me that made you shiver,” he replied.

I inhaled deeply, then managed an “Oh,” but that was all I could say.

He continued to run his fingertips over my bare arm, and each touch felt like a tiny jolt of electricity. Was this normal?

“You keep making those little sounds, and we are going to piss off everyone else by driving out of here in the middle of the movie.” His voice was low and deep.

I hadn’t realized I was making any noises. My face flushed hot from embarrassment.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, closing my eyes tightly. I had to get a grip on myself.

Asa’s hands went to my waist then, and he turned me around until he could see my face. My chest was halfway pressing against his, and my legs were now lying over his straightened-out left leg. I didn’t want to look up at him because I was sure even in the dark he could see my red face. He slid a finger under my chin and tilted my head back until I had no choice but to meet his gaze.

“Why are you sorry? For making me crazy? Because I’m not sorry. I’m enjoying every damn minute of it.”

My eyes widened, and he muttered something under his breath that sounded like several curse words before his lips were on mine again. One of my hands slipped up into his hair, and the other held on to his muscular arm as I let myself get lost again in the pleasure. Kissing Asa Griffith should come with a warning. It was addictive. It would cause girls to lose all caution and crave more. Even if I had been warned how amazing he was at this, I would have still done it. I don’t think a warning would have helped me.

Asa shifted his body and moved me down onto a pillow beside us, and then he was over me, continuing to kiss me. One of his hands roamed until it grabbed my left thigh and held on to it while the other one was holding his body up over mine. We weren’t pressed against each other, although the idea of that sounded wonderful.

I bent my knee up and slid an arm around his back and brazenly tried to pull him down closer to me. He eased down some but not enough. His arm was all that was holding him now, and if he’d shifted to the right a little more, I would’ve had all of him. He smelled amazing. I couldn’t get close enough. I wanted to smell him on me long after he had taken me home.

With one more effort I widened my legs and moved my right one until he was now between them, and his body was right there on top of me. Fully. I slid both my arms around his back, and my hands caressed the tight muscles under his shirt.

“Fuck,” Asa whispered as he broke the kiss. He rested his head in the curve of my neck, and his breathing was hard and fast. I stilled my exploration of his back and waited. My head was a foggy mess. I didn’t want him to stop what he was doing. “This. You. God, Ezmita, you feel incredible.”

Relieved that it wasn’t something I had done to make him stop, I bit back a smile.

“Too fucking good. Which means I need to stop this and get off of you now,” he continued, but he made no move to get off of me. My hands fisted in his shirt before I could stop them. What was I planning to do? Hold him here?

He groaned and still didn’t move. Trying to get him to continue what he had been doing, I wiggled beneath him. He was off me immediately then. My hold on him hadn’t been tight enough. He was looking straight ahead at the movie, and his chest was rising and falling so fast, he appeared to be struggling to get his breath. I knew that feeling.

I sat up slowly and leaned back against the cab of the truck. Beside him but not touching. I, too, stared straight ahead. He said nothing, so neither did I. The longer we sat there like that, I began to wonder if I had made a mistake. Did I do something wrong? I replayed the events in my head. Maybe I had been a little too needy. Had that freaked him out?

His hand covered mine and I turned to look at him. He was still staring straight ahead, and he linked his fingers with mine and held my hand. No words were spoken. We sat there like that for the rest of the movie. Not speaking. Not looking at each other but holding hands.

When the credits finally rolled, I wasn’t sure what to think. Had this been a good date? The first part had been epic for me, but Asa had been on a million dates. Had this one ranked in his top ten? Or had the silent treatment meant it was a disappointment? I hated this second-guessing myself. I wished I was brave enough to just ask him. I was too afraid of the truth to do something like that, though. I didn’t want to know how badly I had messed up.

His hand let mine go and he looked over at me. “Good movie,” he said simply, then grinned. I tried to smile back at him, but my attempt wasn’t great.

“Yeah,” I lied.

He sighed then and closed his eyes while resting his head on the back of the cab. “Are you okay?” he asked with his eyes still closed.

“Yes,” I replied, not sure what he meant by that exactly.

“You understand why I had to stop, right?” he asked, then turned his head to look at me.

Lying would make this less painful, but I didn’t want to lie. I wanted to understand. “No,” I replied.

He looked pained. As if telling me this was going to be hard. I immediately regretted asking for an explanation. Being in the dark was possibly better than being hurt. “We can’t… do this,” he said. “I don’t do relationships and you’re a relationship girl. You’re perfect and I’m not. I leave soon for Mississippi and you go to California. Getting into something with you right now can’t work. Even if I could do an exclusive thing. Which I can’t. I tried once. I suck at it. She would tell you the same thing. I don’t have the correct outlook on relationships.”

I wasn’t going to California, but he assumed I was from our conversation that night on the bridge. I could have corrected him here and let him know that I was a psycho headed to Mississippi too because I had a crush on him the size of Mount Rushmore. Telling him this would do no good. Lead to nothing. He didn’t want to be exclusive. He thought I would require that. I wanted it. The idea of him being with other girls was hard to think about. I wasn’t interested in other guys. Just him. It had always been him.

However, if all I could get was part of him, I would take it. That sounded pathetic, but I didn’t want to lose him before I’d even gotten him. I opened my mouth to say something I would probably regret soon enough. “I don’t want exclusive, Asa. I’m not asking for that.”

He studied me a moment. He was trying to decide if I was lying or not. I held my poker face well.

“Okay. So what does that mean exactly?” he asked me.

It meant I had no freaking idea. It meant I would be whatever he wanted me to be as long as I could spend time with him. I wasn’t weak, yet the way I felt about him made me feel weak. I didn’t like that and wished I was stronger. “I want to spend time with you this summer but nothing more. No commitments. I leave for college soon too.” Lie lie lie lie. Ugh. Who was this girl speaking for me?

He frowned. He said nothing. I waited. I was close to begging, but I had to draw the line at some point. I couldn’t stoop that low. I had some pride.

“Let me clarify. You’re saying you want to hang out some this summer but nothing serious. No strings.”

I swallowed hard and nodded. The way he said it made it sound better. There was that.

He grinned then and sat up straight. “Okay then. If you can do that, I’m good with it. I just didn’t want you getting hurt. I’ve hurt plenty of girls, and I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt you.”

Oh, I was going to get hurt, Asa Griffith. There was no way around that. I returned his smile and hoped I was wrong.




JULY 4, 2020 She Was Different from All the Others CHAPTER 21

ASA

The smell of burgers grilling, tanning oil, and vapes filled the air. This would probably be the last July Fourth I spent out here at the lake. Most of the group was here. A few had left town, but the majority had made it for today. I glanced over at Bexley lying out in a tiny bikini beside Tallulah.

I’d invited her two days ago. Last night’s date with Ezmita had messed with my head. It was a lucky thing I’d already invited Bexley to keep me from bringing Ezmita. Because I would have. I wanted to be around her all the damn time. I was going to have to check that. Leading her to believe we were a thing was bad. I would not do that to her. I didn’t have a good model for a healthy relationship in my life. My parents made sure that I was completely screwed up where that was concerned. Something in me didn’t work right when it came to falling in love or even caring deeply. I shouldn’t have agreed last night to the casual thing that I had. But damned if I had the willpower to just end it with her, especially after I’d gotten a taste of being with her. Not just the kissing, either. Although that was the hottest damn kissing I’d ever experienced. Which meant sex would be mind-blowing, and I did not need to go there. Change of thought, Asa. Burgers. I’d think about burgers.

“So, playah, you were sucking off Ezmita’s face last night and with Bexley today. Classy,” Nash remarked when he glanced back at me from the small Coleman grill he had brought to cook the food.

“Shut up,” I replied. I wasn’t getting into this with him.

He shrugged. “Just fair warning—Tallulah will be nice to Bexley, but she may not speak to you. She’s a fan of Ezmita.”

I rolled my eyes and held out the plate for Nash to pile the burgers on. “Not her business.”

He chuckled. “You don’t get females.”

I got them just fine. They were nosy as hell. Except Ezmita. She was different from all the others, which was another reason my not being with her two days in a row was a good thing. I was saving her from future pain.

“Ezmita knows the situation. She agrees. She wants nothing serious. We’re casually dating this summer. No strings.” I wasn’t sure if I was explaining this to Nash or reminding myself. Either way, I said it.

He nodded slowly as he flipped the burgers. “Okay. So, when she dates other guys, you’ll be fine with that?”

Fuck no. I inhaled sharply. Yes. I would be fine with that. I just doubted Ezmita was going to go out and date. If she did, I’d be okay. “Sure,” I replied.

Nash laughed loudly and I glared at his back. Bastard. “I really hope I don’t miss this.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

He shrugged. “Sorry, bro, I’m in a committed relationship.”

I set the plate down on the foldout table beside him. I wasn’t standing here and listening to his shit anymore. I started to head toward Bexley and changed my mind. I went over to the tree with the rope swing. I was going to fucking swim. It was July Fourth. I would enjoy today, dammit.

Three hours later no one had mentioned Ezmita. I’d eaten three burgers. Gotten sunburned on my shoulders and avoided kissing Bexley, even though she had tried to lean in more than once. I was fucking exhausted.

I loaded up my things and went to get Bexley’s stuff. I needed to try harder to distance myself from thoughts of Ezmita. It wasn’t being casual if she was on my mind when I was with other girls. Bexley walked toward the truck in a pair of cutoff blue-jean shorts that barely covered her ass. Although they did cover more than her bikini bottoms. Everyone here had gotten a look at her butt. There had been nothing covering it. She had an excellent butt.

I closed the truck door and leaned back against it and watched her. She knew I was watching, and she added a swing to her hips. Bex was the kind of girl who got casual dating. She was all fun and games. I liked that about her.

When she got to the truck, she stopped in front of me and placed a hand on her bare hip. Her lips slightly puckered. I reached out and grabbed her waist with my left hand to pull her to me. Bexley came willingly and took over. I let her and focused on kissing her. No other thoughts. Her left hand tangled in my hair while her right hand went to my hip and lowered slowly. I knew where she was headed, and I knew what that would lead to. Maybe I needed it. Having sex with Bex would get my thoughts off Ezmita. It wouldn’t be our first time. Bex had climbed into the back of my truck on our first date.

“Get in the truck,” I told her, determined to get my head back on straight.

She gave me a wicked grin and climbed inside. I closed the door behind her, then went and got in the driver’s side. I knew where we were going and it wasn’t far away. Bexley didn’t bother buckling up but slid closer to me, then reached for the zipper on my shorts.

“You’ve been so preoccupied today, I thought I’d done something wrong,” she said, then lowered her head to my lap. I focused on the dirt road until I was safely out of distance from the lake before turning into a clearing where I could park the truck before I fucking wrecked it.

“I’m not preoccupied now,” I said, leaning my seat back and closing my eyes. This was gonna clear my head.



After I dropped Bexley at her house and gave her one last kiss, I headed to Nash’s. I didn’t go out of my way to drive by Ezmita’s. I felt too fucking dirty to chance seeing her. I was slime. Sure, Bex had started it, but I’d let her finish it. I wasn’t going to be able to call her again. Looking her in the eyes after the way I’d used her today would just remind me how unworthy I was to even look at a girl like Ezmita Ramos.

Nash’s vehicle was in the drive when I pulled in, and the lights were off in the apartment except for the glow of the television. There was a good chance Tallulah was up there with him, and I wasn’t about to walk in on that. I rolled down the windows of my truck and turned off the engine. Sitting out here with my thoughts was fitting. Someone needed to beat me up. I’d do it to myself. I was scum of the earth. I should have my ass kicked.

My truck no longer held the lingering scent of Ezmita. Instead it smelled like sex. My stomach turned, and I wished like hell I wasn’t so fucked up. Was I going to become my father? God, I hoped not. I wouldn’t. It would be impossible because I wasn’t going to get close enough to a female to love her. I doubted my dad had ever loved my mother, but just to be safe, I wasn’t going to love at all. And fuck commitment and marriage. Not for me. I’d seen the worst of it, and I wanted no part of that life.

I stared up at the window above the garage and wondered why I ever thought having a relationship like Nash had with Tallulah was something I wanted. I was an idiot to ever go in that direction.




JULY 10, 2020 Asa Is a Player—Everyone Knows That CHAPTER 22

EZMITA

I’d stopped checking my phone to see if I’d missed a call or text, even when there had been no sound coming from it by Wednesday night. Accepting that Asa was not going to call me was unavoidable. I’d held out hope until then, thinking he might be busy. I had honestly expected him to call the very next day after our date, but he hadn’t. I’d spent July Fourth eating tacos and watching movies at my house with my siblings. I told myself over and over that this was good quality time with them before I left. It didn’t help my mood.

I’d gone through several moods over the past week. Anger had been yesterday, and today I was just numb. Whatever. I was a silly girl who thought more of a date than she should have.

The bell over the door jingled, and I lifted my gaze to see Brett walking inside. I hadn’t seen him since he left my house angry. If he was here to get his movies, the boys were going to be disappointed. They had become fans.

“Hey,” I said, giving him a smile I didn’t feel. If he was here to be mean, I wasn’t in the mood.

“Hey,” he replied, and stopped on the other side of the counter. “How’ve you been?”

I shrugged. I hadn’t been good, and I wasn’t going to lie. A shrug would do.

He gave a small nod as if he expected as much. “Yeah, I heard about the July Fourth party and Asa being with that redhead again. Figured you might be hurt,” he said.

I was hurt, but now I was in severe pain. I hadn’t known he was with someone else. Masking that was difficult, but I would not show that to Brett of all people. I managed another nod. Why had he come in here? Why? I was doing fine. Now I was gutted. Ugh.

“Sorry, Ezi.” He sounded sincere. I would’ve appreciated that if I didn’t want to curl up in a ball and cry. Maybe after I cried, I could appreciate his sympathy. Why wasn’t he gloating? He had every right to gloat.

“No need to be sorry,” I said with a smile. “Asa is a player—everyone knows that.” I tried to sound blasé. I doubted it was working.

Brett didn’t seem to buy it either. I’d spent too much time with him. He wasn’t fooled by my fakeness.

“Go to a movie with me tonight,” he said.

I shook my head no. I had plans with self-pity tonight, and I wasn’t about to use him to make me feel better.

“As friends. Come on, Ezi. We can be friends. You need one right now,” he urged, and his gentle voice made my eyes prickle with unshed tears. Dangit. I did not want to cry in front of him. “I miss you. You can cry on my shoulder all you want. I’ll listen.”

Why? Why did I have to like the boy who wanted no commitment, and the guy who was sweet and liked me wasn’t the one I wanted? Was this a disease that all teenage girls suffered from? Would we outgrow this?

“Please, Ezi,” he said. “I’ll take you to eat greasy pizza and not complain once.”

I smiled then. My chest still hurt like a sledgehammer had just made contact, but I smiled. He was right. I did need a friend. Staying in this house wasn’t helping. Standing behind this counter and watching for Asa’s truck wasn’t helping either.

“Okay,” I agreed. “Thank you.”

He gave me his bright white smile. Perfect teeth, smooth shaved skin, styled hair, and all-American good looks made him nice to look at. He could date any single girl in this town, but he wanted to take me out as friends. I was so dumb.

If only admitting my stupidity made me want Asa less.



The rest of the day went by slowly, and when I told Momma that I was going to dinner and a movie with Brett, she frowned. She preferred Asa. Well, so did I, Momma, but that did us no good.

Brett arrived ten minutes early and he brought flowers. Yellow roses because he said they were a symbol of friendship. Momma appeared pleased and gave me a vase to put them in. Her date-night lecture was skipped tonight, and I wondered if she had noticed my mood this week. Maybe this was her easing up on me because she knew I had been hurt.

“You’re picking the movie,” Brett said. “Look up what’s showing.” The only place we could see a movie was the drive-in, thanks to Covid. I wasn’t ready to go back there. I didn’t want to tell Brett that, though. I needed to face it, suffer through it, and move on.

“Okay,” I agreed, and pulled up the website on my phone.

“Screen one is showing Elf and then Christmas Vacation,” I told him.

“Ah, the Christmas in July thing. I forgot about that. I hate when they do that. Who wants to watch Christmas movies in freaking July?”

I agreed with him. Not the season for it. “Screen two is showing Carrie, then Dawn of the Dead,” I told him. I hated scary movies, but it was better than romance. I was not in the mood for romance.

He glanced at me. “You good with a horror flick?”

I nodded. “Sure. Might be just what I need.”

He gave me a crooked grin. “Want to get the greasy pizza to go and eat it at the picnic tables at the drive-in? We can get a good parking spot in case we need to leave before it’s over.”

“You mean in case I chicken out?” I asked.

He shrugged. “That too.”

