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Craving Perfect

By Liz Fichera


A Life Less…Hers


Grace Mills craves being perfect almost as much as she craves raspberry scones. In fact, her life would be perfect if only she could lose ten more pounds, if only the pastry café she co-owns with her sister would turn a profit, if only the hottest guy at the gym would look her way…


And then “if only” comes true. Grace is suddenly straddling two lives: an alternate reality where she’s a size two, weathergirl celebrity and being chased by the hot guy. Only Mr. Gorgeous isn’t very nice, and she doesn’t get to eat…anything, much less bake!


In her other life, she’s starting to realize her sister is less than happy running the family café, and hunky Carlos, the gym’s janitor, seems to have a secret crush on her. Maybe there’s more to him than meets the eye…


Grace is living two lives and it’s beginning to cost her. Is there a way to pick one…that’s perfect?
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Dear Reader,


I feel as though it was just last week I was attending 2010 conferences and telling authors and readers who were wondering what was next for Carina Press, “we’ve only been publishing books for four months, give us time” and now, here it is, a year later. Carina Press has been bringing you quality romance, mystery, science fiction, fantasy and more for over twelve months. This just boggles my mind.


But though we’re celebrating our one-year anniversary (with champagne and chocolate, of course) we’re not slowing down. Every week brings something new for us, and we continue to look for ways to grow, expand and improve. This summer, we’ll continue to bring you new genres, new authors and new niches—and we plan to publish the unexpected for years to come.


So whether you’re reading this in the middle of a summer heat wave, looking to escape from the hot summer nights and sultry afternoons, or whether you’re reading this in the dead of winter, searching for a respite from the cold, months after I’ve written it, you can be assured that our promise to take you on new adventures, bring you great stories and discover new talent remains the same.


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.


Happy reading!

~Angela James


Executive Editor, Carina Press

www.carinapress.com

www.twitter.com/carinapress

www.facebook.com/carinapress







Dedication:

For my mother, who always loved my stories, even the truly bad ones.





Acknowledgements:

I’d like to thank the hard-working, cool people at Carina Press for believing in me, especially Liz Bass, who helped my novels to shine and always got my jokes.





Between the wish and the thing, life is waiting.

—Unknown





Contents




Copyright



Chapter One: Grace



Chapter Two: Carlos



Chapter Three: Grace



Chapter Four: Carlos



Chapter Five: Grace



Chapter Six: Callie



Chapter Seven: Grace



Chapter Eight: Carlos



Chapter Nine: Grace



Chapter Ten: Carlos



Chapter Eleven: Grace



Chapter Twelve: Carlos



Chapter Thirteen: Grace



Chapter Fourteen: Carlos



Chapter Fifteen: Grace



Chapter Sixteen: Carlos



Chapter Seventeen: Grace



Chapter Eighteen: Callie



Chapter Nineteen: Carlos



Chapter Twenty: Callie



Chapter Twenty-One: Carlos



Chapter Twenty-Two: Callie



Chapter Twenty-Three: Carlos



Chapter Twenty-Four: Callie



Chapter Twenty-Five: Carlos



Chapter Twenty-Six: Callie



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Carlos



Chapter Twenty-Eight: Callie



Chapter Twenty-Nine: Grace



Epilogue



About the Author



From The Scones & Sopapillas Café Cookbook:










Chapter One

Grace



“Grace, can you hear me?”

They say your life is supposed to flash before your eyes right before you die.

But what about when you’re spread-eagle at the bottom of a stair-climber at your local gym, wearing an oversized T-shirt and spandex shorts that were designed for women lucky enough to wear single-digit dress sizes? What then? What should flash before your eyes when you’re dying of embarrassment?

Four faces knelt over me.

Somehow death seemed less painful.

“Grace, please! Say something!”

Just my luck, only two of the faces showed genuine concern: Kathryn, my older sister, and Kathryn’s boyfriend, Eddie Cahill. Kathryn kept stroking my cheek and urging me to speak while Eddie adjusted a towel behind my sweaty head. The third face, the one that belonged to the bleach-blonde, overly Botoxed, ridiculously thin Alexandra Summers, was only concerned that my round torso blocked her ability to use the stair-climber. In Alexandra’s defense, there were only three of these sadistic contraptions in Goldie’s Gym, and they were popular at six o’clock in the morning.

But only the stunned expression on the fourth face mattered. It was my reason for living. It was the reason I dragged my tired body to the gym each morning before work, and the reason why I’d sworn off onion rings and lattes with whipped cream and starved myself to lose ten whole pounds.

The fourth face belonged to Max Kramer.

His face melted me. Even the hint of his smile made my knees wobble.

Max was also the reason why I had tumbled off the damn machine.

I’d been fantasizing about him as I did every morning whenever I watched him bench-press 250 pounds. Each glorious purple vein and arm muscle bulged magnificently with every lift, and I wondered what it would be like to squeeze his biceps or brush my fingertips across his sculpted chest. His sleeveless, black T-shirts were always the perfect combination of too snug and dreamy. And don’t get me started on what I believed existed beneath his shorts. I drank him in each morning, top to glorious bottom. Max Kramer was the best-looking thirtysomething I’d ever seen. Unfortunately, I was a twentysomething with absolutely no nerve and another ten pounds to lose.

Well, better make that fifteen, to be safe.

I even adored Max’s faint Philadelphia accent, not that he’d used it much on me, although one morning he did say “excuse me” over my head when he accidentally elbowed my ear as we both reached for a clean towel at the front desk. That single moment lifted me for a whole week. I couldn’t stop thinking about it, analyzing it, replaying it in my mind and remembering how the sunlight from the front glass doors had spilled across his golden head like caramel sauce. For one, glorious moment, he’d been all mine. It didn’t matter that he’d snatched the last towel and I had to wait ten minutes at the front counter for the next clean batch.


I played this little game with myself each morning, a game I knew I’d win most of the time. If I spotted Max at the gym, I’d reward myself with one of the raspberry scones I made at the Desert Java, a small café in Tempe near the university I owned with Kathryn. And if Max didn’t show for his morning workout, I’d force myself to run an extra fifteen minutes on the treadmill. Truth be told, I would much rather enjoy Max and a raspberry scone, in that order. Stat.

Now that I’d fallen off the stair-climber, Max looked at me like someone studying a beached whale. That was why I’d have given anything to curl up and die and pretend my fall didn’t just happen in front of his size twelve Nikes.

Unfortunately, you don’t always get what you want when you’re me.

“Gracie, are you okay?” Kathryn brushed a cool hand against my cheek. A whiff of lavender perfume lingered on her wrist. “Jeez, Grace. Say something!” She started to pat my hand like a nurse, even though she knew nothing about first aid. Kathryn could barely apply a Band-Aid, and if my head hadn’t throbbed as though it was inside a blender, I might have smiled. Kathryn could be such a drama queen.

“Should we call 9-1-1?” Eddie’s gaze darted between Kathryn and me.

“Do you think we could move her a little to the right?” Alexandra asked as she glanced at the black sports watch wrapped around her professionally tanned wrist. She tapped the watch with one of those perfect white-tipped fingernails that I always wanted but was too cheap to get. It didn’t make sense to get a manicure when your hands were rolling cookie dough every day. Alexandra’s voice whined, “I’ve got to be at work in an hour.”

I cringed inside.

If I were only a few inches to the right, Alexandra would probably have crawled over my stomach and cranked up the machine, undoubtedly to the fastest speed, given her long and lean legs.

I finally blinked and tried to raise my head.

“Oh, thank God.” Kathryn’s breath hitched. “Grace, are you okay? Please say you’re okay.”

A fifth face knelt over me, a face I vaguely recognized. His skin and hair were darker than the others, but his face was mostly a blur.

“Here, take this.” His voice was soothing, like melted chocolate. My head rested against something hard. His knee? He tipped a water bottle against the edge of my lower lip. A few drops dribbled out.

I blinked again and tried to focus on his face, but it didn’t help that the back of my head felt like it’d been filleted. “Thanks.” My voice was raspy, in an unintentionally sexy sort of way. A few more water drops found my lips, helping me focus. The second time I blinked, I was able to raise my head and then my shoulders. The numbness in my arms and legs began to fade.

I was alive, unfortunately. Today wasn’t my day to die. No dear departed relatives would welcome me into a white light.

It was just another day to be humiliated. Typical.

“Want to try standing?” Kathryn grimaced.

I nodded as Kathryn and Eddie each grabbed a sweaty arm and lifted me to my feet. As I stood, my knees wobbled. I almost fell backwards again, but a third pair of hands reached for my shoulders just in time. They felt cool and solid through my threadbare T-shirt and I wondered if—no, I prayed—the hands belonged to Max. This would make the whole embarrassing moment worthwhile. It might be the only time in my entire life that Max Kramer would intentionally touch me.


“I think I’ll be okay,” I whispered to Kathryn as I reached behind my head, wincing, and rubbed a bump the size of a hard-boiled egg. “I just want to go home.” I darted a sideways glance at Kathryn. My bottom lip quivered before I had a chance to bite it. I couldn’t let myself blubber at the gym, especially in front of Max. I absolutely would not cry like a child.

I had survived enough embarrassment for one morning, and Kathryn knew me better than anyone.

Kathryn tilted her head and sighed, a relieved smile lifting the corners of her rosebud-shaped mouth, revealing an adorable Shirley Temple dimple. Of the two of us, Kathryn had always been the prettier sister. She had the long legs, the thin graceful arms, the beautifully thick, blond hair, the outgoing personality, the adoring boyfriend. In short, she was the polar opposite of me. Bookends? Hardly. If she weren’t the best sister ever, I would have found a reason to hate her.

“You got it, Gracie.” Kathryn flashed a relieved smile. “Let’s go home.” In my periphery, she glanced across my shoulders at Eddie and nodded her head.

Together, they helped lead me to the door. Kathryn knew that if she asked me how I felt one more time, I’d burst into tears on the spot.

And she couldn’t let that happen. I’d kill her first.

That was because Kathryn knew all about Max.










Chapter Two

Carlos



“Shit, did you see that chubby chick crash to the floor this morning?” Max asked his weight-lifting partner, Devon Frye, as they changed clothes inside the locker room after their workouts.

My body froze. Listening, I approached from behind a set of metal lockers. I caught their reflections in the wall mirror.

“Are you kidding? I think I felt the ground shake.” Devon chuckled. “She really hit it hard.” He ran a towel over his bald black head, flicking a water spray across the mirror that I’d just cleaned. “Wham!” He laughed, pounding the wooden bench between the lockers with his hand. “Who is she, anyway?”

“Hell, I don’t know,” Max said as he reached inside his gym bag. He pulled out a tube of deodorant.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before.”

“Oh, I have.” Max paused long enough to roll his eyes at Devon. “I’ve seen her in the mirrors in the weight room. She’s always staring at me. Hard-core psycho chick.” He made a circle with his forefinger next to his ear. “Potential bunny boiler.”

“Too bad she’s not your type.” Devon grinned, arching an eyebrow. “Plus-sized. That could be fun.”

“No fucking way.” He made a face like he just bit into a lime. “You first.”

“Me?” Devon pointed to his bare chest in mock surprise. “I’ll stick with da sistas.”

“Hey, you got an extra towel?” Max glanced toward the doorway.

“No, sorry dude.”

“Where’s José when you need him?” Max padded toward the showers. His bare feet slapped against the wet floor. “Shit!” His voice echoed in the tiled room. “I’m gonna be late for work.”

“That his name?” Devon called after him.

Max stopped and turned. “Who?”

“José?”

“I don’t know.” Max smirked. “Does it matter?”

My fists clenched as I listened to their voices echo. Like most of the members, Max and Devon didn’t know I was around. They only found me when they needed something—towels, water bottles, someone to clean a plugged toilet. Then they tried to talk to me in broken Spanish, even though I spoke perfect English. No one ever remembered my name either, mostly because they never asked. And I never offered.

I was the janitor at Goldie’s Gym. My younger sister Elena and I have managed the gym’s cleaning contract for three painfully long years, although we didn’t waste time complaining. No time. And it would do until we could get started on the rest of our lives. Being janitors forever wasn’t part our long-term plan. I refused to watch Elena grow old hovering over other people’s piles of dirty towels and toilets like our mother did. Like me, Elena had big dreams. Hers was to open a restaurant, and after I graduated from law school next year, I’d make certain that dream got a serious kick-start. Some days dreams were the only thing that kept me going.

If only Mamá were still alive. She was always able to lift our spirits right before they threatened to nose-dive, even with just her smile. Pop—well, he hadn’t been the same since she died.


Max saw me. “Hey, José.” He didn’t try very hard to mask the irritation behind his grin. “Clean towels, por favor?”

I turned, slightly. I couldn’t smile at him. I was just as tall and strong, probably stronger. And right now I wanted to wipe the annoyed grin off Max’s pretty face with my fist. I’d love to go a few rounds with him in a ring. See if he could fight like a real man, not a pretty boy who could only lift weights in front of a mirror and make fun of girls who fell off stair-climbers.

“Hey, toalla, dude,” Max said impatiently, shifting from one foot to the other on the cold tile.

I felt my jaw harden.

“Toalla?” Max repeated. Then his expression changed. “Hey, what is your problem?”

Without a word, I hurled a towel at his chest from the cleaning cart as if it was a baseball.

Big-mouthed, smart asses like Kramer got on my nerves. They think everyone should be grateful just because they share the same air. I especially wanted to kick his ass for how he talked about the girl. She could have broken her neck when she fell. If only I’d reached her in time. She might not have hit the floor so hard.

I’d seen her before at the gym. There was something sweet about her face that made the room freeze all around her, like a camera flash, whenever I looked out across the aerobic room and saw her. Worst of all, I couldn’t figure out why she stared so much at Max Kramer. They obviously weren’t friends. What did a nice girl like her see in an asshole like that? Part of me wished she’d look at me with the same turquoise eyes that she wasted on Kramer.

Whenever she got close, like when we passed near the front of the gym, for some reason my heart beat faster and my palms always turned clammy. It was embarrassing. But then I’d remind myself not to get too attached, that I didn’t have time to get involved with anyone, not with graduation finally within my reach, and especially not with someone who for some strange reason thought that Max Kramer was someone special.

But then she had to go and fall today, leaving me no choice but to help her. To touch her.

“Gracias, amigo,” Max said, not bothering to hide his sarcasm when he caught the towel.

I blinked.

Without waiting for my response, Max turned back toward Devon. For such a tough guy, he seemed eager to get away.

“I’m not your amigo, asshole,” I muttered as I pushed my cart back toward the shower stalls. It was seven o’clock.

Time to clean the bathrooms, and I was just the guy to do it.










Chapter Three

Grace



“Promise me you’re not giving up on the gym,” Kathryn said as she propped a pillow beneath my feet. Even though my fall probably warranted a hospital emergency room visit, as the sole proprietors of the Desert Java we didn’t have the time, although we did allow ourselves the luxury of a part-time college student every morning so we could squeeze in workouts at the gym. Lucky for us, most of our university customers weren’t exactly early risers.

I loved our café and so did our regulars, many of whom were local college students from Arizona State University. It was also the reason Kathryn and I never had to go out and find “real jobs” after college. Serving up homemade food and strong coffee was the only life we’d ever known.

Kathryn and I—Kathryn, mostly—decorated the Desert Java as an extension of our living room and filled it with overstuffed chairs, square tables that doubled as chess and checker boards, local abstract art, and primary-colored pillows from resale shops. The air always held the faint smell of nutmeg and chocolate chip cookies. At night, especially during the cooler months, we’d open the front doors and set up chairs outside the front windows. Oftentimes music students would bring their instruments and play near the entrance for tips and an occasional free latte. A cool place, I had to say. People lined up every day just to sample my daily pastry, which we advertised on the chalkboard outside the front door as the pâtisserie du jour—about the only phrase I remembered from high school French. The coffee and pastries paid our bills, but barely. Most months we squeaked by. But at least we always made it.

So I handled the baking. Kathryn flirted with the customers. She loved that part. The arrangement worked perfectly and had for five years. In truth, we’d been operating this way most of our lives—me in the background and Kathryn opting for front and center. The only difference was that five years ago, Mom and Dad were still alive and back then our family ran a diner, not a coffee shop. Or, as Kathryn preferred to call it now, a café.

“The gym is the absolute last place I want to think about right now, Kath,” I said. “My brain is too busy pounding against my skull. Sorry.”

Kathryn frowned at me so I glanced across the room at Charlie.

Wearing his usual green Army jacket, Charlie sat quietly at one of the square tables next to the window reading yesterday’s newspaper, his hair glistening in the sunlight like cinnamon. It was hard not to smile at him. Kathryn and I called him our “honorary” customer because we never accepted his money. He was usually the first customer every morning and the first to leave as soon as it got busy. It’d been this way for years. We thought that he lived next to the Dumpster in the alley behind our building. The Desert Java wouldn’t be the same without him.

“How’d you like the lemon bars today?” I asked him.

A man of few words, Charlie nodded his approval.

“Glad you like them,” I said. “Made them with lemons from an orchard out on Warner Road. Best time of year for citrus.”

Charlie grunted softly, the corners of his eyes crinkling more approval.

Then I considered treating myself to a lemon bar. I was entitled to it after all, especially after seeing Max at the gym this morning.

That was the deal.

Max had even touched me, for crying out loud. I should treat myself to two lemon bars, not just one. But this hadn’t exactly been a typical morning.


I cringed for the umpteenth time when I pictured how pathetic I must have looked at the gym, sprawled and sweaty on the gray floor. Why couldn’t I have worn my newer running shorts or the longer T-shirt, the one that hid more of my thighs? But I had overheard Max boasting yesterday to one of his weight-lifting buddies that he was going to be on some Colorado River rafting trip for the rest of the week. He was never supposed to be at the gym.

I sighed at my own bad luck.

“Was that Max behind me when you and Eddie helped me stand up?” I called out to Kathryn as she brewed three types of coffee—decaf, caf, and something that smelled like roasted chestnuts. I began to fidget absently with my hands, unsure if I wanted her answer and yet aching for it even more than a second lemon bar.

But Kathryn turned and narrowed her eyes. “Max?”

“Yeah, Max…wasn’t he behind me?”

“No, Gracie.” Her tone was careful. Too careful. “He went back to the weight room. I thought you knew that.”

My stomach sank. “How could I?” Slow desperation crept into my voice. “My head was spinning.”

“Well, it wasn’t Max.”

My eyes widened. “Who was it then?”

“I don’t know his name. He’s the guy who cleans the gym.”

“What guy?”

“You know, that guy. The one who always wears the white shirt and the baggy pants, arms covered in tattoos, never smiles.”

I shook my head, confused.

“Well, he’s the one who brings out the towels. Real quiet. I’ve never heard him say a peep till this morning. I think it was his sister who brought over the water bottle. She looks just like him. But without all the arm tattoos.”

I lowered deeper into my chair and groaned. I had so hoped those hands belonged to Max. Squeezing my eyes shut, I forced myself to picture him, his face, his arms, his wide hands cradling my head. Pretending is always better, I reminded myself. Next to baking, it was probably my second best skill.

“I’ll tell you one thing, though.”

“Yeah, what’s that? More good news, I hope?” I opened a reluctant eye.

Kathryn pointed a silver spoon at me. Then she smirked. “No, smart-ass.”

I looked back at her, eyes opened, and stuck out my tongue.

“You need to thank him. He’s the only one who had a cool head this morning. Eddie and I were a couple of losers.” She sighed and shook her head as she returned to the coffee pots. “You should count your lucky stars that I never became a nurse.”

I turned to Charlie and laughed. Even he chuckled.

Unfortunately, Kathryn didn’t crack a smile and join us as I thought she would. She only sighed, louder, her exhale dragging down her shoulders as if it held up a rain cloud getting ready to burst.

I opened my mouth to say something, to ask her what was wrong. Was she still upset by my fall at the gym? I never meant to embarrass her and Eddie. And moping was totally unlike her. Moping was my department.

But Kathryn turned her back to me as if she preferred that I’d say nothing. So my mouth snapped shut.

[image: image]

It had been seven days since I’d been back to the gym.

In all honesty, I probably could have returned to my early morning exercise routine two days sooner but the stair-climber humiliation still lingered too vividly in my short-term memory. If it weren’t for the possibility of seeing Max Kramer again, I’d probably have cancelled my gym membership. Permanently.

Kathryn thought she was doing me a favor by reminding me of my New Year’s resolution: lose weight before I turned thirty. Last year it was lose weight before I turned twenty-nine. Ditto for twenty-eight. Losing weight had been my New Year’s resolution since my eighteenth birthday but this year I was determined to succeed. And I only had nine months, thirty pounds, and a few dozen fewer pastries to go.

“Why did I have to swear to Kathryn that this would finally be the year?” I muttered to myself as I walked from the parking lot to the Goldie’s Gym front entrance. It was still dark outside. “It’s not like there aren’t one hundred other things about you that would have benefited from a lousy New Year’s resolution.” God knows I could have kept a beauty salon busy for a year.

To ease the pain of returning to the gym, I treated myself to a new pair of black workout shorts and a pastel green tee that Kathryn called sea moss. I called it green.

“That color is so in this season,” she told me, not that it mattered much. The best part of the new tee was that it stretched down to the middle of my thighs and covered my underwear lines. The trendy color was secondary. And it gave Kathryn and me a rare, albeit brief, chance to go shopping. To which Kathryn promptly announced, “We don’t do this nearly enough,” but after which she sulked for the whole car ride home, leaving me confused once again. She knew I hated shopping. Maybe it would become more fun once I got thinner.

I walked through the front door of the gym, wearing sunglasses even though the sun wasn’t exactly shining at six o’clock on a February morning. I held my chin high, although my hands trembled a tiny bit at the mere thought that someone would recognize me as the chronically klutzy girl who was partial to falling off stair-climbers.

I allowed myself a quick inhale as I handed my gym card to the gangly, pimply-faced Front Desk Guy who numbly swiped member badges at the front counter. Just like he did every morning, he never made eye contact or said hello like he always did for Alexandra Summers and all the other hotter girls who graced the gym with their toned bodies and expertly made-up faces. I mean, who wears mascara to the gym? And it was as if their bodies were programmed at birth not to sweat. How’d they manage that, I wanted to know.

“Thanks,” I said, just as I always did when Front Desk Guy handed me back my badge. As usual, he kept his eyes focused on anything but me and was always careful to minimize contact with my hand.

I left him staring at his computer screen before walking to the aerobic equipment room. My eyes scanned nonchalantly across the weight room till I found what I was looking for.

And then my eyes landed right on him.

Max…

My breathing quickened simply being in the same room. He was impossible to miss. It’d be like not recognizing buttercream frosting on a plate of cupcakes. With sprinkles.

Max stood before the wall-to-ceiling mirror, the ones I always avoided, a barbell palmed in each hand. With a furrowed brow, he proceeded to curl each barbell into the corner of his elbow. He mouthed each repetition with his wet lips—one, two, three…


Ten reps per arm. I counted with him. I could watch him lift all day and never tire.

How I’d missed him. It had been seven painfully long days. I realized now, after seeing him, that I’d stayed away way too long. I should have returned sooner, just as Kathryn had insisted.

But then Alexandra Summers had to ruin my good morning vibe by planting herself in front of him, blocking my perfect view. Instead of Max, I had to watch Alexandra with her hands positioned on her fat-free hips. She had on hot pink shorts with the word “Juicy” on her ass. If that wasn’t obnoxious enough, she wore a matching spandex running bra as a shirt so that everyone could see her sculpted abs and butterfly tattoo in the middle of her lower back. The top of the tattoo peeked above her shorts. I secretly envied and hated everything about her, right down to the perfect curve in her spine.

Alexandra also happened to be long and willowy like an exotic feather, and she had the most perfect, delicate, size six feet I’d ever seen. Where was I when God had been handing out tiny feet?

It wasn’t fair!

God had saddled me with eight and a half wide.

If I’d had the nerve, I would have loved to whip my gym bag across the room at her perfect blond head, Frisbee style. But I was a chicken.

Instead, I sighed to myself and then placed my bag next to one of the stationary bicycles, the one where I’d still get a decent view of Max and his delightful muscles and bulging veins just as soon as Alexandra sashayed her boney hips out of the way.

I carefully climbed onto the bicycle and placed my feet into the black plastic stirrups and started peddling on the lowest gear. So far, no one had looked at me as if they recognized me from a week ago. No one, in fact, paid any attention to me, said hello, or even blinked in my direction. No one knew I was alive. I might as well have been invisible. In short, everything felt pretty much like normal.

See, Grace? I chided myself. It’s not so bad. You worried for nothing.

I smiled and felt my earlier tension fade from my shoulders.

Just as sweat began to trickle down my neck, Alexandra the Perfect finally sauntered away from Max and started chatting up one of the gym’s personal trainers. All she had to do was bat her feathery eyelashes and the guy was adjusting her weights, fetching her one of those enormous balancing balls, and generally wiping down her equipment as though it was the only thing in the whole world he cared to do.

What would that be like? I wondered. To have men falling at your feet every day, anticipating your every desire, waiting for the slightest request to leave your mouth? I’d never experienced that kind of male attention for a single minute in my entire twenty-nine years. Girls like Alexandra Summers got it handed to them every waking moment.

Life sure sucked sometimes.

It probably didn’t help that I’d only had a total of six dates since my twenty-second birthday, three of them being blind dates. None were memorable and god only knows what fiction Kathryn had cooked up before she begged the guys to take me out on a blind date. And blind was an understatement.

No man had ever made my heart do that flippy thing, that fluttery feeling in your stomach when an elevator drops too fast—no one except Max Kramer, and he didn’t even know my name.


Swallowing back a sigh, I leaned forwarded and peddled faster. I was going to lose weight before my thirtieth birthday if it killed me. And I had fifteen more minutes to burn a few hundred more calories before I would need to return to the Desert Java. I had promised Kathryn a batch of crumble cake today, especially since our customers begged for it yesterday. I made mine with extra brown sugar, enough so that marble-sized chunks covered each square of light yellow cake. Just like Mom used to make, only then it was called Laura’s Famous Crumble Cake and she would let Kathryn and I pick off the melted brown sugar topping as if it was candy.

Once the bike hit the thirty-minute mark, I wiped it down with my towel, grabbed my bag, and searched inside for my car keys. Quickly, I walked toward the door and pretended to casually look sideways at the mirrors for one last long gape at Max. He was bench-pressing, his back sprawled on a narrow board, his legs opened on either side of it. He grunted with each movement, his biceps bulging like water balloons. I didn’t know which bulge to gawk at most. I tried to drink him all in at once. Jeez, I loved when he bench-pressed. That was probably my favorite part—

And then I stumbled.

“Shit!” My toe caught a dumbbell in the middle of the aerobic room. I fell forward but not before a hand gripped my right arm and pulled me upright. For a moment, a white fuzzy light flashed across my eyes.

“You okay?” he said, still holding on to my arm as I struggled to stand still.

“I can’t freaking believe it,” I stammered. “I can’t believe I almost…” My mouth snapped shut. Then I swallowed and tried to focus.

“Yeah, you wouldn’t want to do that again.”

I detected a wince in his voice. Was this guy making fun of me?

“You sure you’re okay? You still seem a little dizzy.”

I inhaled, waited for my breathing to slow, and then said, “Yes, I’m fine. I think I’m fine.” I didn’t sound fine. I sounded like a lunatic.

A tiny smile lifted his lips, melting some of my anxiety. “Good.” Then he released my arm, a little reluctantly.

I tried to match his enthusiasm, but really I was embarrassed all over again. What was my problem? I’d almost fallen. Again. Right in front of Max Kramer. Right in front of all of the annoying mirrors that covered just about every wall. I was beginning to believe that I was cursed.

“My name is Carlos, by the way. Carlos Flores.”

I blinked up at him. His voice was familiar. I’d heard it before, honey-smooth like his brown-black eyes.

Then it registered.

Carlos saw the recognition in my face and he smiled, more broadly this time.

I forced a smile and felt my cheeks burn. “My name is Grace Mills and…thanks, Carlos.” I sighed and then lowered my voice. “Looks like you’ve helped me again. I really owe you.”

His gaze dipped as his hands reached for the front pockets of his baggy pants. “You owe me nothing. It’s no problem, really. Just glad to see you…back at the gym.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, well, I’m back. But as you can see, I still have this problem with gravity. I should be studied by NASA or something.”

He shrugged. “You’d be surprised how many people I see fall around here.”

“Really?” I wanted desperately to believe. Somehow I doubted he’d ever seen Alexandra Summers fall.

“Really.” He nodded his head, once.


“Well, then. I guess I shouldn’t feel so bad.” I didn’t believe him.

“Don’t.” His confident tone made me regret doubting him, if only for a second.

“Thanks, Carlos. I appreciate it. You’re sweet.” I picked up my golf bag from the floor. It had slipped from my hand, right before I fell, ready to cushion my fall. I suppose I should have been grateful. I straightened and faced Carlos.

“Anytime.” His head tilted.

“Guess I’ll see you tomorrow morning, then.”

He nodded and his brow furrowed again, just a fraction, almost as though he was studying me. I figured he was probably just waiting to see if I could walk three steps without tripping over something.

“Bye, Carlos.” I slipped my gym bag over my shoulder and walked to the front entrance. This time my eyes stayed glued to the floor, mindful of any lone dumbbells, pieces of paper, pebbles—anything that would make me slip or stumble. Because, I swear, if I fell one more time inside Goldie’s Gym I wasn’t sure if I’d ever leave home again.

When I reached the safety of the front door, I stopped, gripping the handle. I turned to scan the gym one last time for a final peek at Max and a quick thought about the raspberry scone that waited for me in my refrigerator.

I drew back a breath.

But instead of Max, my eyes rested on Carlos. He hadn’t moved an inch. He watched me from the front counter, a curious grin lifting one corner of his mouth.

My cheeks turned molten. Oh, god. Had he seen me ogling Max? I spun around with my chin buried close to my neck, leaned hard against the glass door and then hurried across the parking lot.

 

The brass bell jingled when I entered the Desert Java.

“How was the gym this morning? Was the building still standing?” Kathryn grinned smugly at me. It was impossible to ignore.

Not stopping, I proceeded to the safety of the rear kitchen. It helped that I was already late. “It was fine,” I called out over my shoulder. “No broken bones. Amazing, really.” I returned a forced smile, more for her benefit than mine.

Kathryn’s grin faded. She followed me, her hands stuffed in the front of her apron pockets. “Did you see him?”

“Who?”

“Don’t play dumb.” There was an eye roll in her tone. “You know who.”

I couldn’t admit that I spent my workout gawking at Max Kramer, especially when she already knew. It was pathetic, really. “I saw Carlos Flores, if that’s who you mean. He’s nice. I thanked him for helping me the other day. He seems real sweet.” At least that part was true.

“Well, that was friendly of you,” she said, with the emphasis on friendly. “But that’s not who I meant and you know it.” Kathryn leaned against the stainless steel counter next to my largest mixing bowl. Alongside it, I placed a new bag of flour, sugar, and a stick of real butter. I hated margarine and any ingredient that belonged in a science lab instead of food. “What are you baking today?” Kathryn asked.

“We’re out of chocolate chip cookies. Thought I’d make some and add a little peanut butter. What do you think?” I was relieved to be moving away from the topic of my extracurricular stalking activities. I would rather confine Max Kramer to my pathetic daydreams, thank you very much.


“Sounds yummy.” Kathryn leaned away from the counter and crossed her arms. “Now, speaking of yummy, what about Max?” Her eyebrows wiggled. “Out with it.”

“What about him?” I pretended to concentrate on a set of measuring cups, even though I could bake just about anything blind-folded.

“You know, Gracie…did he say anything to you…about the fall, I mean?”

“Of course not. He doesn’t even know I’m alive.”

“See?” She smiled triumphantly. “I told you. You worried all this time for nothing.”

“I’m not sure that makes me feel any better.”

Kathryn smirked. “You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I know. Not to worry. I’ll be fine.” I poured three cups of sugar into the mixing bowl and then began to cream the butter. “Please tell me they delivered the semi-sweet chocolate with our last shipment?”

But Kathryn did not give up easily. She never did. “You know, Gracie…Eddie has a friend at the office who he says is just your type. He’d like you to meet him. His name is Christopher, he’s got blondish-reddish hair, a little on the husky side, but very funny. He just had Lasik surgery and doesn’t even wear glasses anymore. What do you say? Wanna double with us next weekend?” Kathryn’s blue eyes widened with hope. That’s because in her world, she assumed that all of my dating problems would go away if we simply “doubled.” The trouble was she kept forgetting that we’d tried doubling before. And no one but Max Kramer could literally steal the breath from my body with a simple glance in my direction. Nobody.

I turned to my mixing bowl. “Not right now, tempting as that sounds, but thanks. I’m just not in the mood to date at the moment.” Unless his name begins and ends with Max Kramer.

Kathryn pouted and then sighed when I didn’t warm to her idea. “Why not? He’s real nice. And it’d be fun.”

“I’m not dating again until I lose at least ten more pounds.”

“But you’re perfect the way you are. Why are you putting your life on hold like this?” Her voice grew a little overly anxious, even for Kathryn. “You’re not being fair to yourself, you know.”

Fair. There was that word. Girls like Kathryn and the Alexandra Summers of the world knew nothing about fair. I wished they all could live in my world for a while, wear my spandex shorts and size eight-wide shoes. Maybe then they’d leave me alone.

“Wanna lick the spoon when I’m done?” My eyebrows wiggled.

Kathryn pursed her lips. “No thanks, but I really wish you’d reconsider. We could have some fun, maybe catch a movie, go dancing at one of the clubs on Mill Avenue. Remember what fun used to be? You and I used to go out on Saturday nights all the time. Now we’re lucky if we make it to the mall on a Sunday afternoon for a hot pretzel. We’re shriveling before our time, smack dab in the middle of this café.” Her eyes swept around the kitchen as though she despised the place.

That stung.

It was our home and it had belonged to our parents. It was all that we had left of them. It was as much a part of us as breathing.

Kathryn’s eyes lowered, almost as if she wished she could take the words back. But she didn’t.

I said it for her. “You don’t mean that.”

Her nostrils flared. “Maybe I do. A little.” Her eyes lifted, almost shamefully, to meet mine.


My voice rose an octave. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She sighed, heavily. I knew that sigh. It was signal that she had more news to drop into my lap. “You know, Grace, I’ve been thinking…”

I rattled around a drawer for another mixing spoon. “Uh-huh…”

“What would you say about selling this place?”

My hand froze, clutching a spoon. My gaze rose to meet hers. “What?”

Her glance dipped, briefly. “You know. Sell. Do something else?”

“Are you kidding?”

She swallowed. Then she nodded.

“But…this is our home.” The bump on the back of my head began to throb. I reached for it, massaging it. “And Mom and Dad wouldn’t have wanted us to sell. Ever.”

Kathryn’s lips pressed together.

“And what would we do with all the pillows?” I smiled at her, hoping she’d see the humor.

But her eyes rolled.

“Jeez, you’ll say anything to get me on a double-date!”

She didn’t answer. And she didn’t laugh like I thought she would. The kitchen turned silent.

Finally, I tossed the spoon in the bowl. “Look, when I want to date, I’ll let you know. I promise. But that shouldn’t stop you from going out, you know. You’ve got Eddie. I’m sure he’d love to take you dancing, so go. Right now, though, I’ve got to finish these cookies and get started on a crumble cake or we’re going to be scrambling later.”

“Okay, okay.” Kathryn pushed off the counter in a huff. She headed for the kitchen door. Over her shoulder she called out, “But I’m not giving up, you know.” She raised her tiny nose in the air. “I’m going to get us out of here if it’s the last thing I do.”

Out of here? Where would we go? But then I reminded myself that Kathryn could get so hyper sometimes, especially when she didn’t get her way. She was obviously in full Drama Queen mode.

Sighing, I reached for the refrigerator door as soon as she left me alone. With a quick glance over my shoulder, I pulled out a raspberry scone carefully wrapped in plastic, hidden way in the back of the lower shelf behind tubs of oatmeal, walnuts and raisins. I turned the radio above the sink to my favorite jazz station. I found a plate and sat at the counter, carefully pulling the plastic from the scone.

I closed my eyes and inhaled raspberries and powdered sugar.

Finally.

I’d waited all morning for this one, special moment. I could officially enjoy my morning treat in peace. I figured I’d earned it.

Sometimes a raspberry scone was even better than dancing—or a date. Or a cranky sister. At least it was more predictable, and it never, ever disappointed me.

 

Later, after I’d finished enjoying every morsel of my scone, Kathryn called out to me.

“Someone here to see you,” she said from the kitchen doorway. The background noise muffled her voice so she sounded farther away than she was.

“Who is it?” I yelled back, but Kathryn didn’t answer. We were lucky if we could hear ourselves think.


The Desert Java had been packed since ten and we were almost out of the four dozen cookies and the two crumble cakes I’d baked earlier, along with a batch of leftover oatmeal bars from yesterday that, frankly, were a little stale. Still, the cash register rang nonstop, filling the air with the familiar computerized beep beep with each sale in between Kathryn’s conversations with everybody. She knew each customer’s name, college major, hometown, and favorite beverage. She was so much better at all the social stuff than I was. I could do it if I had to but it was never as effortless.

I ran my hands under the faucet before leaving the kitchen. The front of my yellow apron was sprinkled with flour, gluten, powdered sugar and just about every kitchen spice, including a few that simply never washed out. I stole a quick look at my reflection in the window over the sink and frowned. A wilted sunflower looked more attractive. I sighed. Then I walked through the kitchen door, wiping my hands against the front of my apron one last time.

I scanned the room for Kathryn but she was planted in front of the cash register. There were still about six people waiting to pay and Kathryn was in an animated conversation with one of them. Something about skim milk versus soy.

With my hands on my hips, I scanned the room again, wondering who could possibly need me at this busy hour. If it was the FedEx guy, the food delivery guy or the mailman, Kathryn would have dealt with them herself. All three preferred to talk to her, especially the lean, muscular FedEx guy who probably competed in triathlons in his spare time.

As usual, every table, chair and couch in the entire place was filled with customers, most of them sipping coffee as they tapped away on their laptops or chatted on cell phones. Norah Jones crooned through the stereo speakers in the corners of the room, giving the room a deceptively calm vibe.

Someone cleared his throat behind me. “Hi, Grace.”

A little startled, I turned and found myself staring up into the bottomless brown eyes of Carlos Flores.

He smiled down at me, one hand jammed in the front pocket of his jeans.

“Carlos?” I was unable to hold back surprise. I almost didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t wearing his gym uniform. “What are you doing here?” Not to mention, how did he know where I lived?

He pulled his hand out of his pocket and opened his fingers, palm up. “I think this belongs to you.”

I reached for the base of my neck. It was bare. “Oh, jeez!” I gasped. “Where’d you find it?” Carefully, I took the silver necklace from his hand and closed my fingers around it. The necklace had belonged to my mother; I rarely took it off. The turquoise pendant no bigger than a coffee bean was Mom’s favorite, a gift to her from Dad. He’d bought it for her in Bisbee where they were married. He always said the color matched Mom’s eyes. She never took it off either, when she was alive.

“How’d you know it was mine?”

“You dropped it when you slipped this morning. I found it on the floor. After you left,” he added quickly. “Sorry I couldn’t have gotten here sooner.”

I sighed and then opened my palm. “Carlos, I really can’t thank you enough. I don’t know what I would have done if I’d lost this.” I swallowed, hard. “It belonged to my mother.”

“She’d have been pretty mad, then.”

“I’d have been pretty mad. At me.” My head shook with disgust at my carelessness. How’d I miss it? “Thank you again, I really can’t say it enough. Let me get you a coffee and a piece of lemon cake. On the house. It’s the least I can do.” I was insistent.

Carlos lifted his hands. “Not necessary.”


I didn’t listen to him. Instead, I walked around the counter where we stashed the coffee pots, cups and pastry case. “Would you like to stay and eat here?”

“Can’t. I’ve got to get to class.”

“You’re a student too?”

He nodded.

“What do you study?”

“I’m in law school.”

“Cool.” I lifted the pastry case. “You must be pretty smart.”

Carlos shrugged and lowered his eyes. “I do okay.”

I smiled at his modesty through the pastry case glass. “I wish I could have said the same.”

“You didn’t like college?”

I stood up. “I did okay.”

Carlos smiled back at me, as if he was relieved we had something in common, and I felt my cheeks flush. But school was the last thing I’d ever brag about. I hated all of the auditorium-style classrooms, and I still had nightmares about the accounting classes I almost failed. I should have gone to culinary school or something. I was lucky to have squeaked by with a diploma, and if it hadn’t been for Dad, I probably would have dropped out. “You never know when you’ll need a degree,” he always said, but I never really took him too seriously. I always figured I’d work with him and Mom. Turned out Dad was partially right.

My eyes lowered from Carlos’s gaze. “Anyway, let me put the cake in a box for you. I’ll add a piece for your sister. For later.”

Carlos fidgeted beside me but I didn’t wait for an answer. I poured coffee into a large foam cup and placed two generous end pieces of lemon cake in a container, along with a napkin and two plastic forks. Before I closed the box, I reached for the powdered sugar shaker and dusted the cake.

Carlos finally seemed to relax and walked to the edge of the counter while I finished. As I pressed the lid on the lemon cake, he said, “You’ve got a nice place here.”

“Thanks.” I didn’t look up, still fidgeting with the box. “We like it. Been here my whole life.”

“Looks like you’re not the only ones.”

I glanced up at him. His eyes scanned the busy room. It buzzed and rustled with people and music and newspapers. The room felt better for it.

“How’d you know where to find me?”

“Elena told me. My sister,” he added quickly. “Your sister mentioned it to her once.”

I smiled. Then I held up a white bundle and his coffee. “Here you go. Hope you enjoy the cake, and thanks again for finding my necklace. I’d have been…totally crushed if I’d lost it. You’re a major life-saver, Carlos. Really.”

Carlos took the bag from my hand and for a moment our fingers brushed. His fingers were warm, just like his eyes. I couldn’t help but notice that they locked on to mine a moment longer than necessary, as though there was something he’d forgotten to tell me.

We stared at each other for a few seconds.

Finally, I said, “Would you rather have a scone?”

Carlos blinked first. Then he shook his head.

I swallowed, a little confused.

“No, thanks. I mean, thanks. Lemon cake is great.” But then he lifted his chin toward the front entrance and I figured I was probably holding him up. “Well, I gotta get to class.”


“Glad you didn’t have to drive too far out of your way.”

He nodded again, tucking the bundle underneath his arm.

“Stop by anytime.”

“Maybe I will.”

I felt my neck flush and I reached up to touch it. It felt so strangely bare without my necklace pressed against my skin.

“See you at the gym,” he added before turning toward the door.

I watched the back of his head as he wove between the tables before pushing open the door. The bell jingled above his head, almost touching it.

That was odd, I thought as I watched him through the front windows. What was really strange was that I finally allowed myself a normal breath.

“Everything okay?” Kathryn called from the counter. Only one more customer stood in line.

I turned, still squeezing Mom’s necklace. My hand had turned clammy.

Without another word, I headed back to the kitchen with a quick look at the half-empty pastry case. I had a sudden urge to bake a batch of raspberry scones.










Chapter Four

Carlos



I was such a tonto! An idiot!

The girl invited you to sit down for a coffee and you say no? Moron!

I yelled at myself inside my head as I made my way to my truck.

“Five extra lousy minutes wouldn’t have mattered,” I snarled out loud. “At least you could have warned her about Kramer.” But was that the only reason to talk to her? Was I just being protective? Like an older brother?

Different thoughts swirled inside my head, tackling and running over each other. A gray-haired couple walking toward me on the sidewalk looked like they were having serious thoughts about crossing the street. I wouldn’t have blamed them. No doubt they saw confusion and rage—rage at my own stupidity—fill my face.

“For such a smart college boy, you’re a real idiot.” I jammed my key into the driver’s door to my truck, still mumbling to myself.

In truth, it was the way that Grace had looked at that necklace, a simple silver chain with a tiny piece of blue turquoise hanging on the end of it, that caught me off-guard. I didn’t expect that look of relief in her eyes to turn my knees to Jell-O. As if I’d just handed her the world. What was it about her that was getting to me? Around Grace I began to feel like an onion. Each look from her peeled away another layer.

And then her neck had to turn all rosy pink when I made her blush and all I could think about was how I wanted to press my lips against her skin. I imagined the rest of her was warm and soft, just like it was the morning I held her head in my hands.

It was a miracle that I remembered to thank her for the coffee and cake.

Cake. Lemon cake.

I looked down at the bag in my hand. My fingers gripped the paper bag as though it was a lifeboat.










Chapter Five

Grace



The next morning, I arrived at Goldie’s Gym a little earlier than usual. I was having Max Kramer withdrawals. Since my tumble, I hadn’t seen his face nearly enough.

And not gawking at Max at least once a day wasn’t good for my general outlook. To be frank, not seeing him made me cranky. I only hoped that I’d see him before my workout ended. I tucked away a raspberry scone in the back of the refrigerator for later, just in case I got lucky.

After saying hello and being ignored by Front Desk Guy, I reached over the counter for a towel and felt a gentle tap on my shoulder. For a moment, my heart stopped. I turned, thinking maybe—just maybe—it might be Max. I was prepared to give up the last clean towel, if necessary. I was ready to be his towel, if he’d let me.

“You must be Grace,” the girl said. “I’m Elena Flores, Carlos’s sister.” She extended her hand and smiled.

At first, I blinked and swallowed back my disappointment. I wasn’t expecting a girl. I wanted Max. But then I got a grip on myself and smiled at her.

I guessed her age at around twenty-five. Just like Carlos, Elena had the warmest brown eyes and the longest, feathery eyelashes I’d ever seen. When she smiled, two tiny dimples lit up the corners of her mouth. I reached for her hand. “Hi, Elena. Nice to meet you.”

Elena wore an oversized, white T-shirt with Goldie’s Gym printed in yellow thread above the pocket. Her body swam in it. She spoke with a slight accent like Carlos. “I wanted to thank you for sending Carlos back with the lemon cake. It was delicious.” She wound a ribbon of her black silky hair behind her ear. “Reminded me of the sopapillas my grandmother used to make.”

