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      Alla mia bella famiglia, grazie per le radici e le ali. Soprattutto, grazie per avermi amato.

      

      This, because you loved me.
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        *Previously titled The Beautiful Years*

      

      

      If you knew love could kill you, would you still fall?

      

      The moment Brando Piero Fausti appeared in the snow-filled night, he made the blood hum in my veins. With a body worthy of a statue in Italy, he tethered my life to his with an irrevocable bond. He was the most dangerous man I had ever felt. A savage beast lurked just beneath his surface, ready to battle for what he loved the most—me.

      

      Little did I know that he would lure me into a gilded cage with his beautiful words and searing touch. Little did he know, I’d always fight to follow the true alignment of my stars.
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        And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.

        Anaïs Nin

      

        

      

      
        
        Letter from Bella

        Please read before beginning the journey of

        The Fausti Family Saga

      

      

      
        
        Dear Reader,

        As usual, I find myself here, writing a letter to you about one of my stories. For whatever reason, I always feel this is necessary. Maybe it’s because my stories are hard to categorize in one genre. Or maybe it’s because there’s usually something “different” about my stories that somehow needs to be explained ahead of time.

        In this case, it’s a little of both.

        Just for the record, I never planned on writing Mafia Romance. (Side note: Mafia is a simple term for what’s to come, but since there are no other genres that are more suitable for this saga, here we are.)

        However, this story goes much deeper than that. In the beginning stages, I had no idea what I was writing. I had a simple premise: boy meets girl, boy feels girl is too good for him, so he sends her off into the world to do great things at the expense of his heart. It was to be set in a small town.

        Some of that still rings true, but it’s not the story Scarlett and Brando intended to tell. It wasn’t their story. Far from it. By the end of the second book, beginning of the third, I knew what I was in for. It wasn’t until then that Brando trusted me enough with his secrets.

        I had a choice. Do something that I had never done before, had never planned on doing, or bow out if I didn’t have the courage to do the story justice.

        As my editor said, “It's completely different than anything you've written before.”

        This is so true, and after getting to know Brando and Scarlett, there’s no way that I could back out of my part of the deal. Besides, Brando would never allow it.

        This brings me to the point of this letter. Though Book I and II gives you tastes of what’s to come, by the third book you will be fully submerged in that world—fast cars, exotic locations, dangerous situations, and beautiful, ruthless people who all seem to want to rule the world. The book you are about to dive into became the catalyst for an eight-part saga.

        Each book is told at different times. This saga spans from the 1990s until current day.

        It took me over a year to write this saga. For over a year I ignored all of my other obligations and poured all of the things a writer gives—heart, soul, mind, time, blood, sweat and tears—into Brando and Scarlett’s world. I have no regrets.

        Revenge and forgiveness, ruthless and romance, rage and passion, this saga has it all, but above all, I found the most powerful theme to be love.

        Unapologetic, resolute, evergreen love. If the love didn’t exist, the kind of love that prevails no matter the cost, there would be no eight-part saga. The love I found in these books is the kind of love worth dying for.

        If you knew love could kill you, would you still fall?

        I’ll leave that up to you to decide.

      

        

      
        With love,

        Bella Di Corte

      

      

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






1995 ~ Brando

        

      

    

    
      The ballerina twirled on one foot like a girl inside of a beautiful music box.

      She went up in a fluid movement onto her toes, just on the tips, and spun around with a grace that belied the strength she hid. She was strong. Stronger than anyone I had ever seen. Somehow her elegance and her strength coexisted in the same space, one working in favor of the other.

      It was almost impossible to look away from her. She drew the eye and captured the mind.

      Snow danced around me, circling me in wisps and flurries, mirroring her movements. If I had to compare them, the girl and the ice, she was the more graceful of the two in her movements than the wisps of frozen rain floating here and there. She was by far the greater of the two miracles.

      Framed by the window of the dance studio, her body was outlined by a painted forest around the rim. Fog blurred the glass from the chill of the weather and the toasty atmosphere inside. The frosted, plum-colored trees painted on reflected the Christmas lights of downtown Natchitoches, Louisiana in a way that made them seem alive with a pulse. Thin ribbons unraveling from each tree met another, creating another, interweaving in a way that connected them all.

      The window scene could’ve been a nod to The Nutcracker. I’m not sure. In fact, I’ve never even seen The Nutcracker, only heard about it. Maybe saw a few pictures of it in a book.

      Standing in the snow, I felt like I had been dropped into a strange universe, knowing nothing about anything. I didn’t even know the song she danced to. It was older, but I liked it.

      I made a mental note to ask Maggie Beautiful about it later.

      Watching her, I felt like time stood still and my world stopped spinning. There was no other way for me to describe the sensation—the experience. I ran a hand through my hair, thinking that over. I noted that the other girls were watching her too, even the teacher. The entire room had decided to study the main attraction instead of socializing at the party. She had transfixed them with the power she held in her grasp; she was a force of nature with purely ethereal movements.

      The truth hit me in that moment and I took back my first impression. There was a way to describe the experience: I was ice stuck where I had fallen. She was the solid ground to my water.

      Out of the blue, she kept me grounded, as though the rest of the world failed to exist. She was a girl I had known my entire life, but she didn’t know me. I had no idea who she had become as I watched a new version of the little girl I used to know. She might have grown—she had to be around fifteen now—but her scent was still familiar enough that I remembered it from a walk through her life.

      Scarlett Rose Poésy.

      I stuck my hands further into the depths of my black leather jacket, head down against the chill of the night, eyes stuck on her graceful form. She was in all blue, but she might as well have been covered in the color of her name.

      She completed a perfect spin before she paused, doing a double take. Her brother Elliott had just walked into the dance studio. She smiled, her porcelain skin lighting within when her mind registered his presence. He smiled back and lifted the gift in his palm, offering it to her. She had forgotten someone’s present at home, and their mother had insisted we stop before our party to drop it off.

      Scarlett brought her right hand flush to her lips and then offered it to him in a gesture that meant thank you in sign language. His skin, redder than hers, lit with the same blush. Brother and sister conversed back and forth for a moment in his language, the language of hands. He explained our plans—he told her that he had a date with Lisette and not to worry, he had gone with the earrings she had suggested.

      This was true, he had bought the earrings, but he had also bought her an engagement ring. He didn’t want anyone to know yet. Not even his sister.

      Scarlett went up on her toes, the perfect ballerina, and did some kind of dance for him, maybe showing him how happy she was that he had taken her advice. He clapped for her performance before he told her goodbye. He was in a rush; time with Lisette had become an urgent thing, and the ring was all he could think of lately. Like money, it was burning a hole in his pocket. I told him he was a fool in love. But what the hell did I know? He was certain they were meant to be because their names ended the same, which made me laugh soundlessly, the heat from my breath producing a cloud of smoke in the sharp night air.

      Elliott turned and left, eager to get back to his car. He was the designated driver for the night. Scarlett went up on her toes, about to pick up her dance again, but as soon as she did, she came down abruptly, in a way that seemed almost painful. The gift fell from her hand, bouncing away from her for such a solid package. Her face went pale.

      I took a step closer to the window just as Elliott came out of the dance studio. He knocked me on the shoulder, motioning to his car. Nick, another one of our friends, had been waiting in the passenger seat, the music steadily bumping while he howled out the window. Elliott smiled, motioning for me to get in the car again. So fucking eager. There was no rush. He had all night. He had the rest of his life.

      I looked in at Scarlett again. She stood solid, not moving. The girls around her had started to clump together, whispering. Her dance teacher had moved to the opposite side of the room, talking to another woman, who I assumed to be another teacher.

      There were times when I would forget the signs to communicate with Elliott. In those times, I usually pointed and spoke to make my point. Elliott understood me because we had been at it since we were kids, and he was an excellent lip reader, so we had a good relationship despite my lack. I never forgot the meaning of the signs, though, only how to use my fingers.

      I pointed to my feet and mouthed, “Go on without me, Maestro.” I called him Maestro because of his obsessive love of music. He enjoyed the beat of it.

      He narrowed his eyes as a puff of breath came out of his mouth. He lifted his fingers and moved them quickly. You’re not coming?

      I shook my head, “Nah.” The words came despite the fact that he couldn’t hear them. He was excellent with nuances of the face and body.

      “Come on, Fausti!” Nick called. “It’s freezing out.”

      “Nah, dude, ya’ll go ahead.” I turned just before Scarlett came flying out of the dance studio.

      “Elliott!” Scarlett gasped, propelling herself at him. She hit him with such an intensity that he rocketed backward, almost bringing them both to the cement. She clawed at his jacket, sobbing.

      He motioned as fast as his fingers would allow, begging her to tell him what had happened. “Is it mom?” he managed to get out. “Dad?”

      “No, no, no!” she sobbed, close to screaming. “It’s you!” She shook his jacket, pulling him forward. “Don’t leave! Stay here with me! Please!”

      Nick stuck his head out again, went to say something else, but stopped when he took notice of the scene. “Shit.” He blew out a puff of cold air and rolled up the window.

      Elliott patted his little sister on the head, bringer her closer. She kept a death grip on his jacket, her knuckles turning white, while the rest of her trembled. She had rushed out without a coat, without anything but her dance clothes: a thin, long-sleeve top, a frilly bottom, stockings, and ballet slippers.

      One thing in her favor, though—she was damn good at holding on, despite the chill.

      Snow came down in earnest now, sticking to grass and cement. The wind picked up speed, and for a moment, they seemed lost in the embrace. I didn’t realize Elliott had turned his gaze on me until I felt the weight of his stare. His eyes were wide, and his hands came up behind her back in a “help me” gesture.

      I shrugged, settling my hands deeper into my jacket. I doubted Scarlett had even noticed me. Hidden deep in the shadows, I had become just another part of the night.

      Scarlett pushed back from his chest, keeping a tight grip on his collar. “Listen to me, Elliott.” She shook him a bit. “You have to listen to me! You have to stay here with me until mom picks me up.” She spoke the words, but then to drive them home, she reluctantly removed her hand from him and signed the words over again. Then she stuck to him again, afraid to let go. Her fear was palpable.

      You have to tell me why, he signed. This time Elliott took his sister by the shoulder and moved her so he could look her in the eye.

      She sniffled, looking away from him. “I…can’t.” Fat tears streamed down her face. An insane urge to wipe them before they could freeze to her skin took over. She almost seemed too delicate for the weather. I tamed the urge down, keeping my hands solid in the pockets of the leather jacket.

      Elliott pulled Scarlett in and hugged her hard. He kissed the top of her head. He said something in her ear. Then he released her before rushing into his car and locking the doors.

      Scarlett seemed dazed, a bit confused as she stood there, eyes fixed on his car. The music bumped even harder. The tailpipe sent out streams of smoke.

      She blinked a few times and I felt the air around us shift.

      “No!” she screeched, torn from the shock. She looked from left to right, searching for what seemed like salvation, and took off after the car, pounding on the windows, screaming her brother’s name.

      Elliott’s taillights glowed crimson before he took off, ignoring the frantic pleas of his sister. She scooped up a mound of dirt and rocks and snow and hurled it at his retreating vehicle, hitting the back windows in a cracking spray of debris.

      For such a graceful being, she had a hell of a good aim.

      She stood close to the street for a moment before she shook her head and came to stand on the sidewalk, staring down the street, probably hoping he’d come back. She kept whispering “no,” over and over.

      I removed my jacket, holding it out to her. “Scarlett.”

      She didn’t jump or flinch or even acknowledge me.

      I took a step closer but kept in the shadows. For some reason, I didn’t want her to see me, only to know I was there.

      “Scarlett,” I said a bit louder.

      This time her eyes flew in my direction. She put her right hand over her heart, her entire body shaking with cold and what I assumed to be adrenaline. “He’s gone,” she whispered.

      “Here.” I pushed the jacket closer to her. “Your lips are almost the same color as your—” I motioned to her outfit, not knowing what to call it. Somehow “frilly clothes” seemed fucking stupid to say aloud.

      “Who are you?” she asked in a small voice.

      “A friend of Elliott’s.”

      “A good friend?”

      “Yeah, since we were kids. He’s like my brother.”

      Her eyes narrowed, making her fragile stature seem fierce. Her eyebrows, those eyes, were more intense than I was prepared for. “Then you should’ve stopped him!”

      I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to stop him from, but judging by the way her body shook, and the color of her skin, she seemed to be experiencing hypothermia. “Take my jacket and then I’ll tell you why I didn’t stop him.”

      She snatched my jacket, angrily shoving her arms through the holes, zipping it up to her neck with frustration. The black leather swallowed her fluff. “There.” She stuck her chin up. The blue piece of silk tied around her bun flittered in the wind, almost coming loose and taking flight.

      A smile almost came to my lips, but given the circumstances, I kept my features hard.

      “Lisette.” I lifted my hands, even though I knew she couldn’t see me. It didn’t seem to make a difference to her. “Tonight’s important to him.”

      “Can Lisette save him?”

      It was my turn to narrow my eyes. “Tell me.”

      The tone of my voice made her pause. As subtle as she could, she shook her head. It took her a moment to answer. “Never mind,” she said, resigned. The fire in her voice seemed to cool with the dropping temperature. “It doesn’t m-matter.” She began to sob even harder than she had before. She looked away and put both of her hands up, covering her face with the sleeves of my jacket.

      “Tell me what’s going on, Scarlett.” My voice came out hoarse from the impossibly tough situation I found myself in, or from exposure to the cold air. I wasn’t sure which.

      “God!” She sobbed and then started to laugh.

      Accustomed to the emotional rollercoaster a woman could bring me on, I decided to wait her out.

      “You must think I’m insane!” She used my sleeves to wipe her eyes, her cheeks, even her nose. She laughed again. “Perhaps I am. When…” She took a breath or two to calm the quiver in her voice. “When Elliott walked in, I felt fine. Then…he went to leave and I panicked. I’ve never experienced that before. I mean, I’ve heard stories from my grandmother. My dad’s mother, I’m referring to. How someone in his family saved the love of her life from a terrible storm in Scotland. She panicked when he told her he was leaving. She couldn’t let him go. So she tied him to the bed while he took a nap. An intense connection, my grandmother had called it. Something close to a sixth sense, in a way. But now that I’m out here with you, I feel fine.” She shrugged, laughing softly in that crazed way again. “Perhaps I was wrong…” She bit her lip. “Why would I feel that toward Elliott? I’ve never felt that before—such a rush to be close...to stop him. That’s not how the story goes.” She hesitated before continuing. “My mom said that there’s no truth to Grandma Poésy’s stories, that my dad’s side is certifiable anyway because they’re a mixed bunch of nuts. French and Scottish…”

      She had used the word “perhaps” instead of “maybe” twice in the span of a few minutes. I almost smiled. That was twice she almost had me doing something I rarely did.

      I studied her for a moment. Sometime during her rambling she had turned toward me, and the light from inside the studio fell on her and brightened her features. Shorter than average, thin, but with some curve that promised to deepen later in life. Above all else, though, “graceful” came to mind; she was built for the ballet stage. Compared to me she was slight, though something about her seemed larger than life.

      The beauty of her face seemed to fill her out. Thick, chestnut hair was pulled into a tight bun, giving me a clear sketch of her face, the light from inside working with the darkness outside. Her eyes were shocking in their beauty—a deep emerald green that almost glowed in the night. I wondered if the color would hold specks of gold if she were in the sun. Her brows were dark, thick, arched in a way that gave her a bolder look.

      Scarlett had mentioned her father’s heritage, but I remembered Elliott had mentioned their mother’s—Slovenian. All but their father spoke the language. Scarlett’s features reflected that heritage: feline eyes, shaped like they belonged to a mischievous cat, while the straight, sleek cut of her nose and sharp, broad cheeks seemed sculpted out of hard stone, almost cold until she smiled and her face warmed. She had the most beautiful bones, angular, and the skin over them was taut. In contrast, her lips were soft, a delicate pink, and the perfect shape. I couldn’t look away from her.

      She smiled then, her eyes glistening, face red and puffy. “Did you hear me?”

      “Repeat that once more.”

      She laughed, the breath flowing out of her mouth in a stream of white. “You could be a serial killer and I’m out here telling you about my family.” She took a breath. “Though even a serial killer might be hesitant to deal with them. Charlotte would be on the first bus back home. She’s not worth the hassle.”

      Charlotte was her older sister. And I had to agree.

      “What’s more concerning is that you’re still out here talking to me—after having the thought.”

      “That too.” She sighed. “But now that I think about it, you mentioned Lisette. My brother runs in a small circle. You knew my name. I’m going to take you for your word. Besides—” she shrugged “—I feel safe enough.”

      A howling wind came tearing down the street, throwing the snow around in mad flurries. I stuck my hands in the pockets of my jeans, resisting the urge to pat down a thin strand of hair that had come loose from her slicked bun. The situation with Elliott had unnerved her.

      “Here—” She went to take off the jacket, but I stopped her.

      “You keep it. It’s damn near freezing out here.”

      She nodded and looked around briefly before turning her face to the sky. A quiet settled between us until she sniffed, then released a deep breath.  “This is something, huh? Snow in Natchitoches.” She pronounced the name perfectly: Nac-Au-Tish.

      “Whenever it snows here, it’s always a thing.”

      “Do you think snow where it rarely ever snows means something miraculous is about to happen?” She closed her eyes against the oncoming flakes. White diamond flecks touched her skin, clinging without melting, and in that moment she seemed almost unreal to me—an ice princess.

      I started to say that Maggie Beautiful believes snow is an omen in Louisiana, that nature tends to send in a mild nonoccurrence before she releases a natural disaster. But I stopped myself. Instead I said, “We’ll see.”

      “We’ll see is better than no, I guess.” She grinned, the reaction warming her face, melting the ice. My heart started to beat faster. “That’s what my mom says when I ask for something farfetched.”

      We’ll see. My go-to response after Maggie Beautiful asked me for something, which was usually farfetched, but I kept silent. She was smart enough to know that it usually meant no.

      “You’re not much of a talker, are you?”

      I blinked the snow from my lashes. “Not by nature, no.”

      She nodded. “Why did you stay? Instead of going to the party? I assume you came here with Elliott and Nick.”

      I took a deep breath in and let it out. I could smell her in the chilliness of the air: popcorn from the party, leather from my jacket, and something mild but recognizable on her skin and clothes. Rose perfume. Not the kind older women wore. Something subtle, closer to the real thing. Sweet. Doused in snow, the cold made the scent stronger.

      “Nick.” I repeated his name, harder than I had intended. For some reason the way she had said his name made my fingers curl into fists. I had to take a deep breath and then release it slowly. The air felt like cold, blue fire in my lungs.

      Something I had never known reared its head for the first time.

      In under a second, I had to erect iron bars to keep it in check. To restrain it from springing loose and causing havoc. The something that came to life had a mean and ugly temper.

      She studied me in the darkness for a moment. I got the feeling whatever she felt from me had spoken to her, louder than the name I had spoken out loud. Her next response seemed to come from reading the unspoken thoughts in my mind.

      “Nothing,” she whispered, turning her face away for a moment, giving me her profile. “He’s my brother’s friend.” Her cheeks flushed with blood, making her blush spread like fire.

      I cleared my throat. “I lost interest in going,” I said, answering her question. Choosing to ignore the insane rattling of bars.

      She moved her ballet shoe across the cement, creating a line in the snow. “Does that happen to you often?”

      This time, I allowed the grin. For the first time, she really made an attempt to see me in the darkness. Struggling to make out my features, she took a small step forward, her eyes scrunched to almost slits. She was more afraid of me then she let on—I could almost hear the pulse thrumming in her neck—but something possessed her to stay out in the snow and talk.

      Un piccolo gattino curioso:  A curious little kitten.

      “Depends on what it is,” I said.

      “I’ll need more than that.” She pinched her fingers. “Just a little?”

      Enough about me. I’d find out more about her. “Does that—” I motioned around the area with a hand, thinking of her crying fit, or whatever it’s called when girls cry that hard “—happen often?”

      “That—” she took a deep breath and let it out slowly “—never happens. I can’t explain it.” She took her voice down to a whisper. “It’s the worst feeling I’ve ever felt. The panic. The helplessness. My palms are sweaty just thinking of it.” She rubbed them together to prove her point.

      “You seem to be okay now.”

      She nodded, her stare lost in the shadows, with me. “I’m going to be. My heart is better.” She smiled, almost shyly, and I couldn’t stop myself from returning it.

      “Scarlett!” An older woman in ballet clothes rushed out of the studio. She stopped short when she noticed Scarlett wasn’t alone in the darkness. Placing two elegant hands on Scarlett’s shoulders, the woman spoke to her in rapid French.

      “All right.” Scarlett’s demeanor changed, became more professional. Even the tone of her voice became more mature, more commanding, as if she were in the position of power. “But give me a moment. I was just having a word with one of Elliott’s friends. Je vous remercie.”

      The woman studied me for a moment and then spoke in French again. Quieter this time. Scarlett answered her in the same language, as though French were her first language. The teacher motioned to the entrance/exit with her chin before she left us. She didn’t go far, though. She stopped closer to Scarlett than to the door.

      Scarlett glanced at the woman, another smile creeping onto her lips, perfect white teeth a flash in the darkness, before she turned back toward me. I was right about those eyes. Mischievous. Lifting her shoulders, she brought the collar of my jacket up to her ears. She turned her face, putting her nose closer to the leather.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “For this. And for…everything.” She hesitated before she went to remove the jacket.

      “Keep it.”

      “No, you’ll—”

      The woman cleared her throat.

      “I have a coat inside, you’ll freeze,” Scarlett rushed out.

      “It looks better on you,” I said, my tone clear enough. The leather jacket belonged to her now.

      She huffed out a laugh. “Do you always give your clothes away?”

      “Never.”

      “Hmm.” She stuck her nose further into the jacket. I could see from the outline of her face that her smile had grown. “I’ll have Elliott give it back to you the next time he sees you.”

      I shrugged. The black thermal shirt felt tight across my shoulders all of a sudden. “We’ll see.”

      Scarlett stared in my direction for a moment before she rushed inside, into the warmth of the studio and the comfort of familiar people. Those weren’t her people though.

      She’s mine.

      The thought came unbidden, almost ferocious, from the beast that had reared its head out of the depths of inner darkness. In response, a low growl emanated from my throat, aimed at myself.

      Still, I had lost the war. I couldn’t move or tear my eyes from where she was supposed to be. She might have been the most perfect ballerina, but there was something else about her that called to me, something that went even deeper. Something that might get me killed one day, but in her honor, I’d give up my life without a second’s hesitation.

      She’s mine, the voice came again, and this time I accepted it without issue.

      Yeah, she is.

      Elliott had been insane to ever leave her, to leave this—light.

      Once she was safely inside, I stood outside watching from the shadows. She stood in the center of the window again, leather jacket still on, looking out into the depths of the night. She felt me, judging by the grin on her face.

      Her dance picked up where it had left off.

      This time, my ballerina girl danced just for me.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






1996 ~ Brando, The arrangement

        

      

    

    
      I dressed in honor of the occasion. White button-down shirt rolled to the elbows, black slacks, and boots. I slicked my hair back and used pomade to keep it in place.

      I slipped on a thick watch and checked the time. Enough. The tattoo on my lower left arm snaked from wrist to elbow, a reminder of that night out in the snow, a piece of her to carry with me until there wasn’t a breath left in me. December was bitter with cold, so I added a thick jacket. It completed the look more than it was necessary to keep me comfortable.

      My cologne hung in the air when I stepped outside. The breath from my mouth came out in a frosted white cloud. The leather seats of the Chevy held the cold, but the heater evened out the temperature. Not that it mattered. My body ran hot. The cold rarely touched me.

      The drive only took a short time. Small town.

      The southern plantation loomed in the distance. If a house could be considered a Civil War relic, this one took the title. White columns stretched the height of the structure and balconies stretched the width, standing out against the brick.

      It had a long driveway that seemed to meander, surrounded by ancient live oaks, their leaves intertwined with fluttering moss. Not far behind, the Cane River carved out a path.

      The closer the car moved toward the structure, the bigger and richer it became.

      “This place is straight out of Gone with the Wind,” Maggie Beautiful had once remarked when we had come for a party.

      “Yeah,” I said to myself over the humming of the motor. “Can’t argue with that.”

      The entire place, even the trees that lined the driveway, had been covered in twinkling lights and decorations that signified Christmas was close. It made the house seem even more lavish. Though it would be some time before night fell, the lights were on, haloed in the haze.

      Parking in front of the house, I turned the car off, breathing in a lung full of fresh air not polluted by fumes from the exhaust pipe. The scents of burning wood, cold water, and fresh pine lingered; an undercurrent of leather from the seats and my cologne drifted below them.

      The smells lingered but I didn’t. Lifting my arm, I checked the time.

      Right on schedule.

      Before I could knock, Eunice, the woman who had worked for the Poésy family for as far back as I could remember, stood there, a cheery apron covering her dress. She smelled of fresh baked goods and the spice of firewood.

      “Brando!” She embraced me, holding me tight. “It’s been too long! Too long!” She stood back but kept her hands on my arms. “You’re too thin!” She slapped at one cheek.

      I smiled at her, despite the feeling of unease that rushed over me when I came here now. It wasn’t the same as it used to be.

      “Oh,” she breathed out. “But you’re still as charming as ever! Too beautiful for your own good. Come in.” She stepped aside and shut the door behind me. “Let me take your coat.”

      I slipped out of it and she hung it in the closet, turning to face me once more. Her eyes roved over me for a long minute, before stopping on the tattoo on my arm.

      “My, my,” she said, shaking her head. “I am so glad you’re here. It almost feels like old times. It does my heart good to see you.”

      I nodded but couldn’t lie. “It feels different.”

      She nodded, a serious look on her otherwise friendly face. “It is. That’s why it feels right to have you here. There was a time when we couldn’t keep you two apart.”

      “Yeah, those were good times.” I cleared my throat. “Scarlett. How is she?”

      Eunice narrowed her eyes at me and they flickered down to the tattoo before meeting my stare again. “Her mother sent her to Russia.” She sighed. “Something to do with the ballet.”

      I knew this, of course. I knew everything when it came to her. Eunice lived with the family; she was privy to information no one else was. It was good to hear my information was correct, but that’s not what I wanted.

      Eunice seemed to sense this. “She’s hurting. So much has changed since—”

      A throat cleared in the background. Eunice and I both turned to find Pnina Poésy standing at the top of the winding staircase, looking down on us.

      That’s about right.

      Scarlett’s mother was a stunning woman. Her blonde hair was swept back, showcasing the angular shape of her face. She was dressed in all red, the color of blood.

      Huh. A warning.

      “Eunice,” she said, her eyes on me. “We’ll take refreshments in the office. Preferably something hot. Brando.” She nodded. “You’re welcome to join us. We’re ready.”

      I nodded in return and thanked Eunice for taking my coat.

      As I began to take the many steps to the office, Pnina hadn’t moved from her spot. Her eyes were fixed on the tattoo on my arm. Four steps before I reached her, she swallowed hard. Her eyes had turned into daggers.

      She released the banister and turned from me, reaching the office before I did.

      Her perfume swallowed up the space, but Everett’s expensive cigars and cognac were a subtle undercurrent. The tall man stood in the corner, a crystal glass in his hand, staring out the window.

      When he heard us enter, he turned, his normally cordial features settling into friendliness. He met me halfway in, taking my hand and pulling me in for a one-arm man hug.

      “Brando,” he said, his breath full of spirit fumes. “It’s good to see you, son.”

      I agreed and took the seat he offered me on the leather sofa. He took a chair across from me. Pnina took the one next to her husband.

      A picture of Scarlett in a girlie blue ballet outfit was framed in silver on the table that separated me from her parents. The queen of some country stood next to her.

      The sight of my ballerina girl made my will harden even further.

      Eunice came in then with a tray of coffee and cookies. To be polite, I accepted the coffee and took a bite of the cookie. Rarely did I do things to please other people, but I had a soft spot for the woman.

      She knew this too. She smiled and winked at me as she made her way out, closing the door behind her.

      Pnina sipped on her coffee. Everett added cognac to his. Setting the cup on the table, I cleared my throat.

      “Thank you for seeing me today.”

      “You never have to call to see us—”

      Pnina cleared her throat, cutting Everett off. “This is not a friendly visit.”

      Everett looked between us.

      “Correct,” I said. “In one way. Though I still consider this a friendly visit.”

      Pnina nodded, urging me to go on. I didn’t need her permission nor did I seek it. There was something else at stake.

      “I love your daughter,” I said. “I’d trade my life to see her safe. I’d sacrifice my life for the honor of hers. I’m not here to ask your permission, but to get your blessing.”

      “Charlotte?” Everett asked. He looked almost eager.

      Charlotte was Scarlett’s sister. And hell no. The rest of my life would consist of fuck me, the equivalent of why me, if she were the one I called mine.

      “No,” I said, meeting his eye. “Scarlett.”

      Her father said nothing. He stared at me for some time until he stood, going to the bar in the corner and pouring more cognac into his glass. He kept his back turned to us, staring out of the window again.

      Of course, where his children were considered, Pnina ran that ship.

      Pnina stared at the tattoo on my arm again. Her mind worked, though she kept her face intentionally blank. I had seen the woman do it too many times to count. Though she tried her damnedest not to, she was easy to read, yet almost impossible to understand.

      She took another drink of her coffee, her finger tapping against the glass after she had brought it down. “Scarlett is only sixteen. She is just a girl.”

      “I’m well aware,” I said. “I’ve taken her age into consideration.”

      She nodded. “What do you expect us to do? Give you her hand in marriage?”

      My lip quirked up. No one would give Scarlett to me. She had been mine ever since that night out in the snow. Maybe even longer.

      I was here for one reason. To make sure this woman didn’t send my heart to another country because she refused to do what the world insisted was her destiny. Dance.

      “She’s not preforming as she once was. She’s hurting.” I paused. “And she’s rebelling.”

      Pnina narrowed her eyes at me. I had hit a nerve.

      If there was one way to get the woman to see clearly, it was to discuss Scarlett in terms of business. What good was a ballerina who refused to dance? And not just any ballerina. One that was destined to do great things.

      I was told that making arrangements such as this one ran in my blood. I had no doubt that it did. However, I never expected to make one in the name of love.

      One way or another, Scarlett would stay put and I’d have her. This woman sent her away much too often and for extended stretches of time. Scarlett needed to be home. For now.

      “I see you have been well informed,” Pnina said, the words “go on” on the tip of her tongue. Though she refused to say them.

      I grinned at that. “Allow her to go to school,” I said. “Give her something to concentrate on. Give her some normalcy for a change. Offer her the chance to feel like a normal kid. She’s already graduated from high school. I get that.”

      Scarlett was not only talented beyond what the law should allow, but she was extremely smart. She had teachers from all over the world, and not just for dance. She had completed high school at sixteen.

      Little wonder. Apart from dance, all she did was read and study. Nothing else felt safe enough for Pnina. The girl had danced for royalty but probably had never gone to the movies.

      I went on, sensing that Pnina’s interest had been piqued. “The public school will be accommodating enough to let her have a normal year or two, even if it’s all for show. Her best friend Violet will be with her. Scarlett has asked to go before. I doubt she will turn down the opportunity now. And relatively speaking, keeping her contained on the school grounds will keep her safe enough while allowing her the freedom that she needs. It’s not even college. High school. Safe enough.”

      Safe enough. I said the phrase twice. Pnina knew what I had intended with that comment. Keep her legs safe enough.

      “You have no idea how talented she is, do you? What is in store for her?”

      “Ah,” I said. “I do. Or I wouldn’t be sitting here today. That’s why I’ve come to you. She’s been through a lot. I want what’s best for Scarlett. I’ll do whatever it takes to see her happy and thriving.”

      “What is in this for you?”

      “Her.” Mine.

      “Her career comes first.”

      Ah, here we go. We were down to the specifics of this arrangement. Pnina knew me well enough to know that my word was as good as my blood. I said what I meant and meant what I said.

      “I agree.”

      “She goes to Paris after this ruse is over. She has had a standing offer with the ballet there since she was a young girl, as well as a few others.”

      I opened and closed my hands. “Where she goes is up to her.”

      “As long as she goes,” Pnina said. “I know my daughter. If she is committed, she will see it through. I know she is infatuated with the thought of you. She has asked Eunice questions—almost eagerly. I found your picture in her room. I am her mother and also a woman. I know these things.

      “Dance is something she does because she can. It comes natural to her, as natural as breathing. I will not allow her to commit to you fully and give up all that she has worked for. Scarlett is destined to reach the stars. Men such as yourself take the light for themselves.”

      Yeah, they do. I had claimed her that night in the snow. She was mine. End of story. This woman was smart to be wary of me. I never doubted that about her.

      She continued. “You will set her free when it is time. Or I will have no choice but to keep her abroad now. She has already lost so much focus. I cannot allow her to lose anymore.”

      She took another drink of coffee, set it down, and then smoothed out her dress.

      “However, I do believe giving her an incentive will work. Giving her some normalcy as you pointed out.”

      Of course. There was more to this then she let on. When Scarlett turned eighteen, she had the power to crush Pnina’s dreams by not dancing at all. Pnina could hold their wealth over her, but that’s about all.

      At this point, I wasn’t so sure that Scarlett wouldn’t rather live on the street and work at the local diner.

      Neither of us wanted that for her. Nor would I ever allow her to live on the street or work at the diner. However, I understood Pnina’s unspoken thoughts all too clearly. When I entered Scarlett’s life, if I encouraged her, she would dance.

      Call it premonition, but we had both surrendered to each other that night out in the snow. She could move me just as well as I could move her.

      I was well aware that she was mine in all regards. I had no doubt that she didn’t recognize the same loss of power in me. There was no escape for either of us. All it took was one night and for our eyes to connect. Those emerald eyes haunted me even when I was with other women.

      Pnina went no further, waiting to hear the words from my mouth—you have my word.

      I looked her in the eye. “I also have conditions.”

      Her eyebrow lifted at that.

      I held a finger up. “I’ll enter her life when she’s eighteen. You’ll allow me to give her the opportunities that were available to your other children. Meaning, she gets to do normal things with me.”

      “When she’s eighteen. When’s she legal.”

      I nodded. Less chance of this woman sending her off if she was of age. I had to give her as little wiggle room as possible.

      I waited for her to agree this time.

      “You have my word.”

      I lifted another finger. She narrowed her eyes. “Once she’s decided where to go. France. Italy. New York. Wherever.” I waved a hand. “You hire someone to follow her around—all that she does and sees comes back to me. I want to know who she’s with down to what she eats for lunch. After her first performance as a principal dancer, I come back into her life. At that point, she’ll be established in that world.”

      Pnina shifted in her seat but she didn’t get comfortable. “Brando, you have to give her a chance to live her life. You have to give her a chance to experience what it means to be on her own without you. She is young. If she is not allowed to have other experiences apart from you—because make no mistake, you are a man who becomes the experience—you might find yourself living with regret one day. Your mother, for instance, was fifteen as well when she fell in love with your father.”

      Yeah, this woman knew how to split the chest open, no doubt about it. But I was here to put my heart on the table as collateral anyway. “What makes you so certain that Scarlett’s going to fall hard for me? She might want to leave me when it’s time.”

      Rarely did I ask a question. This time, I felt it was necessary. If she didn’t think Scarlett was going to do all of this, she wouldn’t be entertaining me now. Still, she had a reason, and I wanted her to admit it aloud.

      The woman smiled. She spoke in Slovenian and then, realizing that I had none, turned to English. She did that from time to time. “I know my daughter. She is already in love with you. Your absence in her life is one of the reasons she refuses to dance.”

      There it was. The reason why she had agreed—we both knew it. Whatever swayed Scarlett to cooperate, she would do. Even if it meant breaking her daughter’s heart in the long run.

      Though she was right. Scarlett had too much potential to waste it. Not many people had the level of talent she had, nor the opportunities.

      I stood. Pnina stood. Everett still had his back to us.

      “You have my word,” she said, offering me her hand.

      “You have mine,” I said, offering her mine. “La mia parola è buona quanto il mio sangue.”

      Her shoulders stiffened at those words, that vow, before we shook. She knew what it meant and how serious it was. La mia parola è buona quanto il mio sangue—“My word is as good as my blood.”

      Pnina might have cracked open my chest, but I had ripped my own heart out and placed it in an hourglass filled with rushing blood.
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        Falling in love just happens. When you least expect it. When you are not looking for it. There is no rhyme or reason, and if there is, it is hidden away where all the mysteries of this life go. I can only hope it’s the same place my brother went. It feels like heaven.

      

      

      I should’ve known that it would all begin on the most benign day of the week. Wednesday. Even Monday, with all its cursed glory, was a more talked about day than the third day of the week. The middle child, so to speak. Or my sister Charlotte, if Wednesday were evil.

      To give this Wednesday a bit of flair, it started with a dare. I had never given in to peer pressure before, but Violet Castellanos could push all the right buttons. It was hard to tell if that was a good or bad thing, but despite the undecided outcome of the thought, I had accepted her dares as somewhat of a personal challenge. I wasn’t all that offended by actually losing. I just wanted an excuse to get out and feel the world.

      Violet’s dares offered me that luxury. She was a seasoned veteran at reverse psychology, and me at pretending I didn’t know what she was up to.

      Violet knew the truth. Her egging gave me an excuse to go out and experience the world. Therefore, our status always floated around best on the friend meter. I don’t think it was particularly anything Violet did or didn’t do. She recognized that too. It was me. Some days I didn’t care one way or another.

      “It’ll be fun!” she practically yelled. “Look at you. You’re depressing. You’re pale and you have purple circles under your eyes. You’re beauty trapped in a tragic cage.” I shot her a look, and she swung both of her hands up. “Take a chill pill, Sandy,” she said in a goofy voice. “If fun doesn’t float your boat, what about a dare?” She wiggled her dark eyebrows at me. Her hair was blonde, her eyes blue, and her shimmering tan skin came straight off a beach in Greece. The combination was no less than gorgeous. “I dare you to go with me so I don’t get grounded. And what can be more rebellious than going to a party on Wednesday? Give me one example and you’re off the hook.”

      I thought about it for a moment. “Grounded” was the least of her worries. Some of the guys she found attractive were jailbait, and not in the common use of the term. They were bait to the fishing officers.

      “All right. I’ll go.”

      Violet stopped walking next to me for a moment. People were switching classes, hustling to make it on time before their next lesson, weaving between and around us. A freshman bumped her on accident, and she scowled at him before looking at me again.

      “You used to be so chatty,” she said with an accusing tone to her voice. “Now a perpetually sad melody follows you around.”

      Without giving me a chance to respond, she turned and disappeared into the throng of pushing and shoving students.

      The day turned into night, and once again I found myself jostled and bumped, not by throngs of students shoving through school halls, but by those same kids, now drunk, pushing through a packed party surrounding a bonfire.
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        * * *

      

      “I used to be a lot of things,” I muttered to myself. I sighed, releasing the pressure weighing heavily on my chest.

      Two talkative girls standing next to me, with plastic red cups in both of their hands, glanced my way, but not finding me all that interesting, looked back at each other. I put my hands out, feeling the heat of the bonfire touch my skin. The temperature was crisp, October rolling in with the promise of a cold winter, and the contrast between the warmth from the fire and the chill was comfortable.

      I grinned at a familiar face; Juliette and her friend, Kari, made their way through, bringing me a farewell book to sign. Juliette was leaving, her family moving, and she had decided earlier in the day to attend this party as one last goodbye. Though I wasn’t close to anyone but Violet, there were a few people I’d never forget. Juliette was one of them. After I signed her book and hugged her, they both disappeared, leaving me alone amongst the crowd once again.

      Even with all of these people surrounding me, I still felt alone. Pathetic.

      I settled my back against the rust-colored Ford Taurus behind me. The metal didn’t feel as chilled as it had been. The owner of said vehicle sold some type of gelatinous lime shots out of his window for fifty cents each. He said he didn’t mind that I loitered outside of his business.

      Thank God for small favors.

      This small favor was almost dismissed in light of his next comment: “Stay as long as you want. You’ll bring the boys in, like bees to sweet honey.”

      Violet danced up to me, a guy trailing right behind her. Her wild blonde hair made her seem more lioness than human in the glow of the fire. The light but abundant hairs on her arms were silhouetted when she threw them up in excitement.

      “I can’t believe we’re here!” she shouted over the music, which wasn’t really that loud.

      “Yes,” I said into my cup of Coke, feeling like a rebel, “me either.”

      I gave the party another once over. A bunch of underage (and perhaps some actually legal) pedestrians were hanging out by the train tracks, music drifting with cigarette smoke and ashes from the non-permitted bonfire burning rebelliously in the center of the party.

      Strict instructions had been given upon arrival: If anything should go down, run like hell. And if you’re caught, blame it on the homeless. Now have fun.

      I had to give it to the organizers of the shindig. They were proactive.

      The air was laced with alcohol, almost enough to blow up the fire if enough fumes made contact with the robust heat. Laughter and freedom were just as rampant as the illegal substances; apparently there’s nothing quite like the freedom of being parent-free.

      Violet squished up her eyes and nose. “Always the life of the party, huh, Sandy?” She turned to her companion, a guy who I was willing to bet met or had surpassed the legal drinking age. “Want to dance some more, Ben?”

      Ben bumped his head to the sound of the music in answer to her question.

      I guess this was my problem. I always lost the dare. Once I was out and about in the real world, suddenly I wanted to run home. Once home, it never really felt like home. And once home doesn’t feel like home anymore, where do you go?

      Back to the dare. Then the circle continued in much the same way. It was exhausting, and I found myself needing a nap.

      Setting my red cup on the roof of lime-shot’s car, I turned my face up to heaven and closed my eyes. An image of my brother floated past, his smiling face like clouds rolling across the moon. I couldn’t bring myself to open my eyes. There were times when his memory seemed to come to me sharp like a knife in my heart, almost dragging me with him; other times, he came to me like a soft blanket over my cold body—gentle, comforting, making me smile through the pain.

      Then there was the humming in my veins. That unexplainable sensation that had become such a part of me that most times I didn’t notice its existence unless I thought of it. But I refused to go there, even if the humming seemed to be getting louder in my ears.

      The soft music playing in the background turned deafening. House Of Pain’s “Jump Around” blasted through the empty spaces, echoing for what seemed like miles around. The crowd started to howl and clap. Whatever was going on around me involved bodies crashing into one another. Guys were “oohing” in low tones when one body slammed hard into another.

      My hands balled into fists at my sides. They were all disrespecting him, his memory. Just like they had done at his funeral, with all their excessive chatter and laughter at times.

      How could they laugh?

      Aunt Primrose had said they were keeping his memory alive, telling stories of how funny he was, how he was always the first to pull a prank.

      I laughed bitterly at the thought.

      How did they even find the energy to stand, to sing and dance? Didn’t they know he was gone? My brother, my best friend, was gone. He meant something to someone, to me.

      I would never see him again. The realization of this fact overtook me, as it had uncountable times before, and constricted around my heart like a noose around a neck.

      God, the music was too loud!

      “Ooooof!”

      I had no idea what had hit me until I was on the ground, looking up at the sky once more. One of the violent dancers must have gone for someone else and accidentally got me. Well, I hoped it was accidental. You’d have to be pretty low to hit a girl trapped in a tragic cage.

      The energy it took to pick myself up eluded me, and it seemed like the party was still going strong, even with girl down. Mocking laughter floated above me.

      The wind must have been knocked out of my lungs too, because I found it hard to catch air. I wheezed a bit, trying to gain a steady stream of oxygen. After what seemed like an eternity, but was probably only about two seconds, my body settled, taking in what it needed and had lacked.

      I blinked. It took me a moment to notice two new faces standing over me. A man swooped me up like a rag doll, limp in his strong arms. The other guy took a step back, looking between the man—there was no other way to describe him, he had the most intense eyes I had ever seen—who had picked me up and the rest of the party. The guy seemed to have a nervous twitch.

      “You seem to be okay now.” The man who held me in his arms looked down at me, dark eyes full of concern and reflections of the fire. Flickering strokes of the surging bonfire lit up his features with a surreal vengeance. He was intimidating, almost overwhelming.

      I looked up at him with eyes that felt too heavy for my face. I knew that voice, I knew those words, and that night came rushing back to me, knocking the breath out of me just as violently as the unexpected slam had.

      Brando Fausti.

      All I could do was nod.

      He gently put me down on my feet, keeping one hand around my waist, and the other he used to dust some of the dirt off my blue velvet minidress. The long sleeves flared at the wrists, and they were caked with fresh-turned mud from the stampede of feet in the undeveloped area. My black stockings had gaping holes, exposing wide areas of skin to the biting cold. The black velvet lace-up witchy boots on my feet might as well have been dipped in a coating of grime, sprinkled with dead grass.

      A hush settled over the crowd. The music was turned low. Dancing ceased, and every head turned in our direction.

      I hadn’t even noticed that Brando’s fingers had made their way to my face, his thumb trailing over the lines of dirt. My hand trembled as I reached to meet his touch. His fingers smelled sweet, but with something added—his cologne. Him. The scent of him had been branded into memory just as painfully as the actual night.

      The smell brought me back to my senses, and I returned to my skin to push his care away. But I couldn’t seem to tame the tremble that shook my bones, tightened my muscles, and made my teeth clatter.

      Somehow I didn’t think the knock to the ground was what had caused it.

      Brando removed his fingers, crossing his arms over his wide chest, turning to the guy standing next to us. He looked at him with expectation. What he expected of him, I wasn’t too sure. I felt bad for the guy. His cheeks were fiery red, his body stiff with tension. Sweat ran down his face in fast moving streams despite the chill.

      “I’m sorry,” the guy whispered, not meeting my gaze, looking everywhere but at us. Clearly it wasn’t me who he studiously avoided. “I knocked you over.”

      “It’s—”

      Brando swung his left fist, making contact with the guy’s face. I didn’t have enough time to see where Brando’s fists had done damage because the guy fell to the ground with a resounding thud, face first. The noise seemed to echo around the circle of rubberneckers watching. I stared in horror at the guy, not knowing how to react.

      “Show’s over! Show’s over!” a voice from the crowd yelled. “Well, is this a party, or what? Where’s the music?”

      On that note, the music restarted, people began to talk in slow waves, and then the party ramped up into full swing again. Guy down was not a big deal anymore. Tough crowd.

      I narrowed my eyes at Brando. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “He knocked you over. He saw you go down and then laughed. Him and his boys.” He said “boys” as though the word was an insult. “His boys left him.”

      “That guy’s a punk.” A voice from the crowd became a solid shape and now stood next to Brando. “I know his older brother. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” He grinned at me. “Hello, Scarlett. Long time no see. And if you don’t mind me saying, my, how you’ve grown.”

      I couldn’t place him.

      “Mitchell Lewis.” He turned his face from left to right, giving me a clear view of his features. “I was a friend of…”

      “Elliott’s.” My jaw clenched.

      He nodded and then looked to the ground for a moment before meeting my gaze.

      “Give us a second, Mitch,” Brando said.

      I realized that not much had changed. When Brando Fausti spoke, he never really asked. He ordered. People seemed to listen, no questions asked in return, no hesitation. Mitch took off for the many ice chests filled with beer without a backward glance, probably thankful for an excuse to leave an awkward situation.

      “You were standing with your eyes closed. Before—” he looked down at the guy “—I mean.”

      Instinctively, a hand went to my eye. In light of his gallant appearance, I had forgotten that I had been standing closed-eyed before. “You were watching me?”

      “That’s not what I asked you.” He grinned. I wanted to add that he hadn’t asked a question, he had demanded a reason for my eyes being closed, but I decided to keep my mouth shut. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a sucker, the kind with a soft chocolate candy in the middle.

      He offered it to me first, and when I refused, stuck it in his mouth. The same sweet smell that had been on his hands drifted to my nose. When he pulled the candy out, it glowed red like a ruby in the light of the fire.

      I shied away from him, from his question. The situation was headed to where it had once been, picking up as though time seamlessly weaved the span into nothing but seconds. I had been on that route before Guy Down came crashing into my world.

      There were times I would forget that night, in light of the loss. Other times that night would console me, and sometimes it would haunt me. I had only a cherished few hours with the memory of the two of us standing out in the snow, and then the memory would shift into one tainted by a gaping hole in my life.

      Soon after Elliott’s accident, before the fog of numbness had settled, I replayed that night over and over. I went over every second of it. Pulling it apart, finally ripping it to shreds, until I realized that there were times I would add things that didn’t belong or take away things that did.

      Violet had bought me a journal as a way to express all that I couldn’t say, and one night, during a moment of true clarity, I decided to write down what had actually happened—a roadmap to the truth. Brando was the only soul who could confirm or deny all of the thoughts running rampant through my mind.

      The memory of Brando and I, that conversation, was one of my best and also one of my worst. I could never figure out a way to love it without feeling guilty, or hate it and not feel guilty. As much as I wanted his clarity, his truth, I couldn’t bring myself to ask him.

      Something had changed in me that night, before the accident, out there in snow. That change should have had a name, but it probably never would, and it rested on my heart like an extra weight. As much as I shunned it, whatever it was, it never left me.

      This unnamed thing surged in my veins as well.

      You see, after I ran after my brother, I realized something that would irrevocably alter the course of my stars. It hadn’t been my brother who pulled the unusual reaction from me. It was Brando. From that day forward, the humming became a part of me, and now that he was so close…it seemed to sing, to rejoice at his closeness.

      Time to walk, Scarlett, a hurt voice, probably coming from the sane part of my mind, seemed to echo inside of my head. Leave it all behind with all those unsettled feelings he left you with. So what if your blood is humming, feeling like champagne bubbles in your veins, and he’s pulling you like a magnet to its home?

      “I can’t say that I’m too pleased with you hitting this guy—” I nodded to Guy Down without looking “—but thanks for taking up for me. I should be getting back to my friend.”

      Brando nodded, his eyes dark and serious. I couldn’t read his mind, but I could tell by the way he watched me that he wasn’t buying what I sold. I stepped in front of him, truly realizing how imposing his figure was. I was 5’4, and he dwarfed me in both height and build. Clearly over six feet, he had strong arms, a wide chest, and broad shoulders. It didn’t seem like he had worked hard to obtain his physique. He just seemed naturally inclined toward it.

      I turned my face from his before he noticed how hard my stare had become. Looking away felt like a lost opportunity. I hadn’t been able to study all of his curves and shapes like my eyes really wanted to. No doubt about it, I had never seen a man as gorgeous as him.

      Before I could get too far from temptation, he reached out and grabbed my wrist. A surge of heat seemed to strike up my arm, making the humming even stronger, which in turn made my heart race even faster. My breath felt shallow, hard to catch.

      Not able to move, I stopped, my back to him. If I turned around, I would say something stupid, or ask a question that I might not want the answer to.

      “Scarlett,” his voice drifted out soft, almost mesmerizing.

      I swallowed the untamed emotions down, choking back the tears. “That night…the night it snowed, I didn’t remember you. God knows I tried. I mean, I didn’t remember you being around Elliott. But after I went home, before he…I looked in his room. You were there with him, in all of his memories, even though I couldn’t remember you being there. It was my mother, wasn’t it?”

      It took him a moment to answer. “Long story.”

      It was hard to understand my reasoning, why I had asked him that particular question when the list was so long. Perhaps it was the need for confirmation—that out of all Elliott’s friends, Brando was the one that I knew, like me, would never forget him. He would hurt, just as much as I perpetually would. I needed confirmation that the bond they shared had been real.

      Perhaps a part of me wanted to believe that he had not sought me out because of circumstances neither of us had control over.
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        * * *

      

      One of the hardest things to do was turn and walk away from him. But I did. The reminder of his absence in my life gave me the strength to push forward and find a seat around the fire on a wooden crate. If I was being totally honest, standing was not an option at this point.

      My skin tingled where he had touched me. I rubbed my wrist, staring into the distance, trying to keep my eyes from returning to where he stood. Violet had heard through the grapevine what had transpired, and she was bothering me for details, not wanting me to skip a second.

      “Where were you, anyway?” I asked after I had given her the dirty details, throwing a glance her way. “What if I had been hurt?”

      “Brando Fausti was here to save you.” She tapped her shoulder against mine. Her smile grew wider. “I would give anything to be knocked to the ground by Carlos the Perv if I got to have him come to my rescue. The man has muscles in his stomach that you can touch and count at the same time. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. And. Six.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “The Perv or Brando?”

      “Brando.” His name came out softer than I had intended.

      I stole another peek at him from my seat on the wooden crate by the fire. He stood in the shadows, barely allowing the light from the fire to touch his face. Mitch was deep into conversation with another guy around their circle, and they were steadily pumping back the beer.

      I could see Mitch and his buddies hanging around here. Not Brando. He seemed too worldly, too old, though he was around my brother’s age, I knew. Twenty- two.

      As far as I could tell, Brando had traded one sucker for another, alternately listening to his friends and watching me. Our eyes would meet every so often. He would grin or nod and I would look in the opposite direction.

      Real subtle, Scarlett.

      He was impossibly gorgeous—dark eyes to match tan skin, glowing bronze in the light of the fire, an angular face with sharp features, but softened somehow by the dusting of dark hair above his mouth, on his chin, and along his jaw. His teeth were almost blinding, and perfect in their placement in his wide mouth. His lips were the only claim he had to softness, apart from his hair.

      A beanie covered his head, but pictures of him in Elliott’s room had shown raven hair to complete the perfect picture. His was the kind of hair that begged to be touched, to run your fingers through over and over. Some powerful Roman god had bestowed that hair upon him on a good day. Not just his hair, but that body too. He was the kind of fine that made good Catholic girls feel guilt by just staring for too long. There was something undeniably wicked about him, yet he had swooped in like an angel of vengeance.

      A misguided angel.

      I grinned to myself, thinking back. I had tried so hard to see him that night in the snow, just a glance, but he had hidden deep in the shadows. I had been afraid of him luring me, but not for the right reasons. I knew then that if he had held his hand out, touched me, I would have gone without a backward glance. Then, perhaps, he would’ve shattered my delicate heart with goodbye. The thought of his abandonment, even then, scared me into some semblance of sense.

      Which was why I sat on the crate by the fire, attempting to steal glances at him instead of standing too close.

      He removed his flannel jacket, setting it on a crate close to him. The fire brightened his thin black and white t-shirt, an old Led Zeppelin one that set off the color of his gorgeous skin. In the firelight, he seemed to shimmer bronze. The muscles in his arms flexed with his movements. When he lifted his arms to stretch, a glimpse of his stomach afforded me an even more impressive sight. He had muscles in all of the right places. Six-pack abs, as Violet had pointed out. And I could see the outline of a deep V carved into his skin. A true Adonis belt that was worthy of the name.

      “Hello?” Violet snapped her fingers. “Earth to Scarlett.”

      “Hmm?” I looked at her.

      She laughed, a breathy sound. “Did you even hear me?”

      I shook my head. No. How could I when an Italian god was standing just a few feet away from me, making intense eye contact? His dark eyes…oh God…they had the power to command me without speaking a word. I could feel them calling to me, but in a way that gave me the option to stay or to go to him. If he wanted it another way, his command was my will.

      He was giving me this. The option.

      “I don’t think there’s anyone in this town who doesn’t know who Brando Fausti is,” she sighed. “The girls love him. Most of the guys hate him but respect him. He’s…” She rested her chin on her hand, looking his way. “Brando Fausti. The ‘Italian Stallion’ but without the cliché attached to the name. The kind of Italian that you see in high-end magazines, all decked out in thousand-dollar clothes, cheekbones on prominent display. He has a reputation. Always in trouble, but sweet to the girls. Actually, he’s sweeter to the women. That one is a recipe for disaster. A heartbreaker for sure. And he came to your rescue. Imagine that.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I shifted a bit, the wood uncomfortable. “You said he’s sweet to women. Carlos the Perv, as you call him, hit me and then laughed. If I were a guy, I would’ve socked him too.”

      “See, that’s the thing. When I say sweet to the ladies, he’s sweet until he gets what he wants. Then they never hear from him again. Capisci? I mean, look at them.” She raised a hand in his direction. Girls hovered around, taking turns approaching him and his friends. “Look at him. He’s a prize to be won. Chasing him is an impossible game to be played. All that cool restraint? Just think about what he’s holding back. He lets it loose under the sheets. Or wherever.”

      My cheeks stung from the sudden rush of blood. “That’s pathetic.” Who would want to change him? Why not let him want to change himself, if she, whoever she was, mattered that much.

      “Ooh, someone’s mad.”

      “I am not! But why make an ass of yourself? Look at the one standing next to him…she’s practically got her breasts shoved in his face.”

      “It’s nice to see something—I mean someone—has you worked up again.”

      I turned my body to face Violet, so I wouldn’t be so tempted to stare. I refused to watch the show that seemed to be just beginning. “I’m not worked up, Violet. Besides, your thoughts are headed in the wrong direction. He’s a friend of Elliott’s. He probably felt sorry for me. Stood up for me the way Elliott would have.”

      I didn’t tell Violet about our night in the snow. I refused to. The memory belonged to us. So she had no idea we had ever spoken before the bonfire party, or that we had what my heart insisted on calling a short but intense history.

      “Have you noticed anything peculiar about tonight?” Violet hummed, trying to make her question seem more like a juicy mystery.

      “Violet.” I stood, stretching, running a hand down my stained dress. “I’ve been physically assaulted, laughed at, and I would’ve been mortified if my give-a-shit meter was still in working order. I’m tired. I’m bruised. I’m ready to go. So if you have something to say, just say it.”

      “No need to get saucy.” She stood, taking me on, even though the only thing big about her was her hair. “Guys never flirt with you. They look at you. Hoping you’ll catch them and then acknowledge their efforts. You are the epitome of beauty. No. Daunting beauty.” She shook her head. “English is really working for me this year.”

      

      “Earlier you said I was beauty trapped in a tragic cage,” I reminded her.

      “All great beauties are touched by the tragic. That’s what makes you so appealing. You are a classic, my friend. It’s hard to look away from you. And no one, not one soul, and there are a few here in need, has even so much as looked at you this evening.”

      I tried to knock more mud off my clothes. “What does that even mean?”

      “Hello.” She snapped her fingers. “Brando scared them away! What’s he even doing here? He’s too old for this scene. I’ve never seen him here before. Ben almost laughed at the idea of him stepping foot on this ground. He came here for the tragic beauty trapped in her cage, that’s why. The beast wants to rescue her and bring her to his lair.”

      I laughed. Truly laughed. “Sure. Sure. And Carlos the Perv only knocked me to the ground to get my undivided attention. Like boys claim to do in Kindergarten when they have a crush.”

      Violet gave me a square look. No humor. “It’s a known fact. When I was slow dancing with Ben I had wondered out loud why none of the guys at the party were even looking. Two words. Brando. Fausti. From what Ben claims, this is not the first time. Then one thing happened after another. And here we are. I saw with my own eyes what Ben had said was the truth.”

      My eyes flew in Brando’s direction. He was watching me again. Mitch knocked him on the shoulder, motioning somewhere in the distance with his finger, while his mouth moved. Brando listened while his eyes stood intent on mine. After Mitch turned to the other guy, and a few girls, they started to move away.

      Brando stood there for a moment, not following. His hand came up, a slow grin making its way across his face.

      All of the air seemed to be sucked from my lungs. Something about him seemed too strong for this place, too overwhelming. The shape of his mouth alone made me go weak in the knees. What was he even doing here, in this small town? He belonged in some place exotic, some place warm. He belonged in Italy.

      He turned to leave and my heart exploded in my chest. I couldn’t find it in myself to move, to even open my mouth. I must have been that way for a few seconds. When I could focus again, I realized Violet had been repeating my name over and over. Her hands were on my shoulders and she was shaking me.

      “Did Carlos hurt you when he knocked you down? Scarlett? Scarlett!”

      “I…” And then I was sprinting toward Brando, my legs carrying me with speed and agility. Close enough to touch him, I grabbed him by the wrist, yanking.

      He turned so quickly that I almost fell backward. He caught me by the arms, pulling me toward him with enough strength that my face ended up against his chest. His heart pounded loud against my ear. It was as if my panic had somehow reached him and my own heart echoed from his body.

      A terrible sensation rippled through me. The horrible feeling of my stomach dipping during an impossibly deep slope made my breath catch. I had him by the shirt, clinging with all my might. I pulled back, looking up at him.

      That moment in the snow with my brother came back with an intense sharpness, piercing through the layers I had created to keep the hurt from surfacing.

      “You…you can’t go.” I couldn’t get the words out fast enough. “You can’t leave.”

      I could see it in his eyes, a deluge of memories rushing forward. Something else was there too…reality.

      “Oh God!” I cried out, prepared to admit the truth, anything to get him to stay and not leave me. “It’s you. Can’t you see? You…you were going with Elliott. After he left, I felt…”

      Brando pulled me tighter against him, shielding me from prying eyes. “Don’t say it. I’m not leaving. You’ll stay with me.” He said something about light, but not loud enough that I could make out all of the words clearly—my heart felt as though it were lodged in my ears.

      I pulled away a bit, looking down at his arms so I wouldn’t have to meet his eyes. A tattoo of a ribbon wound from his left wrist, above the pulse point, all the way up to his elbow. I traced the shape with my pointer finger, and goosebumps rose on his skin as though by magic. The smoke from the fire made my vision blurry.

      “Stay with me,” he said.  It wasn’t a question. It never seemed to be with him. “We’ll walk and talk.”

      I nodded, not able to say anything else. The sensation had started to ebb, my heart starting to piece itself back together, one slow beat at a time. His decision to stay with me seemed to right my panic.

      Intertwining our fingers together, I held on for dear life.
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      We walked along the train tracks for what seemed like miles, not a word spoken between us, our hands still linked together. I don’t think either of us knew what to say, or where to even begin. Or I didn’t. Brando seemed fine with the silence, not bothering to break it.

      I watched him as he kept his eyes forward, every once in a while rolling a sucker around in his mouth.

      He looked over at me. “You want one?”

      I stopped and the link to our connection stretched but didn’t break. He covered the distance between us, coming to a stop right in front of me.

      “All right.” I blinked up at him, my eyes dry, perhaps from a lack of tears.

      The only light along the tracks came from street posts. Their combined light created a glow that seemed to infuse the air. One of the lights stood directly behind him, and my fingers itched to run through his hair—the halo created from the ambience made him seem angelic. Softer somehow, though I knew it was only a trick of the light, the same way the darkness tricks the eye into believing that a panther has hypnotic, glowing eyes. Still. How many times in life does the opportunity to run your hands through an avenging angel’s hair arise?

      He had taken his beanie off and stuck it in his back pocket after we left the confines of the party. His hair was jet black and cut shorter around the sides, a slicked back strip from forehead to neck. An undercut, it was called. It made him seem stylish. No; I shook my head. That description didn’t seem to fit him. He was too much of a rogue to go along with a fashion trend.

      Really, that small fact was beside the point. My fingers itched to touch his hair because it seemed so soft and voluminous. He had hair and lashes any woman would kill to have.

      He grinned at me, breaking the trance, and the breath caught in my throat. The moment to act had come and gone.

      Not removing his eyes from mine, he dug in his pocket and removed a red sucker. After removing the wrapper with his teeth so he wouldn’t need a free hand, he handed it to me.

      I ran my tongue over the candy, keeping it close to my lips, enjoying the flavor. My mother was the equivalent of a teetotaler when it came to manufactured sweets, even homemade ones.

      Absence also makes the stomach grow fonder.

      Once the entire sucker entered my mouth, I took a few sucks and then crushed the hard part with my teeth, wanting the chocolate in the middle.

      Brando stilled for a moment and then began to laugh so hard that he shook with the rhythm of it. A shiver stole over me; he had a wonderful laugh, deep at first, until it became raspy. Addicting. I hadn’t spent much time with him, but something told me that the sound was rare, and once shared, something to remember.

      “What?” Despite my mood, I grinned.

      “You were hungry.”

      “No!” I flung the stick behind my head. Litterbug, a voice inside of my head chanted, but I ignored it. I was still chewing the chocolate center and enjoying it. “The hard part just seemed like a waste of time. The center is what I was after.”

      “You got it. In record time too.” He laughed some more.

      “The prize is in the center. I don’t know how you do it. Keep one for as long as you do. Especially since you’re someone who loses interest—” I stopped myself from finishing the sentence.

      That’s why he didn’t go with Elliott to the party. That’s why he had lived. He had told me he had lost interest in going.

      “Depends on what it is,” he whispered. “That’s what I told you.”

      His presence was like a balm to the hurt, but at the same time, the bruise to my skin. “You remember that night?”

      “I’ll never forget it.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I whispered, swallowing the last of the sweet flavor. Only bitterness remained. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      “I’m not.” The conviction in his voice matched the hardness of his eyes. If there was one thing about Brando Fausti that would bring me to my death, I knew it would be those damn eyes. Deliciously almond shaped, they were dark, and so intense that one look from him and my heart raced, the breath left my lungs, and my stomach plummeted.

      Moth meet flame, I thought.

      Our eyes locked and held and I refused to budge. A whistle sounded in the distance, the ground shook with its intensity, and finally, a mammoth train came barreling by, causing my grip to tighten on Brando’s hand, though I refused to look away first. He pulled me to him, my face against his chest once more, wrapping both arms around my body.