“Good idea,” I agreed.

Brett laughed and I wished I felt like laughing.

We left to go get the pizza, and then we headed to the drive-in. Things were going good. I was slightly distracted from the ache in my chest. Being back at the drive-in a week later with Brett was not what I had imagined last weekend. I’d thought the rest of my summer would include just Asa. Sure, I’d told him nothing serious, but I didn’t actually mean I was going to date around. I had said that so that he had the freedom to do it.

And he had done it. The very next day and not called me once. All week. Technically I had no reason to be upset with him. He made it very clear what we were. He hadn’t done anything for me to hold against him. I just wished he’d have called. Or texted. Anything.

“Jock squad at three o’clock,” Brett muttered under his breath, and I turned to see what he was talking about before it registered. Nash, Tallulah, Ryker, and Aurora were all headed in this direction. The refreshments were behind us, so there was a good chance they were going to get food. Tallulah smiled brightly at me and waved. Now they were in fact headed in our direction.

“You good?” he asked quietly.

“Sure,” I said. It wasn’t like Asa was with them. He was probably out with the redhead. My stomach soured at that thought. No, he wouldn’t be with her again. He would be with someone else. God forbid he date the same girl that close together.

“Hey, y’all,” Tallulah said.

“Hey,” I replied, returning her friendly smile.

“Brett,” Nash said, seeming amused.

“Nash,” he replied with a nod.

“Are y’all doing the Christmas screen or the horror one?” Tallulah asked.

“Horror,” I told her.

She shivered. “You are braver than me!”

“Not so sure about that,” I told her. “We may not make it through the first movie.”

“There are always other things to do,” Nash suggested, and Tallulah jabbed him with her elbow.

“It was good to see you,” Tallulah said, still smiling. “Y’all have fun.”

“You too,” I said.

They started to walk off, but Ryker stopped beside me. “Solid move. I underestimated you,” he said, then walked away with the rest of them.

I had no idea what he meant, and from the frown on Brett’s face, neither did he.

“Weird,” he said when Ryker was far enough away.

I nodded in agreement.




JULY 11, 2020 Well, If It Isn’t Asa Griffith CHAPTER 23

ASA

“You going for a run?” Nash asked as he walked into the apartment to find me lacing up my shoes.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“Huh,” he said, and although it was a single word, I knew Nash well enough to know it meant more. He wanted to say something more.

“What?” I asked, annoyed.

“Nothing,” he said with a shrug as he plopped down on the sofa, looking smug. I wanted to run. Burn off steam. I was fighting the urge to call Ezmita, and I had made it this long—I had to be strong.

“You look like you want to say something to me. Please get it out so I can go run.”

He lifted a shoulder, then stretched his arms out on the back of the sofa. “What did you do last night?” he asked.

“Lifted weights, read a book, went to bed,” I responded.

“We went back to the drive-in,” he replied, then grinned. “Missed you there, but we did see Ezmita again. She was doing good.”

Motherfucker. He was baiting me. I should have left when he started smirking. “Who with?” I asked.

“I was with Tallulah, of course.”

“Not you! You fucking know what I’m asking you.”

“Ah yes, Ezmita. She was there with Brett. They were going to see Carrie,” he said, then waggled his eyebrows up and down to insinuate they weren’t there to watch a movie.

She had gone out with Brett again. To the drive-in. Okay. She could do that. We had talked about not being exclusive, and she’d agreed she was fine with that. So she was fine with it. My going out with Bexley hadn’t been a bad thing. My having sex with Bexley when Ezmita had… She wouldn’t have sex with Brett. She wasn’t like that. Or was she? How did I know? She hadn’t been the one to stop us last week. I had done that. She had been trying to get me on top of her and between her legs. She’d wiggled her hips around and gotten me so damn hard, I’d been in pain for hours. Shit.

Okay. No reason to get worked up. I hadn’t called her all week. She was free to date whoever. But Brett… she sure saw him a lot.

I didn’t say anything more to Nash. I headed for the door.

“They were real cozy eating pizza at the picnic table. Sitting close. He may have licked some sauce from her lips.” I slammed the door, closing out Nash’s voice. He was enjoying this too much.

The stretch between Nash’s and the Quick Stop seemed too damn long. I ran hard and focused on working through my jealous anger I had no right to have. I was a douchebag. I hadn’t called her all damn week. Not even texted. I had been doing it for her, thinking she needed distance from me. Worried I was going to hurt her. She’d been carrying on with her life. Dating Brett and not worrying about me. I was an arrogant douchebag.

Ezmita was gorgeous. She smelled like vanilla and honeysuckle. She tasted smooth and sweet. Why the fuck was I thinking I was going to hurt her? It wasn’t like she had to sit at home and wait for me to call her. She wasn’t professing her love to me. We had gone out. We had kissed and it had been fucking incredible. I was going to ask her out again.

The Quick Stop was busy. It was Saturday in the summer. Boats were hitched to backs of trucks and filling up to head to the river. People were buying ice and beer for their coolers. It was the norm this time of year. Going inside now and trying to talk to Ezmita was going to be difficult. She wouldn’t be able to talk.

What did we have to talk about really? I would just go inside, get a drink, and ask her out for tonight. That simple. I’d made no promises on our last date to call. She hadn’t sat home waiting on me either. This was like any other girl. I was making this a bigger issue than it was, simply because when it came to Ezmita, I had feelings I didn’t want to have.

I claimed to be protecting her, but it seemed more like I was protecting myself. Which was fucked up. When had I become that guy? The one who cared too much about a girl. I wasn’t that guy.

Walking up to the store, I waved at a few people who called out my name, but I was focused on going inside. By the time I got to the door to go inside, I was chill. This was easy.

She was behind the counter ringing up a customer and didn’t see me. I made my way to the coolers to grab a bottle of water and took my time in the candy aisle, giving the guy time to pay and leave before picking up a Snickers bar and going to the counter.

Ezmita’s eyes widened when she saw me, and I gave her my best charming smile. She returned my smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Damn. What if I was too late and she’d decided she preferred Brett?

“Hey,” I said as I set the things on the counter.

“Hello,” she replied, and her smile looked a little nervous now.

“What time do you get off work?” I asked, reminding myself not to apologize.

She began ringing up my items and didn’t look at me when she replied. “Four.”

Four was better than I expected. “Can I pick you up at six? I’ve missed you.” That sounded smooth. As if it was equally her fault that I hadn’t called her. Technically she could have called or texted me.

“Uh, I can’t.” Her response surprised me. Was she mad at me? Had I been right to assume she expected more from me? “Five thirty-six,” she then added.

“Huh?” I asked, confused.

“Your total, it’s five thirty-six,” she replied with a smile.

She wasn’t going to give me an explanation as to why she couldn’t go tonight. I shouldn’t push. Just accept it, pay, and leave, but fuck that. I missed her—and after seeing her, I wanted to see her more. Tonight.

“Can you go later? Too early?” I asked, not moving to pay. There was no one in line behind me. I didn’t need to rush.

“No, it’s just I have plans.”

Oh. Okay. She had plans. “Ah,” I replied, and moved to get the money I kept tucked in my zipped pocket when I ran. “Tomorrow, then?”

She hesitated. I swear I stopped breathing while waiting on her response. “I’m free after two,” she said. Then took my money and handed me back the change.

“I’ll pick you up at two,” I told her. “Wear a bathing suit,” I added.

“Okay,” she said, then looked up as the doorbell chimed and someone else entered.

I wanted to ask if she was going out with Brett tonight, but I didn’t do it. I wanted to give her an excuse for not calling, but I didn’t. Instead I winked and took my things. “See you then.”

I didn’t wait for her response. Nova Cox was walking in my direction dressed in tiny shorts and a halter top. She was stunning as always. She was also not someone I wanted to see right now. “Well, if it isn’t Asa Griffith. Haven’t seen you in forever. I’m thinking I missed you,” she drawled.

“Good to see you, Nova,” I replied. “I gotta run.” I kept walking on past her.

“Rude, Asa,” she said as I reached the door.

I turned around and flashed her a smile. “Sorry, Nova. I literally got to run. I came in for a drink.” I held up the bottle of water and then left. I didn’t look back at Ezmita. I didn’t say she was why I was in here. Nova could be evil if inspired. Any chance she thought I’d blown her off because of Ezmita, I’d have given Ezmita an enemy she didn’t deserve.

I broke into a jog and tried like hell not to think about Ezmita’s plans tonight.




I Was Turned Down Over a Book CHAPTER 24

EZMITA

I had reread the same page three times, and I still didn’t know what was happening. I had no focus. My big plans for the night had been to lock myself in my room and read. I wasn’t being very successful.

Until Asa had come into the store today and asked me out like I was just supposed to be willing and available at a moment’s notice, I hadn’t thought about what I was going to do tonight. It was a Saturday night, after all. Brett had asked me to come over and watch television, but I had declined. I didn’t need to start that up again. If we were going to be friends, then being together all the time sent the wrong message.

I gave up on the book and laid it on the bed beside me, then rolled over onto my back to stare at the ceiling. I didn’t want to be here. I wanted to be with Asa. As stupid as that desire happened to be, because after tomorrow I may not hear from him for another week or two. The last time we went on a date, he went silent. I should prepare for that to happen again.

My phone dinged, alerting me of a text message. I rarely ever got those. I picked it up and stared at the screen. It was Asa. He was texting me. Was he cancelling already for tomorrow? Did he get a better option later today and change his mind? The girl who had come inside the store today had been gorgeous and seemed into him. Maybe he caught up with her later. My stomach felt sick and I hated this feeling.

Opening the text message, I read it, then reread it.

How’s your evening going?

How was my evening going? Was he serious? He hadn’t texted me after we’d made out in the bed of his truck, but he comes in today, remembers I’m alive, and now he texts me. I should ignore it for a while. Text him in a few hours. Make him wait.

Who was I kidding? I wasn’t good at playing games. I’d never played games. Asa Griffith wasn’t going to get me to start playing them.

Fine. Thank you. How is your evening going? I sent the text and dropped the phone on the bed, then stood up. I was not going to lie there and wait for him to text back. That was—ding.

I stared down at my phone. He had already texted back. I reached down and picked it up.

Could be better. Wish you were here.

Oh. Okay, so he was flirting. I did not understand him, but I wasn’t going to be able to ignore him either.

What are you doing? I asked, feeling brave with the security of texting instead of talking.

Madden. Nash sucks, he replied almost immediately. So, he wasn’t out with the gorgeous girl from today or the redhead. He was at Nash’s apartment. I was relieved, and I could admit that the knot in my stomach instantly eased.

If you’re texting me, he must be bad. This was nice. Much better than reading. I sat down on the bed and crossed my legs.

What are you doing? he asked, and I looked around my room, wondering if admitting I’d turned him down for a book was a good idea. I hated to lie. I didn’t want to play games and that was playing games.

Reading. There, I admitted it. His ego would survive.

There was a long pause. After three minutes, I began to think he wasn’t going to text me back. Had I made him mad? Then the phone dinged. I let out a sigh of relief.

I was turned down over a book. Damn. That stings.

Not as bad as his going out with the redhead the day after our date, but I wouldn’t point that out. It wasn’t fair. He’d stressed this wasn’t exclusive.

It’s Hemingway if that makes you feel better. And I was clueless as to what it was about.

Five minutes went by and he didn’t respond. I forced myself to put the phone down. I could go watch television or something. Not sit here and wait. I could paint my nails or do a face mask.

Ding.

Meet me outside in five minutes.

Not what I had expected.

What about Hemingway? I replied. I didn’t need to do this. I had been so proud of myself when I hadn’t jumped at getting to go out with him tonight. Now here I was about to mess that up by seeing him anyway.

Please was his next text.

Closing my eyes, I sighed. I wasn’t going to be able to say no. My parents were already in bed, and so were my little brothers. I could pay off my sisters to be quiet.

Okay, I finally sent back.

I was weak when it came to Asa Griffith. Before I had gotten to know him, it was who I thought he was that I was fascinated with, but now that I knew him, I wanted to be around him. I liked having him smile at me. The way he smelled and the sound of his laugh. Asa was all I’d hoped for and more.

Deep down I wanted him to feel the same, but hoping for that would be a disaster. The pain I’d felt all week seemed minimal now. I was fine. This was fine. I could do this.

I stood up and slid on a pair of cutoff jeans that I’d discarded earlier. Glancing down at the top I had on, I decided to leave it. I had never worn it in public. It was too revealing. I slept in it. Tonight, I was being brave. I was showing him I could be as sexy as the girl today or the redhead he liked so much. Slipping on my sandals, I headed downstairs and out the back door without seeing either of my sisters. Checking to make sure the key was in its hiding place, I shut the door and locked it behind me.

The lights from Asa’s truck dimmed as he pulled into the parking lot. I hurried over to the truck before he could get out. We had to go elsewhere in case my momma woke up and looked outside. Opening the truck door, I climbed inside.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” he replied, and then the door closed behind me and it was too dark to see his face clearly.

“Do you always dress like that for Hemingway?” he asked as he pulled out onto the road.

“Yep,” I replied. “I dress this way for all the great literary geniuses.”

“Damn,” he muttered.

Smiling, I was pleased with myself. I hadn’t been awkward. The darkness gave me courage, I realized.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

He glanced at me, then back at the road. “I hadn’t planned that far. I just wanted to see you. Didn’t think past that.”

My smile grew and the butterflies in my stomach erupted. He wanted to see me. I’d been here all week, but I didn’t ruin the moment by pointing that out.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Not really,” I replied.

“Too late for the movies,” he said.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Nash went to Tallulah’s. We could watch a movie at the apartment,” he suggested.

“Okay,” I agreed. I liked that idea a lot. Being alone with him sounded wonderful.

He chuckled then and shook his head.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he replied.

I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t push it. I was in his truck. If I got caught, my parents would lose their minds. But this was all worth it.




You Like Horror? CHAPTER 25

ASA

Was she wearing a bra? I was trying not to study her too closely on our way up to Nash’s apartment. The truck had been too dark for me to tell. I didn’t think she could wear a bra with that top, but I wasn’t sure.

I unlocked the door to Nash’s apartment and stepped back so she could go inside. “You hungry? There’s ice cream in the freezer unless Nash ate it all. Good chance there are cookies or some baked stuff Tallulah’s mom sent over.”

“Ice cream and cookies sound good,” Ezmita responded.

Hopefully there was still ice cream. I headed for the kitchen and sure enough, more cookies were on the table on a covered platter. Those arrived several times a week. Tallulah’s mom was a saint. “There’s the cookies,” I told her, pointing at the table. “Check those out. I’m sure there are several different kinds. I’ll see if the ice cream survived Nash.”

Opening the freezer, I chanced a peek at her again and I was almost positive there was no bra. The shirt was black, so it was hard to tell even in the light.

“Oh! These are chocolate with vanilla drizzle!” Ezmita exclaimed happily.

“And there is half a gallon of chocolate cookie dough ice cream. We got lucky,” I said, pulling the container from the fridge. When I turned back to Ezmita, she was taking a bite of cookie. She saw me looking and grinned. Damn, she was cute.

I grabbed two spoons and a paper plate. “Here, fill it up. I’ll eat whichever ones you choose,” I told her. She took the plate and carefully chose two of each kind. There were three different cookies.

“Is this enough?” she asked.

“Depends on how many you’re eating,” I said, then smirked.

She grabbed one more of the chocolate ones. “Okay, there. We should be good.”

I headed toward the sofa and grabbed the remote control before sitting down. Ezmita put the cookies on the coffee table in front of us, then sat down beside me. Not as close as I wanted her but close enough for now. I’d adjust that after we ate.

“You like horror?” I asked her, knowing she’d seen a horror film with Brett last night.

She scrunched her nose. “Not really.”

That was interesting. I wondered why she’d seen one last night.

“Comedy?” I asked.

She nodded then. “Yeah, comedy is good.”

I handed her a spoon, then placed the container of ice cream on my knee. She stared at the spoon and then at me before she laughed. “We are going to eat it out of the carton?”

“Sure,” I said, not mentioning the bowls were all dirty. Besides, this made her move closer to me so she could get her ice cream.

I found an Adam Sandler movie and clicked it. I really didn’t care what we watched. I wasn’t here for the movie. I reached for a cookie and leaned back on the sofa to eat it as the movie started.

Ezmita was finishing her bite of ice cream as she studied the screen. I glanced down.… Nope, she wasn’t wearing a bra. Thank you, ice cream.

“Why did you watch Carrie last night if you aren’t into horror films?” I asked her bluntly.

She didn’t look surprised that I knew about her date with Brett. She lifted her left shoulder in a small shrug. “The only other option this weekend was Christmas movies. They do that Christmas in July every year on one of the screens. It’s annoying.”