“Sopapillas?” I struggled with the right pronunciation. It sounded much prettier when Elena said it.

“Yes, they’re light puffy rolls, light like your lemon cake, except we used to smother them in powdered sugar and honey. Very delicious.”

My stomach swooned just listening to her description. Powdered sugar always did that to me. “Those do sound delicious. I’ve only had them once, a long time ago.”

“Next time I make them, I’ll bring some to you.”

I felt my smile grow. “I’d love it. I’d really look forward to it.”

“Well, I’m just glad Carlos found your necklace. Your mom would have been pretty upset, yes?”

My chest caved. It was like somebody punched me in the stomach. No matter how much time passed, it never got any easier. In a way, for me at least, it got harder. Each time somebody asked, it was almost like reliving it. “My mom passed away five years ago.” I was grateful that my voice stayed steady.

Elena’s eyes grew wide but then softened in the same instant. “Oh,” she exhaled. Then she swallowed. “I’m so sorry, Grace.” She paused. “Your father, then?”

“He died too.” I cleared my throat. “They died together. Car crash on I-10. They were coming back from Tucson.” I didn’t mention to her that they were driving back early from a last-minute vacation for my birthday surprise party, planned by Kathryn. Everything with my parents was always last-minute, one of the drawbacks to owning a family business. You took vacations when you could squeeze them in and rarely took them at all. But mostly you didn’t plan on a ten-car freeway pileup because of a freak dust storm.


Elena’s hand lifted to my shoulder. Her fingers squeezed my arm, gently. “I am so very sorry, Grace,” she whispered. “That must have been awful. And I didn’t mean to pry.” Her hand dropped to her side, and I could tell from the pain that flashed across her eyes that she would have rather swallowed back every one of her words.

I forced another smile, a different one, but couldn’t hide the tiny crack in my voice. “S’okay, Elena. You wouldn’t have known.”

“Our mother died two years ago now in June.” She paused. “Ovarian cancer.” Then she inhaled, deeply. “I keep waiting to be able to say the words without crying inside.” Her breath hitched and I instinctively wanted to reach out to hug her, to let her know that I understood. But I wished I didn’t understand. I’d have given anything to be clueless.

“Me, too,” I said finally. “I’m so sorry to hear about your mom, for you and Carlos.” Carefully, I asked, “And your father?”

“He’s still alive, but part of him died with her.” Her eyes looked through me. “He hasn’t been the same since. He lives with Carlos and me. Rarely leaves his bedroom. Just sits in his chair and pretends to read.” She blinked, focusing on my face again. Then her mouth curved upwards in a smile but it was hardly a smile. I knew that look. I’d lived it lots of times. It was gut-wrenching pain and I felt it, right through every inch of my chest. She missed her mother.

“I am so sorry, Elena.”

Elena nodded. Her lips pressed together. I envied her, her strength.

Gym members began to stream inside, passing us on both sides.

She reached for my hand and held it, her skin soft and reassuring. “Well, I better let you get on with your workout. Maybe we’ll talk some other time?” Her tone was hopeful.

“Yes, I’d like that, and you and your brother should stop by our place. I told him that coffee and pastries are on the house and that goes for you too.” I picked up the gym bag at my feet. “Maybe we could share some recipes? I’d love to hear more about some of your grandmother’s specialties. I’m a bit of a baking geek.”

Elena’s eyes sparkled again, the color returning to her cheeks. “Me, too.” Her laughter was airy and genuine. “That would be fun. We’ll plan on it one evening, if we ever get a free evening around here.” Her eyes rolled playfully.

“I understand. Well, I better get a move-on and start burning some calories.” I patted the side of my leg. It jiggled a little beneath my hand, a painful reminder.

“The gym just got some new treadmills.” Elena pointed toward the mirrors. “You’ll be one of the first to break them in.”

I glanced toward the aerobic room, hopeful that they’d be close to the free weights and Max Kramer, preferably directly behind his dreamy dimpled shoulders. “As long as I don’t fall off, they’ll work just fine.”

“Bye, Grace.”

“See ya, Elena.”

Three new treadmill machines were positioned perfectly to the right of the free-weight area. Unfortunately, there was no sign of Max.

I groaned inwardly. The gym felt so empty without him, no matter how many people buzzed around. And my raspberry scone would have to stay wrapped in the refrigerator one more day. That was the deal.

Stupid deal.

Disappointed, I stepped on the new treadmill near the corner. Its display was still shiny and unscratched; no one had had the chance yet to deposit a wad of gum or an empty water bottle in any of the side holders. It was like stepping into a new car. Even the rubber belt smelled freshly oiled and new.


“Wonderful,” I muttered as I pressed the START key and began a slow warm-up to three miles per hour. I kept the incline level and held on to the side bars for additional support, just until I got comfortable with the new machine.

After the control panel counted down the five warm-up minutes, I released my hands and increased the speed a half notch, but not so fast that I couldn’t stay on the lookout for Max without losing my balance. At three and one-half miles per hour, the back of my neck began to feel warm and sticky underneath my ponytail. As usual, half my ponytail stayed pinned back, the other half clawed around my face.

Breathing became harder but I kept on walking. Feeling brave, I increased the speed a few more notches, watching the red computer bars on the display flash higher. The new machine even displayed an encouraging thumbs-up cartoony graphic.

I smiled down at the cheery hand. This was the fastest I’d walked since my last fall.

Then I decided that since I was walking so fast, I might as well jog. Why not? I could manage it. In my periphery, I watched Alexandra waltz through the front door and sway her perfect hips toward the weight room like one of those perfect models on Deal or No Deal but without the million-dollar case. Then I remembered the leg jiggle beneath my hand. And that provided all the motivation I needed. If I was ever going to have a body like Alexandra’s, I was going to have to work harder. Way harder.

Pushing the hair from my eyes, I cranked up the speed to four and one-half miles per hour, the fastest I’d ever walked—or run. Walking became impossible, so I started to jog. My running shoes thumped against the rubber tread. I was definitely jogging.

This isn’t so bad. I can do this…

Encouraged, I notched up the speed to just under five miles per hour. My legs moved faster. I even felt a slight tingle in my calves. With arms close to my sides, I concentrated on my breathing. Then I did the unthinkable: I reached down to the display panel and pressed the ARROW key until the speed reached an even six miles per hour.

Six miles per hour!

I marveled at how well I was doing.

I can do this! And it’s not so bad. I’m finally doing it!

The balls of my feet banged against the rubber tread with so much force that I couldn’t hear the pulsating rap music blaring through the speaker above my head. The only thing I heard was my own steady breathing, in perfect unison with my footsteps.

In and out. In and out.

Then I reached down and put my forefinger on the up ARROW one last time. Just one more notch, I promised myself. Then I’ll slow down. I just wanted to see if I could do it…

Sweat trickled down the sides of my forehead and my hair stuck all around my face like scotch tape.

With my right finger, I pressed the ARROW key one last time, wanting to see that cheery graphic again, the one giving me the thumbs-up sign. My heart felt as if it could pump its way out of my chest. Oddly, I’d never breathed more evenly, run faster, or felt better. My body felt light as sponge cake. I felt like I could run all day, even fly.

That was exactly when everything faded to black.










Chapter Six

Callie



You know that sound check promo they play in the big movie theaters before the start of every movie? The one where it sounds like a freight train, a helicopter, and a 747 passenger plane are about to land inside the theater? Right next to your seat? That was exactly how loud my heart and temples pounded. The two competing sounds converged inside my head like competing fighter planes.

But then the room grew too bright and I realized my eyes were closed. I inhaled deeply, desperately trying to mind-meld with my heart that it needed to slow down. Badly. I wondered if I was having a heart attack, but no one was pounding against my chest.

Then I realized what I had done.

“No,” I muttered with my eyes squeezed shut. I’d fallen again, obviously. Just freakin’ great…What was my problem? I’d never wanted to crawl up into a little ball and turn into a pile of dust more than this very instant. This can’t be happening again. It just can’t.

When my heartbeat finally slowed, after a handful of more deep breaths, it became easier to focus. I forced one eye open. But with the bright light above me, I started to wonder whether I was on an operating table. Or being held captive inside an alien ship.

Dear god, please let it be an alien ship.

Even being dissected on an alien ship would be less painful than falling again in Goldie’s Gym, or worse, in front of Max Kramer especially if he had happened to pass by while I was in the clutches of jogging endorphin-land. I swallowed back that cruel possibility, tasted dry lips, and then forced myself to concentrate. The sooner I got up and drove home, the better. I couldn’t play dead forever.

“Callie?” someone said.

It was a man’s voice. His tone was gentle but urgent.

“Callie, babe, are you okay?” he said again.

A hand pressed against my cheek. The skin was pleasantly cool. Someone lifted my limp hand and patted my wrist. I figured it was probably Kathryn but when I inhaled, I didn’t smell lavender.

“Come on, Callie,” another voice said, a woman. “Are you okay? Say something!” The voice bordered on shrill and squeaky, and it sounded oddly familiar. But it was too shrill to be Kathryn.

Curious, I opened my eyes. Even as I tried to raise my head, someone pushed back against my shoulder, gently. It was that same cool hand again.

Carlos, maybe? I wondered. That wouldn’t be so bad. At least he’ll know what to do.

“What should we do, Max?” the woman said.

Max? I moaned to myself. Damn it! Not again! Now I really wanted to die. This was more than one girl could handle.

I’d fallen again. That much was clear.

My eyes squeezed shut again and I hoped that, eventually, these people would simply go about their workouts and leave me alone.

“Come on, Callie. Say something. You’ll be okay,” Max said.

My eyes blinked open. Who is Callie? Did she fall too?

I studied their faces. One of the faces kneeling over me definitely belonged to Max. I’d know that square jaw line anywhere. The other belonged to Alexandra Summers, probably anxious to use the new treadmill.


“Don’t worry, Alexandra.” My words slurred and stuck to my throat. “I’ll get up. You can have the treadmill…”

But Alexandra turned to Max and shook her blond ponytail, the kind that always remained obnoxiously glued inside a hair tie with nary a hair out of place. “What’s she talking about?” she asked him.

Max leaned close enough to my face so that I could feel breath. I even noticed the stubble on his chin. I fought the urge to reach up and stroke it with my thumb, just as I’d imagined doing a million times. Jeez, he could sell razors with that adorable stubble…

“Callie, we’ll help you up now. Ready?” Max said.

Why are you being so nice? I wondered as Max lifted me to a sitting position.

He continued to grip my shoulders so tightly that I couldn’t help but sink back into his arms. I looked up at him, speechless, cherishing the moment, unusual as it was. I figured I might as well make the best of another humiliating situation. I even thought about kissing him. Who cared if he called me by the wrong name?

“Come on, Callie,” he said in such a tender voice that I swear it almost made me cry. No man had ever talked to me so tenderly, so sweetly. As though I was special. He pulled me to my feet as if I was as light as a bag of potato chips. His hands never left my shoulders. I stared up into his hazel eyes and practically melted into a puddle. Then my eyelids began to flutter as if I’d just lost a contact.

He must think me an idiot, I mumbled to myself, still drunk on his eyes.

“Here, let her lean on me,” Alexandra offered.

“No,” Max said, “I got her.” He wrapped his arm around my waist and my entire body tingled. If this was what getting struck by lightning felt like, where could I sign up for more? “Let’s get her to my car.”

Car? My back went rigid.

“Good,” Alexandra said. “’Cause I got to get her to work for the noon show. We’re late as it is.”

My heart began to pound all over again like it was getting ready for lift-off. “Show? What show?” I stammered, turning back to Max, finally able to utter a complete, albeit short, sentence. “What is wrong with everybody?”

Alexandra and Max each grabbed one of my arms and led me toward the front entrance, ignoring me. I looked sideways from one to the other but no one would answer. And it was as if my lips had turned to rubber. I was thirsty.

“Water,” I begged.

“Sure, Callie.” Max stopped. “Over here, babe.” He guided me to the drinking fountain in the corner of the weight room, the one in front of mirrors, the same mirrors that I pretended didn’t exist. Whenever I got anywhere near, I’d turn away. Or close my eyes.

I lowered my head as we approached the fountain. I wasn’t ready to see my pudginess in the mirror, especially wedged between Alexandra and Max—Arizona’s version of Barbie and Ken. Clearly this had to be someone’s idea of a cruel joke.

When does someone cue the laugh track?

With eyes barely open, I stood in front of the fountain and lowered my head. The water was refreshingly cold. I took several long gulps, almost as if I’d never tasted water before. I was so incredibly thirsty. If they’d have let me, I could have bathed in the metal fountain. Filling my hands with a cupful, I splashed some against my cheeks.


“Easy, there.” Max chuckled, his hand, weirdly, still wrapped around my arm. “Save some for the rest of us.” He gave my arm a squeeze. My skin tingled again.

With eyes still closed, I took one last, greedy gulp. Then, very slowly, I raised my head and took another deep breath to steady myself. My breathing had stopped echoing inside my head and my heart had returned to near normal pumping levels. Cautiously, I cracked open both eyes, slowly at first, so that they were only tiny slits.

I expected to see Max and Alexandra, laughing at me. Or at the very least, obnoxious grins stretched across their faces.

But instead of grins, I saw myself standing in front of the drinking fountain, Max’s hand still gripping my arm—except the arm didn’t belong to me. His hand gripped someone else.

A gush of air left my mouth.

Max’s face darkened. “What’s wrong, Callie?”

I shook my head and then squeezed my eyes shut. Let’s try this again, I told myself.

“Yeah, what’s wrong? Can I get you something else? Some juice, maybe?” Alexandra asked from my left side. “You look like you could use some vitamin C. And a D shot.”

“You can leave me alone now. I’ll be fine.” I spoke through clenched teeth after having returned my eyes to the squeezed-shut position. “And my name is Grace, not Callie.”

Max tugged on my arm. “What are you talking about?”

“I told you we should have called the paramedics,” Alexandra piped in.

Max dropped my arm. But then his hands reached for my shoulders, gently shaking me till my eyes finally opened. “Callie, come on. Quit joking. You’re starting to seriously freak me out.”

I drew back a breath till my ribs stretched. Then I raised my head and looked up at him. My whole body went a little limp again. The man was pure perfection. Finally, I braced myself. “My name is Grace.”

Max pursed his lips and tilted his head. “I think maybe you did too much partying last night with Alexandra.” Another chuckle.

“Oh, yeah.” I didn’t bother to hide my sarcasm. “We’re tight. We party a lot.”

“What about me?” Alexandra brightened at the mere mention of her name. Her arms folded across obvious chest implants as she stood closer to Max. Just like Max, she peered back at me as though I was a newly discovered species at the Phoenix Zoo.

Max reached down and placed his hand underneath my chin. For a second, I got the strange feeling that he was going to lean down and kiss me. My body froze, waiting for that kiss, something I’d dreamt about for months. But then my head went all white noise and fuzzy because, really, this couldn’t be happening. None of it. I must have really whacked my head this time. Hard!

Instead, Max smirked and said, “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

“But, I’ve got my own car here…I’ll…I’ll manage, thanks,” I stammered, wide-eyed and still dizzy. I still couldn’t believe that Max Kramer was offering to drive me home, not to mention stroking my chin like I was some kind of kitten. I wanted to step back but my spine was wedged against the drinking fountain.

Max narrowed his eyes, dimpling his brow. “What are you talking about? We came together. I drove. I stayed at your place last night, remember?”


“Whaaaaat?” It came out almost like a laugh. I spun around and leaned over the fountain, rethinking my earlier desire to bathe in it. After three more long gulps, and a splash across my face, I finally raised my head and closed my eyes as freezing cold water droplets spilled from my forehead onto my cheeks.

I’m going to count to three, I said to myself. And when I open my eyes, the world will return to normal.

One…

Two…

Three.

Slowly, my eyes peeled open and I stared back at my reflection. I raised my hand instinctively to the glass.

The woman who stared back at me looked nothing like me, except for my eyes. The eyes were mine, but nothing more. Unlike me, this woman was tall and willowy, with shoulder-length blond hair pulled back into the most perfect French braid, something my hair would never do. Diamond studs sparkled from both earlobes. She had a tiny upturned nose and the kind of complexion where a pimple or mole would not dare tread. She even wore skin-tight, powder blue spandex shorts with a powder blue running bra that barely covered her stomach and chest—not to mention ample cleavage. I guessed boob job. Definitely. With my other hand, I touched her waist—or maybe it was mine. I didn’t know. But the waist was sculpted and firm, the kind you see on department store mannequins. Just like the kind I always wanted, the kind I always dreamed of.

I watched my eyes—the eyes of this strange, perfect woman—fill with fear. In one slow motion, I raised my hand to cover a scream before falling limp into Max’s arms. Standing behind Max, I saw Carlos’s reflection. He looked straight at us, his head titled sideways.

“Help me,” I mouthed to him before the spinning bright lights faded.

 

“A nice, hot shower will make you feel all better, Callie,” Max said, one hand on the steering wheel of his red Mustang while his other caressed my knee.

My knee?!

I had to stop correcting everyone about my name. Even Front Desk Guy at the gym had called it out brightly as Max whisked me out the door in his arms. It felt very Pretty Woman cheesy.

“Bye, Callie,” he had gushed. “See ya tomorrow!”

I’d been too numb to respond. Yesterday, I didn’t know the kid had functioning vocal cords. Today we were BFFs.

I didn’t know how—or why—but something was definitely wrong with the universe. Somehow I had taken over someone else’s body or was stuck in some kind of weird dream. My hands hadn’t stopped trembling and it had nothing to do with Max’s thumb stroking the top of my boney kneecap. In his car. Finally I figured that I might as well play along till I woke up.

But what I couldn’t figure out was whether this was one of those good dreams that you didn’t want to end, or whether it would end with me running naked down a dark alley chased by zombies hungry for my flesh.

So far, as far as nightmares went, I couldn’t complain. After all, I was dating Max Kramer. How bad was that? He’d been glued to my side all morning. But what bothered me was that I could actually feel the warmth of his skin, the hairs on his arm, his fingers. All of him. And I could feel my body—or at least the body that I had hijacked.

I rubbed my hands together and then rubbed them against the tops of my legs.

“You cold? Want some heat?” Max glanced at me sideways.


“Maybe just a little bit.” I rubbed my legs with long strokes, legs that were tan and lean. It was hard not to stare. I’d never felt smoother skin. This Callie chick must shave her legs every damn day.

“Sure, babe.”

Babe?

I paused from fidgeting and peered at Max without turning my head. It was Max Kramer, all right. But never in a million years, in any of my best daydreams, did I ever picture myself as a passenger in his sports car, much less hearing him refer to me as babe. A lot.

While I waited for myself to wake up, my eyes lowered discreetly to the rest of my body. My hands ran up the sides of my arms, slowly, tentatively, like I was checking for broken bones. Long and thin like my legs, they were the kind of delicate arms I’d always wanted, the kind that always looked perfect in tank tops and sleeveless dresses.

Then my eyes traveled down to my feet, even though I figured this body to be close to six feet, my feet looked no bigger than a perfect size six. They were made for strapless shoes and gold sandals. I fought the urge to kick off my shoes for a better look. I guessed that Callie probably wore a silver toe ring too, and why wouldn’t she? I would with feet like these!

Next, my palm cupped the sides of my face. My cheeks were as smooth as key-lime pie. Not a bump, pimple, mole or single imperfection anywhere. Did she even have pores? My cheek bones were high and regal, my lips were round and plump like gumdrops. Until this moment, I’d never felt perfection.

I glanced at Max again. I really wanted to squeeze my breasts to see if they were real. Because, well, I had my suspicions. They were just a little too pert. For now, all I could do was casually glance down at my belly button and grin. There was enough cleavage for three girls staring back at me.

Last, I pressed my hands against my stomach. Not a bulge anywhere. My abs were rock-hard and roll-free, not mushy like the cottage cheese I had grown accustomed to. Jeez, this Callie must do an hour’s worth of sit-ups every day. For the first time in my entire life I could feel my ribs and it felt…weird. It was like pressing against uncooked pasta noodles.

“Here we are,” Max said, forcing me to focus on something other than my perfect size two body. It wasn’t easy.

But then I glanced out the window and momentarily forgot my abs.

Max pulled alongside the front of a sleek, new condo building next to Tempe Town Lake, the same building that looked semi-futuristic from a mile away with all of its glass windows and steel balconies. I didn’t know anyone who lived inside. It was the type of place I’d only seen from afar. Like in magazines.

“Figures…” I muttered under my breath.

“What’s that, babe?” Max put the car in park.

I stammered. “Flowers…I really like the flowers they’ve planted by the front door.” I pointed to purple petunias in six wide terracotta pots just outside the entrance.

Max didn’t respond. He just nodded, wide-eyed. As though I was just a little bit crazy.

And why wouldn’t he? Callie was probably quick and articulate and always knew something smart and witty to say. People undoubtedly hung on her every word and laughed at all her jokes, even the ones that weren’t funny. She probably never got tongue-tied or said anything stupid. I wasn’t completely sure if I liked Callie very much—even if I was Callie.


Well, this can’t go on for too much longer, I thought. At some point I would need to use the bathroom and that would be exactly when I’d wake up under my worn peach comforter in my bedroom above the Desert Java. I always woke up when nature called.

As Max opened the passenger door, I wondered how we were going to get inside. I didn’t have a key.

“Do you think you can walk?” He carried both gym bags in one hand. Then he pulled out a set of keys from the blue bag, the same blue that matched my spandex shorts.

“Sure. I’ll be…fine.” As fine as I could be inside a very strange dream.

Max closed the car door and then reached for my elbow, just in case. “After you.”

“Yeah,” I said under my breath. “After me.” My arm tingled from his touch again and my knees remained wobbly. Both had nothing to do with my fall at the gym.

When we reached the monstrous glass lobby, a doorman materialized from nowhere and opened the door. He looked like a train conductor, complete with a gray blazer, maroon shirt and gray hat with a black rim. He talked like he knew me. “Welcome back, Miss Collins. Hope you enjoyed your workout.” His eyes even twinkled.

“Yes, thank you.” My voice stuttered. Please wake up, Grace. Wake up now! I pinched my arm but it didn’t do anything except sting. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could pull off pretending to be someone else.

“Callie fell on the treadmill, Kevin,” Max said. “She’ll be okay, but she’s not herself at the moment.”

Massive understatement.

Kevin tipped his train conductor hat as we passed through the glass door. “Just hope I see you on the twelve o’clock news.”

I stopped like I’d just walked into a wall.

He flashed a grandfatherly warm smile.

The twelve o’clock news?

My mouth opened but the only thing that emerged was my rubbery tongue. “Um…umm…ummm…”

“Something wrong, Miss Collins?” Kevin asked, his smile fading to concern that I didn’t deserve.

I moved my lips but all I could manage was a whimper. Why couldn’t someone tell me why I was on the twelve o’clock news? Even worse, why couldn’t I just ask the question? The thought turned my stomach queasy. I’d much rather be home, baking in the Desert Java kitchen. I’d even forego my usual raspberry scone if that’s what it took. I’d forego pastries for a week, if necessary.

“Don’t worry, Kevin,” Max said. “Callie’s just had a bad morning. She’ll be better after a hot shower.” And with that, Max guided me to the elevator as though I was an invalid. Pretty Woman had turned into Driving Miss Daisy.

I followed obediently, mostly because I didn’t know where I was going. My mouth continued to open and close wordlessly like a puffer fish. Tiny sounds caught in the bottom of my throat—like a curious case of hiccups.

I hoped the hot shower was going to be life-changing.

I was definitely going to need it.

 

Max began to nibble on my earlobe and I barely noticed.


I was too busy hyperventilating inside Callie’s bedroom closet, which rivaled a women’s department store. Each clothing item was arranged according to type and color—with shorts, skorts, skirts and capris on one side, and pants, dresses, shirts, blouses, jackets and coats on the other—starting with primary colors first and working their way up to pastels and then finally every shade of black imaginable. Callie must have owned at least twenty little black dresses, some of which still had their price tags.

With Max at my heels, I peeked inside all of the white drawers in the center of the closet. They were stocked with a seemingly infinite supply of accessories and jewelry. Instinctively, I reached for my neck. It was bare.

Mom’s necklace was missing. I hoped it would return just as soon as I woke up.

Back to the closet.

Callie even had a connecting closet just for shoes. There must have been one hundred pairs and, frankly, I didn’t blame Callie. If I had feet as perfect as hers, all my money would have been spent on strappy sandals and stilettos.

“Unbelievable.” My head—my whole body—shook with amazement. I couldn’t peel myself away from the monstrous closet.

“Yes, I know.” Max pressed his warm lips against my neck, his arms wrapped around my waist.

Warm lips? My neck?

I spun around in Max’s arms.

He pulled me closer.

His eyes locked onto mine. They turned darker, hungry.

I swallowed, hard. “Um, what?” I stammered again. Then I blinked. “Oh, you thought I meant…you.” My voice trailed off. The tingle of Max’s kisses returned to my neck. I squirmed in his arms like I had a case of the tickles.

Max’s hands dropped to his sides. “Well, yeah, I kinda thought you meant me. Didn’t that feel good?” He pointed to the front of my neck as if it was an on-off switch.

“Well, yes. Of course it did. I’m…I’m just still a little dazed by everything that’s happened this morning.” I began to fidget with my hands. “You know, the fall and all.”

Max sighed.

I tried to change topics. “How about that hot shower you were talking about?”

Max’s face brightened. “Shall I join you?” He wiggled his eyebrows and reached for my waist. His hands almost completely covered it.

My whole body responded in a warm tingle but then I swallowed back any short-lived courage. “Well…um…” I couldn’t believe I was one step away from jumping into a hot shower with Max Kramer and his perfectly chiseled body. He wanted me. Bad. And I was…chickening out?

What was wrong with me?

Max’s hands reached for the sides of my shirt. His thumbs slide underneath the elastic. Slowly, he began to pull off my shirt.

My arms went rigid. “Wait.” The word caught in my throat.

Breathing heavy like me, Max frowned. “Wait? Why?”


“Be…cause?” I replied, unsure how to answer that one. I presumed hot guys like Max weren’t accustomed to no or even wait. Just my luck, I finally had Max all to myself, right here, right now, and I turned freezer-section frozen. I may have had Callie Collins’s perfect face and body, but I was still Grace Mills, the same girl who’d only had sex twice in her whole life and both times weren’t exactly memorable. The first time was during college and we were both so busy fumbling that I wasn’t sure if I even felt anything. The second time was after a blind date. I definitely felt something the second time but it happened so fast that sometimes I wondered if it ever happened at all. And the guy never called again so I couldn’t have been that good in bed.

Guys like Max would expect a woman to know what she was doing—you know, yoga positions, pole dancing moves, gyrations and maybe even the intricacies of kinky sex toys. And I was so not That Woman. I was the polar opposite of That Woman.

This wasn’t turning out as easy as I thought it would be, even if it was my own damn dream.

“Maybe later?” I winced.

Max turned away, opened and closed his mouth, and then scratched his head. Finally, he blurted, “But we always shower together after the gym.” He sounded a little helpless. It was rather endearing. “It’s part of our…ritual.”

“It is?” I coughed. “I mean…we do?”

Max and I have a ritual?

“It’s been a tough morning,” I pleaded, “and…” My voice finally just trailed off, mercifully. I sounded like an idiot.

Max took a step back, hurt, and raised his palms. “Forget it, Callie.” His cheeks turned tomato paste red as he turned for the door. “I’ll just shower at my place.”

“See you later?” I called after him.

Max didn’t reply. He didn’t even look back. But he did close the door, a little harder than necessary.

“Call me!” I said to the door.

Ouch.

“Good going, Grace. You just blew your one and only chance to sleep with Max Kramer.”

With a loud exhale, I turned back toward Callie’s ridiculously large bedroom. It was three times bigger than the Desert Java—and the furniture was a lot more expensive.

My hand trailed along the back of an espresso-colored leather chair near Callie’s bed. The leather was velvet smooth. It must have cost a fortune—several fortunes. Kathryn and I would have had to sell a lot of lattes and raspberry scones before we would ever come close to affording Callie’s condo.

“Well, you might as well go check out the bathroom.” I coaxed my eyes away from the furniture. “God knows I’ll probably wake up any time now.”

 

Despite my best attempts, I didn’t wake up in the shower. I tried scalding hot water, ice-cold water, and then pulsating needle water jets against my skin. But mostly I couldn’t stop gawking at the shower hardware.

Callie’s entire bathroom was so luxurious that it was like being in one of those crazy expensive spas that Oprah likes to talk about as one of her Favorite Places. I lived in an Oprah Favorite Place! Everything was perfect glass, marble, and candles. Lots of candles. Callie also had about twelve different types of shampoos and conditioners lining the marble shelf inside the glass-enclosed shower. I tried at least three of them before finally rinsing the conditioner from my perfectly silky blond hair.

Everything, including me, smelled like white ginger. I’d been enjoying the self-pampering so much that I didn’t hear Alexandra calling me at first.

I tilted my head, wondering if I’d heard a voice, but I didn’t answer. My head was under a showerhead the size of a corn tortilla. The water cascaded over my shoulders as deliciously as a waterfall. Callie Collins clearly didn’t realize that Phoenix was in a drought.


“Callie?” Alexandra called from the other side of the glass-enclosed shower. She tapped on the glass, and I jumped about six inches. Immediately, my hands covered my perfect breasts. Why? I have no idea. With a body like Callie’s, I’d have no problem marching naked down Central Avenue in broad daylight. In theory.

Reluctantly, I reached up one hand to shut off the water. I wasn’t used to an audience, especially when showering. I grabbed a white fluffy towel from the door and then quickly wrapped it twice around my body. I wiped away a hole in the steamy shower door with my fist and peered out.

Alexandra placed her hands on her hips. “What are you doing?”

“I’m…showering?” I was unsure why this wasn’t obvious.

Alexandra rolled her eyes. “I know that!” Her impatience steamrolled over my happy mood. “I mean…why aren’t you ready? We’re going to be late.”

“For what?”

Alexandra narrowed her steel-blue eyes through the steam. “For work?” she mimicked my clueless tone.

“Oh. Well, then…I guess I’d better get ready.”

“Ya think?” Alexandra shook her lollipop head, slowly, as though she was conversing with a mental patient.

I was still too stunned to bristle. Kathryn could get impatient with me but not like this. I wasn’t used to being treated like a complete idiot. So I opened the shower door and stepped onto the heated tile—yeah, Callie Collins had heated tiles! In Arizona! I walked quickly into the bedroom.

Alexandra followed, sighing.

I noted that she wore a pair of skinny black pants, six-inch black heels and a cropped black jacket with silver buttons and a semi-plunging neckline. She looked ready for clubbing, not an office job.

I stood in front of Callie’s closet, overwhelmed and awed, biting my thumbnail, wondering about how I’d kill to slip on a pair of soft faded blue jeans and a rocker girl tee. If only I knew where Callie worked.

My voice hitched a little. “What do you think I should wear?”

Alexandra didn’t respond right away. She was too busy breathing loud enough for me to hear. Finally, she said, “Wear what you always wear.”

And that would be what, exactly?

I guessed something black would be appropriate, judging by the amount of it in the closet. Alexandra was probably a runway model and god knows what Callie did for a living. I presumed it had nothing to do with food. From the looks of her, she couldn’t eat more than twice a week.

Sighing, I reached for a short black skirt, a white silk blouse and a black jacket. Tennis shoes were out of the question so I found a box marked “Medium, black pumps” in the shoe closet and hoped I didn’t look too much like a movie theater usher.

After slipping into my skirt and blouse, I began to dry my hair as Alexandra’s eyes darted impatiently from me to her wristwatch.

“Come on, Callie. We are beyond late. And don’t worry about your hair. Just pull it back. They’ll take care of you in Make-Up.”

“Make-Up?” I gulped back the words like I’d just swallowed gum.


“Yeah, Make-Up.” Alexandra’s porcelain brow wrinkled. “As in the Make-Up Department?”

“Oh…right…”

“Callie, are you sure you don’t need to see a doctor or anything? You’re acting pretty funky.”

“No, I’ll be fine.” I looked around for a purse and found a black clutch near a chair by the bed, a bed I’d never slept in. “Ready,” I said.

I took one final look at my reflection in the full-length mirror next to the closet. Even though my hair was damp and I had no idea where my outfit fit on the appropriate fashion scale, I truly believed that I looked all sorts of hot. Gorgeous, even. In fact, I was pretty certain that Callie Collins would look stunning in a paper bag. I should have hated her but she—I—was starting to grow on me, despite the unending perfection.

“Just enjoy yourself while you can,” I muttered under my breath.

“What?” Alexandra asked over my shoulder in my reflection.

I walked to the front door. Alexandra followed.

“Nothing.” I closed the door behind us. My stomach growled. “Feel like a stopping for a coffee and a pastry before work? My treat?” I assumed Callie’s purse held cash of some kind.

Alexandra grabbed my arm, forcing me to stop and turn. “Are you high?” Her eyes bulged.

“No, but I’m hungry.” I shrugged off her arm and continued to the elevator. “Anyway, I was hoping to stop at the Desert Java on the way to…work.”

“The Desert what?”

“The Desert Java. It’s just off University.” I sniffed casually, looking across at the elevator buttons. “It’s a cute little place and they have the best—”

Alexandra interrupted. “We don’t have time.” She jammed her thumb against the first floor button. “Besides, there’s a Starbucks just outside the office. I’ll get you a coffee there.”

“Do they have good pastries?” My mouth watered just thinking about the raspberry scone in the back of my refrigerator, waiting. After the strange morning I’d had, I certainly deserved it.

“Okay, now you’re really freaking me out.” She glared at me as if I just suggested we split a fifty-pound box of chocolate truffles and a pitcher of vanilla milk shakes. “Coffee is one thing, but pastries? Since when do you eat pastries?”

I didn’t answer her. I couldn’t. Clearly just hearing the word pastries added to Alexandra’s daily calorie count.

After a short drive, Alexandra pulled her white Lexus in front of the KSUN Channel 2 studios just off Central Avenue in downtown Phoenix. My armpits were already moist and it had nothing to do with wearing a black jacket and pantyhose on an eighty-degree day.

“Why are you pulling in here?” I wasn’t sure I could handle the answer.

Alexandra didn’t reply and simply shook her head like an irritated parent. I was definitely getting on her last nerve.

She slipped her parking card into the reader. Then she enunciated, “Because. We. Work. Here.”

I bristled but said nothing. My mind was racing through too many things. I never imagined that my own dream would take such a left turn. It started to border on full-blown, category five nightmare. I wondered how long it would be before I was running naked down the dark alley. I also wondered what kind of people would start chasing me. Would Alexandra turn into one of the zombies with fat-free blood dripping from her mouth?


She flashed me one of her wide, professionally whitened smiles, as if that would excuse her impatience, erasing her bad behavior.

I guess I was supposed to smile back but my cheeks only tightened. Along with all of the muscles in my empty stomach.

Desperate to remain calm, I took another deep breath and tried to swallow back the wall of dryness in my throat. I wondered if now was the time to make a run for it, especially since the car had slowed.

But run where? I wondered. Everyone thinks I’m Callie Collins.

If I only knew what Callie did at Channel 2. Knowing might stem my hyperventilation.

I sank lower in my passenger seat. I was probably making more of it than I needed to. But I was pretty certain that Callie wasn’t a chef in the Channel 2 cafeteria, if one even existed.

 

“Where’s Julie?” Alexandra snapped.

Three people in black aprons cowered around me in the Channel 2 dressing room. I felt oddly protective of them, even though I’d never seen them before. But I presumed they encompassed what Alexandra meant as the Make-Up Department.

A thirtysomething woman with spiky red hair touched up my manicure, another young girl who didn’t wear a stitch of make-up applied eyeliner, while a tanned guy with a salt-and-pepper goatee and “Kirk” on his badge rattled off something that sounded like a schedule. Everyone talked and worked faster depending on the inflection of Alexandra’s voice.

Julie, apparently, was the unlucky girl who did my hair. I didn’t know her but already I pitied her. Alexandra looked ready to lynch Julie with the curling iron cord.

I sat rigid in a high-backed chair. I was too stunned to speak, mostly because I’d never had so many people touching every part of my body at once. And all of the perfume, gel, and aerosol smells were making me dizzy. I should have insisted that we stop for something to eat on the way to the building. My stomach growled like a wild animal.

Too late now.

“Well, where is she?” Alexandra demanded again, this time an octave higher than before. Two thin blue blood vessels appeared above her temples. She looked like a vampire needing to feed. The make-up girl continued to wipe my cheeks with a wet cotton ball, harder.

Alexandra huffed and pulled out a cell phone from her pocket. She punched in a number and wrapped her thin arm against her side before she barked a snippy message into Julie’s voicemail.

Poor Julie, whoever she was

I strained to listen to Alexandra over Kirk’s incessant rambling. Callie Collins must have been the busiest person in all of Phoenix, not to mention the person with the best hair and make-up. Certainly no one could expect her—or me—to do everything he listed, not in a single day, at least. I didn’t have that much to do in a single year.

“After the show…back here for make-up…late lunch with the producer…hosting an auction at the Phoenix art museum…hair and make-up…evening news…cocktail party…media conference…attend Women’s Summit at Civic Plaza…late dinner with Max…” The details made my head spin, and the toxic aerosol smells hardly helped.

Before I could ask Kirk more about my dinner with Max, Alexandra barked into the phone again. Apparently someone else felt the wrath of her speed-dial.

“And where is the stylist? She can’t go on looking like this.” Alexandra raised her hand helplessly in my direction as if she was directing everyone’s attention to road kill.


Go on? Go on what? I was afraid of the answer. The deep ache in the lower part of my stomach—a combination of nerves and hunger—grew sharper.

I glanced at myself in the bright mirror. Sure, Callie’s hair was a little damp from the shower but I thought Callie was beautiful. Her shiny blond tresses could sell shampoo. Nothing a little blow-dry wouldn’t fix. As I reached for the blow-dryer, I was stopped in midair by the make-up girl’s glare.

My hand pulled back.

“Well, you tell your roommate that I called,” Alexandra spat into her phone. “And I am not happy.” She paused, her chest still heaving. “Who am I? I’m Callie Collins’s assistant, that’s who.”

My assistant? My eyebrow arched at the news. Maybe this dream isn’t so bad after all…

Alexandra looked over at me and placed her hand over her phone. “Can you believe these freaking idiots?” she hissed, clearly expecting my complete agreement.

I nodded numbly. But then I leaned back in my chair and for the first time all morning I sighed contentedly. Never in a million years would I have dreamed a dream this good. Alexandra Summers was my assistant?

If only Alexandra knew who I really was. I air-chuckled behind my hand, inhaling nail polish. Then I had to bite my lower lip to suppress a grin. Sadly, the blissful moment was only temporary.

“Miss Collins, you’re on in five,” a twentysomething guy with a clipboard called out from the doorway to my dressing room. He raised his hand to reveal all five of his fingers, as if I required more explanation on the number. All of the tension flooded back to my shoulders and my face went all white chocolate in the mirror. And it had nothing to do with the unexpected arithmetic lesson.

Without a word, the make-up girl quickly stroked another layer of blush across my cheekbones with her soft brush.

I was going to need it. I was as white as whipped cream, a rich delicacy I probably didn’t taste much in this dream.

 

“We’re live in three…two…one…” a man with a beard said inches from my face as I sat frozen behind an oval table.

Just like the twentysomething guy with the clipboard, Bearded Guy counted down with his fingers, holding them straight in front of him. It was like being on the set of Sesame Street. Big Bird was explaining addition and subtraction.

Never mind that it had taken both Bearded Guy and Alexandra to coax me onto the chair in front of all the cameras. I only complied because Alexandra dug her nails into my forearm, almost drawing blood, as she pulled me all the way from the dressing room.

“It’s obvious that I’m not waking up,” I mumbled semi-incoherently as Alexandra dropped me into the anchor desk chair.

“What the hell are you talking about, Callie.” She stood back, confused and irritated, her hands on her hips. “You’ve wanted this spot for months. You begged for it. This is your big chance…don’t blow it now.”

“I have? I did?” My whole body began to shake, starting with my shoulders. It was as though there was an earthquake beneath my feet.

Alexandra narrowed her eyes. She just shook her head and then walked away behind the cameras, leaving me alone under about one hundred hot lights and at least four cameras. I finally knew what it was like to be inside a convection oven.


Put a fork in me, I’m done! I screamed inside as people and cameras swirled around me.

“And we’re live!” Bearded Guy thundered, pointing his forefinger at me. He nodded his head and flashed an encouraging smile.

His smile quickly faded when my mouth opened but nothing came out. He pointed to the teleprompter as my eyes widened. He pulled at his beard, waiting. Watching.

No one in the studio made the slightest sound. No one even breathed while I squinted at the words scrawling across the teleprompter, something about breaking news in Glendale, a robbery, maybe a drug bust. The glare from all the lights made it worse.

I placed my hand over my eyes but it didn’t really help. The lights were too bright. Everything was too bright.

And I was too scared and numb to get up and leave.

What was I doing behind this desk, anyway? I was just your ordinary, average pastry chef who’d never been behind a camera before. I didn’t even like getting my picture taken! Ever! Not even in grade school.

I turned helplessly to Bearded Guy. I wanted to burst into tears but I bit my lower lip to stop it, even as panic surged through my body. Maybe Callie Collins could make anchoring look easy but I couldn’t. I wasn’t comfortable in front of spotlights of any kind. I would have rather had a root canal than have people stare at me.

So, that’s what this was? My worst nightmare come true?

But it felt real, smelled real, and looked real. It even tasted real.

It was real.

I kept pinching my arm but I wouldn’t wake up.

Instead, the studio began to spin all around me, slowly at first, and then gaining speed, like a tilt-a-whirl at the fair. The words on the teleprompter dripped off the screen and the overhead lights grew even brighter, then hotter. It was like staring into a heat lamp. A single drop of perspiration trickled behind my ear in slow motion.

With tears building in my eyes, I squinted one final time at the camera and choked out, “I’m sorry” before dropping my head forward, brushing the empty folders off the desk with my hands.

The last thing I remembered through my tears was Alexandra standing next to the camera, her arms folded over her chest, grinning.

 

I drew back a steadying breath before my eyes cracked opened again.

This time, I was horizontal. A blanket draped across my body.

I considered this a good sign, especially since I wasn’t squinting into a thousand bright lights.

The only things missing were the smell of strong coffee, nutmeg and freshly baked pastries from the Desert Java kitchen. For a moment, I believed that I was back at home, wrapped snuggly inside my old life. I was Grace Mills again.

I pulled the blanket closer to my chin, content. But instead of coffee, I smelled enough hairspray and nail polish to plug my nose. The cloudiness lifted from my eyes.

My eyes popped open.

I was alone in a room but it wasn’t my old bedroom. I was inside Callie Collins’s dressing room, the same one I thought that I’d left. Someone had mercifully shut off the bright, obnoxious round lights above the vanity table. The table was still littered with enough lipstick tubes, mascara, and eye shadows to makeover an entire cheerleading squad. More than I’d ever purchased in my lifetime.


And I was lying on a couch, not my bed, and I didn’t recognize the blanket. It wasn’t my favorite peach one—and it wasn’t even soft. I let out a whimper when I realized my nightmare hadn’t ended. “What now, Grace?” I moaned into my scratchy blanket and closed my eyes.

“Callie? You awake?” someone whispered.

My eyes popped open again. I ripped off the blanket and sat upright. “Max?” His name lodged in my throat. “What are you doing here?”

Underneath a window, Max sat in a leather chair with his legs crossed at the ankles. I was touched that he stood vigil over me almost as much as I was surprised to see him.

“Who’s Grace?” He lifted off the chair and walked across the room, ticking down the time for me to say something sane with each deliberate step.

“What?” I licked my lips.

“You said Grace.”

“I did?”

“Yeah, you did.” He squinted at me.

“I must have been…dreaming.”

But he shook his head, unconvinced. “You should have let them call an ambulance. If you hadn’t been so stubborn, they would have.”

“I was?” I didn’t remember being stubborn. I just remember passing out. In front of cameras. Live cameras.

“Yeah, don’t you remember?”

I didn’t answer. My eyelids felt heavy again. My lashes held too much mascara. All of the hairspray and cosmetics were obviously stunting brain activity.

“Anyway, Kirk cancelled all your appointments for today. They’re going to get Patty to do the news tonight instead.” His head tilted in apology.

But I would’ve hugged Patty-Whoever-She-Was right here, right now, if I could have. Embarrassing myself a second time on the evening news in front of four million Arizonans was the last thing I wanted to do. I’d rather press my hands on hot stove burners.

“Why are you here?” I asked him.

Max stood over me. “Do you really have to ask?”

I laughed nervously.

Then he said, “Well, I am your fiancé.” He wiggled a bare ring finger.

“You are?”

His eyes widened.

I corrected myself, quickly. “I mean, you are…” I fingered the engagement ring on my hand. The stone felt as big as a peanut M&M.

“Then I saw you collapse on the twelve o’clock news.” His shoulders drooped, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I was kind of touched by his concern. “Left work and rushed right down here.” His chest puffed out as he stuffed his hands in his front pockets, waiting for me to say something.

“Thanks, Max…I appreciate it, really I do. I guess I don’t know what to say.”

He blinked twice. “How about, thank you? I’m glad to see you, Max? Something along those lines?”

“Thanks, Max.” I forced a smile.

His face lightened, if only a fraction.

I sat up higher, anxious again. “Would you mind driving me somewhere?”

“The hospital?” His tone was hopeful.


“No, I’m fine, really. I’ll be fine.”

His head tilted. “Where, then?”

“I know this sounds a little crazy, but I really have a craving for some really strong coffee…a certain kind of coffee, though.” I paused.

“There’s a Starbucks next to the building—”

“No, no, not there,” I interrupted. “I really want to go to a place closer to ASU. You’ll love it.” I forced a smile, an Alexandra Summers type of smile. My cheeks tightened from the phoniness, but I was desperate. “Promise.”

“Why so far?”

“Will you just take me?” I pleaded.

His nostrils flared. But then he said, “Okay, as long as you—”

Alexandra burst into the room.