      I wasn’t afraid of trains. Not any more, or any less.

      After the beast had plowed through, he let go and took a step back. “Let’s keep walking.”

      He kept me close as we walked side by side. My boots crunched with every step I took.

      “Those shoes look uncomfortable.” He used his chin to motion to my boots.

      Goosebumps rose on my skin at how easily he could read my thoughts. I had been thinking about how comfortable these shoes were compared to others I had worn in my life. “No, they’re fine.” My voice came out soft, almost too low. “I used to dance until my feet blistered and bled. I could walk for hours in these without one complaint.”

      The offhanded comment about “used to dance” seemed exactly that to me, a comment about my life before my brother had died, but when I said it Brando squeezed my hand. It didn’t seem to be done on purpose.

      “You’re good, Scarlett. At the dancing thing.”

      The way he said my name made a blush creep up my cheeks. “I was born to dance. Or so they tell me. Now I’m not sure what I was born to do. My stars have shifted.”

      “You gave up,” he said, an almost accusatory tone to his voice.

      “No. I lost interest. Like you.”

      “I lost interest in the party because I couldn’t leave you that night.”

      The admission came abruptly, so sharp in its release that it almost felt like an arrow of truth through my heart. I stopped walking, and our hands stretched, stretched, until we lost the connection. I reached to grab at his hand, to keep him close, to be sure he wouldn’t bolt on me, but he raised his hands in surrender.

      “I vow to you, my word is as good as my blood, Scarlett. You have me.”

      I tapped my foot against the ground, my heart not feeling so sure anymore. When I could feel him and keep him close, the peace of his nearness soothed me. It was an odd place to be.

      “You felt the same that night.” He tilted his head to the side, staring at me with an intensity that made me almost shrink back from his gaze.

      “Yes.” I was surprised at the strength in my tone. “I felt the same…after Elliott gave me the gift and then walked out of the dance studio. Panicked. Even that is lacking in description. The only way I can think to describe it is the sensation you get right before you fall down a steep flight of stairs—a complete loss of control. All you can do is try to protect yourself as you go barreling into the unknown. Then Elliott really left, and you were still there, which confused me. The moment I realized you were staying my heart settled.”

      “My heart is better.”

      “What?” I breathed and took a step closer to him.

      He took a step back, keeping his hands up. “That’s what you said to me that night. My heart is better.”

      “It was, when I knew you were staying.”

      He stopped walking, allowing me to catch up and walk beside him. “I’m not used to asking questions, Scarlett. I’m not used to losing control.” His jaw tightened and a vein in his forehead appeared. “What happens from here?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I just know that when I saw you walk away with that group, I had to stop you. The feelings I felt tonight were similar to that night out in the snow. It’s hard for me to explain… But there’s a difference. When you’re in trouble it’s like nothing I have ever felt before. When we’re this way, as we are, it’s like nothing I have ever felt before either, but different than when you’re in trouble. It’s like seeing two similar colors side by side.”

      He gave me a sideways glance. “You feel me all of the time?”

      I hesitated. A moment later, I decided to tell the truth. “I’m afraid so. I can tell by—” How do I even say this without sounding mad? “—I mean, it’s the humming in my blood. Even the temperature of it.”

      “I’m in your blood.”

      “Perhaps.” He wasn’t doing it on purpose, I could feel that much, but because he was being so truthful, his comments were starting to make me blush from embarrassment. “I think it’s more complicated than that.”

      “Complicated?” It wasn’t much of a question. He was digging and wanted me to keep talking.

      “Does it seem simple to you?” I asked. I wanted to keep him talking too.

      “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “Something inside of me calls to you.”

      Well, when he put it that way… He had simplified it. I had even considered Plato’s four arms, four legs, and two heads theory presented by Aristophanes. I had dismissed it, though; in light of the fact that Brando Fausti’s beauty was too great to share with another being.

      The silence between us stretched, and I knew our thoughts ran parallel. It was hard to ignore the complex nature of…us. What this connection, for a lack of a better word, meant. Even if his theories simplified what I had spent countless nights attempting to figure out, it felt more complicated to me. Roots that were woven too tightly to untangle in one sitting.

      All of that aside, though, he seemed to believe me, which made confessing this secret, sharing this peculiar sense, easier than expected.

      Before we had left the party together, he had a talk with Mitch. Brando gave him his keys and told him to take Violet home. Then Mitch had a talk with the group about changing their plans. Some of them went for it. Some of them didn’t. Time would only tell if this sixth sense I seemed to have toward his well-being proved to be true or just a fluke.

      “I believe you,” I whispered, out of the blue. He had faith in me. It was only fair that I showed the same. When he had made the declaration about his word being as good as his blood, I believed him. “It’s true. Something inside of you calls to something inside of me.”

      He nodded once but said nothing else. Instead, he took my hand in his again, and despite my words, I breathed easier being closer to him. I enjoyed his warmth, how solid he was, the beautiful scent from his body. It drifted in the air like a melody.

      As we continued on, both of us holding on to the quiet, I took the chance to explore the feel of his skin beneath my palm.

      He let me.

      My hand drifted above his for a brief moment, trembling over the veins that rose above his skin. They brought to mind all of the routes to his heart, and I wondered which one to take to get behind his gates. My exploring seemed to make him tense, and his entire demeanor changed, even the air, and instead of allowing me to feel him, he took control of the situation and kept my hand firmly locked in his.

      A sigh that I couldn’t control slipped from my lips. His eyes narrowed but, again, he said nothing.

      In the short distance, I could see the lights of town, directing our steps away from the train tracks. I easily kept up with his stride even though his legs were much longer than mine. It didn’t take us long to reach the small beacons.

      We came to what I liked to call “my part of town,” an area that was neither the slums nor high society. It seemed to exist in perfect harmony. The homes were old but well kept. If I had to choose any part of Natchitoches to live, it would have been here.

      “It’s time for me to bring you home,” he said, his voice low, almost hoarse.

      Being able to feel someone on the level that I felt him didn’t seem strange to me at all. Somehow, I instinctually knew that touching him the way that I had had made him retreat deeper into the darkness, where he felt comfortable. But this was the first time I had been this close to him since that night in the snow, and as selfish as it was, all I could feel was relief and a need to keep close.

      “No, not yet.” My voice was the opposite of his, too bright for the night. I pointed to a house that I had fallen in love with when I was younger, silently asking if we could head in its direction.

      The place was in need of some serious care. It sat away from the rest of the houses, almost hidden in its overgrown field. The paint had long ago chipped, the windows were haphazardly boarded up, and it probably played host to numerous rodents and a few different types of mold. Louisiana, with its high humidity, relentless heat, and tropical rainstorms, was not easy on homes that were not well taken care of. They demanded a lot of care and attention to avoid going to ruins.

      Instead of running in the opposite direction, my feet picked up the pace. Brando kept up with me.

      Up close, it seemed a lot worse than it had from a distance. As a whole, it was still a lovely place with a wrap-around porch. Peeking in through one of the dust-fogged windows, I was able to see Parisian crown molding still outlining the ceilings.

      The closer you became to someone or something, though, you could easily see the work needed, pick out each detail that needed to be restored and reawakened. This place was in dire need of restoration to bring it back to the life it once had.

      The bones, despite its outward despair, were exquisite.

      “I love this neighborhood. In particular, this house.” I used my dress to wipe away some of the grime from a window that hadn’t been fully covered. I had rolled around in mud; my dress, stockings, and boots were not getting much worse. “Sometimes I would ask Eunice to drive home this way, just so I could see this house. I fell in love with it one December after I saw it decorated for Christmas. I had to be around seven years old. It seemed so magical, you know? It had tons of twinkling lights and the tree had been displayed in the front window. The family that lived here seemed happy.”

      After a few moments had passed, I moved my attention from the house to Brando. Seconds of silence had turned into minutes. Standing next to the front door, back against the wall, he had his arms crossed over his chest, that intense gaze on me.

      “What?” I whispered.

      I couldn’t look at him. His stare felt too heavy, filled with emotions that I couldn’t seem to understand. But I couldn’t turn and look at the house again either.

      I was locked in, not sure which way to go. Deciding on what felt the safest to me, I looked up, straight through a hole in the porch covering, watching as a bunch of clouds moved over the sickle moon. Cold stars burned against the warmth of a black velvet sky, tiny pinpricks vying for attention, close to being eclipsed by the light of the moon.

      “Keep looking up…that’s the secret of life. That’s a quote to remember.”

      I smiled, able to meet his eyes now. “From who?” I asked. “Someone poetic and brilliant?”

      He returned the smile with a grin, the truthfulness of it lending brilliance to his passionate eyes. “Yeah, Snoopy.”

      A beat passed before we both laughed. He stopped before I did.

      “You seem to do that a lot.” He leaned forward and tucked a wayward strand of hair behind my ear. “Stare at the sky. You did it that night out in the snow too.”

      Turning my head to the side, just as his warm hands skimmed my skin, I sighed. “I did, didn’t I?” The tremble in my voice couldn’t be hidden. I doubted that I could hide much from him. “If I remember correctly, I had been contemplating the unusualness of snow in Natchitoches.”

      “Yeah, you were. We talked about it.”

      I looked down at his boots, thinking. “I remember that. I often think back on that night. Sometimes I see so clearly what happened—between us. I can make out your shape in the night. Hear your voice telling me to take your jacket. I remember feeling safe, after you stayed with me.” I shrugged. “Other times, it’s harder for me to piece it all together. I can’t put a piece where it looks like it’s supposed to go because its shape is wrong. Other times an important piece seems to fit, until I look at it objectively and the entire picture is screwed up because the one piece doesn’t really belong. A puzzle is made up of so many pieces, all destined to make a complete picture. So one piece is just as important as another, you know?”

      Instead of hurting through the admission, I found strength in confiding in him.

      He smirked. Not in cruelty, but in a way that made me feel as though he had thought of something to share in return. “I remember every second of that night,” he said.

      “I question my memories.”

      “You can have mine. Down to the second I turned and left.”

      Was I strong enough to hear him retell it? What if my memories were different from his? What if I made what we had bigger than it had been? My thoughts and feelings and memories were so muddled, I wasn’t sure what was true and what was lie.

      I nodded, despite my reservations. “Yes, up until the point where I left with Ms. Claire. She was the woman who came out and got me. I don’t want to hear the rest.”

      Brando moved to the window I had cleaned with my dress. He peered in close and then wiggled the door handle. He knocked, waited a second, and then used his shoulder to rip the wood away from the frame. After instructing me to stay put, he swept through the house. A few minutes later, he came and got me, and we entered together.

      “I scared most of the living things in here.” He looked around, eyes narrowed. “I doubt they’ll come back while we’re here.”

      I wrapped my arms around my chest. It was chillier inside than it had felt outside. The air was laced with dust and mold, the latter taking a hiatus due to the cool weather. It felt damp from humidity, soaking straight through the velvet layers of my dress.

      Brando collected a few pieces of old wood that had been left around and set it in the bricked fireplace. He dug in his pocket, removed a lighter, and then set the wood on fire.

      He dusted off two old wooden chairs and placed them close enough to the fireplace that the heat could be felt. I think it was more for my benefit than his. He didn’t seem bothered by the cold.

      “Pnina Poésy is going to send the sheriff after me. It’s Wednesday—actually Thursday now—and you’ve been out longer than you should.”

      “No,” I said, too fast. I took a breather to stop myself from rambling, from sounding too eager. “I’m staying the night at Violet’s. Her parents are older and less involved in her life. Unless someone else catches her doing something wrong—then they get pretty fired up. But since Mitch promised to bring her straight home, I’ll be fine.” I put my hands toward the fire, the warmth spreading over me in languorous, stretching waves.

      I felt comfortable in the house, in the area, but most of all, with Brando. I glanced around the place—I couldn’t seem to get enough of it, dilapidated or not. It felt like home. For the first time in years, perhaps all of my life, a “welcome” seemed to be extended to me from a soft, warm hand that I couldn’t see but certainly felt. Once settled, all fears were put to rest.

      “Now will you tell me?” I whispered. “Tell me everything you remember. Please.”

      He settled into the chair, his arms resting on his stomach, his long legs stretched out before him, his eyes on mine. He began his recollection with, “You reminded me of a girl dancing in a music box.”
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Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A spark had gone off inside of me. The undercurrent flowed through me like the echo of an electric shock. It’s dangerously frightening and deliriously surreal for someone else to have this much control.

      

      

      A week later, I was as tired as the dead but as alive as an energetic toddler. I seemed to float through days, alternately yawning and then smiling and then feeling angry, most of the time in that order.

      I had no control over my feelings. There were times I would drift off, finding my mouth curving upward without recognizing the thought that had caused the smile, and then I would look around, finding myself in a place that in my memories I had not been.

      School.

      Entire days seemed like a blur of clouds and then solid ground. I was with him again, caught in a web of suspended time, and then I was back in school where life seemed to be moving along.

      I liked it, for the most part. I liked the feeling of being with him, even in my thoughts, and then releasing myself from the overwhelming need I seemed to have for him already. In that aspect, I seemed to have some control over the situation, over myself, and most importantly, over what he was doing to me.

      The flip side of that coin was that I had lost a certain element of control. Recklessly falling for him came to mind. I had wildly given him a part of myself, and I was enjoying the fearlessness of the loss of that part of myself. I had tasted the same fate after our night in the snow, but I had never fully taken a drink from the cup.

      I liked how insane the love I felt made me feel. The back and forth. The uncertainty. The conviction.

      I liked how the secret—the connection—I kept was no longer just mine alone to bear. He completed the other half to the whole.

      Leaning my face against my palm, I silently tapped my pencil against the desk. I kept my eyes forward, not wanting Mr. Peoples, my English teacher, to call on me for any reason. He babbled, and I couldn’t help but translate his words into French as he lectured the class; it was a common habit of mine.

      Sometimes the words sounded better in another language, and I allowed his words to flow in French, a lull in my mind rocking me into a space filled with nothing but Brando Fausti.

      After he had told me his version of the story of our meeting in the snow, I had yawned, my eyes closing, my mind shutting down. His words had brought peace, and I settled into the feeling, into him, like protective armor against the sharpness of the world.

      Much later, I had come awake with my head against his chest, my body cradled in his arms, while he sat in the same chair he had occupied during the night, sleeping. Besides the fire, we had nothing else to keep us warm. I didn’t seem to need it. His body temperature ran hot enough that I never felt chilled.

      Just a hint of light had peeked through the sky, covering the abandoned house in a hazy glow. Fog had settled onto the ground, hovering over morning dew. The same chill had clouded the windows that were not boarded up, and the world seemed distorted from my view. Water occasionally dripped down broken panes in erratic rivulets.

      I could smell the abuse, the abandonment in the lungs of the old house circulating under my nose, only rivaled by the smell of the man underneath me. He still smelled like the lingering sweetness from the suckers and his cologne. There was something else, something I couldn’t place, but knew it belonged to him only. A scent that made me think of one of the safest words known to man, home.

      I had tried not to move. I wanted to watch him during the predawn.

      His face in the light had been even more heartbreaking than his face had been in the darkness. He was so beautiful that my heart and body ached from his perfection. But the catch was that he wasn’t perfect—there was something rugged about him, something wild and unforgiving.

      What he did to Carlos? That was forgiving compared to what he could do. I had felt it, the rage that he kept locked up.

      The straight in me seemed to be mesmerized by the jagged in him.

      His lashes had fluttered then, long and dark against his cheeks. His wide mouth turned up in a sleepy grin. His eyes slowly opened to meet mine. In the light, they were still brown, but lighter in the sun.

      The black ring around his irises gave his eyes a three-dimensional look, making them almost shocking. No doubt stunning. Looking into his eyes was like looking into a lethal beast’s soul—the risk worth the uncertainty, the surrender and sacrifice. It was nothing he had done, action wise, to give me this impression. Not yet. This peculiar sense of mine when it came to him ran deep. What I saw in his eyes backed up what hummed in my blood. Danger and intensity and calculated rage. All of these things drew me to my opposite. This dangerous creature had hypnotized the innocence in me. The potential to become a raging beast lurked in the depths, though he kept it under lock and key, secure enough. For now.

      It didn’t scare me. It intrigued me.

      “Hey,” he had whispered, his voice going so low that I shivered.

      “Hey.” My voice sounded shattered, almost timid.

      He looked past me, at no place in particular. “You’re going to be late for school.”

      “What makes you think I’m going to school?”

      His eyes found mine again, serious, solid. All traces of his softer demeanor gone. “You have to.”

      For some reason, I could only nod, a numbness settling over my bones at the thought of him leaving me behind. I knew he was safe, and would be, but the uncertainty of when I would see him again stung the only part of myself that I could feel at the moment—my heart.

      We sat that way for a while, listening to the world while it woke from sleep, neither of us moving. The moment felt delicate, close to shattering at a moment’s breath.

      I looked down at my hands, too afraid that my expression would give me away. This truth of mine felt vulnerable, as delicate as the moment. All of the truthfulness from the night before became timid, hiding in the shadows that slowly melted in the sun’s autumn light.

      In that shattering breath, he moved me gently, placing me on my feet. “Mitch doesn’t live far from here.” He ran a hand through his hair, which had become wild in sleep, and then down his face. “He can bring you to Violet’s and then take you both to school.”

      I shook my head, running a hand down my dress, straightening it. The dirt stains felt unreal, almost as if the night before had been a dream. As if the night had happened to someone else.

      “No, Violet can take me.” I wanted him to argue, to insist. I wanted to feel from him what I had felt the night before—acceptance—and I wanted to see the reflection of my feelings in his eyes.

      I had loved him ever since that night in the snow. But with space between our bodies, I felt rejected, small. Too young for this man.

      He stood, but his eyes never left me. I could feel the weight of them. A thickness grew between us, a silence that seemed hard to penetrate.

      He cleared his throat. “You have something of mine.”

      My eyes snapped to his.

      “Bring it back to me, Scarlett.”

      I nodded, feeling the heat of my cheeks sting against the cold. He wanted the damn jacket—the leather jacket he had given to me that night out in the snow.

      He pointed toward the door. “Time to go.”

      The words were there, my lips parted and my mouth ready to shout them, but all I had been able to do was move with him, my hands balled into fists, the ultimate letdown as deafening as my own screeching thoughts. Or was it my emotions?

      “Psst. Hey.” The guy next to me touched my arm with his pencil, bringing me back to the present with a jolt, like hitting your funny bone—it’s really not all that hilarious. “The teacher is talking to you.”

      “Quelle?” I screwed my eyes up at him.

      “I don’t know what that means. If it means ‘what?’ then—” he nodded to the front of the class “—Mr. Persons is trying to talk to you.”

      “Oh,” I swallowed down the current of anger and hurt that had formed a ball in my throat, realizing that I had spoken French to the guy next to me. I had asked him “what?” I looked at the teacher. “Oui? I mean, yes?”

      Mr. Persons shook his head and pointed to my hand. “Your pencil, Ms. Poésy. You seem to be angry with it.”

      I looked at my pencil. It was suspended in midair, about to tap the desk again.

      “You were beating the pencil against your desk,” the guy next to me whispered from the side of his mouth, rather unnecessarily.

      Mr. Persons sighed. “Refrain from any more pencil abuse, Ms. Poésy. We must remember that all pencils were once glorious trees. That one has suffered enough, hasn’t it? Now…”

      Not wanting to be singled out again, I set the pencil on the desk, sighing. In a matter of seconds, I had tuned him out again and was ready to start the memory over once more. This time, instead of obsessing over the ending, I would fall into the blissful parts of our time together.

      Turning my face toward the window, I caught the first droplets of rain as they made their descent, and as they fell, I acknowledged the truth of the matter.

      We had been in this place before, him and I. Now we were back again. Perhaps I had never left. Or perhaps I had but had somehow stumbled upon a similar situation in the thickness of the fog. Last night. The crux of the situation had presented itself as this: Brando Fausti had once again offered me a cage disguised as a golden escape.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Scarlett! Scarlett!”

      I turned to find Violet running toward me. I was at my locker, packing up for the day. Her eyes were focused on me, her lips set into a thin line, her hands waving when they were not shoving people out of her way. A few times she became lost in the crowd, only her voluminous mane of hair visible through the rush.

      I quickly swapped out my books—the ones to leave, the ones to take home—and then locked up. In more ways than one.

      On the ride to school that morning, Violet had been uncharacteristically quiet. I could feel the pressure in the car building until I thought she was going to combust.

      Violet had tried many tacks with me over the years, from outright asking to tickling me until I called cease!, and now her eagerness had reached a point where she thought her mighty silence would drive my measly silence away and all of my tragic secrets would come rushing out.

      So I had done her a favor. Or flavor, as she sometimes called it.

      “We spent some time together, Violet,” I had said on a sigh. “It was nice spending time with one of Elliott’s friends. That’s it. No, nothing exciting took place. End of story.”

      Then I had leaned forward and turned Duran Duran up. The air had come out of her in a disappointed sigh.

      Violet came to stand next to me, panting a bit from her sprint to get to me. She smelled of gym class and the cafeteria’s peanut butter and jelly. “Here she is. The mysterious woman of the dark.” Steepling her fingers, she brought them to her mouth, moving them quickly, making a deep, creepy noise. “I have dessert and then dessert. Which one do you want first? Sinful chocolate cake or cinnamon bun?”

      “What are you talking about?” I hoisted my books up, keeping them closer to my chest.

      “If I were to bring out a silver platter with those two desserts, which would you pick first?” She wiggled her thick eyebrows.

      “Violet, I don’t have time—”

      “Come on, Scarlett! Play along. Just once. What I’m about to tell you has something to do with Brand—”

      “Chocolate cake,” I interrupted her.

      A mischievous smile lit up her blue eyes. “Mick Lewis,” she said, the name coming out slower than usual. For emphasis, I gathered.

      I studied her for a moment, trying to draw a face from the name. No one came to mind. I shrugged.

      “Mick Lewis,” she repeated the name, “is the little brother of Mitch Lewis. Mick is our age. In fact, he’s been with me all throughout school. He’s with us now. He sits next to you in English.”

      She let that information hang there, not offering another clue, until I said, “And?”

      “And,” she said, drawing the word out, “he’s been watching you.”

      “That’s creepy.”

      She laughed. “It would be, if Brando hadn’t told him to.”

      “Why would Brando ask him to watch me?” The question came out calm enough, but inside, an eagerness to know more grew with each passing breath.

      “I was curious about the whole thing last night. What Ben had told me made complete sense, you know? Mitch and Brando are older than us. They don’t hang out in the same crowds, even though everyone knows who they are, especially the girls around here. It seemed odd to me that they just showed up, and Brando, out of everyone else, talked to you, then left with you. I tried to get Mitch to tell me something that night, but he was tightlipped. He did mention Mick, though, and I’ve had my eye on Mick—”

      “You have?”

      She looked to the left and then to the right, then pretended to ask imaginary people if they believed the nerve of me.

      “Of course I have! I just didn’t know he had an older brother. It all makes sense now. Now back to the point. Mick is always at the parties that I, sometimes we, go to. I’ve noticed him watching you a time or two. I thought he liked you, liked you. So I didn’t approach him. But now I know he was watching you because he was told to. Brando wanted him to keep an eye on you. He reports your activities back to him on a regular basis.”

      I lifted a brow. “How do you know this, for sure?”

      She puckered her lips. “Never underestimate the power of persuasive lips. Violet’s lips.”

      I groaned. “You made out with him!”

      “Under the bleachers, in the cold rain, while Metallica sang ‘Nothing Else Matters.’ A classic. He let hidden truths spill out afterward. He claimed the rain was like our tears—he’s a lot deeper than I thought he was. I had a great time.”

      I smiled because she was so ridiculous sometimes. Still, my mind wandered to places it shouldn’t. Why would Brando be so interested in my life when he never approached me after Elliott had been killed? Furthermore, if he was so interested in my activities, why didn’t he find out for himself?

      “Why?” Violet’s forehead wrinkled.

      “Why, what?” I know my face must have mirrored her questioning one.

      “You just asked me why.”

      “I did?”

      She nodded, searching my face. “Who knows why Brando Fausti does what he does. He’s a man of supreme mystery, dark and brooding. He gives nothing he doesn’t want to. So that’s where things get a little hazy. Mick claims he really doesn’t know the reasons behind Brando’s orders. He assumes that after Elliott died, Brando wanted to replace that missing role in your life. Make sure you were doing okay, not getting into any trouble, not dating the wrong kind of guy. To be more specific—any guy. That sort of thing. Up until recently, he had no reason to worry. It seems my recent dares have set him into motion.”

      The hurt I had felt at his rejection that morning came back to me in the form of bile in my throat.

      He thought of me as his little sister. Of course he did. He was the most beautiful man I had ever seen, the best friend of my older brother, a man he called brother himself, whom he loved and respected.

      Then there was me, the stupid little girl who had fallen for him. The delicate little sister who needed his guiding hand, his protection from bullies who pushed unsuspecting girls to the ground at bonfire parties.

      In that moment, any delusion that he had felt what I had—still did—flatlined.

      Brando Fausti had given me a jacket, not his attention. He had given me a few moments in the snow, not his love.

      Though he had let me go a week ago without the promise of tomorrow, I still held close the words he had used during the wee hours of the night to describe our first meeting in the snow—far from poetic, not even softly spoken, but the conviction behind his story had made me believe. In…what we could be. The promise of more. The budding of something special despite the ice it had been encased in.

      Again, I wasn’t sure what had been real and what had been made up by my own wants and desires. Perhaps the entire night had been delusional, clouded by what I yearned for him to feel in return.

      A bitter laughed escaped my lips. Violet narrowed her eyes.

      “All your people aboard the boat, Scarlett?”

      “Why wouldn’t they be?” Then, because I realized I had yelled, I laughed a bit more to cover my embarrassment. To keep the shattered pieces of my heart from falling to the floor, at the feet of a bunch of teens full of angst who would stomp on them even more. Drive the point home like a stake through the heart. I was eighteen and still in high school. He’s the master of his emotions, perhaps even the universe, and you’re still holding textbooks to your chest. “I’m fine. Just fine. All aboard.”

      Violet nodded slowly, her gaze drifting, not as intense, but I could tell she was contemplating me. She had a habit of doing that from time to time. Trying to read the feelings I hid. I didn’t like it, so I spread another layer on.

      “Really, Violet.” I touched her arm, keeping the books close. “Why wouldn’t I be? I told you in the car that he was Elliott’s best friend. That’s all we have in common. End of story.” I shrugged. “Tell me about the cinnamon bun.”

      “What cinnamon bun?”

      I opened my arms, because I had a habit of talking with my hands, and my books crashed to the floor. Both of us startled at the noise, even though the hall was filled with plenty of it. We seemed to be in our own bubble, me trying to hide my feelings and her trying to find and expose them.

      I stooped down first, Violet right behind me.

      Reaching for a paper that had drifted out of one of my books, Violet grabbed my arm, stilling my movements. I could feel the stillness around me, the silence that had descended, and kept my eyes down. The weight of the moment had fallen hard on me and my eyes couldn’t rise to meet it.

      Violet squeezed harder. “There’s the cinnamon bun,” she whispered.

      My eyes rose to the face of a guy. A guy I had never seen before. Tall and lean with warm blue eyes and sandy blonde hair. Not as tall as Brando. Not even close to his build or looks. Nothing about him could touch Brando Fausti.

      I wonder if I’ll forever compare other men to him? The thought crushed me anew. I knew the definite answer. A resounding yes.

      The guy Violet had dubbed Cinnamon Bun grinned at me in a way that screamed trouble. “I’ve got this,” he said.

      Despite his words, I reached for the rogue paper and our hands met. I pulled back, letting him have it. My hair had a natural middle part, and both sides came together then, hiding my burning face as I stood.

      Something about him disarmed and charmed me.

      Violet was still on the floor with him, and he shooed her up, telling her he had things under control. She did as he requested, standing extremely close to me, bumping me with her body every so often. I refused to look at her, or him, or at the hall filled with peering eyes. The water-stained ceiling felt safer, a place to find freedom.

      “Scarlett?”

      At the mention of my name, I found Cinnamon Bun staring at me, offering me the books and papers that had fallen. My hair had gone rogue and invaded my face, so I tucked each side behind an ear before retrieving my things, keeping them close to my heart.

      He stuck his hands in his pockets, a cocky grin on his face. “That’s your name, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Ace. New here from Texas.”

      Being the great social butterfly that I was, I gave him what hid in my arsenal—a simple nod. Haha. My social skills were hilarious.

      He laughed and looked to the floor for a moment before his gaze found mine again. “We had class together this morning. The teacher called your name.” He held out a familiar piece of paper and I took it. “I already have yours.” Then he winked at me.

      With that mysterious ending, he turned and left, the other students giving him a wide berth. Once Ace had gone, the crowd turned and stared at me. Violet included.

      The paper had his phone number scribbled on it. I had to force the lump lodged in my throat down. “Did that just happen?”

      “Yep.” Violet peeked around me to make sure he was really gone. “That’s the Cinnamon Bun. Mcafee is his last name. He arrived today. Rumor has it he’s bad news. Texas threw him out of the system because of behavioral problems. Family here took him in. Now he has a serious eye on you. He heard about your tragic cage and is certain he can release the ensnared beautiful ballerina.”

      “How did he get my phone number?” I glanced at the paper again, with its untidy scrawl, almost tempted to let it fall to the floor. It felt hot in my hands.

      “Beats me. I didn’t hear that much. Just that he’s been asking around. How did you not notice him in the class you have together? Brando looked like he wanted to eat you up. That guy looks like he just wants to lick you. Honestly, though, there is no comparison. Brando Fausti is a man. Cinnamon Bun is still in high school.”

      I peeked down the hall, just to make sure he was gone. “I don’t even know which class we have together. I’ve been preoccupied.”

      “Uh huh.” She rolled her eyes and twisted her lips to one side. “You live in an airless black balloon, Sandy. You act like you don’t know most people here, and you’ve met them more than a time or two.”

      “I don’t act like anything, Violet. I just can’t…pay attention like I used to. I forget. A lot.” And it was the truth. I found that after Elliott’s accident, I blocked things out, especially people I didn’t have time or energy for. After a while, they melted into the grim fog, and seldom were they brought to the forefront of my thoughts again.

      Her eyes softened. “I know.”

      A tender moment passed between us before I cleared my throat. Earlier thoughts came rushing back to me, thoughts I had time and energy for. “Do you know where Brando lives?”

      “No, but I can ask Mick. But before we go any further. Am I privy to this information? Or is this end of story?”

      I ignored her sarcastic tone, my agenda pushing me on. “I need a ride.”

      Suspicion pushed out any tenderness in her eyes. “I can do that.”

      “All right. Let’s find Mick. Time is of the essence and I need to stop home first.”

      “That won’t be a problem. Finding Mick, I mean. He’s right there—staring at you. Again.”

      My head whipped around to find him staring, just like Violet had said, at me. I couldn’t understand the look on his face. His eyes were looking at me, but they were wide. Every so often his gaze would shift to the route Ace had taken on his way out. Something told me Mick Lewis was attempting to connect the pieces of a puzzle.

      Intuition toward Brando Fausti reigned supreme, but I found that sometimes this peculiar sense extended to others. Not as it did to him though; it was as different as sweet grapes to tangy beets. No rule book had come with this peculiar sense that I had inherited, so there was no way for me to tell what was right or wrong—or if any of this was real, apart from the humming in my blood that sang to me when Brando was near, or screamed when he was in trouble.

      Still, retrospect had shown that decisions I made on feelings alone had proved to be correct nine out of ten times.  There were times I hadn’t realized until after the situation had unfolded how this odd sensation had played a part—hindsight came to me later on.

      It had all started that night out in the snow. Like he had pulled it out of me, caused it to take a breath and latch on. He was in my blood, dammit! He could leave me, yet my heart pulled me to him, the blood in my veins congealing the deal.

      No use in thinking about that now. What’s done is done.

      While Violet tried to capture Mick’s attention, I stuck the paper Ace had given me in my book. Mick glanced at her for a fraction of a second before his attention settled back on me. Whatever he had witnessed had bothered him. That much was clear. And whatever Brando had wanted him to watch for, he had, and his expression communicated his displeasure with the situation.

      A curious voice in the back of my mind taunted, egging me on, whispering, find out, find out, find out. I silenced the voice with a grim reminder—why made no difference; I didn’t need another big brother.
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Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      I felt a sudden rush of panic at the thought of giving back Brando’s leather jacket. It felt like giving back a puppy after I had fallen hopelessly in love with it. I sat in Violet’s purple ’91 Ford Mustang, my eyes refusing to leave a sleeve that covered my hand completely.

      I liked that about it. How it was much too big but somehow still fit. I grew with it, and in return, it always stayed the same—constant, reliable, worn in and comfortable. Sad as it was to admit, the leather jacket felt more like home to me than a place with four walls and a bed. His scent still clung to it. His fibers had become a part of the leather’s fibers. All of that in combination with the smell of leather made my head swim in the clouds.

      There was no doubt that the jacket had a history too, and I wouldn’t be the one to discover its legacy. The thought made me flinch.

      The night Brando had given it to me, I had raised the collar up to my nose, inhaling the smell as though air had never touched my lungs before. I did it again, and again, and again, until Violet gave me a strange look.

      “Stop doing that. It’s weird.” She waved a hand. “It’s like you’re sniffing drugs or something.” The Mustang’s top was up, protecting us from the rain, but every so often a drop would drip down from the roof, right on to Violet’s head. She wiped it off in a huff, complaining about her parent’s not getting it fixed.

      I brought my shoulders up to my neck, just so my face could be closer to the leather without her accusing me of being weird. Not only did I love the way it smelled, I loved the feel of it against my skin. With each second that passed, bitterness started to blossom and take root inside of me.

      What if he gives it to someone else? Another girl?

      Bile rose in my throat and, without thinking, my hand came up to try and stop it.

      “Do you have any gum?” I asked Violet.

      She nodded, reaching over me into the console. She handed me a pack. That was somewhat better, but not the remedy. Another disturbing thought came at me: What if he sticks it in the closet and it doesn’t get to see the light of day anymore?

      I wore the jacket all through the cold season. I took care of it as if it were a precious diamond. I hugged myself, debating whether I was brave enough to give him back something he had given to me.

      It was all I had left of him, of that night out in the snow.

      Violet sat forward, turning down the Gin Blossoms singing on the radio. She turned on the windshield wipers. After a bit they started to squeak. The wipers were too fast for the rain. The deluge had tapered down to a fine mist.

      “Scarlett…”

      I put a hand up. “Violet.”

      She huffed and rolled her eyes. She turned off the wipers and slammed her head against the seat. She turned the Gin Blossoms back up. She wanted me to open up, but when I compared her pent-up tirade to giving back the jacket—giving back the jacket won out.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I couldn’t stop the sadness that infiltrated my heart when I thought of it no longer belonging to me. He wanted it back, but parting with it felt eerily like parting with him.

      Final. No more. The end.

      Another part of me died with the thought. I had never been prone to melodramatics, but there I was.

      Violet turned the radio down again. “This is such a working-class neighborhood.” Her tone was not judgmental, just matter of fact. She was giving me a break, a moment of respite from leather-jacket withdrawal.

      I sat back with her, relaxing into the seat. I felt some of the pressure escape from the car when she changed the subject, or at any rate, it was deflected for a bit. I used my fingers to wipe away some of the moisture that had built up inside the car from the window. Of all things, my fingers decided to draw an elegant B and then F in the leftover condensation.

      Instead of torturing myself with a tattoo of his initials, I looked out at the world around me.

      Brando’s neighborhood was what my mom had always referred to as the “wrong side of the tracks.” It didn’t have any two-story brick houses with grand white pillars, picturesque lakes rippling behind them, or any shiny new Cadillacs in the driveways. Some of the yards were overgrown, with beaters sitting in the driveway, some of them up on cement blocks, while pieces of their bodies were strewn about. A few houses had blankets covering the windows instead of curtains.

      This was the type of neighborhood that my mother, and women like her, tried to save with their fundraisers—what I liked to call an excuse to show off their own two-story brick houses that had white pillars and beautiful lakes behind them, with the most up-to-date Cadillac model, or something comparable, in the driveway.

      My mother and her people enjoyed running in social circles where the grandest buffets were a means to get the job done.

      The politics of it made me cringe.

      A loud sigh escaped my lips as I looked down at the jacket again. It was now or never. It had to be done. Escaping the cage he had left me in felt close to visceral. And there was no refusing what he had asked me for. His jacket. Emphasis solely on his.

      Flipping down the visor in front of me, I stared at my reflection in the small mirror. My part was centered, so I fluffed up each side the best I could. The rain had withered me a bit. Excessive humidity in the air caused the hair at my hairline to curl and wave around me in a wild cascade.

      Violet had been right.

      In this wearisome light, with this rain, the auburn of my hair had turned chestnut and made me look even paler. Even I could not dismiss the deep sadness that lingered in my eyes. Elliott used to say that when I was sick or depressed, the green of my eyes seemed almost…alien. Sometimes he’d call me Froggy.

      “Here.” Violet reached into the backseat and brought her bag forward. She dug around for a moment and then produced a lipstick case. She handed it to me. “Put that on. It’ll bring out your skin and eyes.”

      I handed her the cap and then twisted until the lipstick appeared. Sugar Pink. The color seemed neutral enough, but after applying a liberal amount to my lips, I had to sit back in the seat. It was bright. Almost neon. In fact, it should’ve come with a warning label—your lips will glow!

      I looked at the lipstick again and then at my lips, comparing the two.

      “I know. It’s not what it seems. The color.” She smiled. “But if you’re going to stand on Brando Fausti’s stomping ground, you need something bold. You need to knock him out. A man that fine needs shock treatment, Sandy.”

      We both turned toward one another at the same time and laughed. The thing about Violet was, even though I had a hard time being friendly, I never had trouble being her friend. It just sort of happened and blossomed without much interference or work from either of us. We just became without reason or cause or action.

      Violet had always been loyal to me. Up until Elliott had died, my mother and father had private tutors for me, and all I did was dance, dance, dance under the strict eye of my famous ballerina grandmother, Maja Resnik. Violet and I had met through the dance studio my parents owned, her mother attempting to get her out and socializing when she was three. We had been friends ever since. Even though my dance career took me away from home quite a bit, she had always been there. Even if it was through letters and calls, it all added up to dedication.

      The girl you see hanging from the barre sticking her tongue out? Violet. The girl you see grinning at her but playing her part? Moi.

      Violet was the Alicia Silverstone to my Liv Tyler. The nutty peanut butter to my grape jelly. We were two colors of a different spectrum in the same crayon box.

      Our laughter tapered as the rain picked up and the sounds of water pelting tin got louder. Another glance in the mirror and I turned from the reflection staring back at me.

      It was hard enough to learn that Brando had never thought of me as anything more than his friend’s little sister, but losing the leather jacket was a symbol of losing him, of what he had offered me, and the struggle to let him go became a tangible thing in my hand.

      “You look beautiful, Scarlett. The color brightens everything about you.” Violet gave me a reassuring smile, misreading my sadness as nervousness. “In fact, it looks much better on you. Keep it.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered. My grip tightened around the lipstick; a weapon in my palm. Then I stared at the house, again, asking myself if I was ready for this.

      “It’s like knowing you’re about to knock on Adonis’s door, isn’t it?” Violet said, her voice quiet.

      “Yes,” I said. “He’s such a…man.”

      “I can’t see him in school, sitting in our desks, or ever wearing diapers. Damn. Was he ever little?”

      Her diaper comment made me grin. “He’s human, Violet,” I said. “I’ve heard his heartbeat.” Felt his blood surging through mine, the pulse of it echoing the beat of my own heart.

      “If you say so.” She sighed. “Do me a flavor once you’re in? Snoop! Check what kind of toothpaste he uses. Go through his underwear drawer. Does he wear boxers or briefs? Oh!” She sucked in a breath, strangling my wrist with her grip. “What if he goes commando?”

      “I am not digging in his drawers, you creeper!”

      “Why not?” She pouted. “We need proof that he’s human. Or better yet, that he has good oral hygiene. You’re nothing if you don’t brush your teeth, no matter how fine of an ass you have.”

      She made me smile. I had an obsessive disorder when it came to my teeth.  In fact, my mother had taken me to a doctor to see about it. He told her I was attempting to gain some semblance of control in my life. My dentist gave me sticker stars and the best toys out of the treasure box full of fake rings and bouncy balls. My mother made him stop doing this, claiming that the “treats” were rewarding obsessive behavior.

      Looking back at the house, I gulped down the unease, trying to push down all of the untamed emotions. “I better get going.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to wait?”

      I shook my head. The wrong side of the tracks was not a far walk from the dull side of the tracks. Not for me. “No, I’ll be fine.”

      She narrowed her eyes but nodded.

      Removing my bag from the backseat, I placed the lipstick in the front pocket. I gripped the door handle and stepped out before I could stop myself.

      Now or never. I was sick of never.
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        * * *

      

      Marilyn Monroe sung to me from the moment I stepped out of the car until the moment I made it to the door of the house. Encapsulated in Violet’s Mustang, I had been in current time, where the Gin Blossoms sang about whispers and rumors and schoolyard antics, but out here, in front of Brando’s house, the ’50s had made a comeback, as if Marilyn Monroe in her famous candy pink ensemble were offering the welcome.

      I stopped for a moment halfway up the walk. Had Mick given us the right address? Had we found the right address?

      First things first. I double-checked the door number. Correct. All right. Walking backward to the end of the driveway, I stopped at the curb and looked down the street to make sure we had the right one. Also correct.

      Mick wouldn’t give up much information, so I had no idea whether Brando still lived with his parents or, like Mitch, with roommates, or all by himself.

      Rain started to fall down in drenching sheets, and the wind picked up speed. The long-sleeved black bodysuit I had put on after Mitch dropped me off at Violet’s that morning clung to me like a second skin. My high-waisted jeans that flared out at the bottom were saturated with water and had turned black.

      I shimmied a bit to loosen the bodysuit from my behind. As my grandmother used to say, I had a goat in the garden and was too self-conscious to get it out. The suit kept riding high. At least leotards stayed put.

      The wind picked up strength and my hair pelted me with wet anger. A chill ran up my spine and a shiver tore over me. The weather was as bitter as my feelings, apparently.

      I ran to the door, shoulders hunched, head trying to hide in the leather’s protective layers like a turtle in its shell. I zipped the jacket up, just realizing I hadn’t done so before. I knocked three times in a row.

      The music seemed to grow louder. Instead of waiting to drown, I tried three more times, this time with enough force that my knuckles burned with the impact.

      “Hello!” I put my lips to the door and yelled. “Anyone home?” Knock, knock, knock, knock until my hands turned red.

      In response to my banging, the music reached a crescendo. I rather doubted that Marilyn had ever reached a high enough chord to consider it a crescendo, with how soft her voice was, but standing in the rain, I really didn’t feel like arguing the point with myself.

      The music paused for what seemed like only a second before “A Little Girl from Little Rock” swept under the door in place of “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.” I took advantage of the lull by banging, but either the person inside was studiously ignoring me, or they honestly didn’t hear me—or wasn’t paying attention.

      Raising my bag over my head, I turned toward the street. Violet had gone, and with her, a dry ride home. Tapping my boot against the saturated ground for a moment, I considered my options, or lack of.

      “Shit,” I muttered, batting away rogue drops of rain that had adhered to my lashes. The droplets that had drifted to my lips were stalled there by the waxy texture of the lipstick. I rubbed my lips together, trying to absorb the moisture. “Looks like walking in the rain is the way to go.” The only way to go.

      My heart sank and then rose—the jacket was mine for a bit longer. But then my heart sank once more. The entire time the jacket was in my possession, it had never been rained on, or if it had, not for this long, and not with this substantial amount of water.

      I was fairly certain the jacket was old, and I wasn’t sure how it was going to handle the abuse. Instead of taking the chance of seriously harming its fibers, I decided to wait under Brando’s small porch, just until the rain subsided a bit. In Louisiana, it could be raining one minute, sunny the next.

      The door opened with such abruptness that I jumped high in the air, my hand to my heart. The breath that I was going to take stuck painfully in my windpipe, along with the gum.

      The bag over my head crashed to the cement, the hot-pink lipstick inside probably in many pieces, probably highlighting the inside of my bag and my books with neon streaks. While I tried to get down the ball of air lodged in my throat with the wad of gum, I blinked fast and furiously, attempting to figure out if the woman standing in the doorway was a figment of my imagination.

      “Helloooo,” she said in a sultry voice, and then she smiled a great big, bright smile at me. She fluttered her lashes. “I would have answered sooner, but I thought you were thunder, Doll.”

      I looked to the left and then to the right before settling on her again. Doll was exactly what she was. Or more precisely, a showgirl. It seemed like the music inside had created this woman and spit her out on the doorstep.

      From the top of her head to the bottom of her feet, she shimmered crimson, except for her stockings and high heels and whatever she had in the way of plumage. For the most part, she was a sequin incarnate. Each and every one of the sparkling entities fused to her body like bling-encrusted skin.

      My eyes searched her body more than once, finally coming to stare at the most ostentatious thing about her (and there were plenty of those to choose from): the plume of black feathers sitting atop her head, waving to and fro with the wind.

      For whatever reason, the tiny diamonds of rain adhering to the fluff drew me in. The weather seemed to be nothing but a stunt to make her appearance more dramatic.

      I hadn’t realized that my mouth hung open until rain started to get inside. I closed it right away, not wanting to seem rude. But it opened again without consent when she swayed her hips from left to right when the next song started to play. She struck a sultry pose against the doorframe.

      Her beauty astonished, and not just her ensemble. It was the woman before me. She was not tall by any means, but her aura made her seem bigger than life. Every curve of her body was set in the most perfect spot for it. Her hair was cut in a similar style to Marilyn Monroe’s when she played in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, but she wasn’t blonde; she was ravishing auburn. The color was a bright enough red that I had to blink in the dull light. Her hair complimented her olive skin, and her olive skin made her hazel (closer to the light brown side of the color) eyes pop in the most vivid way.

      She seemed almost unreal, airbrushed, her complexion flawless.

      “Something just told me to check and see if it was thunder—I had a feeling it was a girl. I’m touched, you know.” She tapped at her temple. “I have a touch of the sight. But if you want to be thunder, that’s fine by me. Remember.” She bumped the door with her perfect hip. “You can be anything you want to be.” She narrowed her perfect eyes and pointed a manicured finger at me. “Stay right there. Don’t go away. Let me grab my wallet.”

      I watched her go, realizing belatedly that I hadn’t released a breath since she scared me. I tried to swallow. I tried again. The ball finally went down, but it only exploded inside, making me feel anxious. Who was this person? I used my palms to put pressure on my eyes. Violet had dropped me off at the wrong house. Or Mick gave us a bogus address.

      “I’m back.” She breezed outside of the door, bringing the smell of baking cake with her. “How much is it going to cost me?”

      “Wha—” I swallowed again, the letters stuck together. “What?”

      She waved a gold wallet around. “Do you have chocolate? Cookies? Oh!” She snapped her fingers. “Do you have wrapping paper? I use wrapping paper all year round! Most people only use it for holidays, but I make my own holidays, my own rules. Why wait until Christmas to give a gift? Every day is a gift, I say. Do you make your own rules, Doll?”

      “No.”

      “Aww.” She ticked her mouth. “That’s too bad. I named myself.”

      “You did?”

      “Of course. Maggie is fine, but that other name—Granchio,” she said with an Italian accent, “is just so…depressing.” She tapped her foot in time to the music. “I couldn’t live with that. Maggie Beautiful is much lighter.”

      “Maggie Beautiful, that’s your name?”

      Her head bopped in a juvenile way to answer my question.

      “At your service.” She tipped her plume at me. She had to catch it before the wind took it like a sail. “So, what’ll it be? Oh!” She sucked in air and then she looked me over from head to toe. “You’re not one of those messengers, are you?”

      I guessed she meant one of those kids that went door to door trying to tempt people into converting to their religion. I shook my head. “No, no, I’m not a messenger. And I’m not selling anything either.”

      “You’re not?” She took a step back, closed her eyes, and then they popped open. Perhaps it was just my imagination, but they were even more stunning this time. “Then what are you doing here?” All of a sudden she sounded suspicious.

      “Actually,” I said as I bent down, scooped up my bag, and threw it over my shoulder, “I think I have the wrong house. Sorry to bother you.”

      She waved a hand. “You’re such a doll and no bother at all! What house are you looking for?”

      “I thought this one.”

      She threw back her head and laughed—it seemed to carry on the wind. It was robust. “Such a doll,” she sighed. “That’s not what I meant. Silly. You’re pretty saucy too. I like that in a gal. Let me help you, if I can. I know the neighborhood. Who are you looking for?”

      I moved my foot back and forth against the cement. What could it hurt? Perhaps she knew where Brando lived. “A man. Brando. Brando Fausti.”

      The wallet fell out of her hands. Her face seemed to turn to stone. “What do you want with my son? We have no bunnies here!”

      “Your son?” The words came out automatically, followed by the thought, bunnies?

      She nodded. Now she swallowed hard. “He doesn’t usually like for—for women—to come here.”

      I threw my bag to the ground and removed the jacket. Things had become awkward fast. I held it out to her. She blinked at my face, looked at the jacket, and then her eyes met mine. She looked younger, more vulnerable, when she gazed up through her thick lashes. In fact, she seemed too young to be his mother in general.

      “Where did you get this?” she whispered. She took the jacket gently out of my grasp, running her hands over the leather in a reverent manner.

      “Brando,” I reflected her whisper. But I had said his name so low that she glanced at me. “Brando,” I repeated louder. “He gave it to me. A few years ago. I wanted to return it. Actually, he told me to.”

      Her eyes welled up. She tucked her lips in for a moment, before she released them. She turned the jacket over in her hands, pulling the tag on the collar forward.

      A big M was scrolled over the designer’s mark—some expensive Italian designer—and I had taken a pen and marked S in a free area. I had no idea who the M belonged to, but at the time a statement from me felt needed, since it was mine—or so I had thought.

      I had an inkling now who the M belonged to.

      She took a deep breath and blew it out. She sniffled. “I did this.” She smiled through tears, holding the jacket up. “Many, many years ago. Or what feels like many, many years ago to me.” A trembling finger caressed her fancy M.

      I picked up my bag once more and settled it on my shoulder. “Please give that back to Brando. With the message that I returned what was his.”

      Maggie’s eyes searched mine for a moment before she handed the jacket back to me. “Can you stay, Doll?”

      I stood there for a moment, not able to move, holding the jacket to my heart. “I should probably—” I looked toward the road.

      “Please? Your gorgeous hair is all wet. So are your clothes. It’s warm inside.”

      I made my mind up, just by the tone of her voice. “All right.” I took a step forward. “But only for a minute.”
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      The moment I stepped foot over the threshold of Brando’s front door, Maggie Beautiful seemed to find her buoyancy again. She wasn’t as peppy as she had been, but she seemed to be recovering without much issue.

      I followed behind her, mesmerized by her sultry walk in the dazzling showgirl outfit. The interior of the house was dim, shadows stretching at every turn, but Maggie Beautiful’s sequins, and the lightness in the air around her, challenged the morose mood of the day.

      The smell of cake baking became even stronger inside than it had been as a passing echo outside; it emitted a certain kind of warmth that screamed home.

      I didn’t have to follow behind her for long; their house was quaint. Maggie Beautiful stopped and motioned for me to put my bag on the worn leather sofa in the front room. To the left was a dining area just big enough for a circular table. Straight ahead was a small kitchen, which seemed to lead out to the backyard.

      If I moved to the right, past the sofa, a hallway seemed to have three doors—two bedrooms and one bathroom, I guessed. Behind the sofa were five built-in shelves, each one decorated with a bunch of different glass or porcelain figurines. They ranged in shape from cars to people to animals.

      I couldn’t help but think that Maggie Beautiful’s decor would be my mother’s worst nightmare.

      Nothing seemed to coexist in harmony. It was a bit of this—velour curtains of eggplant hung in the front room, while curtains of a sunny yellow glowed in the kitchen—and that—not a piece of furniture had a sister or brother to match, but they formed a collaboration of friends made from the same material: wood. The house was clean and smelled of comfort.

      Honesty urged me to admit that the house smelled of him.

      Maggie Beautiful beamed at me when I turned to face her. “What’s your name, Doll?”

      “Scarlett. Scarlett Rose Poésy.”

      Perhaps it was my imagination playing tricks on me, but she seemed more pleased after I had given her my name, or perhaps she was just always so vibrant that it was hard to tell with her. “Scarlett Rose fits you. And Poésy is a fine last name. Nothing depressing about it.”

      I scoffed. “I have my days.”

      She grinned. “Don’t we all. But all that matters is that you have the choice to change your name, if you ever want to. I’m Maggie Beautiful now. I will always be!” She snatched my hand, squeezing it in hers. Her fingers were especially long and thin for her curvaceous build. “I was getting the house ready when you rang. I’m having a little celebration for Brando.”

      I looked toward the table. She had placed purple and green balloons here and there, thrown a plastic car-themed tablecloth over the table, and had lined toy cars up in a row in such a way that I assumed that they were about to race.

      I wondered if I had the right Brando, or if she had somehow forgotten that her son was twenty- two. Around the same age my brother would have been. Elliott was a year older but in the same grade. Or perhaps I had stumbled in on a woman whose friends were not all aboard the boat, as Violet was prone to say.

      Her attention was lost on the decorated area. “I have the cake on.” She squeezed my hand. “I have the balloons and all of the decorations ready to go.” Squeeze. “Craig and Marvin are bringing over the meatballs and spaghetti…” She squeezed harder, and then her eyes narrowed. “I think that’s it…”

      “Is today Brando’s birthday?” I knew his birthday was August 11, thanks to my sleuthing skills. But I decided to ask in case my source of information had been wrong. I doubted it though. Eunice, the woman who helped raise my father and then me and my brother (and the spawn who had come after my brother, my sister), had given me the information. If there was one thing Eunice did right, it was birthdays. She wouldn’t have forgotten.

      This question brought Maggie Beautiful’s attention back to me. Her eyes sparkled when she laughed. “Sure! Every day can be your birthday, if you want it to be.”

      Somewhere in the world a cuckoo clock chimed.

      “Then it wouldn’t be special,” I said.

      She stared at me blank-faced for a few moments before she shrugged. “That’s another way to look at it. Like I said, saucy.” She winked at me and then tugged me toward the hallway. “You are going to freeze to death in those wet clothes! Let me get you some new ones.”

      “Nooo,” I said as she pulled me forward. “I really can’t stay that long. I have to go—”

      “Oh, but you just got here! Stay for a little while. The party hasn’t even started yet. Oh!” She let go of my hand suddenly, leaving me in the darkened hallway. “The music has to set the tone. Let me play something that reminds me of you.”

      Her sequins glittered as she moved around the front room, changing the current music to Nat King Cole’s “Ballerina.”

      “That’s better,” she said as she zoomed past me.

      She opened the door to the room at the very end of the hall, which I assumed to be hers. She went to her dresser, opened up a drawer, and started searching.

      “Just so you know, I only play Nat for special guests. Some people save good wine for their special guests. I save the best music for mine. Here we go!” She held up a long-sleeved green t-shirt in one hand and a pair of jeans in the other. The t-shirt had “The Grinch Can’t Touch This” in white letters across the front.

      I laughed and read the wording aloud. “That’s good to know. I’m safe then?”

      Maggie Beautiful shrugged. “Is that what it says?” She put her pointer finger to her mouth and then bit down.

      I stopped laughing and nodded. It occurred to me that perhaps she couldn’t read.

      “I forgot where I got it. But it has a Santa hat on the back. That’s why I bought it. See?” She turned the t-shirt around to face me. She examined her side, the side with words, and narrowed her eyes as though she were trying to see wording from a far distance. “Is that ‘Grinch’?” She pointed to the word.

      “Yes, see?” I stepped into her room and took the shirt from her. I went over each word, repeating it as I did so.

      “Brando usually reads everything for me,” she said in a small voice. “I’ve never learned how to read.”

      I sucked in a breath but let it out slowly, so she wouldn’t notice my reaction. Her eyes seemed sad as she stared at the words, her smile turning upside down.

      She waved a hand. “Oh well, life is never perfect. We make the best of it anyhow. Come on.” She took my hand again. “Let me show you where you can change.”

      We passed the second door and she opened the third. I stepped into a whole new world.

      Brando’s room. Filled with his things, his smell, saturating the small place, which was filled with very little furniture. Two mattresses were in the center of the room, stacked one on top of the other against the wall.

      A table littered with suckers stood next to the mattresses. In its center an old lamp stood, something to give the room a soft glow when turned on. A chair and a small corner desk. A couple of shelves on the wall. That was it.

      My eyes narrowed when I noticed one of the pictures on one of the shelves. Slow steps took me there, my heart not ready to see my brother staring back at me, a lopsided smile on his face. Lisette had been seated on his lap, smiling at him.

      Nick, the guy who left with my brother that fateful night, had a picture of his own, on the other side of my brother and his girlfriend. A holy candle, the wick almost burnt to nothing, separated the two photographs.

      “Your brother was a good kid,” Maggie Beautiful whispered. Her hand trembled as she reached past me. Her finger gently swiped the glass, as though she were touching him in real time. “One of the best.”

      I jumped a bit and choked down the hurt that had stuck in my throat. I strangled the shirt in my hands. “You knew? Who I was?”

      She smiled at me, the sadness overwhelming. “I had an idea. There’s nothing outwardly that brings you together, but you seem to carry him with you.” She ran the same finger down my face. “It’s a terrible shame that this city didn’t protect him and those two kids. They should’ve had crossing signals for that track.”

      I stared at my brother through eyes that burned. “He liked the rhythm of the music when it bumped through the speakers. He could feel the pulse of it.” I barely smiled. I wiped at my eyes though no tears came.

      “I know, Doll.” She squeezed my shoulder. “I thought Brando was…” She looked at me with eyes that seemed to lose their light. “They came looking for him, that night, because they thought he was with Elliott. I lost part of him that night too. We lost a lot. The world lost fine souls that it’ll never be able to replace. Those kids lost out on their beautiful years.”

      We both became quiet, staring at Elliott and Lisette and Nick. Three souls lost to the monster that still haunted my dreams. That whistling demon, also called a train. A huge part of me died that night. And parts of me still died when I thought of what could have been, if it wasn’t for that beast. If the city had put up crossing signals, perhaps my brother and his friends would all still be alive.

      Maggie Beautiful sighed twice, as if she could hear my thoughts, before she took a deep breath in and then let it out. Her eyes widened and she turned to me, panicked. She squeezed my hand hard and quick.

      “The cake!” She shoved the jeans at me. “Change! Meet me in the kitchen when you’re done.”

      She went to hustle out of the door, but I stopped her. “Ms. Beautiful.”

      She stopped and barked out a laugh. “No, Doll, just Maggie Beautiful. That Ms. business is terrible for the skin.”

      It hurt, but I smiled. “Thank you, Maggie Beautiful. Thank you for not treating him like some awkward topic to be avoided.”

      The light returned to her eyes. “I still feel him. He’s with you, too. I could feel him when you walked through the door. It was like old times again.” She blew me a kiss and then left me in the darkness of Brando’s room.

      Turning from the pictures, I laid the clothes she had handed me on Brando’s bed. I took a seat next to them and tried to pull myself back together. When that didn’t work, I thrust my body backwards and settled into the comfort of his mattress. The pillows were askew and his comforter turned down.

      As neat as everything else was in his room, it surprised me that he hadn’t made his bed. And that he had left the table littered with unopened suckers. Woven between the candies, a long blue strip of silk stretched out like a beautiful, iridescent snake. I scooted up the bed and turned the lamp on.

      The brightness momentarily blinded me, even though the light was soft. When my eyes adjusted, I picked the silk strand up and ran it between my fingers, enjoying the softness of it against my skin. The fabric had become worn and tattered, dotted here and there with stains.

      I had a hard time believing what I was seeing. I involuntarily touched my hair and then put the ribbon to my nose, inhaling. It still smelled the same. The subtle scent of rose drifted and floated, clinging to the fabric, like his scent clung to the leather.

      Maggie Beautiful must have turned the music down. The rain became louder, pelting the house, and the silence in-between almost seemed to scream. Footsteps sounded, growing closer to Brando’s bedroom.

      Creeping from the bed, I took comfort in the corner, hiding in a darkened area. His place. Some childish part of me didn’t want him to see me right away. I demanded a moment to see him before he saw me. Though I was not so naïve to think that he wouldn’t know that I was there, waiting.

      The doorknob slowly rotated and light from the hall shone in a long, thin strip when the door finally opened all the way. It missed me completely, keeping me hidden. He stepped inside, filling the small space with his overwhelming presence.

      I breathed him in before he took another step closer. His cologne, the sweetness of the suckers, the smell of hard work and oil reached my lungs like manna. His white t-shirt was stained black. So were his face, hands, and jeans.

      He looked directly at me, eyes burning, fingers flexing, muscles taut with whatever he repressed.

      I waited him out, as silent as I could be. My heart pumped overtime, in competition with the hundreds of fluttering wings in my stomach. His proximity felt infectious—I felt feverish. Goosebumps spread over my skin and a shiver tore through me.

      He seemed to be waiting me out too. He could be as still as stone, the same stone his features seemed to be chiseled out of. No doubt a really expensive Italian marble.

      After a bit of time had elapsed, he seemed to grow restless with the game and moved to the shelf underneath the one that my brother’s picture sat on. He squinted at the buttons of the stereo until he finally found the one that he was looking for. A slow rock song poured out, low but distinguishable. Led Zeppelin.

      “You came to see me.” His tone was flat, reserved, but I could feel the heat behind it smoldering underneath the surface. Even more so, I could see the disappointment, a tinge of anger, in the set of his face. It made his eyes seem darker, even more dangerous.

      His presence, though his mood was uncertain, warmed me to my toes, causing the fluttering wings to become even more frenzied. The blood in my veins fizzed. I nodded but realized that, with his back to me, he couldn’t see, so I answered. “Yes.”

      He turned his face a fraction toward me and smiled. It seemed friendly, amused, and with the reaction came a moment of great clarity: Even when his temper flared, he kept as calm as still water. His temper was the sneaky beast that lurked underneath the depths. Which made him even more lethal. Unsuspected.

      “You couldn’t hide in the dark if you wanted to. Your lipstick glows.” He turned to face me fully. “Game over, Scarlett. I won.”

      You always do, I was tempted to say, but I refused to give in that easily.

      I smirked. “Perhaps.”

      “Perhaps.” He repeated the word, tasted it. There was no doubt in my mind that “no” and “perhaps” were two words Brando Fausti was not accustomed to hearing. “You say that a lot. Perhaps. Not maybe. Perhaps.”

      I opened my mouth to speak but shut it before something irrelevant could come out. Instead, I chose to get straight to the truth. “You told me to bring back what was yours. So—” I shrugged “—I did.”

      He stared at me for a long moment. “I have eyes that see. Tell me something I don’t know.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. I felt the anger rise, rise, rise, until it came barreling out of my mouth. “You gave me the jacket. And now you want it back. Why didn’t you come and get it sooner if it meant that much to you?”

      “Reasons.”

      I took a step closer to him. I waved the ribbon of silk at him. “You have something of mine too. Something you took without permission. At least you gave me the jacket. I didn’t give you this.” I waved it harder.

      He reached me in two strides, grabbing my wrist, stopping the frantic movement—the accusation. He applied just enough pressure to stop me but not hurt me. We glared at each other, neither of us moving, just breathing hard. His eyes searched mine, back and forth, back and forth, until he released me. It seemed hard for him to let me go, but he did.

      “I found the thing—the strand of blue silk in your hand the night it snowed. It had been in your hair. You must’ve lost it on your way back in. I picked it up. I’ve had it ever since.” He waved a dismissive hand. “The jacket is yours. We’ve had this discussion before.”

      “You told me to bring it back!”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Yes you did.”

      This childish argument went on for a couple of minutes until finally he became adult enough to steer the conversation in a different direction.

      “Give me the exact time I said the words bring me back my jacket.”

      “You said, ‘You have something of mine. Bring it back to me.’ Well—” I lifted my hands and slapped them against my legs “—today is the day.”

      He pointed at me. He pointed to himself. “You thought I was talking about the leather jacket.”

      “Of course. What else have you ever given me?”

      “Scarlett.” He took a step closer, but not as close as he had been. He turned his face away from mine and looked outside, at the rain coming down in sheets. “The jacket is yours.”

      “I’m confused, Brando. What did you mean then?”

      He held up a hand. “Give me a second.” He cleared his throat. “You. Whatever it was you gave me that night in the snow. Mine.”

      The moment of silence that passed between us was interlaced with the sound of hard pounding rain and that eerie sound the wind makes when it whistles past during a storm.

      Finally, I collected my wits. Understanding hit me harder than the tempest outside the window.

      “Oh,” I barely got out. “Oh,” I said a little louder.

      He laughed, a humorless sound, still refusing to look at me. “Yeah. Oh.”