She didn’t mention Brett. “Did you get scared?” I asked her, not liking the idea of her snuggled up to Brett. I had no right to care, but fuck it, I did.

“I didn’t sleep great,” she admitted with a scrunch of her nose. She placed her spoon on the plate beside the cookies. “I can’t eat anymore.”

“I’ll go put it away. I’m done too,” I told her, then stood and went to put the rest of the ice cream back in the freezer. She wasn’t bringing up Brett, so I wouldn’t ask. I didn’t need to know how close they got at the drive-in. Probably best I didn’t know.

She was leaning back on the sofa, her feet bare, legs bent and tucked beside her. She was leaning slightly toward where I was sitting. Good. She wanted to get close too.

I turned off the light and grabbed a throw from the beanbag. Sinking back down onto the sofa, I threw it over both of us. It was warm outside, but the air conditioner had things nice and cool inside. Ezmita laughed then, and I looked at her face to see she was watching the television.

She caught me watching her and grinned. “I haven’t seen this in forever,” she said. “I forgot how funny he is.”

Sandler’s earlier stuff was hilarious, but that wasn’t the mood I was going for. Damn, I should have put on a horror film and not asked. My interest in her date with Brett had messed that up. I put my arm on the back of the sofa behind her, and she leaned into me without missing a beat. That was easy enough.

Her scent was right there under my nose, making me crazy.

“What time do I need to have you home?” I asked her.

“Um, well, I don’t know. Since I snuck out, I guess there isn’t an actual curfew.”

I didn’t want her in trouble, but the idea of getting to keep her as long as I wanted was tempting. “Do your parents check on you at night?”

She shook her head. “No. They sleep hard. Get up early.”

Good.

I tangled my fingers in her hair and played with the silky locks while pretending to give a shit about the movie in front of me. The more I played with her hair, the more she settled in closer to me. I was content like this. Sure, laying her back on the sofa and kissing her sounded pretty damn good too.

She laid her head on my shoulder, and her hand rested on my thigh. I tried not to think about the location of her hand while I mentally calmed myself. My hand, however, had a mind of its own. I moved my hand from her hair and slid it down to trace my fingers along her collarbone and exposed neck. Her soft skin felt like silk. She shivered then and goose bumps covered her arms. I pretended not to notice and let my caress slowly move down a little more each time until I was dangerously close to the top of her breast. I stopped there and so did her breathing. The rise and fall of her chest became more erratic.

Enjoying the way her body reacted to my touch, I shifted my attention to her bare arm, letting the back of my hand brush past the side of her boob. Each time I went by slower until both of us were breathing quick and heavy.

Kissing Ezmita was becoming more and more of a need, not just a desire. She shifted slightly, but it was enough so that my hand brushed more than the side of her breast. It had been a purposeful move on her part. I stilled for a brief moment, then began to give the attention to her left breast instead of her arm.

“Oh,” she breathed out in a whisper, and I took that as a sign that it was okay for me to continue. I didn’t need to think about this. I knew what I wanted to do. Ezmita wasn’t just another girl. Doing more with her would change things and I might regret it later, but right now I couldn’t think of one reason why.

“Come here.” My voice was husky. She looked up at me as I reached for her waist and directed her to my lap.

She followed my lead and straddled my lap. “Like this?” she asked, sounding unsure.

I reached up and took her face in my hands, then brought her mouth to mine. She sank down onto me and put her hands on my shoulders. Her mouth moved over mine and opened immediately. My pulse felt like a hot rush coursing through my body. This was the only girl who could make me crazy with just a kiss.




You Don’t Know Me That Well CHAPTER 26

EZMITA

His hands left my face and I felt them on my thighs. They slid up the backs of my legs until his fingertips were just inside the bottom of my shorts. I was going to hyperventilate. His right hand left my thigh to slide up the back of my shirt, and then he pressed me closer to him.

All he needed to do was ask. I’d gladly get as close to him as possible. He smelled wonderful, and his body was so warm and hard. I was relaxing my hold on his shoulder when his hand began to slowly move from my back to my side to… oh no, I wasn’t going to be able to breathe. Here was where I would embarrass myself by passing out from lack of oxygen.

When his hand covered my breast, shots of pleasure went through my body in several different areas. I had stopped kissing him, and I was frozen praying I didn’t do something stupid. His mouth moved to my ear. “Is this okay?” he asked.

I wanted to say yes, but speaking wasn’t happening. I simply nodded my head. Then his other hand was moving up my shirt, and I closed my eyes tightly and waited. The sensation was doubled. No one had ever touched me underneath my clothing. This was new, and I now understood why girls let guys do it.

His mouth found mine again, and his kiss was more aggressive. I returned the excitement with my own, and my hands reached up and fisted into his hair. If I could get closer, I would. I wanted all of me to touch all of him. Desire, need, all kinds of crazy things were swirling inside me. Then I wiggled my hips needing to squirm… and oh! I stopped. He inhaled sharply. His hands squeezed my breast in response but not so badly it hurt.

“Ezmita,” he breathed.

I didn’t say anything. I wanted to squirm again. That felt… that felt… I had no words for how that felt. I started to shift my hips again, and then his hands were gone from under my shirt and I was being moved back. He didn’t move me off his lap, just back enough.

“Look at me, Ezmita.” His voice was so thick and hoarse that there was no question he had been as affected by this as I was. I lifted my gaze to meet his. “Have you ever had sex?”

Not what I was expecting him to say or ask. I shook my head no.

He sighed heavily and closed his eyes for a moment before opening them and looking at me again. “I didn’t think so.” He sounded more let down over that than I thought he would. I was a virgin… to most things, really… but it didn’t mean I wanted to stay that way forever. For instance, this I liked very much and if sex was better than this, I was very interested.

“We have to stop,” he said as if the idea broke his heart. I was glad because I was pretty sure it crushed mine.

“Why?” I asked.

He ran a finger along my jawline. “The truth?”

I nodded. Of course—why would I want a lie?

“I’m not sure I can stop if we keep that up,” he said.

“You mean we would have sex?” I asked for clarification.

He chuckled softly and gave me a crooked grin. “I can’t think of anything I want more than to get you naked right now.”

Wow. I said nothing. I was sure my face was bright red not from embarrassment but from the heat that his description caused. The image in my head made me start to tingle again.

His hand threaded through my hair. “I like you too much for that.”

I wasn’t sure that made much sense. “You like me too much to have sex with me?”

His lips spread out into a full grin. “Yeah. I do.”

I shook my head and started to say more, but he continued.

“We’ve barely dated. You don’t know me that well. You know my darkest moment, but that’s as deep as we’ve gotten. Me taking your virginity on Nash’s sofa isn’t right.”

This was Asa being chivalrous. I got it now. Truth was, did I want my first time to be with a guy who just liked me but didn’t want to date exclusively? No. I didn’t. I couldn’t let how I felt about Asa cloud my judgment. He did not feel the same about me. He was a guy and I was a girl sitting in his lap with shorts on and a halter top with no bra.

I moved off his lap then, slightly aggravated with myself. What had I been thinking? Not the making out—it was time. I enjoyed it. But the fact that if he’d tried to have sex with me, I wasn’t sure I’d have said no. That was concerning.

Neither of us spoke and I realized the movie was over. I needed to say something and reassure him I agreed, but I didn’t have the right words. I was one hundred percent positive if he’d taken my shirt off, I’d have lifted my arms to help him out.

“Ezmita.” His voice broke the silence.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“I didn’t want to stop. And I want to see you again.”

I smiled then and turned my head to look at him. “I believe we have an afternoon date tomorrow,” I reminded him.

“Trust me, I didn’t forget. I’m taking you swimming. If I can’t get you naked, that’s the next best thing.”

I laughed and the heaviness in my chest lifted. I hadn’t ruined anything. I still got to see Asa again. Maybe this time it wouldn’t be weeks before he called back.

The doorknob rattled and then the door opened. Nash came in and paused before flipping on the light. His head turned in our direction. “Can I turn on the light or are y’all naked?” he asked.

“Shut up,” Asa replied.

“I’ll take that as you’re both clothed,” he said, and then the room was flooded with light. I squinted and Asa cursed.

“Ezmita! Damn, I’m glad it’s you.” Nash sounded genuinely happy about the fact I was there.

Confused, I tried to look at Nash, but the light was still bothering my eyes.

“Who else would it be?” Asa shot back at him.

Nash raised one eyebrow. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

“You’re a dick,” Asa said, then stood up and held out his hand to me. I slipped my hand in his and stood. “Ignore him. He likes to cause problems.”

Nash made a sound in his throat that sounded as if he disagreed.

“Let’s go,” Asa told me, then threaded his fingers through mine.

“Good to see you, Ezmita,” Nash called out, and I smiled and gave him a quick wave before following Asa out the door into the night.

We walked back down the stairs and out to Asa’s truck. His silence would’ve worried me, but he was holding my hand so firmly, it eased any concern. When we reached his truck, he stopped and pushed me gently back against the truck before cupping my face in his hands and kissing me again.

I was pleasantly surprised, of course. I wasn’t ready for this thing to end just yet. There was a part of me that feared tomorrow he would cancel and then he’d go silent again. I didn’t want that to happen, but I couldn’t hold on to him if he didn’t want to be with me. Right now I was enjoying the moment and hoping tomorrow did come.




JULY 12, 2020 She Was My Escape CHAPTER 27

ASA

“You going to the field house to work out with us today?” Nash asked as he stretched and ran his hand through his hair.

“No,” I replied, not giving him any more information than he needed.

“Why? Gonna see Ezmita again?” he asked with a smirk.

I saw no reason to deny it. “Yeah. I am.”

“Y’all didn’t have sex on my sofa, did you?” he asked then, not looking amused any longer.

“No. Jesus, Nash.”

A knock on the door interrupted whatever he was about to say. “Yeah?” he called out toward the door. It wasn’t locked. We never locked it. Neither of us saw the need.

The door opened slowly, and then Nash’s mother stuck her head in. “Is everyone dressed?” she asked cautiously.

“Yeah, Mom. Come on in,” he replied. I was really hoping she’d come bearing a plate full of some food. Pancakes would be great. She made some delicious pancakes.

Unfortunately, she was empty-handed. Damn. She seemed concerned and she looked from Nash to me. “Asa, I just got off the phone with your mother. She was checking on you and… she also wanted me to pray for your dad. He tested positive for Covid. He’s not bad, though. He has just lost his sense of taste and smell. She said he has a headache, too. Otherwise he’s fine.”

The only Covid cases in Lawton had been senior citizens in a nursing home. I wasn’t aware of any other cases of Covid among people that I knew. My parents hadn’t bothered to reach out to me once since I arrived back in Lawton. They didn’t call. They didn’t text. Yet, my mom could call Nash’s mom. I wondered what bullshit they’d told Nash’s parents as to why I was staying here. I had no doubt they would make me seem in the wrong. My dad would have weaved a believable lie that made him appear like the good guy. He was a master manipulator.

“Too bad,” I replied, not caring that my father had Covid but needing to say something. “Is he quarantining from my mother?” I asked then. I didn’t care about my dad’s health, but my mother’s was a different story. She didn’t need to be around him.

“She said she had him staying upstairs and she was staying downstairs. She’s leaving him food and drinks at the top of the stairs, and she’s wearing a mask in the house. He was exposed to it at work, so it wasn’t here in Lawton, thank God. Everyone in his office was tested. Three were positive. The rest are having to quarantine. Only one man is seriously ill. He’s in the hospital.”

It would be safer if she stayed somewhere else. Figures my father would make her wait on him while he should be locked up somewhere away from people. It was always about him. How he was affected. His needs. His wants. No one else mattered. I didn’t want to be like him, yet I feared becoming like my father every day. Did he realize how selfish he was? Would I know if I started to act like him?

I didn’t say any of this to Nash’s mother since I didn’t want to give her reason to believe the shit my parents had told her was true. “Thanks for letting me know,” I said instead. I wanted to check on my mom, and with my dad separated from her in the house, there was a good chance she’d answer my calls.

Nash’s mother smiled at me. Nash had great parents. I envied him that. “I’m going to church. They’re having services out on the lawn while the weather is nice. Not sure how long we will get to do this, so I want to go enjoy it while I can. Who knows if that second wave is coming or not,” she said with a wave of her hand. “We will be praying for your dad and everyone who tested positive at his office. I’ll make sure the pastor knows,” she assured me. “I’m making a pot roast and cornbread to leave on their front porch this afternoon. I’ll get the ladies at church to do the same. No need for your momma having to worry about cooking at a time like this.”

They needed to pray for my momma. That was who needed prayers. If there was a God, I doubted he gave a fuck about my father. I didn’t think God would care much for selfish assholes. Again, I didn’t say any of that. I just nodded and forced out a “Thanks.”

I could feel Nash’s eyes on me. He knew enough to know I was lying for his mother’s sake. He didn’t know how bad things had gotten that night. He didn’t know I’d stood on the bridge ready to end it. No one knew the details but Ezmita. That night had been my darkest hour. I’d never felt so helpless and pointless before or after. Would I ever know if Ezmita’s arrival had stopped me from jumping? I could honestly tell myself I wouldn’t have jumped and vice versa. All the years of abuse and pain had led me to that moment, and she had become a part of it without even realizing it.

Nash’s mom told us about the biscuits left warming in the oven and some fresh homemade strawberry jam she had in the fridge. Then she left. When the door closed behind her, I looked at Nash. I didn’t say anything.

“You hoping the fucker dies?” he asked, looking a little bothered by that idea.

I didn’t respond right away. I didn’t know how to answer that. Finally I said, “I just hope he doesn’t get my momma sick.”

Nash sighed then and rubbed his jawline as if thinking about that. “Yeah, me too, bro.”

I glanced at my phone and thought about sending my momma a text. Just to check in on her, but then I remembered she’d called Nash’s mom and hadn’t contacted me. She could have just as easily called me. Calling Nash’s mom was a way of her telling me she didn’t want me around. It hurt. No, it fucking stung like a bitch. She was my momma, dammit. She was supposed to love me. She was supposed to stand beside me no matter what.

“You want to go get some biscuits?” Nash asked, breaking into my thoughts. I didn’t want to think about this anymore. I wanted to go see Ezmita. I wanted to enjoy being around her. I wanted the feeling that came with being near her. She made me forget the shit in my life. I needed her more than I should, but at least I had an escape from the pain. She was my escape. I wasn’t sure how leaving her was going to work out.

“Yeah, I do,” I told Nash, and stood up.

“You okay?” he asked as we headed for the door.

I started to say sure, I was fine, but lying about shit was getting more difficult. I didn’t want to have to lie about my life. My feelings. I’d been forced to do that most of my life. Being away from Lawton had finally given me the freedom to tell the truth. My mother’s family hated my father. It had been easy stating the facts around them.

“I’m not sure, but I’ll be fine later,” I replied. I’d be with Ezmita later and she made everything better. She was more than a distraction. She was sunshine and warmth. She made me glad I didn’t jump off that damn bridge. She was going to be hell to leave behind. I pushed that thought away. Right now, I wasn’t thinking about that. We had a few more weeks. If things didn’t get changed again.

“You should call your mom,” Nash said.

“No, she can call me if she wants to talk. She’s calling your mom, which means she doesn’t want to talk to me.”

Nash sighed. “She’s your mom, though. She’s got to want to talk to you.”

He had no idea what life outside his perfect world was like. “You would think so…,” I replied, and left it at that. I’d never make him understand something I struggled to understand myself.




Maybe She Needs You to Make the First Move CHAPTER 28

EZMITA

The dirt road seemed to lead to nowhere, so when the trees cleared and the lake appeared in front of us, I was surprised. I hadn’t been expecting this. It was as hidden as their field was, where no one was having parties anymore but had once been the spot the locals knew the kids went to. Was this their new place? I understood no one wanting to go to the field after what happened to Hunter there.

“We should have this place to ourselves today. The guys are at the field house, and the girls either went to church with their mommas or they’ve gone shopping in Nashville.”

I’d never been to Nashville. That sounded like an exotic place even though it wasn’t that far from Lawton. “Is everyone always that predictable?” I asked him, intrigued that he knew where they all were.

He laughed then and shrugged. “Hell if I know. Living with Nash keeps me informed.”

Asa had seemed distracted since he picked me up. I wanted to believe it was nothing and I was being sensitive because a part of me had thought he might not even show up today. I had been halfway prepared for him to call and cancel. Worse, to text and cancel. When he hadn’t done either by one o’clock, I felt it was safe enough to put on my bathing suit and outfit for our date.

Asa parked the truck to the left of a large oak tree, then looked at me. “You good?” he asked as if I had been the one acting off on our ride over here.

I nodded. “I’m fine… are you?” I asked him.