“Good!” she gushed, breezing through the door, oblivious to the fact that anyone could be having a conversation. “You’re up.” She had a folder in one hand and a pink cell phone in the other. “You will never believe what’s happened since you took your little spill today. That was genius, Callie, pure genius! I can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself.” Her tone, weirdly, was laced with something resembling admiration.

I watched her, speechless.

“People haven’t stopped calling into the station. The switchboard is jammed,” she continued. “You got the entire city worried about you. Everyone’s wondering how Callie Collins is doing!” Her blue eyes danced with possibilities that I didn’t understand. Why would people be so concerned? About me?

But then I blinked. “Wait a minute.” I lifted my palm. “You think I planned that?”

Alexandra rolled her eyes. “Come on.” Her jaw dropped dramatically. “You’ve only been in front of a camera a zillion times. I know you were the weather girl before this, but it’s not like anchoring is so different. Hell, you even get to sit down now!”

“Whoa…wait a minute…. I was a weather girl?” My voice rose as Max and Alexandra stared at me as if I’d just lost an eyeball.

“Are you sure you don’t need a doctor?” Alexandra’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits.

I braced my hands against my knees and stood upright. “I need to get out of here. I need air.” I turned to Max. “Can you take me for coffee? Please?” If only I had driven my own car. I did have a car, didn’t I?

Max looked first at Alexandra as if he needed permission. But then he turned back to me. “Sure, babe. Anything you say. Let’s go.”

“You two going to Starbucks?” Alexandra batted her eyes, pining for an invitation.

“No,” I said. “We’re not.”

“Oh.” Her lip curled.

“We’re going to some place near ASU,” Max added with a tiny eye roll in Alexandra’s direction.

Alexandra’s expression darkened. “You’re not going to that Java The Hut place?”

“The Desert Java,” I corrected her but then added sweetly, “You want me to bring you something back?” Even though I had no intention of coming back. Ever. Surely the sight—even the smell of something inside the Desert Java—would trigger something inside my head that would free me from this crazy dream.

“No,” Alexandra pouted. “What’s wrong with Starbucks?”


“Nothing,” I said. “I just have a craving for Desert Java. That’s all.” A craving was an understatement. I needed out of this whacked version of The Wizard of Oz.

Alexandra shrugged her thin shoulders and sashayed to the door.

Max’s eyes, not surprisingly, tracked her all the way.

“Okay, have it your way,” she said, “but I don’t know what’s so special about the Desert Java. They’ve probably never heard of espresso.”

 

With Max driving the Mustang, it took us no time to reach the other side of town.

I pointed at the red brick building through the opened passenger window. “Here it is,” I said to Max, trying very hard not to hyperventilate. My hand shook, especially when I read the sign over the front entrance:

Desert Diner

It was the same plastic, dated one with black magnetic letters from years ago.

When Mom and Dad were alive.

I remembered the day Dad bought all the parts from the local hardware store, before it got replaced by one of those monstrous home improvement stores. I was in the first grade at the time because I remembered the shoes I wore—black patent leather ones with a strap across the top. I wanted the pink jelly ones that looked like ballet slippers that Kathryn wore but my feet were too wide.

“Thought you said it was called Desert Java,” Max said.

“I…I must have remembered it wrong,” I replied numbly. It was difficult to break my gaze away from the sign, especially since it wasn’t possible. None of this was.

Max chuckled. “Well, at least you got the Desert part right.”

I swallowed. “Yeah.”

Something wasn’t right—and not just the fact that I was in someone else’s perfect body.

I turned to Max. “What’s the year?” I asked with mock nonchalance. Inside, my stomach rolled.

Max squinted at me strangely. “Why don’t you tell me?”

“Is it…” My tongue thickened. “Is it 2011?”

“That is correct, Callie.” He sounded like Alex Trebek addressing the dumb Jeopardy! contestant with the lowest score. “What is 2011. And has been for the last three months.”

I ignored the snarky sarcasm and turned toward my window, placing my hand on the door handle while Max finished parallel parking. He found a spot in front of the building.

“At least give me a chance to park before you open the door. I don’t need a door ding.”

I got out the moment we were fully parked. I’d have jumped through the window if I had to. I sprinted ahead of Max to the front entrance and burst through the door. With my hand resting on the door handle, I stopped.

Max stopped behind me, an inch from jamming his toe into my stiletto heel. Slowly, my eyes scanned the mostly empty room as the brass bell jingled on the door frame above me. The bell was the same. But it was no longer the Desert Java. It was my parents’ diner, exactly the way it was before they died. But how?

Frank Sinatra crooned from two box-like stereo speakers that were replaced long ago with tiny, metallic Bose speakers. The familiar smell of strong coffee filled the diner, but missing were the sweet pastry aromas—scones, cookies, lemon cakes. The glass-enclosed pastry case near the cash register was missing too.


A chalkboard sign next to the front door described a meatloaf special and homemade soup, just like the one Mom used to keep. Instead of abstract art and overstuffed chairs and couches, the tables and booths were back with their yellow plastic table cloths pinned down tight at the corners.

Everything in the room looked exactly as it did when Mom and Dad were alive.

“But, how…” I mumbled.

My eyes darted to the wall behind the cash register. The eight-by-ten black-and-white family photograph still sat in its silver frame. The photo was taken by one of our customers when Kathryn and I were still in grade school. I still remembered the pastel Easter dresses we wore, along with our matching Easter purses—same style, different colors. Mom liked to dress us like twins, only we hardly looked it.

I leaned closer to study the photograph. Then my face froze.

Only Kathryn stood wedged between Mom and Dad, a mostly toothless grin beaming on her face.

I leaned closer another inch. I was missing.

“I’ll be with you two in a minute,” said a woman who popped her head out of the kitchen. Curly, blondish-brown hair, just like mine. “Sit anywhere you’d like.” Of course I recognized her immediately. She wore the turquoise pendant.

Mom.

I stood frozen as a post, mouth open, till Max placed his hand on the small of my back, coaxing me forward. The warmth from his hand reminded me to breathe.

“Come on, Callie. We drove all this way. We might as well sit down.”

I allowed Max to lead me to the red vinyl booth closest to the door. I collapsed on the seat with the view of the kitchen, waiting, grateful to be sitting. I wasn’t sure I could stand. My hands began to tremble and I hid them underneath the table.

Then I caught a glimpse of a familiar blond ponytail. Kathryn, I thought, and a breath caught in the back of my throat. She worked alongside Mom, just like we always did when they were alive.  

I lifted in my seat, making a feeble motion to stand, but my body tightened. What would I say to them? Hi, you don’t know me, but I’m your daughter. People call me Callie Collins but my real name is Grace. I traveled here on a treadmill from another planet. They’d call me a nut job. Then they’d call the police.

I began to massage my temples, silently yelling at myself to think of something, anything that made sense.

“What’s wrong, Callie?” Max asked. “You’re a million miles away.”

I raised my head and looked across at him, my eyes almost crossed. “I am a million miles away.” If he only knew.

But then Mom emerged from the kitchen, smiling, and my heart beat faster. “I know you…” Her voice trailed off as she handed us two menus, her eyes locked on mine.

I felt my face brighten. “You do?” Of course she would know me. Could a mother ever forget her child? My breathing stopped.

“You’re that Channel 2 girl,” Mom said. “My husband and I watch you do the weather almost every night.”

I sank back into my chair, even as she reached her hand to her neck, fingering her necklace. She always did that when she was thinking. I’d watched her do it a thousand times.

But then my eyes dropped to her hands. I missed them, soft as velvet and delicate and wearing her gold wedding band. A lump formed in the back of my throat. I wanted to grab her hand, touch her. I wanted her to know me.


“Mind if I introduce you to my daughter, Kathryn? She’s a fan too.”

Clearing my throat, I nodded. “Of course.” My voice turned raspy.

“And lunch for you two is on the house. It’s not every day that we get a real-live celebrity. Now, what’ll you have?” She reached in her apron pocket for a notepad. I recognized that too. Kathryn and I still kept a few with Mom’s notes. We couldn’t stand the thought of throwing them away, even if they were just scribbled notes about menus and meal orders. “My meatloaf is delicious, I don’t mind saying. Can I interest you in a piece?”

I began to hyperventilate a little. My emotions flooded any clear thinking.

“Well, that settles it.” Max said, snapping the menu against the edge of the table. “I’ll try it.” He handed her back his menu and one of his smiles. “And some coffee too, please.”

Mom turned to me and hot tears built behind my eyes. She was so beautiful and I missed her terribly. And she didn’t even know who I was. My heart felt like it could bust into a million pieces.

I swallowed, willing myself forward. “Just some coffee for me, please.” I kept staring at her, hoping that something about me would register in her eyes. She had to recognize me. She just had to.

When Mom moved away from the table, I reached out, stopping her on the forearm. For a second I stared at her, speechless, but then I said, “And, um, a piece of your crumble cake too. Please?”

Mom blinked twice before smiling down at me. “You know about my crumble cake?” She sounded surprised. “I don’t normally make it, but I may have a piece or two wrapped in the refrigerator. I make it for my daughter, mostly. She loves it.”

I loved it too, I ached to tell her.

Then Mom walked closer to the table. She reached down and placed her hand over mine. Her hand was reassuring, just like it always was. She smelled like lavender. “You okay, Callie?” she whispered with eyes that were carbon copies of mine.

Couldn’t she at least recognize that part of me?

My throat thickened to the point that it was impossible to reply. I felt frustration and more tears building behind my eyes and inside my chest. Another word and I would have started to sob.

“She’s kind of had a rough day,” Max said when I couldn’t form words. “Not herself.”

An understatement. That was like another stomach punch.

“Well, then my crumble cake ought to cheer you right up, honey.” She patted my hand before giving it a final squeeze. I reached out for her as she turned but I wasn’t fast enough.

“I’ll be right back with your coffee,” Mom said over her shoulder, heading toward the kitchen.

“Crumble cake?” Max chided, wide-eyed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you eat cake before. Loaded with fat grams.”

Breathing heavy, I watched Mom till she disappeared into the kitchen. “Don’t knock it till you try it.” Then I blurted, “And there’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

Max leaned back against the booth. “That so?” He said it like a challenge, just as Kathryn walked out of the kitchen. Her cheeks were flushed.

And she was also very pregnant.

My jaw dropped, a mixture of shock and gratitude just to see her face.

“Miss Collins?” Kathryn approached the table slowly, almost embarrassed.


“Please, call me…Callie.” I swallowed, waving a hand into the air. But I locked onto her eyes with mine, wondering if perhaps she would recognize me, my only sister and best friend.

“I had to come out and say hello. My whole family watches Channel 2 news. We’re big fans,” she added, although I couldn’t understand why, especially after my latest performance.

“Thank you,” I said anyway, swallowing again. I continued to stare at her. Then I remembered to clear my throat. “So, when are you expecting?” My eyes drifted to her stomach.

“Next month.” She patted the bulge there. It was the first time she smiled, but it was more a smile of relief than happiness. “Finally.”

“Boy or girl?”

“Girl. Eddie and I are very excited…”

“Eddie?” My head began to bob a little.

“Yeah, Eddie Cahill. He’s my husband.” Her face beamed. “He’s an architect.”

Yes, I know. “And I’m sure Mom and Dad—I mean, your parents—are excited about being grandparents?” My question was rhetorical. Of course my parents would have been thrilled.

Kathryn nodded.

I exhaled as my eyes swept around the diner. “And she’ll grow up here just like you did?”

The brightness faded from her face, replaced by something else.

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

Kathryn shook her head. She looked toward the kitchen and then back at me, as if she was getting ready to tell me a secret. “No, s’okay. It’s just that Eddie and I are planning to leave after the baby is born.”

My chin pulled back. “Really?”

“Really.” Kathryn began to fidget. Then she whispered, “But my parents don’t know that yet.”

“Why?”

“Been here my whole life.” She leaned closer, still whispering. “I’m ready for a change.”

“Where will you go?” I couldn’t stop myself from prying.

“Jeez, Callie. Stop interrogating her,” Max joked, but there was a serious edge in his voice.

But I wanted her to stay with me, so very badly, if only a little while longer. I swallowed and tried to smile. “Well, have you picked out a name yet?”

“We’re going to call her Grace. Grace Laura Cahill.”

My hand rose to my mouth. I had to bite my lower lip to stifle a whimper.

“My mother and I have always loved the name, Grace.” She looked from Max to me. “Not sure why, exactly. We just do. It’s pretty, don’t you think?”

Max, meanwhile, stared across the table and studied me suspiciously. I knew what he was thinking: Grace. There’s that name again…

I forced a smile, mostly for Kathryn’s benefit. “That’s a beautiful name. I wish you and Eddie all the best.” But then my voice caught, really caught, like a peach pit in my throat. I could take no more.

Just like inside the television studio under the hot lights, the room started to spin and I had to close my eyes for a few seconds, bracing my arms against the table, till the wave passed.

“You okay?” Kathryn leaned closer.

I turned to Max and whispered, “We better go. I’m not feeling very well.” I looked back at Kathryn. “Please tell…your mom…that I’m very sorry we had to run.”


Kathryn’s brow furrowed. “You sure we can’t wrap it up for you? Maybe for later?”

I shook my head. “We have to get back to the studio. Some other time, maybe.” I forced another smile as an invisible rope wrapped tighter around my chest. I needed air.

Max and I stood to leave.

“Well, you’re welcome back anytime,” Kathryn added.

Another lump stung my throat. “Thank you,” I mouthed as I placed my hand on the door handle.

Just as I pushed open the door, I heard a deep thunderous laugh from the kitchen, followed by Mom’s soft, lilting one. It was Dad. And it was Dad’s laugh. I fought the urge not to run back into their arms. My chest ached from seeing them, from missing them all over again.

“Come on, Callie.” Max stood behind me. “You wanted to go, so let’s go already.” He nudged me forward and I pushed harder on the door. The bell jingled.

As soon as I was outside, I inhaled a deep gulp of fresh air and squinted into the sunlight as the bell faded. “There’s one more place I need you to take me.”

“Where?”

“I have to get back to my sister. She needs my help.”

“You have a sister?”

I didn’t answer. But from my tone, Max knew better than to say no.

 

We drove directly to Goldie’s Gym. Max had stopped asking questions that I wouldn’t—couldn’t—answer. Finally, he simply drove in silence.

It gave me a few precious minutes to think a little more clearly. I found a scrap of paper and pen inside Callie’s purse. And then I jotted down this note on my right thigh, away from Max’s prying eyes:


Dear Callie,

Hi. You don’t know me, but I’ve found myself inside your body the last twenty-four hours. Don’t ask me how. Truthfully, I’m hoping this is seriously one weird dream. But, if it’s not, I want to apologize to you for fainting on the television set today. I didn’t mean to. If it’s any consolation, Alexandra told me that people have been pretty concerned about you, which is a good thing, right? Anyway, I hope that’s all the damage I’ve done. You certainly don’t deserve any more.

Goodbye,
 Grace Mills

P.S. Congratulations on your engagement. Max is crazy about you…

P.S.S. Sorry about using so much shampoo in your shower this morning. I’m sure it’s pretty expensive.



“What are you writing?” Max asked me at the first stoplight.

I folded the note and tucked it back inside Callie’s purse, not really knowing when—or if—she’d even find it. But I had to tell her something. “Just making a grocery list for tonight.”

Max’s eyes widened with surprise. “Seriously?” The car began to move again.

I turned to gaze out the window, watching cars and streetlights pass by, trying to refocus on what I needed to do. “Seriously.”

We drove the rest of the way in silence.

With a lowered chin, I strode through the front entrance of Goldie’s Gym moments after Max parked the car. He refused to wait in his car like I asked and followed close behind me. It seemed like days since I’d been to the gym instead of only hours.


A grin that could bridge an ocean spread across Front Desk Guy’s face. “Callie!” he gushed. “Two workouts in one day?” He sounded impressed. “But, where’s your bag?”

I didn’t answer.

“We won’t be long, Chad,” Max said behind me. “Callie thinks she may have left something behind this morning. A necklace, or something.”

Yeah, I left something behind! My other life! I wanted to scream.

Ignoring them both, I headed straight for the aerobic room and the treadmill that I’d used this morning.

Fortunately, it was unoccupied. I only hoped that I could get it to work its magic, although I really wasn’t sure how. All I knew was that I was running as fast as I could and somehow wound up here with a bump on the back of my head—and in someone else’s body.

I sat on the edge of the treadmill and removed my black six-inch heels. Quickly, I rubbed the toes on each foot. My feet couldn’t fail me now. I rummaged inside Callie’s purse, looking for a rubber band—anything to pull my hair back—but all I found were a driver’s license, a half-dozen gold and platinum credit cards and about $200 in cash.

“What exactly are you doing, Callie? First you say you need to see your sister—someone, by the way, you’ve never mentioned before today. Then you tell me you lost a necklace. Which is it?”

“You should have stayed in the car, Max.” I glanced up at him.

He shook his head as though I was a little bit crazy. “What is going on? What is wrong with you?”

I stood. “You’d never believe me if I told you.” Without heels, Max towered over me. I took one last look at his soft hazel eyes. It’d be the last time I’d probably get so close to him. I reached up and cupped his cheek. There was just the slightest hint of stubble.

His expression softened. “Try me.”

I let my hand drop and then reached for both of his hands. My skin tingled all the way up both arms just from holding him. But then his expression grew worried and I forced a smile. Quietly, I said, “I need to run.”

“Run?” He squeezed my hands tighter. “But, you don’t have your running shoes…”

My hands twisted inside his and he finally let go. “Thanks for all your help today. It means a lot.” I stood on tiptoe to kiss his lips. God, they were soft and tasty, but I quickly pulled away.

Max’s brow furrowed, studying me.

As much as I wanted Max Kramer—every glorious inch of him—it wouldn’t be right. I was a total fraud. He wanted Callie Collins, not Grace Mills. Better to keep him as my secret fantasy.

I stepped onto the treadmill.

Max gripped the metal side bar. “Callie.” His eyes pleaded with mine.

But I began to push buttons on the control panel.

Three people on the elliptical machines next to us had to be wondering why a shoeless woman in a pencil skirt and shimmery expensive pantyhose wanted to run on a treadmill. They stared back at us, wide-eyed, but said nothing.

I didn’t care. I had to get back home, back to my own life.

Like this morning, I pressed the UP arrow to three miles per hour. The rubber tread felt cold and lumpy against my feet.


Max stood alongside me. His gaze darted from side to side, embarrassed, and he didn’t appear to know what to do with his hands. Finally, he just gripped the treadmill bar, as if that would get me to stop. For a moment, I thought he was going to reach up and press the STOP button.

When I looked up from the control panel, I spotted Carlos’s reflection in the mirror. He was wiping down equipment behind us. Even he watched me curiously. I smiled at him, just a tiny one to tell him that I really wasn’t crazy, but he didn’t smile back. He simply lowered his head and returned to the machines as though he really didn’t care what I did.

I reached down and pressed the UP arrow again, even more determined this time. I increased the speed to four miles per hour and began to jog.

Then I jacked the speed to five.

Running with Callie’s legs felt a lot easier than running with my own. My heart didn’t pound as hard so I could focus on my breathing. And just like last time, I inhaled through my nose and exhaled through my mouth.

In and out. Long breaths.

You can do this. You’ve got to. I refused to let myself consider what would happen if the treadmill failed me.

In and out.

Soon, my legs and calves started to burn, especially as my heels ground into the bumpy rubber tread.

So far, so good.

“Callie,” Max said over the motor. “Stop this. You look ridiculous.”

But I shook my head and tried to smile, even as my hair began to tumble all around my face. There was no way someone like Callie Collins would ever look ridiculous.

Carefully, I pressed the UP arrow to six miles per hour.

Then seven.

I’d never ever run at seven.

Deep breaths. In and out.

My legs began to burn and I continued to concentrate on my breathing. Soon, my heels turned numb and all of my toes tingled.

Through my hair, I saw Carlos. The corner of his mouth turned up. He smiled at me, oddly, just as my legs found the will to push faster. Did he recognize me? I wondered.

And then suddenly, my eyes closed briefly and I felt nothing, even as my legs ran faster. When I opened them, colors swirled in between the strands of my hair until everything was black and gray. My footsteps pounded against the tread, keeping perfect rhythm with the beating inside my chest and above my temples. The pounding soon filled my ears like a downpour.

Somewhere far away, I heard Max’s voice. “Callie! Callie!”

But I concentrated harder even as my lungs burned.

Max’s voice faded. “Callie! Stop!”

I commanded myself to run faster. Before it was too late.










Chapter Seven

Grace



“Thirsty?”

“What?” My eyelids fluttered as I turned toward the voice. My whole body jarred up and down from running.

“You’ve been at it for almost thirty minutes. And you look ready to pass out. You need water.” He held out a water bottle.

“I have?” I glanced down at the control panel, as my eyes swept over my body, starting with my hands, then my arms, and finally my legs. A gasp lodged in my throat.

It was mine. All mine.

I was back.

“Yeah,” I stammered. “Um, yeah, I guess. You’re right. Thirsty…”

Immediately, I pressed the DOWN arrow, lowering the speed from six miles per hour. I watched the red bars grow smaller until it was slow enough to walk. The pounding still beat against my temples but at least it wasn’t loud enough to drown out everything else. My legs, though, burned as though they’d been set on fire. I rubbed my sides, more to make sure it was really me. I felt the stubble on my thighs. Definitely me—the old me.

But at least I hadn’t fallen again.

I grabbed the side rails as the treadmill slowed to a stop. Sweat poured from my forehead, clouding my eyes. I blinked the sweat away. Then I stared back at myself in the mirror.

My face was beet-red and my hair was a tumbleweed disaster. I wore my orange oversized ASU T-shirt that covered most of my thighs. My black spandex running shorts peeked out from the bottom.

But for once I smiled with relief instead of frowned at my own reflection.

I made it. Somehow I made it back.

“Here,” Carlos said again.

This time I took the water bottle and proceeded to guzzle almost half of it. “I did it,” I said, pausing between gulps. My chest still heaved with exertion. “I’m back. I’m really back.”

Carlos’s brow furrowed. “Back from where?”

I shook my head, unable to stop from grinning.

“Are you training for a marathon, Grace?” Carlos smiled at me curiously, just the way I’d left him.

I was really starting to like the way he said my name. It rolled so easily off his tongue and almost sounded pretty. “You might say that,” I said with less difficulty as my heart rate slowed. “But it just felt like I ran for days.”

“No, just thirty minutes. I’ve been watch—” But then he stopped. He glanced sideways at the front desk, as if he just remembered he needed to be someplace else.

“Thanks for the water, Carlos,” I said quickly. I didn’t want him to get in any trouble babysitting me. “You have no idea how much I needed that.”

Carlos’s cheeks brightened all over again. And he didn’t leave my side. “Here, let me help you.” He took the water bottle and placed it in the cup holder. “You should probably keep walking for a few more minutes. Your face is pretty red.”

I turned and glanced across the room at the mirror again. “Oh, yeah. Definitely.” I looked like a tomato. If only Carlos knew what I used to look like. Callie Collins would never have looked like a wet rag, even after a thirty-minute run.

But, what was I saying? What just happened here? How could this have happened?


A nervous chuckle caught in my throat.

“What’s so funny?” Carlos asked.

“I don’t even know where to begin.” I stepped down from the treadmill. My legs wobbled so I held on to the rail. “But I can tell you it will be a long time before I use this treadmill again. It’s definitely cursed.”

“What? Why?” His forehead wrinkled. He reached for my arm, like he was scared I would fall, which with me was usually a given. “Something wrong with it? It’s brand-new. We just got it yesterday.”

“No, nothing’s wrong with it,” I lied. “I just think…I may have gone overboard this morning.”

“Maybe you just pushed yourself too hard. Maybe you ran too far?”

I sighed. “You could definitely say that.” I paused, my heart finally thumping at normal levels. Then I said, “Carlos, can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

My tongue dragged across my lips. Despite the water, they still felt dry. Like my throat. “Do you know anyone at the gym named…Callie Collins?”

He looked back at me, unblinking. Then he shook his head.

“You sure?”

“What’s she look like?”

I exhaled, loudly. She’s perfect. “Tall, blonde, thin. Gorgeous.”

He smirked, his nose wrinkling.

“She’s a weathergirl. I think.”

“You mean, like, on the news?”

I nodded, hopeful.

“I don’t really have time to watch the news.” Carlos thought about it another second. “But she doesn’t sound familiar. Sorry.”

“But you’d remember if you saw her.” Who wouldn’t?

His shoulders shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Well, thanks anyway.”

 

I sped home from Goldie’s Gym in my yellow Volkswagen as fast as the law would allow, windows down, letting the cool air splash across my face.

Rather than pull into my parking space in the alley behind the Desert Java, I found an empty space on the street out front. Call me crazy, but I wanted to be sure that everything was the way I left it. The way it was meant to be.

While the engine idled, my eyes scanned every inch of the two-story brick building—the door, the new sign, the way the sun slanted into the front windows, the worn green awning that needed to be replaced one of these days when we had a little extra cash. I sucked back a breath and I would swear I smelled coffee brewing.

It was all there. Just as I left it this morning. Every wonderful, crazy, sometimes dysfunctional inch of it.

I sank back into my seat and sighed. I was home. And I was inside my own body, the only one where I knew how to work all of its parts.

I still had no idea how to explain what happened. Could I have been dreaming?

But that was some dream—hallucination was more like it. Maybe I hit my head harder last week than I thought. Maybe I needed to talk to somebody, a doctor. Maybe even a shrink.


Through the windows, I spotted Kathryn straightening tables and chairs and my chest tightened. She had a roll of old newspapers underneath one arm, probably wondering why I was late.

If she only knew! And if only I could tell her.

The trouble was I could barely believe any of it myself.

I shut off the engine, fed the parking meter, and practically skipped to the front door.

“Why’d you park in front?” Kathryn asked me, clearing her throat as she continued to straighten chairs that were already straightened.

Before I could answer, I tossed my gym bag on an empty chair inside the door and ran to hug her, practically body slamming her in the process.

“Huh?” Kathryn’s body froze in my arms. “What’s wrong?”

Without answering, I ran from her to the black-and-white family photograph above the cash register.

I grinned at it.

I was back in the middle, wedged next to Kathryn, our arms wrapped around each other, all decked out in Easter dresses and matching patent leather purses. I was right back where I was supposed to be. I took a deep breath, pressing my hands against my neck, fingering my necklace.

“What happened?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” My body still perspired. Still staring at the family photo, I winced. And then I forced out the question. “Hey, have you ever heard of anyone named…Callie Collins? I think she’s on the evening news or something…” I tried to sound vague.

Kathryn chuckled darkly. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been able to watch the news in years.” She sniffed. As if she was crying. “Too busy keeping this place from bankruptcy.”

I spun around to get a look at her, a good look. Her eyes were bloodshot. Red splotches dotted both pale cheeks.

I moved closer. “What’s wrong?”

Her lip quivered. She turned away, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

“Tell me,” I pressed. “Why have you been crying?” I followed her until she pulled a chair from a table and dropped down with a heavy sigh. “If it’s this month’s receipts, don’t worry. We’ll make it. We always do, you know that.” I sat across from her, our knees touching.

She chuckled again into her hand.

“Come on.” I leaned closer. “Tell me.”

“It’s nothing, really.” She pulled a tissue from her pocket and continued to avoid my eyes.

“It sure doesn’t look like nothing. You better tell me, ’cause I’m not budging.”

“Eddie proposed this morning,” she blurted.

My eyes widened, just as she covered her face in her hands. I leaned lower, confused. Then I shook my head and had to coax speech from my mouth. “And a proposal from one of the best-looking and nicest guys in Tempe makes you cry?”

A half sob, half chuckle stuck in her throat before she started sobbing into her hands.

Instinctively, I reached for one of her hands and pressed it between mine. But that only made her cry harder. “Kathryn?” My voice softened. “What is wrong? You’re scaring me. Tell me what’s really bothering you?”

Kathryn just shook her head. She wouldn’t answer.


Goosebumps ran up my arms, and not the good kind. My breathing quickened with confusion and fear. “At least show me the ring.” I forced a smile. My eyes scanned her fingers but they were all bare, especially the most important one.

Kathryn finally raised her head and looked at me. Her nose was runny and red. She hiccupped. “I didn’t even look at the ring. I…I couldn’t.” Her shoulders shrugged.

My eyes stretched wider. “Are you insane?”

“Eddie’s dad wants him to open an office in San Diego.”

The room fell silent.

“Oh.” I leaned back. The reality of her news began to wrench inside my stomach, kind of like the wet tissue between her hands.

Her eyes lowered again and she focused on her hands, twisting the ratty tissue between them as if she was trying to create origami. She sniffed. “And he wants him to move there…in two months.”

“Move. San Diego?” It seemed so far.

Kathryn nodded. Her bloodshot blue eyes looked across at me helplessly. She looked even worse than I felt.

“Well…what are you going to do?” More goose bumps raced up and down my spine.

“I don’t know, Grace. I wanted to talk to you first. I don’t know what I should do.”

The room grew so silent that I could hear the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. The coffee pots paused from gurgling and hissing as if they too waited for my answer. I knew that I should tell her what she wanted to hear but the right words lodged in my throat. I didn’t know whether I felt guilty for not telling her to go or selfish for even thinking it.

But there was only one answer. She had to go. I didn’t have to like it, but it was what she wanted. It was what I came back to tell her. I needed her to hear me say the words.

Before I could respond, someone rapped on the front door, jolting us both upright.

“It’s probably just Charlie.” Kathryn wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “We better get back to work.” She stood, avoiding my gaze.

“Let’s talk later? Please?” There was so much I needed to tell her.

But Kathryn barely acknowledged my existence before turning for the door.

It was another busy day.










Chapter Eight

Carlos



Elena stood over a silver mixing bowl, stirring together two cups of flour, three teaspoons of baking powder and a pinch of salt, like she’d done a hundred times before. The spoon scraped against the sides of the bowl and filled the inside of our pink stucco house with a hauntingly rhythmic tune.

As usual, Pop sat silently in his bedroom either pretending to read or staring at a faded photograph of Mamá that had probably become worn around the edges from fingering it every day, every hour. When he wasn’t holding it, he slipped it inside the family bible. I hoped the smells wafting from the kitchen would coax him out of his room for a little while.

From time to time, Elena glanced over at me as I studied at the kitchen table. I knew her well enough to know something weighed on her mind.

“Saw you talking to Grace today.” She tried mock nonchalance but I knew her better than that.

I exhaled, forcing myself to concentrate on Commercial Litigation. In my periphery, Elena added shortening to the bowl while my eyes glazed over case law, mostly because I thought about Grace too, more than I wanted. And if only we had more than one table in the whole house where I could study. I really should have stayed at the library.

Elena gave up waiting for me to answer her. “Anyway, I really like her. She’s nice. Pretty, too.” She poured a half cup of steaming water into her mixture. “Not like the girls you usually date.” She smirked.

“Uh-huh,” I mumbled before I remembered to turn a page in my book.

“Anyway, I think you should ask her out.” She removed the mixture from the bowl and placed it on a lightly floured surface next to the kitchen sink.

I looked up from my book and leaned against the back of the metal kitchen chair. “Oh, you do, do you?” I teased. Elena never gave up when it came to my mostly nonexistent love life. But she was always trying to set me up with Mexicanas, so this was a first.

“Sí, I do. I really do,” Elena said, unfazed. She picked up the dough with both hands and began to knead it. “I think you two might have a lot in common.”

“But you don’t even know her.” I rolled my eyes before pinching the bridge of my nose. My eyelids burned.

“I know enough, believe me. I’ve got two eyes. I see how you’ve been looking at her lately.” She chuckled to herself. “And don’t even try to deny it.”

My fingers froze on my nose.

Elena stopped kneading the dough and wiped her forehead with her apron. The kitchen had become warmer than usual. “She’s special, Carlos. I can tell these things. She just doesn’t know it.”

I replaced my surprise with more nonchalance. I shook my head and chuckled. “How do you know all this, hermana? Since when did you become a…a psychologist?”

Elena pointed her spatula at me. “You’re going to have to trust me, hermano. I know these things. And no one knows you better than me.” Her chin lifted. “But hear me on this—a girl like that won’t wait forever.”

My nostrils flared. “But she probably already has a boyfriend.” And she stares at Max Kramer every morning.

Elena signed. “Nope, she doesn’t.”

“How do you know?”


“I overheard her talking to her sister. She was trying to fix up Grace with one of her boyfriend’s friends.” Elena sniffed triumphantly when my jaw dropped.

My mouth snapped shut. Then I swallowed back some unexpected jealousy. I lowered my eyes to my book but concentrating was impossible, especially with that zinger.

Elena returned to her bowl.

Finally I blurted, “Well, did she?”

A tiny smile lifted her lips. “Did she what?” Her eyes blinked wide with innocence.

“Did she date the dude?”

“Who?”

I frowned at her.

Elena laughed. “No, she didn’t.” She cut the dough in three-inch squares. “But, like I said, Carlos. A girl doesn’t wait around forever. You should ask her out for this weekend.”

“I have a fight on Saturday night.”

She stopped cutting the dough and glared. “When are you going to quit fighting, Carlos? You’re getting too old for that.”

Elena didn’t like that I competed in mixed martial arts fights at the downtown city gym, but I’d been doing it since high school, mostly on the weekends and only when I needed the extra cash. Which was often. And I was pretty good in the ring. My wins paid for some of the extras like the brake job for my truck last month, law books, and the down payment on the suit I needed for job interviews with law firms next summer. The older and better I got, the bigger the crowds I could attract, and that meant more money for my family. Everyone always bet against the older fighter in a ring, especially the regulars, even the ones who’d seen me win dozens of times, but I didn’t care. Just so long as I got paid at the end of the night. In cash. I never got too hurt either, just sore hands and ribs for a few days, or the occasional stitch above my eye. One more year of law school though and I’d be done with the ring for good.

“Well, then ask her out for Sunday.”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I changed the topic. “What are you making?”

Her face brightened. “Sopapillas.”

“We haven’t had those in a while.” It was a relief to be off the subject of Grace Mills and my social life. And I still had to study for tomorrow’s Civil Procedures exam and I’d barely skimmed the book. Tossing back a couple of sopapillas with some powdered sugar and a tall glass of cold milk would improve my concentration. My stomach growled as I watched Elena stir hot oil in the frying pan.

“They’re not for us.” Elena plopped several squares into the pan with a large fork. The fat inside the pan sizzled around the dough like a Fourth of July sparkler.

My mouth watered. “Who, then?”

Her back to me, she threw another handful of squares into the sizzling oil. With a satisfied smile in her voice, she said, “You’re taking these to Grace Mills tomorrow and you’re going to ask her out on a proper date.”

My jaw dropped. Again.

She spun around to face me. “And don’t try to wimp out of it.”










Chapter Nine

Grace



For the first time since January, I decided to bag my morning workout. And for the first time in forever, Kathryn didn’t object. That stung a little but it wasn’t a complete shock. Since Kathryn told me the news about Eddie, it was as if we’d forgotten how to communicate.

Weirdly, Eddie didn’t pick up Kathryn for the gym like he normally did. I noticed Kathryn checking her cell phone for messages a little more often than necessary. Something was definitely up between them but I was too chicken to ask her and she wasn’t exactly Miss Approachable. Every time I tried to strike up a conversation, she moved to another room or started fiddling with something, pretending I was invisible. She could be so stubborn, even worse than me. It would have been easier to corral a feral cat.

Alone in the kitchen, I tried to concentrate on my pastry menu with Dad’s old radio for company. Despite the tunes, my mind froze on Kathryn’s news. Trouble was, I couldn’t stand it if she left for San Diego. Somewhere else in Arizona I could handle but moving to a whole new state? She and Eddie might as well move to another planet.

I tapped a pencil against a blank piece of paper. I was supposed to be writing down supplies—more flour, sugar, butter, and a better sister for Kathryn. I doodled a big fat zero. Then I scratched my pen across the page.

A knock from the front door interrupted my self-loathing exercise. I looked up and slipped the pencil behind my ear. I assumed it was Charlie, early. My mood brightened. Having some company would take my mind off things, at least as much company as you could finagle out of Charlie.

It was still dark outside but a black-haired head stood beneath the glow of the front door light, so I hesitated before opening. I peeked through the blind, expecting Eddie.

It wasn’t Eddie.

I unlocked the latch and pulled open the door.

“Morning, Grace,” he said, a shoe-boxed sized tinfoil-covered package tucked underneath his arm.

“Carlos? What are you doing here?” I blinked into the cold air. “I mean, what are you doing here so early?” Technically, we weren’t open for business yet.

The corners of his mouth turned up in a shy smile. “Elena wanted me to bring these sopapillas to you. The only free time I have is before work and I saw your light on. Hope I’m not too early. Or bothering you.”

“Bothering me?” My chin pulled back. “No way.” The only person who bothered me in the whole wide world was Alexandra Summers. At times.

We stood staring back at each other, our eyes not quite knowing where to land. Finally, I spoke. “Would you like to come in for coffee?”

He hesitated. “If it’s not too much trouble, yeah.”

“No trouble. I’d like the company.”

His smile broadened.

So I opened the door wider and Carlos walked inside, the bell jingling overhead. I followed behind him, after I shut the door and couldn’t help but notice how he was dressed. He wore a pair of jeans and a button-down powder-blue shirt that hugged him in all the right places. A soft whiff of something earthy filled the air around him.

Cologne? I didn’t figure Carlos for a cologne guy. Maybe it was all the tattoos.


I looked down at my apron and grimaced. As usual, I was splattered with a kaleidoscope of food stains and grease.

I groaned inwardly. Callie Collins would be mortified. Callie would never be caught dead in an apron, unkempt hair, and eyelashes without mascara. I figured Callie probably went to sleep with perfectly applied make-up and designer pajamas, just in case her million-dollar condo burned down and the fire department had to whisk her away in the middle of the night. I could really learn to hate Callie Collins.

“Where should I put this?” Carlos interrupted my internal vanity debate, one that I always lost and felt stupid for having in the first place.

Hence, my brilliant response. “Um, what?”

Carlos raised the silver bundle.

“You really shouldn’t have.”

“Elena made them.”

“Well, she shouldn’t have.” I reached for the bundle and our fingers brushed, just like when he returned my necklace. It felt oddly intimate and unexpected, maybe because we were all alone. My cheeks flushed as though I’d done something wrong. I spun around and placed the package on the table closest to me, anxious to do something. Anything. “Can I peek?”

“Sure.” Carlos walked to the other side of the table.

I pulled back the aluminum foil and inhaled, aware that he watched me. Inside, a mountain of delicate yellow pastries sprinkled with powdered sugar greeted me. For an instant, I forgot that I was uncomfortable. “They’re gorgeous!” I looked across the table at Carlos. “They look like mini croissants.” I lifted the box underneath my nose and inhaled again. “How nice of Elena.”

“She’ll be happy to hear that. You might even want to try one with your coffee. They taste best with coffee, I think. And a little bit of milk.”

His accent really was adorable. I couldn’t help but smile at him. “Coffee?” I turned. “Well, you came to the right place. Wait here.”

I made a wide circle, this time trying very hard not to brush against him again, and headed for the kitchen for plates and cups.

“Can I help?”

“No,” I called over my shoulder. “Just relax. I got it covered.”

When I returned from the kitchen, Carlos was seated and the tinfoiled box was pulled open in the center of the table.

“Good.” I smiled at the table, the box centered like it belonged there. “I assumed you would have one too.”

Carlos nodded and I handed him a small white plate. “Coffee and milk coming right up.” I darted back into the kitchen, still feeling oddly anxious. Seeing Carlos at my doorstep, before the sun had even risen, kind of caught me off guard. If only Kathryn were around. She’d say something clever and funny and put everyone, namely me, at ease. My shoulders dropped a fraction, considering this. It would be hard when she moved away.

When I returned, Carlos had managed to find the napkins and forks we stored in a container alongside the cash register. A sopapilla waited on each plate.

I handed him a cup of fresh coffee and placed a cold glass of milk on the table, just in case, but almost knocked over the milk trying to do too many things at once.

Between the coffee and the rich smell from the sopapillas, my stomach growled with a combination of anticipation and anxiety.


I pulled back a chair across from Carlos, grateful to sit before I spilled anything. “How do you say it? Sopapillas?” I frowned after the word left my lips. It sounded all wrong. When Carlos said it, the word sounded like a flower.

“Sopapillas,” he corrected me. It rolled so warmly off his tongue.

“I’ll keep trying.”

“Your pronunciation is fine.” His eyes twinkled, or maybe it was the reflection from the aluminum foil.

I took my first bite, choosing a corner dusted generously with powdered sugar. Immediately, I moaned with satisfaction. The pastry was light as cotton, like a crêpe, and it melted in my mouth.

Carlos laughed. “You like?”

“Like? I love! I could eat a dozen.”

His eyes twinkled a little more as he watched me over his coffee cup. This time the aluminum foil was nowhere near.

“You’re not having any?”

Carlos stabbed a corner of his sopapilla. “Elena will be happy to hear you liked them.”

“If your sister ever wants to stop by and bake with me, I’d be honored. Maybe we can share recipes?”

“I’ll tell her. She’d like that.” He chewed slowly, still watching me.

To be honest, his always steady gaze made me feel a little uncomfortable. I felt compelled to fill the silence. But then I wiped my lips with my napkin and tasted powdered sugar. No wonder he keeps staring at you, Grace. Your lips are covered in sugar! I cleared my throat. “It was real nice of you to drop these by.”

“No trouble,” he said quickly.

There was another knock at the front door.

I turned. “Now that must be Charlie.”

“Charlie?”

“Yeah, he lives around here somewhere. He’s always our first customer.” I hesitated to call Charlie homeless, even if it was true. Charlie would be crushed to hear me say it.

“Well, then I better let you get back to work. I don’t want to hold you up.”

“Stay as long as you’d like, Carlos. You and your sister are welcome here anytime.”

Carlos dragged a napkin over his mouth and stood anyway. “There is one other thing I wanted to ask you, Grace. If you’ve got a second.”

From the urgent pull behind his eyes, I stood too. One minute we’re having a nice time; the next minute, it’s like we’re in full fire-drill mode. “Is something wrong?”

Carlos dragged his fingers through his hair and then stared at me for another moment. “I was wondering something…”

“Wondering what?” Another rap on the door.

“I was wondering if you’d like to go out sometime.”

My chin pulled back. “Go out?” Not what I was expecting. Or was I?

He swallowed and I could tell from his furrowed brow that my response was all wrong. Dorky, even. But he pressed on anyway. “Yeah, go out. Maybe catch a movie? Have dinner?”

“You mean, like in a group?” More lameness!

Carlos’s forehead softened. “No, Grace. Not in a group. With me.” His head titled. “As in a date?”

“Oh.” I felt my eyes blink wide.


Someone rapped on the front door again, more urgently this time.

“If you’d rather think about it…or rather not…” Carlos started, his chest deflating slightly.

But my eyes met his and I shook my head. “Carlos, I don’t have to think about it.”

He shoved his hands in his front pockets.

“I’d be…happy to go out with you. On a date.” My cheeks flushed again. “It’s just been a while…” Since anybody’s asked me out, I wanted to add. “I’m kind of rusty.” My shoulders shrugged apologetically. “Sorry.”

“S’okay, Grace.” His voice lowered. “It’s been a while for me too.”










Chapter Ten

Carlos



“What’d she say?” Elena asked.

I smiled, but only briefly as I strode up to the front desk.

Elena braced the edges of the front desk, looking quite ready and able to leap at me if I didn’t immediately reveal the details of my visit with Grace.

The early morning crowd at Goldie’s Gym streamed through the front entrance, grabbing towels and flashing their membership badges, eager to begin their workouts and aerobics classes. I turned so that I faced away from the kid at the front desk and leaned against the counter closer to where Elena stood. Then I felt my smile fill my whole face when I looked down at her. She stood on the other side of the black granite counter, wide-eyed. Slowly, I removed my sunglasses.

Elena’s eyes bulged wider.

It was impossible not to smile but I made a show of wiping the lenses against my shirt.

Elena exhaled. Loudly.

“She said yes,” I whispered finally. “Satisfied?”

Her voice got higher. “For Sunday?”

I nodded.

Elena gasped but then a relieved grin stretched across her face. “See? I told you.” She jabbed her finger in the air. “And you worried for nothing.”

I nodded at her again. Elena was also the one who told me that Grace wouldn’t be at the gym this morning, which turned out to be a major bonus for me. Kathryn had mentioned it to her when she walked by the front desk and Elena happened to be standing there, folding the first batch of clean morning towels. I hadn’t really looked forward to asking out Grace in the middle of the gym, with two dozen people milling around. I’d probably have totally lost my nerve. Not that I was a complete novice at asking women for dates. I’d done it lots of times. It was just that with Grace I really wanted to hear yes. More than ever.

“You should listen to me more often,” Elena added.

I let her gloat.

She tsked like a grandmother. “Why you waited so long, I’ll never know.”

“Uh-huh,” was all I could muster because, really, I was pretty shocked that Grace said yes. I barely remembered the drive back to the gym. I’d grinned like an idiot in my rearview the whole way.

“So, where are you going to take her?” Elena switched to Spanish when the front desk kid’s beady eyes began to dart between us, even as he continued to scan badges like a robot with one hand and answer the phone with the other.

“Got it all planned.” I tapped the side of my head.

“Did she like the sopapillas?” Elena cringed with anticipation and I wanted to hug her. Like anyone would dislike anything she baked.

“Are you kidding? She loved ’em.”

Elena collapsed forward. It was like I just told her we won the lottery or something.

The front desk kid interrupted us. “Assistant manager just called. Said they’re all out of towels at the lap pool.” It wasn’t a request. “They need more.”

Reluctantly, I turned to face him. He barely reached the middle of my chest but he always acted as if he was in charge of everything. Pretty ballsy for a gringo who barely looked old enough to drive.


“I’ll take care of it,” Elena said, but I lifted my hand, palm up.

“No, I’ll do it,” I said. “I’m headed over there anyway.”

Elena tugged on my forearm. “Thanks, Carlos,” she whispered.

Before I could stop myself, I leaned over the counter and kissed her cheek.