      “I thought…” I slapped my hand against my head. “I didn’t think. I assumed. I—”

      “You misunderstood.” He finally turned to me, perhaps having collected his own wits. The residue of oil on his face seemed to make his features more pronounced, like a beautiful man in a charcoal painting. The darkness of the coal highlighted all of his most prominent, perfect shapes and curves.

      His face was angular, his cheekbones high and sharp. I had never noticed a man’s nose before, but it was close to impossible not to notice his. Coming to a point, it was neither small nor large, but somehow fit his face perfectly. His mouth was wide, his lips full enough to fit the strength of bone, and his teeth…I bet he brushed three times a day. The darkness of his hair complimented the bronze of his skin.

      Each separate part of him seemed to be designed by a hand that created only beautiful things, but together, he became a creature that my eyes had never seen before. He was almost too gorgeous for his own good. And the intensity he seemed to produce as easily as sweat?

      He was enough to send a sane woman running for the hills. Good thing I was not that.

      I smiled, a bit shyly, thinking of him calling the ribbon a thing. I took a step forward and lifted the strip of silk. “This is called a ribbon. This one is really special to me. It came from my very first pair of ballet slippers. My mom wanted me to have pink ones, but I refused. I wanted blue.” The memory tugged at warm memories, and in return, my voice came out softer. “Elliott loved blue. I wanted to be just like him. I’m glad you were the one who found it. It always brought me luck.”

      I took another step closer to him, stopping before I closed the gap. Looking up, I searched his eyes. What I found gave me the courage to be closer, to reach out and touch him. It wasn’t surrender but permission.

      I ran my hand down his arm, the one with the ribbon tattoo. His skin was warm in comparison to the coolness of my fingers. His muscles tightened beneath my roving palm, and his eyes became even more intense on mine.

      Placing the fabric at the beginning of the tattoo, I wound it all the way up to the end. Every fray, the very shape, had been etched to fit the art on his arm.

      “You can have it. Now we’re even. We’ve traded. The leather jacket for the silk ribbon.”

      “I wasn’t giving it back.”

      “Right,” my voice came out even softer. “I’m aware. Yours. Still, I want to give you what it represents to me. My luck.” I used a fingertip to trace the tattoo, over and over, enjoying the fact that I could summon goosebumps to rise on his skin.

      He lifted my chin, forcing me to meet his eyes. The fire had become a blaze, all-consuming and full of ache. “Stay away from that kid.”

      That kid. He meant Ace.

      “All right.” I dared myself to stare back, to meet fire with fire, and lifted the set of my chin. “If you’ll stay close to me.”

      We stood that way for some time until he closed his eyes, leaned forward, and whispered against my forehead, “We’ll see,” before he placed a tender kiss there.
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      After dinner with Maggie Beautiful and her friends, and after Brando’s “birthday shindig,” he dropped me off at home. After I shut the front door behind him, I ran upstairs and stepped up to my bedroom window, using my pointer finger to push back the white lace curtains.

      He must have sensed me there and turned. My body trembled from the sting of cold upon wet skin, and from watching him.

      He stood in the glow of his truck lights, his flannel shirt rolled up at the sleeves, his dirty work boots washed by the rain, sending black ribbons swirling into the many puddles before dissipating. His arms were crossed, his feet the same way.

      He pulled his beanie down, shielding his ears from the cold. He stared at me without apology, without shame, without turning away when I met his unwavering stare and our eyes connected.

      Fine moments were not exactly my forte. Smoothness either. Or sultriness. Or anything along those same lines. I was eighteen. I had never been in love with anyone other than Brando—and had only been fifteen when I first fell for him. My brother had died in the wee hours of the next morning.

      It was no secret that in some aspects of my life my mother had sheltered me to the point of smothering. She’d send me off to Russia in a heartbeat to dance, but to dance with a boy at prom? Forbidden.

      Life had always moved me at a particular speed, a speed in which “talent” had dictated my every twist and turn. It’s all I knew, all I did, from the moment I could walk. Dancing with Maja Resnik’s shadow came with hefty responsibilities.

      In one word, I was naïve. But not so immature that I didn’t understand my feelings, or which direction I was heading, and the speed with which I was getting there.

      True love was the feeling—without the burden of guilt. Brando’s direction was where I was headed—which I had been for some time. And I was getting there at one hundred and fifty miles per hour—whereas I had only been going twenty before.

      Though in this moment it was easier for me to stare back from the comfort of my bedroom window—easier and harder. I wanted to touch him, run my fingers up his arms, over his ribbon tattoo, over his lips and through his hair. I wanted to know what it felt like for his lips to touch mine, to taste his mouth, his tongue to twirl with mine in that way that lovers do, and for him to return my want with just as much passion.

      In truth, it was much easier to imagine all of these things without the pressure to act on them.

      Brando had feelings for me, I knew, but I didn’t know how deep they ran, or if he even intended to act on them. In his presence, it was easy to forget what Mitch had told Violet: He wanted to fill a loss in my life, become an older brother figure. “We’ll see” meant no, bringing back the crushing reality that he felt an obligation to watch out for me. Nothing more. Nothing less.

      I sighed, my feeble breath not touching the already condensed windowpane.

      After our moment in his room, a quiet, heated debate went back and forth between him and Maggie Beautiful (which is what he called her too), and after a few moments of tense deliberation, he threw his hands up, stalked from the kitchen back into the front room, and took his seat at the table after holding mine out.

      Their next-door neighbors, Craig and Marvin, a delightful couple who seemed to marvel in Maggie Beautiful’s sequin ensemble, came over with the main course.

      I watched Brando throughout dinner, partly because I was curious as to what his reactions would be to the wild things Maggie Beautiful did, and partly because, no matter what he did, he seemed to capture my attention without meaning to. I had a hard time keeping my eyes to myself. My hands, too, for that matter; they itched to touch him, to memorize his every feature.

      The years that had passed had caused me to hunger in a way that had not been apparent until I was with him—I felt him in a surge, on an acute, primal level.

      Dinner was good, the cake even better, but Brando became the entire meal. It seemed that no matter how much time would pass, or how many times he would do some mundane thing, my need for him had established itself as insatiable.

      There was nothing for me to compare it to; still, whatever thing existed between us was unusual. I could feel him deep in my bones, just as I could feel the connection rush through my blood in heated passion and cold fear.

      If our love was a book, the language was ours alone. We both seemed to understand the writing easily enough, even if he refused to read past the first chapter.

      Not long after Maggie Beautiful put on an after-dinner show, Brando insisted on taking me home. I didn’t protest. I wanted to be alone with him.

      The truck ride had been silent, reflective. His hand so close to mine on the seat had become almost unbearable, an awful temptation that became a need to connect.

      Without thinking, I licked my lips, the memory setting my hands against the windowpane in my bedroom. The urge to move, to reach out and touch, overruled anything else. My breath came out in a rush, and my breasts tingled in a way that they never had before. They ached. The awareness that he stood just below my window made the want for him to touch me more acute.

      The ache spread from my breasts, down to my lower stomach, then slid between my legs. My mouth parted at the sensation, my fingers curling, and the need for him to touch me greater than any I had ever known.

      His eyes alone could command my body, its wants and desires. He already commanded the blood in my veins. It was only natural that the rest of me belonged to him too. Whether he wanted me fully or not, I was his.

      Closing my eyes, I remembered the heat of his body. His touch was a hot coal to the ice of my freezing skin. As I had sat so close to him in the truck, my fingers itched to touch his, to claim his hand and hold it in mine, interlace our fingers and our breaths. Hold on forever.

      And then, like riding a flash of lightning, we were at my parents’ house. We had sat in comfortable silence while the truck idled in the rain. I wanted him to tell me when I would see him again. I wanted him to confess his feelings. I wanted him to give me his word.

      Bigger dreams were always better than small ones—the rejection hurts the same either way. And it was better than the alternative, nothing.

      He had stared ahead, at the rain, following the direction of his lights. Droplets of rain played in the beams. “Scarlett,” he said, his voice low but filled with force, “I want you to dance again.”

      The shock of his unexpected comment must have registered on my face, because he turned to me, eyes prepared for battle.

      “You heard me,” he said in the same tone. “Dance for me.”

      I ran a hand through my wet hair. “Why?” I could barely get the word out, so it seemed to float.

      “Reasons.”

      I put my hand on the door, ready to escape. He caught me with a firm grip on my arm before I could. It wasn’t enough to hurt, but enough to let me know that he wouldn’t allow me an escape from this topic.

      “Dance for me,” he said, his tone the same but his eyes—those damn eyes!—much softer.

      “You have no idea what you’re asking of me, Brando,” I whispered, my voice trembling with the rattling of my bones. The cold in the air seemed to hit me with force then, pushing all of his warmth aside.

      “I do.”

      That’s all he gave me. I do. As if those two words could work magic.

      All I could do was nod in response, not giving him a definite answer either way. But he knew. He had asked. That’s all it took. Without giving me another moment to compose myself, to form an argument, he stepped out of the truck, taking his time as he came to my side, and opened the door for me. He kept me tucked underneath his arm as he walked me to the front door.

      Five minutes ago had brought me here—the view looking out to my world. After he saw me in, I had rushed up to my room, wanting to see him drive off. He hadn’t. Our eyes had made the connection, and he was as powerless as me to stop it. He stood in the rain, looking up at my window, the same one I looked out from.

      I took a deep breath. I listened, listened, attempting to hear the music again, to feel it inside of me the way that I felt him. My feet knew the steps, my hands knew their positions, and so I should have been set to move. To give over to the muse that caused me to float over the dance floor.

      Instead, fear gripped my heart, separating me from what the world had always called my destiny. Opening my eyes, staring at the man standing in the rain, I knew they had been wrong all along.
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      “Hey, nice jacket.”

      I finished stuffing my books in my locker before I turned to find Mick standing beside me. He admired Brando’s gift with lust-filled eyes. I had my slap hand ready just in case he got any funny ideas.

      “Thanks.” I slammed the door shut. The noise in the hall swallowed the intended impact.

      Mick leaned against the locker next to mine. He reminded me of the actor who played on the popular sitcom Second Noah, James Marsden. He always wore flannels over vintage band shirts, baggy jeans, and a wallet chain.

      His brother Mitch seemed to be his opposite. James Dean cool with slicked back hair, Levi jeans, and a cigarette peeking out from behind his ear. Though he could have easily been Stephen Dorff’s doppelgänger, as Violet had told me in the car that morning, rather dreamily. Mitch’s hair was a bit darker though.

      The only connecting fiber of the Lewis Brothers, as far as I could see, seemed to be the placement of the cigarette and that both of their names started with M and could easily be confused. I wondered if their mother called them by each other’s names when she got mad.

      I motioned to his cigarette. “Have you heard? Those things will kill you. Cancer sticks.”

      “I’m sensing some hostility, Scarlett.”

      “Why did you tell Brando about Ace?”

      “He asked.”

      “How could he ask about something he didn’t know about?”

      “That’s the way our arrangement goes.” He shrugged. “I tell him things he doesn’t know about.”

      “You’re a tattler.”

      “Names can’t hurt me. Neither can punches. I have an older brother.” He seemed so unapologetic, so carefree, so irritatingly proud.

      “What does he give you in return? For the information?” I took a step closer to him.

      He pushed back a locker. “Nothing.”

      “Why do it then?”

      He lifted his hands. “Loyalty. He’s like family. And I refuse to talk about it anymore. If you have an issue with our arrangement, take it up with him.”

      Our eyes locked, ping against pong, until Violet blew through, her presence causing our game to come to a hesitant end.

      Violet wrapped her arm around his, tugging him closer. “So, are you coming with us this weekend, Sandy?”

      I hugged my books tighter to my chest. “Us? This weekend?”

      “We’re going to another party by the tracks.” Violet smiled at Mick. After it faded, she turned to me, her eyes widening in a way that clearly communicated she was sending me a subliminal message—pay attention, it screamed. “I dare you—”

      “We’ll see.”

      “I dare—”

      “We’ll see,” I interrupted her again. After Brando had brought up dancing again, the decision weighed heavily on my mind, and I wasn’t sure if I was up for all of the loud music and drunken immaturity. He had given me something to stew over. Something my mother had been on pins and needles about.

      “Well,” Violet said in a huff. “Don’t say I didn’t ask you.” She gave Mick a peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you both later.” Moving away, she was quickly swallowed up by the surge of the crowd.

      I went to follow Violet, but before I could get too far, a hand wrapped around my arm and stopped me.

      “Ace.” I blinked.

      “Scarlett.” A big white smile blossomed on his face and brightened his tan complexion. The color was much different than Brando’s. His was more golden, where Brando was more bronze. “Can we?” He nodded toward the wall, where a spot had cleared.

      “Actually,” I said, pointing to nowhere in general, “I was just about to grab lunch and then read.” To prove the point, I lifted my current romance novel, then quickly turned it over, not wanting him to get the wrong idea about my intentions. The cover was steamy.

      “Lucky me. I’m headed that way myself.” His Texan accent came out clear and strong. It might have been an endearing quality, under different circumstances.

      I studied him for a moment. He studied me.

      “Scarlett!” Mick came barreling down the hall, bumping into people. “Scarlett!” He came to stand between Ace and me. He grabbed me by the arm, tugging. “We need to talk.”

      Ace stepped in front of him. He ticked his mouth. “We have plans. Let the lady go.”

      I stepped in between the two, who glared at each other. People were starting to slow, to take notice.

      I looked at Ace. “I…need to talk to Mick. I’ll meet you for lunch in a few.” If felt rude to just dismiss him all together, though something inside of me told me to. Still, years of ingrained politeness caused me to falter.

      “I’ll wait here.” Ace nodded to the spot where he stood. “He can have a few minutes with you, but you’re mine for lunch.” He seemed to be speaking through Mick to me; not once did his eyes waver.

      Taking Mick by the arm, I all but dragged him from the tense scene. When we were far enough that I knew Ace couldn’t hear, I stopped. But I still had to bump Mick to get his attention. His eyes were still locked in silent battle with Ace.

      “I’m going to walk away if you don’t look at me.” I bumped him again. The cigarette fell from his ear and he didn’t even bother to pick it up.

      His eyes did a slow roll from Ace to me. “Why am I even having a staring contest with the hillbilly?”

      “Beats me,” I snapped. “You interrupted all on your own.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I intervened because if I don’t Brando will.”

      “Why?” I shouted.

      “Because…hell, I don’t know! He doesn’t want you around the kid.” He flung his hand in Ace’s direction. “He’s bad news. Brando only wants what’s best for you. If you don’t stop this, whatever he’s attempting to do, trust me. Brando will. He’s not used to dealing with kids, or in Ace’s case, a punk kid. But he will. Beneath him or not.”

      I paced in a circle for a moment. “I know, I know.” I sounded like a petulant child. “He wants to be a surrogate older brother.”

      “Look.” Mick grabbed me by the arm, forcing me to look at him. He searched my eyes. “You saved his life. Did you know that?”

      Brando had said that he had told no one of the first time, the night my brother had been hit by the train. Perhaps Mick was referring to the night at the train tracks, though I hadn’t heard anything about the fate of the kids that still decided to leave after Mick had warned them not to.  I found that when my feelings warned me that bad things were going to happen, unless it involved Brando, my mind stuck them in a vault and refused to open it again. My brother’s accident haunted me and took up all of the available space for such things.

      Still, my mouth felt dry, my hands clammy, and my heart picked up speed. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to hear this or not.

      “You did. My brother told me. You saved his life too. They were all set to go off with that group of people. We just found out yesterday that everyone in the car died. The guy behind the wheel was too drunk, acting too stupid. He hit a tree.”

      I took a deep, steadying breath. “What does that have to do with this?” I couldn’t hide the tremble in my voice.

      “I don’t know. I guess I’m just trying to get you to see reason. There’s something there, between you and Brando, even if he doesn’t talk about it. He’s not much of a talker in general. So you can imagine my surprise when a few years back he pulls me aside and tells me he has something important to ask of me. I was nodding before he even asked me. Because I knew that whatever he needed of me must’ve been important. You are important to him. And that…frigging hillbilly doesn’t deserve you. If Brando says he doesn’t, he doesn’t.”

      “I… I…” I couldn’t get the words out. “I can’t keep up with him. I know he wants to protect me. But…” Even though I had a rough time finishing my thought, I found it easier to talk to Mick about Brando than Violet. He knew him better.

      “I can’t answer for him, Scarlett. But the next time you talk to him, you might want to ask him why he quit school, why he refused a scholarship to a great college, just to stay here.” He looked around, like here was a horrible place to be. “Sometimes when you get nothing, it’s because you’re asking the wrong questions. Just something to think about.” He fixed Ace with a long, hard stare. “Stay away from him. If not for any other reason but the truth. He knows you’re the most unattainable girl in school. Game on. Challenge accepted.”

      He left me in the hall with those parting words, my arms crossed over my chest, my books pressing against my breasts in a painful way.

      “Hey,” Ace breathed in my ear.

      I jumped. I had forgotten about him. Some of the pressure on my breasts loosened with the scare.

      “Are you seeing that guy?”

      “What…? Who? Him? Mick? Noooo. He’s Violet’s…” I waved a hand.

      “Good.” He placed a hand on my lower back in a possessive move that made me uncomfortable. “Are you ready?” He nodded in the direction of the cafeteria.

      I moved out of his reach. “No, I think I’m going to find Violet. I forgot to tell her something.”

      He considered that for a moment. “Are you going to the party? The one at the train tracks?”

      My eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      He smiled, wide and friendly, and the playfulness of it reached his eyes. The indigo color seemed wicked paired with his defiant attitude. Still, compared to Brando, he was nothing but a kid. I could see his point. Times like these, which were rare, made me feel older, much older. As if I belonged in college and not high school. Somehow, for my mother, this situation seemed safer.

      “Should be a fun time.” He winked. “I was looking forward to lunch. I’m sure I’ll see you at the party though.” He bent down and picked up the discarded cigarette from Mick’s ear. He grinned at it before he slid it behind his own. “Finders keepers, losers weepers.” He took a few steps and then snapped his fingers, coming to a stop. He turned back toward me. “Check your pocket, Scarlett.”

      He disappeared not long after.

      I reached into my back pocket, because that’s the only pocket I had—a back one—and pulled out a concert ticket for the Gin Blossoms.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me get this straight.” Violet tugged on my arm to stop me from walking.

      I looked up at the clear blue Friday sky. My eyes narrowed against the brightness. It felt good to be outside, to breathe air not shared by others, to be free from the burden of school for the next two days. Buoyancy seemed to bop from one student to the next. Despite earlier issues, I found it contagious.

      Pulling my bag forward, I dug through the organized mess for a moment. Elliott’s old sunglasses, a cool pair of Ray-Bans, were in their holder at the bottom of my bag. I slid them over my eyes and then settled the bag over my shoulder once again. A cool breeze blew past, carrying with it the scents of pine and pumpkin. I breathed in deeper.

      Violet blew out a hefty breath, right in my face. Her breath smelled of mint. “Ace gave you a Gin Blossom ticket?”

      “Ye—” Someone knocked into me, a guy. He raised his hands and then winked at me. I pinched my lips at him in response. He blew me a kiss and continued on with his weekend-warrior stride. “Yes, but I think you’re missing the point.”

      “The point? The point is that he forgot about me.” She frowned. “How could he?”

      “Violet, he stuck the ticket in my back pocket. I didn’t even feel it!”

      “Sooo…?”

      “Think hard, Violet.”

      She screwed her face up, her nose scrunching to almost nothing, like a bunny. I laughed hard and then hit her playfully on the arm.

      “I had a hard thing going and you ruined it!”

      “Violet, I should have felt him put the ticket there.”

      “So you have numb buns.” She shrugged, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “Wouldn’t surprise me. Who knows what all those years of excessive dancing have done to you. You should mention that to Pnina. But don’t tell her I suggested it!”

      “No,” I laughed again, pushing her to get her moving again. “He is bad news. That’s not normal. He had to be slick about it.”

      She settled her bag a little more comfortably on her shoulder. “I told you that, remember? The first day he approached you. He was the cinnamon bun in my explanation. Rumor has it that he was sent here because his own parents couldn’t control him. But let’s not be too hasty in our judgment. Perhaps he’s buried his rogue ways and emerged anew. People can change. And they can give you Gin Blossom tickets out of pure kindness. Here’s a thought! Perhaps he’ll be kind to me too. Share the love!” she screamed, and the girl next to her laughed.

      I doubted it.

      Violet’s hand shot out, just like a snake striking, capturing my wrist, and she squeezed—hard.

      “Ow!” I tried to remove my wrist from her vise hold. “Violet!”

      “Lord have mercy,” she breathed out.

      I followed the line of her sight, past a group of students that had parted, my eyes finding Brando Fausti standing next to a jet black ’57 Chevy Bel Air. I tilted into her, my knees suddenly weak, my breath playing hide-and-go-seek.

      This tidbit of car information came to me by way of the boy next to me. He hit his friend to get his attention, whistled, and then spoke the make of the car aloud. Otherwise, it had four wheels and a steering wheel to me. That made it just a vehicle, a means to get from one place to another.

      Brando waited with his back against the vintage car, his arms crossed, his ankles the same way. A sucker rolled around in his mouth, and from a glance, he didn’t seem to have a damn thing on his mind, not a care in the world. The tick in his jaw could be something that came out of bored aloofness.

      I felt the difference in the look on his face and in his attitude. Sparks of tension radiated in the air. The tension came straight from him, like the threat of an incoming storm during the calm.

      Lowering my glasses to get a better look at him, I let out my breath in a rush.

      His eyes were covered by a pair of sunglasses—the same style and brand as mine—and his hair had been slicked back. A white t-shirt, which strained around his shoulders and was loose around his waist, brought out the darkness of his skin and hair, not to mention all of his muscles. Old boots and jeans that seemed tailor made for him completed the beautiful picture.

      “His kind of fine never goes out of style,” Violet muttered. “Can you imagine that body in a custom-made suit? He could be Italian royalty. Or! A dark knight. Either one works.”

      “Fine” was a weak term to use in regard to him. Could you call Adonis fine? No, never ever.

      As though a sensor had gone off inside of him, he found me without even moving. He lowered his glasses to match mine. Our eyes collided.

      No smile. No wave. No opening his arms for me to run to. In short, nothing to prove my I did not come in peace assessment wrong.

      Violet tilted toward me, her body leaning against mine in secrecy. “What is he doing here?”

      Still locked in battle, I refused to drop my stare first. “Reasons,” I whispered back.

      Brando cocked his pointer finger at me, motioning for me to come to him. I looked back, as if he had called someone else, just to buy some time.

      A girl standing behind me looked behind her, at another girl, who did the same. I acted like I had no idea it was me that he wanted. When I turned back, he had assumed the straight position, his posture posed and prepped for action.

      If the mountain wouldn’t come to Muhammad, Muhammad would go to the mountain.

      “Wait for me,” I whispered to Violet.

      “No worries. I’m not moving.”

      I tucked my fingers behind each side of my bag, pulling forward to lighten some of the tension. I stopped longer than I should have to allow cars to move past.

      It was hard to decide if the cars were going faster than usual or if I just imagined them going faster than usual. Either way, it was respite, until some clown tooted his horn and motioned me across.

      Once across the street, I approached with caution. I added clueless, calm, and controlled to the caution. The four c’s. True opposites of what I felt. But I hoped the mask I slid on conveyed all those things, even if they weren’t true.

      “Scarlett.” He nodded.

      “Brando.” I nodded back.

      “Get in.” He opened the door for me.

      “No.” I lifted my chin.

      The sucker rolled around his mouth. His jaw pulsed. He lifted a finger. “Once more. Get in.”

      “I thank you—” the urge to call him kind sir grew strong, but the look on his face restricted me from speaking those particular words “—but no. I have a ride.” I squeezed the straps of my bag a little tighter.

      He leaned down close, even closer, and I could smell cherry on his breath. His nostrils flared. “You lost your chance to ride with Violet. You’re with me now.”

      Ha, little did he know! Losing my right to ride with Violet when he stood just a breath from me made me almost high-five myself in triumph. But then I added “childish” to the c’s because I went for it. “I wasn’t riding with Violet.”

      Going low really wasn’t my style, but my temper flared. He was acting like my older brother—overprotective and domineering. The only reason he had bothered to come and get me was because he had something to prove. It had nothing to do with us, but everything to do with male pride and an XY agenda.

      I didn’t need him to be my brother. I had a brother. I needed him to be something else. If he couldn’t, then I needed to find a way to let go now—or I’d never be able to.

      His hands squeezed the metal door, the tendons in his forearms flexing with the pressure. We glared at each other, as well as two people could behind sunglasses, for an uncountable amount of time before his stare took another direction.

      “Get in the car, Scarlett, or I’m going to hurt that kid.” His tone was flat and his words a solid promise. My word is as good as my blood. I didn’t doubt it for a second.

      “Fine!” I threw my hands up. “You win!”

      He took my bag, giving me a hard look when I tried to squirm from him, and then set it in the backseat. Nice and gentle, as though threatening to hurt a kid was on his agenda every day.

      The Chevy’s seats were deeper than I expected, so when I plopped down it wasn’t the smooth move I had meant it to be. It didn’t matter. His attention had turned, his warning on the entire school, making all of the watching boys go about their business. He didn’t waste another moment on Ace.

      I had to use all forces available to a mere mortal like me to resist hiding my face in my hands and groaning. This, this was something Elliott would’ve done. Or put Brando or Nick up to doing.

      “Brando.” I repeated his name several times. I took a deep breath in and huffed it out. I steadied my voice, resisting the tremble that threatened to make me stumble over words. “Can we just go? Please?”

      He took his time, but finally, he turned and bent down to meet my eye. “Buckle up.” He straightened and shut the door. Even though the sound of the door shutting could almost be described as a soft click, the calmness of it in the face of his suppressed irritation made me flinch.

      The extent of his control was nothing like I had ever felt before; so was the depth of his anger.

      Flinch or not, I crossed my arms over my chest, huffing out a hot breath. Before he made it to his side, though, I did as he instructed me to. Buckled up.

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

          

      

    

    






Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      Battle seemed like the most appropriate word to describe the ride from school to my parents’ place. A silent war raged between us—him stoic, glaring straight ahead, me in painful flames because words of wrath seemed too easy for him—each of us staring out of the opposite side of the window.

      Love is a battlefield, thank you very much, Pat Benatar!

      My arms hadn’t uncrossed since he took the driver’s seat. A few times I opened my mouth to speak, but the words refused to come. Nothing I could think of was strong enough to neutralize or defeat him, to prove to him that the female sitting next to him was not his little sister.

      And why should I have to prove anything to him?

      There were three things in life that I knew for certain: It was fruitless to try and change his perception. I loved him madly. I would forever cling to that love as long as blood flowed through my veins—but what I wouldn’t do, no, refused to do, was accept the fact that he might love me, but in a polar opposite way.

      Beastly, stubborn, hardheaded Italian!

      I wanted to shout at him, to push his buttons until he admitted something, anything to me. But Brando Fausti had long ago proved to me that he was not a man to be persuaded into anything he didn’t want or wasn’t ready for. All he could give me was “we’ll see.”

      Which actually translated to: No. No. No.

      The word floated around my head in an angry swirl. To prove how immature his little sister could be, I stuck my tongue at him, and then turned my face toward the window before he could catch me. Lucky for him, I wasn’t in the mood to flick his ear. I used to do that to Elliott all of the time.

      A soon as my parents’ house came into sight, I removed my bag from the backseat, and as soon as the tires paused at the curb, I catapulted myself out of the car, taking off for the safe zone of the house.

      Slamming the door behind me, I took a moment to catch my breath. Not from running, but from the overwhelming feelings making it hard for me to catch air. Being close to him was more strenuous than any performance or rehearsal I had ever had.

      Barely over the drumming of my heart, my parents’ voices carried from the kitchen. Eunice excused herself into their conversation and then asked a question. Before any of them noticed my presence, I took the stairs two by two, just to make it to the confines of my room without interruption.

      I threw my bag on the bed and rushed to the window, sliding my finger behind the lace curtain, pushing it aside. Brando waited outside of his car, leaning on the door, just like he had at school. Another sucker twirled in his mouth. Little wonder if he had to brush his teeth three times a day.

      Our eyes met and he glared at me before turning and leaving.

      My heart restricted and rejoiced.

      In a rush, I packed my overnight bag and then searched my closet for something to wear to the party Violet had invited me to. My eyes scanned the clothes, fingers finally settling on a baby blue sweater that fell just above my navel, a plaid skirt to match, black stockings that ended above the knee, and a pair of oxfords with a bit of a heel. A leather choker that would match Brando’s (my) leather jacket felt right.

      I took a long shower, then styled my hair and did my makeup. It wasn’t something that I usually did, unless for a performance, but I needed reaction, not “we’ll see.” A bit of cat-eye glamour and the pink lipstick Violet had given me. The color of my nails turned out eggplant, a purple dangerously close to black. It added a bit of melodrama.

      After all of the administrations had been completed, I called Violet to pick me up. My parents were in the dining room when I came downstairs to wait for her.

      My father looked up from his roast and potatoes but stayed silent. My mother’s eyes assessed my outfit and makeup with shrewd eyes.

      My life had been predictable until the time Brando had reentered it. But she was always pushing me to get out and socialize (with her kind of people). She had her wish (except the people were not her kind of people). I knew she wouldn’t comment on my outfit or the makeup because she figured Violet’s house would be my last stop.

      I had never given her reason to worry about wild behavior. That was my sister’s expertise, not mine.

      “Scarlett,” she said, matter of fact. “What are your plans?” She put down her knife and fork like any proper lady would, gently, and then tapped the sides of her mouth with her white cloth napkin before placing it back in her lap.

      On many occasions, I felt the urge to find the similarities between us. My hair was dark where hers was blonde. My eyes were green where hers were hazel.

      My mother and sister shared more traits than I could count on one hand. The color of my hair had been passed down from my father’s side, or so most said. It had been my belief that when people looked, they found something to connect the family dots.

      I never could.

      Apart from the “talent” that I had been brought up to believe came from Maja Resnik, the rest of me seemed foreign to these people.

      As if the thought summoned her, my Slovenian grandmother, the world-famous ballerina Maja Resnik, glided into the dining room as though she were still on the stage—life was a stage to her. Her hair had been pulled back into a tight bun, her face moisturized for the night and still close to flawless, her pants flowing, moving with her as though she controlled the elegant dance between legs, feet, and clothes. Ethereal, most called her. Which was true, but she was also one of the most grueling teachers I had ever had in the studio. Age was nothing but a number to her.

      She took me by the hand and smiled with a perfect set of teeth. “Scarlett.” She brought my hand to her lips, and then she lapsed into her native language. “This time of your life is one of the most romantic times in a young girl’s life. But we must not let this deter us from moving forward. You should never replace one love with another. You have room for both.”

      These words made my mother’s ears perk. She turned to us, giving me a more thoughtful look. Another thing about Maja Resnik, she had an uncanny sense to read between the lines.

      She smiled at me, her rosy skin going a shade deeper. “You have been flushed,” she continued in Slovenian, giving an explanation for her comment. “Love does us all good.”

      I leaned in, kissed her cheek, and wished her a goodnight.

      She dropped my hand, touched my mother’s head, and then went into the kitchen in search of her usual snack of cookies and milk before bed. “A treat to sweeten the dreams,” she would say.

      Not wanting to expand on her comments, I snagged a dinner roll from the table and changed the subject. “I’m spending the weekend with Violet.”

      My mother turned away from me, picking up her wine. “Have you given much thought to our conversation?”

      The bread was soft, still warm, and smelled of butter. Ripping a small piece, I let the taste of it dissolve. “I’m thinking about going back to dance—full time.”

      The crystal came close to her lips but stilled. “You are?” She turned to face me.

      My father set his fork down and turned to me. My grandmother peeked her head out of the kitchen and into the dining room. Eunice, right behind my grandmother, raised her brows, her eyes round and curious.

      “I am.”

      “What about—”

      “I’m still considering the rest.”

      Her lips pinched and her nose turned up, as if she had smelled something sour. “You don’t have forever. This is your last chance. Your last year. If you think of nothing else this weekend, think hard on that.” She sighed, a hard, tired sound. “Your father and I are going on a trip this weekend. We will see you on Monday.”

      I waved the roll at my grandmother and Eunice. When I turned back to my mother, I nodded once.

      She nodded in return. “If you are going to eat the roll, Scarlett, eat it. Food is not a toy. And please, whatever you do, do not eat with your mouth open—it’s impolite and it will offend the Castellanos family. You are a famous ballerina. You are your grandmother’s granddaughter.” She finished this declaration with “act like it” in Slovenian.

      I smiled with a big chunk of bread stuck to the side of my mouth, saluted her, and then left.
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        * * *

      

      Violet whistled. “That skirt is highly inappropriate. And so is that navel-bearing sweater. What has brought about this sudden change in my friend? Could it be Brando Fausti? Could it be Ace Mcafee? Is it the sinful chocolate cake? Or is it the scrumptious cinnamon bun? I should probably change Brando’s MO to something Italian. Like gelato. Or gelato with sinful chocolate cake.”

      I looked down at my sweater. I looked even further down at my skirt—it landed way above my knees. “I just want to have some fun.”

      She fell to her knees and thrust her hands toward the sky. “Thank you! Thank you!”

      I laughed and helped her up. “Let’s get a drink.”

      She thrust a hand to her heart. “I thought I’d never hear those words from Scarlett Poésy. Some man has ticked you off and is bringing out the wild child in you. One of them made you take the proverbial chill pill. Sandy has chilled!” She made her voice sound goofy. “Which one was it? The Gin Blossom ticket-giver? Or—” she dropped to sotto voice “—the ‘get in my car now’ hottie?”

      “Neither,” I wrapped my arm around hers.

      “Liar.” She hit me with her hip. “But at this point, I don’t give a damn who it was! I just like that a wing has been set free from the tragic cage.”

      We both howled at the same time, something we used to do before my life had turned dark.

      I was pleasantly surprised to see that Friday’s party had tripled in size—it seemed most of the school and beyond were not as daring as I was, seeing as I had been to a party on a Wednesday too.

      Violet directed me through clusters of people laughing or being obnoxious. A small group of people danced to Aerosmith. A few were making out to Aerosmith too. A guy standing against Jiggly Seller’s car whistled as we approached. Violet and I tucked our heads together, laughing.

      It was no surprise that Jiggly Seller had the largest quantity of alcohol in the closest radius. He had a hat that read “Illegal Peddler” atop his head and a shirt that read “From The Prohibition” covering his scrawny chest.

      “What’ll it be?” He stuck his head out of the rust-colored Ford Taurus, looking around like he was being watched before his attention settled on me. He looked me over from head to toe and then whistled. “Never mind. I know I haven’t seen you here before so this one—” he glanced at Violet “—these two are on me.” He sat back in his car and, a moment later, handed us two red cups filled with foaming beer.

      We toasted, smiling and laughing our way to a spot by the fire. I took a wooden crate and she took the one next to me. I guzzled my beer—actually liking the taste of it—while Violet watched with a knowing smile on her face.

      It didn’t seem long before pleasant warmth seemed to radiate through my body. I could have easily float, float, floated up to the sky filled with bright white stars. A few guys had taken seats around us, offering us more drinks, and a few more asked us to dance.

      I was having much too good of a time to dance, but I did knock back a tall can of beer in record setting time. I had never been drunk before, but I was finding that it was all that it was cracked up to be.

      Violet snatched my hand, pulling it to her mouth, using it as a microphone. “Let’s dance, Sandy!”

      I listened to the music for a beat; another Aerosmith song. I could have kissed the DJ. I agreed to her dance request. The sadness that I felt every time I put on my pointe shoes ceased to exist in this state. The alcohol had numbed every sense, every nerve, every feeling. The temperature outside could’ve been hot or cold; nothing seemed to register or matter. I just…was.

      To the delight of the crowd of guys that had huddled around us, Violet and I danced together. Circling, swinging our hair back and forth, twirling, and—I can’t lie—in my obliterated state, there was a bit of gyrating going on. This mostly from Violet.

      When I compared the kind of dance we were successfully pulling off and the kind of dance that existed in the dance studio, mostly classical ballet, I caught the giggles. It felt freeing, fun. But then something else happened to me—

      I felt the music again. I felt it in my soul. In my hands. In my feet. I twirled off on my own, the crowd following me—and I danced like I used to dance. I danced like no one was watching. Free from every burden, every hurt, and every sharp-edged memory that continued to make me bleed—

      —until I felt the hard hand of a man, stopping my dance under the stars, while I seemed to float toward heaven.

      My breath came out in a whoosh and he stepped back, but he didn’t let go. His eyes had taken on that eerie quality of the flames. Those eyes were able to warm me in a delightful way and turn me into molten lava in a painful way at the same time.

      Disappointment wafted off of him in deep huffs, and the tension in his jaw sent the tick into overdrive.

      “Boooooy!” Violet screeched, pointing in our direction. “You gotta change your crazy ways, do you hear me!” Every word came out in a slur, in a soft mash of coherence and incoherence.

      Mick grabbed her by the arm and steadied her, looking around at the group of guys with challenge in his eyes.

      Brando came closer to my lips, sniffing. He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Time to go.”

      I yanked my arm from his grip. “What took you so long? Mmm…your tattler mole didn’t get back to you right away?” I had to admit, my words were a slurred, soft mash of the stronger tone I had been aiming for, but the world seemed to be floating into oblivion.

      Brando glanced at Mick before his hot eyes returned to mine. The rise and fall of his chest was a labored effort. “Scarlett.” My name held both a warning and a plea.

      “Brando,” I returned the tone. Except mine was more warning than plea.

      “Party’s over.” He took a step forward.

      I took a step back, close to a guy who had huddled around in the circle to watch the drama unfold. He tried to pull away from me without me noticing, but I held him in a tight embrace—alcohol made me have superhuman abilities, or it made me think that I did. “No, no, the party is not over just because Brando Fausti says it is.” I turned to look at the guy. “What’s your name?” I whispered.

      “Todd,” he whispered back.

      I heard a bit of tremble when he said his name but decided to ignore it. Man up, Todd. “Todd and I have plans. And the party is not over until I say it is.” I held tighter to Todd.

      Brando kept his eyes steady on mine. “If Todd wants to keep his two hands, Todd will move.”

      “Ah!” I screamed. “You can’t do that! You can’t tell me what to do! You can’t force Todd to be a walkaway Joe! You can’t tell Todd—" I looked for Todd, but he had slipped out of my trap. He had faded into the group, either hiding out or long gone. “See! You can’t do this! You can’t boss me around like I’m your little sister. I’m not! I’m me, Scarlett Poésy—a girl with a brain, and enough common sense to know that I love you and you don’t—”

      I didn’t see it coming. In a mind-defying swoop I was lifted up off the ground, swept off my feet, and placed over Brando’s shoulder. I bounced up and down with every step he took.

      Instead of pounding him on the back while calling him offensive names in French, like I should have, whatever part of my brain that had not succumb to the dangers of alcohol had urged me to remember the sanctum of modesty. I tried to keep my skirt down to the best of my ability. Some proper ballerina I was turning out to be.

      We stayed this way for some time, me bobbing up and down, trying to keep my skirt down, and him carrying me to whichever cave he had reserved for the wicked and frustrating.

      “Put.” Bob. “Me.” Bob. “Down!” I said the words as forcefully as one could in the strong hold of another.

      The fury of his silence met me. After a few attempts to regain control of the situation, I finally relaxed in his hold, figuring it was futile to even try.

      I heard Violet laughing in the distance, so I knew that not all was lost. Just when I thought that I was going to be sick, and I wasn’t going to warn him as revenge, we came to another part of the tracks, where another party raged on.

      Music played. People laughed and chatted. The crack and pop of another fire sizzled, the smell of its autumn perfume in the air. Its residual warmth seemed to touch my legs.

      “You finally find her?” Mitch asked.

      Brando didn’t answer, just kept walking with intent. I caught Mitch’s smile as we breezed past him—actually, it was a frown, but since my position was upside down, it had turned the expression into a smile.

      Finally, we came to a duller section of the party, a quieter and colder section. The heat from the alcohol seemed to even out the chill. Brando released me on my feet and I stumbled a bit. He caught my arm, but it seemed nothing but a polite gesture.

      I started where my tirade had ended, but he held up a hand, successfully shutting me up.

      He paced, fiddling with the beanie on his head, and then he threw it to the ground. His hair was a mess, standing in all different directions. His eyes were bright, glazed over. And if his skin had been paler, it would have been colored red with the embers of his temper. I realized then that his eyes were not smoldering, as I had first assumed. They were so cold that they held the burn from extreme temperature—a frigid temperature that made one go blue. His hands balled and flexed. Balled and flexed. He kicked the tire of Mitch’s truck; a tremble ran through the tin with the force of the impact.

      A little voice in my head reminded me that I couldn’t take another silent argument. This was war, on my mind, my heart, my body, and my soul. The battlefield stretched from wherever he stood to wherever I stood. I needed more from him and he couldn’t seem to control me.

      He had held my heart for a long time, but he had never claimed it. He allowed me to suffer—to suffer without him, even though we were both hurting. He knew what that night in the snow had meant, yet he never tried to talk to me afterward.

      He never even thanked me for saving his life! Then he reenters, acting like some hero set on avenging his best friend by protecting his baby sister. He wasn’t effing Robin Hood!

      He stopped so suddenly that I flinched.

      “Tell me,” he whispered. He whispered, but that frightening calm mask was in place again, though I could feel the rage that lurked beneath the surface.

      Every thought in my mind came out in a seething breathe of words. “You hurt me. You keep hurting me. Why come back now? Why all of a sudden?”

      “You are driving me fucking crazy!” He pulled at his hair. I had never seen him so unhinged, so unglued. Even the night he socked that guy for knocking me over, I had never seen him go this savage. “I’m losing it. I’m losing my mind—I’m losing fucking control.”

      “I don’t give a damn.”

      “You don’t. Because this is what you want. You punish me by acting the way you have been. The parties. Ace. Tonight.”

      “Why do you even give a damn?” I threw my hands up in frustration.

      The sweater, which normally settled above my navel, gave him a clear view of my ribs, the soft area just under my breasts, and the touches of lace that covered them. He caught the flash and his eyes flashed molten before they turned to stone.

      “Why do you even care, Brando?” I pushed forward. “Why am I even here talking to you? I don’t want to be your little sister. I’m not your little sister. I had a brother. He did a fine job of it, too, when he was alive. But he’s gone now. He’s gone! You can’t replace him!”

      He seemed to be avoiding the word “why” at all costs. He was a man who rarely asked questions, just commanded and took whatever the hell he wanted, when he wanted. I didn’t need to be experienced to know that much.

      It took him a moment to answer. He looked at the ground, at the truck, and then up at the sky. “You don’t punish someone you love,” he whispered.

      I thought that over for a moment. Was I punishing him? Was I acting out to get his attention? Perhaps. But it didn’t seem to matter. Not then. He had his agenda, I had mine. “Why, Brando?” I sniffed hard, trying to control my temper. “Why are you here?”

      “That’s not love, Scarlett.” He turned his eyes on me then; his anger had dissolved into sadness. “That’s pettiness. That’s childishness. That’s infatuation. That’s the wrong way to seek love. There’s nothing true about it when you have to run behind it.” He opened his arms. “I’m here. Right here. That in itself should tell you something.”

      I had to control the impulse to sob. “Tell me something? Are you telling me that you only came because you don’t want me to…make out with a guy? Get drunk with my friend? Dance and have fun—with a girl or a boy? Do things that anyone my age has done? I’m just starting to live! And who said anything about love?”

      Something I said had made him tense, like I had hit him with all I had. “You did.”

      Each step I took toward him caused me to wobble in my oxford heels. He refused to back down and I surged ahead with something to prove. I looked up at him, forcing my chin to still its tremble. “Why didn’t you take the scholarship offered to you? Why are you still here, in this town? Why do you work at the refinery?”

      He bent down, meeting my eyes. We were a kiss apart. His lips drew me in, breaking our more fierce connection. I could smell sucker on his breath—chocolate. “No one here deserves you. You’re too good for this town, for everyone in it. You won’t make a mistake.”

      I searched his lips, giving myself a moment to catch up. The conversation was happening, but in two separate parts—his and mine. “Not for you,” I whispered, watching his lips, licking mine. “I’m not too good for you.”

      “Especially me,” his answer came fast and hot. “I made a mistake, barging in on your life. I should have stayed put. Kept my distance. I should have had Mitch or Mick deal with—” He waved his hands around.

      “A mistake?” I hated how my voice sounded so small, so weak, so childish, compared to his.

      His hands reached for me but I rejected them, stepping away from him. The amount of alcohol consumed had crept its way into my bloodstream and then rushed me all at once. The condition I found myself in had impaired me in so many ways. I was no longer in a blissful float but a wild twirl.

      I fell into his arms because I had no other choice, while the world spun out of control.
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Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      Elliott had gone with me on a field trip to the planetarium once. Eunice had instigated this field trip, since most of my life was spent homeschooled by sought-out teachers from around the world.

      I hadn’t wanted him to go though. He had been shunning me ever since he had started to grow hair on his face and fell in with the popular crowd at regular school. I had been trying to be hateful to him in return, but my mother insisted that he had to go. She had said something about how there were few things in this life that he could do without sound enhancing the experience. Watching the stars did not require sound; it only required eyes that saw.

      I remembered secretly agreeing with her—wanting him to come—but I pretended like I didn’t.

      The same feeling returned to me then, in the back of a pickup truck, my head on a pillow, my back against a soft blanket, the leather jacket draped across my chest, staring up at a sky full of stars.

      During normal circumstances the sky seems to stay put, as solid as a hard body beneath a trembling hand, even if that’s not the case. But in a planetarium the sky spins, spins, spins, like when I’d dance.

      The sky spun, spun, spun around me, the actual orbit of the earth visible to my feeble eyes, even though I was not inside of a planetarium. It was not the actual orbiting of the earth that I saw, but an alcohol-induced vertigo that I experienced.

      Perhaps if circumstances had been ideal, the experience would have been romantic. This group of partygoers had taken a hint from the other set, and Aerosmith sang some slow, sweet song in the background. The heat from the fire passed over me in delicious waves, controlling the chill and replacing it with just enough warmth. The man beside me, who stared at my face with such intensity that it almost felt illegal, was nothing short of a dream come true.

      If he hadn’t turned himself into my nightmare.

      Speaking of which, a train chose that moment to barrel through, its whistle like a poison-laced dagger to my ears. Brando went to take my hand, but I refused his touch, tucking my hands underneath the jacket.

      I closed my eyes and fought the urge to vomit. Since the alcohol had started a slow dissolve, I didn’t want to vomit on him in an act of revenge, I just wanted to run—clean cut, no mess to think back on and regret.

      The mistake he had made by reentering my life seemed to hold enough regret for the two of us.

      He sighed, a deep, hurtful sound. In such a careful way that I hardly felt him, he lowered next to me, resting his face in his palm. He slipped his free hand under the jacket, searching for one of mine.

      At the first hint of his skin, I shivered. The heat from his touch caused a physical reaction, something akin to stepping into a hot shower after being out in the cold for too long. The warmth that seemed to blow my way was not from the fire, but from him.

      I could feel his eyes on me.

      “You’re not the mistake. I am.” He paused, took a deep breath, and then released it. His hand moved from mine, coming to rest on my bare stomach.

      I sucked in a breath. His touch sent my heart into overdrive and the fluttering wings into panic mode. That area of my body felt hyperaware, too tender, like nothing had ever touched the skin there before him. His fingertips were gentle as they caressed, making short circles.

      He moved in closer, resting his nose against the corner of my eye and his lips against my skin. His kisses were gentle, light as they trailed down my face, coming to a stop just short of my mouth. I turned just a fraction, our eyes and lips meeting.

      My eyes were hard, his were soft, and after our silent eye battle, he closed his. The air seemed to shift around us, and I could feel his surrender. He molded to fit my mold, pressing even closer to me. He had never been so vulnerable, so pliable, or so raw. I could shape him to my will, bend him to the shape of my want. The power had somehow shifted in my direction.

      We were at an impasse.

      It took time to become a woman, to become mature enough to understand the ways of the world that I had yet to become privy to. The truth compelled me to admit this to myself. But I was learning. Fast. The power wielded with just the look in my eyes forced me to take notice.

      He’s in my veins. I can feel him. Therefore, I know what to do with a man like him.

      Brando Fausti belonged to me in that moment—whatever I wanted, whatever I asked for, was mine to take.

      I didn’t want to take. I wanted him to give. If the next step, the next words, directed us, for once I wanted him to submit willingly, not by force. Lord knows he went on about it enough during our earlier argument. He had made his point.

      I felt an acute awareness of what he could do to me. Just his proximity, the touch of his skin on mine, had clouded almost every thought, every ounce of power in my possession. The urge to hit him and attack him with my lips came all at once.

      “A truce.” His lips moved against mine in a slow and delicate motion, barely touching, just a soft caress. He inhaled the scent of my skin. “I crossed a line that I can’t uncross. Give me time, Scarlett. Have mercy on me.” He took my hand and brought it to his heart, the beat pounding against the solidity of my palm.

      “I—” I took a deep breath and then released it. “I can’t be your little sister, Brando.”

      To my surprise, he grinned. His hand drifted, his fingertips trailing over my stomach, all the way down to my thigh. His warm hand squeezed exposed cool skin. I stifled a moan. “You’ll spend time with me. Not here.”

      “You’ll talk to me?” The tremble in my voice betrayed the hardness lingering in my eyes.

      “As much as I can.”

      “All right,” I whispered. “Will you still be afraid of the word why?”

      “I’m not afraid of the word why.”

      “You are.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Yes—”

      He groaned, almost growled, against my mouth. I shivered from the vibration. We were not kissing, not really, but oh God, I wanted him to kiss me more than anything.

      “All right,” I said with a slow tongue. Then I swallowed hard, hard enough for him to hear. “Can you get away this weekend?”

      He laughed, and the bass of it made my lips tremble. “Can I get away? Can you get away?” The humor in his voice irritated me.

      I hit him on the shoulder. “Stop messing around. Yes or no?”

      He kissed the side of my lip and then pulled away, situating his face on his hand again. “Yes, Scarlett Rose, I can get away.”

      “My father has cabins.” I looked away from him, down, my concentration on a shiny silver button on his (my) jacket. “We could go there. It’s not too far and it’s private. My father used to hunt the land, but he stopped after Elliott died. Now it’s overrun with deer and it has a lake…”

      He kissed the side of my lip again, and I accepted this as agreement. He fiddled with the button that I had been staring at.

      “I won’t fuck this up, Scarlett. I’d rather die first.”

      The admission made the breath rush from my lungs, out of my mouth, though no sound came. The conviction behind those four words, I’d rather die first, took me by storm. The beginning stages of love felt like a battlefield, drawing lines, crossing them, figuring out how we would work as one instead of two.

      If I had charged him earlier, he had just come back with reinforcements. The truth of his words rang in my veins, a reverberation of his truth clashing against my belief.

      What could be said to challenge that declaration? To even ask for more than his blood? My word is as good as my blood.

      My stomach, evidently, had something to say on the matter. It chose that moment to growl so loudly that it could be heard over the music, and the nausea returned.

      Brando sat up. “When was the last time you had something to eat?” He put my wrist to his mouth, my frantic pulse beating against the warmth of his lips.

      The last time I had something to eat? I squinted in concentration. “Before I left for the party. I had a r-roll.”

      His nose skimmed my arm, breathing in, his warm breath flowing over my skin as he breathed out. “Time to eat.”

      “What about why? What about—”

      “Later.”
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        * * *

      

      The all-night diner was a welcome change from the train-tracks party. The decor was a throwback to the ’50s, including black and white tiled floors, a turquoise counter, chrome finishes, and a neon jukebox in the corner playing oldies but goodies. The smell of maple, pancakes, and hamburgers seemed to come together harmoniously, perfuming the place.

      Our table was boisterous but fun. I didn’t know half the people who had tagged along, only that most of them were friends with Elliott. All throughout our late-night dinner, or breakfast (depending on the order), they regaled me with stories of the times they had spent with him.

      At first I didn’t know if I was going to be able to handle Elliott not being there with me. To relive all of his beautiful times without his smiling face making me smile too. Surprisingly, the stories seemed to bring him to life in a way that made some of the ache fade into the background.

      “Remember the time he…”

      “Ohhh! Remember when he…”

      “Damn, he could make me laugh.”

      Brando leaned over, putting his mouth close to my ear. “This okay? That they keep talking about Elliott?”

      I nodded, setting down my Coke. The bubbles felt good as they burned down my throat. God, if my mother could see me now. At an all-night diner, with a Coke! “I feel like he’s off on vacation, not truly gone, when they talk about him like this.”

      He became silent, still, and he seemed to think for a moment. “I think you remind them of him—not in looks, but just the fact that you’re his sister. Brings back memories for them too.” He waved a hand at the table. “They do this a lot. None of them want to forget him. It helps me fill the hole sometimes. Sometimes I want to be alone with the absence.”

      Our eyes met, and for the first time, I saw my pain reflected in someone else’s gaze.

      “Do you think…would you mind if we did more things like this? Things that you and Elliott did?”

      “Yeah.” He studied me for another moment, the intensity almost making me turn from him, before he nodded to my plate. “Finish eating. I’m going to play some music.”

      I watched him walk toward the jukebox, pulling a sucker out of his back pocket. He leaned against the machine, candy twirling around in his mouth, searching for a song to select, and then stuck some coins in the slot. The machine lit up, neon pink and blue creating a rainbow over the black and white sheets that listed all of the ballads.

      He seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to me. I had been thinking, look at me, look at me, at the same time he turned his head toward me and grinned. The fork in my hand fell and made a loud clank! as it collided with my plate.

      Violet leaned over. “I think he’s looking for a song to play for you.”

      I nodded over and over. I felt like a bobble head on Mario Andretti’s dash. “Music is good. Really good.”

      Violet threw back her head and laughed. “Come on, Scarlett. You know whatever he plays will be for you.”

      An entire pancake had been left on my plate, stuck in syrupy goo, and I started to pull it apart with my fork. “Stop teasing me, Violet.”

      “I’m not teasing. I’m being serious. When a guy plays a song for you, you pay attention to the lyrics. Sometimes a song says what a person can’t.” She shrugged. “I bet it’ll be something sexual. If Ace would’ve stepped forward during your little exchange by the train tracks, I’d be willing to bet money that Brando’s song choice would be of the violent genre.”

      I took a bite of my pancake. And just to get back at my mom, I decided to talk while I ate. “Ace wasn’t there.”

      “He was. He watched the entire heated exchange. I saw him.”

      I took a sip of drink to wash it all down. “He doesn’t seem like the type to keep the peace. Perhaps Brando scared him off when he picked me up from school.”

      She plucked a piece of bacon off my plate and crunched it. “I don’t think so. Or as you would say, perhaps not.”

      Mick leaned forward so he could see me. “You’re a game for the hillbilly. He knows if Brando does his thing, he’s toast. He’s not really worried about Brando though. He just likes pissing Brando off, like he does everyone else. He’s an instigator. He’s the kid in class who argues with the teacher. He wants the prize for the sake of saying he won.”

      The guy next to Mick, Johnny, touched his arm and they started to carry on a conversation about motorcycles.

      In habitual Violet style, she yanked my wrist with enough force that my fork went tumbling to the floor. She squeezed with enough pressure to cause my pulse to throb.

      Brando glanced behind him, noted my fork on the floor and Violet’s violent grasp on my wrist, and then turned around completely to watch us.

      I had learned over the years not to fight with Violet’s hold until I could comment on whatever it was she desperately wanted me to see. It was only then that she’d free me. So I followed her line of sight. Mitch had stayed behind because he said he wasn’t hungry, but he had just walked in, a busty blonde chick on his arm.

      “Violet,” I whispered. “It’s just Mitch.”

      Her eyes moved between Mitch and the blonde. Distaste stained her features. I had never seen her pinch her lips that way.

      “Violet,” I said a little louder, while attempting to release my wrist from her hold.

      “Hah?” She looked at me, her eyes expressionless. She looked down at her hand abusing my wrist and let go. “Oh. Sorry.” Her focus shifted to Mitch and the blonde again.

      I looked at Mitch too, because I couldn’t help following her lead. He was shaking hands, giving high fives, and when Mick realized he was there, he stood up and gave his big brother a one-armed man hug. Violet had turned her attention back to her French fries, moving them around her plate with a look of somberness.

      “Violet.” I nudged her. “What’s going on?”

      She shook her head, eyes blinking. “Nothing. Why would anything be going on?”

      Pushing my plate away, I considered her response. Usually it was me who didn’t want to talk, but now Violet had put up a wall.

      From that moment forward, it was close to impossible to stop myself from glancing at Mitch, Mick, and Violet every so often. Curious as to what the dynamic between them had become when I hadn’t been looking.

      Violet refused to stop playing with her food, Mitch became aloof but sometimes a bit touchy with the blonde, and Mick didn’t seem to be acting out of the norm—every so often he would touch Violet’s leg or take a fry from her plate. I felt like I was missing something. But there was no time to ponder the situation.

      Two men walked into the diner, and as usual, the chatter died down. Normal people were not cause for such a reaction, but these two men were. Natchitoches was a small town, and not everyone knew everyone, but in general, it operated as any small town would, on the gossip mill.

      These two men, or men similar, had been to our town more than a time or two. Custom made suits made from the finest Italian fabrics, expensive gold on their wrists, and the most luxurious cars outside of wherever they happened to be. Their cologne alone probably cost more than the monthly rent the diner paid to stay open.

      I inhaled the men’s combined scents—clean, almost like the ocean, but with a hint of something that could only be described as purely male. The fresh scent went against all of the smells floating around the diner.

      Apart from their foreign, exotic presence, the make of their clothes, even their Italian accents, the stares in their direction came from their looks. It was impossible not to see Brando in their features, in their movements, in the confident way they walked.

      Brando had been cut from the same cloth.

      Not staring meant looking away, tearing the eye away from such beautiful people, the kind of beautiful that usually only exists in magazines.

      I knew a thing or two about this. Pnina Poésy was a world-famous clothing designer.

      This wasn’t the first time I had noticed the men or had seen them around town. Two of them had even come to the dance studio before, looking for Maja Resnik. Italian pears. That’s what they had delivered to her. A certain kind of pear that only grew in Italy. They were her favorite and every year a new delivery would appear wherever she happened to be. The pears delighted her.

      After a few moments of hush, hush, chatter grew as the men looked over the menu, standing at the counter. Nothing here seemed to fit their tastes. The thought made something akin to a cold hand touch the back of my neck, causing goosebumps to appear on my skin. A feeling I had never felt before had caused the frisson.

      Looking between Brando and the men had stirred it.

      This damn peculiar sense of mine seemed to be developing. As much as I had no idea what had caused it, a freak of nature, there were times when I had no idea what the feeling coming to me meant. It bothered me. The recklessness of it. It needed a leash, but how to control something that had no shape?

      The waitress seemed hesitant to approach the two men, but she finally did when another waitress shoved her in the back. Both of the women gazed at the men, their eyes wide, their lips parted. The men were as intimidating as they were gorgeous. A force field seemed to move with them.

      This was not Brando’s first time at the diner, from what I had gathered when he refused a menu and ordered by memory, and the two women had acted the same way to him, as though they couldn’t believe he sat in this particular diner, their diner, in the old leather seats, ordering from a mortal’s menu. Our waitress had asked Brando if he wanted grapes with his steak.

      As predicted, the menu didn’t appeal to the Italian men. Both were polite enough, thanking the nervous waitress in broken English, handing back the plastic sheet with all of the dishes listed on it. Instead of leaving, though, they just stood around, their powerful presence taking up all the space in the small diner. Every once in a while they would lean in close, whispering to one another in Italian. I couldn’t make out the words but the cadence of it was clear enough.

      I wondered whether, after leaving, they would throw away their thousand-dollar suits for one without the fried hamburger stench. These men seemed the type to go for the most expensive red wines and the finest olive oils.

      For the first time, Brando looked to his right, making eye contact with the two. Nothing appeared to have happened, just one look, but it was enough to make me sit up taller in the seat. More goosebumps scattered across my arms, and I shivered as though a cold wind had blown in. The tension between them hit me as though it were a powerful whip.

      Just as soon as it had begun, it was over, and the two men strolled out of the diner, leaving their expensive scent behind, along with unresolved feelings inside of me. One of them had winked at me before he left.

      Brando stood with his back to me, looking for another song. It wasn’t until then that I felt eyes on me.

      Mitch. He said nothing, but being as curious as I was, his curious nature made friends with mine. He was curious as to why I had been watching Brando and the two Italians as intently as I had been.

      The simple answer: I felt compelled.

      In fact, the compulsion came close to making me insert my body between Brando’s and the two men, for reasons beyond me. The shock of it all was the only thing that had kept me weighted to the seat.

      A new song started to play on the jukebox, a soft, delicate ballad. The tempo of it made me want to sway. It eased some of the tension that had been left in the air.

      “Scarlett.” Brando stood over the table, looking down at me. “You remember this song?”

      Listening harder for a moment, I shook my head.

      “A girl in a music box. Remember?”

      I looked to my left, then to my right. The table had gone quiet, everyone watching us. The surprised faces staring had me holding in a laugh. The guys were looking at me; the girls were looking at him.

      Little wonder. He had asked two questions in a row.

      “I do.” My cheeks flushed with hot blood.

      “The night out in the snow. This is the song. Maggie Beautiful told me the name of it.”

      My hair shielded me from prying eyes when I leaned forward. “Lionel Richie sings it,” I whispered. “That’s all I know. I’ve heard his music before. That’s how I know he sings it, I mean.”

      

      I stared into his eyes. He didn’t seem to have an issue with all the staring, so why should I? I tucked the hair behind my ears and sat up a little taller. Then I did something I hadn’t done since Elliott died. I used sign language to communicate my feelings.

      Brando grinned from ear to ear. “Our song,” he translated, no hesitation whatsoever.

      “It can be,” I breathed out.

      It took him a moment to answer. His eyes were solid on mine. “Yeah, you’re my ballerina girl.” It wasn’t the words that he used, precisely, it was the way he had said them—with a soft tremble. There was no denying the emphasis on “my.”

      The room seemed to fall into a deeper silence until Violet snatched my wrist again—the bell over the door had gone off, announcing more late-night guests.

      The two Italians had been so smooth that they hadn’t even made a noise when they had entered.

      I didn’t bother to find out who had entered this time, as consumed as my heart was with the man standing before me. Nothing else mattered, not even when Ace called my name.

      Brando cleared his throat, though, breaking the connection. He didn’t look, but the mood had changed around us.

      It took me a moment to see Ace. I blinked, because he just didn’t belong, and he needed to disappear. After my eyes had closed and then reopened, there were more of him—meaning, he had brought friends, Todd the coward included. Most of his friends had shuffled off to their table, all except one or two, who had stood by to watch. Rubberneckers. Todd glanced at me before he scuttled off, tail tucked between his legs. Violet, suddenly a live wire, shot him the bird and mouthed “chicken.”

      Ace stood next to Brando and tapped on the table to get my attention. “Hey, I didn’t get a chance to see you at the party.”

      I shrugged. “Your loss.”

      He gave me a slow smile. “True.”

      My eyes went ping-pong between him and Brando. Words, a fight, a total mess, but nothing of the sort came. Brando reached over to take his (my) jacket from the back of the seat, then told me he would meet me at the door, and then he did exactly that—went to stand by the door.

      This behavior seemed out of character, but compared to the two Italians, Ace seemed like…a kid. There was no comparison.

      Ace tapped harder. “Did you give any thought to the surprise you found in your pocket?”

      Brando’s face didn’t change, but the air around him did. He was becoming impatient.

      “The food here is really good,” I motioned to my plate. “Try the pancakes.”

      Leaving him with these parting words, I went to get up, but Ace took hold of my arm. Every guy at our table stood, and even the staff stopped their jobs and stared. Brando took a step forward, his eyes holding the threat.

      Ace released my arm and nodded toward Brando. “He’s going to hurt you. He’s going to mess up. He’s going to break your heart. And when he does, I’ll be the one you come running to.” Taking a piece of my leftover pancake, he rolled it up and popped it into his mouth, then winked at me. “You’re right, darlin’. I think I’ll have the pancakes.”
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Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      After the all-night diner, Brando and I decided to head to my father’s land in the country. Since Violet had to be in on our plans, she invited herself. In turn, she invited Mick. Mick invited Mitch. Mitch invited the blonde (Penny). Penny invited her friend, Johnny’s girlfriend, and so on.

      By this time I had to convince Brando not to cancel. I didn’t want them to ruin what we had planned. I didn’t know if he would ever agree to do it again.

      My father owned over a hundred acres of land and more than enough cabins, I had reminded him. He had agreed, but it felt like a near thing. Ace’s comment about the “surprise in my pocket” had changed his mood, along with the two Italian men in suits. He hadn’t brought up either, but his mood became more brooding, and in turn, he became quieter, closed off.

      We stopped at an all-night grocery store, where Brando stood outside with some of the guys and stared inside at me. I took my time searching the aisles. I mostly shopped alone, a plan in my head for how the weekend should go.