I expected him to say he was, but he didn’t say anything at first. He studied me a moment, then sighed heavily and shrugged. “Not sure,” he replied. “My father has Covid. My mom is staying in the house with him. She called and told Nash’s mom, not me.”

Oh. I knew he didn’t care for his father and I didn’t blame him, but his mother not contacting him had to hurt. “Are you worried about her?” I asked him, wanting to tell him to just call her already.

He nodded slowly and looked over my shoulder, appearing lost in his thoughts. “Yeah,” he finally said. “I am.”

I reached over and covered his much larger hand with mine. “Asa, call her. She’s your mother. She won’t hang up on you. Maybe she needs you to make the first move.”

He didn’t move his hand away from mine, but he didn’t say anything either. After several silent moments he lifted my hand and kissed the top of it. “I want today to be about you. I don’t want to think about my parents or any of that shit. I’m sorry I brought it up. Come on. Let’s get out and enjoy the sun.”

I wanted to push him to stop putting things off. He needed to contact his mother. What if she got sick? I didn’t want to believe that she was going to, but there was a very large probability that she could get Covid. He didn’t need to wait. No one knew how each person would react to the disease. I had a third cousin who had tested positive and never had a symptom, but Momma said that the cousin’s father had died from it. In only five days. I barely knew them, but it was reality and terrifying.

I didn’t see how telling Asa this story would help me with things, so I kept my mouth shut. I knew he’d heard similar ones on the news and social media. Covid-19 was a daily topic no matter where you were.

Asa climbed out of the truck and was on his way over to my side when I opened the door. He held out his hand and I slipped mine in his, and then he swung me toward him and grabbed my waist. Our bodies were flush, and my mouth was barely an inch from his. “Hey,” he whispered. “Let’s start this date over.”

I gave a small nod, thinking we still needed to discuss his refusal to call his mom but let it go. “Okay.”

His mouth covered mine then and his taste, scent, and touch made me forget everything, including my name. I wasn’t sure I could say it if someone asked me. Being with Asa made everything seem brighter. It took away the darkness and fear that the everyday world seemed to be eaten up with these days. He made me want to embrace life and inhale it. Enjoy it.

When he let my body slide down his and broke the kiss, I was breathless. He gave me a wicked grin. “I feel a bikini under your clothes. I’m ready to swim now,” he told me.

I laughed, feeling lighter than I had in the truck. I was glad I’d decided on wearing the bikini I ordered online three weeks ago. My other bathing suit was too boring. Nothing like what most teenage girls wore. Using cash I had made from working, I had bought myself a Visa gift card and made the purchase. Catching the package that came in the mail before Momma saw it had been tricky, but I’d managed. I could never wear this in front of my mother. I’d have to wash it and then hide it tonight.

Later, after our date, I’d bring up him calling his momma again. He obviously wanted to forget it all for now and I was okay with that. Everyone needed a break. I didn’t know how many more dates I would get with him. Or when he’d call me again. Instead of letting that get me down, I was going to enjoy today. Pretend this was never going to end.

Asa dating other girls didn’t matter right now. If he could forget about his parents having Covid, then I could forget I was one of many for Asa Griffith.

My stomach soured at the thought, and I used all my willpower to ignore it and not let it get me in a mood. I could be moody about it tomorrow. Not today.

“I didn’t ask you if you could swim,” Asa said as he jerked his shirt over his head and tossed it on the hood of his truck. The sight of his bare chest made my mouth go dry. Every inch of him was rippled with muscle. I knew how nice his arms were, but now I was seeing how sculpted his chest was and speaking was hard. “Ezmita?” He said my name as if it was a question.

I shook my head to clear it. “Yes?”

He gave me a crooked grin. “Can you swim?”

Oh yes! I could. “Yes, very well, actually,” I assured him.

He acted like the news let him down. “Damn, that ruins my excuse to hold on to you while we are in the water.”

I laughed then and slipped off my sandals. “Sorry to mess up your plans.” I went to unsnap my shorts and realized he was watching me. Pausing, I looked up at him. He lifted his gaze from my shorts to my eyes.

“Why are you stopping?” he asked.

“Why are you watching me?” I shot back.

He lifted both his eyebrows. “Do I seriously need to answer that question?”

The idea of him watching me like I was doing some striptease made me very self-conscious. Wearing a bathing suit in front of him was already stressing me out. I wasn’t about to take off my clothes while he watched me. I had been planning on stripping them off and jumping in before he could study my body too closely.

“I’m going to see you in it anyway. Why can’t I watch you take off the clothing that’s covering it up?”

I blushed, wishing I didn’t have to verbalize my insecurities. Why couldn’t he just be distracted with something else? Especially after I’d seen how very perfect his body was. “Please turn around?” I asked him.

He just grinned, then gave me a nod before turning around. “Fine. I can’t see,” he said. “Although, I let you watch me strip my shirt off.”

I hurried and got my shorts off, then removed my shirt just as quickly. I was almost to the water’s edge when I replied, “If I looked like you, I’d strip off my shirt everywhere.”

He turned around just as I slipped a foot into the water to test it. “If you looked like me, we wouldn’t be here right now,” he drawled. “But seeing as you look like… that, I’m real damn glad we are.”

The way he was looking at me made me feel beautiful. My previous worry slipped away.




At Least You Didn’t Say Tacos CHAPTER 29

ASA

The sun, the lake, and Ezmita in a bikini made all my other worries go away. If we could stay here forever, I would be happy. I didn’t think life got better than this. I glanced over at her and her eyes were closed. I wasn’t sure if she’d fallen asleep or not.

The blanket I had brought was spread out on the grassy area under the shade of the tree, so I didn’t think I needed to worry about her getting a sunburn. The fact that she had rolled onto her stomach and was giving me an excellent view of her ass barely covered up by the bottoms of that bikini made me think she’d fallen asleep.

When we had first gotten out of the water to drink and eat, she’d been more shy about her body. Even when she had been lying down, she had turned on her side and placed her arms in a modest way over her body. We had talked about her parents, the time I had been gone, and all that had happened with her. She didn’t bring up my parents again and let me ask the questions.

I wasn’t sure when we had gone silent because it was so easy with her. I didn’t feel like I had to entertain her. She made me feel like I could relax and be me. I wasn’t sure I had ever just been me on a date. Most girls wanted entertainment.

Ezmita’s skin was smooth and unblemished. She looked perfect in the pink bikini she was wearing. I didn’t know why she had any reason to want to cover herself up. I liked that she did, though. Seeing yet another layer of her personality and who she was made me enjoy being with her even more. It wasn’t that I wouldn’t appreciate the view. Maybe too much. She could possibly control me with that view, but I doubted she’d even do it if she knew she had the power to do it.

Today I’d been determined not to let things get carried away again. The more things we did, the closer we got to having sex, and when I wasn’t in the heat of the moment, I knew it was a bad idea. I was leaving soon and even if I wasn’t, I didn’t need Ezmita getting emotionally attached. That would lead to her being hurt. She was a girlfriend kind of girl and I knew it. Yet here I was still “dating” her like she wasn’t. She could claim all day that she wanted no commitment, but it wasn’t true.

She couldn’t make herself be someone she wasn’t even if she was doing a hell of a job trying to. I was making her try and be something else, and I hated that about me. She didn’t deserve that. She was damn near perfect, and the fact she was here with me was a miracle. I wasn’t sure what it was about me that kept her from shutting me down. Telling me no.

She stretched and I watched her, enjoying the show. Then she turned over toward me and her eyes fluttered open. A slow grin spread across her face. “I’m sorry. I fell asleep,” she said as if she had anything to apologize for. My list of things I should apologize for, however, would take up a whole damn notebook.

“No worries. I think I did too for a while,” I lied to make her feel better. If she knew I’d been checking out her ass for the past hour, she’d be embarrassed. No need to stress her out.

She yawned then and covered her mouth. Her eyes lit with amusement. “I guess I didn’t sleep enough last night,” she said, and sat up, then wrapped her arms around her knees.

“The excitement of being with me today was sure to have kept you up,” I teased, winking at her.

She giggled and I liked the sound of it. Hell, I liked everything Ezmita did.

“Yes. I’m sure that was it,” she replied.

“What’s your favorite color?” I asked her instead of kissing her. I really wanted to kiss her, but if she was going to do this for me, change for me, I owed it to her to find out about who she was. What she liked. Not how she tasted, because I already knew that was pretty damn incredible.

She looked confused by my question. “Oregon blue,” she replied.

I had no fucking idea what Oregon blue was, but the fact she didn’t say “blue” made me smile. She was specific. I liked that. “I take it that’s not just your average blue,” I said, still grinning.

She blushed and shook her head no. “It’s most definitely not. There are too many blues to just say blue. Oregon blue is the most beautiful blue in the world. It’s also known as YInMn blue, and it was accidentally discovered in 2009. It was discovered by a professor and his student at Oregon State University, which is why it’s called Oregon blue.” She stopped then and her smile was shy. “I’m babbling about stuff that is not interesting. Sorry. I remember strange things like that when I read.”

I shook my head. “No, please continue. I’m fascinated.”

She laughed then. “No one is fascinated about a color.”

“It’s your favorite color and now I am very fascinated.”

“What’s your favorite color?” she asked me.

I sighed. “Well, normally I would respond with ‘red,’ but after your answer I feel pretty damn basic with my response. So, I’m going to say crimson.”

That got another laugh out of her.

“Favorite sport?” I asked.

She scrunched up her nose. “The kind I don’t have to watch.”

“Ouch!” I replied, placing a hand over my heart as if that were a painful answer. Most girls would have said football just because they thought I wanted to hear that. Ezmita was not most girls. Damn, I liked her honesty.

“Favorite movie?” I asked her, wanting to know more now. Her answers were fun. I was enjoying them. This wasn’t mundane at all.

“Blue Valentine,” she replied without having to think about it.

“What is it with you and blue?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of it,” I added.

She was grinning again. “I must have an affinity for blue, and Blue Valentine is one of the best lesser-known movies. However, why is beyond me. Ryan Gosling and Michelle Williams star in it. You should watch it sometime.”

I was making a mental note to do just that. I’d suggest we watch it together, but we had yet to successfully make it through a movie without making out. If it was her favorite movie, I wanted to pay attention.

“What’s your favorite movie?” she asked.

“Again I feel pretty damn lame with my answer but The Blind Side.”

She laughed at me. Not surprising it was funny, but I did love that movie.

“What’s your favorite food?” I asked her while already trying to think up something exotic to lie about when she asked me this question.

“My papa’s discada norteña, but don’t ever tell my momma. That’s the only dish he gets to prepare in her kitchen. It’s rare that we get it, but when we do, I love it.”

“My abuela made that for my uncle a few times when I was at her house. That’s a lot of meat. I’m impressed.”

She shrugged in response. “What’s your favorite food?” she asked me then.

“I tried hard to come up with something as fucking interesting as yours would be, but if I am keeping this real, a big fat juicy burger with extra cheese, no tomato.”

Her lips were pressed together to keep from laughing. She was amused and I liked it. I wanted to keep her smiling.

“At least you didn’t say tacos.”

I cracked up.




JULY 15, 2020 You’re Worth More Than That CHAPTER 30

EZMITA

Momma was on the phone with her brother, fussing about his waiting until today to call and ask for help filing his taxes. Hopefully no one who came into the store could speak Spanish because in the past five minutes she’d called him several names that weren’t used in polite conversation. Her younger brother was her only other sibling who had moved to the United States. She felt like it was up to her to take care of him still even though he was thirty-five years old.

I glanced at my phone after the most recent customer left. Asa hadn’t called or shown up since our day at the lake Sunday, but he’d texted every day, so that was progress. Today I hadn’t heard from him, though, and I was trying hard not to worry that he was about to go silent again.

Sunday had felt different. We’d talked. Not just made out. He acted like he wanted to get to know me. We connected and it wasn’t just a hookup. His texting had been nice. We’d texted for an hour last night, but he didn’t mention going out again or when I’d see him. That was disappointing.

The bell over the door alerted me it had opened, and Momma walked to the back before calling my uncle a dumbass lazy brat. That was the best translating I had for her insult. I looked to the door to see Tallulah coming my way. My smile was genuine although she couldn’t see it through my mask. I liked her, and she was the closest thing I’d seen to Asa in a couple days.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hello,” I replied.

She reached below the counter, then laid two packs of gum out to buy. “I need twenty in gas too. I lost my debit card,” she explained.

“Got it,” I replied, and started to ring her up. I wanted to ask about Asa, but then I’d sound pathetic or needy.

“I heard you and Asa had a date this weekend,” she said as if she could read my mind.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Two, actually.”

“Wow, impressive. For him at least.”

I laughed, but I didn’t really feel amused. At least I didn’t have to fake a smile.

“Do y’all have future plans?” she asked. “Or am I being nosy? Tell me if I am and I’ll shut up.”

“No, it’s fine. And we don’t… I mean he hasn’t called. Texted some,” I replied as if this was okay with me.

“Why don’t you call him? Ask him out.”

I stared at her then. Was she serious? Did she think I could do that and he’d say yes? “Would that freak him out?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “No. This is 2020, girl. If he can call you, then you can call him. Sometimes guys need a push.”

I glanced back to see if my momma was listening. She wasn’t back from yelling at my uncle. “Uh, well, my momma wouldn’t agree,” I said.

“Does your momma need to know?”

She was right there. I didn’t have to tell my momma I’d asked a guy out. I mentally cringed thinking about how she would react to that. “I just don’t want Asa to feel weird like he has to say yes.”

Tallulah placed cash on the counter, then looked at me. Her eyes were serious. No crinkling at the corners from a smile hidden behind her mask. “Asa likes you. I know that much. Two dates in a row proves that. He needs a nudge. Make a move.”

Okay. Okay. I could do that. Maybe.

“I’ll think about it,” I told her, then took her cash and counted out her change.

“Just because he’s a player now doesn’t mean he wants to be forever.”

I nodded and she gave me a little wave. “Hopefully I see you soon,” she said, then turned and left the store. I waited until the door closed before looking at my phone again. No text.

I picked it up and typed out, Want to go get burgers?

Then I deleted it and tried, What are you doing tonight? Want to come over and watch a movie?

Then I deleted that. Staring at my phone, I tried to think of other ways to ask and decided if I couldn’t ask him in a text, how was I going to call and ask him? I was hopeless.

“Get the cinnamon rolls out of the oven in ten minutes. I have to go call my CPA,” Momma said angrily as she stormed out of the kitchen and through the door that led to the office.

“Cinnamon rolls? It’s after eleven,” I said, confused. She never did more after the morning batches sold out.

“Special order. Just do it,” she barked, and slammed the door behind her.

I had never known her to do a special order either, but I shrugged and set the timer on my phone so I wouldn’t forget.

Before I set it down, the phone rang and Brett’s name lit up the screen. My small surge of excitement vanished, and I sighed before answering.

“Hello.” I tried to not sound completely deflated.

“Hey, you busy?” he asked.

I scanned the empty store, already knowing the answer before saying, “No.”

“I figured. Wednesdays at eleven don’t seem like they’d be busy. Anyway, I was wondering if you’d like to do something tonight or tomorrow?”

Why? Why was it Brett calling me? Why was it not Asa? Ugh! This was frustrating. If only I could like Brett as much as I liked Asa. Life would be perfect. Saying yes was wrong. I couldn’t keep doing things with Brett. Besides, if I said yes and then Asa called and asked me out, I’d be unavailable. For real this time.

“I can’t, Brett.” I started to apologize but decided that sounded insulting and I didn’t want to do that. He was a great guy. Just not my great guy. Because I was an idiot. I liked to be ignored, apparently.

“You can’t or won’t?” he asked. “Just as friends.”

That was it. I couldn’t even as friends because if Asa called and asked, then I would be busy. I didn’t want to miss a chance to spend more time with Asa. I was “that girl” clearing her schedule for a guy who may or may not call.

“Not even as friends,” I told him honestly. He deserved the truth.

He let out an audible sigh. “I guess I should move on, huh.”

“Yeah,” I replied, feeling bad about all this although we hadn’t been a real thing. This wasn’t a real breakup. I couldn’t imagine what one of those felt like. This was hard enough.

“Ezmita,” he said.

“Yes?”

“Don’t wait around on him. You’re worth more than that.”

I didn’t respond to him. Instead I said good-bye and ended the call. I was annoyed by his unwarranted advice. This was not his business. He was right, but I still didn’t want to hear him say it. Annoyed, I went back to my text messages and typed, Want to go get a burger tonight? and hit send before I had a chance to think about it.
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ASA

“You regretting letting me order for you?” I asked Ezmita as she stared down at the massive burger the server placed in front of her.