She pulled back. “What’s that for?”

“You know damn well.” And then without another word, I jogged toward the locker room, my feet gliding across the floor. Absolutely nothing could ruin this day.

For once, working at Goldie’s Gym didn’t seem so bad. If it hadn’t been for this lousy place, I wouldn’t have met Grace Mills.

Too bad the weekend couldn’t come sooner.










Chapter Eleven

Grace



“I got some fresh banana-nut bars coming out of the oven as we speak,” I told Kathryn as I scanned the pastry case, watching her in my periphery. “Can I bring you one?” My voice trailed off in a tease. I made them on purpose. They were Kathryn’s favorite and the baking smells wafting from the opened kitchen door made them harder to resist.

But Kathryn didn’t look up from the cash register. She continued to fiddle with the computer tape from the morning sales. “Can’t.” Her voice stayed flat. “Got to fix this.”

My shoulders sank. I thought for sure she’d weaken. “Well, how about I put one aside for you for later?” As soon as I stacked them inside the pastry case, they’d be gone within two hours. Maybe less.

“Not hungry.” Her eyes remained lowered, as if she was studying the Dead Sea Scrolls.

“But they’re your favorite…” I couldn’t hide the hurt in my voice.

Finally Kathryn raised her head. “I’m. Not. Hungry.”

I ripped the oven mitt off my hand and tossed it onto the counter. “What is wrong with you? Why are you so angry?”

She didn’t respond.

“Take it out on Eddie, not on me.” I bit down on my lower lip when it started to quiver. “He’s the one who hasn’t called.”

Kathryn glared at me, her eyes blazing.

“And I’ve been trying to talk to you all week!” Not to mention that I still wanted to tell her all about my crazy treadmill daydream, experience—whatever it was. She never gave me the chance.

The set of her jaw hardened.

Kathryn and I fought about as often as two close sisters would, which is to say infrequently. Sure, we got on each other’s last nerve every now and again but always about stupid stuff. Like when she left all of her wet towels in the bathroom or if I didn’t wash her lacey bras on the delicate cycle. But we were so used to each other. We knew each other’s moods, good and bad. Sometimes we could communicate without saying a single word. All it took was a head tilt or a shoulder shrug. Even though we were mostly exact opposites, we were alike in all the ways that mattered. At least that was what I always believed.

“Jeez, just leave me alone, Grace,” Kathryn said evenly. “You’re pushing.”

“I’m pushing? I push?”

“Yeah,” she snapped.

“Fine.” I snorted and lifted my chin. “I will leave you completely and totally freaking alone.” I spun around for the kitchen. And I had planned to tell her all about my date with Carlos, a date she didn’t even have to arrange! And now I wouldn’t get the chance.

Kathryn was always pushing me to get out more, date more, find new friends, do something different, buy new clothes, lose weight, wear make-up. Well, she never really came right out and said lose weight but I knew she thought it. Why else would she push me to join the stupid gym? Now I finally had good news and the only person who knew was Charlie.

With both palms extended, I burst through the kitchen door, not caring that it slammed against the wall. I spun around, alone, and sucked back a few steadying breaths. Man, my sister could make me so mad!

But then I fingered the turquoise necklace around my neck. I inhaled, closed my eyes, and pictured Mom. She’d be so upset to see us fighting.


Instant guilt.

“Sorry, Mom,” I whispered. I was certain she could hear me.

Then I thought about Kathryn again. She was just all upset about Eddie. And I certainly hadn’t made it easier for her. It was just that I couldn’t bring myself to tell her to take off and leave for California. And she wouldn’t give me the chance to tell her, to talk about it like two adults. We had stuff to discuss—insurance money and unpaid bills and maybe even legal contracts. And, hey, this was a big step—for her and me.

With a little more time and space, we would work everything out. We always did.

I reached up for the radio dial and cranked up the jazz station. Dean Martin crooned some old song about amoré and I hummed along, albeit badly. If Dad were still alive, he’d know all the words. He’d sing it loud and off-key and spin Mom around the kitchen. I smiled at the memory.

There was only one way to feel better: I needed to bake. Everything always looked better after a few batches of crumble cake, with extra-large chunks of melted brown sugar.

It always made a day brighter when Mom used to do it.










Chapter Twelve

Carlos



“Are you ready?”

I nodded. “Hell, yeah.” I was wrapping tape around my knuckles when my cousin Michael found me.

“Here, let me help you with that. You never fuckin’ do it right.” With a heavy sigh, Michael crossed the locker room, shaking his head. He was kind of like my coach, even though I didn’t exactly train like I used to. Training these days was spotty. Law school and my job at Goldie’s Gym had ended any attempts at an aggressive training schedule. But I was still a pretty decent fighter and had been since high school. You had to be when you were born and raised on the south side.

I held out my right hand to him, palm up, grateful for the assist.

Outside the locker room, the ring filled with the voices and anxious laughter of people hoping to win fistfuls of money on their bets tonight. That was the weird thing about fights—it attracted people of all ages, from all places. Also, it was probably the only time the south side saw swarms of rich people from Scottsdale and Paradise Valley. They stood shoulder to shoulder with people from my neighborhood, betting on their favorite fighters who were all usually crazy Mexicanos like me who didn’t mind beating the hell out of each other without gloves. The more punches thrown, the louder the crowd roared.

I heard the bell ring in the distance. The night had already begun. The lightweights always fought first. I closed my eyes and inhaled a deep breath of the evening. The air was already thick with sweat and excitement. It always gave me a strange high. My heart began to beat faster with anticipation.

“Three fights tonight, Carlos. You’re up second.” Michael grabbed the tape out of my hands and began to massage each finger and palm of my right hand before he taped it up. “How’s the shoulder?”

I waved off his concern. My left shoulder was fine, even though my opponent in the last fight kicked me so hard that I thought he’d broken a bone. That was my first loss all year. I hoped it wasn’t the start of a trend, especially since I really needed the winner’s money.

“You sure?”

“Bueno.”

“Good. ’Cause the guy you’re fighting tonight is gonna come at you harder than Pedro did. He’s got a longer reach than you.”

Pedro was my opponent in the last fight. He was twenty years old and solid muscle. I would have had him if he hadn’t landed a lucky kick to my chest. He knocked me to the ground and then got a leg lock around my neck. I had to tap out before I let him render me unconscious. “Yeah?” I said. “Has he fought here before?”

“First time.”

My lips sputtered. “No problem.”

Michael smirked. “You win tonight. You get three bills. Same as last time.”

I nodded. That would be enough for my date with Grace and then some left over for the new tire that Elena needed for her car. “What’s your take this time?”

“Same as last time. I get two. One for putting up with your ass and then the other for getting you this fight. So win the damn thing, will you? I told Brisa I’d be home early. Don’t make me a liar.” He grinned at me but for the first time I saw a hint of doubt cloud his eyes, like he didn’t believe I could win.


I smiled up at him but even I could feel that my heart wasn’t totally into this fight. And my mind was elsewhere. It was always elsewhere, lately.

I tried to concentrate on the fight again, visualizing my punches, and flexed the fingers in my right hand. If I won, I’d go home with three hundred dollars, more than I’d clear in one week at Goldie’s Gym. If I lost, I’d leave with bruised knuckles, bloody hands, and hopefully as few cuts to my face as possible. I really didn’t want to look like I’d just gotten run over by a train, at least not for Grace.

Grace…

I couldn’t wait to see her. She was all the motivation I needed. My fists clenched, anxious for the fight to start.

“Hold on,” Michael said. “I’m not done yet.” He taped my left hand.

Outside, the crowd cheered as the bell clanged three times. That wasn’t a good sign, at least not for one of the fighters. It meant that someone won the fight on a knockout.

“Good.” Michael tilted his head toward the locker room door. His eyes brightened. “Looks like I may get home early.” He finished with the tape and then quickly slathered a layer of Vaseline around my eyes.

I inhaled as he worked. Sometimes the Vaseline smelled so thick you could drown in it.

“Ready?”

I nodded, standing. “Let’s get this over with.” I’d been in so many fights that I wasn’t nervous anymore. I was usually more anxious to finish, collect my money and leave.

Michael tossed me my black gloves from his bag. Thin leather with holes for each finger, they slapped against my chest. Then he tossed me my plastic mouth guard. I slipped it over my teeth and chomped down. I already had two chipped teeth; I didn’t need any more. “You sure you’re okay?” His eyes narrowed.

“I’m fine.”

“That’s funny because you don’t look fine. You look like you’re a million miles away.”

“Chill out. I’m fine. I’m right here.”

“Well, you better be. ’Cause you’re gonna need to be better than fuckin’ fine to win tonight. Don’t let me down.”

I jogged in place, shook my head around and punched at the air. “I won’t.”

Michael exhaled but I could tell he wasn’t convinced.

I grinned at him anyway, even as I pulled my shoulders back, waiting for my shoulders to loosen. Three rounds. That’s it. Two if I get lucky. A young fighter was usually inexperienced and cocky. Strong, yes, but so was I. All I needed was an opening, a split-second where he got too over-confident and didn’t cover his face…

“Okay, let’s go.” Michael extended a closed fist.

I touched my bandaged fist to his. “Let’s do it.” I genuflected and said a quick prayer. Mostly I prayed for as few bruises as possible.

Before we walked toward the ring, we waited at the door and looked across the gym. It wasn’t fancy like Goldie’s Gym with all the mirrors, towels, and treadmills but it was still a pretty decent city gym. It’d been in the neighborhood forever and was owned by Julio Carbajal.


I’d known Julio all my life; he was kind of like an uncle to me. He was also the first person who told me I should be a lawyer. At first, he said it jokingly after I persuaded my cousin Eduardo not to join a gang when we were both twelve years old. He overheard us both talking outside the gym. For some reason Eduardo listened and started coming to Julio’s with me every day after school. Julio was also the first person who told me I could be something besides all the dumb things I thought I should be when I was a kid. He planted it in my head like a seed. And then I realized I was pretty smart in school. Fortunately so did a few of my teachers.

Michael and I watched as the crowd rushed the metal cage that surrounded the elevated square ring while the referee knelt over one of the fighters. The other fighter climbed to the top of the cage, breathing heavy, but sweaty and victorious. Even with a bloody lip and a swollen eye, he looked as if he could wrap his arms around the whole world. I knew that feeling. I craved it. The crowd cheered when he waved a bloody white towel over his head.

Dust clung in the wake of the four spotlights that brightened the ring. The referee crossed the ring and raised the fighter’s arm, declaring him the winner as the loser was dragged out of the ring by his coach, his head lowered in defeat and exhaustion. I knew that feeling too. And I was determined not to go to that place tonight.

I started to jog in place again, anxious to fight. I jammed my right closed fist into my left palm and felt the sting. It pulsated throughout my whole body, energizing me even more.

From across the ring, we watched my opponent and his coach emerge from the other locker room. Like all fighters entering the ring, he was hooded.

I lifted the hood from my gray sweatshirt as well. It hung past my eyebrows.

The bell clanged again, once.

Michael and I began to walk down the narrow path that led to the ring.

The crowd parted and started to clap wildly all over again. I felt people patting my shoulders, my head, my arms. I recognized a few of the faces and voices, even as they blended together.

“Good luck, Carlos!”

“My money’s on you tonight!”

“Beat the sucker!”

“Don’t let me down!”

I jogged the rest of the way to the ring, trying to steal a glimpse of my opponent’s face beneath his hood. But bodies and bobbing heads kept blocking my view.

Michael and I reached the three steps that led to the cage opening in the right corner of the ring, our usual corner for the fight.

Once inside the ring, I still jogged around the corner and punched the air.

I was ready. My chest already had a thin layer of sweat.

My opponent stood with his back to me and ripped off his sweatshirt and kicked off his shoes. He was as big as me, maybe even a little beefier across the chest. He wore shiny red shorts, the fancy kind with silver stripes up the sides, along with Chinese symbols tattooed across his back.

Watching him from my corner, I did the same, tossing my shirt and shoes to Michael, who stuffed them into our bag along with all the other stuff I hoped we wouldn’t need like bandages, gauze, and a new jar of Vaseline.

I inhaled, deeply.

While I jogged in place, ready and waiting, the referee walked over to our corner and went over the rules like he did at the start of every fight. “No biting, no kicking below the belt, fight fair, and remember to tap out when you’ve had enough.” He motioned to the ground with his hand.

I nodded.

But I had no intention of giving up. I had every intention of wiping the floor with my opponent.


I looked over the referee’s shoulder. Finally, I had a good look at him. He turned around and flashed a set of white teeth like he wanted to rip my head off.

My jaw dropped. My feet stopped jogging.

My opponent was the prick from the gym, the same one who laughed at Grace. My mouth snapped shut and my teeth clenched, hard.

“What’s wrong?” Michael stood behind me, his hand on my shoulder.

I started jogging again, brushing off his hand. “Nothing.” I punched the air. Behind us, the crowd stood close to the cage, cheering, even though the fight hadn’t even begun.

“You know him?”

I shook my head without turning. I didn’t want to take my eyes off Max Kramer. I glared at him, even as he kept grinning like he’d already won.

“’Cause the dude sure looks like he knows you.”

“Let’s get this started,” I said, pressing my knuckles together.

Michael patted my back just as the bell clanged twice.

The referee took his place in the middle of the ring, waving us toward him with a flutter from his fingers.

Reluctantly, I extended a closed fist to Kramer.

He returned a weak fist pump. “Amigo,” he said. He grinned again, darker than before and inches from my face.

I allowed myself an exhale. “I ain’t your damn amigo.”

Max laughed and I could smell his thick breath. Sweat already trickled down his forehead. “When this is over, I’ll make you my bitch.”

I chuckled. “Bring it.”

The bell rang one final time and we sprang apart.

Even though the crowd began to scream and cheer, I tuned out everything, even the usual instructions that Michael barked out from the corner. “Cover your face with your left!” he’d scream. Or, “Jab! Jab!”

None of it mattered as I lunged toward the center.

There was only going to be one winner in the ring and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be Max Kramer.










Chapter Thirteen

Grace



Sunday arrived and for once it felt good to have a day off. The last few days crawled despite being crazy busy.

I spent a quiet Sunday morning surfing the internet for a Phoenix blonde weathergirl and wannabe news anchor named Callie Collins. I even checked the KSUN website, the white pages, the yellow pages, Facebook, MySpace, and everything in-between and found nothing, unless Callie Collins was a ten-year old girl soccer player from Sandpoint, Idaho. By the end of the morning, I finally had to accept that the Callie Collins I knew—or was—was simply a figment of my overly active, sleep-deprived, and slightly demented imagination.

Damn it all.

But she felt so real…

It didn’t help that after a couple of hours of unsuccessful research I found myself staring at my reflection in Mom’s old mahogany mirror, wondering what women usually wore to the Scottsdale Food & Wine Festival. I’d never been to one, which had seemed to please Carlos when I agreed to the date.

Was it fancy? Casual? Something in-between? Was I being too anal?

Yes, I chastised myself. A million times yes.

If only Kathryn hadn’t avoided me all week. I would have asked her. She’d know exactly what to wear. Plus, she had the uncanny ability to take the drabbest of my outfits and spruce it up with nothing more than a leather belt, a silk scarf, even a pair of her chandelier earrings. Unfortunately, Kathryn had slipped away this morning while I slept. She left no note, no goodbye, no have a nice life, no nothing. It was like I was invisible—or she wished I was.

I pulled my hair back and examined my profile, wondering if I should wear my usual ponytail. But then my nose wrinkled at my reflection. Nothing says boring more than a ponytail. I mean, the date wasn’t at the gym.

Sighing, I let my hair down and reached for a couple of outfits strewn across my bed. I was extremely pleased that a fave pair of faded low-rider jeans that I couldn’t wear last summer suddenly felt a little loose around the hips.

“Better, Grace,” I said to my reflection. “But not great. Hardly Alexandra Summers great. But better.” At least it was still cool enough outside to need a jacket over my favorite white vintage blouse with the long cuffs. A jacket would cover just enough of my middle to make me feel comfortable.

I grabbed a suede jacket from the closet before checking outside my window for Carlos. I was surprised to find him leaning against his truck, waiting.

I lifted the window and was about to yell down to him when I stopped myself.

My breath hitched at the sight of him, and I took a second to bask in his hotness. Dressed in jeans and a jean jacket, his long legs crossed at the ankles, his profile pointed toward the mostly deserted street, he looked delicious, in a brooding, Latino James Dean sort of way.

And I looked like, well, me.

My hands flew up to my hair and I felt more inadequate than before. Really, why did Kathryn have to pick today, of all days, to hate me? I moaned with new exasperation.

Then I took a step away from the window and reminded myself that Carlos was just a friend. Why was I getting all hysterical? No sense in going all Sex in the City, especially when Carlos had seen me at my worst, lying spread-eagle, sweaty, and passed out. Not a pretty sight. Anything would be an improvement.


Stepping closer to the open window, I sucked back a steadying breath and then yelled, “Be right down, Carlos.” I squinted into the sun.

Carlos raised his head and turned toward my window, but barely. “Take your time,” he yelled back. “I’m a little early.” His square shoulders shrugged apologetically as he tapped his wrist.

I nodded and then closed the window before reaching for a pair of boots underneath the bed. I slipped them on and took one final look in the mirror. Why did a pimple have to pick today to make an appearance on my forehead?

I sighed.

But then I spotted one of Kathryn’s perfume bottles hidden behind Mom’s wooden jewelry box. Quickly, I dabbed some on my wrists and behind my ears and instantly smelled lavender.

“Better.” I inhaled deeply. “Wish me luck,” I told my reflection, still wishing that Kathryn was home. I really needed her. If only she felt the same way about me.

 

“Wow,” Carlos said as I stepped off the curb into the street. He moved away from his truck when I approached him, his mouth forming the perfect O.

Instantly, I felt my face and neck flush as I grew larger in the reflection of his sunglasses. Compliments had a way of doing that to me, even ones that sounded genuine.

“You look…” Carlos seemed to struggle to find the right word. Finally, he settled on “bonita” as he reached for the passenger door handle of his black pick-up truck. His hand lingered on the shiny handle a few seconds, studying me, before he finally opened it. I couldn’t remember a guy studying me that long in my entire life. It was a little unnerving. I worried that I had missed a middle button on my blouse or dragged a piece of toilet paper underneath my boot.

“Thanks, Carlos.” I was breathless, and not from crossing the street, as my eyes lowered from his locked gaze. “So do you. Not bonita, I mean. But good. Handsome. How do you say that in Spanish?” And so began my rambling.

But Carlos only shrugged as if I was crazy for saying so.

He did look nice, though. In fact, spicy hot was more like it. I wished Kathryn could have seen him. If she were home, she would have been gawking out the window. And now she would never know.

My eyes finally rested on his hand as it pulled back the door handle. “What happened to your hand?” His fingers were all bruised—each knuckle a dark ugly purple. The bruises blended against his coppery skin but not completely.

Then my gaze flew up to his face. His sunglasses covered most of it but another purple bruise peeked from below his sunglasses. My chin pulled back. “Carlos? What happened to you? Were you in an accident or something?”

His nostrils flared as his lips twisted their way into a smile. An uncomfortable smile. “No accident.”

“What, then?”

“I kind of got into a fight.”

My hand reached for my neck. “A fight? How do you kind of get into a fight?”

“I’m an amateur fighter.” His hands stuffed into the front pockets of his jacket. “Sometimes I fight on Saturday nights.”

“Carlos, you could have cancelled—”

“No—” He stopped me. “I mean, I didn’t want to cancel. I wanted to see you today.”

My eyes widened. “You did?”


He nodded.

“But you should see a doctor…”

He shook his head, stubborn.

Carefully, I lifted both of my hands in front of his face.

He didn’t flinch. He didn’t stop me either.

Very slowly, I slipped off his sunglasses and rested them on the top of his head.

I winced as I surveyed the damage. “Carlos…” I exhaled. “Does it hurt?” A bruise the size of a fist covered his right eyelid all the way up to his eyebrow. A smaller bruise colored his left cheek.

He smiled down at me. “Not too bad, right?”

I cringed. “It looks like it hurts…”

Carlos’s lips sputtered. “Not any more than usual.”

“How often do you do this? Fight, I mean?”

“Not often,” he said quickly.

“How often?”

“Once a month. Maybe.”

“Once a month? That often?”

He nodded.

“Where?”

“A gym downtown. You wouldn’t know it.”

I reached up and touched the bruise on his cheek with my fingertips.

My touch didn’t make him flinch. I took this as a positive sign.

“You need to stop fighting.” The request came out before I had a chance to think about it.

“I plan to.”

“When?”

“As soon as I graduate.”

“Good.” My hand dropped to my side. “Did you at least win?”

A new smile spread across his face, wider than before. His head began to nod. “Oh, yeah.”

“I hope it was worth it.”

“More than you know.”

I smirked. “Good. But I still think it’s crazy.”

“I know.” Carlos slipped the sunglasses over his eyes and then reached around me to open the door. He seemed anxious to leave and with me acting like his mother, who could blame him.

I glanced inside his truck before climbing inside. A baby powder scent lingered in the front seat and the dashboard was as shiny and smooth as water. Freshly waxed. I’d have guessed it was cleaned, top to bottom, as early as this morning. I turned to him. “You should have gone to the emergency room instead of cleaning your truck, you know.”

Carlos chuckled. “No way. It really needed it. Trust me.” He shut the door and then darted around to the other side, amazingly fast for someone who looked as if he’d been hit repeatedly with a baseball bat. As I put on my seatbelt, he asked, “What kind of music do you like?”

“All kinds. But I like jazz the most.”

“Well, you’re in luck. I happen to like jazz too.” He pressed a preset button on his radio.


“Really?” I didn’t figure Carlos for jazz. Heavy metal, maybe even hard rock, but not jazz.

“Really. That and mariachi.” He smiled again as he checked the side mirror before pulling away from the curb. The truck’s engine growled as we accelerated.

“Jazz and mariachi. That’s quite a combo. Very unique.”

“Yeah, well.” He sighed. “That’s the kind of guy I am.”

Carlos and I glanced at each other at exactly the same moment, and I quickly looked away with first date jitters.

Even so, I felt a smile build across my face, and I bit my lower lip to keep it from growing. But there was something about Carlos that made me feel different, even special.

Carlos placed his right hand between us and for a moment I thought he might reach for mine. Oddly, I hoped that he would.

All of this uneasy energy bounced between us before we reached the first stoplight.

“So, now that we’ve covered cars and music, how do you feel about food?”

“I love food,” I said but then wished I hadn’t. It made me sound like a cow. “All kinds, I mean.”

“I wanted to take you to lunch somewhere near the festival. Do you have any preferences?”

“Just as long as I don’t have to make it myself, I’ll try just about anything.”

“Good.” He faced forward again. “Then I know just the place. Prepare to have your world rocked, Grace.”

From the way his smile brightened his mostly bruised face, I wouldn’t bet against him.










Chapter Fourteen

Carlos



It took every ounce of my strength not to reach for Grace’s hand as we drove away from the Desert Java. Delicate and soft, her fingers rested between us, driving me crazy.

When she’d placed them on my cheek and touched my bruise, it was all I could do not to turn into her palm and kiss it. I’d have gladly let that tonto Max Kramer punch me in the face a dozen more times if it meant Grace would have brushed her fingertips against each and every bruise.

Her hair bounced around her shoulders, even those little stray blond strands that always curled around her forehead. She looked so smoking hot gorgeous in her boots and jacket when she walked toward me that I wanted to lay her over the hood of my truck right then and there. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think it. But then I reminded myself, Slow down. Don’t scare her off before you reach the highway…

Grace wasn’t surprised when I pulled into a Mexican restaurant off Second Street in downtown Scottsdale. “Next to anything Italian and pastries, I love authentic Mexican food. I figured if anyone knew a great place, you would, Carlos.” Her ocean eyes sparkled.

I swallowed and reminded myself not to stare. I was losing it, losing my cool. Bad. “I’m glad,” I said with some difficulty, and not because the parking lot was packed with cars and trucks. “Ever been to Mario’s before?”

“Never. Kathryn and I can never get a reservation. But do you think we’ll get a table? Look at all these cars…” Her eyes scanned the crowded unpaved parking lot. A vehicle wedged itself wherever there was a sliver of space.

“It’s no problem,” I said quickly. “Mario is my uncle. I think he’ll squeeze in two more today.”

“You’re related?”

Mario Gonzales was one of the most well-known Mexican chefs in Arizona. “He’s my uncle and my godfather,” I said, doing a really pathetic Marlon Brando impression, albeit with a Mexican accent. But it just came out. I couldn’t help myself. Grace had that effect on me. And I was more than a little nervous.

“Lucky for us…There are at least twenty-five people waiting outside the front door just to get their names on the waiting list.”

I didn’t say anything. Instead, I bypassed the parking lot and drove to the rear of the one-story brick building. I put the truck in park, jumped out, and retrieved an orange cone sitting in the middle of the last available parking space next to the rear entrance. I picked up the cone and tossed it into the truck bed where it landed with a definitive thud.

“This sure beats valet.” Grace’s face turned to watch me, wide-eyed, as I leapt back inside the truck. I liked that she watched me. And it was becoming increasingly difficult not to kiss her.

“You got that right.” I was anxious to be beside her again as I parked the truck. “I hope you’re ready to eat the best Mexican food you’ll ever have in your entire life.”

Grace smiled back at me in a way that made all of the aches in my body disappear. “I am totally ready.”

Just as she reached for the door handle, I pulled back on her arm. “Grace?”

She sat inches from me. “Yes?”


The air grew warmer inside the cab. I swallowed. “I’m really glad you wanted to go out today.” My hand still rested on her arm. It was like my fingers were on fire wherever I touched her.

“Me, too.”

I squeezed her arm, just once, and she smiled. “Good,” I said, fighting the urge to lean over and kiss her.

Before she could blink and before my chest exploded, I was out of the truck and standing outside her door, my hand reaching for the handle. She looked at me through the window and smiled in that curious way that made words catch in my throat.

I opened the door and Grace slid off the seat. It was difficult not to stare at her legs. They were curvy in all the right places. I reached for her hand and she took mine. This time I didn’t let go, shutting the door with my other hand. I threaded my fingers through hers and the day finally began to feel right, especially when she didn’t pull back.

“Now, about that food.” I nodded my head toward the back door of the restaurant. “Fasten your seatbelt.” I looked down at her and grinned as the cooking smells from my uncle’s kitchen filled the air.

“Done.”

“Will you do me one favor?”

“Anything,” she said, surprising me.

My chest tightened from wanting her. “Let me do all the ordering.”

Grace’s head tossed back and she laughed. “Deal!”

The unmistakable smells of melted cheeses, hatch chilies, chorizo and fresh tortillas welcomed us as we approached the rear door. Someone strummed a classical guitar on the outside patio. People laughed and clapped inside. Somebody’s birthday, maybe? It didn’t matter.

I felt like a genius for choosing Uncle Mario’s restaurant. Even better, I felt like the luckiest hombre alive to be walking alongside Grace Mills.

Finally.










Chapter Fifteen

Grace



I surprised myself by having a great time before we entered the restaurant, which was sort of unusual for me. It was refreshing to be on a date where your date—your hot date—wasn’t checking his cell phone for messages before the appetizers were served. But something still nagged at my brain: What would a hot guy see in me? Could it be he was only interested in my lemon bars?

I didn’t mind that Carlos held my hand either. I liked it. The electricity from his fingers charged my entire arm. The sensation made breathing difficult, but in a good way. In an I’m-kinda-interested-to-see-where-this-is-headed way.

We entered the restaurant through the kitchen. This pleased me, mostly because kitchens were always a fascination—monstrous, tiny, modern, decrepit, it didn’t matter. I was weirdly wired to love them all. The kitchen was truly the heart of any place and Uncle Mario’s restaurant was no different. Simmering copper pots, cluttered counters, and fruits and vegetables hanging from wired baskets crammed the room floor to ceiling. Chefs in white aprons circled the kitchen, chattering in Spanish and English as a thin veil of steam hugged the air. Silverware clattered and knives chopped over meats and vegetables like a symphony tuning its instruments. I drank it all in with a single breath.

A dark, mustached man with a familiar smile walked toward us from behind a counter lined with baskets of corn tortilla chips. His name was stitched on his chest pocket.

“You must be Grace,” he said over the clatter.

Carlos placed his hand on my shoulder. “You must be Mr. Mario?” I replied.

“Uncle Mario.” He reached out and squeezed my hands between his like a sandwich. “Everyone calls me Uncle Mario.” Then he lowered his chin and his voice conspiratorially, wiggling a set of thick black eyebrows. “Except for my other chefs.”

I adored him instantly. And his accent.

“Welcome to my restaurant.” His eyes danced between Carlos and me, crinkling in the corners as if he and his nephew shared a secret. A few of the other cooks behind him stopped their chopping to grin and nod at Carlos. They all looked like Uncle Mario with beautiful brown skin and black dancing eyes except, maybe, a little younger.

“I understand that you too are a chef?”

“I bake pastries. But I’m not a chef. Not exactly,” I added quickly. “But I do love to cook just about anything.”

“Well, I hope we will not disappoint you today, Miss Grace.” He winked at Carlos.

I laughed. “My sister and I have wanted to eat here for over a year. I doubt you could disappoint.” And if only Kathryn were with us! She would have loved the excitement of this restaurant. She and Eddie and Carlos and I? We would have had so much fun, the kind of fun she complained we no longer had.

“Next time you want to come, you just call Uncle Mario. You and your sister are welcome whenever you like.” And then he kissed the back of my hand, just like in the movies. His mustache tickled and it all felt very Audrey Hepburnish. I was thankful that the kitchen was steamy because I was pretty sure that my cheeks flushed. A few of the men said something in Spanish and Carlos replied back. I caught the word bonita.

Me, bonita?


When Uncle Mario released my hand, Carlos was quick to reclaim it while the hand rested behind my neck. The electricity returned to my arm as he led me to another door. Uncle Mario followed us.

“My uncle saved us a table on the patio.”

I turned. “Gracias, Uncle Mario.”

“De nada.” He waved as Carlos opened the door. The commotion resumed in the kitchen behind us.

We waded between tables and chairs to a table next to a gray fountain on the courtyard patio. Even though it was still daylight, tiny white lights twinkled across the open ceiling. Bougainvillea and vines with white flowers covered three of the walls, and I inhaled gardenia. In one corner, two musicians strummed classical guitars.

“No mariachi?” I teased Carlos.

He squeezed my hand before releasing it to push back my chair. “That’s not till later.”

“Are you sure this table is for us?” My eyes scanned the crowd waiting near the front door. Faces frowned in our direction.

“Quite sure.” He waited for me to sit at a small round table with a single red rose in a glass vase.

“Wow,” I whispered, sinking into the cushioned seat. “I feel so…special.”

Carlos chuckled behind me, his lips inches from my ear. “That’s because you are.”

“Stop doing that, Carlos.” I waved off another undeserved compliment as he sat across from me.

“Doing what?”

“You’ll give me a big head.”

“Not possible,” he insisted.

“Never say never.”

A young girl with raven-black hair pulled back in a loose braid appeared at our table as soon as Carlos was seated. She wore a bright pink blouse and a teal pleated skirt that reached down to her knees. Her smile radiated as much energy as her outfit, just like the rest of the restaurant. It was as if Uncle Mario’s was powered by some super-sized generator that wasn’t shared with the rest of the city. I so felt privileged to be plugged into it.

“Hola, Carlos.” Dimples caved the center of both of her cheeks.

“Hola, Maria.” He returned the smile and then turned to me. “This is my cousin, Maria Gonzales. Maria, Grace Mills.”

“Nice to meet you.” Her words were lightly accented, like everyone’s except mine. I envied that.

“Very nice to meet you too, Maria.”

“Busy day, eh?” Carlos nodded toward the other tables. There wasn’t an empty one in sight.

“Always like this on a Sunday.” She turned and shook her head at the bustling room. “Uncle Mario is making your order as we speak.” She winked at him. “Muy especial.”

My jaw dropped. “You pre-ordered?”

Carlos shrugged sheepishly.

I’ve never in my whole life had a guy pre-order for me.

“What would you like to drink?” Maria pulled out a notepad from her front pocket.

“Sangria,” Carlos said with the confidence of someone who had had it before. “It’s the best sangria anywhere—trust me.” He smiled. “Uncle Mario makes it himself.”


I leaned back in my chair. “Sangria it is, then.”

“Dos sangrias,” Maria said.

As soon as Maria left, I leaned forward and crossed my arms at the elbows. “Are you related to everyone here?”

Carlos nodded. “It’s la familia, Grace. It’s the only thing that matters.” He was more matter-of-fact than boastful.

“How many cousins do you have anyway?”

“Lots,” he whispered back. “Dozens, really.”

“You’re lucky.” I sighed with my chin resting on my hand. My eyes scanned the restaurant.

Carlos leaned closer. “You don’t have many?”

“A couple, but no one I’m really close to. Not like this.”

“It’s a blessing and a curse.” He sipped his water. “But mostly it’s a blessing.” Carlos fingered a thin silver chain around his neck. A medallion hung from it. “Mi madre used to say that we’re all ancestors of the cedar tree.”

“I thought your parents were Mexican?”

“They are.” He smiled. Despite the bruises around his eyes, they still twinkled. It was impossible not to smile back. And he had this way of locking onto my eyes with his so that I didn’t want to look away. “But she was a small part Cherokee.” He motioned an inch with his thumb and forefinger.

“Really? Well, that might explain why you’re so much taller than your cousins.”

Carlos shrugged.

Still smiling, I swept my gaze across his face. It may have been the first time I’d ever seen him squirm, just a bit. He probably felt the same way about attention as I did. But he did have such an interesting face, despite the bruises. And I was having a good time studying him. “And maybe why your jaw is more square…”

Carlos placed his hand in the middle of the table, reaching for mine. I only hesitated a second before placing mine in his. “She used to tell us that the Cherokee believed that the cedar tree held protective spirits, warded away evil. She said it was important to always water and protect it so its roots would grow deep.”

“In Arizona?”

He smirked at me. “I guess there are white cedar trees somewhere in Mexico. I’ve never seen them.”

“And what’s that got to do with family?”

His expression turned serious. He placed my hand between his, drawing a circle with his finger. My hand tingled as I watched the top of his head. He lifted his head and then said, “It means, Grace, that if you water the cedar tree and take care of it, then its branches will grow strong and protect the tree.”

“So that’s how we get a family tree?”

Carlos chuckled. “Something like that.”

“Well, consider me jealous. I’m deeply envious of your cedar tree. Mine doesn’t have more than two Charlie Brown Christmas tree branches. It’s pretty bleak.”

“Where do your cousins live?”

“Colorado. I barely know them.”

“On your mom or your dad’s side?” He pulled back, just for an instant, and then I knew that he knew. It flashed across his eyes.


I swallowed, hard. “Dad’s.”

“Hey, Grace.” His nostrils flared as he inhaled. “Elena told me about your parents. I am so very sorry.”

I started to pull my hand away, just a fraction, but Carlos tugged it back. “I just wish,” I blurted.

His eyes prodded mine. He squeezed my hand.

My lips pressed together and my eyes dipped, briefly. And we had been having such a nice time.

“Please. Tell me.”

“I just wish I could have said goodbye.”

There. I’d said it. I’d never told anyone that, not even Kathryn. I always figured she wished the same thing. Who wouldn’t?

Our hands pulled apart, reluctantly, just as Maria arrived with a platter containing two blue-colored wine glasses and a matching pitcher of sangria. She arranged everything in the middle of the table.

“Food should be right up.” Maria began to pour sangria into our glasses with a knowing wink at Carlos. An orange wedge adorned the rim of each glass.

“Oh. My. God. This looks incredible.” I was grateful for the interruption, although Maria left as quickly as she appeared.

Carlos narrowed his eyes and continued to study me. “I think I understand what you mean, Grace.”

“About what?” My throat tightened a little.

“About goodbyes.”

I nodded.

“Sometimes you can’t plan them.”

“Very true.”

“That’s why you have to appreciate family while you can.” But then he lifted his glass and said, “To family.” It was very formal. Carlos continued to surprise me.

“And cedar trees,” I said quietly before adding, “And to your family, Carlos. Seriously. They’re amazing. You’re so lucky.” The sangria soothed my throat and I was grateful for another topic. “Delicious!” I took a second, longer sip.

“Careful, Grace. It might taste like punch but it doesn’t work that way.”

“Are you kidding? It’s a million times better than punch.” I took another sip and the tip of my nose tingled.

“Glad you like it.”

“Like it? I love it.” I set the glass down. “And Carlos, thanks for bringing me here. I’ve always wanted to try Mario’s…and I’m really having a nice time.” The nicest that I could remember in months, maybe even in years.

Carlos tilted his head. “Don’t thank me till you taste the food,” he teased.

On cue, another one of Carlos’s cousins from the kitchen delivered freshly made avocado salsa and a basket of warm tortilla chips underneath a red linen cloth.

“Mmm…” I closed my eyes. “I can smell the cilantro.”

“Wait till you taste it,” Carlos started. “It’s the…”

“Best salsa I’ll ever have,” I interrupted, grinning. “I know, I know.” I reached for a chip the color of a sweet potato inside the basket.


“You’re learning.” Carlos’s hand brushed mine as we reached for the chip basket, sending a new shiver down my spine. “Wait till you taste my uncle’s fajitas.”

“Fajitas,” I repeated, trying to mimic Carlos’s accent. Unfortunately, when it left my lips, it sounded more like pajamas.

Carlos chuckled but nodded, I suppose, giving me bonus points for trying. But his eyes gave me more than points. His eyes all but smoldered whenever he looked across at mine, igniting goose bumps all over my body. The feeling frightened and thrilled me at the same time.

But there was no time to dwell on goose bumps. Uncle Mario and each of Carlos’s cousins brought an endless stream of sizzling plates to our table. It was so well orchestrated and over-the-top that the other diners couldn’t help but stop and stare. I would have gawked too.

They delivered plates piled with plump shrimp and scallops sautéed with fresh lime juices and spices, cheese platters, fruits and vegetables of every color and homemade buttery tortillas that melted in my mouth. And the sangria pitcher never sat empty.

For dessert, Uncle Mario himself delivered two white bowls of homemade vanilla ice cream smothered in honey inside a crusty sweet pastry shell and two cups of strong espresso. I was unable to stop myself from swooning. It was a little embarrassing, really. And not a great day to start a diet.

If I embarrassed Carlos, he didn’t say. He seemed to enjoy watching me. And, maybe it was the sangria, but I didn’t mind that his eyes found me amusing.

After our meal, we walked slowly across the parking lot to Carlos’s truck, the music and voices from the restaurant growing softer. Ribbons of orange and purple lined the western sky as the sun began to set. Instead of hand-holding, Carlos draped his arm across my shoulder and pulled me close. My arm wrapped around his hip underneath his jean jacket. The rest of his body was warm like his hands. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like it.

“Thank you, Carlos.” I turned and leaned against the passenger door, looking back toward the restaurant. I wanted to capture it like a photo. “You were right, you know.”

“About what?”

“That was absolutely the best meal I’ve ever had.”

Carlos leaned alongside me and we stared back at the restaurant. “You’re welcome, Grace.” Then he turned to me, leaning his arm against the door. “I had a great time too. But being with you was the best part.” He turned to face me. His eyes deepened in the dwindling sunlight but still held my reflection. I was content and relaxed.

But then he placed a warm finger underneath my chin and my breathing stopped.

He was going to kiss me and I wanted that kiss. I had waited for it.

“I hope you’re not ready to go home yet.” His forefinger brushed underneath my chin.

I still held that breath.

His face lowered closer to mine.

“Home?” My voice squeaked, mostly because I wasn’t breathing, watching Carlos’s lips, shiny and wet. It had been so long since I kissed anyone. “No, I’m not ready. To go home, I mean.”

“Good.” His hand moved from my chin to my shoulder and pressed down.

I reached up for the edges of his jacket with both hands.

Carlos’s eyes widened a fraction.

I pulled him closer, still focused on his lips. But then I froze.

“How do you feel about dancing?” he whispered, his nose brushing mine

I pulled back, completely forgetting his lips. “Dancing?” I swallowed, hard.


The last time I danced was in high school at one of those lame Girl’s Choice dances. It was memorable but not in a good way, especially for my date. I had tripped and tore the hem of my dress with my heel when I tried to look hip to “Kung Fu Fighting.”

Carlos must have seen the memory of that tragic night flash across my eyes because he tossed his head back and laughed.

I frowned up at him.

“Don’t worry, Grace. I’m not any good at dancing either.”

Somehow I doubted that.










Chapter Sixteen

Carlos



It was a struggle to keep my hands off her.

My hands kept finding some part of Grace—her hands, the small of her back, her shoulders. It was like I craved a constant connection. Wherever I touched her, the nerves beneath my skin responded like a lit flare.

Still, I didn’t want her to think I was That Guy, the handsy tonto who only wanted one thing. I wanted more than Just One Thing and mucho más than a single date, so I had to force myself to calm down. It was harder than anything I ever had to do in the ring and made law school look easy.

Dancing seemed like the logical next step. At least I’d get to hold her.

I’d planned to take Grace to the street festival in downtown Scottsdale. It included the usual ethnic foods, art displays, music, and dancing near the Scottsdale Courthouse.

After parking the truck, we walked alongside the booth-lined sidewalks with the sun setting behind us in a cobalt-blue sky. The whole street burst alive, in lockstep with how I felt. Musicians with guitars, flutes, harmonicas and saxophones played on street corners while a jazz band played somewhere in the distance. Despite the crowds, it was as though we were the only two people on the whole street.

Grace pulled her jacket tighter as we walked down the sidewalk. Food smells wafted from everywhere, competing with each other. A petite woman in a kimono motioned for us to step inside her tent and sample a slice of something wrapped in green seaweed. Grace smiled but shook her head, wrapping her arms across her chest. I’d follow her anywhere. And I positively despised sushi.

“Cold?” I nudged her with my arm.

“I’ll be fine. Good thing I wore a jacket.”

Was that a hint?

My breathing paused. Carefully, I draped my arm across her shoulder and pulled her closer. “Better?” It was definitely better for me.

“Much.”

I bit back a smile as she leaned into my shoulder. “I know how we could warm up…” I let my voice trail off, testing her.

Grace peered up at me and smirked. “How?”

“Hear that?”

She titled her head. Then she sank deeper into my arm. “Hear what?” she moaned, just a little, but I knew she heard it. And there was still enough of a smile in her voice to give me hope.

“Come on,” I chuckled, squeezing her shoulder. “It’ll be fun.”

“Really?” Her tone was doubtful.

“And it’ll keep us warm.”

We walked closer to the jazz band and Grace stopped. “Maybe.” Under her breath, she muttered, “At least they’re not playing ‘Kung Fu Fighting.’”

“What’s that?”

“Only something that took me ten years to forget.”

A four-piece jazz band was perched on a raised square stage near the Scottsdale City Hall. Dozens of people stood around watching the musicians, most of them dangling a wine glass or a beer in one hand, while a handful of couples swayed on a grass dance floor to something resembling a Miles Davis song.


I peered down at Grace. Her eyes were fixed straight ahead of us. “Come on, Grace.” I pulled her forward. “We’ll just watch.”

I felt her shoulders tighten for an instant but then she allowed herself to be prodded forward. “Okay,” she exhaled. “Maybe one dance won’t be so bad.”

“Seriously?” This woman continued to surprise me. I would have been happy simply standing beside her. All night.

But Grace nodded, her eyes a little wider. I wondered if it was just the sangria talking.

“Okay.” My chest swelled. “But only if you want to.”

“Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I hope you don’t mind that I’m a terrible dancer.”

“Really?”

I smirked.

Grace laughed. “You’re a terrible liar.”

We walked toward the edges of the impromptu dance floor. The guy playing sax paused long enough to smile at us before licking his lips and returning them to his instrument.

Without another word, I turned to Grace, dropping my arm and reaching for her hand.

Her face blanched a little and I could tell she was anxious.

I squeezed her hand gently and then dropped my hands to her hips. Her eyes lifted and met mine. And then she smiled, as she placed her hands behind my neck, warming my skin even more.

I pulled her against me, so close that I could feel her chest moving against mine.

“Is this okay?” she said.

Speaking was difficult, especially with her pressed against me. “Yeah.” My voice cracked. “Great.” But great was an understatement. I could stay body-locked with Grace Mills for the rest of the day, the rest of the weekend. I rested my chin on the top of her head. Her hair was feathers against my skin and smelled sweet like flowers. “You warm now?” We swayed together in a small circle. I wrapped my arms around her.

She nodded underneath my chin.

“Good.” I took a chance and pulled her closer, the entire length of her body pressed against mine. My eyes closed.

But then the band started playing a faster song, one with a Latin beat. It was hard not to roll my eyes. Normally I would have loved it.

“Great timing.” Grace chuckled.

“You could say that again.” I wasn’t ready to let her go. “One more?”

Grace pulled away and looked sideways at the other dancers. A leggy woman twirled dangerously close to us. “I have no clue what to do.” Her eyes locked helplessly onto mine and it was hard not to lean over and kiss her.

“It’s easy.” I reached for her hands. “I’ll lead. You just follow me.”

Her lips pursed. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

I placed one hand on her hip and took her other hand in mine. “It’s kind of like country two-stepping but the beat is faster.”

“I don’t know that one either.”

“Doesn’t matter. Just watch.”

“Okay.” Grace concentrated on our feet as we began to shuffle across the dance floor.

After a minute of watching and gliding, Grace looked up at me. She had only stepped on my boot twice. “How am I doing?”


“Not bad, not bad.” I smiled down at her face.

Her expression softened.

With the sunset behind her, her eyes blended with the sky. “Ready to try a little twirl in that corner?” I motioned to the other side of the dance floor, purposely far away from the leggy woman and her partner.

Her nose wrinkled. “The last time I tried twirling, I tripped.”

“You won’t trip. I promise.”

Her chin lifted. “Okay, let’s twirl.”

We shuffled to the other side. When we reached the corner, I lifted Grace’s hand over her head, spinning her once without letting go. My chest tightened as I watched her spin underneath my arm. I was glad to be wearing my sunglasses so that I could take in all of her. “See?” I exhaled. “That’s not so bad.”