      Elliott’s death had forced me to broaden my horizons, find other things to do to occupy my time besides dancing. Of course, this was to my mother’s extreme disapproval. It didn’t seem to matter though. For the first time in my life, ignoring her had come easier, and since she knew the reason behind my withdrawal, she seemed to let me slide. For now.

      Cooking, of all things, had been something that I found I was good at. So that’s where the majority of my time was spent, looking for actual food. The other girls, who were all older, were more interested in booze and sugar.

      Violet and Mitch’s date—Penny—chattered in the next aisle over from me. Suspicion tickled the fine hairs on my body. Violet’s sudden interest in Penny was the transparent hand floating over my intuition.

      Without being too obvious, I peeked over the aisle at the two of them.

      “Do you really like him?” Violet nudged Penny.

      Penny shrugged and called to her friend—she wanted her opinion on wine. I doubted five-dollar wines were going to vary that much in terms of taste, but I kept the opinion to myself. Penny seemed unsuspecting, but I found it odd that Violet followed her around, asking questions aimed at her and Mitch’s relationship. And paired with her reaction at the diner when they walked in, my stomach sank.

      I frowned at the bag of flour in my hand before throwing it in the cart and moving on. Perhaps I read too much into it; had to be. Deciding on dessert seemed more important, and a better use of my time—sinful chocolate cake or cinnamon buns?

      “Gateau au chocolat,” I muttered, plunking chocolate chips, coffee, and cocoa in my basket. Sugar too.

      After a few more rounds, it was time to check out. The other girls were not far behind, a few things piled up in their hands—no cart for them. Determined to make it to the car without using my basket, I lifted one bag, then another, but when I went for another, red and blue swirling lights caught my eye.

      Three police cruisers and the sheriff’s car surrounded Mitch’s truck. Mitch and Mick stood with their faces toward the brick exterior, hands up. The sheriff had Brando pinned against the truck.

      “Just dandy,” Penny blew her hot, caffeine-laced breath on me. “He’s at it again.”

      I squeezed my bags tighter. “What’s going on?”

      “Sheriff Stone, he has issues with Brando. He hates him.”

      “Why?” I couldn’t look away, hypnotized by the pulsating lights, panic starting to rise.

      “Elliott was your brother?” Penny narrowed her eyes at me—the blue eye shadow that decorated her lids seemed like ice in the fluorescent light of the store, and her skin seemed unnaturally tan, like a penny.

      “Elliot is my brother.”

      “Nick was the sheriff’s kid.” She bucked her chin at the scene.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Nick died. Brando didn’t. He was supposed to go that night. Maybe the sheriff thinks Brando stayed behind because the devil told him to save himself. Who knows what goes on in his head? There’s another rumor. Maggie Beautiful. Her and the sheriff’s brother had been an item before he OD’ed. Strike two against Brando. Then there was a third strike, but I’m sure you’ll hear about that soon enough. And you’re out!”

      She stuck the candy she bought in her purse, along with the wine. The stem of the bottle stuck out. She dug around for another minute and then pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

      “We’ll be here for a while,” she said, taking out one of the long sticks. “Or the sheriff will beat the shit of him and just get it over with. I’m going to have a smoke. Some advice? Put back those bags of flour and get some things that will make a real difference in a man’s life. Brando’s going to need them.”

      “As in…” I pressed my head against the glass. “Bandages?”

      “No, booze.” She laughed, going for the back door. “The strong kind. Oh, but you’re not old enough to buy. Right, kid?” She smirked. “Condoms. There’s no age limit on those, kiddo. Works just as well.”

      In light of the situation unfolding outside, I ignored her snide remarks. I didn’t mind when Mitch called me kid, a pet name from him, but from her, it sounded like it was intended. An insult.

      Sheriff Stone stood with one hand on his belt, the other on his leg. A toothpick rolled around his mouth. He lifted his wide-brimmed cap, assessing Brando.

      Brando had his arms crossed over his chest, his back against the truck, standing in his usual way. The sheriff said something. Brando answered. Sheriff Stone smacked him in the face. Brando kept his face turned for a moment, before he offered Sheriff Stone the other cheek. It didn’t seem to be done in insolence. It seemed like Brando felt he deserved it.

      My cheeks burned with anger. The bags dropped out of my hands and I flew out of the door, coming to a halt when the cops surrounding Mitch and Mick pointed their guns toward me. I lifted my hands in surrender, my sweater lifting to new heights. Sheriff Stone narrowed his eyes.

      Brando went to take a step forward, but Sheriff Stone turned on him, taking out his gun, pressing it to his chest. “Who do we have here?” he asked in a conversational tone.

      “Scarlett Poésy.” I forced my voice to rise over the panic.

      “Drop your weapons.” He instructed the cops. They did on his command. He tucked his own gun back into its holster. “Scarlett, it’s nice to see you. But you need to get back in the store, hon.”

      I dallied for a moment, crossing my arms over my chest. My thoughts were scattered, but I reeled them in. “I don’t think my daddy would appreciate what you’re doing. Especially after what I have to tell you, Sheriff.”

      Everett Poésy—my daddy—had a lot of pull in town. The undercurrent of money my parents provided helped the city. My daddy and his family were old oil money. Not to mention the boutique my mother had opened in town. Sheriff Stone and my father played poker on a regular basis.

      I didn’t really know whether my daddy would appreciate what I had to say, but I had to call the sheriff’s bluff.

      “Well, now, Scarlett.” He spoke to me as though I was slow. “Everett wouldn’t want you out here with the trash. What do you have to tell me? Did these boys hurt you?”

      “Well, now, Sheriff Stone,” I copied his tone. Though it took a while for me to employ it, unless it had to do with Brando, I had a fiery temper, and there were times it possessed my thoughts, therefore my mouth. “Oh, I think he would. My friends and I broke down on a dark road. These gentlemen saw us to the store so that the real trash wouldn’t find us and possibly hurt us.”

      “Uh huh,” the sheriff said, nodding his head. He seemed to be thinking the situation through. He looked between Brando and me until I started to get antsy. “I assume your car is working properly now? Yes, well, I’ll be sure to give them a medal for their heroic deeds.”

      This drew laughter from the cops. The sheriff flipped the toothpick around in his mouth.

      “I’m glad this evening turned out well for you, Ms. Poésy, and no one was harmed.”

      I lifted my hands, did a twirl. “All in working order, Sheriff Stone.”

      He grinned, but it was the opposite of friendly. He gave Brando a hard look. “I mistook you as a thug, a piece of trash, just a worthless piece of shit. I guess when you work in my field, you come in contact with those types, even generations of those types. No blood, no foul.”

      He stepped out of Brando’s line of sight. He walked closer to where I stood and looked me up and down in a way that made my blood run cold. “You’re turning into a fine young lady, Scarlett.”

      I didn’t have to look to see that Brando had tensed. I could feel the shift, predict the outcome of the situation if I didn’t say the right thing, or do the right thing. Sheriff Stone was not really looking at me in that way, he just wanted to antagonize Brando.

      “My daddy thinks so too, Sheriff Stone.” I fixed him with a hard look. I tucked my hands inside my arms, pinching myself to try and keep the fear in my body from turning into a tremble. “I’m sure he’d appreciate the help these men offered.”

      He swung his torso to Brando, then back to me. “All right, since these villains have suddenly become heroes, let them go.” He lifted his hand in a swoop. He turned back to Brando but stopped when they were face to face. “We have visitors in town. Be sure to tell them hello from me.” He winked, laughed, a real bitter sound, and then started for his car.

      “Sheriff Stone!” I shouted.

      He stopped before he turned around. The lights of the store fell on his face, illuminating his hawk-like features.

      “I was the one who stopped Brando from leaving that night—the night Elliott and Nick were killed by the train. Me. Not him. I forgot my teacher’s present and my mom made Elliott drop it off. He left and I—” I licked my lips, forcing myself to stare at Sheriff Stone and not meet Brando’s eyes. “I ran out to stop Elliott, to thank him.” I couldn’t tell him the real reason, or he might recommend that my parents have me committed. “Brando was already outside of the car. Nick never got out. He wouldn’t have stayed. His mind was set. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine. I stopped them. And if I wouldn’t have, perhaps they would have lived. Timing. Their timing was off. Because of me.” I stabbed myself in the chest with my pointer finger.

      “What in tarnation are you talking about, girl?” one of the cops asked.

      Sheriff Stone ignored him. “Did you know my boy was sweet on you?”

      “Nick?” The name flew out, the shock in my voice true. He had made a few gestures that suggested he was sweet on me, as the sheriff had put it, but I also found him fondling my sister one night in my parents’ pantry, leaning over Eunice’s five-pound bag of sugar.

      I’d be damned if I admitted that aloud though. The circumstances were torrid enough without me having to expand on the reason why I was there in the first place: to sneak chocolate cakes, the kind with the marshmallow center. My mother never allowed boxed sweets, so Eunice would hide them in the pantry for me from time to time.

      “I only had the one,” he said.

      “Oh.” I put my hand over my heart. I shook my head because I couldn’t answer. Despite his misplaced anger, the hurt he felt was too much like my own. My heart ached for him.

      “He never got the chance to tell you.” His voice had gone low, deep. He turned to Brando, his eyes narrowing to hateful slits. “Some villains have all the luck, eh?”
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      “I bet you five dollars that you can’t stand on your toes in those shoes.”

      I looked past my white tank, the red and black flannel shirt that I tied at the waist, all the way past my black leggings to my Doc Martens. I grinned at Mitch. “Make that twenty.”

      He stuck a hand out. We shook.

      “Deal,” Mitch smiled. He sat on one of the ten or so lawn chairs that faced the lake in front of a cluster of picturesque cabins. Penny sat off to his side, his arm around her waist, keeping her close.

      Violet snickered, louder than necessary. Everyone turned to look at her. She pulled Mick closer, taking his face in her hands, kissing him until a noise came from his throat that should’ve been reserved for a more private setting.

      Mitch visibly twitched at the show and released Penny. He lifted a hand toward me. “Do we have a deal or not?” His voice was laced with irritation. He swiped his beer bottle from the grass, guzzling it until the can crinkled in his grip.

      Brando set his beer beside him, sitting up, eyeing Mitch with a narrow stare. Brando had sat farther away from the group, keeping to himself, but apparently had been watching the bet unfold. Mitch caught Brando’s look, but the hold wasn’t solid.

      I let Mitch’s attitude and his comment slide. His poisoned arrow had been misdirected. I knew it. More importantly, I knew that he knew it.

      “That’s what you’re good at, right, kid? Known all over the world for. Dancing.” Mitch’s tone had softened a little, but his laugh was forced. “Come on.” He sat up, slapping at the air in front of me. “You know I’m just messin’ with you, kid.”

      “Yes.” I smiled at him. “I know. But if I’m going to do this, give me a beat.”

      He gave me a sideways grin and then started to sing an Aerosmith song. His voice shocked me. It came out smooth but had just enough grit.

      I should’ve been ashamed of myself. Mitch’s bet afforded me easy money. The small crowd watched as I rose up on my toes, en pointe, in boots that were meant for rocking out, or kicking someone’s ass. I stood that way until Mitch’s eyebrows shot to his forehead.

      “Long enough?” I asked. “Or is there a time limit?”

      A few guys whistled. It might’ve been Penny who whispered to her friend, “I bet that’s easy enough.”

      Violet’s response came right afterward. “You only wish.”

      Mitch sat up straighter, running a hand through his hair. “Hot damn. How do you do that, kid?”

      “Magic.” I shrugged and held my palm out.

      He looked at it and laughed, then gave me a down-low five. “Can I catch you next time? Or better yet, give you four more of those? They’re worth five each.”

      “Now you know a man who reneges when you meet one,” Violet said. Her tone came out playful enough, but it wasn’t just me that felt the undercurrent of bitterness to it. Tension lent itself to the mood all of a sudden.

      “Next time I’ll get it up front,” I said, easing my feet back down to the ground, attempting to defuse the situation.

      The group laughed. All but Brando, who had sunk back into his chair. He lowered his Ray-Bans, covering his eyes, absorbing the autumn sun.

      A cool wind blew, rippling the lake and causing displaced leaves to swirl and drift, some of them landing at the water’s edge to float. That morning I had partially pulled back my hair, some of the longer pieces framing my face, and with the wind those same pieces covered my eyes.

      I tucked the wild strands behind my ears, turning my back on the group and surveying the land.

      Fall had touched the area with chill, but not so much with the vibrant colors that usually follow. My parents were frequent travelers, and I had come to know that as far as seasons went, our little section of the world was not bothered by the distinction of fall and summer. My father’s property included. Not that it wasn’t beautiful, it was, but in its own way.

      The land felt more bayou than farm, which meant that lazy oaks rustled in the wind, swaying to and fro, in the loving embrace of the sun. The Spanish moss that somehow weaved itself around their long branches floated, going whichever way the tempest directed, but still holding tight to the anchor of their existence.

      The rest of the property was filled with pine trees, long, thin things that perfumed the air with their heady scent and littered the ground with their needles.

      No, I couldn’t say that anything extraordinary caught my eye. Instead, it held my attention because I had fallen in love with how secluded it felt from the rest of the world. That alone felt magical. It was pristine—no revving of engines or toots from a horn, no trains or suffocating fumes.

      I could settle into silence, get high off of fresh air, and fall in love with nature, not people. And a great love story had bloomed here once upon a time—it felt closer to the heart when my feet journeyed the property.

      In honor of that feeling, I walked along the lake, putting space between the group and me. The only reason I had escaped from my cabin earlier was to find Brando, to talk to him, but like last night, he was lost to me.

      A perch jumped from the water, probably searching for a mosquito to eat, halting my pace. It jumped twice more before deciding to stay under. I continued my slow stroll.

      After our stop at the all-night market, we had stood close, just to make sure the sheriff and his merry men wouldn’t follow us, and after some time, when we were sure they were long on their way, we left.

      The silence between Brando and I had stretched, hardened into an iron wall, even after we had made it to the property. Once everyone had been directed to their cabins—Violet insisted that the girls stay together in one cabin and the men in another—I had waited for Brando to come to me.

      He never did.

      I couldn’t stand the chatter and laughter and everything else, so I took my things and brought them to another cabin, the cabin I had always used while visiting, in the early hours of the morning. Violet didn’t protest; she still flanked Penny as though the girl held every answer to every question she ever needed answered.

      The night had not been kind to me.

      The vision of Brando being assaulted by Sheriff Stone became a waking nightmare. The memory haunted me, angered me, and downright disgusted me. More than any of those things, it saddened me.

      All of this time Sheriff Stone had blamed Brando for Nick’s death when it was me who couldn’t save them. The panic I had felt that night had not been directed toward my brother, but at Brando. Through this “gift” I had tried to save my brother, too. He had refused to stay put.

      I had yet to come to terms with Elliott’s death, but I had made peace with the fact that no one was truly to blame. No drunk or sleep-deprived driver. It was an accident—one that didn’t have a villain to blame. If the fault rested with anyone, it was with the city. They could’ve done something to make the crossings safer for people like my brother, but they didn’t.

      A pain in my palms made me glance down. Without conscious though, I had balled my fingers into a fist, my nails digging into skin. Just the thought of someone treating Brando the way the sheriff had treated him last night made tears of anger come perilously close to falling from my eyes.

      He didn’t deserve that. He had lost too.

      Violet whistled at me, motioning that the group was going for a walk. I pointed toward my cabin, having no plans to spend time with them.

      The refrigerator and cabinets were stocked with the food I had bought, so I decided to cook instead of mope. It was one way to keep my mind occupied. Taking out all the ingredients I needed for chicken potpie and chocolate cake, I set the scene even further with measuring cups and utensils, pots and pans, dishes and an apron. I turned on the oven.

      The front door creaked and then closed. I turned my back, not wanting Violet to see me so muddled. I waited for her to speak, but when she said nothing, I turned back, thinking that I had imagined the sound.

      Brando stood next to the counter, his hip against it, his arms crossed over his chest. He motioned to my outfit with his chin. “You look tough. You must feel tough too.”

      I raised my chin to his outfit, which was the male version of mine (except he had on jeans instead of leggings). “So do you.” Despite his proximity, I stood next to him and fiddled with all the ingredients on the counter. “And I’m not sure. Am I feeling tough? You tell me.”

      “You almost got me killed last night.”

      My mouth fell open before I snapped it shut. “How so?”

      He ignored this question. “Or put away for the rest of my life. But Stone would love nothing better than to have a legal excuse to kill me. You gave him one.” The muscles in his forearm tensed, the veins there rising with his temper.

      His words set me into motion, and I raised my hands, flour flying everywhere. “I couldn’t sit by and just watch while he…while he abused you!” I shook my hands again. “You don’t deserve his hate!”

      “He used you against me, knowing what it would do to me.” He advanced on me, pinning me against the counter. His nostrils flared with his temper, a dragon about to set fire to the world. But all that I needed to see resided in his eyes. He had been afraid, afraid of what the sheriff would do to him in front of me.

      His cheek was a bit swollen, a red tint beginning to mar his beautiful skin. Hesitant but determined, I caressed the spot with one fingertip. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I shouldn’t have—I couldn’t. I couldn’t let him hurt you again. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      He covered my hand with his own, and I thought he would rest his face against my palm. Instead, he slid his fingers down to wrap around my wrist, stopping me from touching him. Something told me he wanted me to, but he wasn’t sure how to let me. That was all right, though; whatever way he needed me, I was there.

      “How long?” I asked softly. “How long has he been doing this to you?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, it does. It matters to me. Tell me.” I drew in a breath and released it. “Please.”

      His hold grew tighter and I squirmed a bit to let him know it was uncomfortable. He released the pressure but didn’t let me go. Neither did his eyes.

      “There’s been bad blood there for years, even when Nick and I were friends. Luca Fausti killed Nick’s mother. Luca had been drunk and should’ve never been behind the wheel of a car. After Nick died—” He shrugged, as if that answered all of the unanswered riddles.

      “Luca is?”

      “Lucious Leone Fausti is my father.” He seemed to spit out the word “father,” like it was distasteful.

      Strike three.

      “And he’s still in prison?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh,” was all I could manage. “So the sheriff blames you for it all. Even the sins of your father.”

      “He can’t separate me from Luca. Make the distinction. The night of the train accident, they had searched for me too. They knew I had left with Elliott and Nick. I didn’t go home right away. I stood behind to watch you leave. That’s when I found the thing—the ribbon—from your hair. Stone knew that I should’ve been in the car, but I wasn’t.”

      “Because of me,” I said.

      “You saved my life,” he said. “More than once.”

      “Was he telling the truth? About Nick?”

      “Being sweet on you?” His grin didn’t touch his eyes. All I could find was sadness when I desperately wanted to find something else. “Yeah, he was telling the truth.” He searched my eyes for a moment. “Tell me, Scarlett.”

      He had said those words to me before. Two words that were more commanding than any other words I had ever heard. It wasn’t the words though; it was just Brando Fausti, moving me to respond to what he knew I’d understand. Something inside of me instinctually knew what he asked of me, and I answered.

      “I won’t do it again.” I took a moment to collect my breath. The way he looked at me seemed to teeter on the edge of rage and sexuality. It felt like a thin line for him to cross, either way. “If it happens again, I’ll keep quiet. I won’t put you in that position again with the sheriff.”

      We stood that way for some time until he nodded, once. Just before he released me, he set his lips against the pulse in my wrist. Leaving me breathless, he turned to the counter, reaching for a bunch of carrots. “A knife.”

      “Ye—” I cleared my throat. “Yes.” I reached over him and handed him an onion and a stalk of celery. “Can you dice these too? Knives are in that drawer.” I pointed. He had sidetracked me before I had the chance to grab one.

      He removed a knife, pushed the chopping block over a bit, and then got to work. I watched him slice and dice, unable to help myself. The rhythm of his motions hypnotized me.

      “You stare at me,” he commented out of the blue, as though he were commenting on the weather.

      I shook my head, turning back to the task at hand. “I do.” I poured the flour into a ceramic bowl, added vegetable shortening, and then used a pastry cutter to work the mixture together. “Does it bother you that I do?”

      “Only when I can’t figure out why.”

      “It’s usually the same reason. You’re beautiful, Brando.” So damn beautiful that you make me ache.

      He stopped the knife mid-chop. He stared at the carrot. “Nick had expressed some interest in you. He wanted to ask you out. Elliott didn’t say no, but he didn’t say yes either.” The knife sliced all the way through, splitting the piece in two.

      “And you? What did you think?” I peeked at him from the corner of my eye. I couldn’t read him. He had gotten into the prepping, concentrating on each stroke of the knife. But I remembered our time out in the snow.

      I had said Nick’s name, and just as I had done earlier, when he used those two words, tell me, something inside of him silently compelled me to explain.

      Nick had been just a friend. Mostly just my brother’s friend. Not getting the chocolate from the pantry had caused me more heartache than the fact that he had been feeling up my sister, even after his supposed crush on me.

      “At the time, I remembered you as a little girl. It wasn’t until the night out in the snow that something changed.”

      “What was it?”

      His movements slowed, the knife not as loud when it separated the pieces. “Me. You. Something in-between.”

      “The stars,” I said, not meaning to.

      As usual, he took his time answering. “Yeah. The stars,” he finally agreed. “You can feel me.”

      Even though I could feel him, there were still times he took me by surprise, times when he casually said words that threw me for a loop.

      “I can,” I said, my voice almost hesitant.

      “Tell me—”

      “I’d tell you anything.” Again, the words seemed to slip free without conscious thought.

      He set the knife down—I heard the soft touch of metal against the counter—and then the heat from his eyes seemed to flow over me. For some reason, I found it hard to look at him.

      He cleared his throat. “You feel me. But question me.”

      The flour and shortening mixture started to resemble coarse meal, so I added an egg, cold water, vinegar, and salt, stirring it together. I floured the surface of the counter, poured out the mixture, and then rolled it out with an old wooden pin.

      “Yes,” I sighed. “It’s not science, this peculiar nature, or whatever you want to call it. Well, I don’t think so. My grandmother, my father’s mother, I mean, was the one who had the stories. She never mentioned if the same…connection had happened to her.” I turned the dough, attempting to create a prettier shape with the pin. “I’m learning, Brando. But if I had to compare, I would compare it to falling in love. Just on a different level, perhaps. I’ve never been in love before you.” I huffed out a breath, blowing at the small tendrils of hair tickling my skin.

      His hand came up and gently moved the pieces from my face. His fingers lingered, his eyes too, and this time I couldn’t tear my gaze from his.

      “I’m still learning you, Brando. I can feel you, yes, like I’ve never felt another person before. Even myself. But it’s the small nuisances. Learning what you like and don’t. What makes you feel passion. What makes you feel rage. What drives your fears and settles your heart. That sort of thing.”

      His hand passed over the pulse in my neck, the beat of it thumping like a doe in the presence of a lethal cat about to plunge his fangs into my lifeline.  “What makes me tick,” he said.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “You can say that.” Turning from him, I rolled the pin over the dough once more, concentrating hard. “Do you—” I bit my lip, shook my head. “Do you feel me?”

      “Different. Though somehow the same.”

      “The night we spent in the abandoned house, when you let me borrow your memories. You didn’t tell me.”

      His hand encircled my arm, stopping me from moving. “I chose not to.”

      I looked down at my black boots, covered in flour. I used my toe to create a line in the white powder that covered the floor. He tucked a finger under my chin, but instead of pressuring me to raise my face, he just kept it there. I lifted my eyes, but they felt heavy, drawn downward.

      His eyes were serious. “You don’t hate me.”

      “You thought I would?”

      “Yeah.” The word trembled out. “I lived. Your brother died.”

      “I’ve never—” I could hardly take a breath. The word refused to leave my mouth. That fifteen-year-old girl with snowflakes in her hair, heart on her sleeve, hopes and dreams wide open, still loved him. I loved him. I would always love him. The words came to me like an answer to a prayer. “Guilt. I felt, still feel, guilt, Brando. But hate? Never. I could never hate you.”

      He opened his arms and I went to him, squeezing him so hard that he made a noise close to a groan in this throat.

      “Is that why you had Mick keep an eye on me?” My voice came out muffled against his chest. “You thought I hated you.”

      “Part of the reason. Mick’s the same age. Goes to the same school. For my own sanity, I needed to know that you were safe. That you were protected.”

      “Why did you come to my rescue that night? That Wednesday? What changed your mind?”

      “I had to,” he said. “I’m a selfish bastard, Scarlett. You. You belong to me. The only woman who does, the only woman who ever will.”

      

      I pulled away from him, keeping his shirt in my hands. “Why did you do it, Brando? Quit school and stay here?”

      He had made his feelings clear enough; he believed I didn’t belong here. Well, he didn’t either. Even his shoulders seemed too big for this town.

      Takes one to know one…birds of a feather…

      “So many fucking questions,” he muttered under his breath. He blew a hard huff through his nose, releasing some of the pressure coming from the restraint on his heart, and covered my hands with his own. A slight tremble echoed inside of my bones from his. “You changed my world that night, Ballerina Girl. You want a star. I’ll give you a planet. That should make the situation between us clear enough.” He took another breath and then released it. “What I have here is too important to leave. That’s why I stay.”
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      The sun had set and the cabin was cloaked in darkness. While the potpie was baking, I took the initiative to set the table while Brando lit all of the standing candles and the sconces on the wall for light.

      To keep the chill at bay, he built us a fire. Then he found my battery-operated radio, removed the tape inside the tape deck, and turned it back and forth, searching for a clue as to what kind of music had been recorded. When he found no hint, he reinserted the tape and pressed play. “I’m Your Puppet” by James and Bobby Purify poured out.

      Brando grinned. “You pick this?”

      “No.” I laughed, setting the last piece of silverware next to a plate. “My dad did.”

      “I like this song. I like this place.”

      I tucked a wild piece of hair behind my ear. “I believe it only gets better… Air Supply, Frank Sinatra, Elton John, Percy Sledge…”

      “Lionel Richie?” He lifted his thick eyebrows.

      “Possibly. I can’t remember them all.”

      “Your dad doesn’t hunt anymore?”

      I pulled the potpie out of the oven and set it on the table, glancing at Brando before I reached for our glasses. Something in his expression caught me off guard. It was the way he watched me, like he had never seen me before. I stammered before I answered. “No, he doesn’t.”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” I repeated, almost laughing. He was teasing me.

      “You accused me of being afraid of why.” His grin turned into swagger.

      Cocky beast.

      Lord help me, I sent up a silent prayer. “He never really said. But after Elliott was killed, I think the act of it was too bloody, too violent. I guess it’s the same reason I can’t watch scary movies anymore. I’m predisposed to anxiety now.”

      “You don’t sleep.”

      “Not as well as I should, no.” I shook my head. “You?”

      “I’ll sleep well tonight.”

      He tapped his finger against the wooden shelf, watching me with eyes that seemed to be transfixed. I gazed back, unable to move. Being alone with him brought back memories of the night he drove me home from Maggie Beautiful’s.

      Being this close, nothing separating us but a bed, felt dangerous. An electrical current seemed to flow from him to me, an invisible line that crackled with electricity. If I reached out and touched him, I wondered if a spark would go off in the dark.

      Something inside of me wanted to whisper, kiss me, touch me, make me forget my body belongs to me. The need felt visceral, like an immense thirst or insatiable hunger for food. But as usual, he overwhelmed me when he turned those eyes on me. I could hardly take a breath.

      Brando cleared his throat, loud. “Scarlett.”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Dinner ready?” He pointed to the table, which was straight ahead of him.

      I pointed to the refrigerator, which was to my right. “Let’s eat.”

      “Do you need me to get something from the fridge?”

      “No, I have everything set. Unless you want something else?”

      He tried to hide his smile but failed.  “No, I’m good.”

      Dinner was a quiet affair. The sound of our forks against the plates was a soft accompaniment to the music filling all of the empty spaces.

      Brando seemed to be a meticulous eater, taking small scoops. Compared to how he had eaten at the diner, his pace was slower, and I wondered if he even liked chicken potpie. I hadn’t thought to ask. Or perhaps my cooking was just bad. Besides Grandmother Poésy, and apart from baked goods, I had never cooked for anyone.

      “Scarlett.” He placed his fork down with care, wiping his mouth with a napkin.

      “Hmm?”

      “I can hear your thoughts.”

      “You can?”

      “You think because I’m not scarfing down my food that it’s bad. That I don’t like it.”

      I laughed, more like exploded, because it was the truth and I couldn’t even deny it. Explosive laughter after someone read you was always a telltale sign that the person had been right. There’s no recovering.

      He didn’t laugh, but his eyes had lost some of their powerful intensity. When he looked at me, his eyes felt warm, almost soft. “You don’t scarf down what’s mean to be savored, Ballerina Girl. It’s like making love for the first time. A man knows what he has, and he’ll take his time feeling what’s meant to be shared. No one has ever cooked for me before.”

      Can a heart float? Can a stomach sink? All at once? In the logical sense, any doctor would debunk the theory, but in that moment, I honestly knew that both at once could happen. Without warning, the floating heart in my chest broke for him. The hurt seemed to deflate all of the wonderful feelings. When his eyes softened, when he lowered his guard, I could see and feel something that I doubted the rest of the world could.

      The issue with his father, and Maggie Beautiful. I doubted that he was ever free to be a child. A gap existed where the child would’ve been and where the man was now—he had missed something, and I knew what it was, a childhood.

      He had been a man for a long time. All of his life, if the feelings storming through me were right. I didn’t doubt them. He had given me that much of himself. His truth.

      “Hallelujah moment!” I sighed, turning my face up to the ceiling, pretending to think. Showing him the heartbreak I felt for his lost childhood would only send us two paces back. We were sharing, and I didn’t want him to clam up on me. “I understand now. You have so much patience with the suckers. Your logic makes sense.”

      He picked up his beer, took a drink. He waved the bottle at me. “You have none.”

      “True, true.” I grinned. “I’m a sucker killer.”

      He pulled the bottle from his mouth before he could take another drink. He laughed, a sound that I’d gladly trade my heart for. “I’m willing to wager that you’d eat my entire stash in under a few minutes. I’ve seen you. For a ballerina, you’re savage.”

      “I have good teeth.” I chomped at him. “I believe in brushing, flossing, going to the dentist for regular checkups and cleanings.”

      “Teeth, ah?” He smiled wide, showing off his perfect set. In the glow of the candles, paired with the darkness of his skin and hair, those eyes, he seemed almost wicked. Straight out of an enchanted Italian forest somewhere. Those eyes could lure me to great passion while also having the potential to leave me alone out in the cold, starved for his love. His eyes were one of the most powerful weapons in his possession. They moved me beyond my own limits. They took me from shy to uninhibited. I had never been as open with anyone as I was with him.

      My heart sped up and a rush of butterflies made my heart float again. “You seem to have wonderful dental health.”

      He stared at me for a moment before he laughed. His laugh vibrated to the marrow of my bones. He threw his head back and roared, his throat working in the soft light. I was pretty sure birds flew from their trees from the warning, and women everywhere wept at the beauty of the rare sound.

      After he settled, he sighed, wiping at his eyes, a grin lingering. “Teeth.” He shook his head and started eating again.

      “Well,” I whispered, still attempting to recover. “They are very important.”

      “Yeah.” He sighed again. He seemed to be working hard to keep his humor in check. “They are.”

      Silence descended upon us once more, and all of a sudden the cabin felt empty, the loss of his voice almost cruel.

      He looked up from his plate, which was almost clean now. “Where’d you learn to cook like this?”

      “Grandma Poésy. She taught me. Even though my grandfather was very wealthy, she always cooked for her family. She came from lean means. One of those people who stood centered despite marrying into money. She didn’t need fancy dishes, the fuss of parties, or the gossip of ‘friends.’ High-society circles called her a snob. I always thought she was just giving them a taste of their own medicine.” I took a sip of water and set it down, enjoying the fact that he was determined to get the last bite of food from his plate. “She had never thought of it that way, though,” I continued, the thought of her inspiring me to share. “She was just being true to her. After Elliott died we spent a lot of time here. I didn’t want to dance. I didn’t want to get out of bed. I was having nightmares every time I closed my eyes. She took me under her wing and brought me here. I learned a lot about life through her.”

      “Like cooking.”

      “Like cooking. What it takes to be a good woman. She was.”

      “I’m sorry, Ballerina Girl.” He fixed his eyes on mine, no trace of humor left. “I know that she passed two years after Elliott. I went to her funeral.”

      “You did?”

      “I’ve been places.”

      I leaned forward, intrigued. “You’re good at hiding in the shadows.”

      “You don’t look hard enough. The closer you get, the brighter my darkness becomes.” He took a second helping of dinner, going in with as much attention as he had before, as though he hadn’t just said those impactful words.

      Brando Fausti might have been rough, a man that not many would challenge, but there was a poetic side about him that I doubted he realized. His blood was as good as his word, actions over words, and he didn’t seem to make romantic gestures. But when he spoke from the heart, it was hard to keep steady. I felt the conviction in my blood.

      I sat back in my chair and studied him, as one does a piece of art that calls from someplace beyond the real.

      A few times he broke the silence to ask more questions about Grandma Poésy, about what we did here during that time, and about school. But they were general, far from deep, and for some reason I got the feeling that he had known some of the answers before I even had the chance to respond. He was giving me the chance to share, or perhaps to expand.

      He had been watching me. The thought thrilled me, sent a shock of electricity up my spine and made the blood fizzle in my veins.

      Each time he would break the silence I would create it again, once my answer had been spoken aloud. Perhaps I was naïve, but given the chance, I caught on fast. Elongating moments, the language of hands and touch, the longer looks during drawn-out pauses, allowed a certain kind of tension to seep into my body—the kind that made my heart pick up speed, my breath harder to catch, and an ache to take root in my lower stomach.

      There was no doubt that he understood what I had started to do. He had turned those eyes on, the heat from his body moving over me, the scent of him even stronger with the spike in temperature.

      Until he was finished with his dinner, we sat in silence, the candles wavering gently for no apparent reason at all. Then I offered him cake. He offered to get it.

      He removed our dirty dishes from the table, setting them in the sink, and then cut us each a slice. We ate again in silence, our feet touching underneath the table, only commenting on how good the cake was every so often. He ate three pieces to my one.

      Once done, he set his plate to the side, but he didn’t seem tired, or deterred by the amount of food he had consumed. Setting my fork down, I used a fingertip to collect a leftover crumb on the plate, but just before I put it to my mouth, he seized my wrist in his hand and brought it to his mouth, licking it off. But he didn’t let go right away.

      Oh God, if this was a game, I was so far out of my league. But damn if I wouldn’t play. Does the loser get to forfeit her body?

      A noise that didn’t even sound human came from my mouth. His mouth was warm and his lips soft, his tongue firm, in contrast to the sharpness of his teeth. He grinned up at me. “Sharp teeth, ah?”

      He had done it before. The way he added the ‘ah?’ at the end of the sentence almost made me return the grin. It sounded very Italian in nature. Instead, I nodded, or perhaps bobbed my head. “Wonderful dental health. Proves virility, in fact.” I almost groaned. That last comment had slipped out. I wasn’t even sure if it was true!

      He released my finger, smiling, and I brought it to my mouth, pretending to lick any leftover chocolate—even though he had cleaned it off.

      “Thank you for dinner, Ballerina Girl.”

      “Oh,” I sighed. “My pleasure.”

      “Do you think a man like me doesn’t offer appreciation for what he takes?”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “Your face says otherwise,” he said. “I don’t always show my gratitude through words. Actions.”

      Sitting back in his seat, hands together, he studied me for a long minute. Once he seemed to collect his thoughts, he cleared his throat. He leaned forward, closer to me, and then set his hands on the table. He moved his hands a lot when he talked. “You want to do so much now.” It wasn’t a question. It rarely was with him.

      “Yes,” was all that I could manage. I yearned to do so much—to start living. But I didn’t want to just do things; I wanted to do them with him. Without him, it all felt pointless.

      It had occurred to me that this narrative sounded like it was coming from one of those fragile heroines in a romantic story, the kind who depend on a man to see them through every life challenge, but if it did—I didn’t give a damn. Not with Brando Fausti as my hero. Besides, I might have been young, but something about him made me more powerful than I felt alone. He beefed up my backbone.

      He nodded once, acknowledging my answer. “If you attempt to do them without me—” he opened and closed his hands “—the little sanity I have left will be lost. That’ll be dangerous for the world, Scarlett.”

      “Because you need to protect me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Because you want to make sure that I don’t make any mistakes?”

      He stared at his hands. The nod that came was slow, thoughtful; he knew where we were headed with this line of questioning. “You’ll do them with me. For more than those reasons.” His eyes came up slowly, and in the candlelight glow, they were the color of melted chocolate.

      When the heart and stomach are in agreement, and back in their rightful places, they take over the brain, which happened to me in that moment. All of my inhibitions were overruled and my mouth just took the lead.

      “I’ve never been kissed,” I blurted. We had almost kissed under the stars, in the back of whoever’s truck that was out by the train tracks, but it was more of a tease, or a sample, not a true kiss.

      I thought he would laugh, or at the least try to hide his amusement. None of those things happened. “I know,” he whispered. “You’re mine, Scarlett.”

      His words made me shiver, as though they had passed over me in a soft caress, but the conviction was strong, so strong it clashed with the softness. Fire against ice. Surrender was the only option.

      If I were going to keep up with him, I had to learn how to slow my roll, allow him to lead this dance, give our moments together the power to linger. The delicate thing between us deserved the chance to grow, to strengthen, without force.

      He stood, keeping the connection strong, and when he was close enough to look down at me, he offered me his hands.

      Without hesitation, I put both of mine in his and he helped me stand.

      He used his fingertip to push the loose pieces of my hair back, and then he caressed my face—along my forehead, the shape of my eyebrows, over my eyes, down my nose, all the way to my lips. He traced the outline of them, even softer than he had traced the lines of my face.

      His eyes became even more intense, lowering, almost studying the shape of my lips as though he were memorizing each minute detail that came together to form the whole.

      Closing my eyes, I wobbled, a bit off balance. One hand snaked around my waist, his arm pulling me even closer. My entire being melted into his, and our lines blurred to form a figure eight. I began where he ended.

      We are never ending.

      I’m not sure if the words came from him or me, or from someplace deeper, the connection that spoke to me through blood. Flesh and bone, heart and soul, seemed to accept this at once, and the truth rushed me.

      My body went slack and a small breath escaped my parted lips. He seized this moment, putting his mouth to mine, taking my wasted breath for his own. As though I were the oxygen to his lungs, he breathed me in.

      The kiss started slow but was no less powerful for it. His mouth taught mine, and without hesitation, I became his to teach. The rush of it soared through my veins, through my stomach, all the way to the tips of my toes, and back up again. It surged like a high.

      Now our mouths moved together in slow motion, tender, almost fleetingly so. That was, until a throaty moan came from somewhere deep inside of me and I sunk my nails into his shoulders.

      When did my hands move? Where did I find the strength? The need to touch him was instinctual.

      His tongue was chilled from the beer, sweet from the chocolate cake. The kiss became more urgent, more…just more.

      Where was I again? Oh, at a loss for words.

      My mind refused to believe a world existed outside of ours; existed outside of this. This, whatever this was, held the power to make life cease to exist outside of the two of us.

      Free. I was free to touch him, to run my hands along his smooth neck, the wide width of his shoulders, the hardness of his chest, the slope of his waist, and back up again. Discovering. He felt so solid under my hands, so safe, but he was soft too. His lips…

      Oh, this is what it’s all about, I thought dimly. It takes two to possess. Without his surrender, without mine, there would be no magician and no spell.

      He broke the kiss, and in an instant an intense, chilled void filled the warm space we had created.

      I wasn’t alone in this. Stronger, yes, I could feel him even stronger now.

      Closer, he needed to be closer too.

      He entwined our fingers together, rested his forehead against mine, and kissed my lips. Once, twice, in gentle, short tastes. “The beat of my heart is yours,” he whispered. “You breathe, I breathe.” Then he placed a kiss on my chin, my lips again, each of my cheeks, the edge of my nose, my temples, over my eyes, and then on my forehead.

      A loud thud came at the door, then another, and another, an irritating, harassing sound that made me flinch.

      At the sound of the real world, the interruption, the spell rushed back to us, and by no means had it been broken.

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

          

      

    

    






Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      Another moment passed, two more knocks, before I found my voice.

      “You should get the door?”

      The knocks sounded impatient, almost demanding.

      “We answer when we want to.”

      I blinked at him, attempting to focus. This could get addicting, I thought, the way he could cause time to stop and the world to fade. Setting a piece of hair behind my ear, he leaned down and kissed the pulse on my neck.

      Another knock.

      “Scarlett!”

      Violet. She sounded testy.

      “Now,” I breathed. “We should get that now.”

      “As long as we say so,” he said, his tone serious, but he answered the door with a grin on his face.

      During our kiss we had moved, his back ending up against the counter. I fiddled with the things left there, putting them away in their proper places. My hands seemed to move in their own direction. They needed to find a purpose other than trembling.

      Penny, her friend, whose name had escaped me for the tenth or so time, and, of course, Violet stood in the doorway. Penny asked Brando if he knew where the fire pit by the lake was. He began to tell her—I got the impression he had been to the property with Elliott before, or had done more exploring than I thought during our absence—and my mind drifted.

      Though the kiss was over, in my memories, it continued. I tasted him on my lips. Smiling, I ran my fingertips back and forth over the tender and swollen flesh. He was underneath my skin, still raging with intense passion.

      “Scarlett,” Brando called.

      My fingers stilled. “I’m here.”

      “The lake, for the fire.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Do you want to go to the lake?” Violet said, her voice rising to get her point across.

      It didn’t matter to me. The lake by the fire or inside the cabin with candlelight, either way, I had him. So I shrugged.

      Violet watched me with narrow eyes and a grin that screamed I ate the canary! She whipped past Brando, her eyes scrutinizing me with every step she took. She leaned her hip against the counter, next to mine.

      “Chocolate cake?” She lifted a thick brow. In comparison to her light hair, her eyebrows were much darker. Then her eyes fell on my fingers, still on my lips.

      They came down in a rush. “Want some?”

      “Hello.” She rolled her eyes. She looked even more eclectic with her hair in Princess Leia style buns on each side of her head, a bunch of tiny neon-colored plastic clips—flowers and snails—adding support in the heavier spots. The color of her lips matched her name, just a bit lighter. “You know I do.”

      While she cut herself a piece of cake and started to eat, Penny had started talking to someone behind her. A bit of a tug of war had started to take place between Penny and whoever it was she tried to pull forward. The two girls laughed a bit, but finally the girl stepped up.

      Penny called her Jane. She didn’t look like a Jane to me. More of a Jolene. Or even a Scarlett. Her hair glowed as red as fire, her eyes as green as moss, and her skin was as white as snow, apart from the cherry tint of her cheeks. She had volume to back up her pretty features. Her smile came across as shy.

      “Hello, Brando,” she whispered.

      He nodded. “Janet.”

      “It’s Jane.” She smiled, like it was some kind of private joke.

      He nodded once more. “Jane.”

      Stop the music. Stop my beating heart.

      Violet froze with her fork in midair.

      Penny and Amy—her name suddenly came to me—flanked Jane on either side, their shoulders bumping into hers every so often.

      Jane reached into her back pocket and pulled out two suckers. She offered them to him. “I wanted to give you these last night.”

      Jane was here?

      Violet stuck me with her fork. I jabbed my elbow into her side.

      He took the suckers from her, sticking them in his pocket. “Thanks.”

      “So…” She ran a hand through her hair, causing it to wave a bit at the top—more glamorous than it had been. “Do you wanna come with us? It’s cold out. Colder than last night.”

      Tonya Harding—Jane—had just clubbed Nancy Kerrigan—me—on the knee with a police baton. Except both of my knees seemed slack; I offhandedly wondered how I stood upright. It possibly had something to do with the counter behind my back, but the scene was too riveting to check.

      The food consumed earlier seemed stuck in my throat, about to make a comeback. My head whirled with innuendos and accusations.

      Pandora’s effing box had been opened.

      Jane was here. Brando was here. He wasn’t with me last night, as Jane so politely pointed out.

      “And so it begins,” Violet whispered from the side of her mouth.

      I nudged her. She nudged me back. I couldn’t read her or understand what was going on inside her mind. Especially since my mind had turned red from fury, disgust, and hurt.

      It belatedly dawned on me that her mind was going through a similar color crisis, but I was too focused on my own issue to pull her aside and talk to her about it.

      “It’ll be fun,” Jane said, clearly trying to encourage him.

      Brando turned to me. Then he turned back to face them. And then he turned back to face me. His eyes narrowed when our eyes met.

      “Guys are so clueless.” Violet scowled at him. She threw her plate in the sink. “I’m sick of cake! Sick of sweets!”

      Penny, Jane, and Amy laughed. This time Amy peeked her head inside of the door.

      “Oh, look, she cooked for him.” Her voice was patronizing. “Is that chicken potpie? I think my grandma used to cook the same thing for my grandpa. Bless her old heart.”

      “Well, at least she can do more than scarf down candy and drink booze,” Violet snapped, but she snapped at Penny. “Have you seen her dance? She’s only eighteen and yet her name is known to all of the most prestigious dance schools around the world—not country, world. And at least her skin doesn’t resemble mineral pyrite. If you don’t know what that is, try the encyclopedia. You know, those wonderful things called books. They have words in them.”

      Penny screwed up her nose and then crossed her arms over her chest when she realized the digs were aimed at her.

      I took Violet’s hand and squeezed.

      “School is really, really working for me this year,” she whispered from the side of her mouth.

      “We’ll pass on the fire,” Brando said.

      Oh, we’ll pass, now will we?

      “You sure?” Jane fluttered her long eyelashes.

      Who does that? Tonya Harding, that’s who! Just before she orders the hit.

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice taking on a new tone—he seemed cautious, but somewhat irritated. “We’re sure.”

      Penny grabbed Jane’s hand before she gave me a narrow look, and then the three amigos walked off in a huff. Violet waited a moment before she went after them.

      The door closed for the final time and we were alone. I snatched the dirty dishes off the table, throwing them in the sink. One of them split in two. Brando said nothing, but his eyes weighed on me, a burden that I suddenly wanted to hurl a dish at.

      “I must’ve missed something.” The same irritation in his tone spilled over onto me.

      “Ha!” I threw another dish in. A big chunk broke off. “What did I miss? I am stupid. So, so stupid.”

      “Repeat that, but in fucking English.”

      I looked right at him. “That was English! And you heard me. I didn’t stutter.” My hands balled into fists. “I get it. I’m a kid in your eyes. My brother was your best friend. You have some sense of duty to protect me. To see that I do the right thing, or whatever this obsession you have for me stands for.” I clenched my jaw to keep that awful tremble out of my voice. “But I can’t keep playing this game. I might be young, but I’m not a fool. Age is nothing but a number, Brando.”

      “After ha! the rest was foreign to me. If I had to guess. Slovenian.” He waved a hand, dismissing the matter. “Give me a hint. Anything. I can’t defend what I don’t know, and I can’t give you the truth if I don’t know where it belongs.”

      Violet’s words—more like warnings—about how many women he had slept with supported the hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach and the ache in my heart. “Where were you last night?”

      His eyebrows narrowed and then lifted. His eyes widened and then narrowed. “You think I fucked Jane.”

      The words made me flinch, but I rallied. I threw a hand at him. “Obviously. She gives suckers as souvenirs.”

      He barked out a laugh—the sound was taunting, nothing pleasant about it. He took quick paces to reach me. He leaned down so that our eyes were level. “Tell me,” he said, his tone sharp but quiet, “what did you give that kid for him to reciprocate with a souvenir.”

      I walked straight into that trap all on my own. “What did you do last night, Brando?”

      “You first, Scarlett.”

      I had never felt rage so absolute before. I had a tendency to be jealous—when my brother started to hang out with friends and left me behind, when my mother restricted my life and Violet was able to do her own thing—but I had never been so overcome, so possessed by it.

      It shocked every sense that belonged to me, this ugly thing that reared up out of someplace hidden inside of me. The thought of him being with her, anyone else, cut me deep. Much deeper than anything I had ever known. It had no true basis, it made no sense, but there it was. Wild and brutal, like a magical badger on the hunt.

      The kiss we shared earlier made me tremble to the bone; this feeling was almost as fierce.

      Passion and rage; how easily the lines are crossed, I thought.

      He continued to stare at me, not releasing me, and I had to fight the powers that made me want to squirm from his gaze. Until the moment he saw right through me. The untamed jealousy made me thinner, and those damn eyes of his pierced straight through to the heart.

      The moment it happened, the moment he saw the absolute truth, a resounding click sounded and echoed inside of my mind. The finding and turning of a skeleton key, a hidden case that had never been opened by anyone but me. At the same time the earth-shattering click came, when he made sense of my behavior, his eyes softened, and it made me want to strike out even harder.

      Instead, I snatched my bag from beside the bed and headed for the bathroom. I paused with my hand on the doorknob. “You want me. You don’t. You really just don’t want anyone else with me. Go, Brando. Just. Go.”

      I slammed the door shut, locking it, and then threw the bag to the floor. A few deep breaths and then I decided on a hot shower. I sat under the spray until the water ran cold, my skin turned blue, and my jaw started to chatter.

      I dressed in blue thermal pajamas to match. I braided my hair three times—wanting to get the braid just right, so the next day my hair would be wavier than usual. I brushed and flossed my teeth longer than necessary. Applied moisturizer and the soft-scented rose cream Maja Resnik had always given me.

      All of this so that he would have an ample amount of time to leave.

      My knees hit his when I stepped out of the door. He had placed a kitchen chair in front of the bathroom. He grabbed my wrists before I could sidestep him. Standing at his full height, he pinned me against the nearest wall, raising my wrists to each side of my head, looking down at me with eyes that burned.

      “Listen to me.”

      “I don’t need a lecture,” I said, my wrists itching to fight his hold, but in the end, I didn’t. If I asked him to let me go, I knew he would. All I had to do was the say the word. Yet. I couldn’t. Didn’t.

      Despite my mind's protests, my body became a traitor. In that moment, all that I was knew that he'd use his body against me forevermore. Mine followed his absolutely.

      Instead of fighting the impossible, I turned my face. What was hidden inside but had been exposed felt shameful, but not something that could be cured with burning alone. Even if he burned me, the contemptible parts of me created truth in the ashes.

      “Look at me,” he ordered.

      I did, but I gave it a few seconds before giving in.

      “No.” His eyes searched mine. “You don’t need a lecture. Talking is fucking useless. It’s too soon for me to show you what you need.”

      The breath I had been holding rushed out at his words; naïve didn’t mean simple. His meaning came across loud and clear. You want to play with me, Scarlett, keep it up, little girl. In this same vein, my reaction didn’t seem to matter to him. He plowed forward.

      “Once,” he said, his tone final. “I won’t do this again, Scarlett. Understand?”

      He waited for my consent, but I didn’t give it. His stare grew even hotter.

      “Janet—”

      “Jane, her name is Jane—”

      He wasn’t impressed with the correction. He went forward, the look on his face even more intense. I worried about the vein on his forehead. “Jane came late last night with more people. She had been looking for me. She couldn’t find me. End of story.”

      “W-where were you?” I stammered. I hated that I did. I hated that, all of a sudden, he held all of me in his hands. Therefore, he had the power to break me into irrevocable pieces.

      “Watching this place.”

      “This cabin?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “You left the other cabin at three in the morning. It’s secluded back here. It’s dark. All of these boys roaming around didn’t sit well with me. And I needed some time to cool off before I came to you. Being outside in the darkness, watching this place, thinking, settled me.”

      Time to cool off. The Italian men at the diner. Ace. Sheriff Stone. He wasn’t all that settled when he came to me, when he had asked me if I had felt tough. I wondered what he would have been like immediately afterward?

      “Scarlett.” He called my name, bringing my attention back to the matter at hand.

      “Yes?”

      “Trust me. I’ve never given you a reason not to.”

      Relief flooded me, because for whatever reason, I believed him. Without the dark clouds of doubt, I felt his truth. It took me a moment to answer. “All right,” I whispered. “I do.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      “You are insane,” I said, sniffing, though no tears fell. “Sleeping out in the cold.”

      A growl vibrated deep in this throat. “You. You drive me fucking insane.” He freed my wrists and pulled me towards him in what seemed like one breath. I collapsed against his chest, his heartbeat strong against my ear. Some of the tension had lessened but still radiated in the air.

      I sensed that he wanted to ask me something, to dig deeper, but I didn’t want to go there. To set his mind in a different direction, I turned from him and retrieved my bag from the bathroom. After searching through the pockets, I handed him the ticket. He looked it over for a minute and then lifted it up in question.

      “A ticket to see the Gin Blossoms. Ace asked me to go with him.”

      “Tell me—” he took a deep breath “—if you want to go with him.”

      “I—” I didn’t expect that. “No. I don’t.” I looked down at my hands. My skin seemed translucent, thin from the chill in the cabin. “I only want to be with you, Brando.”

      “Right fucking answer. You’ve always been mine.”

      My eyes rose to meet his in a rush. He flicked the ticket, like it was trash, to the floor. He came forward at the same time, his arms creating two bars around my body, and his lips came to my mouth.

      This kiss hungered, felt starved, and I reciprocated in kind, feeding his need. Instinct directed my hands, and the burn in me continued to build, fueling the want for him. A want. A need. Both created a painful ache for more.

      Occasionally, his mouth veered, only to caress my jaw and my neck. His hands explored my face and arms and waist and hips and behind. Each touch seemed hot enough to burn through fabric.

      If he continued to venture, if my hands continued their frenzy explorations, there was no turning back; he seemed to understand that before I had.

      He ended the kiss once more, the cold slipping between us again.

      “Time for bed, Ballerina Girl,” he whispered. Then without warning, he swooped me up, a surprised whoop! coming from my mouth, and set me on the bed. He moved the covers back and we both settled in, him wrapping his arms around me, me melting into his warmth.

      We were both quiet; I listened to the beat of his heart again. The sound of it lulled me to the brink of sleep.

      Just before I drifted, I said, “I love you, Brando.” No hesitation. No holding back. The truth had been there for years, unable to form and release the words. To say them now felt natural. I could’ve been saying them all of my life.

      His arms came around me tighter, pulling me even closer, like he wanted to absorb me into his skin. Minutes continued without a noise, a reaction, a response, and my eyes grew heavier.

      “It’s all right,” I whispered through the veil of sleep. “You don’t have to say it. I know.”

      I did know. He was, just as he had said, under my skin, in my blood, in the very marrow of my bones. The humming in my blood didn’t lie.

      I heard him swallow as his hands opened and closed. “Love is a lie, Scarlett.” The tone of his voice felt like satin against my skin, but I got the feeling having to share these words felt like barbs to him. “The word. It’s a lie—it doesn’t come close to what I feel for you. What do you say when ‘love’ just isn’t enough?”

      “Always?” I whispered.

      He kissed my forehead. “Always, always, always.”
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        * * *

      

      Only a few candles still burned in sconces against the darkness.

      Instinct whispered that it hadn’t been that long since I had fallen asleep. It had become a habit for me to get up off and on throughout the night. After Elliott’s death, I woke in a panic, dreading the chaos that had followed the knock on our door at 3 a.m. on that morning.

      A total loss of control haunted me.

      The thought alone, the reminders, made my heart accelerate, my palms slick with sweat, my body tremble. Though I had slept better than I had in a long time, Brando’s presence a safety blanket, the ghosts of the past came back to haunt me.

      Gently removing his arm from my waist, I set my feet on the floor. The wood beneath me felt cool, my toes pale against the night, all of the tendons and bones highlighted by the soft light, giving a better impression of a skeleton than a human.

      I watched him sleep for some time, just to be sure that he was really there beside me. This isn’t that night, I reminded myself, forcing myself to believe the truth. It’s not snowing. He’s not leaving.

      Once the truth had been established, I tiptoed to the bathroom for the usual reasons, and on my way back, glanced down, expecting to see the Gin Blossoms ticket on the floor.

      Gone. Without conscious thought, a smile appeared on my face, and I headed for the sink. Water. The thought of it possessed my mind.

      Standing over the sink, my intention had been to gaze out at the stars, but instead, I found myself staring out into the night. My eyes couldn’t penetrate the thickness of it.

      The cool water became balm to an ache, and as I went for another, my hand stilled on the faucet. A small orb of light rushed toward me, bobbing up and down. Brando’s name was on my tongue, but my voice stuck in my throat and paralyzed me with fear. My feet were frozen to the floor, my limbs refusing to move.

      The light came closer, and in the illumination of its hot flame, a girl appeared, wearing white pajamas and holding the top of the lantern. Her blonde hair cascaded down her back, the wind ruffling it. She looked as ghostly as I’m sure I did. Pale. She looked fearful, her eyes searching for…comfort in the darkness.

      “Violet,” I breathed.

      I went to knock on the window, but again, my hand froze. Another light came toward hers. At the sight of it, she visibly relaxed. Her light came down and her face became hidden in darkness. When he lifted his lamp, so he could see her face, I stared in shock.

      No, no, no.

      Mitch, not Mick, kissed her quickly, then took her hand and led her in the direction of another cabin. An unoccupied cabin.

      “Scarlett.” Brando’s voice, laced with sleep, invaded the air around me.

      “I’m here,” I said softly, because the night felt delicate, too quiet, and the normal sound of my voice too loud, loud enough to shatter the glass.

      Why did I want to run after her? Why did I refuse to? Something in her face had stopped me, something I couldn’t take away from her. Fear of seeing more made me turn.

      Brando sat up in bed, his hair tousled, his face a mask of sleep. “Come to me, my baby.”

      He opened his arms and I ran into them. He kissed the top of my head and rocked me back and forth. “You went to the bathroom. You looked for the ticket—” he kissed me even harder “—and then you went to get a drink of water. You saw something.”

      All I could do was nod.

      “You can’t stop them.” I went to pull away, to look at him, but he held me close to his heart. “I don’t like it.” His hands opened and closed against me. “Life can be ugly, baby. Sometimes we have to do whatever we can to find the beauty in it. Even if it’s wrong. Even if it’s just for a short time.”

      “Mick?”

      “He loves her.”

      “Mitch?”

      “He loves her too,” he sighed.

      No matter how hard I tried to erase it, the image of Mitch and Violet had been branded into my memory.
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Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      Sunday morning rolled in nice and easy. I blinked against the tilted light streaming through the slats of the window blinds, falling dramatically across the bed. Smoke curled and purled in the golden glow.

      The air seemed plump with the smells of coffee, bacon, and toast. I was still too tired to be intrigued by the combination. My focus went to my hand, which rested in front of my face, and I watched, transfixed, as my fingers lightly tapped against the fabric of the pillow.

      I often woke anxious, and taking a moment to allow my feelings a chance to settle always seemed to propel me into the day with more ease.

      A mug of something hot appeared in my line of sight. My eyes moved slowly to his hand, to his arm, to his chest, his neck, and all the way up to his eyes, which were bright from the light of the sun. He had a gorgeous smile. I smiled with him, rubbing my feet back and forth against the softness of the blanket, almost ready to succumb to the siren call of sleep again.

      He placed the mug on the bedside table and then took a seat next to me. In the most natural way, his large hand went to my hip and he shook me a bit. “Two things occurred to me this morning while I was making coffee.”

      “Do tell.” My voice was low, almost languid. I put my hand over his, just to feel his skin next to mine, to feel our connection in its most concentrated form.

      “I don’t know how you like your coffee.”

      “How do you know that I even like coffee?” I grinned at him.

      “You’re mine. Therefore, I know. The specifics are fun to learn.”

      A quiet moment passed between us. When he said those words, you’re mine, it was as though he was telling me he loved me, in his own way. It was as if he had been saying them forever. But that still didn’t stop me from melting each time he did.

      “With sugar,” I finally answered. “And a lot of milk.”

      “Café au lait.”

      “Mmm, café au lait. Which in French translates to ‘coffee with milk,’ but I’d rather milk with coffee.”

      He took my hand and helped me to a sitting position. Then he handed me the mug. I took it and thanked him in French—merci beaucoup. When the first hot rush reached my tongue, I said, “Mon ange,” and closed my eyes, savoring the taste of it. He had made it just the way I enjoyed it.

      His hand moved to my knee. He squeezed. “Tell me what that means.”

      I smiled into my cup. “My angel.”

      A thoughtful look crossed his face. “How many languages can you speak, Scarlett?”

      “I’m fluent in French, Spanish, Portuguese, Romanian, German, Italian—but not Sicilian—” I waved a hand “—I could never master the language. Slovenian, of course; Maja’s—Grandmother Kumar’s—first language. I also have some Slavic, some Russian, and some Latin. I understand the words better than I can communicate them.” I shrugged, taking a sip of my coffee.

      “Age is just a number.” His grip on my knee eased.

      He turned away from me, staring into the light. His eyes softened to a lighter shade of brown with the heat, a color close to dark honey. He seemed to be pondering something. With his mind made up, his mood shifted, and I longed to change it.

      “What was the second occurrence?” I nudged him with my knee to get his attention.

      He turned back to me, his brows furrowed. “The second occurrence.”

      “You said two things occurred to you while you were making coffee,” I reminded him.

      He stared at me a moment before his forehead smoothed and his eyebrows relaxed. “We’re good here. Just us.”

      I took a long drink and then set the mug on the table beside the bed. I took his hands and entwined them with mine. “You mean without the mess of parties, boys, and alcohol.”

      He brought both of my hands to his mouth, kissing each. His warm breath flowed over my skin when he exhaled. “Yeah. You try to be someone you’re not. I don’t like it.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I went to unlace our hands but he held tight.

      “When you’re faced with the world, you change to accommodate. When it’s us, you’re you. Your face when Amy made that remark about you cooking for me told me all I needed to know.”

      I traced the pattern of his camouflage pants with my fingernail. “It did. She made me feel...” Hot blood burned my cheeks. “She made me feel old, but not in the good sense. I’ve seen the world, Brando. I’ve done things that most people my age have never done. But I’m not good at this.” I moved our hands back and forth between us, looking to the side, refusing to meet his eyes.

      “I grew up to believe that my life was headed in a certain direction. What most take for granted, normal, is new to me. After Elliott died, I locked myself up. But I didn’t have the added bonus of traveling or losing myself to dance like I had done numerous times before—I refused all that I knew. So I ended up with nothing. Elliott had always been the only normal in my life. Until you.”

      After some time, I glanced up at him, and his mood had infiltrated his eyes—dangerous. His jaw ticked. Reading his moods came easier; those subtle nuisances were easy enough to learn. Though when the pendulum swung to darkness, it couldn’t be described as delicate.

      “Nothing.” He said, his voice full of conviction. “Never fucking nothing. Do you understand me? You had me. You’ll always have me.”

      “I—” I had to take a deep breath. “I know that now.”

      He unlaced our hands and tugged on the edge of my braid. He settled the smaller pieces that had broken loose during the night into their rightful places, and then he released the band.

      My hair fell well past my breasts, even when wavy. Without looking, I knew that it had plumped up to a wild nimbus around my head. He ran his hands through the strands and the delicateness of it made me shiver.

      “You have the most beautiful hair,” he said, talking to himself more than me, it seemed. “The color of it. So rich. Your eyes.” His hands moved from my hair to my neck, his fingertips stroking, so soft that the touch was barely felt, to the tender spot underneath my eyes and to the bridge of my nose. “The death of me. I accepted my fate that night out in the snow.”

      A trembling breath left my mouth. It was impossible not to get caught up in his stare when he softened his sharp edges for me. Not for the first time, I felt the power of his eyes. I had never seen a man as beautiful—even that word seemed lacking somehow—as him.

      He was the kind of perfect that made women stutter and stare, but he didn’t seem to care that he was, which made him even more attractive. But those eyes took him from dangerous to lethal. If the rest of him served as lure, those were the snares.

      “This should go without saying, but here we are. Life can be cruel, Scarlett. People even crueler. Friends will lie to you, cheat you, steal the penny from your pocket after you just gave them your last dime. The world is rough enough.

      “Don’t give something that can’t even be stolen. Consent. That’s what you gave last night. You’re a beautiful woman, too beautiful, talented, and smart, which means life is going to be harder for you. And therefore me. You keep your control, you keep life on your own terms.”

      “‘No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.’ There’s a quote for you to always remember.” I grinned.

      “That Snoopy is a genius.” He returned the grin. When he teased me, it felt rare, like a massive diamond falling from the sky, right into a pauper’s lap.

      “No,” I laughed. “Eleanor Roosevelt.”

      He stood, taking my hands with him until he had to break our connection. I sighed; a wistful sound. This elicited an even broader grin.

      He moved toward the bathroom, removing his shirt as he went.

      Oh God. A popping noise came from my mouth when it fell open. My skin felt as thin as paper, and my cheeks rushed with blood hotter than a fire, but my eyes were magnetized to wherever he moved. His skin was smooth, the perfect sun-kissed color, and every muscle flexed in a way that made a pulse between my legs throb. The deep V carved into his stomach gave new meaning to sex lines.