Her eyes were wide as she lifted them to meet mine. “How does one fit that in their mouth?” she asked.

“Watch and learn,” I told her, and picked up my identical burger between both hands, squeezed it down some, then took a bite. She was watching me, her eyes still opened wide in surprise.

“Yeah, I’m gonna need a fork and a knife,” she said while I chewed.

I shook my head no and finished chewing, then swallowed before replying. “Now, where is the fun in that? You told me to order you the best burger they had. I did. Now you must eat it like a man.”

She tilted her head to the side. “But I’m not a man.”

I nodded. “And thank God for that.”

She laughed and looked back down at her burger. “If I take one bite, can I then use a knife and fork?”

“Come on, live a little.”

She rolled her eyes, then took a deep breath before saying, “Fine.”

I watched as she pressed the burger as thin as she could get it with her right hand. She lifted her eyes to me one more time before picking the burger up with both her hands. “Don’t watch so closely. Makes me nervous.”

I smirked and turned my head to look the other way for only a moment, then went right back to her as she took a bite of the thing. It wasn’t a big bite, but she’d done it. There was a little ketchup on the corner of her mouth as she chewed. She put the burger down and picked up her napkin, then cleaned up around her mouth.

“So, best thing you’ve ever eaten?” I asked as she swallowed the bite.

She lifted a shoulder. “It’s not my papa’s discada norteña, but it’s good,” she agreed.

I chuckled, then took another bite of mine. I expected her to pick up her fork and knife but was pleasantly surprised when she chose to eat it the way a burger was supposed to be eaten. We talked some but not a lot as we enjoyed our meal. When some juice from the burger rolled down her chin and she laughed, I took a second to memorize the moment. I’d need it one day when things weren’t so damn perfect. Someday soon I’d miss her, and the times I had with her would be all I had. I just couldn’t trust that I wouldn’t get destroyed in the end. I’d open up and get hurt. I’d been hurt enough in life. I didn’t want to give anyone else the power to do it.

When we finished, I paid the check, then stood and took her hand in mine. “Come on,” I said. “My turn to pick something to do.”

“Hmmm… okay, but technically the burgers were for you. My idea, sure, but I picked it for you.”

I helped her up into my truck, then went around to get in on the driver’s side. I had fought off calling her and asking her out since I’d gotten home Sunday evening. I’d enjoyed her company too much. I was trying to save us both from me. Then she’d sent that text asking if I wanted to go get a burger and I cracked. Yes, I would go eat anything she wanted if it meant I got to be with her. That wasn’t a good thing. The fact I hadn’t taken up Tasha or Bex on their offers when they’d each called to ask to hook up the past two days was proof enough I might be in trouble.

Tonight, though, made me not give a fuck. I was happy when I was with Ezmita. She made me forget all the shit, and I craved her presence more and more. I’d be leaving soon. Sooner than I’d thought. My new coach had called today and let me know that things looked like we would be moving into the dorms first week of August. Fall athletes would move in first. Then a week later the rest of the students would move in. He wasn’t sure when the season would start, but he did believe it would happen in September.

I should have been fucking ecstatic about the news. I’d been waiting to hear something. Anything. This was a relief.

Taking a quick glance at Ezmita, I realized she was the only reason I wasn’t thrilled. I needed to find a way to distance myself from her and fast. Tonight might be the last time I’d see her for a while. In two and a half weeks I would leave Lawton and she for California shortly after, I assumed. I wasn’t sure if California schools were going back or not. Ezmita hadn’t said anything and I hadn’t fucking asked. Our time was limited, and talking about when this would be over would zap the enjoyment out of the time we had left.

I drove toward the school. She didn’t say anything or ask why. I wasn’t sure why I was taking her there either. I just wanted to walk on the field one more time, and I wanted her to be with me. It would be a good-bye for me, and having her beside me made it sound easier.

Besides, I wasn’t going to miss that field as much as I was going to miss her. I’d be a part of a new football team soon enough. A new home field would mean something to me. I was sure when I left it in four years, I’d have an even harder time with that.

Parking the truck beside the field house, I looked over at her and grinned. “Thought I’d bring you to what was once the most important part of my life.”

She smiled then, understanding why we were here, and reached for the handle on the door. She seemed anxious to be here. I almost regretted bringing her. I didn’t want her to think this meant we were something we weren’t or that I felt something deeper for her. There wouldn’t be an “us.”

I climbed out of the truck as she jumped down on her side. Meeting her halfway, I reached for her hand and we walked out toward the gate. “You ever been to a Lawton game?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

She shook her head. “No, but I heard them from my room on Friday nights.”

The noise from a home game could be heard around most of Lawton on Friday nights. “I’m gonna miss them—Friday nights, that is,” I said.

“You’ll have Saturdays now, though,” she replied.

I nodded. “Yeah. I guess I will.”

“Do you know yet if you’re having a football season?” she asked, and I wished she hadn’t. That opened up things I didn’t want to talk about.

“Yeah,” I told her, leaving it at that. She didn’t say anything, and I knew she was waiting on me to say more. Tell her when or something more than “Yeah,” but I didn’t want to talk about that tonight.

We walked toward the middle of the field. The lights were off, and the field hadn’t been used in months. Covid was keeping schools from letting their players come to do drills this summer. The grass had been freshly cut, though. I knew the smell. It brought back memories.

The thought of Covid also reminded me of the fact that my mother was taking care of my infected father. I couldn’t lose her. Not being able to see her or talk to her now made it even more difficult to think about. Life had changed so quickly for everyone, and I wished I’d seen this coming, my not having a chance to speak to my mother. I would have handled it differently.

“What position did you play?” she asked me.

“Running back,” I said, appreciating the subject change.

“Will you be playing that in college?”

I shrugged. “I’ll have to prove myself first.”

She nodded, but I doubted she truly understood what that meant. I didn’t elaborate.

We reached the middle of the field, and I stood there, letting go of her hand and looking around at the empty bleachers. The dark field. The sidelines that once had been my life. This was over. I was leaving it behind. One day I’d be back here to visit. Maybe watch a game, but it would be a memory. Nothing more. I envied Nash because he wasn’t leaving this field. He was staying here and coaching. He’d continue to be a part of this place even while he was in college.

“When I was a kid, all I wanted to do was play on this field. Being a Lawton Lion was all I dreamed about. It was my escape from the shit at home. The better I played, the easier life was with my dad.” I stopped then. She didn’t need to know that if I dropped a pass or messed up, my dad would take it out on me and my mom. That was an ugliness I didn’t want her to know. As overprotective as her parents had been and all the stuff she’d missed out on as a teenager, her parents loved her. She didn’t have to fear her mother getting beaten by her father.

“Now you’ll be a… what will you be?” she asked me then, and I chuckled at her lack of football knowledge.

“I’ll be a Rebel,” I told her.

She smirked. “Fitting.”

“Agreed.”

She grinned and then turned to look at the surroundings I had already taken in. “I bet it was unreal being out here with all the fans cheering so loudly. Those bullhorns and cowbells could be heard all the way to my house.”

“Being a Lion was the best part of my life.”

Her shoulders rose and fell with a sigh. “I wish I’d gotten to experience high school. I missed the games, the pep rallies, the dances, all of it.”

“You’ll get to experience college, though. They say it’s the best years of your life.”

“Yeah,” she said simply.

“You missed detention, oral book reports, lunchroom pot roast, pop quizzes, and fucking Saturday school. One might say you were lucky.”

She raised her eyebrows. “I had my momma, work, my younger siblings, and chores.”

I wasn’t going to argue with that. “Lucky us, none of those things are at college.”

She scrunched her nose. “Except the oral book reports. I imagine those aren’t over. Possibly even more public speaking in the classroom, I’d imagine.”

True. There was that.

I held out my hand. “Let’s go.”

She slipped her hand in mine, and we walked back to my truck. When we reached it, I didn’t open her door. Instead I turned her around to face me and slowly backed her up against it. “I never got to make out with you after a game,” I whispered, then lowered my head until our lips brushed.




This Was Perfect CHAPTER 32

EZMITA

Asa’s kissing always made me weak and achy. I got lost in the moment and the experience. In the darkness and solitude around us, I let myself give in to not thinking about anything. The idea of having been the girl waiting on Asa after a game to do something like this was thrilling. It reminded me of books I’d read or television shows I’d watched. I just wasn’t the blond cheerleader.

The touch of Asa’s hand on my thigh made me shiver, and it took me a second to register that he had tugged the hem of my sundress up until it was gathered at my waist. He was kissing me, not looking at my exposed panties, but it still felt dangerous. As if someone would walk up and see us. Although I knew we were alone out here.

His knee moved and pressed between my legs. I gasped at the pressure and grabbed his biceps in case my knees decided to buckle on me. His hands slid around until he was cupping my butt, and his fingers touched bare skin. I was trembling. This was more than we’d ever done and just when I thought I would stop him, he moved his knee against me again, and I didn’t care what he did as long as he kept doing that. It made every nerve in my body sizzle.

The fingers that weren’t already touching my bare skin slid underneath the thin barrier of my panties and then one went between my legs. I stopped breathing and kissing him. I closed my eyes tightly and he began to do more. My lungs sucked in air, and my head fell forward on his chest. I felt his breathing was as hard and heavy as mine.

I knew we needed to stop. I knew what was happening was too much, but this was Asa and I wanted him. I wanted him to continue. I wanted to be as close to him as I could get. I wanted this to be one of his memories at this field.

He began kissing my neck as he continued. I was using him to keep myself upright. I couldn’t think about much else than how good it felt.

He shifted and he stopped what he was doing. Then I was in the air, being carried around to the back of the truck. He sat me on the tailgate, then kissed me hard before stopping again and walking around the truck. I was in a confused daze as he opened the truck door. I didn’t move. I waited.

I watched as he tossed blankets and pillows into the truck, then came back to me and nodded his head. “Move back.” His voice was deep and raspy.

I did as he said and then he followed me. He didn’t waste time fixing the blankets and pillows, much like he had for the movie we had gone to see. “Lie down,” he said.

Slowly I sank back onto the blankets.

I said yes when he took off my shoes, then slid my panties down my legs. I said yes when he took off his shirt, then moved to slip my dress over my head. And I said yes when he lowered his body over me with his shorts discarded.

This would be my first time, and I couldn’t think of a more perfect way to lose my virginity.



Asa held me against his chest as both of our breathing slowed. There was a burn between my legs still, but it wasn’t bad. The initial entry had been bad, but the pain had eased. I was now coming down from the moment and wondering if I should be horrified with my actions.

I wasn’t, but should I be?

This was Asa. This was right. Wasn’t it? We weren’t in love or he wasn’t in love. I might have possibly been in love with him for years. My attraction to his physical appearance had changed to something more the day he’d bought the little boy not one but several lollipops and then paid for more of the mother’s bill with the twenty he had left. In that moment, had I fallen in love with him? Although I hadn’t known him, I had loved him from afar. Now that I knew him, those feelings hadn’t faded.

He was holding me, and his fingers slowly caressed my arm. It seemed like this had been exactly the way all girls wanted to lose their virginity. Right? I had no one to discuss it with, of course.

“Are you okay?” he whispered with his mouth pressed against the top of my head.

I nodded. “Yes.”

He inhaled deeply. “You sure?”

I tilted my head back to look up at him. “I am positive.”

He didn’t look okay, though. He looked pained.

“Are you okay?” I asked him then. He was a teenage boy who had just gotten sex. Didn’t that make them happier than this? To hear my momma talk, this was their one goal in life. Maybe she didn’t know as much about boys as she thought she did.

A half grin tugged on his lips. “Yeah. I’m good.”

I relaxed a little, but he still appeared to be bothered by something.

“Ezmita,” he said.

“Yes?”

“I leave in two weeks. My coach called today.”

Oh. Two weeks. I still didn’t know when I would get to leave. My college hadn’t decided.

“I let this go too far tonight. You deserved more than this. More than me.”

I wasn’t sure I liked what he was saying or if I was understanding him correctly. “This was perfect.” All right, I’d just laid it out there. I was being vulnerable. He had blankets in his truck. This was not the first time he’d done this. He traveled prepared.

“Your first time was in the back of a guy’s truck with a guy that leaves town in two weeks.”

True. It was, but the guy was him and I was almost positive I loved him. “It was perfect,” I repeated.

I waited for him to say more. To say it was perfect or that he wanted more. My heart ached for him to tell me it meant something to him. He didn’t have to claim he loved me because I knew he didn’t. I just wished he’d say something to make me feel like this moment had meant something.

He never did.




JULY 16, 2020 The World Felt Wrong CHAPTER 33

ASA

Not calling Ezmita wasn’t something I could do anymore. Putting distance between us was now shot to hell. I hadn’t been thinking about that last night. In the light of day, I knew it had been a mistake for both of us. We had two different paths ahead of us, and my taking her virginity had been selfish. Communicating this to her didn’t sound like a wise idea either. From the beginning I had been trying not to hurt her. I’d fucking failed.

She had deserved more from me last night. I just didn’t know what to say. What was the right thing to say? It all seemed inadequate. When I had left her, we had barely spoken since having sex. Calling her today was a must, but I needed to figure out what to say and how I was going to say it.

My phone rang, interrupting my inner turmoil, and I glanced down to see the word “Home” light up my screen. I hadn’t seen that in a very long time. My mother was finally calling me. The briefest moment of concern came and went when I thought this could be about my father. I had no reason to worry if the man lived or died. His death would make my mother’s life easier. The kid inside of me who had wanted to please him so badly once now felt differently.

“Hello,” I said, wanting to hear my mom’s voice and realizing I needed to. I missed her. She was home. I didn’t miss the house, but I missed her.

There was a pause and I closed my eyes, preparing myself for her to hang up. To back out. “Mom,” I said. I wanted to plead, “Please don’t hang up.” But I didn’t.

“This isn’t your mother,” a voice I didn’t miss said over the line. He wasn’t dead. He sounded okay. He was beating Covid just fine. At least he sounded like he was. Not surprising.

I didn’t reply. It was me who was ready to hang up.

“Your mother has Covid. She’s in the hospital. The ambulance took her last night. She was… struggling.”

Images of my mother, her smile, her laughter, her attempts at cooking, the way she would tuck me in when I was little and reassure me when I was scared. All of it came rushing back, and the ache I had been feeling over missing her exploded in my chest. This was not supposed to happen. I needed to see my momma. I missed her and now this.

“What hospital?” I asked.

“Franklin, but no one is allowed to see her. No one is allowed in hospitals right now.” He stated this as if I didn’t fucking know it already. I had seen the news.

“Okay,” I said, ready to end this call so I could call the hospital and talk to a nurse. I didn’t want information from the man who had made my mother sick. He had probably done it on purpose. He had stayed in the damn house with her. Selfish bastard.

Before I could waste more time, I said, “Thanks,” and hung up. I didn’t care how he was doing. He was at home. He sounded fine. Even if he wasn’t, I didn’t give a fuck. My momma was in a hospital alone. I hadn’t seen her in four months, and now she was beyond my reach.

Guilt, shame, regret coursed through me as I searched for the number to Franklin on Google, then called the number. I should have checked on her. I should have gone to see her or fucking called her. I wanted to hear her voice now more than ever. I needed to know she was okay. She was going to make it. I needed my momma.

My heart was racing as I waited for the operator to connect me to her floor. She said the nurses’ station could give me updates if I was immediate family. When someone finally answered after five rings, I said my mother’s name again and told the nurse that I was her son, that my father had just called me to tell me.

The world felt wrong. Tilted. Off its axis as if it would never straighten again. I wanted my momma. Now. I’d not felt anything like this since I was a kid. Knowing I could lose her made me frantic, yet there was not a damn thing I could do.

“She’s on a ventilator. Right now, that’s all I can tell you. Call back tomorrow morning after the doctor makes his rounds. If anything changes before then, your father will be notified.”

That didn’t fucking help me at all. My father was a bastard. He wouldn’t keep me updated. “Can you call me? I’m… my father and I aren’t on good terms. He may not tell me.”

She didn’t respond right away, and I prepared myself to beg if needed. “I’ll try. I can’t promise someone else will if I’m not here, but I will make a note on her file. Name and number?”

I gave it to her and she said she’d do her best, then ended the call.

I sat there staring at the wall with the phone still in my hand. There was nothing I could do. Not one damn thing. I’d thought the night on the bridge was my darkest moment. I was wrong. Life could get worse. This was worse. My momma lying alone on a ventilator in a hospital where I couldn’t get to her was worse. I needed to call my abuela and tell her. She hated my father and vice versa. He wouldn’t tell her. I was lucky he had told me.