A smile brightened her face and I fought the urge not to draw her closer and kiss her nose. “Let’s try that again.”

We shuffled to the opposite side, and I spun her again when we reached the corner, before bringing her into my chest. “You’re a natural.” She tossed her head back and laughed away the compliment but I noticed that it was mostly to hide the flush in her pink cheeks, the same flush that could make my knees wobble when I least expected it.

“That’s not fair, though. You make it easy. I’ll never be able to do this again.” She paused. “Unless you’re my partner.”

I blinked. I wasn’t expecting that. My chest melted inside at the possibilities of her statement.

As the musicians ended their song, I pulled Grace closer, wrapping my arms around her back, my chin resting on her head. It was hard to let go and she didn’t pull away.

When I finally pulled back, Grace was looking up at me with questioning eyes. They dipped, slowly, to my lips.

That’s when I knew.

“Let’s get out of here.” My throat turned to sand. I knew that if I started kissing her, even in the middle of a grassy dance floor, I wouldn’t—couldn’t—stop.

“Okay,” she whispered.

It was like a switch went off in my head. My heart pounded, harder. I could barely make it to the truck.










Chapter Seventeen

Grace



The street in front of the Desert Java was deserted. Not a single car or person lined the sidewalk and all of the businesses were closed. Typical for a Sunday night.

None of the lights were on inside the café either, so I figured Kathryn wasn’t home. For once, I was glad to have the place to myself.

Carlos pulled his truck alongside the Desert Java. When he turned off the engine, I realized how hard we’d both been breathing. My head had started to spin a little from desire and a little bit of fear. I knew where this was going and I hardly tried to stop it.

Carlos’s warm fingers were still threaded through mine, his thumb massaging a circle against my skin. If his knuckles and fingers still ached, he didn’t say.

I’d never had a guy over to our apartment before, and I quickly did a mental inventory:

Was I wearing my newer bra?

Were my bed sheets clean?

What about candles?

What would Kathryn think when she got home?

Why would I care? Eddie spent the night all the time!

“Grace?” Carlos said, startling me.

I turned to him in the darkness. His eyes and hair blended into the night. “Yeah?”

“Is everything still okay?”

“Fine.”

He paused. “You sure?” He didn’t sound convinced. “You seem…like you’re having second thoughts.”

I drew back a steadying breath. “I’m just a little nervous.” Make that petrified. “I don’t do this very often.” Make that never.

“I don’t either,” Carlos said and I immediately lifted my hand to his face. How was it that he always knew the right thing—the kind thing—to say?

Carefully, my fingertips brushed the bruise around his eye. I leaned closer and kissed it lightly as his chest stopped moving. Like his hands, his cheek was warm. Then I pulled back. “Can we just go a little slow?” I really had no idea what that meant but it just came out, especially since my heart was thumping against my ribcage like a propeller. My body was going anything but slow.

Carlos turned into my hand and kissed it. He exhaled. “Your hand is trembling.” He turned to me, the whites of his eyes growing larger. Then he took my hand between both of his and squeezed it, once. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

My shoulders caved forward a little, disappointed. I nodded before opening the car door. I really didn’t want Carlos to leave, but maybe leaving was better. It had been a long date already.

The doorway was dark, like everything else. Only the streetlight from half a block away provided any glow to my building. Anxious, my keys crashed to the ground as I fumbled with the lock. “Damn,” I muttered.

“Here, let me.” Carlos bent over and retrieved my wad of keys—house keys, café keys, car keys, refrigerator keys, my bike lock key, even Dad’s old safe key that we never used. Why did I need so many dang keys?

“It’s this one.” I felt in the dark for the longest key when Carlos’s hands reached for mine. They were still warm.


“Grace…” His voice trailed off.

I swallowed.

Then he turned. On his first try, the lock opened.

Click.

But he didn’t push the handle. Beyond the windowed door, the café was dark. Not a single light anywhere, only a tiny white glow from the pastry case. “Grace.” Carlos turned to face me.

I smiled up at him in the dark. I loved the easy way my name rolled off his tongue.

His voice trailed off as his hand rested on my shoulder.

The heat began to build between us again, like it did when we danced. Instinctively, I moved closer, if it was possible to be any closer.

Carlos reached for the collar of my jacket with both hands, before his hands cupped my face. “Grace,” he whispered. I could listen to him say my name a hundred times.

I closed my eyes. It was too dark to see anything anyway. I didn’t reply. I simply reached for him.

And then very slowly he lowered his head, his lips finding mine. At first his kiss was slow, but then it grew more urgent.

I caved against him and together we pressed against the door. I lifted my hands to his neck and threaded my fingers through his hair as his tongue parted my lips. He tasted warm and sweet like sangria.

I wanted more of him.

Somehow he managed to turn the door handle while cradling me with his other arm. Our lips parted, but only so that his could press against my neck.

I moaned when his tongue found my earlobe. “Carlos,” I breathed.

His hands, his lips, his tongue—he was driving me crazy. It was like I had to have all of him at once.

Still clinging to each other, we turned once, twice, and then a third time until we landed on the couch underneath the front window. I didn’t remember walking through the door. It was as if we floated.

Carlos was on top of me and we were both reaching for buttons in the dark. I didn’t even wonder if we should go upstairs to my apartment. We couldn’t wait. Didn’t want to wait. Not another second.

Between kisses, Carlos said, “Grace?”

“Yeah?”

“I think I love you.”

My throat thickened. No one had ever said that before. I wanted to believe him.

We reached for each other on the couch. Somehow I found myself straddling him. I pressed against his chest.

Carlos moaned.

“Sorry!” Then I remembered his bruises.

He chuckled. “It feels good.”

“Really?” I wanted to believe him as my hands brushed across his chest. His chest was smooth and sculpted in all the right places. “Does it hurt?” In the dark, I couldn’t see the bruises but I knew that they had to be there.

“Nothing you do could hurt me, Grace.”

I smiled. But then I pulled back. He reached for my wrists. “So who was the other guy?”


“What guy?” Carlos’s voice cracked as he pulled my wrists forward.

“Last night? The guy who lost?”

He chuckled.

“What’s so funny?” I leaned lower, finding the whites of his eyes, till our noses touched.

“It was that idiot from the gym.”

My eyes widened. I pulled back. “What idiot?”

Carlos snorted. “The one who’s always admiring himself in the weight room.” He kissed my neck.

I pulled back. “Max?”

Carlos sat up, releasing my wrist. “Yes.”

Total mood killer.

I swallowed. “Did you hurt him? Bad?” In my head I could see Max’s perfect face, his green eyes, the little bit of stubble that sometimes grew on his chin. I didn’t want to picture him covered in purple bruises, or worse.

“It was a fight. That’s kind of the point.”

I whimpered, slightly, picturing Max’s mangled face. It was like someone kicked me in the stomach. I didn’t know what to say.

Just as I was about to ask Carlos more about Max—like, was he still alive, a voice boomed from the rear of the café. It shouted my name.

“Grace?”

I screamed.

Carlos and I bolted upright as heavy footsteps approached us.

My heart pounded like a heart attack. My head spun with confusion and fear. I squinted toward the kitchen but it was pitch-black.

A shadow fell over us.

I squinted. “Eddie?” A light switch flicked in the kitchen. “What are you doing here?”

Before I could blink, Carlos lunged in front of me, his arms extended.

Eddie’s shadow jumped back in fear.

I tugged at Carlos’s elbow. “It’s okay.” I clutched at my open blouse with my other hand. “It’s only Eddie.”

Carlos’s arms relaxed, but barely.

I reached for the buttons of my shirt. “Eddie?” I swallowed again. “What are you doing here?” And your timing sucks!

Standing, knees wobbling, I felt my way across the wall until I found a light switch near the front door. The overhead lights flooded the room, stinging my eyes.

“Where’ve you been?” he demanded, looking from me to Carlos.

My nose wrinkled. Eddie smelled like cigarettes and beer. I peered sideways for Carlos and he still stood, bare-chested, one fist clenched. I walked back to him. “It’s okay, Carlos.” I reached again for his arm as my voice stammered. “It’s only Eddie. Kathryn’s…” I struggled for the right word. Boyfriend didn’t seem right anymore. “Fiancé,” I finally managed.

But Eddie chuckled darkly. Too darkly.

Something was wrong with him. Carlos sensed it too. Just as tall, Carlos and he continued to scrutinize each other as if they were getting ready to go at it in a cage match or something.

“Look, Grace, I need to talk to you.” Eddie glared at Carlos. “Alone.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Carlos said calmly.

I stepped between them, raising my hands. “Settle down. Both of you. This is stupid.”


“We need to talk, Grace. Now,” Eddie insisted. “It’s about Kathryn.”

My eyes widened. I reached out and the first person I found was Carlos. He draped his arm across the back of my shoulders, steadying me. “Kathryn? What’s wrong?”

Eddie nodded his head at me, his lips pressed together, defiant. For some reason, he wouldn’t tell me in front of Carlos.

I spun around to Carlos, pleading. “I need to speak with Eddie. You’ll have to leave. I’m sorry.” I lowered my voice. “Can I call you later?” My thoughts rushed to Kathryn. Something happened, something bad. I felt it in the way my skin prickled. Eddie was frantic. And I wasn’t helping.

“I don’t want to leave you with him, Grace. He’s drunk.” He shook his head. “Doesn’t feel right.” We talked to each other like Eddie wasn’t there.

Eddie bristled in front of us as his body swayed. He kept blinking his eyes, as if trying to focus.

“But something’s wrong with my sister. Let me talk to Eddie and figure this out.” I wasn’t about to share with Carlos that Kathryn and I hadn’t exactly been on speaking terms the last week. “It’s complicated. Stupid sister stuff. I’m sorry, Carlos, but this doesn’t concern you.”

Carlos’s expression crumpled from the sting of my words but it was too late to take them back. And we were wasting time.

“Please,” I begged. “Let me take care of this and I’ll call you later. Okay?”

Carlos dragged his hand across his chin. “When?” The bruises on his face looked scarier underneath the fluorescent light.

“As soon as I can.”

Carlos’s gaze darted from me to Eddie. “I still don’t like this.”

“I don’t either. But my sister needs me.” And then I whispered, “Eddie needs me. This is totally unlike him. You’ve got to trust me on this.”

Finally, Carlos exhaled. He nodded and then lowered his face closer to mine. “Promise you’ll call me later?”

“Yes. I will call you later. Just as soon as I can.”

In three steps, Carlos threaded his jacket through his arm, opened the door with the bell jingling overhead, and then he was gone.

I spun around and braced myself for Eddie. “Now, tell me what the hell is going on.”

Eddie’s body still wavered. He finally reached out for the back of a chair, just as soon as Carlos left. His words continued to slur. “Where’ve you been, anyway?” He dragged one hand through his hair. His hair, like his eyes, looked uncharacteristically wild.

I gaped at him. “Where’ve I been? Where’ve you been? Don’t you know that Kathryn has been moping around here for days waiting for you to call? And you pick tonight to come find her?” I looked over his shoulder into the kitchen, half expecting, half hoping to see Kathryn bouncing into the café. “How’d you get in here, anyway?”

But it was almost as if he wasn’t even listening to me. “I’m sorry, Grace.” His chest heaved. “It’s just…it’s just that I can’t find her.” His voice turned more anxious. “She hasn’t called. I don’t know where she is. It’s got me whacked.”

My shoulders caved forward. At least he was finally being honest, finally acting human. “Eddie.” I lowered my voice. I reached out my hand to him. “Kathryn will be back. You know she will. She’s probably just been at the mall. Or maybe to a movie.”


But Eddie lifted his hands and backed away, like I said something absurd. In a heartbeat, he became a stranger again. “Well, I’m glad to see you’re having fun.” The wild-eyed glint invaded his eyes again.

I pulled back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You…” he sputtered. “And that guy.” His words slurred. “That janitor dude from the gym.” His head bobbed as he struggled to look back at me.

“He’s not a janitor dude. He happens to be in his third year of law school.”

Eddie didn’t answer, didn’t care. Instead, he continued to glare at me and, suddenly, I wished that Carlos hadn’t left. Eddie’s breath smelled like the bad end of a six-pack.

“What’s really going on? Why have you been drinking?” If Kathryn knew, she’d freak.

“You’re the reason Kathryn won’t marry me.” It came out like a snarl.

My voice got louder. “Me? You’re crazy.”

“You’re the reason she won’t move to California.”

My throat thickened.

“It’s you, Grace.” He jabbed his forefinger at my chest. “You’re the reason why she stays here. You’re the reason why she can’t leave. You…” He paused to sweep his arms around him. “And this freaking money-pit of a museum you think is so great.”

My heart began to pound, faster. It hurt to breathe.

“And why do you want to even hang on to this place? It’s not like you’ll ever make any real money. I bet you didn’t know that your parents were planning to sell it. Why do you think they were fighting all the time?”

“Shut up, Eddie.” My teeth clenched so hard that my jaw ached. “My parents never fought. You didn’t even know them.”

“That’s not how Kathryn remembers it. She said your folks were fighting all the time, especially right before—”

I lifted my palm to him. “I said, shut up.” I’ve never wanted to hit anyone in my whole life but at that moment I wanted to deck Eddie Cahill. My fists even balled. How dare he!

But he didn’t listen. “See, you can’t handle it. Kathryn’s tried to talk to you about leaving, about selling this place, but you can’t even talk about it.”

“I got news for you, Eddie. She’s not talking to me either! And Kathryn is free to leave! Anytime.” I blurted. My skin burned like it was on fire. “No one’s holding her prisoner here.”

Eddie collapsed into the chair and buried his head in his hands. “She’ll always choose you over me. Always.” He spoke into his hands, not looking up at me.

My voice cracked, watching him. “That’s so not true.” I swallowed. “None of this is true.”

Eddie looked up at me and laughed. I hated how it cracked open and echoed like a slap, invading the room.

I took a step back, wrapping my arms across my chest, holding the pieces together. How could Kathryn confide in Eddie about our parents, about something so personal? Why not me? Why couldn’t she talk to me?

Suddenly, my anger turned to rage. There wasn’t enough air in the café, in the building, in the whole city. I had to get away, especially from Kathryn. I had to get far away.

I spotted my wad of keys on the table next to the couch. Carlos must have left them there for me.

Carlos.

For a moment, I thought about running after him, but I didn’t know where he lived.


And that didn’t seem right.

I didn’t need Carlos to take care of me. It’d be too embarrassing.

My nostrils flared.

Without another word, I darted across the room and grabbed my keys, knocking over old newspapers left on the table.

“Where are you going now?” Eddie called out behind me.

“What do you care?” I snarled over my shoulder. Tears streaming down my face, I stormed through the door. “Tell Kathryn she can go ahead and set fire to the place for all I care. I never liked her stupid pillows anyway!”

“Wait!” he yelled, but I was halfway out the door, my head spinning with confusion and blind rage. I was unstoppable.

Fifteen minutes later, I found myself inside Goldie’s Gym, although I barely remembered the drive.

I stormed past the front desk, flashing my member badge, even as the Front Desk Guy glared at me. “We close in thirty minutes,” he blurted.

I dared him to stop me too.

And I kept on walking. If he saw the tears streaming down my face, he didn’t say. For once I was glad to be one of The Unnoticed.

I pulled my ASU baseball cap lower on my head, the maroon one I always kept in my glove box. Too bad I didn’t keep a pair of running shorts and shoes. My boots, unfortunately, would have to do.

With my chin lowered, I headed straight through the empty weight room to the new treadmill. Only one other person used the aerobic machines, and he was too focused on his newspaper and peddling his bicycle to care about me—not that he would.

I dropped my purse to the floor with a heavy thud and stepped on the new treadmill. I had to get moving before I changed my mind, before I started to overanalyze everything or, worse, weaken. My decision seemed so simple, so perfect. So quick. An easy out. And it worked once before. Why not again?

If this were a normal day, I’d have started the treadmill at a leisurely three miles per hour and then gazed around the gym for a long look at Max.

Not tonight.

I started the treadmill at five miles per hour. I knew that I’d need to run at least that fast to get to where I was going.

My heart pounded hard before my finger pressed the control panel.

Still angry, I reached down and jabbed my thumb against the UP arrow.

Six miles per hour.

Strangely, my legs and calves didn’t burn, not like the last time. I licked my dry lips and increased the speed to seven.

Not much longer now.

I wanted to run as far away as I could.

I jabbed the UP arrow again.

Eight miles per hour.

The fastest I’d ever run in my entire life. My heart thumped unevenly as my breathing rattled, raspy and jagged, inside my head, silencing everything else.

The room began to spin. I closed my eyes for balance. I couldn’t fall; I refused to fall.


“Faster, Grace, faster,” I prodded myself, breathing heavy through my nose and mouth. “You can do it. Faster, faster…” I muttered between breaths. “Come on! You’ve got to run faster.”

I opened my eyes and looked across the room. My angry reflection stared back at me in the mirror beneath fluorescent lights, my nose as red as a beet. The ends of my hair swung behind my neck. I barely cared about the sweat beading on my forehead. Any moment and it would drip into my eyes.

The tension began to fade from my face, my shoulders, even my hands. I let myself smile as the room began to fade to white and gray, before it turned as black as liquid coal.

Despite my smile, I ached inside. A warm tear rolled down my cheek over all the dried ones as I ran straight into a black mist.

Finally, I let my bottled anger go.










Chapter Eighteen

Callie



“Would someone please tell me who the hell Grace is?” said an annoyed voice so close to my face that his breath stuck to my cheek. “I’ve been hearing this name all day. Even from Callie!”

“Don’t ask me,” muttered a woman’s voice.

I smiled before my eyes had a chance to crack open.

I’d done it.

When I could finally focus, it was like looking at the world through the wrong side of a peephole.

One blink and then two till I saw them clearly—two sets of perfect eyes peering over me.

“Callie?” Max’s voice turned softer. “You did it again. You ran too fast and you fell.” His tone was that of a concerned father scolding a child for riding her bike on the wrong side of the road.

“And why are you wearing your work clothes?” Alexandra asked. “Hello?” Her eyes bugged out a little. Clearly she would have been less surprised if she had found me inside the lion’s cage at the Phoenix Zoo.

“Good thing I hadn’t left or you could have cracked your head open this time,” Max added as he tugged me upright by my left elbow.

My forehead throbbed with tiny bursts of white light but, other than a headache, I was fine—at least that’s what I told myself. How could someone like Callie Collins be anything else?

“Are you absolutely sure we shouldn’t take you to the emergency room this time?” Max asked.

“Quite sure,” I said, staring down at my arms and legs, flexing my fingers, waiting for my vision to clear. It was like breaking free of a cocoon.

And I definitely was back inside Callie’s body again, all slim, tanned and perfect, not to mention the perfectly manicured fingernails with the long white tips and the obscenely large diamond engagement ring. I was back.

I’d rather have the luxury of Callie’s problems than Grace Mills’s life any day. At least in this life I could look perfect.

But then I looked up at Alexandra. “What are you doing here?” Last time I’d left, only Max had followed after me.

Alexandra smirked at me, not bothering to hide a hint of frustration. “Looking after you. It’s my job. Remember?”

“Where’s my purse?” I sat higher.

Without blinking, Alexandra handed me the black clutch underneath her arm.

I took it from her. “Thanks.” I unzipped the pocket and found my handwritten note to Callie. It was still folded into a tiny perfect square, just as I left it. Before I changed my mind—again—and hopped back onto the treadmill, I ripped the note into six tinier pieces.

“Why’d you do that?” Max asked, grabbing my arm as he helped me stand.

“I don’t need it anymore.” Strangely calm, despite obvious stares from other curious members, I walked toward the trash can next to the drinking fountain in front of the mirror. I tossed the pieces inside.

“What was it?” Alexandra asked Max.

“A grocery list.”

Alexandra didn’t bother to hide the roll in her eyes as I walked toward them for my shoes dangling from Alexandra’s fingers.


“Let’s just get out of here.” I slipped on my right shoe and then the left. I’d made my choice. Now I planned to live with it.

Max sighed. “Best idea I’ve heard all day.”










Chapter Nineteen

Carlos



I couldn’t sleep. I was staring into my second cup of coffee when Elena found me seated in the kitchen.

The only other noise inside the house was the steady click-click from the old stove clock’s second-hand. It was after eleven o’clock and I was anxious for Grace’s phone call.

“Good night?” Elena broke the silence.

“What?” I looked up at her. She hovered in the doorway, her hands on her hips.

“Your date with Grace. It was that good?”

I swallowed. “Why do you say that?”

An amused grin spread across her face. “’Cause you’re smiling to yourself?”

My hand dragged over my mouth as Elena shuffled closer in her blue slippers and bathrobe before reaching for a glass drying in the sink.

I turned, cleared my throat, and then scratched the side of my head nervously. “It was fine.”

Elena chuckled. “From the way you’re squirming, hermano, I’d say it was more than fine. She smiled at me from the opened refrigerator, a milk carton in her hand.

I looked down at my hands, feeling my cheeks flush. It was really embarrassing when your little sister could make you blush like a teenager. I drew back a steadying breath. “Okay, it might have been better than fine.”

Her eyes narrowed as she studied the bruises around my eyes. “But something’s wrong?” It wasn’t a question.

I shook my head. I wasn’t about to tell her about Eddie. “Why do you say that?’

She exhaled, still studying me. “Just a feeling.”

I smiled at her but turned away and sipped from my cup.

Elena pulled back a chair. It scraped against the linoleum. “I want details, por favor. And you’re not leaving the kitchen till you tell me.” She cupped her glass between her hands and leaned forward.

Cornered.

I stared across the table into Elena’s eyes. They were like human truth serum. I sighed. “What do you want to know?” I stalled some more. Too bad Elena got stuck with me instead of another sister. I wasn’t exactly the type for a lot of conversation, especially when it came to my dates. But this was different. We both knew it.

“Todo. Everything,” she prodded, leaning forward on one elbow.

After a long inhale, I proceeded to give Elena the details of my day with Grace, switching between Spanish and English, and conveniently leaving out the part when my world cracked open the moment I kissed Grace in the Desert Java. Not that she couldn’t already tell. Whenever I didn’t provide enough description, like what we ate and what Grace wore, she chided me in Spanish.

She watched me with a curious smile that said I told her nothing surprising.

“She’s everything.” The words came easily. “I’m in love with everything about her.”

“What are you saying, Carlos?” she teased.

I smirked but the words tumbled out. “I can’t wait to see her again.” I leaned back in my chair, thinking about our kiss, the taste of her skin. Then I sighed heavily. “Tomorrow isn’t soon enough.” My chest tightened from wanting. If Eddie hadn’t busted in, there would have been more than kissing.


“Careful, Carlos. You’ve only had one date.” Her eyes locked onto mine. “Don’t you think you’re going a little too fast?”

I blinked and tried to focus on Elena, mostly because her words surprised me. She was the reason I finally worked up the nerve to talk to Grace. “Don’t ask me how. I just know, Elena. You don’t have to tell me I’m crazy.”

Elena’s expression softened some more. “Tell me something I don’t know. I could see it in your face before you said a single word.”

“Then why’d you ask?”

“And miss an opportunity to watch you squirm?”

I exhaled, just as the kitchen phone rang, startling us both.

I reached behind me. “Hello?” I said. For an instant, my heartbeat quickened, expecting Grace’s voice.

But the voice on the other end was anxious. “Is this Carlos?”

I sat higher. “Yeah?”

“This is Grace’s sister, Kathryn Mills.” She paused, like she had to steady her voice. “Look, I’m sorry to call so late, but is Grace with you?”










Chapter Twenty

Callie



An hour after turning perfect, I started behaving like Grace Mills again.

Figures.

I was suffering from mental jet lag and just needed a little time to get used to my new digs, especially since I’d planned to stay, well, forever.

I sat alongside Max in his car. “I’ll pick you up at seven,” he told me when he pulled up to my building. The doorman bolted from the lobby to open my door. “We’ll go to Chocolat.” He even said it with a French accent.

I cringed a tinge. “Okay.”

“And wear that hot mini I love.” He winked.

“Mini? You mean, like boots?”

Max’s brow furrowed. “No, I mean like dress.” He leaned close enough so that his breath brushed my nose. “But feel free to wear your black boots anytime. The ones with the killer heels.” His tongue dragged across his lips.

I swallowed, hard. I’d never known a guy who knew so much about women’s fashion. “Sure,” I said numbly. I owned a mini dress? And high-heeled boots? With my legs? But then I blinked, remembering. I had Callie’s legs now, and you could pretty much wear anything with legs like that.

I should have been more excited about an evening at a trendy place but when I looked sideways at Max in his Mustang, listening to his clothing advice, I found myself wishing he had dark features, an easy smile, and said things that made me less anxious, not more.

But then I blinked again and tucked away my Carlos memory as I fumbled inside my designer purse for my condo house keys that I wasn’t sure if I owned or rented. But Callie’s purse alone probably cost more than my car payment. It didn’t look like one of those cheap knockoffs that Kathryn liked to find at swap meets.

Car? Did Callie own her own car? Of course she must…

When I found my new keys, I held them up, dangling a door key and a car key in front of me. It was hardly the wad o’ keys that I used to lug around. I smiled at them as they clinked together. The car key was gold plated and looked expensive. It glistened back at me in the sunlight.

“Everything okay, Cal?” Max caressed my knee and I jolted. At least I knew I was ticklish.

I turned to him, lowering my hand. “Everything is perfect.”

Carefully, I leaned in closer for a kiss. He reached his hand behind my neck and pulled me closer, jamming his tongue in my mouth. It took a second or three to get used to his kiss, but I forced myself to enjoy it. I’d get used to that too, if it killed me.

Max pulled back, satisfied with himself. “Bye, babe.” His eyes locked onto mine, telling me he needed more. And soon.

I swallowed, hard. I hoped that my eyes answered his but mostly I felt the need to bolt. Without another word, I climbed out and Max sped away from the curb just as soon as the doorman closed the door.

With my shoulders pulled back, I walked toward the lobby and my brand-new life.

I had two choices: Feel sorry for myself or enjoy second chances.

As I squinted toward the shiny glass doors and my perfect reflection, I decided to enjoy.

What was not to like?

 


I was definitely digging my new closet, which could have had its own zip code.

After I took another luxuriously, embarrassingly long shower, I stood inside my new closet with a towel wrapped around my head. And not one of those cheap towels either; it was the kind with at least a million thread count that you never saw at Sears.

I sighed happily as my eyes scanned the racks of clothing. There wasn’t a stitch of clothing over a size two.

Size two!

I used to think that size was for reserved only for department store mannequins and Hollywood actresses with nicotine issues.

In my old closet back above the Desert Java, most of my clothes were either faded, blue, or cotton. Most of the time I’d cut off the sewn-on tags, not because they itched my skin like a thousand red ants and were made of material not found on planet Earth, but because of the truth they revealed. And I’d never tell the size either. Not on purpose.

“Well, that’s all going to have to change, Grace,” I told myself, pulling out a skin-tight, red-linen dress from a velvet hanger. It was not a mini, but it was mini enough. I whistled when I eyed the price tag that still hung from the sleeve. “Total car payment!”

I studied my slender frame in the full-length closet mirror, the dress pressed against my chest. My reflection left me breathless. It still didn’t seem possible. The dress was as thin as I was.

I blinked once, twice, and then a third time just to be sure before I finally inhaled with the understanding that I would wear a dress tonight that could barely wrap around a flagpole. And I would look absolutely stunning.

Quickly, I slipped on the red dress. It slid like silk over my shoulders and hugged me in all the right places. There were no bulges or buttons that strained to close. No broken zippers. The dress fit like it was custom-made, which I supposed it probably was.

But then my eyes rose to my face. I’d forgotten one itsy, bitsy detail…

Make-up. Face paint. Gunk. I was clueless about the whole cosmetics thing.

And I was embarrassed to admit that other than a little mascara and lip gloss, I was a complete novice. In that department, I usually had Kathryn’s help—

Kathryn…

I pushed her out of my mind too.

Standing in my new bathroom, I picked up bottles of something called Baked Bronzer and Afterglow Blush that sat alongside the sink. Make-up had never been my thing, not that anyone noticed.

Would anyone notice now? After all, the bar would be dark. And why would someone as gorgeous as Callie Collins need to bother with make-up? If only I had known the phone number of the nice girl who did my make-up at the TV station. Maybe next time I could offer to pay her for some private lessons.

“Callie?” said a voice from outside my bedroom door.

Startled, I turned to find Max leaning against the doorframe, dressed in a pair of black pants and an untucked pale green shirt. He held a black leather jacket and dangled a key—my house key—from his forefinger. He looked me up and down as if I were ice cream.

My body froze. For months, I had wanted him, dreamed of him, ached for him to notice a speck of my existence. Now that I had him, I’d lost my nerve. What was wrong with me?


He pocketed the key and tossed his coat on the king-size bed as he crossed the room. The same smoldering smile he had when he left me earlier spread across his face. It was enough to jumpstart a freight train.

In three steps, he held me in his arms, not before unwrapping the towel from around my head, letting my hair drop to my shoulders. His eyes wanted me, that much was clear, although the bulge below his waist made his intentions pretty obvious.

He drew an audible breath and then began to nuzzle the side of my neck with his nose. “Jeez, I’ve missed you,” he whispered as his fingers began to peel down my zipper.

My voice cracked. “But…we just saw each other a couple of hours ago.”

Max chuckled and proceeded to nibble my earlobe.

My eyes closed as I inhaled him. He smelled like musk and soap and hair gel. There was no denying his touch burned my skin in a good way. But when I closed my eyes, it wasn’t Max that I saw, not exactly. Still, it would be so easy to sink against him and let myself go completely. It had been so long…

But then the tip of his tongue traced the side of my neck and I giggled. I pulled away, embarrassed. And uncomfortable. “Shouldn’t we get going?” I said to fill the silence.

Max’s nostrils flared, just before he tossed me onto the bed. An avalanche of decorative pillows fell to the floor.

Max didn’t answer. He proceeded to kick off his shoes and unbutton his shirt.

My throat turned dry at the slow reveal of his hairless chest, one opened button at a time. And a nipple ring.

Wasn’t expecting that.

Breathing became difficult.

His hands reached for the button on his pants. Then the zipper.

I had to say something.

“But…but I’m kind of hungry,” I blurted out.

Conveniently, my stomach growled.

“See?” I winced, pointing to my stomach with relief. Unfortunately, make-up lessons weren’t the only lessons I needed, no matter who I happened to be. Protection, positions, pregnancy—all the p words nibbled around the edges of my mind. I at least needed a glass of wine.

“Hungry?” Max’s jaw dropped, along with his hands, like I’d just suggested drowning a puppy.

Slowly, I rose to my knees. “Yeah.” I said. “You do eat, don’t you?”

With a frustrated sigh, Max sat on the bed, his shirt still open from the impromptu striptease. He pinched his nose with his thumb and forefinger and then said, “Yeah, well I do…but you don’t. Remember? At least, rarely.”

I half expected him to laugh at the absurdity of his statement. But he didn’t. He was completely serious.

“Well, I’ve got to eat sometimes.” I lifted off the bed. “Tonight might be one of those times.” I trotted back into the bathroom. Quickly.

“Okay, but don’t tell Alexandra…” he called after me.

I stopped in the doorway. “Don’t tell her what?”

“I think she mentioned once that she keeps a calorie diary for both of you.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Not kidding.”


I folded my arms across my chest. “And why would she do that?” Never mind that it was one of the dumbest things I’d ever heard in, like, forever.

“Um, ’cause she’s your personal assistant?” His eyes narrowed at me, as if assistants kept crazy calorie diaries for people all the time.

My arms dropped to my sides. I composed my expression. “Oh yeah. I forgot.”

“Well, don’t forget that the camera adds an extra ten pounds.” Max’s voice trailed off in a Don’t blame me, I warned you kind of way.

My teeth clenched in a frozen smile. “I’ll try and remember that.” As if being one hundred and ten pounds instead of one hundred pounds would make me look enormous.

Some things were going to have to change around here. For starters, I would eat more than just on days beginning with T.

“So you still want to get something to eat?” His eyebrow lifted.

I sighed heavily as I turned back inside the bathroom. “We’ll see.” Make that, yes. “I’m thirsty, anyway.”

Ten minutes later, I returned to the bedroom wearing my zipped up red dress and black heels. My hair? Well, all I did was run a comb through it. With my new soft natural curl, it looked like it had been professionally styled, in an ultra chic, cool messy sort of way. So unlike my old hair, which would have looked like I’d just put my finger in an electrical socket. “Ready?” I asked Max.

“Yeah, sure.” He didn’t bother to hide the disappointment in his voice. He lifted himself heavily from the bed, one heavy leg at a time, never releasing his eyes from mine. Instead of an invitation, it felt like a warning. He watched me as he buttoned up his shirt.

My body stiffened.

“We could have had a lot more fun here.” He nodded at the rumpled bed sheets and fallen pillows.

My eyes lowered to my hands. They fidgeted with the clasp on my purse. Opening it, I pretended to hunt for something. Anything. Weirdly, Carlos’s face flashed in my mind. Again.

I just needed a little time to get used to everything.

“Ready?” I asked again, my eyes buried inside my purse as I headed for the door. My stilettos clicked like typewriter keys against the hardwood floors.

“I guess.” Max caught up behind me. “But I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong.”

“Nothing’s wrong.” I stopped, facing the front door.

“Okay,” he exhaled, more disbelief filling his voice.

I changed subjects. “So what kind of appetizers do you want to get tonight?” My insides swooned. A cheeseburger with fries sounded good, but I supposed that would have to change too—like to a cheeseburger and no fries. But who could seriously enjoy a cheeseburger without a couple of fries?

Max unlocked the bolt and opened the door. I ducked under his arm. “I really don’t know, Callie. We’ve never ordered anything but drinks at Chocolat. You know that…” He threaded his arm around my waist as we walked to the elevators.

“Well, there’s a first time for everything.” My stomach growled again. Besides an out-dated carton of soy milk and a jar of designer mustard, Callie kept nothing in her refrigerator.

“We can always dance off any extra calories,” he added, just as the elevator door opened.

“Dancing?” I turned abruptly. My ankles already wobbled in my six-inch heels. “Who said anything about dancing?”

Max gave me that look again. Like he was seeing me for the first time.










Chapter Twenty-One

Carlos



I drove over the speed limit the whole way till Elena and I reached the Desert Java. Elena insisted on coming with me. She didn’t talk much during the drive and that was probably wise. Normally I was calm and rarely rattled, but this was different.

Grace was missing and no one knew where she was, least of all Eddie, the last guy to see her.

She hadn’t been answering her cell, and when I found Kathryn, she was seated next to Eddie in the Desert Java kitchen, crying into her hands. Someone had turned on all the lights and the café looked stark and unfriendly, so different than it had a couple hours earlier. Fear choked the air.

My whole body was on fire. If only I had insisted on staying, if only I hadn’t ignored my instincts. If I hadn’t left, Grace would be with me. I should have known better than to leave her with Eddie.

“What happened after I left?” I asked Eddie, fighting to keep calm as I stood over him.

His words slurred less than before. He kept blinking though, like he was fighting to stay awake. “We talked.” He licked his lips. “We argued.” He paused, embarrassed. “And then she stormed out.” He nodded to the front door. “I’m sorry, Carlos. I didn’t mean to make her so angry.”

“Why did she leave? What did you say?”

Kathryn lifted her head. Her eyes met Eddie’s. “This is my fault, not Eddie’s. I shouldn’t have ignored her all week. Then Eddie wouldn’t have acted this way. I should have said something to her. And I shouldn’t have said some of the things I did.” Her face crumpled with guilt. Her lips began to quiver again.

I dragged my free hand through my hair. It angered me that a single word had been said to upset Grace. What little composure I had began to fade.

“We’re wasting time sitting here.” I paused to draw a breath. “We should be out looking for her.”

“Carlos is right,” Elena said quietly. “We need to start looking for her. It’s late. But she couldn’t have gone very far.” Her tone was hopeful, but that was like her.

“Where could she be?” Kathryn’s voice rose another octave. “She’s here.” Her hand waved about the kitchen. “She’s always here. It’s not like her to leave in the middle of the night. Ever.”

The bell over the front door jingled. Everybody turned.

“Hola, Carlos,” my uncle Mario said, entering the kitchen.

“Hola, Tío,” I said.

Behind Uncle Mario, six of my cousins filled the kitchen. There were probably another twelve men outside, waiting. I made one call to Uncle Mario about Grace before I left home. Without so much as a single question, mi familia had gathered to help find her.

“Carlos,” Kathryn stood, surprised. She shook her head at the army of men in her café, speechless.

“What’s the plan?” Uncle Mario said. “Where do we start?”

“First of all, she drives a yellow Volkswagen. Can’t be too many of them on the roads right now.”

“Shouldn’t we call the police?” Kathryn said.


“They won’t do anything for at least twenty-four hours,” I said. “But it wouldn’t hurt to tell them.” My eyes locked onto Eddie’s.

“I’m on it.” Eddie rose as he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and walked to the other side of the room.

“What about friends?” I asked Kathryn.

Kathryn’s voice got smaller again. “She knows a lot of people, working here. But they’re more like acquaintances.” Her voice cracked again. “I’ve always been her best friend.”

I drew back a breath. “What about old boyfriends?”

Kathryn shook her head. “You’re the first person she’s dated in a very long time.”

My throat tightened. Any other time, I would have been delighted by this news. Tonight, it only tugged at my chest. “What about family? Any other place or person she would visit?” My tone was doubtful, remembering the scattered family Grace described at dinner. But I felt compelled to ask. Maybe she’d forgotten to mention somebody.

Kathryn shook her head. She bit her lip and then said, “Our parents are dead. There’s no one…” Her voice shook. “She’s just got me.”

Elena left my side to sit beside Kathryn. She put her arm across Kathryn’s shoulders and I thought Kathryn was going to start crying again.

“When was the last time you tried her cell?” I asked.

“Just before you got here. It keeps going to voicemail.”

“Maybe she just doesn’t want to be found,” Eddie said from across the room.

I glared at him and his teeth clamped shut. Then I turned to Uncle Mario and my cousins. “What if we fan out across Tempe in all directions, begin by looking for her car.”

“We’ve got to start somewhere,” Uncle Mario agreed. He lifted his cell phone. “Anybody sees anything? You call me. Then I’ll call Carlos.” Then he turned to me and managed a smile. “Don’t worry. She couldn’t have gotten very far. And a yellow Volkswagen is easy to find. Probably just has a flat tire somewhere. We’ll find her.”

I wanted to believe him but the fact that she wasn’t answering her cell phone worried me the most. As much as I hated to admit it, Grace sounded like someone who didn’t want to be found.

But I refused to believe it.










Chapter Twenty-Two

Callie



My days of waiting to get inside a trendy nightclub were over. I was officially part of the in-crowd.

Max and I breezed right through the velvet ropes and burly bouncers outside Chocolat as if we owned the place. The bouncer even smiled at me as we passed.

Smiled!

Like I was royalty or something.

Chocolat seemed like the kind of place Max and I would frequent often, the place for people with plenty of money and access to a perfect gene pool. That didn’t mean it wasn’t going to take some getting used to.

Hardwood floors, mahogany tables, brushed nickel hardware, soft lighting, private leather booths and gorgeous customers, Chocolat was by far the coolest bar I’d ever been to. If Chocolat had ever lost electricity, the blinding whites of everyone’s teeth could have illuminated the entire room for at least twelve hours.

Then there was the artwork.

Clever.

Framed photographs of chocolate—dark, white, mocha, even chocolate with walnuts—adorned the dark walls, despite the fact that none of the customers, including the servers, looked like they consumed more than five hundred calories a day. The artwork, in my opinion, was just plain cruel. Look but don’t touch.

Once inside, Max and I followed behind a platinum blonde woman with gorgeous legs who Max called Shelley. She led us to a private corner booth.

I had a feeling we’d been inside this booth before too.

“The usual, Miss Collins?” Shelley asked as she removed the brass Reserved sign from our table.

“Um…sssure?” I stammered. I’d just hoped that my usual didn’t include anything with a maraschino cherry or gin.

“And for me, too,” Max added with a helpful wink as he draped his arm behind me along the top of the booth before he looked around the bar, almost as if waiting for people to notice us.

There might as well have been a spotlight. Our booth was the perfect lookout spot for the entire bar. We could have been a Christmas display window.

Shelley pursed her red lips before she turned to leave, presumably to fetch our drinks.

“Oh, did you want to order an appetizer?” Max whispered as Shelley sashayed away.

Before answering, I turned and scanned the bar. There wasn’t a basket of chips, a buffet line, or even a tiny bowl of green olives anywhere.

No one eats.

Instead, everyone sipped colorful, undoubtedly expensive martinis. Other than the artwork, there wasn’t a morsel of food anywhere. My stomach growled with frustration.

“Is it…is it allowed?” I turned back to Max who narrowed his eyes at the stupidity of my question.

“Is what allowed?” he asked anyway.

“Eating?”

But then he sighed. “Of course it is. I’m sure they can whip up something.” Although he didn’t sound optimistic.

Another stomach growl.


“Besides,” he continued. “I brought a little something special for later…” He reached into his pants pocket and then opened his palm so that only I could see. A square baggy about the size of a postage stamp sat in his hand. It looked like powdered sugar.

My eyes widened. “Please tell me that’s not what I think it is…”

Max arched one of his eyes. Under the low lighting, they look greener than normal, more like the eyes of an alley cat. “Of course it is.” He stuffed the baggy back in his pocket. “Hey, you asked me to buy it.” His tone got defensive.

“I did?” The words jumped out of my throat.

Just as I was about to tell him to go flush the junk down the toilet, Shelley returned with two monstrous, martini-shaped glasses.

“Here you go.” From a silver shaker, she poured a liquid the color of an Arizona sunset into each glass.

“Jason used the organic, sugar-free mixes, right?” Max asked her.

“Bien sûr.”

Pursing his lips, he turned to me. “And I think Callie wants to order an appetizer.” His fingers strummed the table, waiting for me to speak.

I turned to Shelley but her delicate mouth hung open in a perfect circle, as if she had never taken a food order before—which, in her defense, she probably hadn’t. I cleared my throat. “What would you recommend?”

Shelley finally closed her mouth only to open it again. “How about a small salad?”

“Salad?” I grimaced. “Anything a little more…substantial?” I’d sell my soul for a raspberry scone right now.

“Well, I can ask Jason to add a slice of sourdough bread to it?” Her tone was doubtful and I felt my chances of real sustenance slipping fast.

I finally sighed and said, “That’ll be fine.” For now. But the first thing I was going to do tomorrow was find a grocery store and make myself a nice, fresh omelet with tomatoes, cheddar cheese, green onions, a sprinkle of paprika and—

“Callie?” Max interrupted my food daydream. “Are you even listening to me?”

“Er…yeah. Sure I am. Heard every word,” I lied. I lifted the monstrous martini glass to my lips. The orange-reddish liquid tasted like cranberry and vodka. “Mmm…this isn’t bad.” I took another long sip. It wasn’t as good as Uncle Mario’s sangria but it was good.

“Do you want to dance or don’t you?” Max asked impatiently.

Silence.

“Maybe in a little while?” I scanned the dance floor.

A rainbow light display swept over several dancing couples who looked like possible contestants for Dancing with the Stars. Fortunately, the DJ continued to play New Agey, slow song renditions of 80’s songs, mixed in, oddly, with rap. Slow songs I could handle, even though I risked ankle injury. I was still getting used to Callie’s stilettos.

Sulking, Max removed his arm from the back of the booth. “What is wrong with you lately? Are you ever going to tell me?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m just…hungry.” My shoulders shrugged. “Can’t a girl get hungry?”

“Are you seeing someone else?” Max blurted. He cupped his drink with his hands and leaned forward. “It’s Craig, isn’t it?” His eyes demanded an answer.

Craig? Who’s Craig? I just shook my head. “No, it’s none of those things. You wouldn’t…” I paused. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.”


“I’d rather not.”

His eyes widened another notch. Whether he was hurt or confused, I couldn’t tell. Probably a little of both.

Max’s nostrils flared, and he returned to staring at the long stem of his martini glass while I struggled to say something that made sense. I had to wonder what Callie and Max used to talk about when they came to cool places like this. Quite honestly, I wanted to ask him why he felt it was necessary to buy cocaine, but that would only stoke his confusion.

Just as Max was about to speak, Shelley returned with a porcelain bowl of lettuce the size of a baseball. It was adorned, thankfully, with two cherry tomatoes and a piece of sourdough bread no bigger than a cell phone. There wasn’t a drop of salad dressing in sight, not even a lemon wedge.

“Bon appétit,” Shelley chirped, leaving behind a red cloth napkin and a fork.

I wanted to slap her.

Speechless, I stared down at my salad. If I had ever served anything remotely resembling this salad at the Desert Java, it would have triggered a riot. The Chocolat salad was something that was flushed down a garbage disposal, not served to customers.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Max said. “Dig in.”

Dig into what?

Slowly, I reached for the napkin and placed it on my lap. I lifted up the silver fork and sighed. I supposed it was far better than nothing.

As I was about to spear the cherry tomato, something sparkly caught the corner of my eye, almost blinding me. It was like someone flashing a pocket mirror in the desert. I slowly turned my head, my fork frozen over my salad bowl. I looked across the room toward the middle of the bar. Perched on a high-backed chair, alone, sat a blonde woman with sunken cheekbones wearing a dazzlingly bright, yellow cocktail dress. Wild-eyed, the skinny woman stared straight back at me.

It was Alexandra Summers and she looked as if she was getting ready to scream.

 

“I still can’t believe you were actually eating,” Alexandra moaned for the third time as she passed me a five-pound hand weight at Goldie’s Gym.

She hadn’t stopped bringing up the Salad Incident since she picked me up for our daily morning workout.

I was too busy thinking about Max. Last night, he claimed to have had an early morning appointment after I’d made another excuse about being tired and having a headache, which was only partly true. Oddly, when I told him, he seemed almost as relieved as I was. But how long could I expect him to wait, especially when he clearly was used to more frequent sex? Unfortunately, the old Callie obviously set the bar pretty high. I wasn’t sure if I could meet it. It would be easier to clear the high jump.