      The higher power that had put him together had to love women, as Violet had said. She also said that he was the type of man that made clothing optional. And…he was the kind of man that made sweating mandatory. I liked the idea of all these things with that man.

      He threw the shirt over his shoulder, turning to dig in his bag. The muscles in his back were broad and powerful.

      He had a gladiator’s body and the personality to match. There was no doubt in my mind that this man would stand up to lions. He seemed to have the heart of one.

      The ribbon tattoo on his arm was one of the most beautiful things I had ever seen. It fit him as though it belonged since birth. A mark. Mine. On his skin. The thought made my heart expand and ache. It seemed to dissolve into my bloodstream and infect my entire body.

      “Your eyes are wicked, Ballerina Girl,” he said, and I blinked, realizing that he had to be talking to me. I had to fight the urge to look behind me, to make sure he wasn’t speaking to someone else.

      “Méchant,” I whispered. Wicked, in French. Somehow the word seemed better suited to him than me.

      He licked his lips. I licked mine. His distinctly male scent percolated through the air, and I inhaled it, deep inside of my lungs.

      “I know what you need better than you do,” he said, his tone even, but his eyes spoke a different language.

      No doubt, my mind screamed, but not a word came from my mouth.

      “Those eyes,” he repeated, our stares lingering, then he shook his head. “Food’s on the table. Be ready when I get out of the shower.”

      “Where are we going?” I swayed, before I was able to sit up straight. “Do today’s activities include sweating?”

      He turned his face a fraction, giving me a sideways look. “Whatever we want.”

      “Ah.” I sucked in a breath. “Does that mean we’re alone?”

      “Mitch and Violet are still here. The rest went home.” From his tone alone I gathered that he had sent them home. Or he had Mitch or Mick do it. He excelled at that, giving orders.

      I lifted my brows. He lifted his hands.

      “Where’s Mick?” I asked.

      “Gone. He had some schoolwork to finish. You wanted to talk. We have some of that left to do.” Brando’s voice was soft, but there was an edge to it.

      “Brando?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do people always do as you tell them to?”

      This time his grin was as genuine as I had ever seen it. “All but one, Ballerina Girl.”

      “Smart girl,” I said and smiled.

      He didn’t return it.

      The caffeine started to course through my bloodstream and I felt wired all of a sudden. “Brando? One more thing.” I lifted the mug from the stand. “This cup seems to be too big for this small table. It might fall over and break. A mess. Can you pick up the kitchen table and bring it over here, please?” I bit my bottom lip, sucking it in.

      He looked at the table, looked at me, and when the truth dawned on him, I exploded with laughter. He threw his shirt at me and then he disappeared behind the bathroom door. Without hesitation, I flung off my pajamas and slipped his shirt over my head. A frisson of excitement rushed over me, along with his scent.

      I inhaled deeply, feeling him from the inside out. No doubt. Mine.
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      After Brando had taken his shower, he came out to find me wearing his white thermal and my holey overalls, rolled up to the ankles. I slipped into a pair of Converse for comfort’s sake. He stared at me for some time, eyes absorbing.

      “Nice shirt,” he said finally. “Seems comfortable.”

      He was messing around with me, giving me hell about taking his shirt, but underneath the surface, he was more than pleased. In fact, something deep and warm radiated from him—the certainty of it could be felt in my veins.

      “Yes,” I replied, shrugging. “It is. Smells even better than it looks. And it goes perfectly with a fine Italian leather jacket I have too.”

      His hair had been slicked back and was as black as I had ever seen it; it was still damp from the shower. Instead of the darkness overshadowing the color of his eyes, it accentuated it and made him seem even more mysterious.

      I longed to reach out and touch the soft strands, to run my fingers through the volume of it, to feel his hair slide between my fingers.

      I did just that as we rested in the sun, Brando’s head on my legs. We had scrounged up whatever food had been left in the cabin and took it outside for a picnic with Mitch and Violet.

      Sunday was my favorite day of the week. Especially Sundays that warmed the blood without overheating or freezing it. Louisiana was known for its unpredictable weather patterns—the highest highs and the most bone-chilling lows; the kind of weather that seeps through clothes and hits marrow. Today, an autumn chill hung in the air, but the sun was hot enough to challenge it.

      Mitch, inspired by some unknown muse, had started a lengthy rhapsody about me being the Sunday to Brando’s Saturday, and how the differences could work in our favor, or not.

      Neither of us seemed to be paying much attention to him, as Brando looked up at me and I looked down at him. Until he closed his eyes, sighing, falling under the spell of my touch. His lashes fanned out against his cheeks and his hands crossed over his chest. He breathed in and out in an easy rhythm, something hypnotic to get caught up in.

      Unable to stop myself, I leaned over, my hair creating a curtain around us, and kissed him softly on the mouth.

      It was the first time that I had kissed him. This bold move seemed to take him by surprise, and the look in his eyes did the same to me. He stopped the air from touching my lungs.

      “Time for a walk,” he said.

      I agreed.

      Before we left Mitch and Violet to their own devices, Violet lifted her Polaroid camera and ordered us to smile. He didn’t; I did. A minute or two later, Brando took the picture from her and stuck it in his back pocket with the rest of the ones she took without me noticing.

      He stood, holding the leather jacket in one hand, offering me his other; he didn’t let go after we started our walk. We were silent, taking in the beauty of the lake, before we moved on to an area more densely populated with trees. The sun couldn’t penetrate through their thick branches, and full shade equaled lower temperatures.

      The deeper we went into the property, the denser the pines became. Their boughs touched, creating an emerald sky above, with specks of gold from the sun glinting here and there. The specks grew brighter where the trees thinned or fanned out far enough to allow light through, but the bald spots were few and far between.

      In the cold’s grasp, the scent of pine perfumed the air, deeply resinous, and on deeper breaths, my nostrils burned with it.

      Without me having to ask, Brando let go of my hand and helped me into the leather jacket. His shirt was almost comically big on me, and though it helped with the chill, it still wasn’t enough.

      Once settled, he took my hand again, holding it tighter than he had before. Just as his shirt swallowed me, so did the size of his palm. I tucked my free hand inside a pocket to ward off the thick chill and then stole a peek at Brando. A black thermal, similar to the one I had on, clung to his body in a way that made me jealous. He didn’t seem to be bothered by the cold. Little wonder. He diffused heat like a radiator. Blankets were optional in his arms.

      He had been whistling a tune, Led Zeppelin’s “Thank You,” I thought. When he noticed me watching, he stopped the music and brought my fingers to his mouth, blowing warm air on my skin.

      “You have the most beautiful skin,” he said, almost offhandedly. “Pink rose-petals, with a hint of gold.” He lifted my arm, a gap in the rustling trees allowing light to shine through. A piercing beam hit my skin straight on, and all of the veins underneath were more apparent. He took one finger and traced a blue vein from my palm to my wrist, pushing back the jacket and thermal as he did, commanding the moving blood to rush with his touch. The heat from his skin on mine left me glowing.

      “I’m too pale,” I said. “I could blind someone.”

      “You're my light,” he said, eyes finding mine. “Some of the other girls were talking. I overheard.”

      I stiffened, knowing where this was going. I had been called many things, oddball the most prominent opinion. The habit I had of gazing at the sky, among other things, labeled me as someone other than normal.

      His eyelids lowered and his eyes softened. “They were talking about how beautiful your skin is, among other things. They’re jealous. Maggie Beautiful has no female friends. It’s good that you have Violet. It’s hard for beautiful women to have and keep friends. Jealousy is a cruel creature.”

      “She’s been a good friend to me,” was all I could manage. He had brought my wrist to his nose, inhaling the scent on my skin.

      “My clothes smell like you now. The scent is the same—roses.” He moved my wrist to his mouth, placing a soft, warm kiss on my radial artery, over the frantic pulse there.

      “This one smells like you,” I said, inhaling without thought.

      “My intention. I want you to smell like me, Ballerina Girl.”

      We fell silent to our own thoughts for some time, the sound of birds chirping and our shoes crunching against fallen leaves the only noises. I had noticed as we ventured around the property that he had a good sense of where we were.

      “You’ve been here before?” I pulled him in a different direction, a direction that led to a path, which led us to another special place I loved to go.

      “Yeah. With Elliott, your father, and your grandfather.”

      I stopped, but he tugged me forward and we continued on.

      “You knew my grandfather?”

      He gave me a sideways glance, the look on his face indiscernible. “I’ve been around for some time. Longer than you.” He grinned at that.

      “Did you hunt when you came?”

      “No, we fished the lake.”

      “Good,” I said with more passion than I had intended.

      “Good?” He copied the word but not the tone. He just sounded curious.

      “I don’t condone the killing of deer.” I held my free hand up. “Before you start, I know, I know, we have to kill to eat. God gave us those animals to nourish us. It’s not a sin if we only kill what we need and eat all of it afterwards. But I’m partial to deer. They have especially beautiful eyes.”

      “Fish eyes. How do those register on a scale from no to all right?”

      I shrugged, and then grinned when I realized we were swinging our hands back and forth. “I’m not partial to those. A bit buggy, in my opinion.”

      “Good. I like to fish.”

      Call me a fish then.

      “Elliott used to call me Seven. A lucky number, he used to say, just like me. If fish exist, they’ll come to me.”

      He said this without a hint of humor, and his serious tone made me laugh. The sound of it in such a vast space seemed to echo. I had always been told that, for a quiet person, I had a loud laugh. I was inclined to agree in that moment.

      All of a sudden he grinned.

      “What?” I asked, bumping him slightly. “You’re not the type of person to grin for no reason. Tell me.”

      He nodded, the grin still in place. “You have no remorse for fish because you eat a lot of fish.”

      My mouth opened and closed. How the hell did he know that?

      “When it comes to mine,” he said, seeming to read my mind, “—that means you—I know.”

      “It seems you do,” I said, my voice as tender as the sigh that came afterwards. “Did you have fun? When you came here with Elliott?”

      “Yeah. No matter what we did, we had fun. But we mostly stayed around the cabins. We didn’t venture this far in. Actually. Those glasses you had on when I picked you up from school. Elliott’s? Yeah. I bought them for him, before we came here. I bought myself a pair too. We thought we were cool men, fishing with our Ray-Bans on. You were meant to have them.”

      “I love them.” My voice came out in a hushed tone.

      We continued forward in silence again. It was easy to do here. My thoughts were on him and just how much time he had spent with Elliott—times that I had missed.

      Occasionally, his eyes would find my face. I could feel the warmth of them when they did, but for some reason I didn’t want to meet his stare. I didn’t like when he thought too much about me, or me and him together. His heart seemed committed to whatever this was between us. His mind, not so much. It felt too much like a tug of war.

      The silence became so thick that with each step he took, the crunch of leaves, pine needles, and hard dirt seemed to scream out. I opened my mouth to speak once or twice, but I thought better of it. And because the wind kept blowing my hair in my face, I took my hand from his, fiddled in my pocket for a rubber band, and twisted the strands up into a haphazard bun.

      “Your hair is wild today,” he said.

      “It is,” I agreed. “My mother would have a fit.”

      “I like it. When your hair is— ” he motioned around his head in a wide circular motion “—it fits half of your personality.” I went to retort with sarcasm, perhaps a question about the other half of my personality, but he continued on. “You’re afraid to drive.” The comment came rapid fire quick, as did the turn in conversation.

      It took a moment for me to catch up. “I’ve never felt the need to.”

      “What’s up with you and Charlotte?”

      I stumbled over something that may or may not have been hiding under the thick layer of leaves beneath my feet. Brando grabbed my arm to keep me from going down. Balance had never been an issue for me—most people called me gracious, even in the most painful looking circumstances—but his question threw me for a loop.

      Charlotte. Ugh. I could hear Violet’s voice in my ear.

      My mouth felt dry when I answered. “She belongs to my mom’s side of the family. I don’t. Sometimes I don’t feel like I belong to either side. With the exception of Grandmother Poésy. How well do you know Charlotte?”

      “Enough,” he said, keeping his eyes forward. “I don’t agree about her belonging and not you. You and Elliott are polar opposites—in looks, in attitude, in sense of humor—but you and him belong together. Regardless.”

      I moved my lips back and forth. “I don’t talk about Charlotte often. There’s nothing to talk about, really. I happened to be the one who excelled in something she tried, as did my mother, and the fact that I was more like Grandmother Kumar did something to our relationship that can’t be repaired.”

      He took my hand in his again, tucking it underneath his arm. We were going through another canopy of pine trees.

      “Do you know who Maja Resnik is?”

      He shrugged. Noncommittal. Perhaps. Perhaps not. I didn’t like when he played this game, setting a piece of cheese out that he knew I’d follow, but I continued on despite my reservations.

      “Maja Resnik is a stage name for Maja Kumar, my grandmother. She’s still considered one of the most beautiful, graceful, dramatic ballerinas to ever grace the stage. Sometime during her beautiful years, she married a famous composer, Dragotin Kumar, who was my grandfather, and they had my mother.”

      I waved a small tendril of hair from my face that kept tickling my skin with the wind.

      “My mother is Maja’s only daughter. I’m certain that when my mother was born, certain expectations were put on her. It was assumed that she would be the next Maja Resnik, or at least a shadow pulled from the same bright light. But my mother didn’t have the same abilities, even though she trained harder than most. I think that was a precursor to what my grandmother knew was not my mother’s destiny. Something Maja could do as a young girl, my mother couldn’t do as a young adult. I’ve even heard people say that she wasn’t built for it.”

      I waved my hand again, an intense fire catching when I thought about those words. I hated that a ballerina had to look a certain way. One of the most astounding attributes to my grandmother, apart from her dancing, was her build. She was average height, the same as me, 5’4”, lithe, and she also had a shape that most admired. Though her curves were subtle, they were noticeable. It had been said over and over that I had been sculpted from her mold. Even her costumes fit me without having to be altered.

      In the ballet world, her build was known as the “Resnik Silhouette.”

      “My mother married my father and decided to become a clothing designer instead. Enter Charlotte. The same expectations were put on her. The desire was there, inside of Charlotte, to a degree that almost equaled to madness. She tried, but she’s more like my mother. She continued on, though, fueled by a vintage expectation and a bar that was set too high.”

      I looked up, straight into a strong beam of sun, and closed my eyes, blinking back the bright bursts left behind.

      “Not that she couldn’t reach the bar with hard work and determination, but it was more that Maja Resnik didn’t see the potential, therefore, she’d raise the bar higher and higher, until it became unreachable. That would infuriate Charlotte.

      “You accomplish a grand feat, but it’s never grand enough. My grandmother is a good grandmother, but as a ballerina, she’s fierce. I’ve never admitted this aloud, but I think she weeded out my mother and my sister because she knew that if she didn’t, someone else would.”

      “You continued on.”

      “Yes,” I nodded. “There’s a difference between me and Charlotte. She kept raising the bar and I kept meeting it. Without complaint.”

      Brando cleared his throat and the noise surprised me, as well as his next words. “Enter Scarlett Rose—named after her paternal grandmother, Evelyn Rose—Poésy. A natural born dancer, a prodigy, taking after her maternal grandmother, Maja Resnik. All Scarlett Rose had to do was watch, and she could surpass the master’s steps without ever trying the move before. She had a natural way of moving that surpassed the woman who had broken so many records, her grandmother. At six years of age, her teacher recommended—”

      “Five,” I corrected. “But my mother wouldn’t allow it.”

      “—that she could move on to the coveted pointe shoes. It took her two months instead of three years to get to ‘en pointe.’ She had three different teachers—one from Paris, one from Russia, and one from New York. Not to mention her famous grandmother, Maja Resnik. At the age of ten, she went to Russia to audition for the Vaganova Academy of Russian Ballet. She broke every record set. They wanted her, more than anyone.

      “She refused.” He emphasized the word refused. “She was even offered a spot at the Paris Opera Ballet School. She refused that offer too. But she stayed in Russia for a year. Another year in Paris. Before she came home and continued her training with three teachers from around the world.

      “She has what Artistic Directors call the entire package, all three essentials that make a ballerina near perfect. Perfect proportions—the ‘Resnik Silhouette’—musicality, and coordination. She makes people feel, makes them weep and smile. She’s art in motion.”

      He stopped and I stopped. As we turned to each other, a gap between our two bodies, a strong beam of light filled the space and lit his face in a soft glow.

      It felt inane to even ask, but curiosity had me in its clutches. “Brando. You memorized all of that—why?”

      “I’m proud,” he said, simply. His eyes searched mine. “Was it desire?”

      I shook my head, ran a hand over the flat part of my hair. “No. Not at all.”

      “Tell me, Ballerina Girl.”

      I took a few deep breaths, allowing the cold air to filter into my lungs, before I exhaled and released. “Simply put…” I paused. “I put on ballet shoes and whatever magic had reached Maja Resnik reaches me too.”

      “You love it?”

      “What’s love got to do with it?” I laughed bitterly, shook my head, and then sighed. “That sounded bitter. Let me try again. At times, I do.” The look on his face made me want to clarify, to keep offering up old wounds for his attention. “Just because I can, doesn't mean that I want.”

      Irritation seemed to propel me forward. Offering up didn’t mean that the wounds didn’t burn and itch. He kept up without issue, neck and neck with the frustration.

      “I put those shoes on and I move without instruction or direction. I know what my body was born to do, Brando. The irony of it all is that Charlotte has the desire. I have the talent. Talent can get you far, but it leaves you feeling restless, lonely, when there's something...more. It has been drilled into me since birth that ballet is my destiny, that dance is enough. It’s never felt like the be-all to me though. I can do, and I will, to high praise, no one the wiser. Except for me.”

      “Tell me what your heart wants.”

      “It’s of two sides. One belongs to dance. The other belongs to a mystery. My sister hates me because I have something she wants. My brother adored me because he recognized that my lack of love was similar to his lack of hearing—in a way. He used to come over to the studio and force Maja and my mother to give me a break.

      “He’d take my hand and lead me outside just to show me frogs! He'd encourage me to jump around like them and I would do my best to show him what sounds they made. I’d take his hand and make the ribbit ribbit sound on his skin. It was wonderful. I felt free, being with him, and the emptiness never felt as hollow, the hole never seemed as wide, my blood never felt as thin.”

      My pace had reached a crescendo. He seemed to be taking a leisurely walk in the woods, which we were, or that’s what it felt like before he brought up the ugly in my life.

      “You have the opportunity to leave, to do something people only dream of—”

      I stopped short, the air in my chest frigid to the point of burning. "Who told you that?" My voice went so low that for a moment I wondered if he had even heard me.

      He had. His face hardened into an unreadable mask. “It doesn’t matter.”

      I forced my lips to stay shut and my head to nod. I didn’t trust my already egged-on temper. It did matter, to me.

      He shrugged. “A friend of a friend.”

      “That’s it?”

      The hard look on his face was confirmation. He wasn’t giving me another clue, end of story.

      “All right,” I said slowly, quietly, but the volume rose as I continued. "What about you? I let the reason you stayed here slide, but what is your heart about? The scholarship...where and what for?” I yelled. The sound seemed to bounce around the trees, and then finding an out, echoed for miles.

      “Baseball and swimming.”

      “Baseball and swimming.” I repeated the words like they were foreign, like they were incredulous, like Brando and baseball and swimming could never be mutually exclusive. He was so rough, so tough, that it never dawned on me that he would do either. Sports seemed too organized, too restrictive with rules. “Baseball and swimming.”

      The tension cracked. He laughed. I laughed with him, at myself.

      He pretended to throw a fastball. “Baseball. But I prefer swimming.”

      “Full scholarships? And to where?”

      He looked up to the sky for a moment. “Yes to the first. LSU, Vanderbilt, Tulane, University of Southern California, Duke, and Rice.”

      I stared at him like he was a new creature. He gave me a sideways look.

      “That’s…extremely…impressive.”

      “It’ll do.”

      “Was your heart into it?” My voice had dropped with the temperature. We were in another copse and the branches were so close together, they seemed to form a fortress around us.

      We picked up our lazy stride again, the conversation cooling as well.

      He grabbed my hand and squeezed. “No to baseball. It was just a means to an end.”

      “What would you have studied?”

      “I’ve never given it much thought.”

      A terrible ache plagued my heart. I knew why he had given up his life, and I hated it. I also loved it at the same time. As much as I loved him, I was selfish, and I loved that he was beside me, walking in the woods, holding my hand. I couldn’t imagine wanting anything more than his love, anyone more than him, for the rest of my life.

      That night out in the snow, the other half to my heart had fallen into place—him. It was the first time in my life that I had ever felt whole.

      From out of the blue, a mist came down, a gentle phenomenon, despite the sun still shining brightly above the trees. The softness of the water seemed to coat my hair instead of saturating it, along with skin and clothes.

      In a move that made me gasp, he pulled me toward him, forcing my hands against his chest. I looked up at him, my eyelashes collecting rain, more like dew. He blinked a few times, the droplets from his lashes running, and then his lips found mine, warm and tender.

      Our lips made a gentle sound as they parted. I resisted the urge to go back for more, to taste him and the rain together again.

      “Don’t,” he said, his voice soft, but with a definite edge, as the pitter-patter of rain in the background continued. “I have no regrets. If tomorrow would become the day after Elliott’s accident again, I’d do it all over. In a fucking heartbeat.”

      Our eyes met and held—until his eyes flicked over my shoulder, behind me. His eyes were transfixed, unable to move. I went to turn around, but he held me steady. A moment later, he pulled my body against his and turned me slowly until my back faced his front.

      A ten-point buck stood in the rain, his antlers a crown, grazing on a patch of grass. He paid no attention to us, his appetite more important than the intrusion, it seemed, until Brando moved me to his side and tucked me behind him.

      The earth beneath me stirred with a gust of wind.

      The buck held his head up high, the grass hanging out of the side of his mouth, frozen in mid chew.

      Putting a hand to each side of Brando’s waist, I peeked around his arm. Just like two wild male animals are prone to do, the buck watched Brando, his stare intent. His black almond eyes seemed guarded, but still incredibly beautiful. His left ear twitched.

      “He’s the prince of the forest.” Awe shocked my words into a whisper.

      “I’m the king. He’ll move before we do.”

      I pointed to my right. Brando followed the line with his eyes only.

      “We’re here,” I whispered.

      Just then, the buck threw his antlers down and took off in the rain, probably in search of the princess he had vowed to protect.
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        Evelyn Rose’s Secret Cabin

        Red hair as fierce as the sun, makes me come undone,

        Green eyes crying in the rain, makes me feel pain,

        Full lips the color of cherries, makes me feel jealous,

        A mind as quick as lightning makes me think,

        But your heart makes me simply vow, always.

      

      

      Springtime would tease the cabin to fully bloom. But since we were in Louisiana, where even in autumn the days could be warmer than summer ones, the beauty of the living structure left plenty for the eyes to admire.

      The outside had been carpeted with emerald plants that lacked true roots, moss, all in thanks to the oak trees tilting over the cabin’s structure, sharing their gifts of Spanish moss. The light misting of rain coated emeralds with diamonds, and when the sun hit the droplets just right, it transformed basic nature into enchantment.

      Stained glass windows caught the reflection of the sun and shimmered with an array of different colors; from the windows hung boxes housing multicolored irises that reached toward the sky’s warmth and showers from above.

      “Come on,” I said, encouraging Brando. His eyes were still focused on the direction the buck had taken. “Let’s go.”

      The front door was open, inviting us to enter, and the threshold was outlined with ivy that gently swayed with the breeze. Once in, my feet sunk in the plush grass that created the floor, and my eyes instinctively went to my favorite part of the living art, the bed.

      The wood was hand carved and preserved, so that it could resist the natural course of elements and time. The bottom of the frame was raised high enough to hide the roots of the garden of roses beneath. Black magic and crimson-colored blooms created the “mattress” of the bed. Their heady perfume drifted in the cool air.

      I ran my fingertips along the tops of the roses, over the honeysuckle walls, over topiary plants that resembled sconces, and came to a stop at one of the three paintings of purple irises behind glass.

      My fingers caressed the cool protectant. The line of the ceiling had a split down its center, allowing the sun to shine through, along with the misting of rain. The sun illuminated the flowers, while the mist collected and rushed down the pane in steady streams.

      “Scarlett.”

      I turned to find Brando studying the glass pane above the bed of roses. His hands were in his pockets, his neck tilted up, his eyes moving back and forth with the speed of his reading.

      “Hmm?”

      He read the collections of poems, softly, slowly, until he paused and repeated one of my favorite lines: But your heart makes me simply vow, always.

      “But what do you say when love just isn’t enough?” He repeated his question from the previous night. “Always.”

      He turned to face me. We both took a step forward, both of us on opposite sides of the stream of light. He was on the darker side, almost shadowed, but the light from my side seemed to illuminate him.

      “I didn’t get to truly know Evelyn Poésy until after Elliott died. There was a line drawn when it came to her. My mother had seen to it. They didn’t agree, you know, about how hard she pushed me in one direction. I was in such a bad way after Elliott died that she…she stepped in and wouldn’t take no for an answer. She brought me here. She gave my life light again.

      “We would walk this property for hours. Sometimes we would talk about everything. Sometimes not a word was spoken between us. Then one day, when she seemed to think I was ready for her secrets, she brought me here.”

      I looked around at the interior, knowing the secrets the walls harbored.

      “Did you know that Evelyn Ross was a waitress?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I smiled, thinking back on Grandmother Poésy’s question, the same question I had asked Brando. His answer had been mine too.

      “That’s how Grandfather Poésy had come to meet her. She had been working in town. He had bought this property as a getaway. He came into the diner where she waitressed for a bite to eat. She said she could tell by the way he was dressed that he was well-to-do. Her friend didn’t want to serve him, because she wanted a group that had consisted of a bunch of young fellas.” I grinned at her terminology. “She said my grandfather was a young fella too, but all of the girls knew he was out of their league. He was imposing, not just by his apparent richness, but his eyes—they were wise, she had said. Evelyn came from a humble beginning, but like Eleanor Roosevelt, my grandmother refused to let anyone steal her consent. She told me that when she looked at him, the only difference between him and her had been the value of their clothes.

      “So she took his table. She found him to be quiet, polite, but she had to agree about his intensity. Not much had been said in the way of words between them, apart from his order and the occasional thank you or no thank you, so she was surprised when he sat in his booth, drinking coffee, watching her until the place closed down for the night.

      “It was raining when she left. He surprised her again when he stepped away from his car, calling her by name. He had scared her and she dropped her umbrella. He picked it up, opened it, and then handed it to her. She finally found the courage to ask him why—

      “‘Why did you wait for me, Mr. …?’

      “‘Bennett. My name is Bennett Poésy. And Bennett will do fine. To answer your question. I couldn’t stand not to.’

      “‘Oh,’ she had said.

      “All she could say. She told me she could remember the intensity of it. How she was sure the heat from her cheeks in contrast to the cold was going to cause smoke to rise from them.” I touched my own cheeks the same way she had the evening she had told me the story. My cheeks were hot to the touch, contrary to the feel of my hands. “He offered her his jacket. She accepted it. Then they spoke in the rain for around ten minutes, just talking about normal things. She said he did most of the talking; she listened. He had enchanted her. It was hard for her to speak when her heart felt like it was floating. He bid her goodnight, because he felt bad for keeping her out in the downpour, and then promised to have dinner at the diner the next evening.”

      I stilled, watching him. He could be so quiet, so still, eerily so. Looking to the floor, I ran the toe of my sneaker against the grass. Back and forth. Back and forth. “You never bring it up,” I finally said. “The fact that I’ve stopped you twice from…leaving me.”

      “It scares me.” His voice matched his eerie stillness.

      That was understandable. This peculiar sense wasn’t normal, yet I owed my life to the gift. If Brando had left with Elliott, I would have lost my brother and the beat of my heart.

      “You don’t scare me, Scarlett Rose.” He seized my arm, not enough to hurt, but enough to get my attention. “The connection does. What we share runs deep.”

      “Would you rather it be one-sided?”

      “I’d rather it just be me who felt it.”

      My eyes found his. “It worked out between them, you know. Despite their differences. Despite the backlash they faced from his parents. From society. This was their safe place, their secret place. It made all of the difference. For them to create roots that couldn’t be dislodged.”

      Something in his eyes—was it pleading?—told me to look deeper, that perhaps coming from two different worlds was not the entire problem. What else could it be? If I asked him, there was no doubt that he’d answer with the blunt truth, but what then? Would the truth make him retreat behind his wall again?

      I plunged ahead, not knowing, but vowing to make it right.

      “After the storm had burnt itself out, they moved into town, but they always came back here to reconnect. After my grandfather passed away, he knew my grandmother would come here, and this is what she found.”

      Their place, the place he loved to take her, immortalized through her flowers and his poetry. He had arranged it prior to his death. After hers, it was his law that whoever was next in line to receive this property had to take care of it, but not touch the integrity of it.”

      “Do you feel safe here, Scarlett?”

      “I feel their love when I’m here. I feel safe in the abandoned house—the one we slept at. It feels like home to me.” You feel like home to me.

      Feeling the shift in his mood, I steered the conversation in a different direction.

      “You wanted to talk to me,” I said, my voice soft. “What about?”

      “From now on, it’s just me and you.”

      The misty rain had collected on his lashes, making them shine jet-black. He gazed at me, no humor, only intensity.

      “You belong to me, Scarlett. Mine. Beginning. End.”

      “Are you all mine, Brando Fausti?” I felt his answer, knew it before he had the chance to speak, but a part of me wanted to hear the words come from his mouth.

      “Always.”

      “All right,” I whispered.

      “I have one condition.”

      “No conditions.” I shook my head. “But you can ask.”

      What a novel concept to a man like him.

      “Dance for me again.”

      He skipped over the question and went straight to the demand. This would be our give and take. But surrender came without regret this time, and the truth flowed like falling rain.

      “I have always danced for you, I will always dance for you, for however long you want me to.”
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Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      Pnina Poésy, also known as my mother, or Mati, once told me that those who have to strive to become what their hearts desire are not in jeopardy of ever taking advantage.

      “They know what it is to suffer for their love.” Those who are born with the talent, though, are in the greatest jeopardy. “Although they have to work, they do not know what it is to yearn, and therefore they are subject to indifference, smugness, and they do not appreciate what they have.”

      She said this to me because I was often flippant about my training. There was never an ounce of nervousness about what my body could do. Instinct told me I could do it, my body backed up the claim, and that which comes easy is just that. Easy.

      My struggle always came in the darkness, when the hours spent doing what never had the power to complete me returned in painful, slow seconds. Is this it? I would think, my heart in panic. Is this all there is to life? The beating pulse in my purple and blue—bloodied—feet was a sad reminder that, yes, this is your entire life. And had been, for as far back as I could remember.

      What was even sadder to reflect on—I had been experiencing a midlife crisis all my life, and I was only eighteen. Grandmother Poésy had called me an old soul in a new body. Translated: boring.

      After our time in Evelyn Rose’s Secret Cabin, I admitted to Brando that I had never quit dancing. I’d perform for my teachers, my grandmother; I would do the job expected of me.

      After Elliott’s death my mother had said that my focus had been shattered—I refused to pick up the same grueling training regime, I refused to travel to other countries to learn, or to show them what I was capable of (though she still sent me, kicking and screaming), and I refused to be taught school lessons at home, or abroad.

      I danced when I wanted to, for however long I wanted to, and still, I had never been better. The sadness inside of me seemed to stir my soul; the talent seemed to take this and turn it into something that moved Maja to tears. A rare sight, if there ever was one.

      Maja Resnick had been hardened to her core by a communist Slovenia, where she danced for her freedom, escaping to Italy, where she had fallen hopelessly in love with an Italian painter who didn’t find fame until after his untimely death.

      Their amour didn’t last. There were times I sensed more there—I couldn’t decide which had made her tougher, a communist dictator, or the loss of her great love. After Italy, she escaped to America with a famed ballet teacher who made her into the legendary star she still was.

      It wasn’t just her dancing that dictated her stardom. It was the woman. Who she was and what made her become.

      I had always assumed this was why Maja had decided that I was worthy of the prestigious title of ballerina. From her mouth. The dancer lived inside of me, so there was never a stretch to find her and bring her home—she could be awakened with the sound of music, the placement of hands, the rise of feet. A sandstorm that ate flesh and bone, and out from its whirl emerged an entity that made me watch from afar as the muse moved us both.

      My mother assumed Elliott’s death had shattered my focus—true. But there was more to it. It had been more than one stone thrown by life. That night in the snow, with Brando, had changed me. I had been acutely aware of him. He was out there, watching, his eyes on me as I moved. In all my years as a dancer, I had never felt what I did from him.

      To a certain degree, all dancers hold to Apollo’s standard. They work hard to achieve a state of grace, a harmonious flow, calling on him to ease these through the mind and blood. He is the god of civilization, healing, prophecy, and, of course, poetry, art and music. No, not the kind of music that sets a man’s muscles to seize, but the kind that puts them at great ease.

      Apollo’s aristocratic appearance and his perfect proportions could easily be translated into the ballet—and ideal to achieve. But to the dancer Apollo has to become more than an ideal; he has to become a solid presence. He has to manifest and then immortalize from the inside out.

      Brando had, to some degree, become immortalized in my life as an Apollo—a presence that had been with me all of my life. I could understand his language on a deeper level. I had always understood. This man, to me, was the measure of all things. And of course, it made sense; he was the leader of the Muses and the son of Zeus.

      Brando’s eyes held more power than his hands. A look, that’s all it took, and he could move me in ways that I had never experienced before. A ribbon lost to a controlled wind. The reason I had surrendered without regret.

      Regret came when I thought of him never watching me again, never making me feel that same intense passion that allowed music to inspire a dancer to lose herself to the muse.

      A longing akin to obsession moved me even deeper—a longing to be his angel.

      My dancing pleased him, intrigued him, stirred his soul, and his eyes returned all that he took from me. Even more. So after our weekend had come to an end, the fire to move again ignited inside of me. Every morning before the sun, I woke, put on my pointe shoes, and got to work. My mother was cheered by this display of hard work and dedication, and there was a spark in Maja Resnik’s eyes that hadn’t been present since her dancing days.

      True to his word, Brando and I saw even more of each other, despite my training, until he started to pick up more shifts at the refinery. Christmas, he had said, was the reason.

      To fill the void, I spent more time at the studio, and I danced until the sensation of it made me dizzy and the days blended in a wonderful blur. No longer was there a void. Somehow, this was the more to life that had been missing. All of the connecting pieces finally showed themselves as an evolving beautiful masterpiece.

      During my time at the studio, the younger children would come in, their faces bright, their feet eager. At times, they would watch me before or after their classes.

      I found that I rather liked the times they watched me. All of their questions and their excitement were novel, yet familiar. This inspired me to teach a class full of toddlers. Pnina opposed this at first—you teach! she had gasped. But it was either that or I quit. I had learned how to draw a line, and she couldn’t stand that her power had somehow slipped. (My mother and father owned the studio, of course, so there was no problem there.)

      Only those who can’t, teach was an absurd notion to me. If both could be done with ease, why not?

      I fell in love with how uninhibited the children were, their smiles and giggles and even tears, and some days I wondered if that’s why Brando had stopped and watched me dance that night in the snow. Perhaps he had seen something in me that no one else had: whatever it is that causes one person to be in awe of another. In Brando’s case it was to fall in love. A few times he had said, in that casual but shocking way of his, that when I danced, I wore my heart, my soul, my spirit on my sleeve. The art of it turned me inside out. Perhaps that’s what it is, the ability to see someone inside, before the outside became relevant.

      I looked forward to my classes with an enthusiasm I had never felt before. And to musing about Brando, but that was a given, not a surprise.

      I enjoyed teaching so much that one night, while up late studying for an exam, the thought led me to Maggie Beautiful. How she had asked me to read the writing on the shirt. A curious burn ignited deep inside of me. And after speaking to Mr. Persons, my English teacher, who regaled me with astounding facts about illiteracy, the burn became a mission.

      I could help her. More than that, I yearned to teach her, to give her the power to read.

      Every book that I could find on the subject became mine. I read and read and read, until certainty became enough assurance to act. The approach had to be sensitive, unique, but that, too, came to me—and I went for it.

      I knocked on her door, waiting for her to answer. I held my breath, anticipating how she would be dressed today. When she appeared, I released it in a rush. Plain clothes. I was almost disappointed. Then I made her an offer that I hoped she couldn’t refuse.

      She lifted her red nail to her pouty mouth, deliberating. My offer had shocked her. I might not have known Maggie Beautiful all that well, but it didn’t seem like much shook the woman. Brando didn’t bring me over often, but when he did, Maggie Beautiful’s personality never wavered in the slightest from our first meeting—eccentric to the extreme.

      Her crimson lips parted. She tapped the nail against her teeth for a moment, before she scrunched up her nose. “Did I hear you correctly, Doll? You want to teach me how to use a superpower? Or to have one?”

      I looked longingly inside the house, tempted to stretch my arms out so the warm air could touch my chilled hands, before I nodded. “That’s right. I have a superpower. And I want to share it with you.”

      She glanced behind her. “Brando’s not home.”

      “All the better.” I smiled.

      “Is this for girls only?” She seemed to brighten at the idea.

      “Sure. We can make it like a girl’s club.”

      She clapped. “Oh, girl! That sounds like a riot. I love how saucy you are! Can you tell me what this superpower is?”

      “I—” The words froze in my throat. I kept my eyes steady on hers, hoping she wouldn’t shut the door in my face, praying she would give me a chance. Taking a deep breath, I assumed the Superwoman pose. Hands on hips, legs apart. “Yes. Yes, I can. I want to—I want to teach you how to read, Maggie Beautiful. That’s a superpower.”

      She giggled, which in Maggie Beautiful’s world equaled a despairing sigh. Her laughter was usually boisterous, full of bass. “You caught that, huh? Saucy and smart. You are a supergirl.” She appraised me for a moment. “I don’t know if I have it in me. I’ve never been one to cling to books or things like that. But.” A spark. “I’ve always wanted to read romance novels.”

      I grabbed her hand, surprising us both, and squeezed. “You do have it. I promise! You do!”

      She nodded, and I saw her throat bob with a thick swallow. “All right.” She moved aside. “Come in.”

      “Thank you, Maggie Beautiful!”

      She threw back her head and laughed. “You’d think it was you doing the learning!”

      Maggie Beautiful insisted that we had to have music. I insisted that it had to be low. And so we agreed. She selected a Jimmy Durante tune and then set off to make us some hot chocolate. I settled myself at the table, taking out the books, and creating an organized learning situation. Not long after, she emerged, a cup piled high with marshmallows in each hand, and a leprechaun hat askew on her head.

      I took a seat next to her, thanked her for the hot chocolate, and then took a huge gulp. The weather had turned frosty, but it was a humid frosty, and the cold refused to leave me—I was eager for the warmth.

      I had to restrain myself from spitting the gulp out and force my throat to work. She watched me from behind her glass, a smile playing on her lips.

      “Do you like it, Doll?”

      I set the cup down, still feeling the burn. Not the burn from heat, either. “What did you put in it?”

      “Bourbon.”

      “Bourbon!” I almost choked on the word. “Maggie Beautiful! I’m not old enough to drink bourbon. And how am I supposed to teach you a superpower if I’m drunk?”

      “Oh,” she said, slapping the air, “it’s good for teething babies. Why not for a chilly evening? Besides, bourbon will only make our supergirl abilities stronger. If all else fails, at least our dancing will improve. Dancing and singing always improve with bourbon. So do looks, but that’s only barroom mumbo-jumbo. But you’re a dancer, so I’m not sure if that will apply to you. How about singing. Can you sing?”

      I pushed the books around, shaking my head. “Humming is as good as it gets.”

      She put her cup down and set her warm hand over mine, ceasing my fiddling. Her face turned serious, and for the first time, her age truly shone through her facade. “Don’t tell Brando. Or the deal’s off.”

      I put my hand over hers. “Why?”

      She shook her head, a thoughtful look glazing over her eyes. “I want to surprise him. I want him to be proud of me, like he’s proud of you. I am who I am, and I’m not sorry for it. But it’s nice to see him look at you that way—like you’re special. I know, it’s different, the relationship between a man and a woman, but just once, I’d like to see him look at me like I’m special too.”

      “You are.”

      “Maybe. Sometimes,” she said quietly. “The Granchios, my parents, were late-in-life Italian immigrants. I came here when I was just a baby. I was born in Italy. Did you know that? No, why would you? I’m being silly. Anyhow, I’m not even sure if both of my parents were legal, but they started a ceramics business once they were settled. They didn’t even enroll me in school. I grew up helping with the business. That’s how I got into this mess in the first place. Luca Fausti blew into town. I mean that too—did you know that he’s a famous racecar driver?”

      “No, Brando only said…only said that Luca…”

      “Killed the sheriff’s wife?” She stared at our hands with a focused sadness. “He did that too. And after it all, I still love the man. I was just a kid. Fifteen. But I looked much older. Much older. I fell in love with him the first time I saw him. Head over heels. No other man could compare. That happens, you know. That kind of intense love creates a standard. Hell, their looks alone create a standard.”

      She smiled, but it wasn’t a smile to entice a smile from me. It made me want to cry.

      “You’ve seen Luca’s son. Let’s just say, Brando is his father’s son. To the bone. To this day, that man is one of the most stunning things I’ve ever laid eyes on. He could talk a habit off a nun, if he wanted to. I mean no disrespect to the Catholic church.” She crossed herself. “But the truth is the truth. It’s a sin to lie. I got pregnant within a month. Even more surprising, to me anyway, he was married. That’s when Margherita Granchio became Maggie Beautiful.”

      She blinked. Really looked at me. It was like she was seeing me for the first time. “That’s why Brando wants you to stay away from me.” She waved a hand. “This place. He has high hopes for you, Doll. I’ve never heard my son refer to anyone or anything as his before. You. You’re his. You belong to him. And I’d say he belongs to you too, if it wouldn’t set him off.

      “Anyway.” She tapped my cheek with her finger and then sighed. “That’s what I do now, to make the evil necessity—money, I mean: I do ceramics on the side, and I sell my work through Craig and Marvin’s antique store. I also run my own cleaning business. It’s not much, but I can do those things without much of a fuss.”

      “Maggie Beautiful,” I whispered. “If your life had been different, what would you have done?”

      Her eyes popped open. “I would have been a showgirl, of course! In Las Vegas. Or I would have gone to Hollywood, to try my hand at being a movie star. Or New York, to star in a hit Broadway show! All of that seems so scintillating.”

      I smiled, feeling a rush of positive energy race through me. “Well, after we’re done, all those maps that can direct you to those places will be at your beck and call. You’ll be able to get there with no trouble.”

      She put her elbow on the table, in an arm wrestling move, and then stuck her little finger out. “Pinky promise?”

      I copied her stance and twisted my pinky around hers. “Pinky promise.”

      She kissed our entwined fingers to seal the deal.
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      A warm smile came to my lips. A smile that I hadn’t felt in this place since…Elliott died. I stood in front of the window to the dance studio, looking out at a world cheered by festive lights. The rim of the glass was painted with sparkling plum trees, a ribbon connecting each one.

      My class had long gone home (we had a successful silly class dancing to “Frosty The Snowman”). My teachers had left too, and I had stayed to dance for me. Classical music pleased others; performing to whatever music moved my soul pleased me.

      Maggie Beautiful had been playing a good bit of Jimmy Durante during our lessons, and he stuck. She had decided that if I was going to teach her, she was going to teach me by widening my music tastes with all of her music tastes, which ranged from oldies to present.

      No matter how hard I tried, I could never get a good hold on her. But I enjoyed her diverse whims. They gave me a chance to discover music that I never would have otherwise.

      The glass was chilled from outside, a fog appearing around my palm as I pressed it against the pane. My cheeks were hot with blood, all those champagne bubbles bursting at once, and my body was as light as a drifting feather—close to the feeling I got when Maggie Beautiful’s special hot chocolate made it to the pit of my stomach. Goosebumps prickled my skin.

      He was out there, watching me.

      The urge to run to him became strong, but I controlled the impulse in favor of dancing for him—just for a bit. My movements came in time to the whimsical music. I danced like he was the last audience I would ever dance for—no regrets if he was. When the song came to an end, a different one picked up. His absence from the other side of the window could be felt, but his presence just moved, this time into the studio.

      The rush I felt when I saw him started in my head and rushed to my toes, making me feel dizzy. Our time together had been scarce of late, and seeing him felt like the first time, but even better.

      His smiles should’ve come with a warning. He did the most dangerous thing then: he smiled at me, and the breath caught in my throat. “Ballerina Girl.”

      On impulse, not thought, I ran to him, throwing myself into his arms. Running my fingers through his hair, cold from being outside, I gripped, pulling his mouth to mine. His tongue tasted like raspberry sucker and mint. He broke the kiss, both of us short on breath.

      “You missed me.”

      I pinched my fingers together, only leaving a slight margin to let light through. “A little.”

      He smiled and then kissed me again. He missed me too.

      “I love when you surprise me,” I whispered against his lips.

      A shiver ran through his body and another warm rush spread through mine.

      “Yeah.” He wrapped his arms around my body, picking me up off the floor, keeping me pressed against his chest. My hands rested on his wide shoulders. “It’s never a sure thing. Not when you feel me before I can surprise you.”

      “Sometimes,” I said, “you do come as a surprise. That’s why I love it so much. It’s rare.”

      He stared at me, face unreadable. I wondered what had caused me not to feel him when he had first arrived. It wasn’t until some time after he arrived that his presence in my blood started to rise like champagne bubbles. The connection between us stood strong, but there were times when my attention would be so focused on one thing that I didn’t feel him until after his force field had plowed over all others. I assumed this was because the connection became background noise, and if I didn’t sense anything wrong, it settled into the natural noise of my beating heart.

      Or…had he figured out a way to hide from me?

      I laughed at how ridiculous that sounded and looked down at him. He narrowed his eyes but said nothing. “I thought you had to work?”

      “I took off. I needed to see you.”

      “About?”

      “Nothing. The word ‘need,’ Scarlett. You haven’t eaten much today. We’ll eat.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “How do you know what I’ve eaten today…or not?”

      He tapped his temple and then his heart. The only answer I’d get. We both knew he had people reporting back to him about what I did. I just hadn’t realized how minute the details could get.

      “I bet you pay those Italian men that come to town every so often to keep an eye on me,” I teased. “Must be mundane for them to have to count the calories I consume.”

      At the mention of the Italian men, he squeezed me even harder, his arms slipping further down, to my behind. The mention of the Italians in bespoke suits made him tense.

      “Or Mick,” I said, attempting to soothe over what I hadn’t intentionally caused. “How much do you pay him, hmm?”

      “Fucking Mick,” he said, and the anger in his voice surprised me.

      It belatedly dawned on me that he assumed Mick had told me the truth: Brando paid him to watch out for me.

      “You pay him!” I gasped, attempting to wiggle out of his iron hold. He refused to relent.

      “Yeah.”

      “How much?”

      “Enough.”

      “Why?” My voice went high.

      “To keep me sane.”

      “There’s not enough money in the world to fix that,” I mumbled, knowing it was useless to even try to argue with him.

      He grinned at that.

      I sighed, a soft breath that he seemed to breath in. “Your snitches are wrong, Fausti.” Most people in town butchered his last name, but since I had Italian, I pronounced it correctly—Fow-stee. “Violet brought me a salad earlier, compliments of Eunice. Besides. You know what happens to snitches.”

      He gave me a hard look.

      “They end up in ditches, those bitches!”

      He didn’t laugh. “What are you in the mood for, Ballerina Girl? Food,” he amended when he caught the look on my face. That was a loaded question and he knew it.

      “Coffee sounds good. And being with you. Being with you sounds even better. Let me change my shoes, gather my things, close up, and then we go.”

      Before he set me down, his hands roved to my behind and he squeezed my cheeks. I had to stand in place for a moment or two before I could move. He walked to the sound system, studying it. “Jimmy Durante,” he murmured. “He’s a bit old for you.”

      Suspicion, his, not mine, prickled the hair on my neck. “Err…I like him?”

      “You’re nervous.”

      “I’m not!”

      “You are. You get flustered. You err, or hmm, or huff, and then make a statement sound like a question.”

      It was best to ignore him and his truth. I didn’t need him digging and finding out what Maggie Beautiful and I were up to. She had told me, inadvertently, how he had people watching me, so we came up with a system to fool them. She picked me up behind the studio after whoever dropped me off.

      She wasn’t supposed to drive, but she did. Of course. Maggie Beautiful could never be put into any shaped box. Her depth was too complex for bars. Violet also assisted us in this scheme.

      Mick didn’t care much about me when she came around and drug him in another direction— assuring him that his charge was safe in the dance studio.

      I took a seat on the floor, pointing out that the stereo played songs from numerous genres and times. He watched as the ribbons around my ankles unraveled and my pointe shoes revealed the ugliness of a dancer’s foot. Packaged in beauty, what lied beneath showed the truth—how grueling it could be.

      He inhaled a shocked breath and his face turned into a hard mask. “Your feet.” The words were a threat.

      I smiled at his chivalry. The pivot in conversation worked too. “Dance. Dance happens to my feet. It’s a normal part of the process. My feet are the tools of my trade. They work hard.”

      He stepped forward with cautious intent, as if moving too fast would hurt me even more. He knelt down beside me, taking my foot in his hand. His soft touch over bruised and bloodied skin made me tremble.

      “I didn’t realize.”

      “Most people don’t. See?” I used his back to lift myself from the floor. He stood with me. Then I stood on my toes (en pointe), one pointe shoe off, one on. “That’s all anyone sees—the end result, not the reality.”

      I gasped, taken by surprise when he swept me off my feet. He just as swiftly set me back on the floor. “Take the other one off. Tell me what I have to do around here to close up.”

      I directed him, just like he had asked. He refused to let me move despite my protests. He kept eyeing my feet with both fear and intrigue. My feet were not my prettiest feature. That’s what made the irony so thick. The beautiful slipper hid the hard work it took to wear them.

      He seemed uncomfortable, a bit unnerved, angry even. He kept questioning me as he cleaned—You’re bleeding. You have bruises. Your toes are taped. Blood is coming through the tape. Are those bandages?

      After I continued to assure him that all was normal with my feet, and he was finished closing up, he swept me off my feet, or the floor, once again, refusing to let me walk to his truck.

      I threw my head back and laughed, moving my legs despite him telling me not to. “You are insane, you beastly man!”

      “You’re not allowed to walk. Stop moving your legs.”

      I sighed, keeping my head back, looking up at the stars as he carried me. The back of the leotard scooped into a deep U, and the leather jacket pressed against bare skin. “Where are we going then?” I asked. “It better be a place that has zero gravity or your arms are going to get tired.”

      “Never. I could carry you forever. Even if your toes didn’t resemble shredded meat.”

      My body bobbed with his movements. “That was the tape—” bob “—not my toes, mon ange.”

      The endearment came out softer than intended. His thoughtfulness had gotten to me, turning me into a floating creature, his love my helium.

      He stopped walking. His heart picked up speed against my ear. “Angel.”

      I lifted my head and caught his stare. “I’m your ballerina girl. You’re my angel. Remember? At the cabins, after you served me coffee in bed, I—”

      “Not the same.”

      “How so?”

      “Softer,” he said.

      “Oh.” I sighed. He had noticed the subtle difference. This time it had felt more personal, more…intimate.

      He bent down, opening his creaking truck door, then set me gently on the old leather seat. The cold seemed to cling to my bottom half, not as covered as the top half, making me shiver. My bare feet against the floor mat felt raw; the hot ache pulsated against the chill.

      Brando stood there, staring at me long enough that I started to worry. “Bran—”

      “Watch your hands and feet,” he said, almost a pleading note in his voice. He bent over and kissed the tip of my nose before shutting the door.

      I scooted over and opened his side. After he had slid in, I sat next to him on the middle seat.

      “Where are we going?” I whispered.

      “I’m going to take care of you, Scarlett.”

      Those were the last words spoken between us until we arrived at Maggie Beautiful’s.
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        * * *

      

      Brando threw his keys on the TV stand and then deposited me on the sofa. Gravity had nothing on him, it seemed.

      He motioned to my legs. “Take those things off and get comfortable.” Then he left me all alone in the front room.

      The only light came from the hundreds of Christmas lights Maggie Beautiful had strung up on the walls (it seemed like she stapled them), over the shelves (with hooks), along the TV stand (in a river-runs-around-it pattern), and around the kitchen table (with tape?).

      Maggie Beautiful had told me that she didn’t like putting lights on the outside of the house because that was only for the benefit of the world. She would rather put them inside, for her eyes to enjoy. She had compared it to painting fingernails and toenails.

      She seemed to think that most ladies who painted their fingernails did so to impress the world, but the ladies who painted their toenails had nothing to prove to anyone.

      “What about both?” I had asked.

      She had shrugged. “Overachievers?”

      We both had laughed.

      I looked down at my hands. My fingernails were painted white. My eyes moved further down, to my bare feet. Did blood stains count? Or how about the purple color of my toes? Or the reddish hue of my toenails? I shook my head, wondering if my time with Maggie Beautiful had started to change me to my core. She just seemed to have that effect on people.

      As I took off my leg warmers, I wondered if, just by a change in music, Brando could sense that we had been hanging out.

      Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps…

      Then I wondered if he wanted me to take off my leggings too. The idea both thrilled and frightened me. No, he would take them off, a voice in the back of my mind clued me in.

      Keeping those on then…

      When he returned to the room, he held a bucket of steaming water in his hands. He set it before the sofa and went back into the kitchen. Before he appeared once again, I hurried to the stereo and pressed play. Jeff Buckley’s moody voice poured out, filling the small room.

      A huff came from my mouth when I took a seat before the steaming tub of water. New smells were beginning to percolate. Eucalyptus. Peanut butter. Coffee. All distinct smells, each separate one vying for a breath of their own.

      “Here.” He handed me a cup and a plate with a sandwich. “Coffee. Peanut butter and honey.”

      “Peanut butter and honey?”

      “Maggie Beautiful. She trashes jelly if I buy it. Claims it’s too cliché with peanut butter.”

      “Oh.” That made sense, for Maggie Beautiful.

      I thanked him, setting the plate on the table beside me, and wrapped my fingers around the cup. Wait for it…wait for it… No surprises this time. No bourbon.

      “Eat,” he ordered.

      I set the cup on the side table and lifted my hands. “All right!”

      Peanut butter and honey wasn’t half bad. The coffee washed it down nicely. As I ate and drank, my position afforded me the perfect view.

      Brando had taken off his jacket in the kitchen. A cobalt blue thermal hugged his Adonis form, and the vibrant but deep color set off his eyes and skin.

      Of course he carried Apollo’s spirit, but his body? Even better. Adonis.

      He rolled up his sleeves, exposing well-defined forearms, veins rising and snaking under smooth skin and the ribbon tattoo.

      The most gorgeous view.

      He sat down behind the bucket and reached for my feet. With a gentleness that made me tremble, he rolled my leggings up, running his hands up and down my skin, before he took my left foot and examined it. He went to pull it closer to his mouth, but I yanked back, suddenly self-conscious. I had been dancing for hours on end; if my feet stunk, he didn’t need to know.

      His hold grew even firmer. “Your foot, Ballerina Girl.”

      “Brando!” I pulled even harder, but he refused to let go. “Please.” Even as I said the word, my leg went slack. The look in his eyes pleaded and all of my resistance faded.

      Looking up at me, he placed a chaste kiss on the top of my foot, almost tickling in its caress, and then gently set it down in the water. The warmth rushed over aching feet with a painful intensity. After a moment or two, the soreness started to recede, replaced by the soothing embrace of the water and eucalyptus.

      He repeated the ritual on the right foot.

      Before I could comprehend what my body was doing, my head lolled back, my eyes closed, and the cup tipped in my hand. I set it between my thighs so it wouldn’t spill over. Reaching up, he took it from me and placed it on the table.

      He ran a sponge over my feet and then my legs. The water trickled along my skin in delicate streams. I had no idea how long he continued to do this, but after some time, he traded the sponge for his fingers, working in a meticulous way.

      His hands held just enough strength to release the tightness, the tiredness, and just enough affection to stave off the tightness, the tiredness, so that the combinational punch wouldn’t come back soon.

      I made a noise, between a moan and a release of breath, and his fingers stilled. I splashed a bit of water at him and he continued.

      “This feels like heaven,” I said, my voice floating, almost dreamily.

      “Tell me who does this for you.”

      “No one.” I decided against mentioning that I usually left my feet as is. All of the gunk and buildup aided in their protection. Became a shield to the grueling routines I subjected them to. This felt so good, though, that if he stopped, I’d cry.

      His eyes narrowed in a way that told me he wasn’t pleased. He seemed to concentrate even harder on what he was doing. The pressure increased, making me moan again.

      “This is a beautiful song,” I reflected. “The sort of song inspired by a beautiful woman.”

      “You.”

      I smiled, and I suspected it looked as goofy as it felt. “You’re the first man to ever tell me that. That I’m beautiful.”

      “Your beauty is at a level that scares them. They think it but are too afraid to say it. I’m the first, but I won’t be the last. In that regard. Not all men are afraid, Scarlett. Just the boys.”

      “Does that mean I’m scary beautiful?” I scrunched up my nose. “I’m not sure how to take that.”

      He squeezed my big toe in a playful way. “You’re intimidating. Not the type of woman meant for a boy. Not meant for a lot of men either.”

      A dark look crossed over his features before some semblance of light came back. He wanted to add something else but refrained. “There’s something about you, more than just your physical appearance. You’ll cause trouble, Scarlett. Once you’re out in the world. There’s a thin line between men and monsters. You’re the kind of woman a certain kind of man assumes he’s entitled to.”

      “You?”

      He said nothing, and tension slid in the space that separated us with a vengeance. Why did I get the feeling that he was preparing me for something, something that I would never want? A life without him.

      Too unnerved to relax, I opened my eyes and reached for the cup. The coffee had cooled but was still warm enough to enjoy.

      He must’ve felt the change too. He sighed, releasing whatever he had pent up, and the moment seemed to settle itself. “I have something for you.” He tilted to the side, giving me access to his back pocket. Papers stuck out. “Take them.”

      I bent over and slid the slips out. Minutes passed and not a sound came from my mouth.

      “Scarlett.” He squeezed an ankle.

      “The Gin Blossoms.” I met his eyes. “How did you…?”

      “Ways.”

      I waved the tickets. “Six?”

      “Violet and Mick. Mitch and his date.”

      Bringing the tickets to my heart, I gave him a big, stupid grin. Then I pretended to pass out as a loud whoop came from my mouth.

      He laughed, but it was much too short. “I’ve been working more than usual.” I knew that was his way of saying, this is my way of making it up to you. He mentioned Mitch’s birthday and the Festival of Lights coming up, but the tickets were still fresh and nothing else compared.

      The Gin Blossoms! Violet was going to lose her mind! I had never done something so…normal. So effing fun! With Brando Fausti!

      Setting the tickets on the side table, the coffee too, I reached a fingertip out, running it back and forth against his throat. Drifting lower, my finger hooked under the collar of his shirt, pulling him from the floor, to reach my wanting lips.

      The kiss started out slow and gentle but progressed to urgent and needful in record time. In a blur, we had moved to the sofa, my back pressed against it, his hard body pressed against me.

      Without instruction, my legs had parted for him, giving him access to the part of me that had never been touched before. This seemed to please him. This pleased me. An intense ache grew between my thighs, and my lower stomach tightened in anticipation.

      His mouth devoured my lips, the length of my jaw, my neck, the curve of my collarbone, and then he voyaged even lower, to my breasts. His mouth felt warm and teasing against the thin fabric and I moaned. A helpless, yearning sound that seemed to do something to him.

      He made a low noise in his throat in response, a guttural sound that seemed to echo inside of me, making my lower stomach clench even tighter. His eyes. Oh God, those eyes. Hooded as though drunk, the darkness behind smoldering, all of that deep intensity aimed at me. The rage, the restraint, it would become a released storm.

      It didn’t scare me. It thrilled me to the bone.

      My hips pulsed up to meet his hardness, enticing him to go further, to meet the pulse that he had created and needed to cure. My lips formed words to back up the want.

      “Make that sound again,” he demanded. “For me.”

      I did.

      Begging. Pleading. Please. Oh God, please. His name. Brando. His name was a litany for relief.

      I forgot myself completely, including hands, which ventured down his pants.

      He stilled, sucked in a breath and hissed it out.

      I stilled, not sure where to go from there, but eager to learn.

      My hand burned with his heat, with the urge to explore even further, to watch his face as he surrendered to the coolness of my touch. There was no way for him to deny what I did to him. The proof was pressed against me.

      Teach me, I am yours, my heart pleaded. Let me give my love to you in this way.

      The answering look on his face seemed to respond. You are mine and you will.

      When?

      A car engine sounded close by. Lights shone over the windows in a flash, and then the car idled in the driveway. Maggie Beautiful’s reckless laughter floated toward us before the car door slammed shut.

      His eyes were still hooded, but entirely focused on me, before he seemed to force himself to sit up, giving me a hand to do the same.

      I fixed my clothes, my hair, but he stopped me from fixing anything else by taking my hand and kissing it. His eyes met mine and I smiled without teeth, my cheeks as hot as flames. Embarrassed, some, but more so, still turned on.

      He gave me a quick kiss on the lips, no less searing for its shortness. “Your name should’ve been a warning.” He stood, offering me his hand. “Time to go.”
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        * * *

      

      The feel of him against my hand still burned. Looking down, I used a fingertip to trace the lines of my palm, checking for blisters in the darkness of his truck.

      Oncoming lights shone in the darkness of his eyes, blazing for a second before fading off into the distance. That distinct smell of winter hung in the air; a mixture of burning fireplaces, smoking wood, and chill. Brando’s cologne, something more custom, his own scent, and leather drifted along with it too, all in harmony. The combination was unforgettable. Addicting.

      I inhaled and then the breath left me in a rush. “Brando,” I whispered, to say something. He had become quiet during the drive to my parents’ place. Not displeased. Thoughtful.

      All of that tension hadn’t left. It clung to the cold air as though it were wet. I got the feeling that we both needed more, more time to do what we had been doing.

      He gave me a sideways glance in response to me whispering his name.

      “Brando is an Italian name. It means brilliant raven, fiery torch, beacon.” Forcing myself to stop tracing the lines of my palm, I tucked my hands deep inside the arms of his (my) leather jacket. “Did Maggie Beautiful name you after Marlon Brando?” It seemed like something she’d do, given her flair for dramatics. Stella!

      “No,” he shook his head. “Lucious Fausti gave me the name.”

      “Oh,” I said, taken by surprise. “I didn’t realize…”

      “That he was around? Yeah, I remember him. No problem. Elliott called me Seven. That’s when he was arrested. I was seven at the time.”

      The way he said “no problem” had me even more curious. Maja had once told me that it’s not the people that are often talked about that you should pay attention to; it’s the ones who people refuse to talk about that should capture your interest. No one wanted to speak of Luca Fausti. Except for Maggie Beautiful.

      The rest treated him as though saying his name aloud would somehow summon him. It had been terrible what happened to Sheriff Stone’s wife and their unborn child. Still, he was someone’s father. Brando’s. And I got the feeling there was more to the situation then he let on.

      If I were to push him on the matter? He would tell me the truth about his infamous racecar driver father. Then what? I didn’t want to answer that. He seemed particularly protective over me where certain situations were concerned. No, best let that be. For now.

      “I see his face every time I look in the mirror.”

      My eyes came up, absorbing his profile. Regal, sharp, bold, intense, there wasn’t a damn thing about him that came across as unattractive. He practically oozed virility. In the confines of his truck, the air felt thick with his presence, too small for the power he carried in his shoulders alone.

      It wasn’t that he was overly muscular. No, he was just perfect, in that regard. Strength radiated from him, always a challenge that no man usually took, and I could sense it—taste it on my tongue.

      As usual, speaking of his father had turned his mood. Whatever he had been feeling before, he was using this to fuel the flame.

      “Brando. How many women have you been with?”

      If the question shocked him, it didn’t show. He lifted his hands on the wheel. “I never kept count.”

      “All right.” I looked down, expecting to find my hands. Instead, I stared at the peaks of my knuckles, my hands gripping the fabric as though the leather could keep me from falling. “How many virgins?”

      “None.”

      “Zero?”

      “You heard me, Scarlett.”

      I did. But his answer had shocked me. Even talking about this had me uncomfortable. Not discussing sex, but discussing what he had done before me. It made my stomach flop in an uneasy way, and that crazed, jealous streak started to burn green.

      “I’m not that kind of man to begin with,” he said, drawing my attention back to his gorgeous profile.

      Why would have been the most pragmatic response to this blatant comment. But the answer had already come to me, back at Maggie Beautiful’s, on the sofa. Part of it. I could’ve been wrong, but I didn’t think I was. It didn’t seem normal, his…substantial size.

      Yes, definitely Apollo and Adonis.

      Nothing about him scared me though. Did he make me wary? Yes, only because I didn’t want to push him too far, too fast. No one else could. I held that power. Yet, I refused to.

      Still, I had more to say on the matter.

      “I am.” My voice came out small, but brave enough. “A virgin. And I have no shame.”