Making the call right now and saying the words seemed impossible. My throat was thick with emotion, my chest throbbed with fear, and I had never been more alone in my life. Even when my momma wasn’t calling me, when she sent me away, when she didn’t even try to see me… knowing she was there helped. I thought I had time. That we had time. That she would eventually call and we would heal what had been damaged. I’d thought this summer I was alone, but I realized now I didn’t understand the meaning of alone until this moment.

My phone dropped from my hand into my lap, and I felt numb. I couldn’t get up and do anything. I wanted to be alone with my suffering. The phone rang, and I glanced down to see Nash’s number. He’d been gone this morning when I’d woken up. They’d been working out at the field house. It was what they did most mornings. I didn’t want to be asked to join them to do anything.

I ignored the call and dropped my head down into my hands. The tears came then, and I let them flow freely. There was no one to witness me breaking down. My tough exterior cracked, and the emotion I had been holding back burst out of me. Silent tears became sobs. It didn’t ease the ache inside. Nothing but seeing my mother and knowing she was okay would lift the heaviness.

I heard my phone ring again, and I checked it in case the nurse was calling back. Nash again. I let it ring. I continued to grieve for the lost boy who needed his mother and wasn’t ready to be a man. I was tired of pretending it didn’t hurt.

I didn’t know how much time had passed. My tears had slowed, then dried up. I continued to sit in the silence, when the door opened and Nash came inside. I turned to look at him, and an immediate concerned frown appeared on his face. Could I even talk about this? Would I cry if I did? Fuck.

“You okay?” he asked, closing the door behind him.

All I could do was shake my head no.

“What happened?” he asked, coming over to me. I didn’t look at him. I didn’t want to see his face when I said it. Holding myself together was going to be hard. Seeing sympathy didn’t help.

“Mom’s in the hospital on a fucking ventilator.” I choked out the words, staring out the window.

I heard him mutter a curse. I continued to watch the cars drive by outside. The world was still going. People were contracting Covid and dying, but the world hadn’t stopped for long. I hadn’t stopped either, had I? My momma was being rushed to the hospital because she was obviously struggling to breathe, and I was taking a girl’s virginity in the back of my truck.

My priorities sucked.

“How did you find out?” he asked.

“My father called. He sounded fine.” The bitterness in my tone was clear.

“Can you call the hospital and get any information?” he asked.

“Already have,” I said, annoyed that he would think I hadn’t thought of that. It was my mother. Of course I’d called the damn hospital.

He didn’t ask anything more. We sat in silence. He let me grieve the only way I knew how, but he didn’t leave me. He stayed there for hours. Once placing a drink in front of me but nothing more, and I watched out the window as life went on.




JULY 18, 2020 Who Are You? CHAPTER 34

EZMITA

Music blared in my ears as I ran. The more days that went by and I heard nothing from Asa, the more I ran. It was all that kept me from sitting in my room and crying. I was stupid. I had slept with a boy thinking it was special and nope. Cliché, cliché, Ezmita. That was me. Lesson learned the hard way.

The idea of going to the same city as him for college made me feel sick. I’d planned my college around him even before I’d thrown my legs open for him. What kind of girl did that? He made me act pathetic and I hated that me. I was stronger than the way I acted around him. Asa did not make me a better person. Around him, I became a girl I didn’t want to be.

Brett had called earlier, and I’d let it go to voice mail. Turning to him when I got ignored by Asa wasn’t the answer either. That made me dislike myself even more. I didn’t require a guy to survive. Why had I started acting as if I did?

Again, more things I didn’t like about myself right now. The list was multiplying. I didn’t want to go to Mississippi, but if I didn’t, my only choice was taking off a semester or going to community college for a semester. Both options kept me here in Lawton. My freedom suspended for four more months.

The internal debate in my head about this consumed my thoughts as I ran. Letting go of a scholarship I’d worked hard for made it worse. I could have gone so many places. I could be going to California! Or not… because they didn’t look to be going back to classes anytime soon there. Point was, I could have been somewhere away from Lawton. Somewhere I wanted to be that had nothing to do with a guy.

There needed to be a guidebook for teenage girls. Maybe I would write one after college. I was sure my lessons weren’t over. I had a future to focus on. No more wasting time with relationships.

Why hadn’t I listened to my momma when she’d said, “Boys are of no concern to you right now. Nothing but trouble”? Wise words that would have saved me from a lot of heartache.

Slowing down as I reached the house, I looked up at the window to my bedroom. I’d been looking out that window for so long, dreaming about the day I could get out of this small town. Now I was so close to getting out, but I was going to stay a little longer. Deep down, the debate was pointless. I wasn’t going to Mississippi. I couldn’t do it. Even if he never knew I was there and we never saw each other, I’d know I chose that college for him. That would always bother me. I wanted to choose a college for me.

I stopped outside the door and bent over, putting my hands on my knees. Telling my parents I was no longer leaving Lawton next month after the big show I’d conducted to get out of here didn’t sound appealing. They’d been preparing things for me to go. Momma had bought some items I’d need in my dorm room already. She had given in and was being supportive, only to now have this thrown back in her face with a “Never mind.”

The door opened to the house, and I looked up to see my mother. “Mail came for you. Classes resume on schedule. Come inside,” she announced as she waved the envelope in her hand. She turned back around, leaving the door open for me to follow.

I obeyed and started prepping myself for this conversation.

I followed her all the way to the kitchen. She dropped the envelope on the table, then went to get something from the stove. “You must get tested three days before move-in. Read it,” she said without turning back to look at me.

I picked up the envelope, but I didn’t care what it said. I had made up my mind. Following Asa Griffith to Mississippi now sounded insane. It had been before, but I was just now understanding how stalkerlike it was. He didn’t want me. Well, he wanted to have sex with me, but other than that, he wasn’t interested. He had tried to make it very clear with his telling me how we couldn’t be exclusive. How he didn’t do that. He had been honest. I had been the one with my head in the clouds.

“I’m not going, Momma,” I said. Got it over with. Thinking about this anymore and putting it off was making it more complicated.

She spun around then and gaped at me as if I had lost my mind. It was the opposite really. “What do you mean you’re not going?” she asked, then went on to rant in Spanish for a good minute before waving her hands out in a wide gesture for me to explain myself.

“I don’t want to go to Mississippi. I need more time to think about where I want to go. For now, I will go to community college. There’s still time to get registered there.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you staying here because of that boy?” She almost spat the words out as if they were distasteful.

I shook my head. In a way I was staying here because of that boy, but not the way she meant. “No. He leaves for college in two weeks. I doubt he comes back much if ever.”

She shook her head. “I don’t understand you. All the drama to go, go, go, and now you want to stay.” She turned back around to the oven then and pulled out whatever she had been cooking. “Fine. Stay, go local, and work here.”

“Just for this semester, Momma,” I said when I realized her voice almost sounded pleased. I didn’t want them to decide I was staying here for good.

She made a sound of acknowledgment, but I feared I might have another battle on my hands soon. My backing out of leaving didn’t mean I wasn’t ever leaving.

“Go tell your father lunch is ready. He’s in the stockroom. Then get out front so your sister can go finish her required reading.”

“Yes, Momma,” I replied, and left the room.

She had taken that too well. I wasn’t going to start worrying about that now. I needed a break from constantly thinking things over and over. I was too young to be this mentally exhausted.

The stockroom wasn’t huge, but there was a lot of stuff in there. Boxes stacked high in each aisle. I didn’t want to search every one. Instead I called out, “Papa!” after I walked inside.

Movement came from behind the first row of potato chip boxes, and then a guy appeared. A guy I had never met or seen here before. “Who are you?” I demanded.

He cocked one eyebrow. “Who are you?” he shot back at me.

I put my hands on my hips and glared at him. “That’s not your business. Who are you and why are you in our stockroom?”

My threatening tone didn’t help matters. He looked around as if he wasn’t sure why he was here, but he wasn’t concerned about it. “So this is your stockroom? I’ve never seen you in here before, so I was unaware it belonged to you. Maybe if you tell me who you are, then I can help you.”

He was arrogant. I hated him already.

“I’m Ezmita Ramos and I’m looking for my father. You don’t belong back here.”

He frowned at me. “Really? Well, I was told to organize the potato chips and pull out dated boxes by my boss. I’ll have to tell him you said I didn’t belong here.”

What? “Where is Mr. Darren?” I demanded.

“Who?” he asked.

I pointed at him then, catching him in a lie. “HA! You are lying. Mr. Darren is stocking in the store. He would be your boss. You need to leave.”

“Ezmita,” my father said as he came walking into the stockroom from the door that led into the store. “Why are you not in front?”

I glanced from the stranger to Papa, and he didn’t seem at all concerned by the guy’s presence. “I’m supposed to tell you lunch is ready, and then I am headed to the front,” I explained. Then I was starting to point out the guy when Papa finally looked at him.

“Malecon, we have a spill on aisle four. Clean it up,” he said, then back to me, “Go up front.”

Malecon looked at me and smirked.

He thought he was cute. You could see it in his stupid grin. Maybe he was cute, but outward beauty only went so far. He was doing everything he could just to annoy me. I’d done nothing to ask for it either. Were guys always going to be so dang perplexing?




JULY 20, 2020 I Needed Distracting Right Now CHAPTER 35

ASA

The call had come at two a.m. The ringing of the phone had woken me up, but I’d been confused when I answered. I hadn’t been completely awake. Sleep had been a struggle the past few days, and last night it had caught up with me. It had been a deep, dreamless sleep until the phone woke me.

I imagine it was how parents must feel when they get that late-night phone call. Unsure when they answer, only to hear the solemn voice on the other line. Even though you can’t see a face or read an expression, the sound of the unfamiliar voice alerts you something is wrong. The world has once again changed, and you can never get it back to the way it was.

Having a stranger tell me that my mother had passed away over the phone only added to the emptiness that had dug into me since I’d found out she was in the hospital. I was never able to say good-bye. I hadn’t been able to tell her I loved her. Hearing her voice was no longer something I would ever do again. Even now, I couldn’t touch her hand. She was out of reach. She had died alone in a hospital.

I knew she was far from the only person to die this way since Covid-19 hit, but she was mine. She was my mother. She was the good inside me. She was the only happy memories I had from my childhood. She was my home. It didn’t matter that so many others had experienced this loss and were experiencing it at this moment all over the world. Not to me. I still felt alone in my pain.

Nash’s apartment was quiet, but I was surrounded. Technically I wasn’t alone. My friends were all here. Food had been brought over by Nash’s mom and others. Nash’s mom had hugged me tightly, and I’d almost broken down then. It had reminded me that I’d never get to hug my momma again.

Tallulah set a plate of cookies in front of me and a glass of milk. “You need to eat something,” she said softly.

I had no appetite, but I nodded.

“West and Maggie are headed this way. He said to tell you he’d be here soon,” Nash told me, and I looked up to see he’d been on the phone. Again I nodded. My father hadn’t called me. He either didn’t think I deserved to know or the nurse that told him had mentioned telling me. Still, my mother was dead. His wife was dead. Wouldn’t he call? No. I doubted he would. I wasn’t sure I could answer if he did.

I blamed him. I’d always feared he’d kill her and now he had. He’d killed her with a virus instead of a beating, but he had done it all the same. My abuela needed to know. I had tried to call her three times to tell her this morning, and I could never finish dialing the number. It wasn’t fair not to tell her. I would do it soon. Give her a few more moments before she lived the horror that currently engulfed me.

“Tallulah’s right. You need to eat,” Ryker said as he sat down beside me.

I stared at the cookies and nodded again. I didn’t want to talk. I was thankful they were here and I wasn’t alone, but I didn’t want to talk.

“What can I do?” Ryker asked me.

I shook my head. There was nothing he could do. He’d faced death this year. He knew that nothing made it easier. Nothing took the pain away. I appreciated him being there. That was enough.

“I know eating is the last thing you want to do, but you need it. Trust me.” He said the words with a knowledge I understood.

I reached for a cookie if only to stop them all from asking me to eat. It was still warm from the oven, and I wondered if it had been baked here. I hadn’t smelled anything in the oven. At that thought I remembered the spoon rest I’d made for my mother as a kid. It was always beside her stove. I wanted that spoon rest. She loved it and I wanted it.

“I made my mom a spoon rest as a kid. I want it,” I said to Ryker then. He didn’t ask questions. He just nodded his head and stood up. I wasn’t sure if he was going to get it now or he was just giving me some space now that I was eating. I took a drink of my milk just as the door opened and Brady walked inside. He was carrying a covered dish I knew he hadn’t made. It would be from his mother.

His gaze met mine, and the sadness in his eyes was deep. “Hey,” he said as Tallulah took the food from him and went to the kitchen.

I nodded once.

He walked over and patted me on the shoulder, then sat down beside me. I finished the cookie in my hand and dusted the crumbs off my jeans. “Thanks for coming,” I told him.

“I’m so sorry, man,” he replied.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

We had once gathered around West like this when his father had died of cancer. This wasn’t the first time one of us had lost a parent. It didn’t help, though. West had been able to say his good-byes. He had no regrets. He had been there in the end right beside him. His father’s suffering had been hell on West, but he had been there with him.

Covid didn’t give you that. Momma had suffered alone. I doubted it was easier. In the end, they were gone.

I thought about Maggie being there beside him through it all. I didn’t have a Maggie. I had pushed my chances of that away from the moment I came back here. Ezmita would have been beside me. She’d have been an amazing girlfriend. My momma would have loved her.

I’d been the one to make sure I didn’t have that kind of relationship. I wasn’t sure how many days it had been now since we’d slept together. My days were running into each other from fear and lack of sleep. I didn’t even know if she knew about my mom. I wanted to call her just to talk to someone about it and couldn’t do it.

There was no doubt I had messed up with Ezmita over and over again. I wasn’t sure I could salvage it now. If it was even fair to her for me to try. Thinking about her helped distract me. I needed distracting right now. Sitting here and thinking about everything I didn’t do and the fact I would never get a chance wasn’t helping.

I stood up and everyone went silent. They’d been talking softly as it was, but they were now all looking at me. This was my family. Each one of them would be beside me no matter what life threw my way, just like I’d be there for them. I wasn’t alone.

I just missed my mom.

“I need distracting,” I said.

“Want to play me in Madden?” Ryker asked.

That reminded me of Ezmita and I liked the memory. Nodding, I walked over to the beanbag and sank down, then picked up a controller.

The others began to relax, and their voices were no longer whispers. They weren’t as loud as they normally were, and there was an obvious heaviness. We were together. They were here for me. That didn’t bring my momma back to me. That didn’t take away all my regrets. It did give me strength in knowing I wasn’t alone.




JULY 21, 2020 I Wouldn’t Call Him a Hottie CHAPTER 36

EZMITA

“I can’t believe you are staying here,” Rosa said as she was straightening the gum and mints in front of the register. “Have you lost your mind? You were going to be free!”

“You’ll still get my room after Christmas. I will leave in January,” I said, knowing the only reason she was upset I wasn’t leaving.

She snorted. “Too long,” she grumbled.

I agreed it was too long. I didn’t want to be in Lawton either, and I was currently applying to other universities for next semester. Papa had been pleased I was staying and acted as if he had known I would back out all along. My parents didn’t know me at all.

“Have you seen the hottie that Papa hired?” Rosa asked then, changing the subject instantly. She did that often. I was used to her jumping from one topic to the next.

“I wouldn’t call him a hottie,” I muttered. Malecon got on my nerves. Since our first encounter, he’d gone out of his way to annoy me.

“Oh yes he is. His eyes are sky blue. So clear.” She sighed as she said it.

I didn’t want Rosa to make the same mistakes I had. Fixating on a guy could mess you up. Ruin your well-laid plans. Make you act crazy. “Guys are a waste of time,” I said.

She stood up. “Uh, really? You sure didn’t think so when you were bouncing from Brett to Asa like a volleyball.”

I scowled at her. “Shut up. You have no idea what you’re talking about.” I hadn’t bounced.

The sound of the bell got both our attention. Tallulah walked inside and when our gazes met, she waved at me. I returned the wave, and then she headed for the baking supplies aisle. Nothing new and no chatting. Asa must have mentioned we weren’t talking anymore. Although I don’t think you could call it a breakup since it was supposed to be casual. That word made my mouth taste sour.

“Hey, I can’t find the key to the back door where the pricing guns are. Do either of you know where it is?” Malecon asked, walking up from the back. He did have great eyes, but who cared. Not me.

“I’ll show you.” Rosa beamed at him and hurried over.

I rolled my eyes and went back to thinking how awkward it was going to be with Tallulah in a few minutes. I wasn’t sure what to say to her. Ask how she’d been? I guess that seemed normal. Like I was fine and didn’t care about Asa. Which I didn’t. I was done with that and him. Whatever.