Baby steps, I reminded myself. I would sleep with Max Kramer or kill myself trying.

“At least tell me Jason didn’t put croutons on it…” Alexandra continued. “Croutons are loaded with fat, you know. The bad kind.”

“On what?” I raised the weight over my head, feeling the burn in my triceps. It was kind of refreshing not to be embarrassed to watch my reflection in the weight room mirrors. I loved having long skinny arms.

Seated on the bench next to me, Alexandra rolled her eyes. “The salad, Callie,” she said, still immersed in the food drama.


I smiled at her. “No croutons, Alexandra. Don’t blow a gasket.” My eyes scanned the rest of the gym behind us. I was kind of hoping to catch a glimpse of Carlos. Normally he’d have been wiping down the mirrors by now or hauling stacks of clean towels around the gym. He was also the only reason I agreed to come to the gym with Alexandra.

I sighed inwardly. I just wanted—needed—a glimpse.

When I didn’t see him, I looked for the treadmill, the one that for some inexplicable reason brought me to this place, to this perfect body, and away from all my problems.

It’s there, I noted, drawing in a grateful breath. It still looked new compared to the others, although someone was using it. A girl who looked the way I used to—a little on the curvier side, long T-shirt that covered most of her legs, ponytail, and an expression that said she’d rather be anywhere else than running on that damn treadmill.

“I’m going to have to add that salad to your caloric diary.” Alexandra shook her head at me, interrupting my daydream.

“Yeah, about that…” I bent over to drop the weight against the rubber mat.

Alexandra stopped in mid-press. “Yeah?”

I sniffed. Even now, even as Callie Collins, Alexandra still intimidated me. “Well, I was thinking…maybe you should let me handle my own weight diary from now on.”

“Caloric diary,” she corrected me.

I grimaced. “Yeah, whatever. But it’s kind of personal, you know. The whole weight thing, that is.” My shoulders shrugged. “I’ve never liked talking about it.” Kathryn never even knew my exact weight. It was bad enough that my doctor had to know.

“Since when?”

“Since now.”

“But, I’m your assistant. Your personal assistant. You asked me to keep it for you.”

“Yes, I know, and I appreciate that, really I do. I’m just now wondering if…”

“If what?” She stood and took a step closer, her chest puffed out.

“If maybe you wouldn’t want to do something more…meaningful?” I paused. “For me, of course. As a personal assistant, I mean.”

Alexandra had to blink several times before she could respond. “Oookay,” she said, finally. Dramatically. She lifted her palm. “You’re the boss. But just remember that the camera puts on…”

“Ten extra pounds—I know.”

“It was your idea in the first place.”

“I realize that, Alexandra.”

We were talking in circles.

If Alexandra only knew who she was really talking to, I thought to myself as I stared back at my reflection, reaching up absently to touch the side of my head. My hair shone almost golden under the fluorescent light. Dressed in a skin-tight, white tank top and tiny, black spandex shorts that could double as bikini bottoms, I easily had one of the best toned bodies in the entire gym—next to Alexandra’s, of course.

I could definitely get used to the new body. But the whole personal assistant thing? With Alexandra Summers following me around like an anorexic shadow?

That was going to take bucket-loads of patience. And quite possibly a few raspberry scones.

 


I stretched out my workout for as long as I could on the off-chance I’d see Carlos. Not that he would know me. I mean, he’d know me as Callie Collins, not Grace Mills, if he knew Callie Collins at all.

I wanted to see his face, though. Just a quick look.

“Good workout, Callie,” Alexandra said behind me. “Good thing, too.” She added, arching an eyebrow toward my flat stomach where the Chocolat salad had digested twelve hours ago.

“Anyway. We gotta get going. Got a big day today.”

“Really?” I swallowed, too afraid to ask for details. Another day in front of hot cameras was going to require a boost of confidence but, like everything else, the sooner I dealt with it the better.

I dabbed my forehead with a fresh towel handed to me from the Front Desk Guy. At least now I knew he answered to the name of Chad. He’d been smiling maniacally at me all morning every time I so much as glanced in the direction of the front door.

“Really,” Alexandra said, pulling her car keys from her gym bag. “You ready?”

“Yep.” I tried to match her enthusiasm as I took one final look across the gym for Carlos as we made our way to the front door.

“Bye, Callie,” Chad chirped from the front desk. “See ya tomorrow.”

“Bye, Chad.” I smiled at him. “And thanks again for the towel,” I added as I pushed open the door.

“Anytime, Cal!”

As I stepped outside into the sunlight with my hand pushed against the glass door, I stopped. Holding the door on the other side was Carlos, dressed in his usual baggy khaki pants and a white T-shirt. He filled the door, and I was almost as tall as he was in my perfect, new body.

His sunglasses covered his eyes and the flat line of his lips gave him an air of disinterest, maybe even a little bit of annoyance, as I pressed against the door. I’d never seen that look on Carlos. He looked at me like I was a complete stranger, which I guess I was.

When I stopped in the doorway, even as he held open the door, the set of his jaw hardened.

“Oh.” I stepped back, surprised, but still blocking the entrance.

Carlos said nothing.

My legs wobbled a little at the sight of him, or maybe it was just the twenty-five leg squats that Alexandra had forced me to do. “Hi, Carlos,” I managed finally.

Carlos nodded his forehead and seemed a little surprised that I knew his name. Still, he didn’t say a word, I think, because he wanted me out of the way.

I opened my mouth to say something more but stopped myself. Now was not the time—not with Alexandra at my heels—and Carlos would think I was more of a nut job than he apparently already thought I was. Although I had no idea why. Did he even know Callie Collins?

“Well, thanks,” I said. “For help with the door, I mean.” With my gym bag threaded over my shoulder, I proceeded to walk past the doorway, looking over my shoulder at him for any recognition whatsoever.

But then I realized that he wouldn’t have any recognition, any memory, because Grace Mills didn’t exist.

“You’re welcome,” he said, without even a glance in our direction. And then he stepped around the door and was gone.


“You know him?” Alexandra gasped behind me.

I slipped on the black sunglasses I found tucked away in my gym bag. They rested like a brick on the bridge of my nose. How I missed the vintage wire sunglasses I always wore. “Sort of,” I said vaguely.

“That Latin hard body got a name?”

My chin lifted while jealousy stabbed at my gut. “Yes.” I didn’t like how she referred to him.

Alexandra chuckled as we crossed the parking lot to her car. “Are you gonna make me beg?”

I drew back a breath, considering whether I should. But then I said, “I think his name is Carlos Flores.”

Alexandra lowered her head and looked straight at me over the top rim of her sunglasses. “Doesn’t matter what that boy’s called. He’s one hundred percent gorgeous. Is he available?”










Chapter Twenty-Three

Carlos



Eddie stood behind Kathryn as she replayed the message on the answering machine. The call was placed when everyone was out hunting for Grace but, according to the timestamp, it was made just minutes before I returned to Kathryn and Eddie.

Uncle Mario, Elena and three of my cousins had met back at the Desert Java after driving around for an hour with no luck. We’d looked everywhere for Grace, even south Scottsdale and east Phoenix, but none of us found the slightest sign of her or her yellow car.

But the woman on the other end of the answering machine with the monotone voice told us we’d been looking in all the wrong places.

The first time Kathryn played the message, the woman’s voice sucked the oxygen from the room. Kathryn’s hands pressed against her throat, Eddie’s face went a shade paler, and my throat turned as dry as dust.

The second time the message played, the truth began to tighten its hold around all of us like a weed:

Hello, this is the Head Night Nurse at Tempe Hospital, Ellen Lannon. I’m trying to reach someone in the Grace Mills family. I’m sorry to have to leave this message in a voicemail but it’s urgent. Grace was brought to our emergency room by ambulance. There’s been an accident, and she’s suffered a head injury. The doctors are currently doing everything they can, but we need someone from the immediate family to come to the hospital right away. I hope that I’ve dialed the correct phone number. This is the number we found on Grace’s driver’s license. Please call or come to the hospital as soon as possible. Thank you.

The room turned so quiet that I could hear the thud of my temples against my skin. Every bruise on my body that I’d been ignoring suddenly decided to pulse and ache at the same time. It became impossible to keep my head from spinning.

Finally Kathryn spoke. Her voice sounded small in the kitchen. “If anything’s happened to Grace, I’ll never forgive myself.” She turned to Eddie, her eyes still bloodshot from crying. “I can’t lose my sister too. I just can’t.” Her whole body began to shake until Eddie wrapped both arms around her. She shivered against his chest.

Eddie didn’t say anything at first. But then he said the first coherent thing I’d heard all night. The alcohol, apparently, had worn off. “Maybe she just fell again at the gym.”

The gym?

No one had thought to look for Grace at Goldie’s, not even me. Frankly, it would have been the last place I’d checked. And I could have kicked my own ass for not even considering it.

I pulled out my truck keys and exhaled the breath that I’d been holding. “I’ll head over to the hospital.” I started for the door.

“We’re right behind you,” Eddie said.

“She’s got to be okay,” Kathryn said numbly. “She’s just got to. We never even said goodbye.”

I pulled up and turned to her, practically slamming into her chest. “Don’t say that.”

She looked up at me, pale.

“Don’t even let yourself think it,” I said.










Chapter Twenty-Four

Callie



Despite Alexandra’s protests, I insisted on driving alone to the television station after our workout—a first, apparently. For some strange reason, Alexandra liked ferrying me around everywhere like a taxicab. I presumed that it complemented her need to be in constant control of my life, maybe even made her feel useful somehow. Truthfully, I felt a little sorry for her for the first time in my two lives.

“I’ll probably make it to work before you will,” I told Alexandra.

“No you won’t.”

“Yes I will.”

“Wanna bet?”

“You’ve got to chill out.” I climbed out of her car and said through the window, “See you at work.” Then I made my way to the lobby. Telling Alexandra what to do was getting easier.

Kevin the doorman stood motionless as he held open the lobby door. The corners of his mouth turned up in a tiny smile. I assumed he was a lip-reader too, in addition to his other talents.

“Morning, Kevin.”

“Morning, Miss Collins.”

“Callie,” I corrected him. “Please call me Callie.”

He nodded before tipping his hat.

I couldn’t help but smile. I was pretty certain no one had ever tipped their hat to me before. It was like being a general in the military.

A quick shower later and I was walking around the gray parking garage attached to my condo building, looking for my car, which until today I had never seen before.

I walked the aisles, pressing my key fob, waiting for the headlights and taillights of one of the many expensive cars to light up. I passed BMWs, Range Rovers, a silver Jaguar, and a whole bunch of other cars that I could barely identify. They all looked sleek and expensive. No way my yellow bug would’ve felt at home inside this garage. It would have been like putting a mutt with a litter of prize-winning poodles.

In the middle of the third long row, I got lucky. A tiny, two-door car as shiny as a pearl lit up like a neon light. “This must be it,” I mumbled to myself as the doors unlocked from a single touch from my key fob. A 350Z Convertible. With a dark blue soft top. Not a single dent or ding anywhere. And all mine. I started to hyperventilate a little. Even the tires looked oily and brand-new and recently detailed.

I slid inside the driver’s door and onto a tan leather seat. The door shut snugly, with barely a sound. The interior smelled like baby powder and the dashboard glistened. My fingertips brushed over the dash. “And it’s an automatic.” I exhaled a relieved sigh. Dad had tried to teach me to drive a stick once, but I never mastered the whole press-clutch-shift-gear coordination thing.

So far, so good.

I turned on the radio and checked Callie’s presets—a jazz station, rock, classical, and some local talk radio. At least we shared some of the same musical tastes. I smiled as I turned up the volume on the jazz station, but then my smile faded when I caught my reflection in the rearview.

I’d left my condo without make-up and wet hair.


I pressed the button to release the convertible top and waited for it to open. With the top down, my hair would dry before I reached the station. Once I got there, I was going to need all the expert help that I could get.

 

“What happened to you?” Julie said as she followed me from the KSUN television station parking garage.

“Morning, Julie,” I said.

No response.

But she followed me silently all the way into my dressing room, until I was seated in front of the vanity mirror, the one with at least twenty round lightbulbs around it.

Julie’s eyes were pickle-green, as were the letters of her name stitched to the front of her black apron in fancy, loopy letters. They surveyed me. Studied me. I faked nonchalance even as I fidgeted with my hands and bit down on the inside of my lip.

I wasn’t used to being critiqued.

This was going to take more practice. And patience.

Riding with the top down at sixty-five miles per hour on the I-10 freeway obviously did a number on my hair, judging from Julie’s frown.

But, damn, it was worth it! I’d never driven a convertible before.

Julie didn’t wait for me to explain. Instead, with a heavy sigh she pulled out a wide-toothed comb and got to work. She began working through my knots while I focused on her bright red spiky ponytails. On anyone else, pigtails would look ridiculous but on Julie they looked cool in a retro Petticoat Junction sort of way. I envied them.

“Where are you from, anyway?” Julie asked in a flat tone. I got the feeling she was only asking to pass the time, not because she really wanted to know. “You’ve never told me.”

“Seriously?” I was surprised she didn’t know.

She nodded.

I blinked. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Julie worked a particularly nasty knot on the left side of my head. I had to bite down on my lip when she pulled so hard it felt like part of my scalp found its way into her comb.

“Didn’t you use conditioner this morning? It’s going to take forever to get through these tangles…” Her arms dropped to her sides before she continued in earnest.

“Sorry?” I winced.

She sighed. Again.

I turned to face her, even as she combed against my scalp. “Look, Julie. I really, really need your help.” I paused, even as her fingers kept working. “More than you know.”

Julie’s hands stopped. She stood in front of me, her eyes narrowed. “You need my help?”

I nodded.

“You’ve never said that before either. I guess you always assumed…” She let her voice trail off.

“Really?”

She nodded.

I swallowed, hard. “And I’m not just talking hair.”

Her chin pulled back. “What are you talking about? You’re losing me.”

“I need help with everything.” I waved a finger over my face.

Julie’s arms crossed. “Since when?”

“Since now.”

She stayed silent, her head shaking, like she didn’t believe me.


“Please,” I pressed. “Please teach me how to do all of…this.” I pointed to my face again, then my hair. “As you can see, I’m clueless. I know less than nothing about hair and make-up. My sister Kathryn tried—” I stopped myself. Kathryn didn’t exist in my new world. “Anyway, it’s…embarrassing, really.”

Julie still looked unconvinced. In fact, she looked downright suspicious.

I felt my chances slipping.

Finally, she said, “Where’s Attila today?” She walked behind my chair and pressed the pump with her foot so that we were eye level.

“Attila?”

“Alexandra.” Julie’s pale forehead wrinkled. “You know, that pencil-thin excuse for a woman who usually does all of your talking. And thinking,” she added wryly.

“Oh.” I blinked. “Well, I really have no idea where she is.”

Julie stopped raising my chair with her foot long enough to stare back at me. But then she resumed lifting again. “Good.” Her expression softened. “Then let’s get started. We’ve got two hours before you go on the air.” She ran her fingers through my hair, examining the ends with a frown. “And we’ve got a lot of work to do.”

I smiled back at her in the mirror, squinting against the glare.

“First tip.” Julie pointed to my lumpy, blue gym bag on the floor with her comb, “Never, ever stuff clothes in a gym bag. Not cool. Always put them on a hanger in your car.” She drew back a breath as she stood behind me, but it was the first hint of a smile I’d seen all morning.

“No more gym bag. Got it.” I nodded. “But I was in a hurry this morning.” Because I had to get to a grocery store.

She raised a palm at me. “No excuses, either.”

“No excuses,” I said quickly.

Then Julie bent over and opened my gym bag and began to examine the clothes I had stuffed inside. She removed crème-colored linen pants and a matching jacket. She laid the outfit across the leather couch on the opposite side of the dressing room. The soft fabric that looked so lovely this morning hanging inside Callie’s closet looked like someone had pressed it in a waffle iron. Its price tag was still attached.

Julie bit her lip when she pulled out the shoes and jewelry I had selected for the outfit. She turned to me, confused.

I didn’t take her reaction as a positive sign. “Not good?” My shoulders shrugged helplessly. How was I supposed to know that yellow sandals weren’t the best choice for crème-colored pants? “At least no one will see my feet on camera, right?” I forced a chuckle.

Julie exhaled, loudly, as she surveyed the necklace and clunky leather bracelets which, quite frankly, I thought looked pretty cool. “This may require a miracle.”

“It’s not that bad, is it?”

“Oh, it’s bad.”

I cringed.

At first she didn’t say anything. Then her thin eyebrow arched, almost as if she was having second thoughts.

I wrapped my arms across my stomach, feeling my shot at the finer points of beauty instruction slipping away.

But then she smirked long enough for me to breathe again. “Let’s just get to work.”


For the rest of the morning, Julie combed and fluffed my hair. She applied more eye make-up than I’d ever worn in, like, ever. And as she covered me in lotions, foundations, hair gel, and hairspray, she sprinkled our conversation with tips, such as where to pluck the highest arch for your eyebrow (the edge of your iris) and to never drag a bristled brush through wet hair. Who knew?

Julie did dismiss my bright yellow peep-toe sandals one more time but I bit my lip. How could size six shoes ever look bad? I had to promise her that I’d go barefoot, though, before I’d ever match yellow peep-toe sandals with crème-colored linen pants.

When Julie finished, I stared back at my new reflection, speechless. The lights surrounding the mirror were so bright that it made my skin look almost translucent, fragile. Perfect. So unlike me. I had no idea that being so beautiful could be so…complicated and time-consuming. And exhausting. I had to do this every day?

Julie seemed to be able to read my thoughts. “Don’t panic. I’ll teach you a little each day. It gets easier.” She paused to tighten the lid on a tube of mascara. “It might even be fun.” She smiled at my reflection. She didn’t even question why someone as gorgeous as Callie Collins was so unbelievably charm-school challenged and I loved her for that. “And as long as you work here, you got me.” She winked. “Don’t forget that.”

I was mildly pleased, and somewhat surprised, that Alexandra didn’t hunt for me all morning.

But all that changed with the sharp knock on the dressing room. Julie was just about to apply another layer of lip liner to my top lip. She held the brush in front of me in midstroke. Our breathing paused at exactly the same moment.

Finally, I called out, “Who is it?” I really hoped it wasn’t Alexandra.

The door cracked open.

“It’s Kirk, Miss Collins.” He opened the door fractionally wider.

Exhaling with enough relief for the both of us, Julie dabbed my lips and then began defoliating the room with hairspray. She sprayed it over my head, blinding me so I had to close my eyes and hold my breath.

I flashed him a relieved smile, coughing. “Come in, Kirk, and please call me Callie.”

Kirk’s face froze, as if he didn’t know where he was. But then he said, “Just wanted to go over the day’s schedule with you. You’ve got another busy one, no big surprise.” He rolled his eyes a little playfully, making a grand gesture with his hand. “I couldn’t find Alexandra,” he continued, tapping his pen against his folder. “Usually she likes me to go over your schedule with her first.”

“That won’t be necessary, Kirk, but thanks. From now on, you can just review it with me.”

Unblinking, Kirk stared back at me.

“Hey, saves you from having to do it twice, right?”

Kirk blinked, slowly at first. Then faster. “Sure thing…Callie.” His smile spread at the revelation. “That would work for me. But be sure to let Alexandra know about the…change.”

“Will do. Okay, what’s on tap for today?” I asked brightly. This didn’t seem so bad. Maybe I was getting the hang of Callie’s life?

“Well, for starters, you’ll be filling in for Sean and anchoring the news…”

“Sean?” My voice squeaked.

“Yeah, Sean…the weather guy?” His eyes narrowed as his hand stroked his goatee.

Nervous chuckle.


“Oh, yeah. The weather guy. Of course…” I swallowed. “Then what?” Suddenly the room lost some of its air as I grasped the reality that I would be standing in my mismatched yellow sandals, pointing to a bunch of weather maps that no one ever saw because the annoying weathergirl was always standing in front of them.

Now I would get to be that annoying weathergirl.

Even so, how hard was it to do the weather?

My gaze darted from Kirk to the window, my mind racing. Blue skies and sunny, as usual. Delivering the Phoenix weather should be a snap. It’s Phoenix, not Chicago.

In the background, Kirk rattled through my schedule while I continued to hyperventilate about doing the weather in front of a million viewers.

“…late lunch with the station manager, ribbon-cutting at the new wing of the Science Museum, kid’s day, cocktails and auction for Phoenix Women’s Shelter at Mario’s…”

“Mario’s?” I rose higher in my chair.

“Yeah, it’s that Mexican restaurant over in old Scottsdale.”

My breath caught like a hiccup.

“Something wrong, Callie?” Kirk asked. “Not crazy about Mexican restaurants? Want me to cancel?” He winced. “But it is something that the station does with Mario’s every year…”

I shook my head. “No, no. That’s not necessary. What time is it again tonight?” I forced a smile.

Kirk’s eyes lowered over his clipboard. “Five-thirty.”

My heartbeat increased exponentially, and not because I was going on the air in twenty minutes, although that didn’t help either. Right now, strangely, knowing that millions would be laughing at me when I tripped in front of one of those weather maps was the furthest thing from my mind. Maybe that’s what progress looked like.

And maybe, just maybe, I’d see Carlos at Mario’s tonight.

Still, what would it matter? Carlos didn’t know Callie Collins from a complete stranger. And Grace Mills didn’t exist.

The sooner I got used to being Callie Collins and applying the right shade of lip gloss for my skin type, the better. Hey, I got everything I ever wanted—the beauty, the body, even the boyfriend. Why should I be worried about a guy I only dated once?

“Thanks, Kirk.” I swallowed hard again. “I’ll be at Mario’s. No problem.”

“Well, let me know if you want to make any changes. We can always send someone else.” His tone was doubtful.

“No, that won’t be necessary.”

Kirk nodded, scribbled something on his clipboard, and turned to leave.

“One last thing,” I said.

Kirk turned, and then Julie. Kirk’s glance met mine, his eyes posed above his clipboard while Julie stopped brushing my cheekbones with an enormous feathery brush that, frankly, tickled.

I felt a sheepish grin spread across my face. “Do you two like scones?”

 

Julie followed me from my dressing room into the studio, presumably to apply another layer of blush to the two layers already shellacked to my face.

No doubt I needed it.

Standing before cameras tended to drain the blood from my face. Delivering the weather was definitely out of my comfort zone. And now I had two minutes to figure out how to use something called a green screen. I’d heard the production crew talking about it the last time I was on the set.


Don’t faint. Don’t faint. You can’t faint, I chanted to myself as I listened to my heels click against the white tiled floor from my dressing room all the way to Studio 1. And don’t forget you’re Callie Collins! You can do this. You’ve got to do this.

I tried desperately to channel the real Callie Collins, along with all of her broadcasting expertise, because I was pretty sure she was stellar in front of cameras and chatting with millions of people as they sipped their coffee and ate their microwavable meals. At a time like this, it didn’t help much that my best skill was baking the perfect pastry.

I lifted my chin and continued to concentrate on breathing, mindful of my hyperventilation tendencies. Mercifully, this time around, the hot bright room loaded with black and white electrical cords, cameras, and wires didn’t seem so foreign. Maybe this time it wouldn’t end so badly.

I swallowed and rubbed my hands together to stop the trembling.

“You sit over there, Callie,” Julie prodded gently. She motioned to the chair behind the anchor desk in the middle of the room. Three people buzzed behind the desk as they checked and double-checked two green screens that looked like a giant Etch-A-Sketch.

“Anything wrong?” Julie asked.

“No,” I exhaled. “Not really. I always get a little jittery just before I go on.”

Julie shrugged her shoulders. “Only natural, I suppose.”

With my breathing still in check, I made it to the chair and sank down. The same tall, bearded guy from the last time sprinted across the floor.

“Hey, Callie. You ready?” His question was rhetorical. Instead of waiting for my honest answer, he fastened a tiny microphone to my collar. It felt like a noose. “Hey, Julie.” He nodded at her.

“Whassup,” Julie said, removing a tube of foundation from her make-up bag. “Just need to do a quick touch-up.”

“No problemo,” he said. “We’ve got a few minutes.” He turned to me. “You’re all on your own today. Kirk told you, right?”

I nodded.

“Good. Even got you doing the weather.” Big smile.

“Yeah, about that…” I began.

“David! Come take a look at this,” bellowed a voice from behind one of the cameras. “Not sure if we got Camera A on-line or not.”

David sprinted to the back of the room and started examining a clump of twisted wires as thick as a tree trunk. I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for him.

“Don’t worry, Callie,” Julie whispered. “You’ll do fine.” She dabbed my forehead with a pink sponge.

“Thanks.” I forced a grin but my voice cracked a little. “All I’ve got to do is read the teleprompter, right?” I paused. “How hard can that be?”

“How would I know?” Julie winked at me. “I just make you look pretty.” She patted my shoulder and stepped off the platform. “Hey, don’t forget about those scones. Raspberry is my favorite.”

My chest lifted. If I got through this newscast, I’d make myself a double batch of raspberry scones. Triple! In fact, that would be the new deal I’d make with myself. If I didn’t pass out over the empty folders strewn strategically across my anchor desk every day, I’d treat myself to a raspberry scone and no one had to know. My little secret. That seemed like a fair trade.


I drew back another breath through my teeth.

“Okay, people. Let’s get this party started!” David yelled from behind one of the cameras, raising his hand in front of him like a New York traffic cop. “We’re on in five…four…three…two…” He held up his forefinger and pointed to the teleprompter.

“Good afternoon, everybody,” I heard myself say. “Welcome to KSUN News and thanks for joining us today. I’m Callie Collins. Sean McCarthy has the day off.”

So far, so good.

But inside, my chest pounded like a stampede. I licked my lips, tasting gloss, and continued to read the teleprompter. David motioned to another camera with a flashing red light above it.

Instinctively, I turned—not flawlessly, but I turned.

“Here are the top stories today…” My dry eyelids reminded me that blinking was important. Never mind that the bright camera lights made it like staring into the center of the sun.

David folded his arms across his chest and smiled while he listened. I took this as a positive sign. At least I hadn’t fainted. Or vomited. There was still time, though.

I still had to do the weather.

“The mayor of Phoenix traveled to Washington D.C. today…” my voice continued, “where he met with members of Congress…”

It was like having an out of body experience but somehow I made it to the first commercial break before I took a much-needed deep breath. It was probably the longest five minutes of my life. I barely remembered what scrolled across the teleprompter.

“How’d I do?” I half collapsed over the desk as David leaned his thigh against it.

“You’re doing fine, Callie.” He nodded encouragingly as Julie dabbed my face again with another tiny sponge. “You’ll do the weather after the break.”

Julie then proceeded to comb my hair away from my eyes. More hairspray. My nose wrinkled at the toxic chemicals swirling about my face.

“Yeah, about that…” I said, trying to find the right words as I struggled against the aerosol. “I had a thought. I was thinking—”

“Hold that thought, Callie.” David lifted from the desk like he’d been shot with a Taser. “We’re back, people!” He tapped his earpiece and raised his other hand in front of him as he counted down from three and sprinted behind the camera.

I cleared my throat. “Welcome back, everybody, and thanks for staying with us.” Like before, my eyes remained superglued to the teleprompter. David put his forefingers on either side of his mouth, a reminder to smile.

I smiled. Sort of. My cheeks felt like they were cracking beneath all the make-up.

I cleared my throat again. “We’ve got a beautiful day for you today. Highs today into the 70’s, lows dipping into the 50’s.”

David’s eyes grew bigger as he pointed to one of the green screens behind me, but I didn’t budge from the desk. I didn’t push away from my chair. Or stand.

I couldn’t.

Blame it on yellow sandals. And my wobbly knees.

My hands gripped the corners of the desk like it was a buoy in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. I was planted in my chair and staying put.


I ignored David’s stunned expression and continued to read the teleprompter. There was no way I was going to stand in front of those screens and point to states and maps and arrows and low pressure squiggly lines like I knew what I was doing. At best, I’d look like an escaped chimpanzee doped on Red Bull.

“Tonight, look for clear skies, low humidity and very little wind…” I smiled sweetly as David’s eyes turned into the equivalent of a major freak out.

Jeez, he was pissed.

But he continued to listen; I didn’t give him any other choice. I imagined that he was secretly contemplating what bodily harm to do to me once I finished the weather report.

“Stay with us, folks. We’ll be back right after this short commercial break.” I tilted my head and gave the cameras a final smile before the red light above the camera turned off.

As soon as it did, my head dropped to my desk, landing on the fake wood with a soft thump.

I did it…I did it! I screamed inside my head. I actually freaking did it!

David stormed over to my desk. “What was that all about?”

I lifted my head.

“Why didn’t you walk over to the map?” His eyes blazed. “We had all four of them ready to go for you. All you had to do was point.”

Despite three layers of lip gloss and lip liner, my lips, like my throat, tasted dry. “I wore yellow sandals today.”

“What?” He stepped back, his eyes lowering to my feet.

“I wore the wrong shoes.” My shoulders shrugged. “Would have looked bad.”

David rolled his eyes. “The audience doesn’t see your feet, Callie. You know that! They don’t see anything below your waist.” He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

I felt my face drain. Had he realized that I was an imposter? I swallowed. “Well, I get tired of watching the weather people stand in front of the maps. I’d rather see the maps. Wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t our viewers? The weathermen are always standing in front of all the good parts, like tomorrow’s temperatures.” It was sort of true. And it was the best excuse that I could dream up on short notice.

David shook his head, annoyed. “Yeah, well your audience tunes in to see you, not the maps. Next time you decide to play producer, how about giving me a heads-up, okay?” His eyes demanded my agreement.

“Sorry, David. You’re right. I should’ve let you know. My bad.”

With his jaw still clenched, he stormed back to his place behind the camera where he counted down the last segment of the half-hour program.

And all I could think of was, I did it. Grace Mills did it.

Sure, I may have been the new resident of Callie Collins’s body, but it was all me behind the laminate-oak desk with the empty prop folders. I actually did the news, even the weather, and I didn’t stumble, faint, or vomit. Maybe being a news anchor and weather girl wasn’t such a bad gig after all.

I leaned back in the chair and allowed myself a tiny, contented sigh. If only my college Communications professor could have seen me, the same one who gave me a D for my oral presentation on Indian cuisine. Looking back, I deserved the grade. It probably didn’t help that I’d vomited in his trash can prior to delivering my speech, which really wasn’t much of a speech. I more or less just read a few recipes out loud to the class.

David’s fingers finished the countdown. I could already taste a raspberry scone. Maybe even two. And I wouldn’t be stingy with the powdered sugar either. That was a given.

 


Still beaming from my first (mostly) successful newscast, I opened my dressing room door to find a bouquet of irises waiting for me. They fanned out inside a crystal vase on a table near the window. The fresh aroma competed with the other toxic smells that had already taken up residence in the room. But I could still smell the flowers. Next to lavender, irises were my favorite. How would anyone know that?

Perched in the middle of the flowers was a business card with my name in small print. I plucked out the card.


Callie,

Sorry for being such a bitch this morning. Still friends?

Hugs,
 Alexandra



“Alexandra?” I plopped down into my chair and kicked off my shoes. “Well, that’s different.” I didn’t know she had it in her.

Fingering the note, I suddenly felt guilty. I’d been treating her so coldly since I stepped off the treadmill the second time.

I reached inside my purse and pulled out a pink cell phone. I didn’t know her phone number but, as expected, Alexandra’s phone number was on speed-dial. She probably put it there.

I pressed the number 2 key and waited for the ring.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Alexandra. It’s Gr—” I stopped myself. “It’s Callie. I just got your flowers. They’re lovely. You didn’t have to go to the trouble.”

“No trouble, silly. Just wanted to say I’m sorry about this morning. I shouldn’t have made such a big deal about the calorie diary.” A male cough filled the background before Alexandra muffled the mouthpiece.

“Sorry. You’ve got company. I’ll call back—”

“No biggie.” Her tone was uncharacteristically sweet.

“Well, I just wanted to say that I should be the one apologizing. I know you were only looking out for me. Anyway, the flowers are beautiful and we’re absolutely still friends. No harm done.” My eyes drifted to the infamous calorie counter diary in the silver can next to my dressing table. I padded over and plucked it from the trash. “Hey, where are you, anyway? We missed you on the set today.” Well, maybe just I did.

Alexandra cleared her throat. “I decided to take the day off to do some shopping. Hope you don’t mind, but I do some of my best thinking when I shop. It’s my mental therapy.” She laughed but even for Alexandra it seemed a little forced around the edges.

“No problem. Hope you’re having a nice time.”

“Fab. Hey, how’d the newscast go?”

“Went well, I think. I didn’t faint this time.”

Alexandra sighed. “Callie, you’ve only done the news a million times. Enough with the fainting, already.”

“Yeah, well, I was under the weather the other day.” I paused to wrinkle my nose. “Sorry about the pun.”

Silence.

Alexandra didn’t get my pun. We’d have to work on that. More baby steps…

Instead, she asked, “So, what’s on tap for tonight? Maybe I could get us a couple of appointments at the tanning salon? We haven’t been in a while.”


Tanning salon? In Arizona? Fortunately, I had a valid excuse.

“I’ve got to be at a happy hour tonight. It’s a benefit for a women’s shelter. It’ll be at Mario’s.”

“Mario’s?”

“It’s a great little restaurant.” My chin lifted. “It’s in the middle of old-town Scottsdale. Great place. You should meet me there.” Then I wished I hadn’t said anything.

“Sounds like a total snore, Callie. Let’s meet at Chocolat instead. The crowd is a bit…” Her lips smacked. “Better dressed.”

My chin pulled back and I couldn’t help feeling a little insulted. I loved Mario’s. “Well, I know someone who might be there…”

“At Mario’s? Fat chance.”

“Remember the dark-haired guy who works at the gym? Carlos Flores—.”

“I’ll be there,” Alexandra blurted before I even finished my sentence. “What time?”
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Returning to Mario’s was a bad idea, I knew that, but I was curious about Carlos. All I wanted was a glimpse. He was one of the few parts of Grace Mills that I wanted to remember.

I harbored a recurring secret fantasy that maybe Carlos and I could be friends, even though he’d been about as friendly as thunder when I’d seen him at Goldie’s Gym. So different from how he treated me when I was Grace Mills. But maybe, just maybe, Carlos might learn to like Callie Collins, even a tiny bit. The prospect of a possible friendship lifted my spirits.

I parked in one of the last available spots at Mario’s and scanned the cramped parking lot for Carlo’s black pick-up as I walked toward the front entrance. It was a hard vehicle to miss, with its oversized silver-rimmed tires. But tonight it was missing.

My stomach sank with that realization.

But then I remembered the parking spots in the rear, behind the kitchen, and my emotions continued their internal roller coaster ride.

Carefully, I trudged through the unpaved parking lot, wondering if I’d ever get used to stiletto heels. My ankles didn’t seem to think so. At least I had changed into black shoes to go with my crème-colored linen pants, although I still thought those yellow suede peep-toes were adorable.


An enormous poster stretched across the front door of the restaurant:

Tonight, Mario’s Restaurant and Channel 2 News will team together to support the City of Phoenix Women’s Shelter. Join us for Happy Hour and help this wonderful charity assist thousands of women each year. All proceeds from Drinks and Appetizers will be donated to the Shelter.



It took me a few blinks before it finally registered that it was my photo in the right corner of the poster. It looked like one of those professionally done glamour shots, where everything in the background was kind of golden and fuzzy and perfect. Too perfect.

I leaned closer. Callie—I—looked incredible, even though my face looked a little airbrushed.

Instinctively, I reached up to smooth my hair as I pressed against the restaurant door. It opened into a bright waiting area with wooden benches on three sides and a hostess station in the center. Ten people waited to be seated.

“That’s Callie Collins!” someone whispered from one of the benches the moment I entered. Instantly, my cheeks flushed hot. It was impossible to pretend that I hadn’t heard her.

“Yeah, I think you’re right,” another voice whispered back.


I proceeded toward the empty hostess station and then I froze, grabbing it with both hands.

What’s the protocol? I’d never been noticed before by strangers. Until becoming Callie Collins, I’d never really mattered.

The whispering continued.

Turning slowly, I smiled in the direction of the voices. The people seated on the benches stopped fidgeting and the waiting area grew uncomfortably silent as they waited for me to say or do something.

“Miss Collins?” asked a teenage girl with a shiny complexion. She rose from the bench between a man and a woman—her parents, I presumed. “Can I have your autograph?” She held out a paper takeout menu.

Just to be sure, I pointed a finger at my chest. “Me?”

The girl’s mother blinked wide. “You are Callie Collins, aren’t you? You look just like your picture.” She nodded at the poster on the door.

“Even prettier in person,” the man piped in.

I cleared my throat. “Yes, that’s me. I mean, I’m me.” I paused to take a breath and slow my words. “I mean. I am Callie Collins.” A stifled giggle erupted behind me.

And the girl and her parents stared back at me like I just might be a tiny bit crazy. Quickly, I said, “I’d be happy to,” fumbling inside my purse for a pen.

“Here’s one,” the girl offered. “And if you could write it on this corner.” She pointed to a blank spot above the appetizers section.

I took the menu from her, along with the pen. “Thank you,” I said as I scribbled my name on the paper, reminding myself to write Callie Collins. Then I returned everything to the girl.

“Thank you!” she gushed. “We watch you all the time!”

“Really? Well, I appreciate that.” I felt my face flush all over again.

“I’m going to be on TV too one day,” she added.

I smiled at her. “I’m sure you will.” Then I nodded toward her parents and walked to the safety of the darkened bar where I drew back a breath. It was like walking off a stage. And it would be a painfully long time before I ever got used to being a celebrity, if I ever warmed up to it at all.

No one had ever requested my autograph after tasting a piece of my crumble cake.

Alexandra was already seated at the bar. It was impossible not to be blinded by her shimmery, silver halter top and skintight shiny leather pants. With one thin leg crossed over the other, her foot bounced as though it was keeping time. From the amount of visible cleavage, Alexandra might as well have been topless.

I hung back in the doorway for a moment, watching her.

All of the men in the bar swarmed around her like a school of guppies, waiting patiently for any acknowledgement from her that they could simply exist in her world. Even the bartender was captivated. Just like at the gym, Alexandra made being beautiful look so easy, so effortless. I envied that.

How did she do it? Clearly I should have been taking notes. She was the teacher; I was definitely the pupil.

Alexandra lived for compliments and attention, and she expected both. Who could blame her? She’d probably been fawned over since the day she was conceived.

“Callie!” Alexandra waved from the bar.

Like spotting her was impossible.


I bit back a smirk.

A dozen shiny silver bracelets sprinkled down her forearm as she continued to wave, while eight pairs of male eyes reluctantly left her to gaze at me.

At first they seemed irritated by the interruption. But then their expressions softened.

As usual, my skin flushed all the way down to the hollow of my neck. It was difficult not to run for the safety of the parking lot.

But then I remembered who they were staring at.

So I swallowed my shyness, pulled back my shoulders, and smiled till my cheeks stretched.

The man planted on Alexandra’s right stood immediately, offering his chair.

Grateful, I nodded at him and sat down.

“Boys, you all know Callie Collins from Channel 2, don’t you?” Alexandra paused, waiting for recognition. Her question was meant to be rhetorical, which I realized just as I was about to open my mouth and introduce myself.

The tilt of Alexandra’s head told me that introductions wouldn’t be necessary.

Instead, each of the men began to introduce himself—and I did my best to memorize faces with names. And other things.

“Hi, I’m Randy from Scottsdale…” Beautiful blue eyes.

“My name’s Blaine…” Way too much cologne.

“Ethan…” Nice dimples.

“…Mark.” The whitest teeth I’d ever seen.

We went around the circle until the introductions were completed. I hoped that I wouldn’t be quizzed later.

As they continued talking all at once, my eyes drifted discreetly around the bar and through the door to the restaurant, looking for Carlos.

Carlos. Where are you?

“What would you like, Miss Collins?” the bartender asked.

“Huh?” I blinked, turning. Conversation around the circle paused.

“You’ve got to try the margaritas!” Alexandra shouted, even though she sat beside me. “They’re yummy!” Her words slurred. “I’ve already got a major buzz on.”

Great. A drunk Alexandra.

“Sure, how about a margarita?” I said to the bartender. Then I lowered my voice. “And please, call me Callie.”

The dark-haired bartender nodded. His eyes twinkled over his smile in the same warm way Carlos’s had. I wondered if he was one of his many cousins, part of the same cedar tree.

Then I turned back to Alexandra, who had already read my mind. “Haven’t seen him yet.” She sipped from her drink.

I feigned surprise. “Who?”

But Alexandra rolled her eyes. “You know who…” Her tone was playful. “You can’t play stupid with me.”

I cringed inside. I hated to think I was playing stupid. “No, I don’t.” Unfortunately, I was still the world’s most pathetic liar.

“Mr. Hot-As-A-Thousand-Tamales from the gym, that you-know-who.”


I suddenly felt very uncomfortable. I didn’t like that Alexandra knew my secret. In fact, I didn’t like that she knew Carlos existed. I stared into my margarita glass, which had appeared when I wasn’t paying attention. The blue glass reminded me of my date with Carlos. Quickly, I lifted the heavy drink and took a greedy sip.

Fortunately, the bar grew more crowded and Alexandra lost interest in me. Most of the men gravitated toward Alexandra and me, including the eight hunks already seated around us. Alexandra did enough talking for the both of us and for that I was grateful. Beautiful or not, I just couldn’t stomach small talk.

In the corner of the bar near a hardwood dance floor no bigger than a Twister mat, a four-piece Mexican band began to play. Several couples stood to dance. They all did that fast, two-stepping Latin move that Carlos taught me. He’d made it seem so easy.

“What do you say we grab a couple of these losers and show them how to really dance?” Alexandra slurred behind her hand.

My nose wrinkled from the tequila on her breath. “Maybe in a little while.”

“Oh, come on, we’ve gotten down on most of the dance floors in Scottsdale. What’s wrong with you?” She pulled back her chin and pouted, studying me with her steel-blue eyes that, underneath the bar lights, matched her margarita glass.

“I just don’t feel like dancing right now, that’s all.”

Alexandra leaned against me. “What did you do with my friend Callie?” She pointed a manicured finger at my nose.

“I think you’ve had one too many.” I tried to brush her off by taking a sip of my margarita.

“Even Max thinks you’re different, you know.” Her head began to bob as she struggled to study me.

“Max? When did you talk to him?” I was eager for a new topic. I hadn’t heard from Max all day. Truth be told, I was still uncomfortable around him. Fantasizing was definitely easier than dealing with him in the flesh. You’d think it’d be easy, especially with a killer body like mine, but it wasn’t.

Alexandra took another long sip from her drink and then waved the empty glass at the bartender. “I saw him today at the Biltmore.”

“What was he doing there?”

Alexandra shrugged her pointy shoulders. “Shopping, I guess.” She handed her empty glass to the bartender, who set another drink in front of her. “He may stop by here tonight.”

“Stop by? Why?”

Alexandra turned to me. A maniacal grin stretched slowly across her face. Not bothering to hide her sarcasm, she said, “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because he’s your fiancé? And maybe because he’d like to be with you?”

“Oh. Yeah. That’s right,” I said quickly, ignoring the dig. “Did he say what time he’d be here?”

Alexandra shook her head, her forefinger brushing the salt that lined the rim of her glass. “All this salt will make me retain water.” She reached for a cocktail napkin to wipe it off, grimacing. “You should wipe off yours, too. You can gain a couple of pounds just from salt.”

My jaw clenched. Salt was the tastiest part of a margarita, but I didn’t say so. It would have propelled Alexandra into more diet do’s and don’ts. And I was already guilty of too many don’ts.

Suddenly dancing far away from Alexandra with any one of her eight admirers didn’t seem like a bad idea.

“Be a BFF and call me a cab?” Her words practically collided with each other.


I pulled out my cell phone. “Gladly.”

 

After pouring Alexandra into a cab at the end of last call, I returned to the bar to find Mario.

Thanks to Alexandra, I’d barely had time to talk to him and I wanted to thank him for hosting the fundraiser for the Women’s Shelter. Being the official Channel 2 representative for the event gave me a good excuse to talk to him. I didn’t expect him to know who I was, beyond what he saw on television.

Based on the crowds, and Alexandra’s bar tab, I suspected that a rather substantial check would find its way to the shelter. That made me feel good and was the part of my job I could learn to love. It beat pointing at weather maps and pretending I was a meteorologist.

I walked through the thinning crowd, looking for Mario. Out on the patio, I stopped briefly to glance at the empty table by the gardenia and bougainvillea vines next to the fountain. The tiny white lights across the ceiling still twinkled just as I remembered. On the way toward the kitchen, I glanced inside the bar. Mario was talking to the bartender while he dried martini glasses with a cloth.

Walking toward him, I felt myself smile, a real one this time.

“Miss Collins…” Mario lifted from the bar stool.

His accent made my chest tighten, even though I’d only talked to him once in my whole life.

“I think we had a successful night, eh?” He reached for my hand, just as he’d done the night I first met him. Like a sandwich, he placed my hand between his warm ones.

“Please…call me Callie,” I said, even though some strange part of me wished he’d see me for who I really was—Grace Mills, just a few sizes bigger and more comfortable shoes. “It was a very busy night. The shelter will be pleased, thanks to your generosity.”

“Yes, but the crowds came because of you.” He squeezed my hand.

“Thanks, but I’m pretty sure they came because your food is absolutely the best in the whole state.”

Mario leaned closer and I smelled jalapenos and garlic on his apron.

The spices made me swoon. And reminded me more of Carlos. Oddly, I felt my eyes tear.

Mario didn’t release my hand. Instead, he leaned closer, so that he had to whisper. “In all the years we’ve been doing this, this is the first year we’ve talked.” His eyes studied me. “You know, you’re not what I expected, Callie.”

I fought back a lump in my throat. Then I flashed a smile. “Really? And what did you expect?” I felt silly for asking such a loaded question, but my chest tugged for an answer.

His eyes narrowed. “You’re very different in person. On camera, very sure of yourself.” He paused. “In person, you’re much…softer.”

I laughed. Coming from Mario, at least I knew it was sincere.

“Well, thanks. I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“That’s a compliment, believe me.” Mario released my hand. “I’m an old man who talks too much. I better let you go.”