      “You are,” he said, his tone even, but burning with something below the surface. “And that wasn’t the intent of my comment, to cause shame. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “How? How do you know for sure? That I am?”

      He grinned at that, but I found nothing humorous about it. “It’d take a fucking fool to even try.” His hands squeezed the wheel tighter, causing the veins in his arms to become more prominent.

      I sat up taller in the seat. “I wouldn’t have.” I stuck my chin up. “I’ve never loved anyone before you.”

      “Still.” He shrugged, but it was stiff. The tension in his shoulders was apparent—the cords in his neck strained against his skin. “Not even a touch.”

      “Is it more than that? Take other men out of the equation.”

      “Already did,” he said, a definite note of anger in his voice. “But to answer your question. Yeah. Your body speaks to mine.”

      “Will you…” Now I fumbled. “Does that mean that we—” I motioned between us. “I mean, if you’re not that kind of man to begin with, does that mean I have to start with someone…?” This was coming out all wrong! I took a deep breath, prepared to go in for another try, but he glanced out of the side mirror before he pulled to the side of the road.

      We bumped over a gravel patch until we hit grass and he set the truck in park. We idled, headlights casting two beams along the empty two-lane road. He stared out of the window for a moment before he turned to me. After an intense minute, where we just stared at each other, he stalked closer, like a powerful, lethal cat, an innocent doe in his sights.

      My heart picked up, my mouth parted, and my breath came out in pants. He had purposely cornered me on the opposite side of the truck, my back against the seat, my arm pressed against the door.

      He stared down at me, licking his lips, studying my face with…a passion that made me weak.

      Lower, I clenched, and then sucked in a breath of air.

      He leaned closer and my eyes automatically closed. The intake of breath left me in a slow, soft stream. The tip of his sharp nose came to my chest, the hollow of my throat, and he breathed in as he glided up to the edge of my chin, until he came down, just to move to the frantic pulse in my neck.

      It mimicked the heart beating in my chest, thrumming in my ears, drowning out all other sounds.

      It would have seemed that this was a sensual move, but it was more than that. Possessive. Having the ability to feel him put me at an advantage. I had seen how most people reacted to him. They didn’t know how to take him, so they couldn’t read him. He gave nothing away, unless he wanted to. It was different for me. For the most part, he couldn’t hide from me, which meant that I felt him on a different level.

      When he spoke, he spoke to the pulse in my neck. “No one touches you, Scarlett Rose,” he murmured, his breath washing over my chilled skin in soft, warm exhales. “Mine.”

      “First and last,” I breathed, unable to stop the truth from spilling from my mouth. Something I longed to believe in, to hold close and call all mine for the rest of my life.

      In response to this, he bit me hard enough that my hands came up, finding his shoulders, and my nails dug into his skin. I hissed out a breath, a shot of lightning racing between my legs, stronger this time—it hadn’t really faded from earlier, the pulse—and a noise that didn’t seem to come from a human being came from my mouth.

      With him, this way, the word “inhibition” held no meaning. He made me feel the same way he was—animalistic.

      “Answer me,” he demanded, about to set his teeth against tender skin again.

      I had answered him, without prompting. But “first and last” were not the words he demanded to hear. One word.

      “Yes,” I breathed. “Yes.” Oh God, yes!

      Instead of the sharpness of his teeth, his tongue trailed over the spot he had bitten, slow and warm, until he ventured further up, tracing the shape of my mouth, before his lips met mine and he kissed me, deep, long and languorous, his tongue sweet against mine, thumbs stroking over the soft fabric of my top, over my nipples.

      Whimpering—that’s what came from me.

      After he had broken the kiss, the touch, I sat immobilized, unable to move. He had stolen my breath—no, everything—and had yet to give it back. I doubted that he ever would.

      “Enough,” he said, starting to drive again. “For now.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          

      

    

    






Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      The concert fell on Mitch’s birthday, which he wasn’t all too pleased about. We all gave him an out, if he wanted to take it, but he refused, deciding instead to make the night even more memorable. Being a nuisance. This behavior continued after we arrived at the train tracks.

      “My ears…” he screeched. “They’re bleeeeeding!” He slapped his hands over his ears before laughing his sandpaper laugh. “All that puss music was like water torture to the eardrums. Now this, this is what you call legit music.”

      He gave two birds to the sky and started to sing “Highway to Hell” with the stereo somewhere in the distance. Then he turned to Violet and me. “What do you say, Violet? I’m getting there.” He winked.

      Mitch had been extra taunting tonight, especially toward Violet, almost to the point of manic. I didn’t like the way he openly appraised her, then would smile a slow melting smile, or the fact that he wouldn’t stop making obnoxious comments—about the Gin Blossoms concert, about the crowd being too chill (he almost started a mash pit), and about his date—Penny.

      She had gone to collect her friends, and since she wasn’t around to take some of the heat, it all seemed to be directed at Violet.

      “Grow up, Peter Pan,” Violet muttered, not meeting his eyes.

      The hot and serious look Mitch gave Violet when she called him Peter Pan made me entwine our arms together, pulling her closer. The Polaroid camera strapped around her wrist swung like a pendulum.

      I hadn’t seen much of Violet because of my dance schedule, teaching the toddlers, Maggie Beautiful, and my own schoolwork. Not to mention all of the time I had been spending with Brando. She had been spending a lot of time on the school newspaper and our final yearbook.

      Since she wanted to shake things up a bit, she picked seven seniors who all had different paths ahead of them, and she was doing in-depth articles about each. I was one of the seven. Hence why she carried around her camera at all times. Her spare time was spent with Mick.

      The beautiful thing about Violet and me was that our friendship was not built on co-dependency. We could go weeks without hanging out and then pick up just where we had left off like no time had passed between us. There were times where I had traveled the world for months on end. We had boxes of letters and trinkets we had sent each other during our time apart.

      In all the ways that counted, Violet had become my sister.

      When I saw her at school after our time at the cabins, I had tried to coax whatever happened between her and Mitch out of her to no avail. She’d clam up, then laugh it off, and then become so silent that I would have to touch her to get her to participate in the conversation again.

      I couldn’t complain about her silence. I had given her the same sort of treatment over the years, and even then, she only knew the bare minimum about Brando and me. Her privacy had to be respected until she felt it was the right time to confess whatever it was that was going on. If she ever would. She had changed. Something about her seemed more mature, quieter in a way that unsettled me.

      “Yeah, what’s up with you tonight?” Mick said, catching up to us, throwing his arm around Violet’s shoulder. He pulled left, I pulled right, and she seesawed between us.

      Mitch walked backward, spreading his arms wide. “Nothing at all, lil brother. What would make you ask such a question?”

      “I know what it is.” Mick laughed. It was such a smooth sound, so different from his brother’s. “You’re a grumpy old man now.”

      “Grumpy old man?” Mitch stopped walking and waited for us. When we were close enough, he threw himself on his brother, breaking Mick and Violet’s connection.

      Mitch rubbed his knuckles over Mick’s head in a Three Stooges move. Not long after, they started to wrestle like two young boys. Both of the cigarettes tucked behind their ears fell to the dusty ground.

      Violet and I kept walking toward the fire. We said nothing for some time, the party revved up around us, and I pulled her closer. Her body heat warmed me—Brando’s jacket was sufficient, but the thin, black, long-sleeve t-shirt underneath, paired with a short, blue velvet skirt and black stockings, didn’t seem to be warding off the cold as much as needed. At least my feet were good in Doc Martens.

      I bumped her with my hip.

      She grinned, but her eyes seemed glossed over, far away. She seemed to be reaching for something she couldn’t quite grasp. “Did I mention how utterly Medusa-like your hair looks tonight? Those wild curls are on pointe.”

      The grin on my face matched hers. “No, but you created this look, so I thought you would have noticed.”

      “Right,” she extended the word. “At any rate. I love the look on you. It brings out the tamed, but tortured, ballerina gone rogue.”

      “Those are two words that don’t usually go together.”

      “Ballerina and tortured?”

      “No, ballerina and rogue.”

      “All jokes aside.” She sighed. “You look beautiful, Scarlett. You look happy.”

      I stopped walking and pulled her back. She refused to face me. “Tell me what’s going on, Violet.” The comment startled me—not so much the comment, but the way I had worded it. Blunt. I had adopted Brando’s usual commanding way.

      She glanced behind us, at the two brothers rolling around in the dirt. Then she turned her eyes forward. They glistened in reflection to the bonfire and the tears she seemed to be holding back. Her thick, dark, intense eyebrows were at war with the helpless look in her eyes. She sniffled and then ripped her arm from mine.

      “I’m fine, Scarlett. I’m happy. See.” She smiled a cheesy smile. “I’m just fine.”

      I went to touch her but thought better of it. “All right,” I said softly. “But if you ever feel blue, you know that I’m always here for you.”

      She spit out a laugh mixed with a sob, though no tears fell, and then entwined our arms together again. We continued forward.

      “Did you ever ask the sinful chocolate cake to your parents’ annual Christmas party?” She nodded toward Brando, who stood on the other side of the flames, his usual sucker in place, his eyes resolute on my forward-moving form.

      The heat made him seem like a gorgeous mirage.

      “He’s been watching you since way back there.” She threw her chin toward the past. “You must throw off a certain degree of heat that only his sensor can find. He just went to help cart the ice chests and look at him. His eyes are locked and loaded on you. All night. That’s all he did. Watch.”

      He did, but he seemed to enjoy himself too, even though the music didn’t suit his tastes. I’d never forget the feel of his substantial arms and hands snaking around my waist, holding me while I danced to the music. He moved with me, his breath in my ear when he leaned in to kiss me there.

      I couldn’t respond to her. Even though we were just together, the slight separation caused the blood in my veins to heat and the flutters in my stomach to flit around in a wild panic when our eyes connected. An unbidden smile came to my face.

      “You are such a goober,” she laughed. “Why are you smiling?”

      I shrugged in response to her last question and answered her first. “No, I haven’t invited him. Yet. I was going to ask him during the Festival of Lights.”

      “Have you asked your parents?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, this should be good. I’d love to be a fly on the wall when Pnina Poésy gets wind of this.”

      “Penny and Jane and the rest of them are friends with Charlotte. And if Charlotte knows, Mati knows.” Mati is the Slovenian word for mother. “Violet…” For some reason something she had said triggered another thought. “Do you ever talk to Brando? About me?”

      Asking was fruitless, I knew. I hadn’t spoken to Violet, or anyone, about the offers on the table. But Brando knew. Whoever told him I had the chance to dance abroad, anywhere I wanted to, had to be in my inner circle.

      “Yeah,” she said with a flair of drama. “As if. I have a hard enough time getting you to talk. If you’re Alcatraz, he’s Fort Knox.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. Have you been telling him things about me?”

      “Like what?”

      “Never mind.”

      “Do you need a chill pill, Sandy? Because you’re tripping.”

      Before I could respond, Brando moved from the fire and met us.

      “Hello,” I said, rather breathless.

      “Hi,” he said, a wide grin stretching the planes of his beautiful face.

      Violet groaned. “I need a drink.” And she left us to our own little bubble.

      “I missed you.” I looked up into his eyes, so warm from the fire.

      “It’s been five minutes, Scarlett.”

      “Those five felt like a lifetime.”

      “Baby,” he said, and I shivered. He had only called me the endearment once before, and during a time when worry for Violet had me anxious. “Come.” He took my hand in his, instantly engulfing me in warmth. “You need a spot close to the fire.”

      A soft plaid blanket had been laid over the bed of Mitch’s truck. Brando swooped me up and set me on the edge of the bed, legs dangling over the side. He handed me a water bottle from the ice chest. I took it with thanks. It wasn’t until after the concert that I realized how loud Violet and I had been screeching and how parched my throat felt.

      Brando leaned against the truck, his legs crossed at the ankles, drinking from his own bottle.

      We chatted for a bit about the concert (he said he enjoyed it more than he thought he would), about Mitch (he’ll come around, he’s just having a bad night), and about when the next train would come through (he figured it would be about another twenty minutes).

      A couple of guys went to walk past but, seeing Brando, invited him to see a sports car one of them had just bought. He still didn’t know that I knew his father was a famous racecar driver, but it made sense when one of the guys mentioned that Brando would appreciate the speed of the car.

      I encouraged him to go; being warm and comfortable had its perks. He gave me a kiss and told me that he’d be back in five.

      “Stay put,” he said, walking backward. He gave me a stern look. “I mean it.”

      “And if I don’t?” I lifted my hands in surrender. “I’m kidding, Brando!”

      He had started to come back, the usual fire making his eyes smolder.

      Believing me, he turned to go again, and I noticed that Penny and her friends, including Jane, had gathered around a lone dead tree and were watching Brando as he faded off into the night. I decided to ignore it.

      Nothing really interesting caught my eye afterwards, so I fixed my gaze on the sky, admiring the hundreds of stars that brightened the darkness. A full moon ballooned in the center of our universe, the one that belonged to us, lending the stars a helping hand.

      A fondness for the sky and all that it included, especially the stars, seemed to have been with me forever. Sometimes it was hard for me to describe the connection to it. It all felt so connected to life, even though they were so far away. One part heaven; one part reality. Elliott’s death had only increased the love and admiration that had been there from the start.

      Closing one eye, I raised a hand, splaying my fingers. Stars dotted the spaces in between. I moved my hand back and forth, just to make waves.

      “Is he a friend of yours?”

      It took me a moment to reach the voice. I had been far, far away in my own galaxy. “Who?”

      “That putz.”

      I blinked away the tiny lights, zoning in on the voice that had spoken to me. He held a red cup in his hand and had it pointed at Ace, who stared at me. Even though I tried to avoid him at school, during life in general, he always found me. He’d make eye contact, smile, give me a two-finger salute, and then walk away.

      “No,” I said. “He’s just someone I pass in the halls at school.”

      The voice laughed. “How are you, dancin’ Scarlett?”

      In the glow of the fire, I searched his face. He had handsome features, in the classical sense. Everything was where it should be, the exact shape it should be, and the perfect size to enhance said shape. Intrigue was not the reason I searched though. I couldn’t place him. Then he smiled.

      “Travis? Travis Becker?”

      “Dancin’ Scarlett!”

      I jumped off the bed of the truck and into his open arms. He spun me around for a moment before he set me down.

      “Look at you!” He held me out, looking me up and down. “You’re even prettier than I remember.”

      “How long has it been?” I said, an honest smile coming to my face.

      “I left the summer after Elliott died.”

      “That’s right.” I nodded. “What have you been up to?”

      Travis had been one of Elliott’s “smart” friends, as my mother had called his group. She had urged Elliott to socialize with them more often, but Elliott had a daring heart, and his close friends represented that.

      As he began to tell me about his new life out in the world, Travis and I took a seat on the edge of Mitch’s truck, facing each other. He had been accepted into medical school at Harvard. Cambridge winters and how harsh they were seemed to be the biggest topic on his mind.

      “That’s wonderful, Travis,” I said, smiling at him when he took a breather.

      “It’d be nice to have someone warm like you to hang out with.” He touched my leg. “Enough about me. Are you still dancing?”

      “Yes, I—” I was sidetracked by Brando’s arrival. He had somehow slipped in and stood next to me, watching Travis.

      Travis hadn’t noticed him either, not until my eyes drew upward and his attention followed.

      “Brando!” Travis jumped from the truck bed, the absence of his weight making it lift. “How are you, man?”

      Travis offered Brando his hand and they shook. It wasn’t as personal as the one-arm man hug that Brando and the Lewis brothers gave to each other from time to time; more civil.

      “Travis.” Brando nodded. “I’m good.”

      The conversation steered toward them. Travis asked Brando about college—where he had decided to go, what he was majoring in. My cheeks felt hot and my eyes found my fingers when Brando told him he had turned down all of the scholarships offered and was working at the oil refinery.

      Brando didn’t seem to have a problem with it; neither did I. There was no shame in an honest day’s work. But I felt guilty whenever the topic veered in that direction. All of his potential had been wasted on a cause not worth sacrificing for.

      “Oh.” Travis sounded surprised. He put his hands in his pockets. “That’s, um—that sounds good, man.”

      “Yeah. It’s honest work.” Brando watched him, wariness in his stance. He took my hand to help me from the truck, and I naturally gravitated closer to his side. His hand snaked around my waist, his hand settling on my hip, as though it was the most natural thing in the world. It was, to us.

      Travis’s gaze lingered over our connected hands longer than necessary, in my opinion. Then in a move almost comical, his eyebrows shot up to his forehead and his eyes widened.

      “You and Scarlett?” Judging by the shocked look on his face, he didn’t mean the verbal vomit, but the words were out there.

      “Yeah, me and Scarlett,” Brando said, his tone flat.

      “Lucky, isn’t that what Elliott used to call you?” Travis asked.

      “Seven.” Brando grinned. It didn’t seem all that amiable, but then again, what circulated under the surface was mine to feel.

      “Yeah. I’m sure he meant it for the same reason. Lucky you.” He gave Brando a tight smile. “It was good seeing you both.” He retrieved his red cup from the truck bed. He pointed it toward a group loitering around, chatting. “I better get back.” He turned to me and gave a warm smile. “I look forward to seeing you at your family’s Christmas party. Or will you be traveling?”

      “No.” I rested my head against Brando’s chest. “I’ll be here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Travis stalked off toward his circle of friends, leaving us in our own space of silence.

      “Would you like to go?” I blurted, shattering it. “With me? To the Christmas party?”

      Brando’s attention was elsewhere, and when I spoke, it took him a moment to focus on me.

      “It’s uptight and full of snobs,” I rallied, “but I’ve been meaning to ask.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “You’ll go with me.”

      “Oh.” I smiled. “I see. You were already invited?”

      “Yeah, I get an invite every year. I just don’t go.”

      “In that case. Yes. Yes, I’d love to go with you.”

      He looked pointedly in the direction Travis now stood. “Travis the frat boy likes you.”

      “Travis?” I scoffed. “I don’t think so. He’s always been friendly. He once asked me if I wanted to play chess with him.”

      “He’s playing chess, all right, but with a different set of rules.”

      “Sometimes playing chess is just that, Brando. A game between two people.”

      “Yeah, sometimes. When the two people are old and need something to do while complaining about the weather.”

      He turned my face in the same direction he had been looking in. Travis caught my eye and turned back to talk to another friend. He had been staring at us.

      “You,” he said. “He can’t stop staring.”

      “He’s in shock. About us.”

      Brando grabbed my hand and led me closer to the fire where a few people were dancing. A soft, slow song drifted in the night. He muttered something underneath his breath—naïve being the operative word.

      I made a flippant comment about not appreciating his insinuation that I was being naïve about Travis.

      He ignored me, pulling me closer to his body, and I responded by wrapping my arms around his neck. “Dance with me, Ballerina Girl.” He slid his fingertips up one of my arms, entwining our fingers together, before setting our connected hands between us.

      I looked up into his eyes and the breath that I had been holding came out in a whoosh. My heart sped up. The flutters floated aimlessly, carrying gravity with them.

      How long would he be able to elicit this reaction from me? Oh God, let it be forever.

      I loved the way his arm wrapped around my lower back, how I could hear his heart beating against my ear, how we could hold each other’s stare without an ounce of awkwardness falling between us, and how we swayed back and forth, completely in rhythm with each other. But most of all I loved how the world melted, and all that was left was him and I, in our own space and time, in our own world.

      Perhaps this was why when the first whistle sounded, I didn’t hear it. And when the first blood-curdling scream pierced the peace, it faded into the atmosphere like a whispered prayer.

      “Mitch! Stop it!”

      “Come on, Dude! That’s not fucking funny.”

      “Mitch! What the hell are you doing, brother?”

      “Brando! Where are you?”

      The mention of his name brought him out of our world and into the harsh reality of circumstances. A small group had formed a U shape around the train tracks, while other groups looked on with curiosity.

      A second whistle blew in the distance.

      “Brando!” Mick found us, his face as white as snow. He yanked at his hair frantically, setting it straight on his head. “You gotta help me. It’s Mitch. He won’t listen to me. He’s had too much to drink. He’s gone crazy.”

      Brando clasped my hand, taking me along with him. Bursting through the thin wall of the group, we found the source of the panic. Mitch stood with one foot off the track, the other on the track, and his body titling toward the train’s passageway. He held his thumb out, like he was hitching a ride.

      My eyes searched for the train—not too far off in the distance, its bright white light a gateway to death.

      Violet cried out, pleading for him to stop. Her mascara cascaded down her face in black ribbons. I went to her, pulling an unsuspecting Brando with me. He had been so focused on Mitch that he went without urging.

      “Stay with Violet.” He went to leave, but I reached out and snatched his arm.

      “No, no, no…” I pleaded. “Don’t…” I couldn’t get the words out.

      “Scarlett.” He glanced toward the train, gauging its oncoming procession of lights and steam and mind-blowing power. “You’d know it. You’d know if something bad was going to happen to me. You’d feel it.”

      “I don’t know…I can’t be sure…I won’t allow you to take the chance!”

      “I trust you. With my life.” He touched my cheek. “If you trust me, we’re solid, baby.”

      My trembling hand let go then.

      In a matter of seconds, he had reached Mitch, attempting to talk some sense into him. Mitch kept going on and on about fate, though, and how we somehow had to restart our hearts to really live…it seemed like nonsense, complete and utter crazy talk.

      As much as I feared for Mitch, my heart was seized in panic for Brando.

      The train whistle sounded again. And again. The conductor sent a final warning. More of the group stepped back, not wanting to be so close.

      “Move her.” Brando’s voice came out sharp, and he pointed toward me. Mick stepped in, moving Violet and me from the blurring speed of the locomotive.

      Three things happened in quick succession: I screamed Brando’s name. Brando seized Mitch by the shirt and then tackled him to the ground. The train blew through our immediate area, it’s nearness enough to send my hair and skirt flying in all different directions. The pulse of the beast thrummed through the air.

      After the train whistled once again, and the entire line moved on for good, an eerie silence descended in its place. I hadn’t even realized Mick held me up until I felt his breath wash over me in a relieved sigh.

      Mitch rocked back and forth on the ground, laughing like a loon, until finally he quieted. He held out his hand for Brando, but Brando refused it.

      “Yeah,” Mitch said, his voice raspy with drink. “I deserve that.” A few moments passed before he sighed, releasing some of the pent-up sadness. “I’ll live to see another day. But what the hell is another day good for? Answer me!”

      When no answer came from below, he looked above, his stare lost to the stars.
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        * * *

      

      Like clockwork, another train whistled in the distance.

      This time, I was prepared for it. I had set my hair in a tight bun.

      “Scarlett.” Violet grasped my wrist, squeezing. “Don’t do this. It’s just a stupid game!”

      “Elliott did it.”

      Brando had promised me that he would show me how my brother had spent his time. This was one of those times.

      After Mitch had lain on the ground longer than necessary, someone gave him a hand up. He faced Brando, the two stared at each other, and then Brando punched him in the gut. He didn’t mean to truly hurt him. Mitch laughed and wheezed at the same time, but to prove some kind of macho point.

      “You got an issue, Lewis,” Brando had said. “You face me, not the train.”

      “Same.” Mitch took in a lungful of air and held his stomach. “Same thing, Fausti.”

      Brando took him by the shoulder and squeezed. Mitch met his eyes, nodded, and then gave me a look that I took as remorseful. Someone else in the crowd mentioned “racing the train,” and now here I stood, watching something my brother used to do unfold.

      Back in the day, each guy couldn’t wait to leave the small town, and they would line up along the tracks, wait for the train, and when it approached, take off running. The winner touched whatever street sign came first. The victor won the prize of symbolism. The winner wouldn’t be stuck in Natchitoches forever.

      I wondered how often Brando won?

      I wasn’t doing this for symbolic meaning. After Mitch’s stunt, I realized what I had to do. The need burned like an itch that couldn’t be scratched.

      I watched the line of males with intense concentration, Brando included, standing in a runners line, waiting for the train to get close enough.

      “Elliot shared the same anatomy!” Violet hissed out of the side of her mouth. “Brando is going to pop his lid. The only reason he didn’t leave with you is because you promised him that you were all right.”

      “I am!”

      “You’re not!” She shook my arm. “Look at them, lined up like idiots! They take this seriously.” She glanced behind her, at the girls giggling and tossing their hair, ready to cheer on their runner. Apart from the itch, another reason for me doing this had to do with me hating to be left behind. “You need a penis for this, Scarlett!”

      It took some squirming and maneuvering to remove my wrist from her grasp. She was right, but it didn’t matter. Taking a deep breath in, I released the air in slow puffs. I closed my eyes, focused my attention, and felt for the hum, listened for the whistle, and prepared myself for the sheer power of steel.

      The next whistle became a gun blast, signaling the start of the race.

      This train wasn’t going slow. Neither was I.

      The guys had a head start, and I easily overtook three of them. Ballerinas were graceful creatures, on purpose, but that didn’t mean we didn’t train hard to look as though we could defy gravity and float.

      The beast tore through the town on the left. Anger pulsed in my ears as loudly as the mighty clack, clack from its relentless stride.

      I pushed myself harder and harder, until the only two runners ahead of me were Brando and Mitch. I could see the camaraderie between them; occasionally they would look at each other and laugh. Mitch must have been breathing hard. The sweet smell of rum wafted in the air behind him.

      His smugness infuriated me. I pushed even harder, taking him without looking at him. I heard him say, “Wha—the—?” and then his voice drifted behind me as I left him in the dust.

      Neck and neck with Brando now. He glanced at me and his jovial mood turned to something else. Shock? Anger?

      It didn’t matter.

      I picked up the pace. He picked up his. If he really wanted me, there was no doubt he’d have me, but he let me run.

      What drove me? Besides the fact that Mitch’s stunt still had my stomach in knots?

      I’d see the train coming in my dreams almost every night at the same time. I’d hear the clunk of its wheels and its trembling boxcars, and I’d see its light—the last thing I imagined my brother saw before he was killed, if he saw anything at all. All of the pure white snow drenched in blood.

      I’d wake up in a sweat, in a spiraling panic that turned me in helpless circles.

      That’s what drove me—insane, most days.

      “Scarlett!”

      I jumped over an eroded divot in the ground and landed with a grace that would impress Maja Resnik. I sailed past a sign, the end of the sprint, but I continued ahead, fueled by madness and a grief that refused to leave me. It clung like a ferocious ghost.

      Brando had had enough. He caught me, setting his body between the train and me, a stonewall barrier. The look on his face, his grip, spoke over the clanking of wheels.

      Enough, he seemed to say. He wasn’t even breathing heavily.

      Sweat puddled underneath my breasts, ran down my stomach, absorbed by the skirt. My shirt stuck to me like a second skin, despite the frigid weather. I ran a hand along my head; the baby hairs along forehead were curled from exertion.

      “Let me go,” I seethed.

      “Never.”

      “One minute then. Give me one minute. Please.” It wasn’t said with a pleasing tone, but with more force than I had ever used with him.

      The tone didn’t impress him. I got the feeling it was the look in my eyes—at war with the front—that had convinced him to let go. Still, he stood close.

      I picked up a hefty stone and hummed it with all my strength at the passing train. Wild want had possessed me.

      I wanted so badly to…to scream!

      The fear ate me up.

      I didn’t want to be afraid one effing second longer!

      Was this the one? The one I could take apart with bare hands to turn back the hands of time?

      I just wanted my big brother back!

      My attention was not on Brando, but I could feel him employing that watchful stare on me as the monstrous tantrum continued on. I threw so many rocks and screamed for so long that my arms became numb and my throat sore.

      Just before my knees buckled underneath me, two strong arms kept me from collapsing to the ground. It wasn’t physical, no, it never was. Not at its core.

      I hid my face in his chest, sniffing, not crying.

      “Enough, Ballerina Girl,” he said, voice gruff and low—from strain or emotion, it was hard to tell.

      “No.” My voice came out hoarse, almost nonexistent. “It’s never enough.”

      “Have mercy on my heart,” he whispered against my hair. “You’re killing me, Scarlett.”

      “I’m tired but I can never sleep, Brando.” The words seemed to float from somewhere beyond reach. “I’m so tired.”

      He pressed me harder to him, cradling me, keeping both of our hearts solid against each other’s. Breaking meant shattering, but with the two of us…

      “You will.” He placed a soft kiss on my temple. “You’ll sleep through the night.”

      As usual, his word was as good as his blood. I fell asleep in his arms as soon as he whispered always in my ear.
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      The man known as the Music Keeper brought me to New Orleans for the second time.

      Rarely did Maggie Beautiful tell me stories about her and Luca. She kept her distance from the subject as much as possible. We both did, if we could help it. But not long ago, I had started going over ideas for Christmas gifts for Scarlett.

      This was our first Christmas together. It was the first chance for me to give her something meaningful. The future was never far off, too fucking close, and whatever came from me would have to have significant meaning.

      My Ballerina Girl had to remember.

      Rarely did I share thoughts. Not even with Maggie Beautiful, though sometimes she had a way of reading me without being forthright about it. “Maternal” could never be synonymous with “Maggie Beautiful” though.

      I grinned at the thought.

      There were rare times when she came through. Small miracles or mercies.

      Maggie Beautiful had started to reminisce about the time she took a trip to New Orleans with Luca while pregnant with me. A man sat next to her on the streetcar, an Italian immigrant who engaged them both in conversation. She described him as old, even back then.

      After some small talk—what part of Italy are you from? And you?—the conversation took a turn. The old Italian told her that he owned a shop on Canal Street. He handed her a card with his name and number, reading the print aloud.

      Giuseppe was his name, but the world, he had said, called him the Music Keeper.

      Intrigued, curious, as Maggie Beautiful usually was, she had asked him why.

      Giuseppe told her that he created custom music boxes for special customers. If she was ever in the business for one, please contact him. She mentioned that the man didn’t look at her, but at Luca.

      Out of the blue, she found his card and handed it to me.

      Ballerina. Music box. She had wiggled her brows. Custom! That's our girl.

      Ours? No, mine.

      Still, I thought, special enough.

      The old Italian was as peculiar as Maggie Beautiful had described him. She could be overly dramatic, but not this time.

      I had to schedule a meeting through his young assistant, Selah, before he would take my order or my money.

      I liked that about him.

      I liked that he asked questions that would've made another man curious. The gift was for Scarlett; therefore, standards had to be met. Not a fucking thing on this earth was too good for her. Most things, I had found, were not good enough.

      Why do you want this? he asked in Italian during our first meeting. Not what I wanted, but why.

      I opened and closed my hands, at a loss for words. It wasn't the question but the answer, I knew. I wouldn't fuck this up with clipped words. I'd give him the truth.

      “Un momento,” I had replied to him in our shared language, tapping once on my temple with my other hand pressed against my heart.

      The truth felt as sharp as glass shards as it came forward. “If I were a writer, a poet, I'd immortalize her in words. If I were a painter, I’d recreate her in canvas. I am none of these things.” I waved a dismissive hand. “You are the master of this shop; I am depending on you to immortalize her in a music box. I want her forever. She's mine.”

      All of this flowed out in Italian. It felt familiar with him, right to.

      He nodded at this, asked me a few more questions—I didn't realize I had admitted that she was a ballerina until afterward—and then he dismissed me. If he decided to create a music box for us, “a heaven to see, to share,” Selah would be in touch.

      Seven days later, she called. The Music Keeper had something in mind. Then she put me through to him so he could ask specific questions. He gave me a date to pick up the end result, right before Christmas.

      I didn't even ask him to add this or that. He'd get it right.

      Now I stood outside of his place along Canal Street, listening to the streetcar behind me, feeling its rumble underneath feet, shocked beyond words to describe what the man had created.

      He had immortalized more than just her.

      His store was filled with pre-made music boxes, but Selah had informed me on the way out that he accepted few private commissions. Like winning the lottery, she had said. “Your...love should be pleased. She'll have it forever.”

      Forever seemed absurd to claim, almost odd, about an object that would be subjected to time and weather—earthly elements that ate flesh, blood, and bone. Even stranger, though, I believed her, and I left the shop feeling as though I held magic in my hands.

      Her. He recreated a part of her.

      I held the box—a plain box that had once held cans of Milanese sauce, with sardines, from Palermo—against my chest as though it were responsible for the beat of my heart. I fucking dared anyone to take it from me.

      Down the street a ways, I stopped in front of another store. Antiques. People came and went, a few stopping to stare at the window display. Rings were lined up as the main attraction, glistening like snow in the dead of night. Black velvet boxes enticed all of the diamonds’ facets to shine. One in particular caught my eye—different, interesting.

      Light to dark. Her and me.

      “You can’t be serious, Fausti.” Mitch’s voice slithered around my thoughts but had no power to break through.

      He had come along for the ride. While I picked up the package from Giuseppe, he took the streetcar further down to Café du Monde to grab two orders of beignets and two coffees. Café au lait, I heard her say in my ear with a French twist. More milk than coffee. French could’ve easily been her first language.

      Her voice had been at odds this morning with the sweet tone she had used with me then. After Mitch’s stunt at the train tracks, she had fallen deeper into herself, more morose than usual. Which meant that she fell into dance even deeper.

      To add to matters, Charlotte had run back to her parents and told them that I’d be attending their annual Christmas thing with Scarlett.

      One thing I had learned over the years about the women in Scarlett’s family was that whatever they wanted, they usually got. Including Scarlett. She wasn’t afraid of telling her family about us, but she had wanted to do it. Charlotte wanted to beat her to the punch.

      Charlotte had been even more aggressive toward Scarlett lately. Elliott’s death had changed her focus, and Charlotte, wanting her to quit, had encouraged her to do just that. Now that Scarlett seemed to have found dance again, Charlotte nettled her sister, just as she had done all of her life out of jealousy.

      There were times Elliott would complain to me about how Charlotte would get Scarlett into trouble for no reason. Pnina Poésy, wanting to keep Scarlett in line at all costs, believed Charlotte’s word. She’d send Scarlett to other countries to keep her central attention on the ballet.

      During one of these times, I had been spending the night over at their place. Charlotte had slipped underneath my covers, naked, brazen and too eager.

      Luca Fausti was enough of a shadow in my life that respect had been ingrained in me without him being next to me to teach it. It wasn’t out of respect to her that I didn’t take her that night; it was out of respect for my friend and his parents. Three hours of her body wasn’t worth a lifetime of what Elliott and I had shared as brothers. After I was done, I wouldn’t have touched her again. Charlotte might’ve been a thorn in his side, but the snitch was still his sister. It took some convincing to get her out of the room. Blunt, it took blunt force. The truth.

      “You don’t interest me.” I don’t find you attractive would have been even more blunt, but I didn’t need her screeching through the house. Her temper matched a geyser.

      In response to this, she stole my sheets and huffed out—then told everyone that I wouldn’t date her because we were close, too much like brother and sister. Elliott would never allow it.

      Whatever worked. She wasn’t worth the trouble.

      “You can hear me, Fausti,” Mitch carried on, each of his hands holding a coffee, a bag of fried donuts stuck underneath each arm. “I don’t appreciate being ignored.”

      “Then let the issue slide, Lewis.”

      “No can do. Where’s your head, man? This can’t be right.” He swung around to the window, then back again to face me. “You’ve never fucking acted like this before. Rings, Fausti? You and her are night and day. She says ‘perhaps,’ for fuck’s sake! Then there’s her mother. She has you by the humungous Italian balls. What’s Queen Poésy going to do if you tell her that you’ve decided to marry her famous daughter?”

      No, no one had me by the balls. I made my own decisions. Did I consult with her mother? I did. I wanted what was best for Scarlett. She had given up on life after Elliott, and after she turned eighteen, I couldn’t stand to keep my distance for another second. At eighteen, she was legal. Her mother had a say, but not as she had before. My terms. Did I give my word? I did. For Scarlett’s own good.

      Dancing was not just something she did. It was in her.

      I’m her blood and bone. She stole the rib right from my cage.

      Most people never get to see a miracle move through their lives. If they watched Scarlett dance, they would.

      Though she resented it at times, it was a part of her that she couldn’t deny. It was something she needed, just as much as it needed her. I wouldn’t allow her to regret a second of her prime.

      “All right.” Mitch nodded. “I see this argument is getting me nowhere. How about Lucious Fausti? Does that name ring a bell?”

      I gave him a hard look. He returned it.

      “You haven’t been to see him since you started spending time with Scarlett. The last time you went to see him, he offered you women to marry, Fausti. A vending machine of exotic beauties connected to the rich and famous. The man wants to arrange your marriage.”

      “I gave him the same answer. No.” I held my free hand up. “I take nothing from him. Therefore, he has no rights.”

      “He has no rights?” He laughed, high pitched. Then he turned to two women checking out porcelain swans in the opposite window. He stuck a thumb at me. “Can you believe this guy? Luca Fausti has no rights.”

      One woman shrugged, then smiled. She nudged her friend, and they both turned to look at us. Mitch returned the smile. I took a step toward the door. He blocked me.

      “One minute, Fausti. That’s all I ask.”

      I’d give him sixty seconds to waste his breath. No longer. I didn’t need Mitch Lewis to remind me of the truth. Who I was and where I came from. My grandfather was a stranger to me, all of them were, but there was no need to meet that fate head-on. Their blood ran true in my veins.

      The verity of who I was and whom I belonged to was never far; the shadow stared me in the eye at every reflection.

      All Lucious Leone Fausti, in looks, in blood, down to the marrow of bone.

      The Fausti famiglia were royalty in Italy, the name well known all throughout Europe. Even in America the name was infamous, synonymous with the romantic notion of the Mafia.

      Mafia was a simple term for what they stood for. For who they were.

      Machiavelli. Medici. Italy’s Southern Octopus, the long-reaching Sicilian Mafia. Along those same lines but combined. The Faustis were one of the world’s largest and most complex criminal enterprises in history.

      They owned castles, a king and his queen as the foundation, the influence trickling down into nobles, knights, and serfs. They were a living monarchy, a breathing hierarchy, a camouflaged giant that had been alive for decades.

      Fear and respect were two of the most powerful forces behind the influence. The men were gentlemen to the core with a rigid sense of right and wrong, according to their own decree: Our word is as good as our blood. La mia parola è buona quanto il mio sangue.

      The dictum still reigns, is still believed in. As well as honor. Retribution comes in return for less than honorable actions.

      It’s personal or it’s not. If personal, there were no qualms in stealing the heart from a man’s chest while it still had a beat. This was their signature. La loro cosa.

      They didn't condone the abuse of women either. On the contrary, the Fausti men honored their wives as much as their word. Highly valued. Who can find a virtuous woman? For her price is far above rubies.

      If a Fausti man claimed a woman, that woman belonged to him, end of story.

      Respect, fear, or both seemed to be in the eye of the beholder, depending on the opinion, depending on how they earned it. Fear or respect were the only two choices given in regards to who they were and what a family of that magnitude could do.

      I had escaped their reach by a technicality at seven years old. Or so I assumed.

      Luca Fausti’s actions were less than honorable. Killing an innocent woman and her child was not considered honorable actions in the eyes of his father. Therefore, whatever claim the family had on me had been dissolved.

      None of this had been confirmed, and I suspected there was more to it than that. Luca’s marriage was one of the many issues on the table. But I had been offered, through Luca, a substantial amount of money.

      Bribe money.

      I refused to touch it, knowing what it would lead to. Power. Control. His hand over mine, locking me in place. He wasn’t a man accustomed to asking. The fact that I hadn’t given in to him was a testament to my own nature. His.

      “You’re not going to tell her.” Mitch shook his head. “We’ll be having this same conversation at your wedding. She has a right to know. That’s a big thing, Fausti. That’s not a family, that’s a lifestyle choice.”

      It didn’t matter. I wouldn’t let them get close to her.

      Besides, Luca wouldn’t. We had an understanding.

      My word is as good as my blood. Eight words that drew an invisible line that couldn’t be crossed. If he went back on his word, his blood would have to be spilled—by me. It also went deeper. It meant shame upon the man. There’s no honor in that.

      Sixty seconds. Time’s up. I took a step forward. Mitch stepped in front of me again.

      “Forget her mother. Forget Luca. You’re going to break her, man. You are going to break. Beyond repair. Hell, maybe you already have. You can’t go a few minutes without thinking of her. An entire day without seeing her makes you mad in the head. The world isn’t safe when she’s too far from you. So. What?”

      He turned toward the door and then turned around to face me again. “You’re going to give her a ring and send her into the world? With what? A fucking reminder?”

      I took another step forward. He lifted his arms in surrender, the bags falling to the ground, and stood to the side.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          

      

    

    






Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      Eleven words that I never foretold using in the same sentence: Brando Fausti is my date for my parents’ annual Christmas party.

      To be honest, the truth had me in a tizzy. Tonight, our relationship would be public knowledge. In one way, it thrilled me. In another, the crowd had me on edge.

      For one, I hadn’t spoken to my parents about our relationship. Not in great detail. I had sensed some issues between Brando and my mother from the start. Eunice had hinted at these as well, but being the most neutral person in existence, refused to expand on this point.

      Something had happened before Elliott had passed that kept him from their home. Pushing the issue, from either side, didn’t seem worth it. Either way, I walked a fine line over shattered glass from the past.

      Then there was the wide and rich circle my parents ran in to consider. This event was not limited to our small town. Its reach spanned over states and countries. And over the years I had taken to calling them fakes and phonies, two terms I had adopted from Grandmother Poésy.

      My parents were not excluded from the circle of fakes and phonies. Especially my mother. She was not Grandmother Poésy, and whatever it was about her—her sense of family, home, and honor, her sense of levity—that brought peace to my grandfather seemed lost on Pnina.

      This was why a definite line had been drawn in the sand between wife and mother-in-law. Grandmother Poésy didn’t have quite the influence that crowned my mother queen. In fact, Evelyn Rose Ross had been treated like a social leper, all because she had denounced what my grandfather’s family stood for.

      I had once overheard a woman call her Molly Brown (also known as Unsinkable Molly from the ship Titanic) because she had been what my grandfather’s family had dubbed nouveau riche—a woman with newly acquired riches and zero taste.

      Needless to say, Pnina Poésy fit in among high society like a solid gold ornament on a Christmas tree.

      My mother longed to see me glide through crowds of people, a sparkling fat multi-karat ring on my left finger, tales of the ballet on my tongue. I was to be worldly, cultured. I would speak foreign languages, put names to exotic tasting dishes, and all the while my face and body would be something to admire.

      Your demureness will hypnotize them! You have this in you! But the eyes, the eyes will make them weak in the knees. You know how to use these to your advantage.

      Maja Resnik had once purred that at me during one of our many training sessions in Slovenian.

      Running a fingertip along the simple gold picture frame on the vintage vanity, a picture of Brando and I, I sighed, knowing sooner or later this scene would be inevitable.

      I couldn’t help who I was, no more than Brando could help who he was.

      Light music floated up the stairs, twirled in the hallway, and snuck under my door. Antonio Vivaldi, “Winter” from The Four Seasons. My fingertip continued to caress in time to the music, along the frame, along the wood, over the three-piece diamond and pearl encrusted brush set that had belonged to Maja Resnik during her dancing days.

      The need to smooth over felt overwhelming. Come eight o’clock, the need was out of my hands.

      “Is Violet Constance still preparing for the party?”

      I blinked at my father. He stood by the window overlooking the balcony, his wide shoulders and back turned to me. He had knocked only moments ago, sent by my mother to check on us. Instead of turning to go after I gave him thumbs up, he dallied.

      “Violet Constance is near ready, Daddy. She’s just finishing up in the bathroom.”

      He nodded, turned slowly from the window, and fixed me with a stare. “Is that one of your mother’s?”

      He meant one of my mother’s designs. A famed Pnina Poésy. I looked down at the gown she had created for me: red crepe de chine the color of oxblood and a plunging neckline that fell into a V just below the sternum. An impressive bow tied around my waist to seal the deal. The fabric moved with me as easily and as luxuriously as cool silk.

      I glanced at myself in the mirror. A “friend” of my mother’s had curled my hair in plump waves. Old Hollywood glamour. Or as Violet had called it, à la Jessica Rabbit. For once my part was not centered, but instead, parted deeply to the side.

      “Yes, Mati sent this over for me. And one for Violet Constance too.” I grinned, imagining the way Violet’s nose would scrunch up when he called her that.

      “It looks fine on you, just fine, darlin’.” He nodded and made his way over, standing behind me. “But I do believe it needs just one thing.”

      He reached inside the pocket of his fitted tuxedo and removed a gold necklace, the diamond on the end round and sparkling. I lifted my chin, giving him access to my neck, careful not to mess my hair when I moved it to the side, and then he fastened it with ease.

      The diamond rested against my jugular notch, cold and iridescent.

      My hand went to my throat. “I—”

      “I know.” He smiled. “You don’t like to be showered with presents. But I thought perhaps you would like to carry a piece of your Grandmother Poésy with you this evening. That necklace belonged to her. It’s yours now. I do believe, apart from her wedding rings, that necklace was the only fine piece of jewelry Evelyn Rose Poésy allowed Bennett James Poésy to spoil her with.”

      I touched the diamond a bit more reverently. “Thank you, Daddy.” My voice caught. I took a moment to compose myself. “This means a lot to me.”

      He nodded, his eyes watching me through the mirror. “Are you nervous because Brando Piero will be your guest this evening?”

      A loud laugh escaped my throat—like a pot being beat against the soft tone of the music. My father grinned at me.

      “Brando Piero?” I laughed again, this time with smoothness.

      “Yes. Brando Piero. If my Italian serves, Piero means ‘rock,’ which seems quite fitting.” He took a breath. “I’ve always thought so.”

      “Why do you think so?”

      My father was not a man to shrug. When he thought, he did so with a stone face and an imposing stance, almost like a rock willing itself to come to life.

      “Scarlett Rose, not every thought has a reason. Or perhaps, I should say, we should not give every thought credence.” He patted me on the shoulder. “You better get a move on, darlin’. The guests have already started to arrive.”

      He made it to the door in a few long strides and put his hand on the knob. Whatever he hesitated to say, he thought better of it and left. The only remainder of his presence came in the form of his sweet cologne.

      I wondered if the woman he sought comfort in tonight—of course, not my mother—after the soirée, perhaps during, would wear it on her clothes as well.
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        * * *

      

      The stairs were long and winding, and I took my time on the way down. The entire house sparkled crimson and champagne. An array of fancy clothing broke up the monotony, expensive perfumes rising like smoke.

      The light music was now infused with chatter, laughter, and the occasional sneeze. The walls of the old house were near to bursting.

      Violet tugged me closer. I stopped, admiring her.

      She shrunk away from my gaze. “Stop looking me like that!”

      I gave her my best smile. “I don’t tell you enough, Violet Constance, but you are beautiful.”

      Violet liked to hide behind her funny, her sarcasm, but the truth was that she was gorgeous. Her blonde hair had been swept up in a curled do, and the dress Pnina Poésy had sent over for her seemed to be designed with Violet Constance Castellanos in mind. The tanzanite-colored dress showed off her golden skin, and her blonde hair brought out the blue in her eyes. She reminded me of a Greek goddess.

      A flash of pink highlighted her cheeks and she scrunched up her nose. “Aw, shucks.” She waved dismissively, covering her delight with humor. But then she pulled me closer, resting her head against my shoulder, and sighed. “I do feel pretty.”

      “You look beautiful,” I corrected and nodded toward the rest of the stairs. “Ready?”

      “No,” she said so softly that I barely heard her. “Not yet.”

      I followed her line of sight and found that Mitch and Mick had arrived. Just through the door, one of the attendants was in the act of collecting their coats. Tonight, their differences seemed to be magnified.

      Mitch was the loose cannon. Mick was the safety net.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked just as quietly.

      “Boys,” she said dreamily, watching them, “are in one way or another Peter Pan all their lives. One side never grows up; he’s always lost to the clouds. The other. He grows up but can never remember being lost.”

      She lost me with her Peter Pan talk—which, I incidentally remembered, was what she had called Mitch when he had ridden the insane train during his birthday party at the tracks.

      Closing my eyes, I found myself squeezing Violet’s arm, holding on for dear life—a rollercoaster about to start its journey. The humming in my blood picked up, a sensational heat wave rushed up from toes to head, and every part of me felt compelled to be close to every part of him. Iron being drawn to blood.

      Without so much as a second thought, my eyes opened.

      Brando Piero Fausti.

      His entrance parted the sea of guests, all of them watching him. The women watched him in appreciation. The men watched in trepidation.

      I inhaled, needing air, but as soon as I did, I could’ve sworn I smelled him in it, the melody of his scent spurring on the frantic butterflies.

      The amount of beauty that existed in the world had never escaped me. My mother was a fashion designer. I had seen plenty of men and women with the most gorgeous faces and bodies since the beginning of my time on this earth.

      I had never seen anyone as—“beautiful” felt wrong, lacking, but there it was—beautiful as Brando Piero Fausti. His black hair had been slicked back in its usual undercut style, which put all of his prominent features on display: angular face, strong black brows, intense eyes, long lashes, sculpted cheek bones, sharp nose, and plump lips.

      The white of his button-down highlighted the darkness, brought light to his shadows; and the midnight color of his tuxedo enhanced his God-given mysteriousness.

      He wore that suit, not the other way around.

      The combination felt heady and dangerous. The butterflies seemed to…pull instead of flutter. A severe tightness in my lower belly flashed hot before it tempered and became a summery sensation that refused to cool. I barely registered Violet’s voice in my ear, going on about how handsome he looked. Striking.

      Oh, yes. Striking.

      His eyes found mine in that moment. He stood amongst the crowd, not even noticing their looks and stares, and if he did, he didn’t outwardly show it. The connection between us seemed to electrify the air. The humming turned into a crackling, and I felt overheated and faint.

      “Scarlett?” Violet struggled to say my name. “Scarlett! I can’t hold you up. I’m a damsel too. I have heels on. We’re on narrow steps!”

      Brando stared at me for a moment before he nodded once and set his hand over his chest, mimicking the beat of his heart—fast.

      A rush of blood went straight to my cheeks, but a triumphant smile spread on my face, and I was able to stand on my own two feet. Before I could truly claim the feeling as mine, though, Charlotte slipped her arm through Brando’s, taking him off guard.

      She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. Her mouth moved and whatever she said to him made her laugh.

      Figures. Only narcissists laugh at their own jokes.

      Charlotte could easily be described as a gorgeous creature. She was built like my mother, looked more like her too. Her features were soft and perfect, and so was the shape of her body. In certain clothes, her curves almost seemed indecent. Her golden hair seemed almost platinum in the glow of her lace dress. The irony: it was stained the true color of my name. Scarlet.

      Charlotte kept her grip on his arm strong, using her chin to gesture to my parents, who were greeting guests as they arrived.

      “Charlotte is playing the payback game.”

      “What?” The word came out as more of a rasp. My mouth felt dry.

      “You have something she wants and can never have. She wants you to feel the same.”

      Violet’s assessment was spot on, which made my blood boil. Charlotte had always played this game with me. She had even told my parents that Brando was my date tonight. I was no coward and had planned on telling them myself. Tonight, taking his arm and walking up to them together would’ve made a point.

      Brando shook his head in answer to whatever she had said to him before he extracted himself from her hold. He seemed to be experienced in that arena—knowing how to sidestep a woman when she had her claws in too deep. My sister watched him turn to me and open his arms with hate in her eyes. She’d never forget this.

      Neither would I.

      I took my time walking down the steps, my eyes on his the entire time. He waited at the bottom of the staircase, and when close enough, held out his arm.

      “Scarlett Rose,” he whispered.

      “Fausti,” I whispered back.

      “Let’s meet the parents.”

      I smiled.

      My father was pleased to see Brando, which surprised me. His usually subdued laugh became boisterous, and he pulled Brando in for a man hug—“surprise” turned into “you could have knocked me over with a feather.” Then he inquired about Mitch and Mick. It had been a while since he last saw them. Brando searched the crowd and pointed them out.

      My mother watched him over her champagne flute, polite but reserved as usual. The two of us standing next to one another seemed to make enough of a statement that she didn’t comment or pry. Eunice had told me that when Brando sent the RSVP back, which he had never done, he had included my name as his guest.

      After a man with a cigar in his mouth took my father by the shoulder, my mother took Brando by the arm and carted him around the room, introducing him to different people.

      No doubt about it, my sister and mother were in cahoots.

      Violet found me a moment later, as I watched my mother show off my date. “We’re just getting started.” Violet turned my body so that I faced forward.

      Ace. Right behind him and his family was Travis and his relatives.

      “What is Ace doing here?” I whispered, expecting Travis but not Ace.

      “He’s wealthy, Scarlett. A thief doesn’t need to be poor to steal. It’s who they are, not what they have.” Violet snagged a cranberry drink from a server in passing. She put the cup up to her mouth. “Tonight should be interesting, to say the least.”

      To say the least. Ace hid in dark corners most of the time, sipping on drinks and alternately giving me hot eyes (which actually made my blood turn cold) and a mischievous smile.

      It was Travis who I couldn’t seem to shake, in the physical sense. He held my arm and brought me along with him to each of his stops—at some point he even asked me if now was “sometime later” because I owed him a game of chess “sometime later.” His group of friends laughed at this. Travis seemed to be taking advantage of the space between Brando and me.

      There seemed to be an abundance of that, space between my date and me. He was the talk of the party, every woman whispering something about him at some point, and it seemed I was always in direct earshot. Or Violet, the scuttlebutt, would report the latest.

      Brando’s lack of contact, quite honestly, grated on me. He made no move to approach me or save me from Travis and his “smart” friends, but his eyes were never far. Which made no sense. For him.

      He was currently in conversation with my mother and father again, plus three Brazilian models, who were discussing his backside on the sly in their native language, Portuguese.

      I snatched a flute of champagne from one of the servers, about to make my way upstairs, just to escape the party turned inferno, when the most attractive of the three said to the other two, “Vou levá-lo para a cama.” I will take him to bed. Then she touched him on the arm.

      I tapped her on the shoulder, my heeled foot tapping against marble. When she turned, the entire group became silent, all eyes falling on me.

      “Scarlett, darl—“ my father began.

      “Se você quer seus olhos, você manterá suas mãos para si mesmo.” The grip I had on the delicate crystal felt brutish. It might just snap.

      Cold child.

      Is he hers?

      Bitch.

      That was the sentiment amongst the models.

      My mother wanted to gasp. I know she did. As usual, she resisted, playing her part well, sipping her champagne to hide her embarrassment. She didn’t have most of the language, but she knew the tone well enough to gather the point.

      In a dramatic sweep of silk, I held my head up higher and took the steps as if I were floating up them.

      I had my pride.

      Once in my own space, I sat at my vanity table, crossing my legs, tapping one in time to my irritation. After a few moments, my temper evened, and the pulse that had been drumming in my ears faded to nothing, allowing the music to fill the empty spaces of the room.

      Looking up, I wished that the ceiling had been made of glass, so I could stare at the stars. Wishes… Of all the places that I longed to be, the abandoned house was the first on my list. A five-minute drive would have taken me there, but this place felt worlds away from that one.

      “Tell me,” Brando whispered, the door closing behind him with a soft click.

      Oh, now he wanted to know what she had said. It was eerie how we could do that though. He said the words and I instinctually knew what he asked of me.

      Still, I refused to look at him. “She wanted to take you to her bed.”

      “What did you say to her?”

      I sighed in defeat. “If you want your eyes, you will keep your hands to yourself.”

      He had the audacity to laugh at me. My head whipped to his, my eyes lowered to slits, and the drum pounded in my ears once again. The scowl on my face made my forehead tight. I crossed my arms and tapped the foot even harder.

      “You have a mean temper,” he said, coming closer. He bent down on one knee beside me, one hand resting on my leg, ceasing the tap. He went to take my hand, but I refused. He gave me a look that brokered no deal. “Don’t.” One word. A command. Lowering his head, he placed a soft kiss on each of my knuckles.

      Though my hand was his, I scowled at him even harder. But he was looking up at me with the most guileless eyes; the weight of his stare felt like a burden—heavy enough that a silent sigh escaped my lips. Moments passed between us in the quiet space, except for the melodic music floating beneath the door.

      “We fight.” My voice came out on a breath, so soft. “Then we love.”

      He searched my eyes for a moment, his hardening, revealing none of their intent. “Yeah. We do. It’s who we are. You’re mine, Scarlett Rose. You love me. You hate me. You love me. But there’s no room for indifference. I won’t allow it.”

      He removed his hand from mine, cupping my cheek, his thumb stroking the edge of my lips, almost tracing their shape. Closing my eyes, I leaned into his warm embrace, breathing in the scent of his skin so close to mine.

      No, I hadn’t been wrong. His scent had been in the air; now it was all consuming, absorbing into pores and running under skin. Right where he belonged. Rushing through my blood.

      “Patience, Scarlett.” He moved in even closer, his breath warm against my face. My lips parted to breath him in. “You have to have patience. Give me the pleasure of watching, of seeing, of knowing that the most beautiful woman in the room is mine. This is all new to me too. The reaction I have to you.” His hands trembled ever so slightly against my skin, and when his mouth met mine, it was in a soft caress. “I can’t control it.”

      A chill ran over me at the same time heat infused skin. “You don’t have to,” the words were out before I could stop them. A man built in the reflection of Brando Fausti was not a man who thrived on the loss of control, of his own will, but somehow, I had broken his barrier and took his world and made it ours. There were times when I felt how much he wanted it, as though it were a visceral thing in the room with us, claiming our love for its own. Other times, I felt the same feeling, though flipped upside down. He raged against the surrender, as though it were an internal battle that he had to win.

      I can’t control it. True. But another spin on this was that he enjoyed wrestling it into place, keeping it locked behind bars, until that moment came when he decided to surrender to it. Watching me translated into delayed gratification for him.

      He watched me for some time, doing just as I had predicted. I couldn’t open my eyes to meet his stare. Not now.

      I fiddled with the cool fabric of the gown. “Ace and Travis?”

      “Tell me who you belong to, Scarlett.”

      “You,” I breathed out, no hesitation.

      This time, I leaned into him. I breathed in and he rushed through me; fire against paper. Opening my eyes, I had the pleasure of watching his close, just before I kissed him—gentle and slow. After the kiss ended, he still hadn’t opened his eyes.

      “Scarlett.”

      “Yes?”

      “Time. I need time.”

      I watched him, even though he still had his eyes closed. “Not at the cabins…not with my parents in town—”

      He shook his head. “No, not there.”

      “Where?”

      “I have a place.”

      “All right,” I agreed, a bit breathless. “For how long?”

      Finally, he looked at me.

      “As long as we have.”

      I mentally prepared myself for the lies I would have to tell. Spending time with Violet came to mind. No problem there. I would just have to come home for Christmas. My father had extended an invitation for Brando to join us. He had accepted. Afterward, my parents usually spent time in the Swiss Alps…

      “Scarlett.”

      “Hmm?”

      No, no problem at all. Forever wouldn’t even be long enough with him.

      “No lies.”

      Oh.

      “I don’t think that will work, Brando. My mother is—”

      He stood but kept our hands linked. “Pack your things.”

      “You’re being serious?”

      “I don’t have much of a sense of humor.”

      He did, for the most part. But even that couldn’t detract me from what he had presented.

      “All right,” I said, my heart beating overtime. “But first, I have a gift.”
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        * * *

      

      It was hard to read Brando’s thoughts as he took in Elliott’s room. At first, he kept my hand in his, not letting go. After the moments ticked, though, he started to explore on his own.

      He needed time on his own to reconnect.

      I watched him from the bed. My heart was of dual feelings—swelling with half sadness and another half a sense of comfort. We were bonded by the grief we shared, and by that night and our connection.

      Brando pressed a button on Elliott’s stereo and the last song he had felt the beat to started to play. “Stand By Me.” Most people were dumfounded by my brother’s love of music; even though he couldn’t hear it, he could feel the beat of it. He’d close his eyes, put his hand to the speaker, and lose himself.

      Brando went to turn it off, but I lifted my hand to stop him. “Leave it,” I whispered. “I listen to it sometimes. Just…just to feel close.”

      He stood as still as calm water until he nodded, and I could see his eyes had glossed over. “It all looks the same.” His voice had roughened, almost to the point of straining.

      “I couldn’t bear for them to change one thing. I asked that they keep it, just the way he had it.”

      Standing on shaking legs, I went to Elliott’s closet and retrieved the wrapped package. I held it out for Brando.

      “For you.” I pushed the package even closer when he made no move to take it. “Please. Take it.”

      He seemed almost unsure, no doubt hesitant. Overwhelmed. Finally, he did.

      He slid a slow-moving finger under the wrapper on three sides. The paper fell with a soft whoosh to the floor. When he saw the gift, a war seemed to break out—the heartbreak he felt versus the euphoria at the memories.

      I had spent countless hours in Elliott’s room after he died. Violet had been right—you could tell so much from someone’s private room, from all of their things. I found myself learning more and more about my brother during those times. I could feel his presence there with me, as though he tried to communicate, but my heart never felt he was close enough.

      I’d stare at all of the pictures he collected and listen to all of his music. Certain things he had placed around his room allowed me to connect the pieces to the memories.

      Every memory I found with Brando in it, I compiled into a framed memory board for him to keep. He only had the one picture in his room.

      Two fishing hooks that they had used when they went fishing at my father’s cabin I had placed next to the picture. Ray-Bans had been on their faces. Brando ran his finger over the area, traced the shape of the metal, like he could still remember the feel of the snare in his hand.

      “We caught so many fish. We called those our lucky hooks.” He tapped the glass. His eyes jumped from one picture to another, one tangible memory to the next, only to go over the board more slowly the next time around.

      I set my hand on his arm. “I’m sorry.” I swallowed down the sadness. “I’m sorry that my mother didn’t give you these things. I’m sorry that she kept you away. Can you tell me…how did you and Elliott meet? Why can’t I remember you? Why did my mother stop you from coming around?”

      His eyes were fixed on the gift in his hands. “We met at the playground,” he said quietly. “Elliott wasn’t playing. Some of the other kids were laughing at him. I wouldn’t allow it. He seemed bright, a good kid. I was determined to get him to stick with me. We were inseparable after that. Your mother taught me sign language. We were brothers.”

      He stretched his shoulders as though the suit was suddenly too tight.

      “Elliott told me all about your dancing and that it had taken you from home. You were a little kid filled with all of these adult obligations.” He hesitated for a moment, a light crossing his face for a brief second. “You wouldn’t eat if someone didn’t force you to.”

      “I’d forget?”

      He grinned, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “You’re a picky eater, Scarlett.” He tapped his temple. “It worried me.”

      Even back then, I worried him. I had to clear the emotion from my throat. “What made her keep you from me, Brando?”

      “I did what I wanted, when I wanted. That doesn’t suit some parents.”

      “It didn’t suit Pnina, therefore Everett.”

      “She made the right call.”

      The way he said the words, I knew that part of the conversation was over. A quiet descended; if one of us didn’t break it soon, it would become hard and ruin our night. That hadn’t been my intent.

      “Where will you hang it?” I asked. “Or will you? I mean, I don’t want to be presumptuous— ”

      He turned to me then, and the intensity radiating from him caused me to quiet. “Yeah.” His voice caught in his throat. He cleared it before speaking again. “It already has a space.”

      I nodded, not sure what else to say. “I should—”

      He caught me before I made it out the door. He held me in place, staring at me, until he leaned in close, his warmth spreading over me like a satin blanket against naked skin. A trembling breath left my mouth at his nearness.

      “Thank you,” he whispered, and then placed a soft kiss on my cheek. “Now pack your things, Ballerina Girl. It’s time to go.”
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Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I had always been with him, even if my body had not.

      

      

      Brando’s old Chevy idled in the driveway of my parents’ house. The leather seats beneath the thin dress felt like ice. But after he put my things, and his gift, behind the seat, I scooted over next to him, thankful for his natural heat.

      He had parked the old Chevy underneath a mammoth oak tree, its hair of Spanish moss flowing with the breath of a strong winter’s wind. Deep in the shadows, the shelter only seemed to make the cold feel that much colder.

      Brando cranked over the key, the motor starting with a roar. After the initial rush, it settled, and a slight humming filled the quiet. Even though Brando was warm, the heater added another level of protection to ward off the chill. I took a deep breath in. The warm air stirred up the smell of leather, chocolate sucker, his cologne, and roses.

      We sat as idle as the Chevy, turned on, but neither of us spoke or moved. Brando had seemed distant after I gave him the memory board. Not from me, but from life in general. Part of it was Elliott, I knew, but I had the distinct feeling it was something else—something that felt a lot like deliberation. And of course, there were my parents and their friends.

      As if to prove my thoughts correct, we both sighed, one right after the other. Being immersed in that crowd for even short periods of time felt a lot like being immersed in a deep Russian winter. The entire scene stole the moisture straight from the skin, could really age a person.

      I left him to his quiet while my own thoughts seemed to thaw and float. Nothing pressing came to mind, so I studied the old house with its many columns and its line of ancient oak trees in the darkness. Under the glow of the moon, it reminded me of an old civil war ghost. The Cane River sat behind the historic estate and, at night, became a mirror to the stars. The water became as black as the velvet sky, a perfect host to its starry opposites.

      Without thought, my hand found his, needing to feel his skin against mine. Ever so faintly, I ran my fingertips back and forth over his knuckles. I leaned in even closer, settling my arm around his, and crossing one leg over the other. My thin satin dress glided to the side, exposing bare skin.