My time to figure it out ended as Tallulah came to the counter carrying baking soda, sugar, and maple syrup. She put it down in front of me. “Hey, Ezmita,” she said, smiling.

“Hello, how have you been?” I asked, picking up the baking soda to scan the price. I was being cool. Nothing weird.

“Ah, okay, I guess, considering…,” she said, trailing off.

Considering what? Was I supposed to know what she meant by that? I just nodded and kept scanning. “That’s eleven dollars and fifteen cents,” I told her with a smile I didn’t feel at all.

She didn’t move to get any money but stood there studying me. Then she asked, “You don’t know, do you?”

I thought for a minute and couldn’t think of anything that I was supposed to know, so I shook my head. I was lost. “I don’t think I do,” I said, thinking maybe I was misunderstanding her.

She sighed and frowned. “I wondered why you hadn’t stopped by,” she said then. “We all kind of expected you to, but no one wanted to mention it to Asa.”

Yep, I was completely lost. No clue what she was talking about. If it wasn’t for the fact I liked her and didn’t want to be rude, I’d tell her I didn’t want to talk about or hear any news on Asa. I was done there.

“Asa’s mom died, of Covid,” she said, her voice dropping as if someone might hear her.

“What?” I asked in complete shock. Of all the things I was prepared to hear, this was not one of them.

She nodded. “He just found out she was in the hospital a few days ago. Then he got the call yesterday in the middle of the night.… I thought—I guess I assumed he’d call you, but he’s been in a bad place emotionally.”

His mother had died. He hadn’t seen or talked to her since he arrived back in Lawton. Oh God, how he must feel. “I didn’t… he didn’t… tell me, but I understand why. He must be broken. They hadn’t talked in so long.” I couldn’t imagine what he was feeling. My emotional upheaval all seemed so shallow now. Yes, we had sex, but then his mother got sick with Covid and died. I couldn’t have known that was why he was silent, but I still felt guilty for all the things I’d called him. I hadn’t said those things to his face, but I’d felt them.

Not now. I was just sick with grief for him.

“What can I do?” I asked her, trying to think of something to do. I could have my mother make cinnamon rolls and take them over there. It seemed so silly and Southern, but I was clueless.

She gave me a soft smile. “Call him or go by to see him. That’s all any of us can do.”

I nodded and went through the motions of taking her payment and bagging her items. She took the bag and thanked me, and all I could do was nod again.

When she left, I headed for the back to find Momma. She was busy cleaning out the freezer when I walked into the kitchen. “Why are you not in the front? Is Rosa there?” she asked, frowning at me.

I walked up to her and hugged her tightly. More tightly than necessary, but she was here to bark at me and fuss at me. She was here to get angry with me for doing stupid things, and she was here to not understand me at all. She was here to love me unconditionally. My momma was alive.

Her arms finally came around me in a hug. “What is wrong with you?” she asked me.

I inhaled her scent and let myself enjoy the security of her arms. When I pulled back, I felt the tears stinging my eyes. “I love you. You know that, right?” I said.

She looked concerned and nodded slowly as if this was a trick question. “Why are you being so silly, girl?” she asked me then.

I smiled thinking how gruff this tiny woman was and terrifying when she wanted to be. Then I remembered immediately that Asa had lost his mother, and my chest ached again.

“Momma, Asa’s mother died of Covid yesterday,” I told her.

Her eyes went wide. “What? I hadn’t heard.”

“I know. Me either.”

She looked around the kitchen, then pointed at the door. “You go tell Rosa to work the front. I will make tamales and cinnamon rolls. You take them over to his family. Go wash up. You look a mess.”

I nodded and started to leave, then went to hug her one more time. She patted my back, then pulled away. “Go on, we have work to do. Poor child,” she said as she shook her head and headed into the cooler for supplies.




I Wish It Were Different CHAPTER 37

ASA

West was the only person in the apartment. He’d cleared people out shortly after he arrived. Nash had left too, with some lame excuse I didn’t believe. Once they were gone, West had looked at me and said, “You’re welcome. Go take a shower. Fucking cry. Take a moment to grieve however you want to grieve. Get it out.”

I’d done exactly that. I realized I wanted to cry. I wanted to sob. I was tired of pretending like I was dealing with it because I wasn’t. The emptiness in my chest wasn’t easing up. The moment the hot water hit my face, I let it go. Not caring if he could hear, because he had once felt what I was feeling.

I stayed in there until the water ran cold, then took my time getting dressed. Not having to speak or hold myself together helped. I’d needed a break from it all. The idea of everyone leaving had scared me before West arrived and made them go. I was afraid of being alone. He made it easier.

When I finished combing my hair, I heard voices and I stared at my reflection in the mirror, not sure I wanted to go back in there and see someone else. It could just be Maggie and if that was the case, I was okay with that. She was quiet and she, too, had lost her parents. I wouldn’t have to pretend to have myself together and dealing in front of her.

Opening the door, I walked back into the kitchen area and was almost to the living room when I recognized the other voice. I paused to make sure. She spoke again and I began to move. She was here. I hadn’t expected her to come.

I turned the corner, and West looked at me over her shoulder. Her back was to me. He nodded. “You have a visitor. With my favorite cinnamon rolls.”

Ezmita turned then, and she held a large brown bag in her hand. I glanced at it, then at her. She was nervous. I could tell. I wanted to reassure her, but I didn’t know how. I was emotionally drained and no good at that sort of thing right now.

“Momma sent cinnamon rolls and tamales,” she said, holding the bag up.

I walked over to her and took it. I had to say something. I wanted to apologize, but it seemed weak. She wasn’t here for an apology and I knew that. “Thank you,” I said to her, and took the bag.

“Let me take that off your hands,” West said as he took the bag and walked toward the kitchen. “I’ll make sure the cinnamon rolls taste okay.” He was attempting to lighten the mood, but neither of us smiled.

“I’m so sorry,” she said simply.

I was too. “Yeah,” I managed to say.

“I wish I could do something…,” she said, her eyes so full of sorrow that I wished there was something I could ask for, but I had nothing. No one could do anything.

“You brought food. I appreciate it,” I said.

She sighed. “That was my momma. If I’d made it, no one would want it.”

Her small remark caused the corner of my lip to almost turn up. I missed her.

“I would,” I told her.

She grinned then. “No. Trust me. You wouldn’t.”

“Tell your mom I said thank you. It will all be eaten within hours. I’ll have to go hide some for me before the others get back.” I hadn’t talked this much since I’d gotten the call. Ezmita made me feel better. Just seeing her helped.

I was tired of fighting it. I was tired of putting space between us. Right now I didn’t have the energy to worry about her being hurt. I just wanted her here with me.

“Can you stay?” I asked her.

She hesitated and I didn’t blame her. She should think about it.

“Of course,” she replied.

West walked back into the room with a half-eaten cinnamon roll in his hand. “I’m going to head over to Brady’s house and get Maggie. If you’re staying with him, that is,” West said, acting like he needed to go somewhere. I knew what he was doing and I appreciated it. “It was nice to meet you, Ezmita,” he said, then squeezed my shoulder. “I got my phone. Call me.”

I nodded and then he left the apartment.

“Did I run him off?” she asked after the door closed.

“Not exactly,” I told her. “He did make everyone else leave earlier. He liked you.”

She smiled and then dropped it quickly. “I’d have come sooner had I known.”

Telling people had been Nash’s job. I hadn’t been very talkative. “I’ve not been the best company.”

She reached out and squeezed my hand. “You aren’t supposed to be. I’ll stay, but we don’t have to talk unless you want to. I can sit in silence. It doesn’t bother me. I’m here for you.” Then she stepped forward and her arms wrapped around me. I hadn’t been expecting a hug. I returned the embrace and buried my face in her hair. Emotion clogged my throat again.

I needed her.

I might not be what she needed or deserved, but I needed her.

She’d saved me once, and here she was again giving me the support no one else could. My life was so messed up and uncertain. I doubted I’d ever speak to my father again. I had no home. My mother was gone. All I knew was I would be leaving in a week and a half for Mississippi. I couldn’t make any promises to Ezmita, but I wanted to. I wanted to make promises to her and I wanted to keep them.

Pulling back, I looked down at her. “If I—if things were different. If my life was normal. We… we could be more.” I wasn’t sure if that even made sense. I was struggling for the right way to explain things.

She tilted her head to the side and a sad smile briefly touched her lips, but she said nothing.

“I wish it were different,” I told her.

She reached out and squeezed my hand with her small one. “I believe people come into our lives at times when they’re most needed. Some are meant to stay and others aren’t.”

I didn’t like the way she had said it.

“I don’t think I’ve stopped needing you,” I told her.

“I wasn’t talking about you. I was talking about me,” she said.

I was confused. What did she mean by that? How had she needed me? “You were the one there for me.”

“Don’t underestimate yourself. I needed you, too.” She didn’t elaborate.

We didn’t talk about it anymore. Ezmita beat me at Madden. We ate tamales, then cinnamon rolls. I told Ezmita about my mom when she asked me my best memory of her. I had many, and I found talking about her helped. There was no kissing or making out. Three hours later, her mother texted that she was needed at the store.

I hugged her and thanked her for coming. I hated how it felt like good-bye. I wasn’t sure why because I wasn’t leaving yet. There was a sadness to her walking out the door. I couldn’t keep her even if she was the only happiness I felt anymore.




JULY 23, 2020 Why Are You Here? CHAPTER 38

EZMITA

Other than one text yesterday from Asa saying that he missed me, I hadn’t heard from him. The desire to go running over there was strong, but we had said it all two days ago. He’d been honest in telling me that just because we had sex, we weren’t going to be anything more than we already were. I’d expected that, but it had still hurt.

Asa wasn’t alone. He had his friends. They were his family, and I was thankful he had them. My heart ached for the pain he was going through, but I knew he’d be okay. He didn’t need me anymore. This summer he’d been lost, and I understood that now. I was part of his struggle to find normalcy in a whacked situation.

He had been my first. Every girl has a first, and he’d been the guy I’d always wanted. My first crush, my first kiss, my first drive-in date, my first truck bed, and my first love. Forgetting Asa would be impossible and I didn’t want to. I had needed him. He taught me many things about relationships and guys, but most of all he taught me to choose myself.

I didn’t wait around anxiously for his call or text anymore. I knew if it came that it didn’t change anything. There were no more dates in our future and no more nights in the back of his truck. I stayed with him one last time because he asked me to.

I spun my pen on the kitchen counter and stared at the application in front of me. I had filled out four already today. This was my fifth one. Momma was working the front while I did this, and while I appreciated it, I was tired of this process.

“Do you know where the tape measure is?” Malecon asked as he walked into the room.

“Does a kitchen sound like a place one might keep a tape measure?” I shot back at him.

He smirked as he stopped beside me and looked down at my application. “A little late for college applications, isn’t it?”

“Per usual, not your business,” I told him, jerking my application up and standing to get away from him. The more I was around him, the more he annoyed me. It was as if he went out of his way to get on my nerves.

“So you’re saying you’ve not seen the tape measure,” he said, leaning a hip against the counter with his arms crossed over his chest like he was settling in to stay awhile.

“No,” I said, wishing he’d go and leave me alone.

“Belmont is a good choice. It’s my plan after junior college,” he said as if I asked him or cared.

“Good luck with that. You realize they require at least a twenty-four on the ACT at Belmont,” I informed him, although Belmont did have an 84 percent acceptance rate, which was better than other places I was applying.

His eyes widened as if he was shocked. “Seriously? Do they make you have a high school diploma, too? Oh no, what ever will I do?”

I put my application and pen down on the table and glared at him. “Funny,” I replied sarcastically. Ignoring his presence was going to be the only way to get him to leave. I walked to the fridge and got out a soda.

“I was accepted at Belmont last spring, you know, when those of us who aren’t procrastinators were getting responses to our applications we sent in on time,” he said.

“I bet you did. Then you got that fancy acceptance letter to a local junior college and what a treasure. You jumped on it,” I drawled, then took a sip of my drink before adding, “Don’t you have a tape measure to find?”

He and his damn smirk stopped leaning on the counter, and I hoped he was going to leave now. “You’re right. I did jump on it because they gave me a full scholarship, and I didn’t want four years of college loans to pay off when I could just have two.”

“Scholarship?”

He let out a laugh that didn’t sound amused at all.

“What kind of scholarship?” I asked him, not sure I believed him.

The corner of his lip lifted. “Not your business,” he replied, then turned and walked out.

“Good riddance,” I muttered, and sat down at the table again with my drink and application. Belmont was my momma’s choice. Not mine exactly, but I did like the idea of Nashville. I began filling it out but didn’t get far when there was a scream from the front of the store. I shot up and went running toward the sound with my heart hammering in my chest. My momma was not a screamer and I was sure I’d never actually heard her scream, so I wasn’t sure the scream came from her.

I came barreling through the door as Rosa came running down the stairs, her eyes wide too. “What’s wrong?” she asked me.

I didn’t answer because I didn’t know yet. I was trying to figure that out myself.

Momma appeared calm, but there was a lady standing by the candy bar shelf with her hands covering her mouth and her eyes wide with fear. She was looking at something on the ground.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, and Momma put her hand up for me to stop. I froze and so did Rosa beside me.

“Be very still,” she said to the woman or us. I wasn’t sure.

The lady nodded her head frantically and made a whimpering sound.

“Ezmita, go tell your father his assistance is needed. Bring the gun.”

“The gun?” I asked, not understanding what was going on.

“Go do it.” Momma sounded impatient, so I started to leave when the door to the store opened and Asa walked inside. His eyes went from me to Momma and then to the lady, taking in the situation.

“Whoa,” he said, letting the door close gently behind him as he was now looking at what was on the floor that I still couldn’t see. “Okay, ma’am, be real still. Don’t make a sound. I’m gonna walk around that way and come at it from behind. You don’t move.”

She nodded vigorously again and then I heard the sound. I knew and I stopped breathing. The hiss and rattle of its tail gave me chills.

“What are you going to do?” Momma demanded.

“I’m gonna get the rattler before it gets her,” Asa said.

“No!” I said. “I’m getting Papa. He will shoot it.” I did not want Asa getting near the snake.

“Ain’t got time for that,” he said, keeping his eyes on the snake as he eased around it, giving it a wide berth. When he was behind it, I couldn’t see him anymore. I was afraid to move so I could see it. I wanted to close my eyes. This did not sound like a good idea.

“When I pick it up, open that door. I’m gonna take it outside to break its neck,” he told the woman. She nodded, still covering her mouth.

“Asa, don’t,” I begged him.

He glanced back at me and winked. “I know what I’m doing,” he assured me.

I didn’t care if he’d done this a million times. I did not want him doing it now.

“Does he do this at church?” a voice whispered behind me, making me jump. I glared at Malecon, who was standing just behind my left shoulder. I was blocking the door, so he was watching from behind me.

“Shut up,” I said, moving some so he wasn’t almost touching me.

Asa moved quickly then and he had the snake in his hands, walking toward the door as the woman ran to open it for him. She was whimpering as she did. Asa was outside with it and Momma sighed with relief. Then she looked at the woman, who was still standing at the door. “Free tank of gas,” she told her.

The lady shook her head and laughed lightly then. “No, it’s okay. Lord have mercy,” she breathed.

“Free whatever you want,” Momma told her.

The lady smiled, then walked back to the cooler toward the drinks.

“I’d get a six-pack if I was her. Snakes scare the shit out of me,” Malecon said. I had forgotten he was still there.

“Why are you here?” I asked him.

He shrugged. “I work here.”

“No, why are you standing behind me and not looking for the tape measure?”

“Why are you not filling out college applications like the procrastinator you are?”

“I am not a procrastinator. I applied last year too and I actually got a real scholarship, not a made-up one, but this summer I decided I don’t want to go there, so I am applying to other places for next semester.” None of this was his business, but I hated him implying I was a slacker.

He was smirking again, and I wanted to slap it off his face.

“Must be nice,” was his response.

“What must be nice?” I asked.

“Being able to drop a scholarship because you didn’t want to go,” he said.

I started to open my mouth to defend myself when he nodded his head toward the door. “Boyfriend’s back,” he said.

I turned to see Asa standing inside, looking at me. I hadn’t heard the bell ring when the door opened.

“Better go make sure the snake slayer didn’t get hurt,” Malecon said.

I shot him an annoyed glare. “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said, then walked toward Asa as Momma rushed his way to check on him.

Momma fussed over him, and Asa assured her it wasn’t a big deal. She told him he got free gas until he left for college, and she would send more cinnamon rolls and tamales to him later today.

I waited until she was done thanking him.

“Get him whatever he wants and you work the front. I will go cook,” she told me, then left us there.

“I can’t believe you picked up a rattlesnake,” I told him.