He motioned forward and walked me to the front door.

I stopped before reaching for the door. “There is one more thing I wanted to ask…” I began. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

“Sí?”

“I think I may know your nephew, Carlos.” I swallowed.

“Carlos? Yes, Carlos is my nephew.” Pride sparkled in his eyes.


“Well, I see him at the gym, Goldie’s Gym.” I paused, suddenly unsure what more I could say and wishing that I hadn’t said anything at all. It was just that looking back at his face—the kindness in his eyes, the curve of his lips—I saw Carlos in his expression, in the way he spoke, even in the way he looked at me. I swallowed. “Anyway, he’s a real nice guy. Very kind. I just wanted you to know.”

Mario’s face brightened, the corners of his eyes crinkling like tissue paper. “Yes, Carlos is a good hombre. A real good guy, you would say. He’s very smart, too.” His round chest puffed over his belt buckle.

“You must be so proud that he’s in law school.”

Mario’s eyes narrowed, confused. “Carlos isn’t in law school.”

My eyes widened. “He’s not?”

He shook his head. “I wish he’d do something like that.”

I began to stammer. Are you sure? I wanted to ask him. “I mean, I thought he was. He said—I thought. I must have misunderstood.”

Mario sighed. “He’s too busy with amateur fighting these days to care about school. Says he wants to turn professional.” I could tell from his expression that Mario was not pleased. “Make lots of money.”

“No. Really?” I pretended not to know.

“All he will do is get more broken bones.”

I nodded, remembering his bruises, hating to think that there’d be more of them.

“Anyway, I will tell him you asked about him.”

My chest tightened. “Yes. Thank you. That would be nice.”

Mario smiled and then held the door. “Goodnight, Miss Callie.”

“Goodnight, Mario. And thanks again. Thanks for everything.”

“You’re welcome. Come back anytime. You’re always welcome here.”

My eyes turned blurry as I walked through the opened door, thankful for the dim lighting.

Head lowered, I walked toward the parking lot, looking through cloudy eyes for my old yellow Volkswagen but finding instead my shiny convertible. It glistened underneath a street light. I pointed the key fob and heard the gentle click of the door lock.

“Callie? It’s about time,” said a voice inside the parked car next to mine.

My arm froze in mid-air, along with every other muscle in my body. Even the tears behind my eyes stopped building.

Then the door opened, and a man climbed out of the driver’s seat. His red car gleamed underneath the streetlight.

“Max?” I blinked. “You scared me.” Make that you totally creeped me out. Other than our two cars, only a handful more remained in the parking lot.

Max chuckled and leaned against the hood of my car, blocking my path to the door.

“What are you doing here?”

His arms spread. “Waiting for you.” His words slurred.

I leaned forward and sniffed. “Have you been drinking?”

His eyes widened. “Haven’t you?”

My arm finally dropped to my side. I clutched my keys. “Why didn’t you come inside?” My hands reached for my shoulders, rubbing them. The air had turned uncharacteristically cool and damp. “You could have gotten something to eat.”

“I did,” he snapped. “But you were busy. Dancing with half the bar.”

My nostrils flared. “It was a charity benefit, Max. It was important that people had fun.”


He lifted off the hood and approached me, his footsteps crunching in the gravel. I could smell tequila in his breath.

Instinctively, I stepped back.

Despite my heels, Max towered over me, confident. Too confident. He seemed pleased that he made me uncomfortable.

He grabbed my arm. My first reaction was to pull away.

But he pulled me closer. Even though it was dark, the whites of his eyes bored into mine. Before I could complain, his head lowered and his tongue invaded my mouth. He tasted like cigarettes.

I pushed away with both hands but his other hand gripped the back of my head, each finger twisting in my hair, his fingertips pressing against my scalp. “Max, stop!” My words gurgled.

He didn’t let go, breathing heavy, and continued to cover my mouth with his. His other hand traveled down my neck, reaching inside my blouse.

Nausea built in my throat.

Max’s fingers were like ice.

I squirmed, trying to break free, but he only gripped tighter. Then, I remembered my car keys. One of the keys pressed against my thumb.

It all happened so fast.

“I said stop!”

Max’s lips moved to the side of my throat.

I jammed my key into his shoulder

He jumped back, clutching his arm. “Shit, Callie! Why’d you do that?”

I rubbed my arm where his fingers squeezed like a vise.

He glared at me. “What is wrong with you?”

“Me?” My tone matched his. “What’s wrong with you?”

He shook his head, confused. “It never bothered you before. You always liked it rough.”

I stared back at him, speechless.

But then his scowl morphed into a smile, as if he was just being playful.

It felt like a nightmare. And didn’t change the anger and confusion I felt.

“Everything okay here?” The voice behind me sliced through the darkness and I spun around, more confused than ever.

“Carlos?” My eyes dropped to his fists. They were clenched and ready.

Mario stood behind him, his chef apron glowing white against the dark. On his other side, two of his cousins stood like links in a chain.

“Oh, great,” Max snarled. “It’s Towel Boy.”

I flashed Max an angry look. Frankly, I was surprised he recognized Carlos.

“Come to the rescue, amigo?” Max took a step toward Carlos, challenging him.

Carlos bristled. But he didn’t budge.

“What?” Max yelled. “You think you can box your way out of this?”

Carlos stayed silent.

“Come on,” Max chided him, waving his fingers. “I’ll go a round with you. Let’s see what you got.”

Carlos stepped closer. “Don’t tempt me.”


“Stop!” I stepped between them, my arms extended. I looked from Max to Carlos as my heart thumped overtime. Of the two, Carlos was the most unreadable but judging from the way his hands clenched, I knew that he was angry. And lethal.

“No, Carlos. Don’t.” My arms began to shake. The bitter taste of Max’s tongue was still fresh in my mouth, and then a sharp pain pierced across my forehead. Dizzy, I turned to him. “Please, he’s not worth it.”

I gasped, swallowing back the words.

But it was too late.

I could hear Max’s ragged breath through his teeth. “What? You’re defending him?”

I stood speechless. I couldn’t answer him.

A gravelly chuckle rumbled in Max’s chest, slowly at first before getting louder. It echoed, bouncing between us. “Okay,” he sneered. “I got it. I can take a hint.” The whites of his teeth flashed. It was a grin but there was enough anger behind his smile to make me shudder. I was glad to be surrounded by Carlos and his family.

With heavy footsteps, Max sauntered back to his car as if he had all the time in the world. Still chuckling and shaking his head, he opened the door, climbed inside, and slammed it closed.

I jumped at the noise.

Through his opened window, his chuckle faded and he said, “This ain’t over.”

Edging closer to Carlos and his cousins, I stayed silent.

We watched as Max peeled out of the parking lot. Everyone except Carlos shielded their eyes from the spinning dust before Max finally reached the street. His tires screeched all the way to the red stoplight, but he didn’t stop. He sped straight through the empty intersection. I watched till his rear lights faded into the darkness.

Finally able to breathe again, I turned to Carlos. He was the only one standing in the parking lot. Mario and the others had already returned to the restaurant. “I am so sorry, Carlos.” My voice sounded out of place in the quiet parking lot. “I’m sorry about the way Max talked to you.”

His lips sputtered as if he could care less. “Are you all right?” His eyes still focused on the street, like he half hoped Max would return.

I licked dust from my lips as my heartbeat slowed. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” The chalky dust helped to disguise the taste of Max in my mouth.

“Was that your boyfriend?” Carlos finally lowered his gaze to mine.

“Fiancé.”

Carlos’s head tilted. I knew him well enough to be sure that he thought I was crazy.

“Was,” I added quickly, as if that made a difference.

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

I nodded, even though inside I was anything but right. My stomach still churned from the shock of what had happened.

“Do you need a ride home?”

Yes! Please! I swallowed. “No, I’ve got my car.” I nodded behind me. “But, thank you anyway.”

Without a word, he followed me the few steps to my car, his hands stuffed in his front pockets. My chest tightened when I remembered his hand in mine in this very parking lot, another life ago.

“Okay, then.” He reached for the handle and pulled back the door while I climbed inside.


“Okay, then.” I slipped into the seat. Part of me wanted to stay with him, but what would I say? He’d only think I was crazier than he already did. My eyes lingered on his face, wondering if there was any part of me that he recognized.

“Your family is like the cedar tree,” I said, taking a chance.

“What?” His chin pulled back.

“Protective. Sacred. Like a tree. Isn’t that what the Cherokee believe?”

He chuckled more out of surprise than humor. “And how would you know anything about old Cherokee Indian legends?”

“Just something that somebody told me once. “

“Who?” He sounded intrigued.

I swallowed. What could I say? “I…I forget,” I stammered. “It’s been a while.”

My breathing hitched when he lowered himself over my window, one arm draped against the door. Was he starting to remember? Did he see something in my eyes? Hear something familiar in my voice?

“Don’t forget to lock.” He shut my door.

My body sank lower into the seat. I nodded weakly through the glass as a lump grew in my throat. I started the car and rolled down the window. “Hey, why didn’t you go to law school?”

His chin pulled back again with more surprise.

“Law school. Why didn’t you go?”

His eyes narrowed. “And how would you know about that too?” His tone changed from intrigue to downright suspicion.

My shoulders shrugged. “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.” Just thought I’d take a chance.

At first, he shook his head. Then he surprised me and said, “Try me.”

I looked up at him, debating whether to tell him. The conversation fast-forwarded in my mind, and in it I sounded certifiable. “Your uncle mentioned it earlier,” I lied, just as another sharp pain stretched across my forehead. I reached for my temple, massaging it quickly.

“Are you sure you can drive? You don’t look so good.”

I nodded, even as I waited for the latest wave of pain to pass. The headaches had become more frequent. I just needed an aspirin. And perhaps even a doctor to tell me why my head ached so much. Was I still suffering from a treadmill side-effect? Shouldn’t they have faded by now? “Maybe we’ll talk some other time?”

Carlos nodded. “See you around the gym.”

“The gym.” My throat turned dryer. That didn’t sound too encouraging. But I supposed it was better than nothing. “Sure.”

Carlos tapped on the roof, an obvious cue for me to take off. Then he backed away.

“Bye, Carlos.”

“Later.” He waved.

I drove forward across the parking lot, careful not to cover him in a wake of dust. With his hands back inside his pockets, Carlos watched my car until I reached the street. As I sat at the red light on Scottsdale Road, he walked across the parking lot and faded into the dark.

As much as I hated to admit it, I really missed Carlos. I hadn’t realized until now just how much.


I twisted off my engagement ring and tossed it inside my purse as I waited for the light to turn green, rubbing the skin where the ring had pinched me. I never would have believed that an engagement ring from Max Kramer wouldn’t feel right.

But it felt nothing but wrong.

The light turned green and I drove down Scottsdale Road to University Avenue. In my rearview, I spotted a black pick-up. Its windows were tinted and all I could see was a yellow glare from the streetlights reflecting off its windshield.

The pick-up truck followed me all the way home, staying behind a safe distance, never getting too close.










Chapter Twenty-Five

Carlos



“What’s the patient’s name, again?”

“Grace Mills,” I said through gritted teeth.

The hospital clerk clicked something into the computer with long red fingernails. “Middle name?”

I cleared my throat. Then I turned to Elena. Elena could only shrug her shoulders. “I don’t know.”

The clerk’s fingernails stopped tapping across the keyboard. Her gaze lifted, holding mine in a suspicious stare-down. It probably didn’t help that I wore sunglasses inside the building, only because I wanted to hide my black eye. “What did you say your name was again?” Her beady eyes traveled down to my forearm where they rested on my cross tattoo.

My jaw clenched as I gripped the edges of the counter more tightly. “My name isn’t the issue. We’re trying to find Grace Mills. And we’re wasting time.”

Her eyebrow arched. “Oh, really?”

Elena’s hand pressed against my back as she leaned closer to the counter. “Ma’am, please. We just got a message from someone named Ellen Lannon at the hospital. Or maybe it was Eileen. She called just a little while ago. We drove here as quick as we could.”

The clerk exhaled through her teeth just as Kathryn and Eddie raced through the front lobby. “Where is she? Is she okay?” Kathryn’s eyes darted between Elena and me, demanding answers that we couldn’t give her. Instead, we parted to make room for her at the counter. Eddie stood behind her like some kind of protective kachina, his hands on her shoulders.

“Are you family?” The clerk’s tone grew more impatient.

I was ready to rip the counter in two. Elena’s hand pressed down harder on my arm in warning.

“Yes, yes, yes! I’m her sister.” Her voice caught on sister. Kathryn was becoming more hysterical. “Is she here? Is she okay?”

The clerk resumed the clicking across the keyboard with her scary looking fingernails that could double as claws. She stared back at a computer screen that only she could see. I wished that I could read the blue reflections scrolling across her eyes. “They’ve got her stabilized,” the woman said finally.

Kathryn crumpled against the counter.

“She’s on the seventh floor, room 706. Intensive care.” The clerk’s eyes paused long enough to rest on Elena and me. Her head tilted. “Family only.”

Kathryn’s nostrils flared and her back stiffened. She grabbed my shoulder. “They’re family. And they’re coming with me.”

We started walking, quickly.

“Be sure to check in with the night nurse when you get to the seventh floor,” the woman called after us.

I followed Kathryn to the elevator. Eddie ran ahead. He kept pressing the UP arrow with his thumb. I considered racing up the stairs, just as the bell dinged.

The elevator doors opened. It was empty.

Kathryn kept covering her mouth with her hand, alternating between breathing heavy and stifling a whimper.

“She’ll be okay. She’ll be okay,” Eddie kept muttering, all the way till the seventh floor as Kathryn covered her face.


I vacillated between wanting to believe Eddie and wanting to kick him down the elevator shaft.

Good thing the elevator rose to the seventh floor faster than it had arrived when we were waiting for it.

All four of us rushed down the hall toward Room 706 as soon as the door opened, not bothering with the night nurse.

“Hey!” a voice said from behind another counter as we made our way down the hall. The nurse jogged after us in shoes that squeaked across the floor.

Kathryn burst into the room first, followed by Eddie. “I’m Kathryn Mills. I’m her sister.”

Two men in blue scrubs wearing masks stood over Grace, or what looked like Grace. It was hard to tell with all the tubes and machines snaked around her body. The second man moved forward, blocking entry to the door for everyone but Kathryn, ushering us all outside the room with his raised palms.

We had to watch the nightmare from behind a glass wall, struggling for a glimpse, a shred of understanding as to what was happening.

One of the men began to talk to Kathryn. She began to cry into her hand again, nodding every so often.

“What do you suppose they’re saying?” Elena whispered beside me.

I shook my head, numbly. I wished I knew, but at first glance, it didn’t look good. Grim reality washed over me. Elena and I had been through all of this before with our mother—the medicinal smells, the tubes, the blue scrubs, and hushed conversations that always delivered bad news.

Finally Kathryn sat beside the bed and I got a better look at Grace. Her face was more gray than pale and her hair was pulled back. She looked so small in the hospital bed, covered in a white sheet and connected to clear tubes, even more than Mamá had during her final days at the hospice. I blinked away the memory, trying not to imagine the worst, but the scene was achingly familiar.

I waited for Grace’s eyelids to flicker, just once. More than anything, I wanted her to sit up and open her eyes. I’d move the building to see that happen.

“Please, Grace,” I mumbled. “Please. Don’t leave. Not now.” My hands reached for the glass, pressing against it.

I don’t know how long I stood there, my hands braced against the cold glass.

Finally Elena whispered, “Carlos, let’s sit down.”

When I looked down at my sister, a hot tear stabbed my eye.

The last time I’d cried was the night our mother died.










Chapter Twenty-Six

Callie



When it got really quiet in my condo, especially in the middle of the night as I lay alone in my king-sized bed, I thought that I heard Kathryn’s voice. I hoped it was her. Despite how angry she made me, I missed her. More than I ever imagined.

And why was it the smallest noises always sounded creepier at night—the air conditioning vent, the refrigerator’s hum, a police siren in the distance. But here was the weirdest part: sometimes I even smelled Kathryn’s lavender perfume.

We had lived together all our lives; even during college we lived at home with Mom and Dad. We’d never been apart, except for one grueling summer when I was twelve and Mom made me go to Camp Fire Girl camp for a week. It was brutal, despite the nightly marshmallows and s’mores around the fire pit. I was homesick from the first night, from the first minute.

But then the phone would ring inside my condo or the windows would fill with sunshine, and I’d shake away the humming and buzzing and the memories and talk myself into feeling better. Kathryn would be happier—freer—without me. I was sure of it.

So I’d get out of bed, drag myself into my enormous shower, drive myself to Goldie’s Gym in my shiny convertible for my daily workout and try to get used to my brand-new life. Thankfully Julie’s miracle concealer did wonders for the dark circles that sprouted underneath my eyes.

With each passing day, the past grew dimmer. The sounds grew fainter and I slept less fitfully.

Becoming Callie Collins was the right decision.

After my blowup with Max, my new life fell into a surprisingly comfortable routine. I’d even stopped checking on the treadmill at Goldie’s Gym. It was like hanging on to a concert ticket stub from a favorite concert, long after it had ended. Finally I just needed to throw it away.

Mornings before work I went to Goldie’s Gym, afternoons were spent at the station and evenings usually revolved around whatever Channel 2 needed me to do—auctions, fund-raisers, parties, even a few interviews. Occasionally, very late at night, when I was at my loneliest, I’d bake. That was always my most favorite time of all. I’d listen to jazz and old Sinatra and feel better.

Baking also made me quite popular at Channel 2. I couldn’t help but stifle a grin one morning when Kirk said, “You could sell these!” as he helped himself to a second raspberry scone, extra powdered sugar.

If he only knew!

Although a single morsel never touched her perfectly shaped and chemically pouty lips, even Alexandra seemed to snicker less often at my almost daily homemade treats.

But she’d grown more distant since the women’s shelter fundraiser too. Sure, she made comments about my shortened workouts or an odd purse and outfit pairing, but they had become less snide and frequent. I think we finally began to tolerate each other.

Max was another story. In the last month, I’d received enough flower bouquets to open up a nursery and apologies for several lifetimes, even though I’d returned his engagement ring with an apology of my own. In a way, I began to feel sorry for him. I knew what rejection felt like.

And then there was Carlos. I’d progressed from my daily infatuation for Max Kramer to waiting for a glimpse of Carlos at the gym. His cool body language made it abundantly clear that he wasn’t interested.


But I was up for the challenge.

 

It wasn’t difficult to learn where Carlos lived. The Goldie’s Gym Front Desk Guy would give me anything I wanted, including extra towels, water bottles, and directions to Carlos’s house. Being Callie Collins had its advantages.

One night after work, I waited for Carlos outside his house. Pathetic, I know, but I was desperate. It gnawed at me that Carlos of all people couldn’t see me, couldn’t sense the real person behind my eyes. I kept waiting for him to look at me at the gym with that lightbulb-just-went-off-inside-his-head expression, like when I smiled at him a certain way or said something remotely familiar such as “Thanks for the towel.” But mostly he ignored me.

Carlos lived in a one-story pink stucco house that could probably fit inside half of my condo. His neighborhood was wedged between the shadows of steel skyscrapers in downtown Phoenix and train tracks that carried a constant stream of slow moving graffiti-covered freight trains. The tidy houses looked out of place, as if the city had built around them as an afterthought. It was sad, really. But his neighborhood, with its front window flower boxes and clothes lines hung between back yards, seemed oblivious to the surrounding blight.

A patchwork of cars and trucks lined both sides of his street and some looked abandoned. My shiny car stuck out like a black eye but at least I could park in front of Carlos’s house, away from the corner streetlight.

When I drove up in front of his house, it was no longer day but not quite night. The sun hung to my back in a sliver of orange just above the horizon. Inside the Flores’ home, a light glowed from a back room. At first I thought I’d knock on the front door, make some kind of lame excuse about forgetting my gym ID and would he have seen it or something. But an excuse wasn’t necessary.

Carlos barreled out the front door, a gym bag slung over his shoulder, five minutes after I arrived. He hurried toward his black truck parked alongside the house.

My stomach fluttered at the sight of him.

And my window of opportunity was closing.

Before I could chicken out, I stepped outside my car and crossed the sidewalk. My heels clicked my approach along the pavement. “Carlos?” A stereo played loud music somewhere down the block as the latest freight train chugged in the distance.

Carlos turned. He raised his hand over his forehead, shielding his eyes. “Yeah?” He squinted toward me against the setting sun. Then his jaw dropped.

I walked toward him on the narrow sidewalk till I stood in the glow of the front porch light. Moths danced around the exposed yellow light bulb. I wanted to blurt everything all at once but fortunately I just started with a feeble “Hi.”

“Callie?” His voice was as stunned as the expression stretched across his face. “What are you doing here?”

I exhaled, trying to remember my rehearsed speech, stumbling over words that I hadn’t planned on saying. “Well. I. You know. Well,” I stammered in vintage Grace Mills fashion. Where was Callie Collins’s confidence and Toastmaster speaking skills when I needed them?

Carlos walked closer, looking me up and down, as if he couldn’t quite believe I was real. He settled for, “Are you lost?” as he looked down the street for someone else to pop up behind me. A doctor with a straitjacket, maybe.


I ignored his obvious surprise. “Yeah. You could say that I’m a little lost.” Strangely, just hearing his voice loosened the muscles in my shoulders. “I need your help, Carlos.” Every part of me wanted him to recognize something about me—the tone of my voice, the desperation in my eyes, my smile—but he looked at me only as someone who could never exist in his world.

Carlos blinked, relented, and then finally shrugged. “Well, okay. Where do you need to go?”

My throat tightened, my knees weakened with the weight of his question. “Home.” I held on to the word. “I think I want to go home.”

“You think or you know?”

“I know.” I paused. “I’ve finally made up my mind.”

He chuckled. “Well, you’re a long way from home, chica, in case you hadn’t noticed. Somehow I don’t think you live on the south side.”

“I know.”

“Good. That’s a start.” He paused. “Then what do you need from me?”

“Don’t you know who I am, Carlos?” I took a small step closer and reached out my hand, just for a moment. “I’ve been waiting for you to see me. Don’t you remember?”

His chin pulled back. Then his eyes narrowed. “Have you been drinking or something?” He mumbled something in Spanish.

“Me? Hardly. I mean, I hardly ever drink. Only occasionally. Sangria, sometimes.” My stuttering returned. “I just needed…” I paused and drew back a steadying breath. “I just needed to talk to you. To apologize. To make everything right.”

“Apologize for what?”

I swallowed. “It’s kind of complicated.”

“Well, I’m kind of late.” He glanced down at his bare wrist. “So, if you would tell me where you need to go, I’d be glad to help you out. Give you directions.” He hitched his bag higher on his shoulder.

“Where are you going?” I wanted to go with him. I didn’t care where.

“I’ve got an appointment.” He twirled his key ring around his forefinger. “And I’m late. So…”

My chest tightened. I hated that Carlos wanted to abandon me, wanted to be as far away from me as possible. I took another step toward him.

He stepped back.

I reached for him but then my arm dropped to my side. “I can’t believe you don’t recognize me. Don’t I remind you of anyone? Anyone at all?”

His eyes widened. Loca, he muttered. “Hey, lady, you’re starting to freak me out.”

I inhaled. “Think, Carlos. Think back. Think hard.”

He shook his head with a nervous chuckle. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” His eyes stared back at me blankly.

“Nothing?”

His head shook again.

I moaned. “I’m running out of time.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, I can kind of see that.”

“You can?” My shoulders lifted, hopeful.

“Look, I’m not interested. If that’s why you’re here.”

“Not even a little? Why?”

“I’m not dating. At the moment.”

“Why?”

His lips sputtered. “I’m training. Don’t need the hassle.”


“Is there someone else?”

“Was,” he said abruptly. “Was someone else.” Then his lips pressed together, as though he wished he’d kept silent.

I felt like I hit a sore spot. Carefully, I asked, “Who? Anyone I know?”

“No one you’d know,” he murmured quietly.

“Try me.”

“I said, you wouldn’t know her.”

But I didn’t look away. If anything, my eyes bore harder into his, refusing to budge.

He smirked. Then his chin lifted. “Her name was Grace.”

My eyes widened. “Did you say Grace?”

He shook his head and then reached for the handle to his driver’s door. “Now, I gotta go. I’m late.”

“Grace who?” My question came out like a gush of air.

“Don’t matter.” He opened the door and threw in his bag.

“But, what happened?”

Carlos sighed, visibly agitated. He climbed into the driver’s seat.

“I need to know,” I said when he wouldn’t answer. “Please.”

He looked at me through his opened window. He smiled but it was a sad smile. “She just up and left one day. No word. Just left.” He paused to inhale. “Satisfied?”

I nodded, slowly, my mind simultaneously numb and racing with all sorts of things I wanted—needed—to tell him. But none of it would make sense here.

“Now, would you mind if I got going now?” He didn’t bother hiding his irritation. He turned the ignition.

“I’m sure she had her reasons.”

“Who?” he laughed.

“Grace.”

His head snapped back, still laughing softly, but he said nothing.

“Maybe she’ll come back to you?”

He laughed again, a sad sort of chuckle. “Doubtful.”

“I’m sorry, Carlos. I’m so very sorry.”

His eyes widened. “You’re sorry? For what?”

A lump formed in my throat, so raw that I could barely speak. It hurt to swallow.

“Look, this isn’t the best neighborhood after dark. You should probably get going. Trust me.” His engine revved.

“I did trust you,” I said, but he didn’t hear me over the engine. “And I should never have left you too. You most of all.”

Another engine rev.

Without another word, I spun around and walked down the sidewalk, my stiletto heels echoing louder across the pavement the farther I got from his truck. They clicked down the street all the way to my car. In the distance, the freight train sounded a lonely horn.

Carlos didn’t pull out of his driveway until I got inside my car. He watched as I sped down his street toward Sixteenth Street and the freeway. I drove east, tears streaming down my face, angry at myself. I’d made such a mess of things.

There was only one more place to go.


When I reached the Desert Diner, I parked my car across the street. I shut off the engine and gazed up at the red-brick building. My eyelids felt as heavy as my head. It was an effort to lift them. I shook my head, forcing myself to focus.

The dark street was mostly deserted. Someone turned off the light over the front door, to the diner, although a light glowed from inside the windows.

My eyes traveled up to the apartment. The curtains were open to the living room and the window glowed a pale yellow. I closed my eyes, picturing my parents inside, watching television, listening to music, watching a movie, planning menus, paying bills. Simple things.

I closed my eyes, picturing all of it at once, inhaling a deep breath of it and holding it inside like a wish.

When my eyes opened, I looked back at the apartment windows. They’d all grown dark and I sighed. I brushed away a tear on my cheek before turning on the ignition to pull away from the curb.

With my right hand, I reached into my opened purse on the seat beside me. I grabbed all of my cash.

Carefully, I drove down the alley behind the diner, my tires creeping over the gravel. “Charlie?” I called out from my window. My voice bounced between the buildings. “Charlie? Are you there?”

I turned off the engine again, listening for movement. The light from the diner’s back door light shined across the hood of my car. I squinted against the glare.

Cardboard rustled and I turned toward the noise. A shadow emerged beyond the headlights, first the silhouette of a head, and then the rest of a body. I should have been terrified, but I’d seen it a thousand times. Not seeing him would frighten me even more.

Silent, Charlie approached my car. His face a ghostly pale, he wore his usual Army jacket, his hands stuffed in the front pockets.

“Hi, Charlie. It’s me…Gr…” My lips pressed together, stopping myself. “Well, let’s just say it’s me.” I paused to smile at him. It was so good to see a familiar face. “I’ve got something for you.”

Charlie’s head tilted, confused, but he approached my driver’s door anyway.

“Here.” I held out all the money from my wallet, four twenty-dollar bills. “I know this seems kinda weird, but I really wish you’d take this.”

But Charlie didn’t reach for the money. His hands remained jammed in the front pockets of his worn green jacket.

My arm stretched as long as it would go, the bills clutched in my hand.

“Grace, you don’t belong here.” His voice was deep and ragged. “You need to go home. Now.”

My jaw dropped.

“You need to go home.” His voice turned urgent. It was probably the most alarmed I’d ever heard him in my entire life. “You don’t belong here. You never belonged here.”

My throat turned bone-dry. “You know me? You see me?” My arm stayed frozen over the car door. A cool breeze swept through the alley, swirling tiny hairs that tickled my face. A compressor or heater hummed somewhere in the distance.

Charlie didn’t answer. “Leave here, Grace. Now.” Then he turned for the shadows, his footsteps crunching over the gravel.

“Charlie, wait!” I brushed my hair from my eyes, but Charlie blended into the darkness, the gravel growing softer.


I blinked against the night. It was like he simply disappeared. I began to wonder if I’d seen him at all. “Charlie! Come back. Please,” my voice begged. “I’d like to talk to you. I need to talk to you. I need you!”

He didn’t answer.

A stray cat jumped down from the Dumpster and snarled, clearly annoyed by my intrusion.

I debated whether to follow Charlie down the dark alley but a sharp, dizzying pain pulled across my forehead. When I reached for my temples, the bills swirled into the sky as I waited for the dizziness to fade.

Then I put the car in reverse, the tires crunching over the gravel.

I backed out of the alley onto the road and then drove straight for my condo, a place lonelier than the alley I left behind.
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The next day, the dull ache across my forehead not only returned but grew sharper and more frequent.

Several extra-strength aspirins later, I drove to work. I’d never missed a day of work in my life and had no intention of starting now.

“It feels like someone’s jabbing shish kebab skewers into my head,” I told Julie as she applied another layer of eyeliner before the noon newscast.

“Probably just tension. I’ll give you the number to my masseuse.” She stepped back to survey her handiwork under the bright lights in my dressing room which, frankly, burned my eyeballs. “The woman does wonders, Cal.”

“But I’m ticklish.”

She frowned at me. “So live a little. A massage will do you good.”

“I’ll think about it,” was all I could promise as she began to work at the back of my head with a round brush and a blow dryer. Each stroke from her brush jabbed at my migraine. I couldn’t help but wince with each pull.

Julie turned off the blow dryer. “Another one?” She grimaced in sympathy.

I forced a smile, waiting for the latest wave of pain to pass. “Only a short one this time. I think they’re getting better,” I lied.

“Maybe you should tell David you can’t make it today. Sean could take your place.”

“Sean is on vacation.” I rubbed my temples. “I just need to lay down for a few minutes. I’ll be fine. Promise.”

Julie held on to my elbow as she helped me down from the chair. She didn’t let go until she led me to the couch.

I sank into the leather. It felt pleasantly cool against my skin. “I just need a few minutes.” My eyes felt heavier, and not just because of all the eye makeup. They closed instantly. “I think I’m feeling better already…” My voice trailed off.

Julie placed a light blanket over my legs before my vision turned black.

“Thanks,” I whispered. Even speaking hurt my head. I’d never had a migraine as bad as this one.

“Don’t mention it,” she whispered back. A few moments later, the dressing room door clicked shut. Soon all I heard was my own ragged breathing.

I pulled the blanket close to my chin and everything went blessedly dark and silent.

The next time my eyes opened, the window glowed orange-yellow from the Phoenix streetlights below.


Orange?

I bolted upright. “Damn it!” I was late.

A flash of white fuzz exploded before my eyes, throwing me backwards against the couch. Then my head fell forward into my hands and I rubbed my temples, waiting for the pain to pass. It only lasted a few seconds this time. I regarded this as an encouraging sign, a window of opportunity to move before the next wave started.

Tossing the blanket to the other side of the couch, I rose and felt my way to my dressing table, reaching for the light switch. I squinted against the light until my eyes adjusted. The lights shone so brightly that I almost missed the pink post-it note taped to the mirror:


Hi Callie,

We didn’t want to wake you, sorry. You really had a bad migraine this time and we thought it was best that you sleep. We were able to find a replacement after all. Call me on my cell if you need a ride home.

Love,
 Julie



I touched Julie’s note and smiled weakly. Then I thought about finding David to apologize, assure him that I’d be ready for work tomorrow, bright and early. But another sharp pain jabbed down the center of my head. Instead of just my forehead, it sliced down the center of my entire body. Nausea began to build inside the pit of my stomach. I swallowed it back, struggling to stand.

I needed to get home. Julie was right. Maybe I had been working too hard. Maybe I should see a masseuse. Or a doctor.

The digital clock on my dressing table blinked 7:00 pm. I’d been asleep for almost nine hours. It was as if my morning coffee had been drugged or something, loading my body down like a cement block.

Grabbing my shoes and purse, I walked toward the door, my knees still wobbly. I turned out the lights, hopeful that I wouldn’t have to see anyone till I got to the condo.

When I reached the lobby, I stopped to see Kevin, a habit that I’d developed since my second day as Callie Collins when I learned that he liked to bake. That day I asked him if he liked raspberry scones and he said they were his favorite. We’d been fast friends ever since.

After work we’d talk recipes, his family and, of course, the weather. One time he’d asked me about my own family and I really didn’t know what to tell him except lie and say they all lived in Colorado, which was only partly true. My cousins—Grace’s cousins—lived in Boulder.

Migraine or not, I couldn’t dash past him without a hello, especially when he was usually one of the highlights of my day. I never missed an opportunity to talk about things requiring powdered sugar and vanilla extract.

“Hi, Kevin.” I crossed the empty lobby toward him from the elevator to the front desk where he sat in front of a computer playing solitaire. It hurt to smile and my voice echoed loudly—too loudly—inside my head.

Kevin immediately reached for his train conductor hat but then left it sitting on the counter when he saw it was me. “Callie.” He gave up trying to call me Miss Collins, especially after I confessed to him that it didn’t seem right that anyone who’d served in the Vietnam War should call me Miss Anything. He refused to let me call him by his last name too, so I guess we were kind of even.

He met me in the middle of the foyer with his brow furrowed. “The wife and I missed you on the noon news today. What happened?”


I waved it off. “Oh, nothing really. Just a little headache today. That’s all.”

The crease between his eyebrows deepened. “Just tired?” His eyes began to scan my face like he was searching for clues.

I immediately began to fidget with a button on my wrist, deflecting his gaze. “I’ll be back in the studio tomorrow.” My voice sounded too bright. “Guaranteed.”

“Yeah, well, that Alexandra Summers gal took your place today.” He winced as though watching the newscast was painful. “I know she’s your friend, but she can’t hold a candle to you.”

“Alexandra?” My eyes widened even though it hurt. Julie didn’t tell me that, although I never got the chance to ask her either.

Kevin’s chest puffed out as he inhaled. “She doesn’t have your style and warmth, your finesse.”

“Really?” I have warmth? Style? “Well, thanks,” I stammered. “But I’m sure Alexandra did fine. And she’s got way more experience than me.”

Kevin tsked me, sort of like Dad used to do when I put myself down. “You’re too nice.”

I sighed inwardly. Not really.

The elevator bell rang behind me. Kevin glanced over my shoulder, putting on his hat.

“Well, I better get upstairs and get some sleep if I’m going to make it to work early tomorrow. It’s been a long day.”

“Yes, you better.” He nodded in agreement. “Have a nice evening, Callie. Make sure you get plenty of rest. I find that a nice cup of peppermint tea before bed sometimes helps.”

I inhaled. Peppermint sounded wonderful, preferably with a warm sugar cookie. Or three. “I’ll give it a shot. You have a nice evening too.” I fished inside my purse for my keys. “Please say hello to your wife.”

“Will, do. ’Night, now.” He winked.

The elevator bell rang again and I got on. It was empty and I sank against the rail as the elevator rose to my floor. Even though I’d slept most of the day, I felt like I could sleep another nine hundred hours more.

As soon as I opened my front door, I kicked off my shoes and didn’t wait before I rubbed the toes on both feet while I hung on to the doorknob with one hand.

The foyer was dark, except for the light from the hallway outside my front door. Leaning against the doorknob, I stood hunched over, massaging my right foot. I moaned in ecstasy as I rubbed each freed toe before stepping onto the cold tile.

In between my moans, I heard whispering inside my bedroom.

I bolted upright, clinging to the front doorknob.

At first I thought it was the echo of my own relieved moans. But when I tilted my head for another listen, a new wave of white fuzz burst in front of my face. I reached for my temple, pressing a finger against it.

It wasn’t exactly the best time to be fussing with a migraine. Or the nausea that followed. I wasn’t thinking clearly enough to be dealing with intruders.

Instead of walking outside the front door like a normal, rational person, I picked up one of my stilettos with the heel pointed outwards.

On tiptoe, I crept closer to my bedroom door. The door was closed and it was just off the front foyer. The room was dark underneath the door.

I reached for the doorknob.

Then a man groaned. My hand pulled back.


And a woman giggled.

The bed sheets—my bed sheets—rustled.

Another groan and I heard something soft plop to the hardwood floor. Pillows, probably. The bed was littered with them.

Drawing back a breath, I reached for the doorknob again. Quietly, I turned it. It didn’t make a squeak.

The door opened a crack.

I stuck my hand inside and reached for the light switch, brushing my fingertips against the wall till I found it. My other hand clutched my shoe, ready to use it.

Without another thought, I flipped the switch, bathing the room in an annoying white light.

Voices gasped.

The chandelier over the middle of my bedroom lit up my four-poster, king-sized bed.

And the naked bodies of Alexandra Summers and Max Kramer.

I squinted against the light.

Max reached for the sheet and pulled it up to his chest.

Alexandra pulled at the sheet too, although not as quickly. She let my eyes linger on her glistening skin before she discovered any modesty, and then she barely allowed the sheet to cover much of anything. It was the first time I had ever seen her sweat. Ever. Until this moment, I didn’t think she had functioning sweat glands.

“Callie?” Max tugged at more of the sheet to cover the space between his legs. Like it mattered.

“Yeah, that’s me.” I stepped closer. “I live here. Remember?” I wondered how they got past Kevin. Then I realized they must have entered through the parking garage, bypassing the lobby. Otherwise, Kevin would have mentioned that he saw them.

Alexandra giggled again and bit down on her lip when I glared at her. Frankly, she looked halfway irritated by the interruption. “We can explain.” Her voice held little enthusiasm for explanations. She sank back against a pillow, folding one emaciated arm over her head; the other, across her chest.

I rolled my eyes at the both of them. Frankly watching Alexandra and Max in bed was like watching cheesy porn. But feeling oddly bold, I folded my arms across my chest, letting my stiletto drop to the floor, and waited. I had a pretty good idea who’d speak first.

“Well, I came by,” Max stammered, licking his lips, “to see you. To talk.” His eyes darted nervously between Alexandra and me. “Used my key,” he added, as if that made having sex in my bed a good enough reason.

“And so did I,” Alexandra said with big innocent eyes.

“I guess you hadn’t heard that I wasn’t feeling well today?” My question was directed at Alexandra. “And I heard you took my place.” In more ways than one.

She smiled, just a tiny one. “Oh, yes.”

“We just wanted to see how you were doing,” Max continued. “Hadn’t heard from you in a while. You haven’t been returning my calls.” He dragged his fingers over the top of his head. His hair stood up in a peak. “And then Alexandra and I started talking…” Still wide-eyed, he looked at Alexandra for confirmation.

Alexandra met his gaze but only pursed her plump lips and said nothing.

I laughed. “And you two thought you’d just get it on? In my bed?” It was hard not to laugh.


Alexandra’s eyes darkened. It was not the reaction she wanted. She sank lower in the bed.

My voice remained strangely calm. “Figures, Alexandra. Can’t say that I’m surprised.” I sighed, almost with what felt like relief. “I am surprised, though, that it hadn’t happened sooner.”

Max leaned forward. “It’s not like that, Cal.” His forehead became shiner the more he squirmed. Clearly he wasn’t having as much fun as Alexandra.

But then Alexandra turned her darkening mood on Max. “Sure it is!” She blurted. “Tell her! Tell her everything!”

I watched Max’s Adam’s apple travel to the top of his neck and then lodge there like a peach pit. His usually tanned face looked ghostly pale underneath the chandelier. He fidgeted like a school boy who just got caught passing a note.

Alexandra sighed and rolled her eyes. “Well, I guess it might as well be me.” She turned to me. “We’ve been sleeping together for months.” She waved her hands helplessly, as if to say, who could resist my charms? Then the grin returned to her face.

I wanted to puke.

“Your fiancé has been unable to keep his hands off me.”

“He’s not my fiancé.”

Max looked worse than I did with a migraine.

“There.” Alexandra said with finality. “I said it. It’s out, now.” She paused and then began to examine a fingernail. “I really can’t believe you never suspected.”

My jaw clenched. “And I’m sure you’ve been dying to tell me.” My eyes stayed fixed on Alexandra. “Just waiting for the right moment.”

Alexandra lifted her gaze to mine, but not without an eye roll.

Finally, I turned to Max. “Well, don’t lose too much sleep over it. I’m glad for you. You deserve each other.” My arms dropped to my sides.

Max’s back stiffened. “Callie, wait. Let’s talk about this.”

But I lifted my palm, stopping him, while Max pinched his nose with his thumb and forefinger. That’s when I noticed white powder on his nostrils.

The sight of it made me even more nauseous.

“You’ll have to continue this—” I wiggled my finger between them, “—somewhere else.”

Alexandra clung to Max’s arm.

I looked at my wristwatch. “You’ve got exactly two minutes to get the hell out of here.” I glanced again at my wristwatch. “And don’t think for a second that I won’t call Kevin for help.”

They both looked at me, stunned.

“Well? Get going!” My voice thundered. “You just wasted ten seconds.”

Alexandra sighed before lifting off the bed, buck-naked.

I turned for door. Over my shoulder I said, “And I’ll need both sets of keys.”

When I reached the foyer, my whole body swayed like I just stepped onto a boat. I hadn’t realized how hard I’d been working to hold myself together until I was finally alone. The white fuzz returned and the pain sliced across my forehead.

Just one more minute till they’re gone, Grace. I told myself between deep breaths. Just hold on.


They must have believed me because one minute later Max emerged from the bedroom, shirtless, his black work pants all wrinkled and his fly open. My eyes didn’t even drift to his perfectly chiseled abs like they’d done so many times at Goldie’s Gym. He could never again make my stomach flutter. Frankly, I could barely stand the sight of him. I just wanted him gone, along with his pencil-thin girlfriend.

We both stood silently, although Max’s lips kept moving and then shutting, as if he was trying to say something but forgot the words. Honestly, I really don’t know what he could have said that would have made anything better.

Then Alexandra emerged, carrying a tube of lipstick and applying it as she walked. The woman was a freak of nature. There wasn’t a wrinkle anywhere in her dress, she even managed to slip on pantyhose, and her hair looked like it had been professionally styled. How’d she do it?

I didn’t want to know. Didn’t care anymore.

In her other hand, she dangled a pair of black stilettos which made the six-inch heels I wore look like ballet slippers.

All I could do was shake my head. I had to marvel at how easy it was for her to be perfect. Unfortunately that was where her talents ended.

“What?” She stopped applying her dark-red lipstick long enough to lock onto my gaze.

“Keys?” I held out my hands.

Alexandra dropped her keys in my hand. Max waited a second, though, as if we still had a chance to patch things up.

As Alexandra leaned on Max to slip on her shoes, she couldn’t resist a parting shot. I expected it. “Isn’t it funny?” A maniacal grin had taken over her face. “I’ve got Max. And next I’ll have your job.” She paused long enough for her right eyebrow to arch. “If you’re lucky, you’ll be my assistant.” She giggled.

In her heels, Alexandra towered over me. I could only look up and meet her smile. “Alexandra. It’s yours. You can have it all.”

Alexandra’s smug smile faded instantly.

“You’re welcome.”

She started to blink, almost in slow motion.

I grinned at her. “Goodbye, Alexandra. Goodbye, Max.” I reached for the door and pulled it open. With a wave of my hand, I ushered them out, ignoring the stabbing pain at my temples.

“Callie.” Max tried again.

Frankly, I gave him points for persistence.

But when I didn’t respond, his shoulders caved forward in final defeat.

“Out,” I commanded. “Now.”

Silently, they passed through the doorway, Max following Alexandra like a confused puppy.

I gently shut the door. Then I bolted it, just in case there was a phantom third house key in one of their pockets.

Finally quiet, I slipped down to the cold marble floor, one tired vertebrae at a time pressing against the wood. It was good to be alone.

For once, it didn’t feel so bad.

Behind me, I reached up for the corner table where I stashed my unopened mail. My purse rested on the corner. I pulled it down and reached inside for my cell phone.

Thank god for speed dial. I don’t know if my eyes would have found the strength to focus on the tiny keys. Fortunately, I only had to press 3.

I cleared my throat as the phone rang. “Kevin?” I said when he answered. “Hi, it’s me. Callie. Could you do me a big favor tomorrow?”










Chapter Twenty-Seven

Carlos



Kathryn and I sat on either side of Grace’s bed, silent.

Every so often, a nurse would enter the room to check a tube, empty a clear bag, or adjust one of the humming machines.

And occasionally, only for a moment, Grace’s eyelids would flicker. I’d look across at Kathryn and she at me, our expressions hopeful.

“Do you think she can hear us?” Kathryn asked me.

I leaned over Grace’s arm. An IV needle was stuck inside a vein in her wrist. I wanted to hold her hand but I was afraid it would hurt her. “I hope so,” I said.

“Good. ’Cause there are so many things I need to tell her.” Kathryn’s voice caught. “So many things I should have said, things I’ve been holding inside since our parents died. I haven’t been honest with her.” She stroked Grace’s cheek with the back of her hand.

Then she looked across at me and smiled, sadly. “I’m always pushing her to be someone she isn’t when she’s perfect the way she is. Why is that?” She laughed but the laughter stuck inside her throat.

My chest tightened. I shook my head. I couldn’t imagine asking Grace to be anything she wasn’t.

“She was the strong one after our parents died, not me. She pushed us forward. It should have been me though. I’m the oldest. I should have known better.”

“Kathryn.” I exhaled, unsure what to tell her. She was torturing herself with guilt, but at the same time I felt protective of Grace.

She continued. “We never really talked about it. The accident, I mean. It all happened so fast. Maybe if we had, things wouldn’t have become so crazy, so mixed up. But things are always so busy…” Her voice trailed off.