      He missed nothing. His eyes caught the movement and held for the briefest of seconds before he gave me his profile once again. A sigh escaped his lips, something I didn’t hear from him often.

      A satisfied smile came unbidden to my face. “Do I trouble your mind, Brando Piero Fausti?”

      “More than I care to admit.”

      I rested my head against his shoulder, nuzzling even closer to him. That’s when I noticed them. Three pictures sat on the dashboard. I had to strain my eyes to make them out in the darkness.

      I moved in closer for a better look. The first picture was a black and white of me that Violet had taken at the studio for her project, titled: The Contrary Ballerina. I had on what Brando called my ‘frilly wear’—all pink—and my hair came down in loose waves around my head. Wild even.

      She had me sit forward, one of Mick’s cigarettes in my mouth, the pink lipstick she had given me vivid even in mercurial tint. My feet were en pointe, but covered in Converse.

      A Polaroid sat in the middle. The picture Violet took at the cabins of Brando and me.

      The third picture came from Harper’s Bazaar. Maja Resnik and I had teamed up to do the photo shoot.

      “Why did you pick those three?” I waved my free hand toward the dash. The paleness of my skin could rival any ghost. “The pictures.”

      He stared at me for a moment. “The two girls I know,” he said, his voice soft. “The girl who’s so stubborn she won’t get out of her own way. And the classical ballerina who glides and moves like she’s floating.”

      I tapped the third picture with my fingernail, the one he dubbed classical ballerina. The sound of it was loud in the silence—tap, tap.

      “The magazine had wanted both of us for the photos. My mother was thrilled from her fingers to her toes. Think of it!” I said with false bravado. “Two generations! Such a reflection! The old ballerina and the young!” I brought my voice down to a normal level. “Not this one, but another. We were both in silhouette, nose to nose, hands to hands, like a thin layer of glass, or even an era, had separated us.”

      I shook the picture. “We also recreated the famous paintings that were done of Maja by the famed Italian artist Matteo Ballerini. He was obsessed with her, you know. Her eyes. Her breasts. Her legs. After he died, his art exceeded even his expectations, I believe.”

      He kept his face forward when he spoke. “Maja tell you all of that?”

      “I read his memoirs.” I smiled, remembering how much I had enjoyed it. It felt torrid. The perfect Maja exposed as human. “Their letters were included. He was in love with her. Truly, madly, deeply in love with her. And I quote: Their love was full of naked days and nights of endless pleasure. Oh—” I sucked in a breath, released it in a loud whoosh “—he was obsessed with her belly button too! He said it reminded him of a perfectly shaped grape.”

      Grape had come out with a pop on the ending p. We both laughed, him more than me this time. After the humor faded, silence filled the empty space once again.

      I ran a fingertip over the middle picture, the one of us. “Tell me about this one.”

      “Mine. All mine.”

      Again his deep thoughtfulness, his silence, took up all the air inside of the car. At this point, there was nothing more to do or say to sway the outcome of the inner war that raged. Whatever he had planned seemed to be causing havoc on his mind and heart—whatever it was seemed to come at a price for him.

      Looking up, I studied the stars. For reasons beyond me, intuition perhaps—a need to see him every so often—I looked to Brando, expecting his stare to still be forward, but instead, he stared at me.

      “What?” I asked, giving him a small, simple smile. “Do I have residual stars in my eyes?”

      He opened the glove compartment, took out a clean handkerchief, and informed me that I’d be blindfolded. I gave in, not wanting his silence any longer, not wanting to change the direction of the wind. He secured it around my eyes and tied it in the back, rendering me sightless. A moment later, the Chevy moved forward.

      Decision made.
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        * * *

      

      “Are we there yet?” Didn’t seem to be working for me. Surprises were all good and well, but not the elongated ones. And Brando seemed immune to my charms. Perhaps he was teaching me the art of delayed satisfaction, or perhaps we really had some miles to burn, but either way, I felt childish and wondrous and not just a little impatient.

      We'd been driving for some time, and I honestly had no clue where we were headed. There were times when it felt as though we were going in short circles. Other times the destination felt straight and far. So when we finally stopped the first word out of my mouth was, “Hallelujah.”

      I attempted to remove the blindfold but he stopped me with his hand. “Not yet.” His voice was firm, leaving no room for deliberation. I blew out a puff of breath.

      His door creaked open and a zest of cool air entered the car; I shivered from the combination of warring chill and heat. Instead of opening my door, he slid his hand behind my back, scooting me toward him, and when my leg was close to the end of the seat, he swept me up.

      The air smelled of wood smoke and pine and something unnatural. Fresh paint? The wind felt strong and humid—the thin silk fabric of the gown billowed every time a new surge would rise up and take it.

      Being pressed against his chest kept me from bobbing, but I could hear the sound of gravel underneath his shoes as we moved forward. Finally, after a couple of steps, he put me down gently, but he kept his substantial-sized hands firm on my waist.

      “Ready, Ballerina Girl?”

      “Are you ready?” The sound of his voice sent chills over my skin, but the uneven tone made me feel panicked. He was still unsure of whatever he was about to offer me.

      He placed a warm kiss just below my ear, and then, ever so softly, removed the handkerchief from around my head. I kept my eyes closed, even after the blindfold had been removed and my eyes detected a bit of light in the near distance. But I was never one to dally when a surprise was at stake; the decision seemed to make itself.

      My eyes narrowed before they melted into stunned shock. The cold air seemed to steal the breath from my lungs. My lips were frozen. My body as well. Brando had stepped in front of me, taking in my reaction, and I hadn’t even noticed. Not until he cleared his throat to capture my attention.

      Christmas lights outlined his silhouette in the darkness, hundreds of them, all brightening him and the house behind him—the house that I considered my home, the house on Snow Street. The home we had slept in after he had reentered my life when that guy knocked me down at the party. And my home had proper windows, proper shutters, even a proper door. A fresh coat of paint. The roof had shingles, no gaping holes. Even the stairs leading to the porch had been redone.

      Neither of us spoke. His eyes were narrowed, and if tension were a bowstring, he would have gone off like an arrow. He felt unsure, something Brando Fausti had probably never felt before. Therefore, he used anger and rage as a leash to rein in the uncontrolled emotions.

      “You’re cold.” He cleared his throat. “Let’s get inside.”

      Running my heeled foot against the grain of the muddied driveway, back and forth, all I could do was nod and continue to breathe. My breath came out in cold clouds—irregular, matching the frantic pace of my heart. He hadn’t given me a chance to respond, to even ask questions, but perhaps that was his plan.

      He rushed to the Chevy, retrieving our things, his gift too, and then set them by the front door, opening it, before he came back and swept me off my feet.  He crossed over the threshold, using his leg to shut the door.

      Just inside the house, he stopped on the edge of truly entering. We stared at each other, our gazes locked, a million questions and answers flowing between us.

      He set me down, but his eyes never left mine. He took my hands, guiding me forward, as he walked backward. The sounds of our shoes against the floor made light noises from easy steps.

      For the first time, I forced my stare from his, just to see the inside of the house.

      The only light came from the moon, and it filtered in through the new windows, casting a silver glow. But soon enough, Brando took a match and lit enough candles, and then the fireplace, to ease the strain of eyes attempting to see in the darkness.

      The walls had all been redone. Stark white, not yet painted. The old wooden floors had been sanded but not stained. The mantelpiece over the fireplace was chipped and splintered, lined with numerous apparatus used to get the jobs at hand done, including paint cans.

      All of the major work had been done, but there were still things left to do. Decisions yet to be made. Personal touches to be added.

      I ran my fingertip along the length of the mantle, enjoying the feel of something solid, something tangible and real to touch. The wood felt cool, but the fire produced enough heat that it spread over me in delicious waves.

      Brando helped me out of the leather jacket, keeping it tucked underneath his arm while he retrieved our bags. “We’ll talk soon, about all of this.” He waved a hand around. “First—”

      The urge to say anything, anything at all, burst forth. Small and soft but with a touch of impatience. “But first—”

      “But first,” he cut me off, “we see the rest of the house.” He picked up our bags, one in each hand, and then offered me his arm.

      My heels hardly made a sound as we traveled down a darkened hallway, Brando guiding me. He knew every step, whereas I felt like I still had the blindfold on.

      Shock slowly turned into awe, and I thrilled at every footfall, knowing we were one breath closer to doors that would reveal new rooms. I had never ventured this far in. Brain muttered, rush, rush, while heart responded, savor, savor.

      I went with heart.

      We came to a room tucked away from the rest. Setting one bag down, Brando opened the door, and then he motioned for me to enter. I took a few steps in, waiting for him to wave his magic candle to bring the room to life. When he did, my hand came to my heart.

      The master bedroom, complete with new walls and unfinished floors—in all its limbo—caused me to whisper, home. Our shadows stretched up an antique brick wall, trembling in the flittering light as though we were underwater, a subtle current causing us to undulate.

      Brando took the candle and lit another fireplace. This one had a mantle that matched the bed frame that sat in the center of the room. Chipped whites and a blue so creamy it could only be described as heavenly brightened the darkness. The furniture, the entire look of the space, reminded me of vintage France.

      “How—” I turned in a circle, taking it all in again. “Brando—”

      “Let’s see the rest.”

      I smiled. “All right,” I whispered, and one of the candles fluttered with my breath.

      From there, the tour revealed five other bedrooms, four baths, a washroom, the kitchen with its many windows, and a vast yard. Rows and rows of dead roses haunted the outside with shadows of their ghosts. An old vegetable garden stood as a testament to what had been and what could still be. It was even complete with a rickety gate that stood ajar.

      There was so much potential here.

      In the kitchen, I flipped a switch and electrical bulbs blasted awake, almost blinding me. Blinking back the brightness, I flipped it off, preferring the candlelit darkness. All of the subtle details could be admired tomorrow, in the sunlight.

      During the grand tour, I noticed that we had passed one room without stopping, but before brain caught up to mouth, Brando had shifted my concentration by taking a quilt from the plastic covered sofa and spreading it out before the fire.

      He instructed me to take a seat and then disappeared, leaving me to my own thoughts. Not long after, too short of a time for me to even consider what all of this meant, he was back, a box wrapped in gold paper in his hands. It shimmered against the firelight.

      Placing the package between us, he took a seat across from me. I had settled in, leaning to the left, the gown fanning out around me. In reflection to the raging heat, the silk reminded me of a melting rose petal.

      Brando removed his jacket, mimicking my stance, and when he looked toward the fire, I was gifted with his profile. Regal. Angular. Perfect. I wondered just what kind of day God was having when he created Brando Fausti.

      I reached out and touched him, my fingertips gentle, my strokes light, barely there. My fingers were as cold as ice, his skin like the heat of a flame. He didn’t smile or turn to me, but his eyes reflected the peace he seemed to have found. He pressed his face closer, kissed my wrist, and then whispered, “Open it.”

      I nodded, not offering a word.

      After a bit of staring at the wrapped box, I did as told, lifting the gift closer to the fire so I could see all of the intricate details better.

      A beautiful music box.

      The top was covered by a square piece of crystal that seemed to be dotted with small pieces of “snow.” A ballerina—who looked an awful lot like me—stood in the center, her pose frozen in a pirouette. Her arms were raised above her head, her hands touching ever so slightly, her upper body titling to the side just a bit. She had a blue ribbon in her long auburn hair.

      The wooden ballerina was framed by what seemed like a frosted window, except the glass was an illusion, a trick to make you think separation existed where it did not.

      Music started to play, an instrumental version of “Ballerina Girl.” The delight that reached my heart was wild, uninhibited, and I smiled with abandon, laughed with it too, when a wooden carved man, who could’ve been Brando’s twin (leather jacket included, hands in pockets), appeared from what seemed to be a trap door at the bottom of the box, and set his dark eyes on the ballerina while she twirled.

      I hadn’t even realized that Brando had cranked the knob until I caught his stare. For some reason, the box seemed magical, as if it could do all of these things on its own.

      “Open the little door at the bottom,” he said.

      I hooked my fingertip in the small, round entrance, a little golden handle, pulling it out slowly. The wood slid at an odd angle, revealing only a hint of the gift inside. A little more…tucked inside the velvet-lined compartment was another box.

      This one I held in my palm, the outline a promise in the heated glow of the fire. I kept it there for some time until Brando reached forward and opened the top of the box.

      The ring inside sat against black silk; so white, so stunning. Set in the center of the platinum ring was a classic round diamond, haloed by a square row of smaller diamonds. Encircling the center was thirty or more tapered baguette diamonds, set in such a way that one rose just a breath above the other.

      Seen as an entire entity, the ring reminded me of a tutu in motion, all of the soft, frilly layers that move so effortlessly with the dancer. In the fire, it almost seemed to undulate, as magical as the music box it had been housed in.

      The facets of the diamond caught the light, throwing off a dazzling rainbow. I had never seen anything so bright, a piece of jewelry that sparkled with such a fierce shine.

      Brando took the ring out of the box, pulled my right hand forward, and slipped it on my third finger. It fit, but it felt a bit tight. It wasn’t meant for that finger. That didn’t take my attention though. I had never seen the boy in Brando, only a man, and nothing had changed in that moment except for the hopefulness in his eyes.

      Yes, there was hope there, and that lent him a more peaceful look, almost revealing a bit of youth. “Almost” being the operative word. Life had hardened him long before a boy should ever turn into a man. This, I was sure of.

      As he stroked the finger with the new ring, he explained where the music box had come from, a man called the “Music Keeper,” his shop in New Orleans, along Canal Street, and how it was custom made, just for me.

      “The ring,” he continued, “is from France. A ‘Ballerina’ ring from the 1950s. The certification is in our room.” He pulled my hand to his mouth, placing a hard kiss on my skin, directly in front of the ring. “Keep it close. It’s a tangible part of me.” His breath came out in a warm rush against the chilliness of mine.

      The lines between us had become blurred. Two tears slipped down my cheeks—no more, and they came at the cost of internal blood. He moved forward, wiping them with a finger, and then rubbed the moisture against his lips. He kissed me afterward, a kiss that left a tingling behind after he put separation between us again.

      As much as I loved all of his gifts and the thoughtfulness behind them, a sense of foreboding refused to leave me. The gifts felt rushed for him, extremely rushed, as though everything had to be given at once to sustain years of absence. That troubled me. The weight of his unspoken vow pressed down on me like an immense pressure against my chest.

      He reached up and smoothed the creases from my forehead. I blinked at him, remembering where we were and why we were here. I swallowed down the thick taste of uncertainty but didn’t respond. Not for some time.

      “Always,” seemed to be the only word, the perfect word when love didn’t feel like enough. I leaned in and kissed his forehead, breathing him in. “Thank you.”

      “Repeat the first word once more.”

      I stroked the ring, over and over. “Toujours. Sempre. Always.”

      He set his mouth against my wrist, placing a long, soft kiss over my pulse, the peaceful look on his face gone. Releasing me, he stood, throwing a dark shadow over my form before he moved to the door, retrieving the gift I had given to him earlier.

      Tools were strewn here and there, and he grabbed a hammer and a nail, then hit the nail into the center spot over the fireplace. He hung the frame there, standing back to admire it.

      “Brando,” I whispered. He was lost in the gift, his eyes so consumed it almost seemed like he was the lead character in a book of memories, wondering how he made it to this part of the story. “Brando.”

      He blinked and then looked down at me. I gave him my hand, but instead of pulling up, I tugged for him to come down. He sat across from me again; I refused to let his hand go.

      “Talk to me.” I brought his hand to my heart. “All of this—” I looked to my left, to my right, up and then down “—the house. How did you—”

      “The man’s name is Snow. Emory Snow. He’s the owner of the house. His family has been in the area for some time. That’s why the street is named after his people. One day after work I drove past and he happened to be out front. I stopped and we talked. Nice man. This house belonged to him and his wife. Then his daughter. His wife died and his daughter moved. I offered to do all of the work for him.”

      “For what in return?”

      He searched my eyes. Satisfied with whatever he found, he spoke. “So I could have a hand in rebuilding something that you love.”

      Intuition told me he was not telling me the entire truth, but I allowed the truth to hide. I didn’t want to start something and put a damper on our time together. One day the truth would surface, but until then, I felt content to let it go.

      Silence turned into tension. I didn’t know how to break it, so when he said, “Your family lives in Natchitoches when they can live anywhere in the world,” it took me by surprise.

      I found his attention on the diamond around my neck, the reflection of the round bauble like a star in each of his dark eyes.

      “What’s wrong with here, Brando?”

      “Nothing—which translates to everything.”

      “But only for some people.” I narrowed my eyes at him, reading between the lines.

      He didn’t respond, so I carried on.

      “You seem to forget that I have roots here. Evelyn Rose Ross was born and raised here. My grandfather fell in love with its charms. It has a small-town feel. Even before they met he would come here to find peace. That’s why he had bought the land with the cabins. After they were married, he would travel to Houston or wherever else in the world he was needed, with her right beside him. But after the chaos, this is where they returned.”

      “She gave him roots before they left.”

      “Ah.” The truth of that simple statement left me at a loss for words. I hadn’t thought about what she had done in those terms until Brando pointed it out. “I suppose she did. They always came back. Home.”

      I sat up taller, about to remove the heels from my feet. Brando stopped me, removing them himself. He set them to the side, so gentle for a man of his size. I had noticed that about him more than once. For as braw as he was, he moved with such ease, altogether comfortable in his skin.

      “Pnina isn’t as settled here,” he said.

      “Yes and no. She doesn’t show it, she doesn’t show much, but she loves it here. All of my life we traversed the world. For a woman like Pnina, who had the means to live in a small town but travel whenever and wherever she wanted, that was everything. She had everything. The excitement of a high-profile career. It has taken her places most people dream of going. After all of that, she finds her own peace here. And as you are well aware, Elliott was wild. It was better for him to be someplace contained. Safer. Or so my parents thought.”

      Brando’s eyes were not present, stuck in the inner workings of his own mind. He nodded, but it was as though he had answered his own silent question.

      “Why did you bring me here, Brando? Apart from the obvious. That you wanted to show me how beautiful this place could be.”

      “It’s eerie,” he said, almost to himself. “How you do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Read my mind.”

      I nodded, understanding that all too well.

      “This is ours,” he said, answering my original question.

      “Then I'll stay here, forever, with you.” I tightened my hold around his hand.

      He sat up straighter, the look on his face suddenly changing from thoughtful to unreadable. My words tripped a line, and he was retreating back behind the gate.

      “I have something else to give you,” I blurted, not wanting to lose him to his own self-imposed confines. “Another gift. Is there room for me to…” I bit my lip, not wanting to spoil the surprise, but needing to ask. “Is there a room with enough space for me to move around?”

      The look he sent me went straight between my legs, causing the blood in my veins to rush. “Come with me, Ballerina Girl.” He stood, offering me his hand. “I have something else for you too.”
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        Her mouth is the spell, her hands the ingredients, and her love, my magic. — Brando Fausti

      

        

      
        His eyes are a tragedy, his sharp silhouette a sword, and his mouth a cage that refuses to release all of the undiscovered pretty words. — Scarlett Rose Poésy

      

      

      The something else Brando gave to me actually turned out to be another room. The same room he had skipped during the tour. He called it the “dance room” for good reason.

      The room was bare to the bone, except for the new walls and the grand mirror placed in a corner, a barre running the length in front of it.

      Again, the mirror looked like it had been purchased in France, the details impeccable and romantic, even if the paint was chipped and peeled. A matching wooden beam divided the room.

      After Brando opened the door and let me in, I asked him to grab my bag from the master bedroom. The tools of my trade would be needed—my pointe shoes and a radio that ran on batteries.

      I had been planning this for some time. And the room delighted me. It set the perfect backdrop to my second gift.

      Brando stood by the door, his shoulder leaning against it, watching me.

      “I’ve never seen you do that before.”

      I stopped mid-shake and stared at my crimson pointe shoe. It took a moment for my mind to register what I had been caught doing. The action had become second nature to me. He had been staring at me as I beat my pointe shoes before. It was something I did to make them less noisy while on stage—it lessened some of the enchantment if the shoes made thunderous sounds. No one enjoyed a noisy ballerina. But this was the first he had commented on the process—on this extra precaution. “I’m searching for monsters, shaking them out if they’re hiding.”

      “Monsters.” All of a sudden, he was on alert, his nostrils flared. As though he had scented something potentially foreboding in the air around me.

      I nodded. “That’s what Maja Resnik used to say when I was a little girl.” I repeated the words she used to say to me as a child (over and over) in Slovenian, and then translated them into English. “Monsters are a threat in our profession. We must always shake out our slippers before we put them on. Monsters can hide in the depths and can cause much pain and suffering to our most valuable feet. What is to become of the footless dancer? She shall not perform! Now, shake, shake, shake…”

      “Monsters in your slippers.” Brando rarely became perplexed, but I knew he had when his eyebrows drew down, his eyes narrowed, and his head cocked to the side. He crossed his arms over his chest. The tendons stood out in his neck, a sure sign that he was agitated.

      I hid my smile. “Glass, Brando. Shards of it. Another dancer who had been quite successful during Maja Resnik’s time—but not as successful—put glass shards in Maja’s slippers. She was lucky. No permanent damage came from it. But that’s why she drilled it into me from such a young age that I had to always shake, shake, shake…”

      His eyes glossed over with heat—that rapid-fire burst that he hid seconds later. I didn’t miss the flex of his arms behind the crisp white shirt. “Is that a common occurrence, Ballerina Girl?”

      I shrugged, finishing up. “I know what people see—beautiful, graceful ballerinas, women who twirl and look like they’re dancing on air—but it can be competitive, Brando. Rife with jealousy. But for the most part, things have changed since then.”

      The news seemed to flabbergast him—mean-spirited ballerinas!—before he turned to stone once more. “Never forget.” His words were forceful. “Always check. Shake those shoes.”

      “I will.” I stood and stretched my arms. And then I slid the length of my left leg up the beam in the middle of the room, coming to a sideways split against the wood. Half of my body became flush against it. Then I used my right leg to stand en pointe.

      “I’ve never seen you do that before.” He cleared his throat. “Looks painful.”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “It’s not. It actually feels good to stretch.” After more stretching, I pointed to a chair that had been placed in the room. “Sit, Brando Piero. Take your shoes off, get comfortable, stay with me a while.”

      Once he was settled, I pressed play on the radio. Static crackled and popped in the background before the song I had choreographed my dance to began to play.

      Maja Resnik had told Harper’s Bazaar that I had been born a performer. A star, she had said. I had never disagreed with her. Confidence in my ability, in what I could do, and how spectacular I could deliver, came as natural as breathing. I admitted this as freely to myself as someone who could recite the alphabet does. It was great to have the ability, but it wasn’t fabulous, unless you were two. My mother held great disdain for my laissez-faire attitude, but there it was.

      Having Brando as my sole audience, one set of eyes, one heart, one soul, seemed intense to the point of madness.

      Though the ballet can be described as sensual, the fluidity of the body and how it moves, the movements are too focused, too choreographed, to become aroused by it. This? This was different. My movements were sensual, slow, and romantic, meant to turn him on. I had come to learn that Brando enjoyed the slow burn. Though I didn’t think he’d mind wild and intense either—perhaps another time.

      I had never moved in such a way before, and never for anyone else. I was exposed to almost burning, and I had never been so aware of a piece of clothing on my body—so cool and so forgiving. The silk barely touched my legs, only drifted, caressed as it moved with me.

      The intensity made me feel unstable to the point of free; somewhere deep inside, this secret between us felt like a blossoming addiction. I could dance for him this way, only him, for the rest of my life and never feel loss at not sharing it with anyone else—ever again.

      His eyes moved me, directing the shifts of the wind, me the helpless ribbon lost to it. The drumming of his heart echoed in my veins, rattling bone, trembling to the marrow.

      I was born to dance this way for him alone.

      The song ended. Another slow, romantic song took its place.

      I stood on the other side of the room, hands clenched, knees weak. My chest pumped up and down with my jagged breath. My heart beat out an erratic tattoo. The whirring of blood in my ears made me think of storms that come in the dead of night.

      My cheeks were tinted scarlet, but a chill clung to me, making me feel feverish. This visceral response from my body was not a result of the dance—I could have gone on for hours without losing my breath or tiring. It was because of Brando. The way he watched me almost felt as if he wanted to absorb me into his skin. If eyes could be labeled dangerous, his would be lethal. Even in the candlelight, from across the room, I could see how they simmered, close to an inferno that I had never touched before. Around him, my skin felt as thin as paper, the blood in my veins fire.

      He hadn’t even touched me yet. His will alone left me close to trembling.

      Minutes disappeared and neither of us spoke. I willed my eyes to stay on his and not drop to the floor. When the silence became too much for me to bear, I broke it, close to begging for relief. I couldn’t have been more vulnerable even if I were standing before him naked.

      “Say something,” I whispered. “Please.”

      “Never dance like that for anyone but me.”

      I hadn’t planned on it, were the words on the tip of my tongue, but I decided to keep them to myself.

      Silence stretched the length of the chasm that separated our bodies. Until he leaned forward, elbows resting on his legs, hands crossed, his eyes intent on mine. “Answer me, Scarlett.”

      “I won’t,” I whispered.

      He nodded. “And you, Ballerina Girl. Tell me what’s on your mind.” His words were like the fabric of the dress against my body, caressing.

      “You,” I blurted. Then I took a deep breath, releasing it slowly. Pace yourself, Scarlett. “My heart has been yours, consciously, since that night out in the snow. Given or not.” I spread my hands. “Yours. Tonight, I give you all of me.”

      The heat from his want seemed to billow out around him, and I could see the mirage of his will, and again, like that night under the stars, the shape could be molded to my desires. And I would. I would wield that power over him. As daunting as the idea seemed, it was minute compared to the want simmering inside of me.

      I had essentially known Brando Piero Fausti my entire life, even if his presence had been background music that hadn't registered in my mind. Above all else, I knew my heart and soul had known him a lot longer. He had been in me all along. History. Present. Future. Always. The connection stretched through him to the humming of my blood.

      There was nothing else to convince me of. I knew our love. I knew the time was right. The gown on my body had gone from what felt like a piece of clothing to a wish made upon a star.

      Seizing the moment, never more sure in my decision, I kept my eyes on his, slipping the silk from my shoulders, baring more than just my skin to him. The deep V translated into an open invitation.

      “Is this what troubled your mind? Me wanting you? Because I do. I want you, Brando. More than anything.”

      His eyes became more hooded, yes, hooded, but more…concentrated, focused. He stood, his tall frame throwing shadows over my exposed body, and made it to me in a few long strides. His hands came around my waist and we walked until I was backed against the wooden beam.

      I breathed him in, inhaling some exotic, Mediterranean drug, the melody of his essence—wood smoke, bergamot, rosemary, lavender, and the undercurrent of candied chocolate. I studied his lips like they were a test, and then leaned in a bit, drinking in the smell again. It wasn’t enough.

      Lifting up on my toes, I licked his lips, and there it was, the residual sweetness on my tongue.

      His hands tightened around my waist, imposing, yet comforting. His hands were large against my frame, and warm enough to seep into bone. The hotness of his palms seared through the thin silk, and I almost expected the fabric to burn, to smoke, to leave blisters on my skin.

      He licked his lips; the wetness shimmered in the candlelight. Placing his pointer finger under my chin, he used his thumb to stroke my bottom lip. His eyes seemed magnetized to mine. I had never truly appreciated how remarkably dangerous they were until this moment.

      Not only were they lethal, but almost sinful. Indecent. Maggie Beautiful’s description of Luca Fausti turned out to be an echo of his gorgeous son.

      “I didn’t bring you here for this,” he said, his breath a whisper on my lips. His thumb trailed down to my chin, my neck, hovering around the necklace against my throat. The diamond threw off a rainbow of colors from the flickering candles.

      We both knew what this meant. I closed my eyes, throwing myself into the fire.

      After our night on Maggie Beautiful’s couch, we had continued to venture, touch and discover, always inching our way closer to…this. A hole that I never knew existed until him had opened up, and an ache screeched like a banshee for attention, for his entire being to mold with my entire being. The only cure for the wound was being one with him.

      I chased the cure. I chased the quiet, the inner peace. I chased him. And now I had him.

      Or had he chased me and now I would surrender? Or would we both surrender to the other’s nature?

      I’d soon find out.

      I opened my eyes then, the fire raging inside of me reflected in his eyes. “But this,” I unbuttoned the rest of his shirt, slipped it from his shoulders, let it fall to the floor, and then ran my fingertips in a gentle motion across his smooth bare chest, “is why I came.”

      Heart and soul, body and mind, were all in agreement. I had no choice but to say yes.

      
        
        Awake.

        A light had been lit inside of me. 

        I could feel the internal flame in every ounce of whatever made me…me. The glow had always been present because of him; it just needed the chance to bloom.

        Time.

        We were lost to it. Found only to each other. Did the rest of the world disappear when ecstasy filled every aching hole? I believed so. Time ceased to function, drunk on the clear smoke of laughing gas that love and ecstasy released when the two worlds came together, creating one. A refuge. A time capsule. Our lovemaking echoed throughout the night without shame, without thoughts of an inevitable end.

        Hungry.

        Greedy, was more like it. I couldn’t stand the loss of his body, his heat, and all I could manage in thought was over and over and over and over. All my body could long for was more, more, more…because this was love.

        Always.

        Always, always, always…

        

      

      In the silence of predawn, during that precarious and delicate switching of hands from dark to light, the words refused to leave me. The need to write them down in my journal, documenting our beautiful years, came close to seizing me with panic—don’t forget, never forget…

      Somewhere in a mind that seemed to float with the rest of me, in the slow-drifting clouds of my thoughts, I made a mental note to do just that whenever the opportunity arose.

      I hoped the opportunity was far off in the distance. I never wanted to leave the dream we had somehow weaved. Right now, the mad dash to write down all of my feelings was in no comparison to the insane need to stay close to the man beside me.

      We had moved to the bed long ago, finding warmth in the fireplace, underneath the covers. I found my true warmth from his steady heat. He held me, my back pressed to his front, his fingertips stroking the skin on my arm, my shoulders, and then up and down my spine, over each rising vertebra.

      Every once in a while he would lean in, inhale my hair, the skin behind my ear, and then he would whisper something about roses, causing a delightful chill to make me shiver.

      The strong scent of roses hung in the air above us, tangling with the robust smell of the fire and his cologne. For what felt like the longest stretch of peaceful time, the only sounds were the hiss and pop of the flames, our jagged breathing, and an occasional trembling sigh from me.

      “You call me your angel.” Brando’s voice melted in with the other sounds, sneaky as the hiss and pop, as mild as the scent of roses, sharp as the breaths of want, and as peaceful as the release of a satiated breath, but there was something there, looming on the surface: clear and condensed vulnerability. “You save me, Scarlett.”

      I turned to look at him, to see his face, but he kept me in place with the stronghold of his arms. I took some time to think about my answer. It was on the tip of my tongue, but the words needed to be right for him. When the time came, my voice broke, and I had to start over again.

      “You—you introduced me to love, Brando. The night in the snow, I remember seeing it. How bright our world was against the night. And I don’t remember feeling it—the cold. You know what I felt? Warmth. All that I remember is the warmth that I felt. It was the only thing about that night that I’ve never questioned. You lit something inside of me that may have burned low for a time, but it never left me completely. When you came back…it flared. I’ve always believed in angels. I believe that of you.”

      “Tell me how to say misguided angel in French.”

      “Brando—”

      “Say it.”

      “Ange trompé.”

      “Angelo sbagliata.” He repeated the words, but not in the same language. The sound of him speaking Italian rushed over me, as sexual as a wave crashing into shore. Alone, his mouth was sensual, but with Italian flowing from it?

      “You speak Italian,” I pointed out, almost stupidly.

      “Yeah,” he said. “All that I am.”

      All that he was? His answer came in response to my obvious observation, but there was more to his blasé comment that rose above the surface. Being as sensitive to him as I was, I felt it.

      “No.” I shook my head. “You’re much more, Brando. You’re mine. L'ange de Scarlett. Scarlett’s angel.”

      “Angelo sbagliata,” he repeated.

      His hold on me tightened, and if I ever could hear a heartbeat, it was his in that moment. It seemed to pulse with a penance-chasing rhythm.

      He lifted himself, tucking me underneath him, and without his urging, my legs parted, his body already the master of mine. He hovered over me, ready, but refusing to touch me. A soft noise escaped my lips, already anticipating, wanting with savage hunger and thirst.

      He eyes were as hot as coals, downright molten, and glazed over with the sadness and struggles he held prisoner. A sweep over my exposed flesh had me almost squirming, but I denied the urge.

      “Sei perfetto,” he said, in that way he had of almost speaking to himself. “Una creatura perfetta con le linee aggraziate di una farfalla.” You are perfect. A perfect creature with the graceful lines of a butterfly.

      “A butterfly?” I breathed out.

      It might as well have been his hands gliding up and down my naked body, but it was his eyes, all-absorbing and as heady as his touch. “Yeah. In the hands of a fucking beast.”

      I went to touch him, but he captured my hands with his own, stopping me. He had me pinioned, a wrist on each side of my head. In that moment, the comparison never felt so real.

      “Say it again.” His voice was low, hoarse with unshed emotions. His eyes searched mine, steady and relentless, as unforgiving as his hold on my wrists. “You’re mine.”

      I should have been more frightened in that moment. I should have been terrified of him, of what he wanted from me. I had bled for him, and now I would give him beyond what words alone could promise. That’s what he demanded of me. To love him, to be his, to feel him even deeper than the pleasures of the flesh, despite it all—time, separation, all that comes with space.

      My heart broke and healed all in the span of two beats. He was claiming me in a way that no one else would ever be able to. Staring into eyes that usually gave nothing away, I knew that I had claimed him in the same way.

      It takes two to possess…

      No hesitation.

      Yes. I say yes. Again and again. “I’m yours.” Have it. “I’m yours.” Take it. “I’m yours, Brando Fausti.” Take me. All of me. This graceful creature is safe in the hands of her beast.

      He closed his eyes, swallowed hard, locking the words away in his secret cage.

      His mouth came down on mine, soft and warm, at first, and then became greedy and hot. I matched his avarice with fervor. A guttural noise seemed to rumble from the depths of his chest; a beast—I hadn’t realized what that word meant until now. Not truly. I blanched when he entered me to the hilt, but despite the tenderness, my body returned what he commanded of it. His madness ran parallel with my own.

      We had grown past the stage of tender lovemaking; now he introduced me to something else entirely. The intensity of his thrusts was quickly bringing me to the edge of control. Sweat coated my body and tears leaked out of the corners of my eyes. Not from crying, no, from an overflow that couldn’t be contained.

      A bead of his own sweat ran down his sharp nose, dangling before it fell against my breast. “Te ne ricorderai,” he said, his tone sharp with the command. His eyes were even sharper, piercing through all resolve, until he hit soul. “Non dimenticherai mai a chi appartieni. Sei mio. Scarlett Rose.”

      You will remember. You will never forget. You are mine.

      He pulled out, just to come back harder, sending a jolt of white-hot lightning flaring through my lower belly. He kept bringing me to the brink of both pleasure and pain. Only a thin line of mania separated the two. And I knew he held back for my sake; I could feel the restraint trembling in his muscles.

      I cried out, begging for mercy; at the same time, begging him not to stop. Never stop! His words were just as powerful as his thrusts, and with each one, he drove his point home.

      You will remember. You will never forget. You are mine.

      Despite the overwhelming sensations, my back arched, meeting him in fury, each time with an answering reply. Yes. I'm yours.

      This wasn't about love. This was about possession in every form. He didn't just demand the promise from my mouth, no, that wasn’t enough. The answer he sought came from much deeper. He longed to feel it in the reverberations of his flesh against mine. In the echo of my blood and bone, an imprint of him that could never be washed clean.

      Brando was older than me in so many ways. But in the eyes of the world, we were both still young. Still, our love seemed older than the two of us together and it demanded that we learn.

      There was no true escape for either of us.
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Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      
        
        My heart had always been destined to find his. It was driven by hunger, a spiritual, primal need to fulfill the connection that seemed to be buried deep in the bone. And I rode the connection on a stroke of lightning to find him. 

      

      

      Life.

      I sighed, a deep wistful sound.

      Life was oh so good.

      I had spent almost my entire holiday break in a magical floating balloon with Brando. I woke up to him in the wee hours of the morning, I fed him lunch and dinner, and I snuggled up close before bed.

      During the stolen moments in between we would venture, touch and discover, always finding our way to this again. Sublimely full of a satisfied heart and exerted muscles all of the time, his name was whispered in each wonderful ache, and life seemed to find me.

      As per his usual, when Brando had to work, he had someone stay with me. Violet most days, and we made it our mission to go through and clean the remainder of Emory Snow’s things—his French furniture, the items packed away in plastic tubs and wooden crates. His precious memories.

      With only two days left to our magic balloon, though, the air slipped, our time fleeting. When I reflected though…I became swept away, lifted…

      “Scarlett?”

      I studied my reflection in the master-bath mirror. I brought my hands to my lips, a slight grin playing behind them.

      “Hmm?”

      The way he kisses me, sometimes so tenderly, sometimes with a need like hunger and thirst, both physical and spiritual…

      “Stop doing that! You’re creeping me out.”

      The way he loves me, my body, kisses every inch of my skin… A soft “ah” escaped my lips at the memory. “What?” A fierce blush rose to my cheeks, scalding hot and with a pulse. The heat matched the one between my legs.

      “I said. You’re staring at yourself like you stare at the stars. Like you can reach them if you stare hard enough.”

      My breasts, my naval, my…and his…yesss…the way he moves…oh…and what I can do to him in return…

      “Sandy took too many chill pills. Maybe she needs another kind of pill now…”

      What did Brando say to me? Oh. There it is. “You make love like you move…I don’t know how I survive you.”… The pretty words he released… His eyes, how hooded, how—

      “Enough!” Violet’s violent word and her crushing grip on my shoulders popped my own personal balloon. “Get ahold of yourself, woman.” She shook me a bit, but then she pulled me in for a quick hug. She set me straight in a jerky movement, but she didn’t release her hold.

      I blinked a few times, bringing her into focus. Her hair was the color of her name now, perhaps just a bit lighter, with a silvery tint added amongst the purple. A wide-brimmed hat sat over the crown of her head, and her wrists were adorned with silver jewelry. Her black turtleneck dress made her hair and eyes pop like a neon sign in the dark. Just how Mitch and Mick carried their cigarettes behind their ears, she had a pencil there.

      “We’re going to be late, Scarlett.”

      It took a moment for me to remember…and then I felt the frown come to my face.

      She smiled so hard that she almost laughed. She turned from me, grabbing something from the counter littered with makeup paraphernalia.

      Brando and I had agreed to take her to a party in the country. Mick had to work—he had found employment with one of the auto body shops around town—and she was hell bent on going.

      Neither Brando nor I could talk her out of it, and since we both didn’t want to see her go alone, we gave in. But with only two days left to our own balloon, the idea of joining the real world felt less than appealing.

      Even though Brando had to work, it wasn’t much. For the most part, he took advantage of vacation days, and we were able to spend nonstop time together. It was time that bonded us even closer. I felt even more fused to him. Solid in a way that I had never felt before.

      Before I could snatch my hand back, Violet took my right in hers, staring at the ring Brando had given me. Belatedly, I realized that I had been staring at it again. She pulled it off and slipped it easily onto my left ring finger; perfect fit.

      She hummed for a moment, a thoughtful noise, before she took it off once again and set it back on the right hand, third finger. This time she had to use more pressure to get it to slide over my knuckle. It fit once it was over the bone.

      “That’s a gorgeous ring.” She moved it, watching as it caught the light and seemed to rise and fall for her too. “A bit pricey for a promise ring.” Her eyes met mine, too fast for me to look away.

      I did, though, not able to meet her interrogative gaze.

      “A man doesn’t give a woman jewelry for no reason. He gives it to her to make his mark. To claim her for his own.”

      You have no idea, I wanted to say, but didn’t.

      She continued on. “Especially a ring of that caliber. That’s an engagement ring, Scarlett. Be honest with me. Are you married?”

      I waved a hand in her direction, dismissing this. “Of course not. You would’ve been there.”

      She gave a subtle nod. “You broke a lot of hearts the moment this ring slid on your finger. Brando Fausti is officially off the market. I doubt he ever was on it.”

      We became quiet for some time. She dug around in the bag on the counter, and her eyes caught mine in the mirror. “You okay?” Her words were soft, her worry for me clear and true in the tone of her voice, in her questioning. She uncapped my pink lipstick, applying it to my lips. “Are you playing it safe?”

      There was no such thing where Brando Fausti was concerned, but I held that thought in too.

      Placing my hand over hers, I stilled her movements. Our eyes connected. All was fine with me. Actually, more than fine, but I was still worried for her. She looked tired. And I wondered, not for the first time, if splitting her time between two brothers was to blame. But any time the subject was broached, the sub rosa exposed, she shut down, taking her secrets and burdens with her.

      Over the course of our time at the house on Snow, both Mitch and Mick would occasionally stop by to help. I watched my best friend, not knowing what else to do, become a different person when she was alone with each of the brothers, but someone else entirely when both were present. She became a shy, watchful person.

      I didn’t like it.

      I didn’t like how she seemed to be split in three. The girl she was with Mitch, the girl she was with Mick, and the girl who couldn’t decide between them. She was tortured. She had two balloons; I had one, and one was enough to send me floating into the abyss for longer than my candle was to burn on this earth.

      Keeping up seemed to be taking its toll on her. A desperate need to help stole over me every time I felt her struggle, but I wasn’t sure how. Our relationship had always been based on helping each other by just being there, not offering advice or strategies.

      She searched my eyes. “Are you zoning out aga—”

      “No.” I took her other hand, and the lipstick pointed at me like a weapon. “I was just thinking.” I decided on a whim to share with her, in hopes that she would share with me. “I’ve never been in love before, Violet. So I have nothing to compare my feelings to. But naïve or not, my instincts tell me that what I have with Brando is unusual…a once-in-a-lifetime deal.”

      She was quiet for some time.

      “I know,” she said at last. “The most unreachable girl has finally been reached.” She went silent again, her eyes intent on mine. I could sense her deliberation. Then she blinked. “It’s just that I hear things, you know? Between—” She waved her hand back and forth in a motion that I assumed symbolized her relationships with the brothers. “I understand the depth of Brando’s feelings for you. He might be a hundred shades of enigmatic, but love is the simplest language. Anyone can read it. That’s what scares me, Scarlett. I can read the depth of yours too. Your internal has run over into the physical. I’ve never seen that in you before—not with dance, or with your family. Maybe Elliott, but this is a different kind of love.

      “And right now, Brando is behaving like a self-sacrificing kind of man. A self-sacrificing kind of man will set you loose before he takes from you what he honestly thinks you deserve. They make all of the decisions because their convictions are hard and powerful. Even more powerful than their will to have. I don’t want to see your black balloon turn blue. Black is solitary, and yes, a bit sad. But in its own peculiar way, it can also serve as protection. It numbs the blow. People lie about blue. Blue is a prison. You can see through the color. It taints. It allows you to see everything you can’t have.”

      Her truth hit me square in the chest. She had put into words the honest thoughts that had been trying to make their way to my heart. I decided to leave her words with the crack in my armor. She had to be reached as well.

      “Is that what happened to you?” I asked. “Is Mitch self-sacrificing? Is that why your mystic purple balloon turned blue?”

      With Violet, if you smothered it in humor, she was more likely to share.

      She laughed, but the sound came out bitter. She turned to the mirror, glaring at herself, putting the lipstick on the counter with a hard slap.

      “Oh, Scarlett,” she sighed. “There are three people in the play of my love life: the self-sacrificing, the selfish, and the damn jester, but the trouble is the roles keep rotating. No one knows who the hell they are anymore. I’m hoping one day the rotation will cease, the play will come to an end, and I’ll know my place, and those of others. Normal life will resume once again.”

      She lifted her shoulders and let them fall.

      “Until then…blue balloon it is.” She pointed at herself in the mirror with an angry finger, like she was about to give herself a stern pep talk. Instead she said, “Fucking blue balloon. Fuck. You. I’m going to pop you so hard one of these days.”

      I took the vibrant pink lipstick and wrote Always on the mirror. With the weight of those things on my mind, we left.
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        * * *

      

      The next day came, and I struggled to release Violet and our truth session from my thoughts. Turns out, the party in the country didn’t help matters.

      I had been distant, alternately watching her and Mitch and fearing the blue balloon. That’s right. Mitch had been present. Which made sense when all of the dots started to connect. Of course, Violet would have to go…it was stolen moments with her secret Romeo. And, as I had discovered, her secret Romeo had more layers than an onion.

      Layers were always a favorite of Violet’s. She loved peeling them back, learning about the deeper inner workings, and then occasionally reporting on them. It didn’t seem like she had much to report from the party, she just went to be present in the moment.

      The party had taken place in a barn, a birthday celebration, complete with hay, a few animals, and bulb lights that hung from one side of the ceiling to another in a sort of lazy sway.

      Mitch led the live band, Poisonous Dawn. He took gigs now and again for extra money. Despite the obvious, that we were not party to this tangled web, Mitch was good. Especially when he sang “Every Rose Has Its Thorn” directly to Violet. I wasn’t even sure if either one of them had realized that they were in a barn stuffed with people and the occasional chicken.

      At the end of a particularly emotional performance, he lifted his left wrist, showcasing a tattoo in the shape of a V with a line closing the top. The line didn’t make any sense, but the V did. Then he repeated a line from Peter Pan, which cost him a few curious glances.

      Violet had started to cry—peeling the onion must have gotten to her.

      The thought of the blue balloon inched closer.

      Accompanying Mitch on a few songs was Jane Jones—unforgettable candy gift-giver from the cabins. On closer inspection, she wasn’t as perfect as I had once believed her to be. She had her flaws, but something about the woman terrified me.

      I couldn’t find an answer to the unfounded fear, except to come to the conclusion that she made sense.

      Which actually made no sense, but somehow it did, to me.

      Brando, in his usual way, had taken note of my unease all evening, always keeping me close, and not even mentioning the fact that I had moved the ring he had given me to my left ring finger.

      “It’s a bit tight on the other finger,” I had mentioned at one point. The truth, but not the entire truth.

      Every once in a while his gaze would flick to the finger, and he seemed to tense and relax at the same time. I couldn’t tell if the placement of it pleased or terrified him. Probably both. But he wasn’t the one needing reassurance.

      Even though he made an effort to soothe my nerves, I couldn’t pinpoint the source of the unease, so there was the crux of problem, hovering around in the shape of a blue sphere.

      The tension rose in me until it bubbled over onto him and we argued. Brando Fausti wasn’t built to withstand secrets, which he felt I kept from him. Attempting to explain to him that not even I knew what was wrong was not good enough for him. He brooded and stewed, an extremely formidable opponent, but not against not knowing.

      I couldn’t explain to him what I couldn't understand myself.

      This wasn’t our first fight after making love. That had happened on our second day in the house on Snow, after I had brought up his first lover while we were in our bed. This had not gone over well with either of us. Him, because he had stated, cruelly I might add, that only the two of us were allowed in our bed. Me, because I had found out that he had been “deflowered” by the gorgeous woman from Sweden who owned the chocolate shop in town. Tall, tan, pure blonde hair and crystal blue eyes, and probably ten years older than him.

      When our tempers came together, gas and fire, they exploded. I had tried to leave, he had carried me back inside like a caveman, but not before he put a few holes in the walls. That quiet confidence he carried, all of that resolve, seemed to dissolve in the face of what we had been fighting over.

      Then he proceeded to show me what he had meant by it’s too soon for me to show you what you need. Soon had come. He had showed me what he had meant by it, while he had me up against the wall, my traitorous body giving in to him.

      Afterward, he seemed almost repentant, but not fully. He promised to never take a hand to our walls again—in the house on Snow—and I promised not to bring up anyone else while we were in the sanctuary of our bed.

      This fight, though, seemed different. It lingered. The tension remained in my bones.

      I sighed, grabbing for another cup from the pile I had stacked to be washed. Emory Snow’s wife had beautiful china from the 1950s, and I couldn’t resist the pull to salvage the pieces, the history that went with them, and place them back in the glass cabinets where they belonged.

      The ballerina ring still rested on my left finger, and it twinkled something fierce in reflection to winter’s hazy sunlight and the warm water it had been immersed in.

      I dipped the cup in the soapy water, moving my stare to the rows of dead roses swaying to the tempo of the harsh breeze. Staring at the ring was bringing me no answers. As I washed around the rim, the dishcloth caught. I pushed a little harder and my hand slipped. The sensitive area between thumb and pointer finger immediately caught fire. A bloom of crimson rose to the surface, turning the white bubbles red.

      “Shit!” I yanked my hand out, water and blood streaming down my arm. I snatched a dry, clean cloth from the pile, applying pressure.

      Resting my back against the counter, I closed my eyes, counting to ten in my head. I didn’t like blood—the sight of it, the smell of it, the feel of it. Especially if the blood belonged to me.

      In some of my worst nightmares, I dreamt of the whistle of the train, the sound of glass shattering, the crunch of metal collapsing, the splatter of blood saturating snow. My brother’s face came to me in vivid color. His friends were facedown on the ground, surrounding him. Some nights, it was Brando who replaced them.

      Quickly, I glanced down at my hand. The white material had already stained through with red. Fast, the blood was coming fast. With my other hand, I grasped the counter, holding on for dear life.

      “He told me you were a ballerina…”

      The saturated cloth flew up in the air and an involuntary woot! left my throat when I jumped. I tried to step back, but the counter stood firmly behind me.

      A man with white hair, pale skin, eyes the color of blue ice, and rosy lips stood before me. His face was wrinkled with age, his overalls starched to almost stiff. He held a bouquet of roses in his hands; white with red tips.

      A whimper came from my mouth, thinking of my hand holding a pure white rose, staining it with the blood that seeped through the cloth.

      His cool eyes darted to my hand as though he had read my mind. I gathered the towel, applying more pressure, and my head lost focus on the way back up. The stranger separated in two before merging back into one man.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you, little darlin’. The name is Emory Snow. I lived here, once upon a time.” He nodded to my hand. “Does that need fixin’?”

      I tucked my hand in my pocket. I didn’t want to think about it needing fixin’.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “Brando didn’t tell me…he just ran to get more nails.”

      He nodded. “I didn’t give him a specific time, just told him I’d be stopping by. I wanted to meet you.”

      An awkward silence fell between us. He seemed content to stare at me.

      “I—ah, I’ve been going through your things. I hope you don’t mind? Your wife has some beautiful things.” I reached inside a box with the good hand and pulled out a black and white photo of a black-haired woman. I thrust it out for him to take. “It’s the only picture I found. I thought you’d like to have it.”

      I pushed down the nausea in my stomach and the fire in my hand while he studied the picture. When his attention turned back to me, his eyes had defrosted and they shimmered. He sighed, walked over to the mantle, and placed the roses there.

      He set the picture before the vase. He dallied, studying the music box Brando had given to me. Raising his hand, he reached out and tinkered with the crank. Music started to tinkle while the two wooden figurines played their parts.

      He said something, but it came out gruff, indistinguishable.

      “Pardon? I couldn’t—”

      “She wasn’t my wife,” he said louder.

      Oh! “Oh.”

      “I asked my daughter to leave. Her and her family was not suited for this place. She left anyway, after she found this picture, after she found out about Àstrid. About our relationship. But it was long before I met her mother. Àstrid was a ballerina, like you. From France. She had family here. She came to visit one summer. We fell in love, like people tend to do. But it wasn’t just love. We fell beyond comprehension, beyond the universal language. We truly believed that we were the only ones able to understand our secret language. She fell in love with this house, said she wanted to live here the rest of her days…”

      His voiced faded as he watched the music box, until he seemed to find himself again.

      “I talked my daddy into giving this place to me. We owned a lot of land around these parts. But I was never good enough for her. I knew it, even if she didn’t. She had a place in France. Her people were there. And her man, the man she left behind when she came here. She was willing to give it all up for me. But I wouldn’t have it. I wouldn’t have her. So I sent her back. Told her I lost interest.”

      I tensed when he added, “She died not long after.”

      “What?” I whispered.

      “That’s why I came here. I had to see for myself. To make sure…to make sure the people in her place suited her.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “Heart failure. Or something along those lines.”

      “How did you…how did you move on? You married. Had a child.” My voice sounded angry, harsh, accusing. I tightened my fist around the rag, afraid that the blood would start spurting with the rise in pressure.

      Evening was approaching, the sky turning lavender with pink swirls. His eyes glistened in reflection. He reminded me of an angelo sbagliata.

      “Some relationships are born out of destiny, and just are. Others are born out of certain needs—loneliness, friendship, mutual respect. That’s what I had with my wife. I made no pretenses. She knew. She told me I could have Àstrid, as long as I could make room for her. I made room, but no one has ever taken her place. Or ever will.”

      “Do you regret it?” I sniffed, attempting to quell the panic. “What you did to her?”

      “Almost always.” His eyes flicked to mine. “Unsettled stories have a habit of settling where they can. History has a way of repeating itself.”

      Yes, and his history seemed to be directing ours.

      “Scarlett.” Brando stood in the doorway, looking between Mr. Snow and me.

      The sight of him unnerved me. The look on his face and what I felt from him almost stole the air from my lungs. Perhaps Mr. Snow didn’t catch it, but as calm and collected as Brando was on the surface, there was murderous intent hiding under the current.

      He didn’t know what had happened and was rapidly filling in his own gaps with thoughts that were wrong.

      I had never felt that from him before. Up until this point, he had never allowed me to feel that much anger. The power behind it came as a shock. The intensity of his feelings almost knocked me over. Though I had sensed it before. Those eyes might have been dark water to other people, but somehow I could see through them clearly.

      He’d murder this man if he thought he had hurt me.

      I hurriedly explained, before he could do anything rash. “I cut my hand on a cup, Brando. It was chipped. I hadn’t noticed.”

      He threw the bag in his hands to the floor, making it to me in a few long strides. He removed the wounded hand from my pocket. He quickly assessed the cut, whispering out a firm expletive in response to whatever he saw.

      I bit my lip. “What does that mean?” The words were shaky, reflecting the knock of my knees.

      He wrapped my hand in a formulated way, applying a lot of pressure, making me feel even weaker. The burn became stronger. “It means you need stitches. You need to go to the hospital.”

      A sob broke free from my throat that I couldn’t control, though no tears ran. Brando mistook my fear. He reassured me that it wasn’t that deep. I would be all right after a few stitches. But I wouldn’t be.

      Life was pointing us in the wrong direction. His internal arrow was set. His convictions were strong. The moment forked into a two-lane road, neither one marked. We had to decide. Walk together, or take separate journeys. No good would come from us separating. All that I was screamed the truth.

      Somewhere deep down, that same voice had been warning me, but I refused to listen. I was so lost in love.

      One look at Brando’s face and I knew he had made this decision long before he reentered my life. He had always been set on letting me go.

      A panic like none other seized me, as though high tide had reached my throat and I was losing my grip. The hero who came to save me sacrificed himself instead. For no effing reason!

      “Promise me,” I begged with no shame. “Promise me that you’ll never send me away.” The words were frantic, jumbled. A barrage of memories assaulted me. The feel of being sent away from my parents’ house when my sister would lie on me was the most prominent. But this was worse, so much worse. This was home. The only home I had ever known. With him. “Now. Say it. Please, Brando. Promise me.”

      Please, please, please. Don’t send me away from wherever you are. Where you go, I go.

      He shushed me, stroking my hair, but the direction of his gaze had settled on Emory Snow. I repeatedly begged him, up until the point that the panic inside of me caused me to fade to black.

      I woke up in the hospital, my hand stitched, with no promise, and the ring on my left finger had been moved to one that was not symbolic of never-ending love. Brando’s face had turned harder than stone, and it seemed unmovable.
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        Young love is the strongest of its kind, but it’s also the stupidest.

        Emory Snow

      

        

      

      It was not subtle subterfuge, by any stretch of the imagination.

      A week later I had to have the stitches removed, and my mother insisted that she was the only one who could take me. My mother had been acting more like a pecking hen than usual.

      Being honest, a grim satisfaction came with admitting to her that the stitches came from washing old dishes in an even older house. She hadn’t come right out and said it, but her thoughts were plain on her face—that could have been one of your feet!

      Too bad it wasn’t.

      To add to my irritation, Charlotte had decided to join us. My sister fed off any power trip that somehow included me as the victim. Despite that, I should have detected the ambush was near when, after my appointment, we pulled up to a secluded area along the Cane River.

      My mother instructed me to take a seat at a picnic table situated before its waters. She stood and my sister sat across from me, grinning from ear to ear.

      I ate the canary! it screamed in triumph.

      You would, you sadistic bird killer. I hoped the look I wore on my face conveyed that sentiment in return.

      “We need to talk,” my mother said.

      I waved my hand in a go right ahead gesture. She had brought me out here for a reason. It’s not like I had much of a choice in the matter.

      She stuck her chin up, steeling herself against whatever it was she had to speak to me about. “I’ve accepted the offer on your behalf.”

      I sat up straighter, my eyes narrowed to slits. “Which one?”

      “Ballet de l'Opéra national de Paris.”

      “The Paris Opera Ballet,” Charlotte said, adding nothing new to the conversation.

      “You didn’t give me the choice.” I looked down at my hands, at the grains in the wooden table, at the water, at Charlotte, who couldn’t hide her smirk, and then at my mother. I met her eyes. “You refuse to give me a say in my own life.”

      “Nonsense.” She waved a hand, dismissing this. “I gave you an ample amount of time. You decided to squander it playing house with Brando Fausti.”

      “And here we are.” I shoved a hand outward. “That’s what this is about. You want me to leave. To separate from him.”

      This topic shouldn’t have come as a surprise. It didn’t, but how long it took for her to air it out in the open had. I had been waiting for this, for our heads to clash over the unmovable. The fact that I loved Brando Fausti and I made no qualms in denying the truth was bound to cause strife at some point. But there would be no reasoning when it came to him.

      After he had brought me home from the hospital, he hovered, a worried look still on his face. Tension radiated in the air around him, so thick that it tasted bitter on my tongue. Eunice and my mother had come into the room, my mother asking questions, Eunice assuring him that she’d take care of me.

      A look had passed between Brando and Pnina, one that still had me attempting to figure out what it had meant. Not long after, my mother left. Eunice disappeared not long after her. He kissed me, long and hard, on the forehead and then followed in their footsteps.

      I got the feeling he had followed Pnina into her office and the two were talking behind my back. After the day I had had, I was too tired to be curious enough to get up and find out.

      During the week of what Violet had dubbed “finger recovery,” he was still on edge, occasionally staring at the cut with a solemn look on his face, and generally being quieter than normal, which for him, meant close to silent. When my mother insisted she be the one to take me to get the stitches removed, the look increased to brooding, but he said nothing, keeping in line with the stoic behavior.

      Charlotte chuckled, earning a scalding look from me. “You have to be ‘together’ to separate, chicken. Brando Fausti is never with just one girl. Watch. That ring is going to turn your finger an awful color soon. It’s not real. Just like the ‘relationship’ isn’t real.”

      I hated when she called me chicken and sometimes mouse. Loathed both.

      “When?” I asked, taking grim satisfaction in this moment too.

      She looked between my mother and me. “Pardon?”

      “Cut the crap, hen.” I’d be lying if I said Violet’s voice in my head didn’t push that one out. I had the strong urge to call her Sandy, but I decided I didn’t want to insult myself.  “When did he turn you down?” I egged even further.

      My mother put her hands on her hips and her face pinched.

      Charlotte’s mouth parted. She went to deny it but couldn’t. I could tell she was unsure of what he had told me. He didn’t mention it, but it was clear to see that not only did she harbor resentment against me for being able to dance, but because she must’ve been crushing on Brando once upon a time.

      Her presence made total sense—she wanted to watch me react to the news that I’d have to leave. She always did. It gave her pleasure to watch me suffer.

      “It was because of Elliott!” She threw her golden hair behind her shoulder in a huff. “Elliott didn’t want any of his friends dating his sister.”

      “I see.” I grinned, and not nicely. “Did Brando tell you that? Or Elliott?”

      “No!” She brought her hands up and they came down with a slap against the table.  “It doesn’t matter now! It’s over and done with. Brando Fausti lost his chance with me.”

      “Who told you that?” I pressed even harder, hoping to make her snap. “Cat got your tongue, hen?”

      She started cursing at me in Spanish and I started cursing at her in French. War had been initiated.

      “Dovolj!” My mother shouted in Slovenian. Enough!

      All three of us became quiet, as still as the water. A lone jogger panted by, a small wave at us as he did so. The only time my mother spoke Slovenian out in public was when she didn’t want anyone else to hear her reprimanding. She could do it with a pleasant smile on her face too, even if the words were less than kind.

      “Charlotte, go inside and tell your grandmother,” she continued in Slovenian. “She has been anticipating the news.”

      Charlotte and I glared at each other until she had to look away. I grinned to myself, a moment of complete satisfaction when she tripped over a root hidden underneath a pile of leaves, her body giving a jerk before she righted herself.

      “She is all you have left, Scarlett Rose Poésy.”

      Turning, I gave Pnina my full attention. “This is true, but you might want to remind her of that. Elliott is my brother. She’s just the person who occupied your womb before me.”

      “I know who Elliott is,” she said, a bit breathless. “My son.”

      Our eyes held. And my heart softened a little. My mother loved us; she did, just in her own way. Elliott’s death had cost her so much, even if her hard exterior made me forget from time to time. I promised myself that no matter what, even if my temper flared, I would respect her. She was my mother, even if there were times I questioned my belonging.

      I decided to go down a different road. “I’m not Maja Resnik. I’ll never be. Even if I move like her, when I’m out on my own, I’ll never allow myself to be a repeat of her. I’ll always be me. Despite your hopes.”

      My mother’s softened eyes turned hard. When she narrowed them, they were like daggers. “Do you take me for a fool, child? I know who you are. Just as I know my son, I know my daughter.”

      “Do you?” I mused, but I kept my eyes on hers. “You want to make her happy. You’ve always wanted to make the ballerina happy. Even if it cost me my happiness.”

      “Nonsense!”

      “You’ve always felt the need to prove something to her. You couldn’t do it. Neither could Charlotte. And, oh dear God, I wish she could have. Then I would be off the hook! I don’t want this. None of it. I want to be a teacher. I love it.” I took a deep breath, settling my anxious nerves. “I love teaching people things they don’t know and helping them understand what they do.”

      My mother sucked in a sharp breath. “A teacher?” She made it sound disrespectful, useless.

      “Yes, a teacher. It’s one of the most important jobs. Teaching people.”

      “You?” She laughed. “You are a prodigy! Maja Resnik’s protégé! A world-class dancer! This is nonsense, absolute nonsense.” She laughed again, mocking me. “A teacher? That is like putting a star in a jar just to watch it burn. Why not watch it in the sky, where it belongs? Nonsense! You have Maja Resnik’s blood. And you would waste your talent to become a…a teacher?”

      “Yes,” I said simply.

      She was becoming unhinged. I tried to set a more even tone. Perhaps if we could discuss this rationally, which we were never able to do before, she would understand. But she continued before I could wage part two of my argument.

      “Incomprehensible! This is what you have always been. You have a talent that most would trade their soul for. And here you sit, set to give it up. I forbid it. I forbid you to ruin your future. You have always threatened me with your ability to dance, because you have always known what it meant. I have been allowing you to be free, for a time, to keep you satisfied. But I will not allow you to ruin your future for that man.”

      “Here we are again!” I shot up. “What’s wrong with Brando Fausti? Why do you hate him so much, Mati?”

      “I do not hate him, hči!”

      “What has he ever done to you!” I charged forward. “He was always there for Elliott. Why did you send him away? Why!”

      “He is not like us!”

      We both stilled. A deathly quiet descended. No matter if it was expected or not, the truth stung. No matter what she said about me, I could take it. But something reared its ugly head when she turned on him.

      I ran my foot against the earth, drawing a line between us. “Oh,” I finally managed. “Good. I don’t want him to be like us. Never. I love him, Mati. I always have. And I always will. And you will just have to accept that. Or learn to live with it. I’m not leaving. Recant the offer. Or I will.”

      I turned to go, but she put a hand on my arm, applying a liberal amount of pressure.

      She asked me in Slovenian if he asked me to stay.

      I refused to answer her.

      She brought my finger closer to her face, her eyes running over the ring.

      She asked me in Slovenian if he asked for my hand in marriage.

      I refused to answer her.

      “I do not care which opportunity you choose, Scarlett Rose.” Her tone cut to the bone, in retaliation for the softer tone of mine. There would be no more arguing. I had made up my mind. Brando had given up all of the opportunities offered to him for me. I’d do the same for him.

      “But you will choose. That is my final say. I might not be able to persuade your will, but I will direct the outcome. You have worked too hard, your talent too great, to let it all die in vain. No.” She took another hard look at the ring and then let my hand drop. “You will go, whether it is me or someone else giving you the push you need to take the leap.”