“My uncle taught me when I was younger,” he said. “Good thing that woman didn’t go running. She’d be in the back of an ambulance right now if she had.”

I nodded. “How are you?” I asked him then.

He shrugged. “Okay, I guess. My friends are smothering me, so I don’t have time to think about things too much.”

“Anyone beat Gunner at Madden yet?” I asked.

He smiled. “Nope. Just you.”

The door opened and Mr. Elbert walked in. “Heard y’all had a rattler in here,” he said.

“Yes sir,” I replied. “Asa got it out for us.”

Mr. Elbert owned the hardware store across the street. He shook his head and whistled. “Lawd, lawd, ain’t those nasty little SOBs. Lawd a mercy.” He then slapped Asa on the back. “Good on you, boy. Good on you.” Then he headed back to get his regular lunch. A tall can of Bud Light, a Slim Jim, and a bag of pork rinds.

“I needed to get gas, but I wanted to come in and say hello,” Asa said to me. “I, uh, need to pay.”

I shook my head. “No. Momma said free gas—you saved us from a rattlesnake.”

“Okay,” he said, and he looked like he wanted to say something else but just said “Bye” and left me there.

Although I knew there was no “us,” it was still going to hurt when things like that happened and reminded me.




JULY 30, 2020 Life Didn’t Stop CHAPTER 39

ASA

The bonfire lit up the night. The trucks parked all around, the keg of beer in its place of honor, and the music playing from Nash’s truck were a part of this place. The only thing that was different was the cross with flowers, footballs, letters, framed pictures of Hunter, and some stuffed animals surrounding it.

I didn’t think we’d ever come back here. Hunter’s murder had kept everyone from this patch of ground since February. When Ryker and Aurora had mentioned having a party here before we all started leaving for college, I’d been surprised. Ryker said Hunter would have wanted us to be here. He’d have wanted us to do a toast to him.

Now we were back. Talking about Hunter, our memories with him, our memories on this field, and our memories on the Lions field. It should feel good. It was a closure I didn’t anticipate we’d ever get. I agreed that Hunter would have wanted this. If souls got to live on, then he was here with us. Enjoying the hell out of it. I hadn’t thought much about souls until Momma died. Believing we each had a soul and that Momma’s was out there watching me, still close, helped.

I looked over at Ryker. His arm was around Aurora’s shoulders, holding her close to him as he talked to Walker McNair and Rifle Hannon. Walker and Rifle were the seniors now. The Lions was their team. I was sure Ryker was giving them stories of our past victories as if they hadn’t been on the field too. Life didn’t stop. Time moved on. People died and we had to keep living. Finding joy in things again wasn’t easy. Not when that hole was in your life where they used to be. I hoped it got easier.

This was our last field party, and I should be enjoying it. Soaking it up. Instead I was sitting on the old tractor tire away from everyone else. Watching the scene but not being a part of it. I was glad Ryker could do this. He and Aurora seemed okay. I guess one day I would be too.

“You gonna hide out there all night and drink by yourself?” Nash asked, walking around the truck with a red plastic cup in his hand.

“Possibly,” I replied.

“You leave tomorrow. Might as well call her. Leaving town without talking to her isn’t going to help. You need her. Accept it. Give up and call her already.”

I stared at him. I didn’t tell him about going to the store last week. I’d been about to give in and accept that I wanted her in my life. I didn’t like being away from her. I missed her.

“How’s Ryker doing?” I asked instead of responding.

“You know Ryker is fucking fine. You can see from where you’re sitting. You’re changing the subject.”

I shrugged, then took a drink of the beer I was holding. “We went on a few dates. What do you expect me to do? Profess my love to her? Have a dramatic good-bye? We aren’t you and Tallulah.”

He muttered a curse. “You can lie to yourself all you fucking want to, but I’ve known you all my life. Not once have I seen a girl get under your skin. Not once have I seen you react to one this way. You love her. Don’t admit it. Don’t say it. But that don’t make it not true.”

I glared at him. Why wouldn’t he leave this alone? Let me fucking be. Jesus! I was done with his meddling.

“I don’t love her,” I said.

He rolled his eyes. “Really? Okay. Let me ask you this. Do you think about her every day multiple times?”

Yes, but that wasn’t because I loved her. I didn’t say anything. He had no point.

“Do you stare at your phone and want to call her just to hear her voice? When you are with her, everything seems right. All the bad shit goes away. You feel lighter.” He stopped then and shook his head. “Don’t answer. I already know the truth and so do you. But let Ezmita go. Let her be the one that got away.”

He walked off then and I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. There was no such thing as the one that got away. It was choices. Everybody made them. I was making one now. I was letting Ezmita live her life. She wasn’t sitting around thinking about me. She was moving on. I’d seen the guy she’d been talking to. They had been standing close, and there had been something there. He worked there and he’d be around her all the time. He wasn’t moving away. He liked her. I could see that easy enough. It had been there in the way he looked at her.

The idea of her with him drove me fucking nuts, but what could I do? I wouldn’t be here. My life was about to become football. It would own me, and when I wasn’t practicing, I’d be in classes, having to keep my GPA up. I wouldn’t have time to come back on weekends. Hell, I wouldn’t have anywhere to stay. My home wasn’t here. I didn’t have a home. My mood soured even more.

I drank the rest of my beer, then got up to go get some more. I might as well drink until I didn’t care that Ezmita would fall in love with some guy who wasn’t me. She’d make him laugh and beat him at Madden. She would snuggle against him, and he’d get to enjoy how damn good she smelled. It would be the guy at the store or some other guy. It just wouldn’t be me. I needed the whole damn keg to deal with this.

I spoke to those who stopped to talk to me as I made my way to the keg. I pretended to care what they were talking about. I answered questions about Ole Miss, and someone put another drink in my hand. I drank it, then went to get another.

There were more people arriving and some faces I didn’t know. The field was back to life, but it wasn’t like old times. Those would never be again. This was new times… for everyone else. The beginning of an era I had no part in. I drank to that, I drank to Ezmita falling in love with some unknown guy one day, I drank to leaving this town, and I drank to Hunter. After all, that was the reason we were here.

At some point, things became fun. I enjoyed talking about the past. I laughed and I think I danced with some girls, but I wasn’t sure who. Everything had become a blur, but at least I didn’t feel lost anymore. I didn’t feel anything.



“Stop,” I said, sitting up from my reclined position in the passenger seat of my truck.

Walker McNair frowned but did as I asked. Ryker or Nash would have asked me questions or ignored me. I was glad they’d given me Walker as my designated driver. He was a good kid. I guess. I wasn’t fucking sure. He was sober, so that was something. He was better than me.

“You gotta puke?” he asked, pulling over on the side of the road. I opened the truck door and struggled to get out.

I ignored McNair and worked hard to focus. She was here. I would recognize her anywhere. There she was. Walking toward me. Good. I could stand still until the world stopped moving. She was coming to me.
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EZMITA

“Ezmita!” Asa yelled as if I was far away. When I reached him, I grabbed his arm as he started to lean too far to the left. He stunk of beer and smoke. Not cigarettes but a bonfire. The field. They had gone back to the field. He stumbled toward me, and I grabbed him to keep him from falling on me and knocking us both to the ground.

“Easy,” I said, not sure I could hold him up if it came to that. Glancing behind him at his truck, I checked to make sure he wasn’t driving. A guy who looked sober was in the driver’s seat, and he waved at me. “Hi,” I said, then looked back at Asa.

“You have a little too much beer at the field tonight?” I asked him.

He laughed. “Yeah. I think so,” he said.

“Well, why are you out of the truck? Looks like you need to go home.”

He laughed loudly this time. “Home? I don’t have a fucking home.”

I winced. I hadn’t meant to say that. I wasn’t thinking. Then he grabbed my face with both his hands and looked at me. “You could be my home. I’d be happy then.”

I stood frozen a moment, then grabbed his wrists and eased his hands off my face. “Uh, okay, yeah, you need to get back in the truck,” I told him.

He looked around and then back at me. “Why are you out here alone?” he asked. “It’s late.”

“I went for a run,” I told him. “Now get in the truck. Let me help you.”

He grabbed my hand. “Come with me,” he slurred.

I chuckled. “Can’t do that. You need sleep. You’ll feel differently in the morning.”

“Yeah, like shit,” he agreed. “I’ll feel like shit.”

I had never been drunk, but I was positive he was correct.

Asa climbed back into the truck then. I didn’t have to help him, though I doubted I could do much. He outweighed me significantly. When he was seated, I pointed at his seat belt. “Put that on.”

He gave me a drunken grin. “I think I love you, Ezmita Ramos.”

I said nothing. I just stood there.

He was drunk and leaving tomorrow. He’d not texted, called, or come by in over a week. Asa didn’t love me, but hearing him say the words hurt. It hurt because when I heard those words from someone I loved, I wanted them to be special. Used with a respect for the power that those words held.

“Oh boy,” the guy driving said. “It’s time to get you to Nash’s. You need a bed, dude.”

Asa let his head fall back on the car seat. “Yeah. I do.”

I closed the truck door and then walked away. My heart hurting yet again because of Asa Griffith. I was ready to let him go. I wanted to not get hurt by him anymore. I thought I was making progress this week, but then he sliced me open with three words that should have never been said.

The truck drove away, but I didn’t turn to see it go. Tomorrow that truck would drive out of Lawton and head to Mississippi. I wouldn’t see it at the gas pump, or see it driving down the street. I didn’t know when he’d come back here. Where he’d go when school was out.

He was starting a new life. I had been the last part of his old life. The realization made the sadness worse. When I reached the store, I didn’t walk around to the house. I wasn’t in the mood to go home just yet. I headed for the bench in the back where Papa hid during the day to read. If he thought Momma didn’t know he was hiding to read instead of working, then he was delusional.

Just as I sat down, the back door to the store opened and out walked Malecon. Not who I wanted to see. I wanted quiet, and he was not quiet or peaceful.

“You hiding from your mom?” he asked.

“No. Why?”

“Because this is where your dad hides, so I figured you were doing the same.”

“Oh,” I replied, hoping he’d go away now.

He started breaking down the cardboard boxes piled up by the garbage.

“Can you do that tomorrow?” I asked.

He looked back at me. “Have you met your mom?” he replied.

Good point. I sighed, then stood back up. If he was going to be out here, I might as well go inside.

“He’s not worth it,” Malecon said as I began to walk away.

“Who?” I asked him, sounding as annoyed as I felt.

“The guy. The one that has you looking like your heart is broken. Guys aren’t worth it. Trust me. I am one.”

I shook my head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Stop acting like you know me. You don’t.”

He slid a flattened box into the recycle container, then glanced back over his shoulder again. “I don’t have to know you to know that some guy, probably the snake handler, has you in a funk. I have three sisters. I know that look.”

“Good night, Malecon,” I said, then started walking toward the house.

“You can’t trust those religious sorts that handle snakes. They’re crazy as hell,” he called out after me.

And… I laughed.
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ASA

I parked my truck for the last time in the driveway of the place I used to live. Boxes were sitting on the cement in front of me. My father had sent a text message that he had my things boxed up and waiting on me to come get them before I left. Nash pulled up in the old farm truck I’d bought from his dad with the money I’d made working this summer. He’d refused to take money for letting me stay at their house, but he said he’d sell me the truck for two grand.

I took the key to the truck my dad owned and left it in the seat. Nash walked up to me, and we silently started loading the boxes of my life into the back of the farm truck. It took about five minutes with us both working at it. When we were done, I turned and looked behind me at the house.

Memories of Mom were there. Some good, many bad. Dad wasn’t here, and I figured he’d left to avoid me. I was fine with that. I didn’t want to see him, either.

“She wasn’t happy. He made her life hell,” I said to myself… to Nash… I wasn’t sure.

Nash put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed tightly. “She’s at peace now,” he said.

“Yeah. She finally got away from him,” I agreed. “Let’s go.” I turned and went to get in the driver’s seat of my truck. Nash climbed in the passenger seat.

“This thing smells like stale beer and cigars. It’ll be a real lady magnet at Ole Miss,” Nash said, grinning.

“Yeah, that’s why I bought it.”

He laughed then.

I was going to miss him. We’d never spent so much time together as we had this summer. He’d helped me through some tough shit and I owed him.

“Thanks for this summer,” I said.

“Yeah, well, you were a pain in the ass. Just glad you’re leaving,” he replied.

I laughed and headed back to his house to let him out.

“You gonna go see Ezmita before you drive away?” he asked me.

I had debated on that all morning. Last night I’d been drunk, but I remembered telling her I loved her and then just leaving. Real smooth. “I think so. Probably,” I said.

“You’re going to. Besides, McNair said you told her you loved her. You can’t just leave it at that.”

“I was drunk.”

“Drunkenness brings out the honesty in folks.”

“Shut up,” I said, not wanting to keep talking about this anymore.

“Fine.”

I pulled into his driveway and parked. He opened the truck door, then looked back at me. “All jokes aside, you’re always welcome here. When you need to come home, the door is open.”

I nodded. “Thanks, man.”

“Now, I’m going to leave before we get mushy and shit. Go give ’em hell,” he said, then climbed out of the truck and closed it.

He waved and I waved back before pulling out of his driveway and heading toward the Quick Stop.

I tried to pay at the pump, but Mrs. Ramos came outside waving her hands. “I said free gas!” she called out to me.

“Yes ma’am. Thank you,” I replied.

She nodded and went back inside. I searched the windows for Ezmita and found her at the counter, looking directly at me. She lifted her hand in a wave. I waved at her to come outside. Nash was right. I was going to see Ezmita before I left.

I finished just as she was walking out the door.

“Hey,” she said. “Heading out?” Then she looked at the truck behind me. “Didn’t recognize you in that truck.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I bought this one from Nash’s dad. I left the truck my father owns with him. Didn’t want any ties.”

She nodded in understanding.

“Can you talk? I mean can you take a break?” I asked, feeling awkward and hating that.

She glanced back at the store, and I saw one of her sisters inside. “Yeah, Rosa is watching things.”

“Want to get in?” I asked.

She nodded and walked around to get into the truck.

I climbed in and saw her scrunch her nose.

“Sorry. It smells bad.”

She nodded in agreement.

I moved the truck to a parking spot and then cut the engine again. I wasn’t sure what I needed to say or how to say it. We sat there in silence a moment. I almost thought she’d say something, but she didn’t.

“I’m sorry about last night,” I said. “What I said, I drank too much.”

“It was your last night with your friends. You probably needed to drink,” she replied.

“Ezmita,” I began, and paused.

“Asa, this doesn’t have to be hard. We say our good-byes and you leave. I don’t want this to feel awkward and weird.”

“But it is hard. Not because I told you I loved you while I was drunk but because I’m leaving and I don’t want to leave… you.”

“Don’t. Don’t say things like that. You told me that you didn’t want to hurt me. Well, when you say things like that, it hurts me. So please, just say good-bye and go.”

“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to hurt you. I just… I need you. I was drunk and I should have never said that to you while I was drunk, but it doesn’t make it less true. I love you and I don’t want to lose you.”

She sat there staring at me silently. I waited for her to say it back or maybe for her to smile. I didn’t want her to hurt because of me. I wanted to bring her happiness the way she brought me happiness.

“That may be true, but it doesn’t change anything. You are moving away. I’ll be moving away too next semester. Our lives are on two different paths, and we have a lot to experience. This summer… the times I spent with you were special, but it was here in Lawton.”

“Come to Mississippi,” I blurted out. “Come be with me.”

She gave me a sad smile. I didn’t like how that felt. “No. I’m not following you. Football at Ole Miss is your path. I don’t want to go to Mississippi. I want to find my path and what I want to do in life. I can’t be that girl. I can’t let your dream determine mine.”

I understood what she was saying, and although I wanted her to have her own dream to chase, I wanted her to be with me. “You can’t find your dream at Ole Miss?” I asked.

“Asa, once I would have. I was wrong then. I’m eighteen years old. I can’t fall in love and start changing my plans because of it. You were right about not being able to do exclusive relationships. You don’t want to do them, so you can’t do them.”

“No! I changed my mind about that. I want one. With you.” Did she not understand that? “I love you.”

She reached for the door handle. “I love you, but I love myself, too, and I need to let you go. For me.” She opened the door, then looked back at me. “Go play football and start a new life. One that makes you happy. One where the pain you suffered here fades away.”

I watched her get out of the truck. I felt like she was taking my heart with her. I wanted to beg her, but I heard her and I understood. This wasn’t about me. It would be selfish to beg her. When she looked up at me, my chest ached. “Good-bye, Asa Griffith.”

I would drive away from her, but I couldn’t say good-bye. It was too final.

“You’ll always be the one,” I said instead.

She closed the door and stepped back.

Then I drove out of Lawton, Alabama.
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