      She turned and left me alone out in the cold.
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      He didn’t look at me the same. Nor did he touch me as much. After our time on Snow, a clear and thin battle line had been drawn between us. He had his side. I had mine.

      In the beginning I had been intent on destroying the line, of crossing it whenever and however I liked, but it takes two to create peace.

      I tried everything in my arsenal to sway his resolve—dancing, flirting, humor, sulking, anger—but nothing seemed to touch him. He was not outwardly cruel, but the aloofness that hovered became a wet blanket over a fire. Smothering. He still touched and kissed and hugged me—more hugs than anything—but it always seemed more platonic than romantic.

      I tried a different tact.

      I went the other way, forcing myself into self-imposed misery by acting just as aloof as he was. He noticed this, and a few times he almost gave in to my need, close to this again, but he always pulled away, not even an excuse to soften the blow.

      Then my aloofness seemed to turn his aloofness into anger. It was never directed at me, but he was irritable, always just an inch closer to blowing some unseen gasket. The war between us seemed to be nonexistent to him. His war came from an internal conflict.

      Once all tactics had failed, we found ourselves in a valley. No place to go but either left or right. Forward or behind. Together or apart.

      Unbeknownst to him, I had already made my mind up. I was not leaving. I had a plan. That plan included local college, teaching, and above all else, Brando Fausti in my life for always. He would just have to get over his effing convictions.

      Instead of dwelling on love, or the lack thereof, I dwelled on Maggie Beautiful’s reading extravaganza.

      We were now nearing the end of spring, and she was reading like a pro. I surprised her with balloons, quotes from her favorite authors and some actors and actresses, and a certificate that I printed out for her to frame and hang, if she wanted to.

      I hung the quotes around her house, and her final exam was to read them aloud. Then we were to celebrate.

      The celebration had commenced.

      Brando had been working more hours, so it seemed like I was spending more and more time with Maggie Beautiful. She made me feel good about life. As she had once said, to laughter and applause from Violet and me afterwards, we were tight.

      A cheeky grin came to my face when I looked down. Part of the celebration included me gussied up and in one of her showgirl outfits. Red sequined, feather topped, and a bit tipsy on bourbon.

      Instead of spiked hot chocolate, we started spiking our punch during warmer days. This time, I was in charge of a new bowl. I felt like a rebel without a cause every time I did.

      It seemed Maggie Beautiful was out of bourbon, so I used rum instead. It smelled of exotic beaches and sunshine, so I took a few deep gulps, went to put it back, but decided on a few more. Some of Maggie Beautiful’s cabinets, the ones she hid her contraband in, required a step stool to reach.

      The small ladder shimmied underfoot. I steadied myself with a hand against the counter, about to put the bottle in the back of the cabinet where it was housed, when I was swept backwards, my arms automatically coming to find one strong arm wrapped around my waist like a vise. The rum exploded on the floor; fumes of the tropical drink blossomed in the air.

      “Hey!” I slapped at the arm. “Put me down!”

      “Yeah,” Brando said, ignoring my attempts at freedom. “No.”

      “Brando! What are you doing? Put me down!”

      He ignored me, carrying me into the front room as if I weighed no more than five pounds, and then set me down in front of the sofa. I stumbled back a bit, the bourbon and rum starting to course through my veins, and something else, anger.

      He paced between the kitchen table and me. Each time he did a whiff of oil, sweat, and beer meandered in the air. His work clothes still clung to him, stained with black patches and soaked with perspiration.

      “Scarlett Gorgeous, look what I found—” Maggie Beautiful stopped dead in her tracks, her eyes darting from me to her son. She had a book clutched in her hands. She frowned. “What are you doing here?”

      He stopped pacing, facing the both of us, eyes ablaze.

      “What did you call her?” He whispered the words, but he might as well have shouted them.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Maggie Beautiful whispered, clutching the book to her chest.

      “Yes it does!” I piped up. “She called me Scarlett Gorgeous. That’s her nickname for me.”

      “Is that so?” He took measured steps, stopped when he was face to face with me. He leaned in and sniffed my mouth. “What did you give her?”

      “I had bourbon and a touch of rum,” I spoke up again. His accusations should have been aimed at me. Then I sniffed his mouth. “What did you have, hmm?”

      He looked me up and down with slow appraisal. The tick in his jaw jumped. He glanced at his mother before his attention settled on me. “Time to go.” He went to take my arm, but I yanked it away, sidestepping the sofa, coming to stand in the doorway of the kitchen.

      I shook my head and crossed my arms over my chest. A stance he clearly recognized as, hell no, I refuse to go without a massive fight.

      He cursed and then flipped the table over with momentum born of uncontrolled rage. All of the books spread out on the table crashed to the floor, papers scattered in all different directions, and droplets from the punchbowl splashed against my arm. Glass shards shone like ice in the sun’s golden light.

      Maggie Beautiful ran to the floor, separating the papers, looking frantically for something. I picked up the certificate, wiped the punch off, and handed it to her. She clutched it and the book to her chest, as though she couldn’t bear to part with either.

      “Why are you so angry?” My own anger took me by surprise. I had shouted so loudly that my voice cracked on the ending word to my short tirade.

      His chest rose and fell with deep breaths, his hands came to his hips, and he refused to look at me. “It’s all I have!” He kicked the table. “It’s all I fucking have left!”

      I longed to go to him, to touch him, but all I could do was speak. If I touched him, it would be the equivalent of throwing rum on an out of control wild fire. I reminded him that he had me. What about me! But this seemed to anger him further, and we began to shout at each other. Maggie Beautiful’s voice rose above ours.

      “WE DON’T SEE THINGS AS THEY ARE, WE SEE THEM AS WE ARE!” She read one of the quotes on the wall by Anaïs Nin. After Violet had turned me on to her, I turned Maggie Beautiful on to her.

      The house fell silent and some of the tension escaped while our attention was focused on the sequined beauty going from quote to quote, reading them out loud. When she finished, she kept her eyes on the last quote, not turning around.

      “She can read.” The words were soft, filled with awed surprise, though the tension remained, continuing to tick in his tight jaw.

      I nodded, not adding anything else.

      “Yes, I can read.” Maggie Beautiful turned to face him. She pinched her lips together and then released them. “You’ve been to see Luca! That stupid, stupid man! What for?”

      He shrugged, glancing my way for the briefest of seconds. “Who taught you how to read, Maggie Beautiful?”

      I stepped forward. “I did. I taught her how to read, because that’s what I want to do. I want to teach. And that’s what I’m going to do. I’m staying here. I’m going to a local college and I’m going to teach locally when I’m done.”

      “A teacher.” He used the same tone as my mother had, as if it were beneath my feet. As if the thought was preposterous. As if the most common thing in the world was just assigned to an extraordinary being.

      My heart sank into my stomach. My fists clenched at my sides. All the blood rushing into my cheeks came straight from indignation. For the countless time in my life, my wishes were being thrown to the side, my happiness sacrificed for something I could do but didn’t really want—not in the way it had been presented to me.

      My mother dismissed me. My father struggled with his own life, probably wishing his life could have been different. My sister hated me out of jealousy. My grandmother cared for me, but not like Maja Resnik adored the dancer in me. My brother, the only normal in my life, was dead. Gone. Out of reach.

      Now the love of my life had joined the forces that pushed me, drilled me, and overworked me, in some quest to direct me down the path he saw fit.

      A moment of clarity swished through my thoughts. The rum. It seemed to be grating on my nerves, making me feel hot, more irritable than necessary. But I pushed it aside in favor of using it for my benefit.

      I shoved Brando, hard, in the chest. Even though I didn’t budge him, it felt good all the same. “Effing blue balloon!” I yelled. “I refuse to be trapped by it. I refuse to be treated like some golden-legged butterfly that needs to dance for money, fame, and applause. If you like it so much, why don’t you do it?” I shoved him again. “Suit up, angelo sbagliata, put the frilly stuff on and strut your stuff! If you think it’s so grand, why don’t you get out there and shake your ass. Work so hard that your feet feel like two scalding hot pulses at the ends of your legs! I don’t want it. Not the way everyone else wants it for me. Why doesn’t anyone listen to me? Why doesn’t anyone care what I think? Or feel!”

      I never knew I could growl, but I did, and then I went to shove him again, but this time he caught my wrists. He slid his hands to mine, holding firm, and looked at Maggie Beautiful. “Is this what you want? Think back, Maggie Beautiful. Think back to when you were fifteen.”

      “I’m not fifteen!” I screeched.

      He ignored me. “All of your dreams. Your hopes. Is this what you want for her?” He motioned with his head toward me. “Is this what she deserves?”

      And that, I thought, was as close to an explanation as I’d get from him for the time being—for his mindset and behavior.

      Maggie Beautiful bit her lip. She looked between the two of us. After a few beats, she shook her head, a clear and definite no.

      He released my hands and stuck a thumb at the mess. “I’ll take care of this when I get back.” Then he left, swallowed up by the bright glow of the sunlight.

      The front door shut with a soft click, leaving us in a dim room filled with thick fumes and utter disarray.
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      “The beautiful years,” Maggie Beautiful cried. “To call them that, we must know tragedy first. Oh, tragedy.” She cried even harder. “Oh, why do we have to cry to make the beautiful years beautiful? Why do we have to bleed to pay the price for roses!”

      The roles seemed to be reversed. I sat on the sofa while Maggie Beautiful lay with her head in my lap, her knees curled up to her chest. I stroked her head while she cried. We both seemed to be drunk on sadness, just handling our heartbreak in contrasting ways.

      “Maggie Beautiful, tell me something.”

      She looked up at me with swollen eyes. Her cheeks were mascara-stained, her nose bright red.

      “Why didn’t Brando just go to college here? I know about the scholarships. But there are opportunities here. Whenever I bring it up, he just shrugs. Reasons.”

      She sniffed. “The scholarships were full. Even local colleges cost money, Doll. And after Elliott went to heaven, Brando changed. I don’t think his heart was in it. Before he had drive. After Elliott, all he had was…testardo—” she shook her fist “—pigheaded anger! Even though he has a fund from Luca, he refuses to touch it.”

      I mulled this over for some time, thinking of Brando going to see Luca Fausti out of the blue. No, he never did anything spontaneous. If he went to see him, he had a reason.

      “Luca has a fund for Brando?”

      “Yes,” she breathed out. “Luca comes from money—the kind that can buy private islands on a whim. It’s not worth the hassle of taking anything from them. It comes with lifelong strings. The Fausti famiglia bought my parents off and sent them back to Italy. My parents are ashamed of me. Told me that I was going to burn in hell for sleeping with a married man.” She took a deep breath and it seemed to tremble out.

      “I was a baby when I got pregnant with Brando. And they left me. Gave me this house. Told me I was on my own. Put enough money in the bank for me to survive for a while. Luca paid all of the hospital bills, though I fought him on that. At his urging, my parents sent an old aunt of mine to live here with us until I was of age. I just couldn’t understand it. Still don’t.”

      Her hand came down to her stomach, as though she were remembering. “I loved Brando from the moment I knew I had a baby in my belly. And my parents stopped loving me. How could they? If I was only a baby and I loved beyond what I could see, why couldn’t they still love me? I was their baby.”

      She cried harder and I longed to ease some of her sadness. After some time of me shushing her, she asked me to direct the conversation away from her parents.

      “What happened with Luca? How did he kill the sheriff’s wife?”

      “The situation with us drove him to drink. He wanted Brando, you know. But I refused to give him up.” She paused. “Oh, but God have mercy on my soul, he has the most gorgeous eyes. Eyes that could capture you and then use you against your own will. Those eyes made you feel his love, whether you wanted to or not.”

      I felt compelled to ask. The man made me curious. “He’s beautiful? Luca?”

      “No,” she breathed. “That’s a simple term for what Lucious Fausti is. It’s not just his looks. It’s the power behind the man. Fausti men race powerful cars for the fun of it. Their virility is unmatched. It’s hard to even describe in words…” She drifted for a while and then blinked, forcing more tears down her cheeks. “Where was I?”

      I understood all too well the man she had described, and I didn’t need the reminder. “Luca killed the sheriff’s wife.”

      “Oh, that.” She bit her lip. “After Brando was born, we argued. A lot. He got drunk. Diane, that was Stone’s wife, was taking a stroll down the street. Luca still claims he has no recollection of hitting anyone. He should have just left town. That’s what he was after, leaving with no ties. But he was determined to get me to change my mind.”

      The words came easy for her but at a price. Maggie Beautiful had always symbolized everlasting childhood to me, from the way she spoke to the way she danced, to her carefree attitude toward life. The hardships that she had endured, just how deep the abandonment ran in the lines of her face, were never more apparent in that moment. Her parents. The man she had loved. Still loved.

      The truth was hard to ignore.

      More than anything, though, a nagging sensation told me that I was missing something about the Fausti famiglia. Even though Maggie Beautiful was more open about discussing them, she still held back. But right now, the Fausti famiglia was the least of my problems.

      “I’m so sorry, Maggie Beautiful.” I stroked her head harder.

      She laughed; it sounded a bit manic. “The beautiful here is that Brando loves you more than he loves himself. Or he wouldn’t be putting you first. The tragedy of the situation is that somewhere deep inside of him, he sees what I could have been in you, and he sees what he could be in Luca. That’s why he goes to see him from time to time, for the reminder. How tragic is that?” Her voice dropped. “He’s never created such a scene before. I’ve never seen him lash out like that. He—I don’t even know what to say about that.”

      Her eyes turned up to meet mine, and she gave me a hard look. “I know you love him, Doll. I know you do.” She tapped her front tooth with a pointer finger. “And there’s no easy way to say this. But I need you to promise me. Promise me that you won’t give yourself to him. Does that make sense? If you give in, you’re going to lose a part of yourself, a part that you’ll never be able to get back. When a girl truly loves, once she gives that part of herself to a Fausti, there is no turning back. There is no tomorrow. You’ll always be connected to him—”

      I looked away from her, not sure where to place my eyes. She shot up, her body bouncing from the sofa to the floor. She stood, hands on hips, breathing heavily, staring down at me.

      “Doll…” She slapped at the tears on her face. “Oh, I should’ve known. I should’ve said something sooner… But I was sure he wouldn’t. Not with you. Not…” She hiccupped. “The eyes strike again.”

      Neither giving her confirmation or denial, I shook my head.

      She swallowed hard, the tears coming faster, and then she cursed as she made her way into the kitchen. Cabinets opened and slammed, cups and plates jingled, bottles clanked, and then an explosion of glass.

      I jumped from my spot, coming to stand in the doorway of the kitchen. Her tears hadn’t slowed but the profile of her face seemed set in stone. She picked up another empty bottle and hurled it at the wall. She turned to me, face as fierce as the sun attempting to break through dark clouds.

      “We’re out of drinks. And, oh hell, I need a drink!”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          

      

    

    






Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      
        
        His rejection was my disease, his acceptance my cure. Unfortunately, the diagnosis was terminal.

      

      

      Looking back, the bar was not the brightest of ideas. But I couldn’t allow Maggie Beautiful to go alone. She seemed too fragile for her own good. I teetered on the edge of madness myself, but focusing on her seemed to absolve me from wallowing while in her company.

      Two flannel-wearing macho men picked us up, and I didn’t even bother with names. They were intimidating. Guy two, who I dubbed Possessive Eyes to keep them straight, seemed to take a liking to me. He seemed to think we were on a date. I was too uncomfortable to contradict him.

      We ended up at a bar on the edge of town, The Road House, and for a Thursday evening it was packed tight. Brando’s truck was parked in the lot, but my hopes were smashed when he was nowhere in sight.

      Poisonous Dawn played in the background. Mitch and Jane were halfway through a duet. To keep distance from Possessive Eyes, I huddled myself in with the crowd around the stage, hoping to become invisible.

      Mitch happened to look down, just as I sidled in, found me, and his voice faltered. He scanned the room while he tried to cover his blunder. A few moments later he skirted to the end of the stage, touched his boot to some guy’s back that was just sitting there, and when the guy looked up at him, he nodded at me. Not long after, the stranger went to the payphone in the corner.

      Mitch handed off the microphone to a confused Jane, but she took it greedily after the initial shock had worn off. She started to sing a sad ballad.

      While I stood there, watching her, listening to her, the blue balloon seemed to encapsulate me. The mysteriousness surrounding her was suddenly clear.

      Sense. I had made it.

      She was good enough for Brando. He wouldn’t put her on such a high pedestal, one that he felt he could never reach. She was a hometown girl—beautiful, talented, but not destined to leave. Brando would make room for Jane, just like Emory Snow made room for his wife.

      I would be the pedestal love, roses forever placed at my feet, the one that no other could touch, but I’d also be the sacrificed love.

      The current-day Àstrid.

      Genetic phenomena can never truly be explained, only experienced, but there are times words can explain the feeling. Whatever it was that I had with Brando, the connection, burned deep when I looked at her and thought of him. This sensation was different from the others that I had, not panicked, but searing.

      I wanted to cry and fight all at the same time. I desperately wanted to save my heart and capture his. I knew that whatever we shared was not limited to tragic accidents but open to anything that would take him away from me.

      Her.

      Mitch chose the moment of revelation to grab me by the arm. The smell of stale cigarettes and fresh booze wafted from him, but his cologne sort of masked the stench. He took me by the arm and made me dance with him. I didn’t want to at first, but just like everyone else, he seemed to dismiss my wants.

      He pulled me close and whispered in my ear, “You don’t belong here. Not in this bar. Not in this town. Not with Brando. You need to go. You’ve always been destined to leave this place.”

      I stiffened and tried to pull away, but he held on tight, almost protectively.

      “We’re a lot alike, kid. Me and you. We both love the idea of love. I tried to let her go, you know.” He twirled me out and then pulled me close. “I did. But I’m only a man. And look at us, Scarlett. Look at the mess we’ve made. I’m like Brando in that way. I know what I have is too good for me.

      “Damned if I’m not a selfish bastard though. But I know your kind too. You’ll be split in two. You’ll only have one half of yourself; the other will always belong to him. You’ll dance yourself into emaciation, because nothing you eat will stick. It’s not your body that’ll be sick, but your heart and soul.”

      I turned my face, tried to extract myself from his hold, but he held steady. I called him some words that no one even bothered to blink at—this crowd seemed seasoned—and then because I couldn’t think of anything else to call him, I called him Peter. The name Violet sometimes called him.

      He went rigid, but before he could react, Possessive Eyes barged through the crowd, located me, and then tapped Mitch on the shoulder. Mitch dismissed him with a cocky shrug and a swat of the hand. Possessive Eyes turned Crazy Eyes and rammed Mitch with his beefy hands.

      A chain reaction seemed to follow.

      Dancers were no longer dancing but shoving. Friends were no longer being friendly but taking pot shots. I tried to maneuver through the fracas, but Crazy Eyes caught me by the arm. Out of nowhere, Brando punched him and he spun out of control, landing on the floor with a thunderous plop.

      “Puddin’!” a faded redhead gasped, her eyes turning mean.

      Before we could make our escape, she jumped on Brando’s back, and like some scene out of a movie, I swooped up a beer bottle and knocked it over her head. She fell to the floor with an equally impressive thud.

      Brando quickly lifted me up and sat me on the bar, placing himself in front of me as three buff dudes with necks as big as the Michelin Man’s waist hustled toward us.

      One of them shouted, “That’s Puddin’s old lady!” And charged.

      “The fuck she is,” Brando said, knocking him to the floor.

      I hid my face in my hands, hoping for the best, dreading the worst. I peeked through splayed fingers to find Brando handling his own. He seemed built for the fight, his anger the fuel feeding the fire. This almost seemed like child’s play to him, a way to release pent up aggression, no more.

      Maggie Beautiful came out of nowhere with a crazed war cry and jumped on one of their backs. She was a wild woman in motion. Then Mitch and his band joined in.

      Sirens wailed. People started running. Brando swooped me up, running with the thread of the crowd, but it was too late. We were busted.

      Brando was mad with fury when Sheriff Stone handcuffed me and then put me in the back of his car. It took four deputies to hold him down. The sheriff didn’t abuse Brando like he had before. He talked to him in a soft, calming voice, out of revenge, and then released him.

      I took her, but I’m not taking you. Ha!

      Sheriff Stone took me home and had a nice chitchat with my parents. After he left, my father said nothing and my mother shouted in Slovenian until she lost her voice. The night wore on and I couldn’t sleep. Just past two a.m. small taps against my window spurred me to look.

      Brando. Throwing rocks.

      I snuck out, meeting him in the back of the house, following him in silence as we walked to the river. The white silk that covered my body gleamed in the night. The alcohol on his breath and clothes seemed to make the humid air thicker.

      He said a lot of things. You’re crazy as hell. Reckless. Too reckless with your future. Too reckless for your own good. I can’t do this anymore. Not now. You have your entire life ahead of you. Stay away from me, Scarlett. I’m going to stay away from you. And I don’t want you around Maggie Beautiful. You hear me? You got all your firsts. I gave you all that I could.

      He had once said that I drove him wild; in that moment I understood that “wild” was close to the truth, but not the entire truth. I had somehow gifted him a swinging pendulum that went back and forth between peace and insanity. His love for me gave him peace; at the same time, it drove him mad. Letting me go gave him peace; at the same time, it drove him mad.

      I had always hovered over the precipice, the chasm of his chest, knowing that I was fighting against the current of his love and his strong will. 

      But I thought, I truly thought, that I had a fighting chance.

      Even armed with the truth, I continued to fight with him, his silence colder than a winter’s night. In the end, though, the solid, unwavering tone of his voice, the hardened eyes, and the convictions spurring him on proved too much for me. But I refused to accept it, even after he left.

      I knocked on Maggie Beautiful’s door. No answer.

      I went to every party by the tracks. No one spoke to me. In fact, most of them treated me as though I were a leper. Brando put the fear of God into them, Violet had informed me.

      I went on a date with Travis to the movies; he wasn’t fazed by Brando’s threats. Brando never appeared. Travis had to go back to school, and all of the leverage I felt like I had went with him.

      To make Brando see reason, I knew I had to flirt with danger to tempt fate.
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        * * *

      

      I swore to myself that if he didn’t approach me, I wouldn’t approach him. But he seemed to sense my desperation. He had been waiting for it. Counting on it.

      “Scarlett,” he nodded. His grin came slow and easy.

      I shut my locker. “Ace.”

      “I heard about you and Brando. I was real sorry to hear it. There’s nothing sadder than unrequited love.” His grin grew even wider. “A dance with the devil will bring that pretty smile of yours back.”

      “Do you know of a devil that’s ready to dance with me? I was made just for dancing. Or so I’ve been told.”

      He held out his arm. “Right this way.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirty

          

          

      

    

    






Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The fatal cut of separation is a wound that never truly heals—if it doesn’t kill you, it maims. It always leaves a scar, a brand that forever reminds you of the true meaning of fear and desolation. Brand—Brando? Coincidence? My heart thought not.

      

      

      A song, an awful song refused to quit. The melody haunted and the lyrics taunted. Around and around and around with no end in sight. The song itself was not awful. On the contrary, it was quite beautiful. It just made me feel awful. It was the song Jane had sung but on never-ending repeat.

      “Turn it off,” I croaked.

      “You have an issue with country?”

      I blinked in stupefaction. I stared at the guy sitting next to me, one arm over the wheel, a piece of beef jerky bobbing from his mouth, his other arm searching for something in a plastic bag.

      My forehead was pressed against the window and the scene around me started to unfold. The sun sat low in the sky, casting a golden glow over the world.

      We were on an interstate, cars zooming past on all sides. Though we were going—I glanced at the speedometer—ninety miles per hour.

      As I sat up straighter, my head left a streak of sweat on the glass. Perspiration drenched me. He hadn’t bothered to put the air conditioner on, though it felt hotter than Hades in his truck. The music that played was not the same song. It was country.

      I must have been having a nightmare. My subconscious tormented me with visions of blood, loss, and ache, all accompanied by a ballad about everything but bleeding.

      The country tune was much preferred to the alternative.

      “You listen to country?” He chomped down and the smell of grease and animal carnage scented the interior.

      At the same time, my stomach growled and was repulsed. My lips were dry, so was the roof of my mouth, and my tongue felt like sandpaper against both. “I dabble.” Maggie Beautiful had turned me on to a couple of songs, but I refused to share more than that.

      He cackled. “Maybe I’ll take you dancing after all.”

      “That was the plan. How long have we been driving?”

      “About seven hours.”

      “Hmm.” I still felt like I needed sleep. And everything hurt, like I had the flu. My heart included. Especially my heart. It was taking the slow path to death. Regardless, I sat up even straighter, sweeping my hair into a messy bun in hopes of releasing the warmer air trapped underneath. “Where are we?”

      “Texas,” he said, pushing the bag closer to me. “Help yourself.”

      Beer and beef jerky. I pushed the bag back. Ace grinned and I knew without a doubt that the devil who wanted to dance hid there.

      Pushing further into the corner of his truck, I assumed my earlier position, falling fast asleep once more.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start. I had been falling from a far height, unable to fly, no angelo sbagliata there to swoop me up in his arms. I entered into full consciousness in less time than before, but my head felt fuzzy and my body weak. I needed water and a restroom.

      We were parked under an awning, gas pumps to the left, a small station to the right. A few bright lights set here and there gave me the impression we were in a rural area, off the beaten path.

      Ace slumped over the steering wheel of his truck, his attention focused on something I couldn’t see. But I could feel something coming from him, vibrating like his truck underneath my legs.

      “Ace,” I said, going for the door handle. “I need a break.”

      He stopped me by taking a handful of my shirt in his hands. “Not here.”

      “I need to go!”

      “No.” He shook his head. Then he looked at me. His eyes were red rimmed but glossed over. The devil had made it to his eyes. “Not here.”

      “When?”

      “Want anything? Coffee? Beer? I drank the last one. How about some wine? You seem like the kind of girl that drinks wine.”

      I swallowed hard. Whatever amount of panic I had left started to rise. But it wasn’t much, and somewhere deep in my subconscious I knew I should have been more afraid, running away at top speed, but I couldn’t manage it. All I could manage was sweaty palms and a bit of jitter in my feet. I yearned to make straight lines.

      “Coffee…and some water?” I licked chapped lips.

      He gave a slow nod. “All right,” he said with more twang than usual. He stared at me for a few beats. I couldn’t read him. Determined. Indifferent. Excited. Ready. That’s what I got from him, but I couldn’t be too sure. He leaned in close. I inched my way closer to the door.

      He grinned, then leaned in further, just enough to reach me. He gave me a chaste kiss on the lips. I didn’t move a muscle, or breathe, or blink. Then he flung open his door, bright light flooding the interior, and stepped out underneath the glow of a star hanging over the station.

      Once he was inside the store, tucked away by the coffee machines, I lurched open the door and vomited. My body had nothing to give, but the reaction was there nonetheless. By the time he reached the truck again, he was howling and hooting and telling me it was time to haul ass.

      He sped out of the parking lot, engine roaring, tires squealing and smoking, leaving the old station behind in the dust of the road.

      In the rearview mirror I caught a glance at a man running out of the store, eyes narrowed, a gun in his hands.

      Four paper bags sat between us. The coffee sat in a dashboard holder.

      He dumped the first bag out. It was filled with beef jerky and gum. He dumped the next bag. Two bottles of water rolled toward me. He patted the seat, looking for the third. I shoved it at him. He dumped it out. A gun. The next bag held nothing but green.

      “Why’d you do it?” I found that my voice came out even, confident, not as jerky as I felt. I remembered what Violet had told me about Ace. That he came from money. But why steal when you have the world?

      Ace snorted. “Why not?”

      His answer encapsulated the sum of him.

      “Are you ready to dance, darlin’?” He gave me a sideways glance, the lights of the passing cars twinkling in the darkness of his eyes.

      “I thought that’s what we did just now. Dance.”

      He threw back his head, like he had done after he robbed the store, and laughed. “No.” He shook his head, sighing. “That was just the warm-up number.”
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        * * *

      

      “He’s listening, isn’t he?” Violet breathed heavily into the receiver.

      She had caught me leaving with him at school. She warned me. She begged me not to go. She told me that I’d be sorry. She warned me that a guy like Ace Mcafee was not the type to play truth or dare with and then pick dare. And then have Brando take care of the dare for me.

      I had picked dare. I had flirted with danger to tempt fate.

      “Scarlett?”

      I stretched the payphone wire so that I could keep an eye on Ace. He sat on the curb before the roadside motel, smoking a cigarette with a look on his face close to ecstasy, watching me.

      To escape his stare, I turned my eyes up to a sky filled with more stars than I had ever seen.

      Even though the stars might be dead, we can still see their light.

      The usual comfort I found in them didn’t seem to exist anymore. Death and ends seemed rife in my life. The twinkling lights seemed like a mean trick to disguise a make-believe heaven.

      Instead, I focused on a streetlight emitting a dull haze against the night, and all of the moths wanting a taste of the pretend warmth. They’d die for just a taste, wouldn’t they? Even if it turned out to be a fake version of the real thing.

      Some of us can’t help the natural wiring of our makeup, I thought. We’re drawn to what we’re made of, and no matter if it ends up killing us, we’ll always want one more chance at it.

      “Scarlett!” Violet’s harsh tone cut through my thoughts.

      “Yes.”

      “Is Ace listening?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m scared for you, Sandy.”

      “I’m not.”

      “I know,” she sighed. “You’ve always been that way. Once you commit, you see it through. You’ll ride it out until the ride is over, no matter how scary.”

      “There are worse things than death, Violet. Separation from what we love, for one. I never wanted any of this. None of it.” I wasn’t sure if I was talking about being born, dancing, or love. Somehow all three were tangled up in a knot for me.

      “Scarlett, come home. Just come home.”

      “Not now.”

      She hesitated but continued. “It’s bad here too, Scarlett.”

      “My parents?”

      “Yes. No. It’s Brando.”

      “Oh.”

      “He’s gone mad. I mean, truly, deeply mad. He almost overturned Stone’s desk. He wanted them to file a missing person’s report. I…I told them. I told them that you left with Ace. I’ve never been more afraid in my life of a person than I was of Brando when I had to tell him. Mick made me. Mick tried to follow Ace after you left with him, but Ace lost him. Stone said that they couldn’t file a report. It was too soon. You’re of age, so…”

      Mick following us had escaped my memory. I only remembered the feeling of driving off into the sunset, defiance a balm to the pain.

      “How long will you be gone, Scarlett?”

      I glanced at Ace. “I’m not sure.”

      “Are you okay? Is he hurting you?”

      “No.”

      “Scarlett, you’re scaring me. Where are you?”

      “Texas.”

      Ace stood up, snuffing out the cigarette with a twist of his boot, coming closer.

      “Where in Texas?”

      I shrugged, even though she couldn’t see me.

      “Scarlett? Do me a favor. After we hang up, act like you’re still on the line with me. If you don’t want to tell me where you are, you don’t have to. Just…just say it. Say it after we hang up. So he has an excuse to think we know where you are.”

      “All right.” In reality, I couldn’t. I had no idea where we were, just that we were somewhere in the Lone Star State.

      I heard thumps on the other line, Violet whispering to someone else, and then silence for just a second.

      “Scarlett.”

      “Brando.”

      “Time to go, darlin’,” Ace said, going to take the phone away from me.

      “Tell me where you are.” I almost dropped the phone from the strength of his demand. “Scarlett. He’s—”

      One final yes was managed before the phone was taken from my hand, the receiver put back on base, and the connection severed.
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        * * *

      

      I had once read an article about girls and body image. Some girls starved themselves. Some girls overate. But all the same, it was a way to establish control in one’s life. I guess we all have our vices, our ways to cope, even if they are unhealthy.

      After Elliott died, I didn’t sob. I didn’t work myself into a fit and wail. All I felt was panic. Everything around me, inside of me, raced. The entirety of me raced to be free from the oncoming slaughter. It was only a matter of time before it caught up to me. Until then, I’d outrun it.

      I didn’t cry when the police showed up. I didn’t sob during the funeral and at the gravesite. I didn’t wail when I was alone in the darkness and silence clawed and screeched at the window. That’s what silence does when it knows that it’s not welcome and you fear it. I feared it because I knew that in the silence, a soul-crushing pain I was too weak to fight waited for me. It tapped its claws against the stillness of life, a reminder that time ticked in its favor.

      I held on to defiance with both hands, claws digging in even harder in the sand, because it’s all that belonged to me. Brando had his rage. I had rebellion. It was the only thing in my life that I could control.

      Then one day, while visiting Elliott at his grave, a tear leaked from my eye. I didn’t even realize it had happened until a cool wind blew and the drop stilled between the corner of my eye and my cheek, too fat to make it out without a blink.

      I knew that if I started, I would never be able to stop. Somehow, more of me would die with my brother, but instead of the kind of death that took the pain, I would have to live with it on earth.

      A living nightmare, that’s what it was. I had tasted it. The poisonous swallow terrified me.

      The same defiance that refused Brando’s shunning came from the same place that refused to accept Elliott’s death. It was a defiance born out of reckless spinning due to a plea for some semblance of control.

      One foot over the threshold of the motel, and somehow every ounce of defiance became lost on me. All I could think was my how good that bed looks… Sleep called to me. So did the first tear. It was time to let the pain catch up to me, to release the ache that wallowed deep in my bones. In comparison to what I had lost, it had to be easier.

      After that night in the snow, I found myself reaching for Brando. As absurd as it would seem to the world, the humming confirmed that whatever existed between us was not the norm. The connection constantly pulled me in his direction, though I had decided not to approach him until he spoke to me first. But even the thought of him had made me feel comforted somehow. As if he stood in the darkness with me, a shield against all that could harm me.

      Now I had been left alone in the darkness, in the silence, in the awful stillness.

      Staring at the ceiling above me, I barely felt the warm droplets from the corners of my eyes. The tears didn’t hurt; it was the mechanisms behind them that swallowed me whole. The pain, the sorrow, the eternal darkness.

      Ace stood over me, every soft touch of his hand another blow. His skin slid against mine, bare and overheated. His tongue caressed the salty flesh of my stomach. When his hands sought out my shirt, lifting it over my head, I didn’t protest. But when his eyes found mine, right before his lips, I turned my face and whispered, “Stop.”

      With my cheek turned, he kissed my neck, much harder than he had been, becoming more demanding. The taking felt too much like thievery. I was done. Finished.

      “Stop,” I said louder, pushing his chest. “Stop!” I turned my face the other way, narrowly escaping another attempt to consume my mouth.

      He stood over me, his knees pressed against the side of the bed, his readiness for me too late of a warning. His eyes were hooded, his teeth sunk into his lip.

      “I don’t want to do this. I want you to leave. Leave me here alone.”

      He released his lip and gave my side a nice slap. “Too late for that, darlin’. You wanted the devil. Now you got him.”

      “I said no.”

      He grinned, lewdly taking in my body with his eyes. “I know why the Italian wanted you. For the same reason I do. There’s something about you that gets right under the skin.”

      With force, he spread my legs with his own, going in for the finale. No hesitation, I struck him a blow on the side of his head with the ballerina ring, momentarily stunning him.

      Scrambling to the table beside the bed, I grabbed the lamp just before he snatched my legs and yanked me toward him. He had been too slow; I hit him on the side of the head with it, just as I had hit the faded redhead at The Road House.

      Without the glow from the lamp we were covered in darkness, only a bare hint of light from outside throwing his profile in relief. He cursed, then lunged outward, catching me on the side of the face with a dizzying slap.

      It must’ve been the first time he hit someone, more specifically, a woman. The hit seemed to take him by more surprise than it did me. Therefore, I didn’t dally, despite the blow. I yanked open the table’s top drawer, found the gun right on top of the Bible, and held it out in front of me.

      “Do you understand now?” I asked, no tremble in either my voice or my grip. “I said no. I don’t want to hurt you. But I will.”

      He swayed a bit before righting himself. We stood that way for an unaccountable amount of time, him naked, teetering a bit in the strained glow of the streetlight, me holding the gun between us. When he started to collect his clothes, I moved the gun with him, and told him to take the money too.

      Once he was decent, and all of his belongings had been collected, he stood by the door, the paper bag of cash in his hands.

      “Payback, darlin’. And it won’t be on you.” His voice vibrated with all the emotions that covered a lost victory. I had been nothing but a prize to him. Something he wanted to take from Brando.

      “I don’t think so, not unless you want to get arrested for robbery. I’ll go to the police.”

      The paper crinkled in his hands. “You’re just trading one devil for another.”

      A click resounded in my mind and I started to laugh like a loon. How absurd! I wanted to shout.

      I realized how childish he was, how what Brando had said about him over the months was true. Compared to Brando, he was a kid. Just a punk kid, a guppy, who had the nerve to test shark-infested waters.

      The last words Brando spoke to me on the phone reverberated, even louder than the manic laughter: He’s— He didn’t even have to finish. I knew the rest. He’s dead. He had meant it.

      Ace’s eyes flared in the dimness, insulted at the cackling laughter. If it weren’t for me holding the gun, he would have come after me again. Perhaps I knew something about Ace then that no one else did. He felt slight, less than he should have. This peculiar sense of mine seemed to thrive on an extraordinary amount of empathy.

      “Go,” I said when I could find my breath. “Get out!”

      He left, slamming the door behind him. I locked myself in as soon as the gap had been closed. I kept the gun beside me in case he had any intentions of coming back. Doubtful, but the world was turning out to be a much wilder place than I had anticipated.

      Sliding back into bed, all of the weight in the world bearing down on my chest, I reached out in the darkness to find comfort, but I might as well have been reaching for some mythical place that had no name, no place on the map to find and return home to.

      I cried and cried and cried. I sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. And I worked myself into a fit and wailed and wailed and wailed.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          

      

    

    






Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        There's nothing sadder than a candle floating in water. And that's what I have become. Snuffed out and water logged, my internal flame too saturated to ever really burn again.

        Scarlett Poésy.

      

        

      

      “Promise me, Violet. Promise me that you’ll come and get me. No one else.”

      “Why does your voice sound like that, Scarlett?”

      I turned my head to the side and coughed. “No reason. Just come and get me.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Abilene, Texas.”

      “Is he there with you? Ace?”

      “No, he’s gone.”

      “Hmm…he just left? Just like that?”

      “Violet…”

      “All right…but how have you been paying to live?”

      “I’ll see you in a bit, Violet.”

      I gave her the address and hung up.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, the rattling of the door had me reaching for the gun. I was never a gunslinger, but visiting the cabins with my father’s side of the family had its perks. Grandmother Poésy had been a better shot than both my grandfather and father combined. I could use one if necessary.

      I tiptoed to the window and peeked out behind the thin curtain.

      I didn’t see anyone, so I tucked the gun behind my pants to conceal it. Cracking the door, just to look out, he ambushed me.

      He blew through, knocking me out of the way, going straight for the bathroom. He flipped on the light, searching behind the mildewed curtain. Then he opened the small closet, reaching his hand to the other side. When that yielded no results, he centered himself in the middle of the room, looking left and right.

      Cords stood out in his neck, as well as some of the veins in his arms. Perhaps it was a trick of the imagination, but I could’ve sworn I heard the racing of his heart running parallel with the frantic pulse in his neck. Though his face was as calm as still water.

      The most frightening aspect of all of this was that as he tore through the room, he did so with the movements of a man just checking the hotel room to make sure we hadn't left anything behind.

      Under the surface...my blood hummed like an angry hive of bees, feeding off his pent-up rage.

      His eyes had come to a sudden halt on the messy bed. Flinging himself on the floor, as though he was about to do pushups, he used his elbows to keep his face from touching. He reached under, finding Ace’s forgotten boxer briefs.

      He held them up. “Where the fuck is he.” Again, it was never a question with him. If he wanted an answer, he demanded it.

      “Gone,” I croaked. I pushed the slipping Ray-Brans up on my nose. “Long gone.”

      He flung the underwear across the room with another curse word. He turned his back, setting his hands on his hips. I could tell he was taking deep breaths, trying to settle whatever emotion raged deep inside. “Tell me.”

      I sensed what he wanted to know. And at the moment, the less we talked, the better.

      I cleared my sore throat.  “Nothing.”

      “Lo ucciderò.” He said, rolling the words in his mouth. The truth behind them made every hair on my body stand on end. “La mia parola è il mio sangue.” I will kill him. My word is as good as my blood.

      “What’s the truth worth to you?” It’s all we had left between us. The truth.

      He turned to me then. “You want to barter for his life.”

      “Ye—” I cleared my throat. Not because of the soreness this time. I didn’t think it possible, but his rage had increased, the only warning in those fathomless eyes. “Yes.” Only because I’m actually bartering for yours…because I love you despite how bad you’ve hurt me. He didn’t make idle threats and I knew it.

      He stood motionless for some time until his gaze left mine, taking in the bed, the glass shards, the discarded lamp, and the drawer that was still open, ending on my face.

      “For the truth.” He nodded once, slowly.  “Dimmi, Scarlett.”

      I started from the first time I woke up, when I knew we were in Texas, but when I got to the gas station, he stopped me.

      He ran a crazed hand through his hair, his manic eyes twitching a bit. “He robbed a gas station.” He laughed like a crazed man, nothing funny about the situation or his humor. He sat down on the bed but then stood, looking at it in disgust. “With you.”

      “Not me,” I said quietly. “I was sick at the time.” Taking the gun from behind my back, I took an easy step closer to him and placed it on the table.

      He took it, looking it over, and then said, “The end.”

      I nodded. “The end.”

      “Bullshit!” He roared, and I flinched. “The truth. Every fucking bit of it, Scarlett. Or no deal. Something happened here. I’m not a man accustomed to repeating myself. For your sake, I will. Once more. Tell me or I’ll have no choice but to believe the story I’m telling myself.”

      “It’s not…”

      “Let’s make this easy. Did he touch you?”

      “Do you really want to hear it?”

      “Details.”

      He punished me by punishing himself. I hated him for it. I told him everything, though, from the moment we walked into the hotel room, up until the moment Ace left. I didn’t tell him how I cried after. That was none of his concern.

      I would have been furious at Violet for not honoring her promise, for being another person in my life who discarded my wishes. But I couldn’t. I understood what she had meant in that moment when she had told me Brando was terrifying. As much as his eyes loved dangerously, they hated just as fiercely.

      I took a step back, caught in the pull of his stare. He blinked. Realization seemed to wash over him in that moment. He came to me then. I refused to look at him, but I could feel his eyes on me. He lifted a hand and I sucked in a deep breath, wincing, taking a step back. I didn’t feel as brave as I had been. With him there, I was close to dissolving.

      “Baby,” he said softly. He put his hands up, taking slow steps toward me. Then he lifted a trembling hand to my face, removing the glasses.

      Ace hadn’t left much of a mark, but my skin was so pale that bruises seemed much more than what they were. A bruise hadn’t appeared, but the sting from his hand lingered.

      I moved my face away from his touch when he went to caress my skin. I didn’t deserve it. I didn’t want it.

      That’s when he went berserk. The walls. The comforter. The bedside table. He threw a chair through the glass window in the room. I couldn’t seem to stop him, my voice too hoarse to truly scream. But the chant of “please, please, please stop” finally broke through, and he stopped.

      “I can’t lose what I gave up. Please. If you destroy anything else, he’ll keep it. Please, Brando. Just. Stop.”

      He refused to face me. “You wanted to see me lose control, Scarlett.” His voice came out even, not even a slight tremble. “You wanted to see me come apart at the seams. You wanted to see me unhinged. To see how this is tearing me apart. To see how this is fucking killing me. I’ve never lost control for anyone or anything in my life. I never will. But for you.” He opened his arms, a helpless gesture, and then let them fall. “You’re the only one in life who can unhinge me to madness. You are the only one who can kill me without touching me.”

      Blood dripped from his hand onto the carpet. He had split one of his knuckles. He made a noise deep in his throat, not quite a sob, not quite a growl after the silence had stretched between us. He shook his head, as if he were clearing it.

      “Time to go.” His voice was as hoarse as mine. He gathered my backpack and then went to pick me up.

      Already prepared for his usual, I sidestepped his action. I shook my head and maneuvered around him, not getting too close.

      He shut the door behind us.
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        * * *

      

      Brando made good on my pawn. It was not a formal affair. I had given the owner of the motel the ballerina ring as leverage to stay at the motel until my ride came. Also for some food and drinks from the vending machine.

      Before I had handed the ring over, though, I wrote up a quick paper, both of us signing it in good faith. The owner honored the deal, and all he asked for was his proper pay and some for accidentals when Brando went to settle the debt.

      Something told me the man was smart enough not to try anything untoward with the crazed Italian standing in his small reception area.

      Brando gave him five hundred dollars extra, apart from whatever had been incurred, which was too generous in my opinion, but I wasn’t going to argue the point. It made me think of silence money.

      I sat in the back seat of his Texas rental, refusing to sit up front with him. I had little to say, and he didn’t make a fuss about it either. Halfway home, he demanded that we stop for the night. I agreed. But I wanted my own room. He refused. We came to a deal; two beds instead of one.

      I stood under the warm shower until the water turned cold. The spray washed away the second skin that had developed over the last couple of days. The new clothes Brando had bought for me—a thin flannel shirt, a white tank top, and black leggings—fit like a glove and felt better than clean skin. I slept sound.

      As the journey continued on, we ran into some rain. Light at first, it progressed into substantial showers. He slowed the car, intent on taking his time. Every few minutes his eyes would flick to the back seat.

      After a while of this, I lay across the leather, needing an escape.

      We drove for about another hour before he inserted a tape he must’ve brought with him. He turned the volume up. The songs were mixed, but none of them sad. An old Cat Stevens tune came on.

      Maggie Beautiful’s favorite. She would slow dance with herself, eyes closed, lost to some memory. Sometimes she’d cry, the loss apparent in the pain of her features. Other times, her smile would be one of contentment, satisfied to have whatever the thoughts offered.

      “Scarlett.”

      I shut my eyes tight, pretending to be asleep.

      A few seconds later. “Scarlett.”

      I took a deep breath in and out but added nothing else.

      He turned the music up. After the song came to an end, he listened once more. Then he did something that almost caused me to sit up.

      He started to cry.

      The profile of his face was the only part of him truly visible to me in the rainy darkness. The lights of passing cars shone every so often, highlighting his tears. Not long after, he pulled the car into an empty parking lot, holding on to the steering wheel like he wanted to strangle it.

      He cried and cried and cried, not a sound coming from him. I cried and cried and cried, not a sound coming from me.

      Right before we made it to my parents’ house, he whispered, “Scarlett Rose, you ripped my heart out with your bare hands.”

      “I know,” I said. “But you murdered me with the weapon first, Fausti.”

      Those were the last words spoken between us before I left him without so much as a goodbye.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          

      

    

    






Scarlett

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maggie Beautiful once told me that there are three occasions in a soul’s life that demand a memory:

        1. The moment you get facial hair. (True for a man and a woman.)

        2. The day you fall in love and the day your child is born. (She said these two were separate but that both were veins leading directly to the heart of things.)

        3. The day you grow up. (She said people know, even if they refuse to believe it. For a man, she said it was simple—it was the day he recognizes his obligations and accepts them. For a woman, it was less simple, because she believed that when a woman loved, she loved with her entire being—it was the day she gives her heart to another (woman, man, or child), and after she gives another soul part of her soul (which to her translated to making love.)

        I knew Brando had been an adult for much too long. And me? I knew the moment I walked away that I finally had the courage to call myself a woman.

        

      

      Life after Texas pushed me into forward motion with great speed.

      After my return home, I laid it out for my parents, mostly my mother. I would go to Paris. I’d start packing that evening. She still griped at me, but she seemed pleased.

      I went back to school to finish my time. I had earned my high school diploma at sixteen, but the only reasons I went were because, one, I wanted to bother my mother; two, I wanted some control over my own life; and three, I wanted to spend time with Violet, like a normal person.

      On my first day back, I ran into Ace, who wore aviator glasses and a cheeky grin.

      “Scarlett,” he nodded.

      “Ace,” I nodded back.

      That was the extent of our conversation.

      As the day wore on, a thick excitement bubbled in the halls. Violet found me and gave me Ace’s glasses, which were mangled. She informed me that Brando had walked into Coach Peter’s physical education class and asked to see Ace.

      The glasses were a byproduct of Brando’s fists, and so was the jaw wiring that Ace required.

      The entire class pretended like they hadn’t seen what happened or who’d done it. No one liked Ace, and word in the halls was that Coach Peter still had a soft spot for his favorite athlete. I was prepared to go to the cops to tell them what happened in Texas in return for Brando not being charged—if Ace decided to write down what happened—but nothing came from it.

      Ace turned out to be smarter than his actions, so I let sleeping junkyard dogs drool.

      To fill the time until graduation, I did as expected. Packed. After packing, I spent time with Elliott. Eunice was a permanent fixture throughout my days, a byproduct of my parents, and she would tag along with me. She’d usually bring a book and read in the car, not wanting to intrude on my private time.

      Saying goodbye this time seemed harder than the first. But I always felt like someone was there, watching me. I had a shadow that refused to leave. It didn’t comfort me, but it was there nonetheless.

      It wasn’t Eunice. She didn’t creep.

      After graduation, Violet and Mick offered to help me bring my things to the small shipping store downtown. We packed Mick’s small blue Luv Truck with the few boxes I had—excess resulted in waste, so only meaningful things were packed—and the three of us crammed into the two-seater, preparing to send all that belonged to me to another country.

      Finding parking was easy enough. Mick took the first box. And as I went in for a lighter one, I hesitated.

      I felt him. Again, he was standing in the shadows of my life. Close but not close enough.

      Turning into a strong beam of sunlight, I blinked afterward to give my tender eyes relief. Once the initial shock faded, I took a deep breath and marched inside. Safely behind closed doors, I asked Mick to grab the last few. Though I knew the idea of safety was an illusion where he was concerned. Whatever he wanted, he took, regardless of the consequences.

      Before I left, I gave the guy working the counter a letter for Maggie Beautiful. I had asked her if she’d like to be my pen pal since I’d be in another country. I told her she could fill me in on her life, and I could do the same with mine, and at the bottom, I signed off with…give Puddin’ my love (Ha!).

      I also had an envelope prepared for Brando, but I gave it to Violet to give to him after my arrival in Paris. It had enough bills in it to cover my mistake, a bit more for interest, and a sheet of paper with a spritz of rose perfume. No return address listed.

      Violet’s hand kept me steady on the way out. I kept telling myself that if I was strong enough to survive Elliott’s death, I was strong enough to survive leaving Brando.

      Truth be told, I wasn’t.

      There are some things worse than death. Such as, choosing to leave.

      As Mick drove away, I rested my head on Violet’s shoulder, closing my eyes tight. She kissed my temple and whispered, “We’re almost gone. We’ll be in Corona del Mar in a few hours. We have most of the summer to sit by the pool and gaze at the Pacific.” She wiped my eyes and my cheeks. “I need out too. Like yesterday. Then it’s straight to Paris from there.”

      I nodded, closed my eyes, and let the teardrops fall, wondering if I’d ever feel whole again.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          

      

    

    






Brando

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sometimes I wonder about Elliott’s death. What he saw before that train impaled his car. Did he see the light before his final breath?

        Now that I know the impact of something beyond love, I can't help but compare the two.

        The defining moment before you take your last breath, before your life becomes irrevocably different, not your own any longer. It becomes soft, pliable, forming to something bigger than who you are.

        Heaven.

        I often wonder if love gives us a glimpse of heaven. And I hope to God that's what Elliott, my brother, found.

        This. Releasing her on a long chain, one that we share, this is living. It takes one to hold one; neither ever free.

        This is suffering on earth—no one but her can be the cure to my insufferable disease.

        

      

      She was gone. My ballerina girl came and went—all of her things sitting in that shipping store, waiting to be sent to another country, without me. In the fucking blink of an eye she was here and then gone. I had to steel myself against this, or the world was going to burn. All of the rage inside of me disguised itself as fuel to the fire, burning straight through my soul.

      As she left in Mick’s truck, she had given me her profile. Her eyes were covered in the matching pair of glasses I had given to Elliott. Her hair blew around her face. Red tinted the darkness of the thick strands, plentiful streaks that caught the sunlight. I had never noticed before how much red she had in her hair. Suddenly, every inch of her seemed just as important as the next.

      How much more hadn’t I noticed? How much more would I miss?

      I sighed, applying extra pressure to the sensitive spot over my heart. Not for the first time I wondered if a heart attack was in the near future.

      It was my own fault that I stood where I was, in the shadows of her life. The arrangement with her mother had come full circle, and it was time to pay my dues. My heart stood in that room, in an hourglass, blood instead of sand draining from my veins.

      No, love was never easy. The fall was close to killing me.

      I accepted this fate years ago. Though my plans went fucking awry. The path to hell is paved with good intentions. Yeah, that and then some.

      Scarlett was the most graceful being I had ever encountered, but I never counted on her being so fierce once her mind was made up. A simple “I’ll come for you when the time is right” would never work for her. She had made plans, and hell if she wouldn’t see them through.

      A teacher. Her. Stuck in this small town when her smile alone was too big for it.

      After watching her dance in the window of her parents’ dance studio, I had walked the town from one end to another, and while I did vows were made. One of those vows was to never come between her and her career. She was too good for someone like me to take that from her. And no doubt, I would. It was in my nature. I was bred to seize and control—and when it came to mine, at all costs.

      I had to stop myself from going after her, coming clean about the arrangement. I couldn’t risk it though. Not with the way she felt about everyone in her life attempting to control her. It was better to allow her to believe that this came down to me not believing that I was good enough for her. It was the lesser of the two evils.

      I wasn’t good enough for her, though neither was anyone else. She was mine.

      All I had in my control at the moment was hope. Hope that one day she’d understand why I had done this—for her own good and mine. We both had things to accomplish, and neither one of us would be able to do that with the other. The words were always on the tip of my tongue—your career comes first right now, I’m no good for you right now—but they never made their way to her. Nothing would have calmed the fire in her.

      She was too young, much too young, for what I would demand of her. And I needed to do my part. Become a man she could be proud of—she was a woman above my status and I’d forever do better to keep step with her. She deserved that.

      I’d suffer enough for the both of us until the time was right to claim what had always been mine—her.

      “Suffering?” I could hear her voice in my ear. “Is that what this is?”

      I squeezed the journal in my hands, resisting the urge to impale something. She’d never know how hard this was for me. How, if faced with the same giant, she’d already be on her knees, begging for mercy. I was halfway there, not sure if I could make the walk.

      Maggie Beautiful came to mind in blinding color, a neon reminder, giving me the strength to rise up and slay. Yeah, if I didn’t let her go now, we would be ruined. The possibility of too many regrets loomed overhead.

      I could do this now. I would do this now. For the both of us.

      The air felt too thick, too humid, and my lungs were short on oxygen. Sick. So damn sick without her. I closed my eyes, tired from the disease that ate me up from the inside out. Already tired of the perpetual darkness that would come close to killing me without her light to save me. It had somehow become the equivalent of lifeblood to the heart.

      If Luca could only see his son now—his blood. This man needed all of her, needed to absorb her into my skin so I could carry her with me. Somehow this graceful woman had become the core of my strength.

      “You all right, man?”

      Mitch. The cloud of smoke that blew from his mouth reached me before he did. I said nothing.

      “Well, at least I can’t call you a fucking liar.” He came to stand next to me, staring in the distance. “She left with Violet and Mick?”

      “Yeah,” I said, taking the necklace from my pocket and slipping it inside the journal she had left behind. “She’s gone.”

      “Why would she leave her journal behind?” He muttered. “That seems like a reckless thing to do for someone as stubborn as she is. I could see her locking it away. Even if there was some cure for love in it and us dying assholes needed it to survive another day.” He sniffed the air. “It smells expensive. Like roses. Like her.”

      “I found it in the back seat of the car I rented in Texas.” The mention of Texas brought back the nightmare.

      I often had dreams of Scarlett when we were together, dreams that I had never told her about. The base dream was always the last moments we had spent together in the snow years ago, right before Elliott was killed by the train.

      Sometimes the dreams went deeper and I’d catch her with a guy who had no face. I’d wake up in a foul mood, taking it out on everyone around me, like they were the cause of the treachery. Sometimes I found myself being moody with her, even though she had never done me wrong.

      The potential was there though. She’d get reckless after I had done something she didn’t like and would punish me. But those dreams could never compare to the helplessness, the loss of complete control when she left with that fucking kid. And the detail she went into in that roach motel.

      How he had touched her and tasted her skin—

      Mitch went to pat me on the shoulder but pulled back. “Calm down, Cujo. Take a deep breath.”

      “A minute, Mitch.”

      “Yeah,” he said, stomping out his cigarette. “We need forever for this love shit to abate.”

      Forever? I almost laughed. I’d never get over her. That wasn’t what this was about. So fucking far from that.

      He cleared his throat. He nodded and smoothed a hand through his hair. “Why couldn’t Violet tell me? Why did you have to do it? She was woman enough to come to my bed, but she wasn’t woman enough to tell me she’s pregnant?”

      “She’s afraid, Mitch. Afraid of how you’d react.” I gave him a few moments of silence before I cleared my throat. “What are you going to do? Violet? The baby?”

      We were both in the midst of hell, just battling two different monsters.

      He shrugged and reached for the cigarette behind his ear. He stared at it for a long minute before he pitched it. “This place needs some dirtying. It’s too fucking pretty today.” He tapped his finger against the building. “What can I do? I don’t have much of a choice, bro. Mick is my kid brother. He’s in love with her.”

      “You?”

      “Yeah. I’m in love with her too,” he said quietly. “But what’s love got to do with it? She’s marrying Mick next month at her grandparent’s palace by the sea in California. End of story. Either way, the kid will be his or mine. Either way, the kid will be related to the both of us. How’s that for genetic security?”

      I knew his asinine attempt at humor was to cover up what he really felt.

      I put my hand to my chest again. It was heart palpitations this time. If I didn’t move, expel some of the energy, I was either going to find myself locked up with Luca or my heart was going to explode.

      “Why are you doing this to yourself, Fausti? She’s gone. You need to get going too. Or you’ll never survive this. Listen to me. For once. Stop being a fucking masochist. Or a martyr. Pick one to suit the mood.”

      He finally shut up and followed me inside of the shipping store. The cool air clashed with the scent of smoke on his clothes and infiltrated the small space.

      The guy behind the counter went to speak but stumbled over his words when he realized it was me. I cut him off.

      “I need things to package this,” I said, taking the necklace from inside of the book and setting it back in the box it belonged in. It was custom made for her—the gold chain was delicate, and the key on the end became the pendant. It was the key to the house on Snow, the word, “home” engraved on the back.

      The kid hurriedly collected the items and set them in front of me. I took his pen and a piece of paper from the pad on the counter and wrote to her in riddles—it was easier than dealing with pathetic pleas—the key to your roots. Then I added Per Sempre. Nothing else.

      No matter if she wanted me to know where she would be or not, I’d know. The man, Neil, the detail her mother hired to keep tabs on her, would be my eyes—if she had a salad for lunch, I’d know what kind and where. Her first stop in Paris was burned into memory. I scribbled the address, addressing it to her. My ballerina girl. It’d be waiting for her when she arrived.

      A reminder.

      I had also ordered a dozen roses, and on the eleventh of each month, another dozen would be delivered, and on December 11th, more roses than she could count. These would continually be sent, as reliable as time itself.

      Yeah, I had sent her off into the world with fucking reminders. But the most important one couldn’t die or be washed clean—her surrender was all mine. She was all mine, in all of the ways that counted and even in those that didn’t.

      When the time came to go to her, I’d never have to walk away again. La mia parola è buona quanto il mio sangue. My word is as good as my blood.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed Man of Honor.  The Fausti Family Saga continues with Queen of Thorns.

      

        

      
        Scroll for a sneak peek at Queen of Thorns
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        www.subscribepage.com/belladicortebooks

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sneak Peek

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Here’s a sneak peek at Queen of Thorns

      

      

      
        
        Brando

        Two and a half Years Later

        2001

      

      

      
        
        The wounded never realize the depth of the cut while still on the battlefield. It’s not until afterward that the true extent of the matter reveals itself for what it is—will it be life or death? Now when I think back, I see the snow for what it was. A miracle.

      

      

      Looking up at the sky, I thought about that night, and not for the first time. It hadn’t snowed in Natchitoches since that winter. The season I connected with her. Snow doesn’t come easy in Louisiana, and I liked to believe the rare occurrence was symbolic for what had begun.

      Our story.

      On the same day, at around the same time, I returned to the beginning. To the dance studio Scarlett’s parents owned. The place still looked the same. Dancers twirled and giggled, light music played in the background, and the outside window had been decorated to fit the season.

      Now there was one glaring difference.

      A new portrait had been hung. Next to the antique portrait of famed ballerina Maja Resnik was the new Étoile (star) of the dance world, Scarlett Rose Poésy.

      I moved my eyes away from the stars and stared through the window, hoping by some miracle that she’d appear. Instead, a little girl in frilly clothes ran next to the new portrait, pointing at it with a smile filled with crooked teeth.

      A woman stood in front of her, ready to take a picture of the star-struck little girl and the dancer who looked like she floated on a cloud next to her.

      My Ballerina Girl.

      The spot over my heart ached, and I rubbed a hand over the tender area. The pain of sharing her with the world had increased with each day that passed. I went to Paris about a year after she left, but only to watch her. I had to make sure that everything I knew about her was true, that she was speeding through the ranks of the dance company, that she was safe, that she was happy.

      Two out of three proved to be true. She was content, but not truly happy. Not the way she had been with me.

      At the time, she had needed more time, even if seeing her and not touching her had been one of the most torturous things I’d ever done to myself. Second only to the space and time between us.

      Laughter floated out from the studio and I turned toward the noise. Two women walked behind two bundled up dancers, their frilly skirts fanning out under thick jackets, and were starting to make their way down Front Street. They stopped for a moment when one of the little girls announced that she had forgotten her present in the class. The other girl went with her to retrieve it.

      “I’m so glad that Lily was able to come here. The teachers are fabulous. Even though the teachers who taught Scarlett were only for her, you can tell they’re all world class.”

      “I just wish Bethany would’ve been able to take a class with Scarlett. Did you know that she taught before she left?”

      “I heard about it through the grapevine. But talent like that shouldn’t be wasted on teaching, Madeline. Unless…unless after her career is over she decides teaching would be worth her time. I bet she dances until there’s not one dance left in her.” She sighed, almost sounding wistful. “Then I could see teaching. And marriage. And kids. I bet her kids will all be dancers. I’ve always thought that the spouses and children of beautiful singers must be spoiled with the gift of song. I bet one day she’ll spoil her husband and children with her gift of graceful dancing.”

      “You make it sound like a fairy tale, Lisa.” Madeline laughed.

      No, far from a fairy tale, I thought. The demands on her body. The bleeding and blistered and calloused feet that sometimes resembled raw meat. The high injury rate. The emotional turmoil that accompanies losing yourself to something bigger than who you are just to give the world a glimpse of living art.

      “Well, think about it. It is, isn’t it?” Lisa’s voice broke through my thoughts. “She’s extremely talented and beautiful. The world is at her feet, hypnotized. I’ve seen her dance. Whatever it is that makes people special, she has it.”

      “You’ve seen her? She’s so tiny in person. Much smaller than she looks in pictures and when she dances.”

      The woman’s comment came with another thought. Her pointe shoes are made to make her legs look longer. And it’s the way she dances. So graceful that she’s spellbinding. It’s all in how she moves her body. More than any of those things, though, it’s her charisma. She had always seemed bigger to me, and not just when she danced.

      “I’ve never noticed,” Lisa said. “I’ve just seen her dance. I figured she was tall. She looks that way in pictures and on video. She’s smart too. Can speak so many languages!”

      “No wonder she ended up in France. She sounds just like a Frenchwoman. I hope she settles here. I’d even take classes from her.”

      “I’ve never been much of a mover. I’m too rigid. It doesn’t stop me from dreaming about it though…”

      The two women became quiet, staring toward the door their daughters went through, seemingly lost in thought. After a few minutes, the two girls came back out. This time they were crying. A steady release of steam came from all four of their mouths.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Did something happen?” The women’s voices tripped over each other.

      One of the little girls hiccupped, and fat tears rolled down her cheeks. “She’s not coming!”

      Lisa leaned down to wipe her daughter’s tears. “Who’s not coming, love bug?”

      “Scarlett Rose Poésy.” She said her name with the perfect French pronunciation, like she had to get it right.

      “Why would she?”

      “During our last class Ms. Clarice said that she might. And if she did, we would get to see her.”

      “Meet her!” Her friend corrected with a wild throwing of the arms.

      “But…but she just told us that she’s not!”

      “She’ll be back. I’m sure. She has roots here.”

      The four began their trek again, this time each mother holding a daughter’s hand. They didn’t notice me, at first. I caught Madeline’s eye when they went to pass. She nudged Lisa. Both women looked my way, smiling.

      I turned my face, reaching into my jeans for the blue ribbon. I held tight to it and then started for Snow Street.

      I knew that, of course. That she wouldn’t be coming back. She hadn’t, since she left for Paris. The thought hollowed me out, but instead of getting stuck in the misery, I thought back on all the promises I had made after she left me out in the snow years ago.
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