“Running a business is hard work—”

She chuckled. “Yep,” She popped the p.  “That, it is.” Then she inhaled, releasing the breath out slowly. “If only I loved it half as much as Grace. She clings to it. Sometimes I wonder if she thinks it will bring our parents back.” Kathryn paused, tilting her head, still staring down at Grace. “Funny, but she can’t let it go and I can’t get away from it fast enough.” She choked back a sob. “Crappy, huh?”

“Maybe you should take a break. Go down to the cafeteria and get something to eat. I’ll stay here. I’ll watch her.” I looked behind me for Eddie and Elena. To be honest, I had no idea where they were and no idea when they left. Elena may have taken my truck and gone home. I hoped she had. The doctor said it could be hours, even days, before Grace regained consciousness. He also said that sometimes a mental trauma, even depression, could make a coma worse.

“Can I bring you something? Some coffee?” Kathryn stood, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

I looked up at her. My eyes burned but they were too anxious to close. “Sure. Coffee sounds good.”

Kathryn nodded but then she turned back to Grace. She stroked her cheek one last time. Grace’s eyelids flickered and we both leaned closer. “Doctor said sometimes grief makes the brain shut down and do some weird things.” She turned to me. “You think she’ll wake up soon?”

I inhaled. “Yes. Grace will wake up. She has to. I won’t give her a choice.”

“Good.” Kathryn’s shoulders pulled back. “Me neither.”










Chapter Twenty-Eight

Callie



I felt something delicate. It tickled my cheek like a feather.

My eyes flew open, cloudy, and I didn’t know where I was. All around me, I was bathed in a golden light.

The pounding in my head had stopped, fortunately. Finally my eyes could focus but my eyelids were dry.

Then I realized where I was.

I’d fallen asleep on the marble floor in the foyer of my condo.

The stone felt wonderfully cool against my skin. I lifted my face to the door; it was still bolted. Then I turned toward the windows. Happy morning light streamed through all of the windows at an angle, tiny dust particles floating in the air like silver sparkles.

I never made it to my bedroom, not that I wanted to sleep in my bed. I’d sooner burn it first.

Slowly, I lifted myself up, my legs still wobbly. I rubbed my eyes and waited for my head to stop spinning because I had some serious work to do this morning.

This time, though, I’d get it right.

Last night, I’d written a letter, sealed it inside an envelope and given it to Kevin. I asked him to give it to me the next time he saw me. A strange request, sure. But Kevin promised to do it. No questions asked.

An hour after leaving my condo, I was gaping one last time at perfection in the mirrors at Goldie’s Gym.

I reached up to tuck my hair behind my ear. A perfect blond curl had fallen uncharacteristically loose from my ponytail. I smiled anyway and sighed at my flawless complexion, slender body, wispy arms that looked so lovely in sleeveless T-shirts and, of course, my perfect feet. Weirdly, I’d probably miss my perfect size six feet most of all. Shoe shopping had never been so much fun.

But that was okay. Perfection was too complicated.

I only hoped the Goldie’s Gym treadmill could take me back to where I needed to be. Where I wanted to be all along. I was a fool to have ever left.

I took a final deep breath and one last long look. I was ready for all of my imperfections with no regrets. And I wanted Carlos Flores to look at me the way he’d never look at me when I was Callie Collins. I had begun to miss that most of all.

Quickly, I threaded my gym bag over my shoulder and jogged toward the aerobic room.

A moment later, I practically crashed to my knees.

The spot on the floor where the new treadmill sat was empty—as in missing.

Gone.

Vanished.

I gasped for breath, pressing a hand against my chest, feeling the floor spin again. My gym bag slipped off my shoulder. It thumped to the ground. My hands began to shake as I considered the alternatives.

What alternatives?

There were none. There was only one way back.

My mind raced. The treadmill had been sitting there for weeks. Until the day I needed it most of all.


The only evidence of its existence were four deep indentations in the brown carpet, but I remembered it, sitting there. It wasn’t just my imagination.

I rubbed my hands together to quell the shaking while I scanned the rest of the room—hoping, wishing, pleading for it to reappear. The treadmill had to be around the gym somewhere. It couldn’t just walk away by itself. Could it?

I turned to the guy peddling a nearby stationary bicycle. “Do you know where the new treadmill went? The one that used to be here? Right here?” I pointed to the empty space on the carpet.

Bicycle Guy popped out his earbud. He smiled as his eyes swept over me, and I fought the urge to scream. “Treadmill?” He said the word like he’d never heard it before. His shoulders shrugged. “Don’t know about the treadmill but nobody’s using the bicycle next to me.” He nodded an invitation to the empty machine beside him.

“Forget it,” I murmured, my breathing wheezing through my teeth. I had to find that treadmill. It was a matter of life and—well, another perfectly good life.

I spun in place, still scanning the gym. The walls were starting to close in on me. My forehead began to throb, although it was probably more accurate to say that the throbbing had never stopped.

But then I had a breakthrough: Chad.

Again, Front Desk Guy might prove useful.

Dashing out of the aerobic room, I raced across the gym to the front entrance, leaping over hand weights and benches like an Olympic hurdler.

Bicycle Guy yelled after me, “Hey, you forgot your bag!” but I ignored him.

“Chad,” I said just as soon as I reached the front desk. I gripped the edges of the counter to steady myself. With a tilt of my head, I forced a smile, the kind that demanded attention, the kind that women like Callie Collins got away with. “What happened to the new treadmill?” I asked, not caring that there were three people at the counter waiting for Chad to swipe their badges and allow entry.

As expected, Chad ignored the other customers, including one pale girl with an oversized T-shirt and bicycle shorts. Jeez, I hated being That Girl, the one who got whatever she wanted—but I was desperate.

“What treadmill, Callie?” Chad chirped, leaning over the counter with his elbows, ready to dish.

“The new one that used to sit on the right corner of the first row.” I turned, pointing toward Bicycle Guy who looked back at us and waved.

But Chad didn’t look to see where I pointed. He was too busy panting at me like a Chihuahua.

I spun back around, reaching for his bony shoulders. My teeth clenched. “Concentrate, Chad.” It became impossible to maintain my smile. “It’s important.”

Chad’s eyes grew wider in direct proportion to the desperation in my voice. Finally, he swallowed. “I think Carlos moved the treadmill in the back.” He lifted his hand and pointed behind me. “Something was wrong with it. It’s broken, I think. You can blame him, not me.”

I turned, following his finger. “In the back? Where?” I wouldn’t let myself accept the it’s broken part.

“Over there.” He pointed vaguely again, like it was a major effort to lift his arm. But then I realized I was squeezing his shoulders pretty hard.


I squinted, following the trace of his finger just past the aerobic room and weight room. But I saw nothing.

No back.

No doorway.

Only more hallways filled with floor-to-ceiling mirrors. It was like one of those crazy fun-houses at the fair that were creepy and not really fun at all. Then I realized that I’d never seen those mirrors before. Or the new hallway.

But there was no time for questions about the architecture.

I released Chad’s shoulders, at the same time scanning the gym for Carlos. Carlos would be able to help me. He’d know.

“Is Carlos around?” I turned back to Chad who’d taken one step away from the counter. The line of customers behind the counter had disappeared. “Help me, please, Chad,” I begged. “I’ve got to find that treadmill.”

Chad’s smile had become as forced as mine. “Sure thing, Callie. I’ll show you. Follow me.”

My jaw softened and I instantly regretted snapping at him. But if he could only point me in the right direction…

He hopped over the counter and started walking.

I caught up easily and walked beside him.

“Why’s this treadmill so important, anyway?” He glanced at me sideways.

“I…I think I may have left…” My hand brushed across my perfectly smooth stomach. “…my belly button ring in it yesterday,” I lied.

Chad’s eyes narrowed, unconvinced.

“You know,” I stammered. “…in one of those little plastic thingamajigs.” Where inconsiderate people usually toss their gum and empty water bottles. I forced another weak smile. All the smiling was starting to pinch my face.

He turned to glance down at my stomach.

Instinctively, I placed a hand against my belly button. “Anyway, I’m late for work as it is. If you could just take me to this treadmill.”

“Of course, Callie. What are friends for?” His tone was phony but I’d have followed him to the ends of the earth if he could show me my treadmill.

Little did I know that I practically had to.

We walked past the weight room, the three adjoining aerobic rooms, the lap pool, the locker rooms, and even closed office doors with brass nameplates etched with words like Massage Room and Nutritional Counseling. Was it possible that I had never seen this part of the building, in all the months I’d been a member?

Then Chad led me down a gray carpeted hallway to a black metal door the size of a bank vault. I presumed this was the back door. There was no other.

We were so far from the main gym that I could no longer hear the piped in satellite music. The air smelled damp too, like wet towels. Instinctively, I crossed my arms and rubbed my shoulders.

Chad pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked the metal door. “It’s stored inside here.” His voice echoed in the empty hallway.

I nodded behind him, figuring as much.

The door creaked and opened to pitch-black and a musty odor. It smelled like a basement that wasn’t really a basement. My nose wrinkled.


I waited for Chad to find the light switch before I stepped inside. Only a single light bulb overhead struggled to brighten the center of the room. It dangled from the ceiling from a chain.

But underneath the light sat a treadmill.

I smiled.

It was the treadmill. My treadmill.

Relieved, I drew back a breath as my smile faded. I only had to get it to work.

I stepped around Chad and walked across the room. I hopped on the treadmill, gauging its rubber mat, and straddled it cautiously. It was definitely the one I remembered, its bars still smooth and free from nicks and scratches. Even the rubber mat still smelled a little like motor oil. An Out of Order sign dangled around the control panel by a thin silver chain.

“See? Told you it was broken,” Chad said when he saw me frown at the sign. He leaned against the doorway, watching me.

I pretended to peek inside the plastic cup holder, like I was checking for my lost belly button ring, wondering how I could get him to leave me and the treadmill alone. All I needed was a few minutes. “You don’t have to wait for me. I’ll lock the door when I’m done.”

“No prob, Cal. I can wait.”

“But what about the front desk?”

His eyes rolled. “They can wait.”

Chad wasn’t making this easy.

I pressed the START button.

Nothing happened.

My chest tightened. I pressed the button again, harder.

The treadmill began to move underneath my feet. “Jeez, would you look at that?” I looked down at the belt as it started to groan forward. “I guess it’s not really broken.” I flashed Chad a reassuring smile as my legs began to move. Meanwhile I fumbled with the empty insides of the black containers hanging around the control panel while my thumb pressed the UP arrow. Hard.

But the treadmill wouldn’t chug faster.

The lights on the control panel flickered dimly.

“Dang,” I muttered as I continued to press buttons. It didn’t light up like I remembered. Maybe it really was broken. Maybe Chad was right.

“What are you trying to do?” Chad circled the treadmill.

I gripped the side bars and inhaled, wondering whether I could trust Chad with my secret. I looked down at his pale, lifeless blue eyes.

There was only one answer.

I had to lie. “I just thought that since I’m all the way back here…” My hands made nervous gestures. “…and since the treadmill is sitting right here and all…working. Obviously…” I licked my dry lips. “I just thought I’d do my workout back here. Might as well. Since I’m already late for work.” I polished off my lameness with an even more unconvincing bright tone.

“But, it’s broken,” Chad said slowly, nodding at the Out of Order sign, obviously questioning my ability to read. “It’s barely moving.”

I stepped off the treadmill, a tad irritated. I stood face-to-face with Chad, my hands resting on my hips. “Well, here’s the thing…”

Chad’s eyes grew dangerously wide.

“It might say it’s broken.” My head tilted toward the treadmill. “But I have the feeling I can get it to work. I just need to give it another try.”


“Have you tried plugging it in?” said an amused voice from the doorway.

Chad practically jumped into my arms.

Carlos.

My stomach fluttered. Watching Carlos fill the doorway made me want to hitch the treadmill to the back of stampeding horses.

Dressed in his usual white work shirt and baggy pants, he leaned against the wall with crossed arms and a curious smile on his face. If I hadn’t felt so desperate, I might have laughed. Of course! I wanted to scream. It had to be plugged in!

“It’s just working on its battery now. The battery is weak,” Carlos added.

My whole body wanted him, bad. “The power cord. Right.” I cleared away the dryness in my throat and then walked to the front of the machine. Absently, I asked, “What’s wrong with this machine, anyway?” mostly to keep from staring at him. “Why did you move it back here?”

“People said that it wasn’t working right. Sometimes it worked; sometimes it didn’t.” He stepped inside the room, ignoring Chad. He crossed the room and lifted the front of the machine.

“Thanks.” I reached underneath for the cord.

Chad sighed with obvious irritation from the other side of the room.

We ignored him.

“Broken? How?” I straightened the cord as Carlos lowered the treadmill.

“Sometimes the control panel doesn’t light up like it should. We were getting ready to ship it back to the manufacturer today for a replacement.”

“Oh. Well, I got the control panel to light up, even on a low battery. It must be working.” My tone was hopeful. The treadmill had to work. I was out of options.

Carlos stood upright, brushing his hands together. From his expression, I wasn’t sure he cared.

But I wanted him to care. Badly.

“I just need an outlet.” My eyes scanned the corners but the light from the lone bulb cast dark shadows, making it difficult to see.

“I still don’t understand what’s so important about this treadmill,” Chad piped in from the doorway.

Carlos and I turned. We had forgotten he was in the room.

Chad waved one hand helplessly in front of him.

I couldn’t answer him. I could only shrug my shoulders. I had given so many pitiful excuses that I was running out of more.

Mercifully, Chad turned to leave. “Well, just come find me if you need anything else, Callie,” he called out halfheartedly, as if he wanted to be sure that we felt his existence.

Without asking, Carlos took the cord from my hands, his warm skin touching mine. Too soon, the feeling disappeared.

I watched the back of him, unblinking, as he searched the dark corners for an outlet. Breathing became difficult as my eyes traced the outline of his head.

“Found one,” he called out from behind a brown box.

I finally blinked.

“Great. Thanks.” I stepped back onto the treadmill. The more I looked at Carlos, the faster I wanted to get home. I pressed the START button and the control panel fired up its flashing red and orange lights. “It’s working!” I shouted over the motor as my legs began to move. “See, I told you this one always worked for me.” I looked back at Carlos.


“But the cord isn’t long enough.” He stood, watching me, his brow furrowed. He held the plug in his hand.

My chest tightened at the sight of the unplugged cord, but I wasn’t about to stop and explain. I couldn’t if I tried. Instead I offered a weak, “Guess the battery pack is stronger than you thought.”

He shook his head like he couldn’t quite believe what he was seeing. Finally he just dropped the cord and left me to my run. “Have a good workout.”

“Thanks.” I watched him till he walked out the door. “See you soon,” I said to the back of his head.

He stopped and turned to look at me one final time. And this time he really looked at me like I was crazy.

I smiled at him but he turned and left.

Finally.

Time was running out. I had no idea how long the battery would last.

With my temples already pounding as if I’d just run a five-minute mile, I pushed the UP arrow and began to jog. My arms and legs quickly adopted a comfortable rhythm so I increased the speed from five to six. The faster I got going, the faster I’d be out of this place.

The mere thought lightened my shoulders, even while the pounding across my forehead brought on a new wave of sharp light. Like camera flashes. To forget the pain in my head, I concentrated on my breathing, in through my nose out through my mouth.

In and out.

Then I began to count my footsteps against the rubber mat. The sound echoed in the damp room.

Thump, thump, thump.

Anxious, I increased the speed to seven.

Then eight.

With my elbows tucked close to my sides, I began to run even faster, holding my breathing steady.

Suddenly, I felt as if I could fly.

I cranked the speed to ten. When I glanced down at my legs, they moved so fast that my knees looked fuzzy.

Thump, thump, thump.

Then I remembered the letter I left with Kevin. He promised to give it to me when he saw me again. Here’s what I wrote:


Dear Callie,

I came back again. Don’t ask me how, but I did. It was stupid and selfish of me to return. I know that now. But if you read this note, it means that I made it home and you’re back too.

And I’m very sorry for complicating your life while I was here. I didn’t mean to. But while you’ve been away, and I’ve been busy trying to be you, I’ve learned a lot more about Max Kramer and even about myself. Stuff I never dreamed. And, if you don’t mind me saying, Max isn’t good enough for you. Neither is Alexandra Summers. They are not your friends, Callie. Please believe me.

If you ever run across a place called the Desert Java, please stop in and say hello. I’ll know who you are. Coffee and pastries on the house. Always.

Love

Grace Mills

P.S. I left a raspberry scone for you in the refrigerator, along with the recipe. Treat yourself every now and then. You deserve it.




In and out.

My breathing continued.

Each breath competed with the pounding at my temples and the throbbing across my forehead. Sweat began to trickle behind my ears, tickling my skin. I licked my lips, thirsty, but still focused on my breathing.

I reached down and pressed the UP arrow one final time, this time to twelve. The fastest my body had ever run. Despite the stinging forehead pain, I felt exhilarated. Like I could run forever. A runner’s high? Was this what the marathon runners always talked about?

One final time, I closed my eyes and pictured my perfect body—long legs, thin arms, flawless skin, perfect face. I smiled to myself, not for what I’d be losing but for everything that I hoped waited back home.

A flash of white and tan caught the corner of my eye from the doorway, a reminder to run faster.

Carlos…

I closed my eyes again, smiling to myself, as I ran into the dark, cool nothingness, just like before. It was like running blindfolded into a thick forest in the middle of a moonless night. You could stop and cower or you could run and face it straight on.

I chose to run, as fast as my legs would allow, till finally I couldn’t feel my legs or even the bottoms of my feet. My whole body turned numb. The only thing left was the pounding of my chest echoing inside my head and tapping out my final seconds at both temples.

Three…

Two…

One.










Chapter Twenty-Nine

Grace



There it was again.

A delicate, cool touch to my forehead followed by a whiff of lavender. It teased my eyelids and cheeks like a silk scarf.

I inhaled the lavender until my ribs ached and I sank back into the darkness, keeping the scent deep inside.

Despite the blackness, I was finally warm again, even if my body couldn’t—or wouldn’t—move. My arms wouldn’t lift and I couldn’t wiggle my toes.

But at least the pounding had stopped. The world was finally quiet.

“Grace…can you hear me?” It was the same voice that visited my dreams each night, pulling me back just before I sank too far. It faded in and out like a weak cell phone connection.

My eyelids remained heavy, and I turned my face away from the voice.

But the voice grew more persistent. “Please wake up, Grace.”

This time the voice was even familiar.

“I will need to change her bandages,” said an unfamiliar deep voice. His voice was flat, emotionless. I heard something like a pin scratching over hard plastic.

An elliptical machine, maybe?

And then I realized I’d fallen again. At Goldie’s Gym. I swallowed, squeezing my eyes tighter against that probability.

Alexandra Summers and Max Kramer were probably staring down at me right at this very moment, their faces pinched with disgust, wondering why I bothered with a gym membership.

How humiliating, I moaned inwardly, sinking deeper.

“Is she better today?” asked another voice, more comforting than the last.

Someone squeezed my hand, threading thick fingers through mine.

My eyes flickered against a light.

“Grace?”

I remembered that voice and tried to focus. My eyelids continued to flicker but an overhead line of light blinded me.

It had to be the gym again. It felt like the gym. But the smells were different…

My entire head throbbed, like someone was pulling at every hair in my head at exactly the same time.

“Grace?” the voice said again, louder. “It’s me, Kathryn. Please wake up.” Her voice was raspy. But then it cracked. “I’m here, Grace.”

Kathryn?

I turned my head and tried again to open my eyes. My lips moved but they opened as easily as dried rubber. Thankfully, a tall shadow stood over her, blocking the annoying light, allowing my eyes to open.

“Kathryn?” My throat burned.

“Oh, thank god.” Kathryn exhaled. “Finally!” She leaned closer and squeezed my arm.

I felt the squeeze and looked at her hand. Understanding returned in slow waves and prickles floating up my arms.

“Eddie, get the doctor,” Kathryn said over her shoulder. “She’s awake.”

Doctor? At the gym?


I squinted past my feet. Eddie stood at a doorway, looking back at me. A crease deepened in the middle of his forehead. His eyes were dark and sunken, like he hadn’t slept in a while. A long while.

He stood motionless.

“Don’t worry, Eddie. I’ll tell her,” Kathryn squeezed my arm again.

Eddie nodded reluctantly, smiled at me, and then turned for the hallway.

“Aren’t I…Aren’t we at the gym?” I squirmed myself into a sitting position but Kathryn pushed me, gently, back against a pillow.

I looked helplessly into Kathryn’s eyes. “Don’t tell me I fell again…”

Soft laughter rumbled around her. We weren’t alone.

“Hardly,” Kathryn said, a tired smile returning to her voice. “Jeez, Gracie, we’ve all been worried sick about you…” She wiped the corner of her eye with a well-used tissue. Her voice lowered. “Eddie feels awful about what happened. About everything he said.”

“Eddie?”

Kathryn nodded.

“What happened, exactly?” I licked my lips again. The blurriness had almost cleared from my eyes and my legs began to sting like red fire ants, all the way down to my toes. I was starting to remember small bits…

“Why aren’t we at the gym?”

Kathryn leaned closer. “You fell last night at the gym.” Her voice cracked around the edges.

That wasn’t what I remembered—not exactly. But I made it! I was back!

Kathryn’s bloodshot blue eyes searched mine. She looked as though she’d been crying nonstop. For a month. “Don’t you remember?”

My eyes squeezed shut, only for a moment, and I inhaled before pulling forward. It hurt to breathe too deeply. Something was wrapped around my chest. A tube? “Last night I fell asleep on the marble floor in my condo.” And how could I forget? I found Max in my bed with Alexandra.

“Marble floor?” Kathryn’s chin pulled into her neck. “Condo?”

I nodded.

“Trust me, Grace.” Her voice stayed gentle. “You were inside this hospital last night. I’ve been here the whole time. You haven’t moved an inch.”

“Hospital? What hospital?” My eyes widened and I studied Kathryn cautiously. In addition to her bloodshot eyes, dark circles smudged the bottom of her eyes.

Kathryn nodded, slowly.

I sank back. “Maybe you better tell me what happened. ’Cause nothing is making sense.”

Kathryn swallowed, like she was considering how much to tell me.

“Tell me everything.”

Her nostrils flared. “Well, for starters, you went running out of the house in the middle of the night. Do you remember that?”

I blinked. “Vaguely.” I remember running out of the Channel 2 television station.

“And then for some bizarre reason you decided to go for a jog at the gym. Without telling anybody.”

I stayed silent. That I remembered.

“And you ran on that damn treadmill.” Kathryn paused. “You ran too fast.”

That, I remembered.


“What were you thinking?” she chastised me.

I really had no idea how to explain. Any of it.

“Fortunately for you there was an off-duty paramedic at the gym. Otherwise…” Her voice trailed off.

“Otherwise what?”

“Otherwise you might still be in a coma.”

“Coma?” I coughed out the word.

“Coma.”

The realization stuck like a stomach punch. I’d fallen and stumbled plenty of times but never hard enough to completely knock myself out.

Kathryn’s dry cracked lips pressed together as she waited for me to process, to catch up. I watched as a dozen questions scrolled across her eyes.

Finally, I said, “Kathryn, I’ve been having the strangest, weirdest dream. I’ve got to tell you about it. I tried to tell you last week too. I was somebody else. Callie Collins. It seemed so real…”

But Kathryn pushed me back against the pillow again. “Later,” she said. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk later. When you’re feeling better.”

I nodded as happy tears built behind my eyes. I was so tired and awake and relieved at the same time. It was like all my thoughts and memories exploded in front of me and I didn’t know what to tell her first.

Kathryn’s lavender-scented wrist brushed lightly across my forehead, lifting the hair away from my eyes. I closed my eyes, briefly, inhaling it again.

A bandage pulled beneath my hair. I winced when a couple of tiny hairs snagged.

“You hit the front of your head pretty hard this time. Got a pretty nice bump and some stitches too.” She threaded my hair behind my ear. “You’re gonna have to wear these bandages for a while.”

“I’ll just use some concealer to hide the bruise. It’ll cover it right up. Julie taught me all about it.”

Kathryn’s hand froze in midair. She looked at me as if I’d just spoken Russian or something. We’d never talked about make-up in our entire lives, not even when we were teenagers.

I lifted my hand to touch the head bandage but my arm stopped abruptly. “Ouch!” My arm dropped back to my side. That’s when I noticed a needle jammed into my wrist. It was attached to a clear tube. “What the—?”

“Intravenous,” Kathryn said quickly. “You’ve been hooked up to this since they brought you here.”

“Oh.” My head spun like I’d gotten up too fast.

“Who’s Julie?”

I swallowed and nodded my head, wishing I hadn’t said anything. “It’s from my dream. My weird dream.” I paused. “Later.” My head sank back into the pillow.

Kathryn nodded. “Okay, then. Later.” She smiled down at me. “But I’m so sorry for ignoring you last week, Grace. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“And I’m so sorry for running away. I was crazy angry and it was stupid—”

She touched my lips. “Shh. Not now.”


“No shushing.” I lifted higher. “I want you to marry Eddie and move to San Diego. Promise me. You’ll be happier there. And I can handle the café by myself. I’ll hire more help. It’ll be all right. I can do it. Mom and Dad wouldn’t have wanted you to be unhappy. And neither do I.”

“We’ll figure it all out, Gracie. Just not now.” Her voice cracked as a tear trickled down her cheek. “Just don’t leave me again. Not like that. Please?”

My throat thickened.

Kathryn’s eyes finally pulled away from mine, as if she was confident that I wouldn’t relapse into a coma again. Carefully, she turned her head toward another corner of the room.

That was when I got a better look at the hospital room, complete with fluorescent lights and stainless steel machines that I remembered from my dream. They hummed incessantly like the ice machines in refrigerators. It made more sense now, the pieces coming together.

Two clear tubes connected to liquids hung like laundry bags attached to other parts of my body. When I turned away from Kathryn, the lavender smell disappeared.

But it was better than lying at the bottom of a treadmill with strangers gawking at me. In theory.

“Where’s Eddie and the doctor?” Kathryn called over her shoulder. She wouldn’t release my hand.

I coughed again and then said, “I’m fine, Kathryn. Really. I’m feeling better by the second. When can I be released?” She didn’t look at me like I was fine, but I forced a smile at her anyway. “You should really go home, you know. You look exhausted—”

“I’m not leaving.” Then she paused to take a breath. “And I don’t think a stick of dynamite would move Carlos out of this room either.”

“Carlos?” My eyes widened and I leaned forward, pulling against the needle jammed in my arm. “Carlos is here? Where?” My eyes scanned the room but then they returned to Kathryn.

Kathryn nodded behind me.

I heard a chair creak. I tilted my head but the bandages blocked my vision.

Carlos stood alongside my bed, staring down at me, his hands jammed in his front jean pockets. “Hey, Grace,” he said but it was more like a relieved exhale.

My stomach fluttered the moment I saw him. I swallowed, hard. “How long have you been there?”

He didn’t answer.

Kathryn answered for him. “All day. And night.” Her eyes met his, unmistakably grateful.

“I saw you. Lots of times. In my dream. I tried to talk to you. To get you to see me…”

He smiled down at me, despite looking as exhausted as Kathryn.

“I’ll go see what’s taking Eddie,” Kathryn said. “Leave you two alone—at least till the doctor comes.”

Carlos waited for Kathryn to leave before he pulled his chair right up to my hospital bed. He was close enough for my cheeks to flush.

Speaking became difficult again, and not just because my throat was as dry as the desert. “Carlos, what are you doing here?” Never mind that I had a welt on my forehead the size of a cantaloupe, stitches in at least three places around my hairline that I knew about, and I was wearing a hospital gown that could double as a pillow case. Not exactly how I wanted him to see me.

“Watching you. Waiting for you to wake up.” His soft accented English tugged deep inside my chest. He leaned closer and my world stopped. “Missing you.”

I moaned, softly. Everything around him disappeared.


He reached across the bed for my hand, examined it for a second, and then threaded his fingers carefully through mine. His knuckles were still red and purple but my eyes returned to his, waiting for that flicker. The one that said his world stopped too.

Briefly, I closed my eyes. Then I raised mine to his. And I got it. I got what I’d been waiting for all along.

His other hand moved to my forehead, lightly brushing my skin with his warm fingertips, before stroking my hair. “I’m sorry I made you worry.” My voice cracked. “I shouldn’t have left. I was angry at Kathryn, not you. But I knew I had to get back…”

Carlos leaned over me, the golden flecks from his brown eyes growing wider. “No one blames you, Grace. Accidents happen.”

I choked back tears. “In case you hadn’t noticed, they happen to me a little more often than most.”

Carlos chuckled but said nothing.

“It was stupid, I know.” I tried to sit up again but Carlos pressed back on my shoulder. “I shouldn’t have been running so fast. So far.”

His hand remained on my shoulder. Then it cupped my cheek. “Just promise me one thing.”

I thought he was going to kiss me. I wanted him to. Badly. More than anything. “What?” I held my breath.

Carlos edged closer, brushing his nose against my cheekbone, and my eyes closed as I visualized more than just his nose against my skin. “Grace,” he breathed against my cheek.

“I missed you,” I whispered, closing my eyes. “I missed the way you look at me.”

He buried his lips near my neck then reluctantly pulled back. “You’ve been in a coma, Grace.”

My head tilted toward him on the pillow. “Yes. And no.”

His eyes narrowed.

“I’ve had the world’s strangest dream.”

“So have I.”

My chin pulled back. “You, too?”

He chuckled softly, embarrassed. “I’ve been dreaming about you for weeks, now. Waiting for you to notice.”

I felt heat rush up my neck.

His eyes traveled over my face, as if he was trying to memorize it, bandages or not. “When I’m awake and when I’m asleep, I see you.”

“Me? Seriously?”

“You.”

“Oh,” I exhaled. “I’ve been thinking about you too. A lot.”

His face brightened with more relief.

I said it quickly, before anything else or anyone got in the way. “I love you, Carlos.”

Silent, he lifted my hand, his fingers still threaded through mine. Then he lowered his lips to the top of my hand and kissed my knuckles.

My chest tightened.

“That’s good. Because I love you too.”

I chuckled. “Am I still dreaming?”

Carefully, he brushed the back of my hand against his cheek. “This is no dream.”


I wanted to wrap my arms around him but my arms were pinned by tubes and needles. It was hardly romantic and yet it was, at least to me.

“This is just the beginning.”

My breath caught in my throat.

“Just promise me one thing.”

“Anything.” My eyes locked on his, his lips a breath away from mine.

“The next time you decide to run a marathon in the middle of the night.” He paused. “Just make sure you got a partner. Preferably me. Comprendes?”

The tip of his warm nose touched mine. Then his lips.

Dizzy, my head pulled back, just an inch. “Don’t worry. I think my running days are officially over.”








Epilogue



One Year Later

The Desert Java was the same, but different. Just like me. We were both kind of like a scone—you could dress it up on the outside with fresh raspberries and powdered sugar but it still tasted comfortingly familiar on the inside every single time.

A potted cedar tree about half as tall as me, a gift from Carlos the day of my hospital release, stood against the middle of the front window, catching the sunrays between its brilliant green branches. A new photo hung next to my family’s photo behind the cash register. Bursting with color and proud smiles, Carlos’s entire family surrounded Kathryn, Eddie, Carlos, Elena, and me on the day Carlos graduated from law school. It had taken the photographer almost thirty minutes to herd everyone into the shot. I blamed the sangria.

And six months ago, a new sign had replaced the old one on our brick building above the faded awning. The new one said The Scones & Sopapillas Café in pink and green letters. It had been hung when Elena Flores and I had become full-fledged partners after Kathryn moved to San Diego with Eddie. The new name had felt nothing but right from the moment Elena and I said it together. Even Kathryn loved the new name and promptly decorated with pink and green pillows strategically placed throughout the café on chairs, corners and couches. The new arrangement hadn’t hurt business either, but I suspected that it was mostly because we became the official pastry chefs for Uncle Mario’s restaurant. Three months ago, we’d become busy enough to hire two full-time employees. It felt like the world’s greatest luxury to have them.

“How are the raspberry scones today, Charlie?”

Charlie sat at a table on the other side of the cedar tree next to the window. He paused long enough from his chess move with Carlos’s dad to answer me with a crinkled brow.

Mr. Flores answered for him. “Delicioso.” He kissed his fingers.

“Gracias, Mr. Flores,” I said, bowing playfully for him. Men of few words, Charlie and Mr. Flores complemented each other like peanut butter and chocolate. They spent hours playing chess and checkers, taking their boards outside when the weather turned cooler or the café got too crowded.

Reaching for the handle, I unlocked the front door but kept the handwritten Sorry, We’re Closed: Private Party sign in the window. Elena and I planned to be closed Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. It felt weird to be staring down the barrel at so much time but I knew every minute would be crazy busy, closed or not.

Later in the afternoon, I expected a truckload delivery of rented tables, white linens, and chairs, along with catered Mexican food from Uncle Mario’s. As I spun around the café and stared toward the kitchen, I wondered for the zillionth time how everything would fit. Somehow in all the confusion, I’d forgotten that we also needed room for the band and a dance floor. The dancing would need to happen outside on the sidewalk, maybe even the street. Was it too late to get a city permit? Oh, no…

My forehead began to pound but fortunately the killer headaches where white fuzz floated across my eyeballs had lessened since my treadmill accident. This worry headache was different. That’s because the party—the weekend—had to be perfect. It would only happen once and I had it all mapped out in my mind, right down to where we’d place all the lavender and gardenias. I could see it. I had to. It wasn’t every day your older sister got married.


The Cahills offered to host Kathryn and Eddie’s wedding reception at just about every fancy restaurant and country club in town. But Kathryn had insisted. She wanted it at home and I knew why, even if she didn’t say. I loved her for choosing home. What did size matter when you were with the ones you loved? I prayed that’s how everyone felt when seventy-five people crowded into The Scones & Sopapillas Café tomorrow.

Elena and I volunteered to create a four-tiered wedding cake layered with nothing but raspberry scones and sopapillas, another special request from Kathryn. And we’d already exhausted our raspberry supply when Elena offered to drive to the farmer’s market for more. I only hoped she would find fresh ones in time. I despised using anything from a can.

I glanced down at my wristwatch and sighed just as two coppery-brown hands as wide as tortillas wrapped around my waist. “You worry too much. Everything will be perfect.”

I leaned back into the warmth of his chest and smiled. “Can’t help it. It’s my job to worry.”

His nose nuzzled against my neck.

“Shouldn’t you be studying?” Carlos was supposed to be preparing for the state bar exam. The Phoenix law firm where he interned actually paid him to spend his days at the library. But that didn’t stop him from sneaking back to the café at least twice a day.

“I got hungry.” His lips pressed against my neck and then he turned me around, his hands slowly moving up to my shoulders.

I smirked even as his eyebrows wiggled, trying to ignore that smile that still turned my kneecaps to Jell-O.

But then I remembered we had an audience. My head tilted toward the chess players.

Carlos responded by spinning me into the kitchen with one arm, kicking the door closed with his foot while, somehow, untying the apron knot behind my neck. The man was nothing if not determined when he wanted something. “My dad’s practically deaf.”

“Well, he’s not blind,” I countered.

“If I know Pop, he’s wondering whether to move his knight or his rook. We might as well be invisible.” His soft lips pressed against my neck.

My eyes closed as I sank further into his arms. “Elena will be back any second.” Even so, I wrapped my arms around his shoulders as the straps from my apron loosened around my neck and fell to the floor. My whole body pressed against his, responding, the heat rising exponentially between us—and not just because we were dangerously close to an oven pre-heating to 350 degrees.

But just as his warm lips met mine, I felt something hard jab my waist from below Carlos’s belt. It wasn’t the usual protrusion.

I pulled back. “Qué esto?” I said in clunky Spanish.

But Carlos didn’t correct me. He only pushed forward. In a heartbeat I was backed up against the counter with cold steel pressed against my back.

Carlos lifted me so that we were eye level. I knocked over a silver bowl of powdered sugar. It dusted the right side of my jeans and his left forearm. He paused from kissing me, reluctantly. The corner of his mouth turned up in a sheepish smile when I reached again for his pocket.

“What is that?” My finger reached for his pocket but hooked instead on his belt loop.

“What’s what?” His lips found mine again.

“That,” I said against his lips as his hands moved up my legs, squeezing them, then to my arms, before threading his fingers in my hair.

Breathing became more difficult.

Quickly, I forgot all about his pocket.

But then the bell above the front door jingled faintly at the worst possible time.


“Damn…” I mumbled.

“Ignore it,” Carlos exhaled against my ear, taking my earlobe with his teeth.

“Can’t,” I moaned even though every nerve ending in my body wanted nothing more than to stay wrapped beside him, exploring. Who wouldn’t want kitchen sex?

Carlos grumbled something fairly unpleasant in Spanish.

“It could be your Uncle.” I sighed. “Or the table rental guys. Or the florist. Or about a dozen other people.” Cruel reality invaded our few quiet moments together.

Carlos pulled away slowly, his arms still braced against the counter, each muscle taut against his shirt. But his gaze looked through me, almost as if he was seriously considering whether to cement the kitchen door shut in the next twenty seconds with nothing more than a bag of flour and butter.

My disappointment reflected in his eyes. Since Kathryn had returned home for the wedding, we had had so little alone time in the apartment. I missed Carlos. Bad. Sure, Carlos still stayed the night sometimes. But it was different with Kathryn in the room next to us.

With an irritated sigh, he helped me slither down from the counter and then followed me out the kitchen as I wiped powdered sugar from my jeans and tried my best to adjust the buttons on my blouse.

The kitchen door swung open and I walked toward the front door, expecting Uncle Mario.

“Hello?”

It wasn’t Uncle Mario.

“I saw the sign. But—”

My jaw dropped. “Callie?”

The woman’s mouth snapped shut. “Um, yes? Do we know each other?”

Do we know each other? My eyeballs practically snapped out of my head as they swept her over, top to bottom. I was dreaming all over again. Perfect blond hair, flawless make-up, manicured nails, body to die for—it was Callie, all right.

My body swayed in place with the onset of shock. Carlos’s hands held my shoulders from behind, probably as surprised as I was. Even if he’d never met her, he certainly knew her name as well as I did.

Carlos and Kathryn knew all about Callie. I’d told them everything about her—about me—in the hospital. They should have called me crazy but they just listened as I told them detailed stories about the treadmill, condo, job at the station, even my perfect size six feet. They listened without judging, nodding in all the right places, never doubting me but gently reminding me that I had spent the whole time in the hospital and was pumped with some pretty strong drugs at exactly the same time I thought I was engaged to Max Kramer and anchoring the noon news.

“Maybe you just saw her some place and it stuck in your subconscious?” Kathryn had said, although even she couldn’t explain how I suddenly became an expert in eyebrow plucking and appropriate mascara shades. Carlos had reasoned that perhaps it was easier for me to daydream than deal with my parents’ deaths. Both their theories sounded logical but it didn’t explain how I could remember the bitter taste of Max Kramer’s tongue in my mouth or the purple bruises on my arm from where I pinched myself to wake up but never did.

I remembered to breathe. “You are Callie Collins.” I blinked. “Aren’t you?” The chairs from the chess table scrapped against the floor. Even Charlie and Mr. Flores paused long enough to listen.


Callie tilted her head and smiled that perfect white smile, not one crooked tooth in the whole bunch. I remembered that well. I even remembered using it to my advantage a few times. “Well, you got it halfway right. I’m Callie Carter.”

My chin pulled back. “Carter?”

“Yes. Carter.”

“You’re sure?”

Callie’s eyes widened. “Quite.”

My eyes narrowed. “Never Collins?”

“Never.”

“Oh,” I squeaked, a bit stumped. Then I opened my mouth to say something else but my lips stopped forming words as my mind raced forward to make sense of this news.

“Look, I can see this is a bad time. I shouldn’t have ignored the sign on the door. But then I saw those two gentlemen in the window.” She paused to nod at them, propelling even Charlie to flash back the rarest of acknowledgements.

I cleared my throat. “No problem. Really—” I stopped myself from incoherent rambling and then said. “How’d you find me—I mean, us.” My arms spread toward the café. “This place?”

“I’ve been meaning to stop by the last few months—”

“You got my note?” I swallowed, hard.

Callie’s eyes narrowed, confused. “No…” she said slowly. Very slowly. “The doorman at my building recommended your coffee.”

My temples pounded. “Kevin?”

Callie paused. “No. Kurt. But close.” She swallowed and her clear blue eyes narrowed a fraction more. “Have we met before?”

My knees wobbled. “I…I…I…”

I really didn’t know at this point.

“I’ve done some modeling. Maybe you’ve seen me in a magazine?” Callie tried to be helpful. “Or in a television commercial?”

“Well, I…well…you…” There was so much I wanted to ask her, so many questions that raced through my mind. Unfortunately none of them made much sense. I was afraid that I could easily send her running out the front door in search of the nearest police officer. I finally settled on something less frightening. “Do you like scones?”

The pink color returned to Callie’s cheekbones. Her shoulders caved forward. “Love them.”

“Raspberry?”

“My favorite.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

I turned slightly and looked at Carlos, wide-eyed. Other than the hint of a calm smile on his face, his expression was unreadable. “Well,” I said, swallowing back the dryness in my throat. “My name is Grace. And this is my boyfriend, Carlos. We’re so glad you found us.”

“Where do you work?” Carlos asked as I threaded my arm around his waist, more to keep from falling forward.

“I just started at Channel 10. I’ll be doing the weather.”

I coughed as though a popcorn kernel had suddenly wedged in my throat. “Channel…10?” I finally managed.

Callie nodded. “Have you seen the newscast?”


I blinked wide. Maybe I had. Maybe I hadn’t. By ten o’clock I was usually too exhausted to care. So I said nothing.

Callie shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I can see that you’re busy.” Her eyes landed on a stack of chairs in the corner. “I’ll come back another time.” She backed up a step and turned for the door.

“Wait!” I said. I raised my hand. “Stay there. Don’t move. Please.”

Callie nodded. But I wouldn’t have blamed her for bolting for the sidewalk.

Two minutes later, I returned with a large foam cup of coffee and a white box with two raspberry scones.

“For later,” I told her, handing her the packages.

Callie smiled again, inhaling the box, her blond hair falling forward in perfect silky waves over her shoulders. “I look forward to it. How much?”

I raised my palm. “On the house. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Thanks, Grace. Kurt was right about this place.” Her eyes scanned the room from corner to corner before they landed briefly on the photos behind the cash register.

“What’d he say?” I was instantly curious.

“Who?”

“Kevin—I mean, Kurt,” I said.

“Said it was the best café in town. And the friendliest.” She raised her packages, the coffee in one hand and the scones in the other. “He was right.”

I was glad that I hadn’t scared her off for good. “Come back any time.”

She nodded. “I will.”

Callie turned as Carlos helped her with the door, the bell jingling overhead. And then Callie was gone. Just like that. In the time it took me to blink. It didn’t seem possible.

My eyes followed her as she passed by the front windows. The rest of my body turned frozen.

“Grace,” Carlos said gently. His arm returned to my shoulder.

I finally blinked. “That was Callie,” I whispered. It didn’t seem possible. “Now do you believe me?”

“I never doubted you.”

“She’s so beautiful. And so perfect…”

Carlos reached for my chin. “And so are you.” Then he pulled me hard against his chest and kissed the top of my head. When I thought his arms couldn’t hug me any tighter, they did. “Please don’t ever leave me again, Grace.”

“What?” I exhaled the breath that I’d been holding against his neck.

“Well, this isn’t exactly how I planned it.”

“What are you talking about?”

Carlos dropped to the ground. “This seems like the right time.”

My eyes followed him. “What are you doing?” Whether my hands were shaking from seeing Callie or from watching Carlos drop to one knee, I wasn’t completely certain but they were trembling so badly that I had to cross my arms across my chest.

“I won’t lose you again, Grace.”

“Lose me? Never. Carlos—”

“Let me finish.”

I swallowed back an anxious lump as Carlos reached for my left hand.

Still shaking, my fingers met his.


He squeezed my hand and then he kissed the back of it. With his other hand, he pulled a black velvet box from his pocket. He flicked it open with his thumb. An oval-shaped diamond sparkled inside it. For a moment, his warm fingers left mine as he reached for the ring.

Then he held the ring in his hand.

Watching him, I exhaled my words. “Oh. My. God. Carlos?” My hand—my whole body, every muscle and bone—shook harder. Neither one of us had extra money saved. I had no idea how he would have afforded such a beautiful ring.

“Grace Mills, the absolute love of my life…” He paused. “Will you marry me?”

I gasped. My hands flew to my mouth. But then I dropped to the ground right alongside him as if I’d lost both kneecaps. Standing over him was too far away. I couldn’t imagine my life—any life—without Carlos right beside me. My lip quivered as my eyes searched his. “Carlos…”

His eyes grew wider and he swallowed hard, waiting.

But then I smiled at him as tears filled my eyes. “I’d be honored to marry you.”

He looked down at me with a smile that I’d run all day to reach if necessary. His eyes moistened in both corners before he crushed me to his chest.

Behind us, the bell jingled over the door. Uncle Mario marched inside, a bulky brown box balanced between his hands. Two of his restaurant chefs followed after him, pulling a dolly stacked with more boxes.

Tears flowed down my cheeks as I wrapped my arms around Carlos. His hands cradled my face in his hands. His thumb caught one of my tears. Then he leaned down to kiss me as though we were the only two people in the room.

Too soon, we pulled apart, still kneeling together on the floor, alternating between breathless bursts of laughing and crying. But I memorized that moment in that instant. I wanted to cherish it right here, right now, and always.

Uncle Mario stood inside the door with his startled gaze alternating between us. His eyes lowered to the sparkle on my left hand, and then a grin spread across his face. “Hey, Jefe,” he called to the man behind him. It was Marco, another one of Carlos’s cousins. And now mine, too. “Go fetch the box with the champagne. Pronto, por favor. Looks like the celebration has already started.”








 



From The Scones & Sopapillas Café Cookbook:

 

GRACE’S RASPBERRY COMFORT SCONES

 

2 cups flour

½ cup granulated white sugar

1 teaspoon baking powder

½ teaspoon baking soda

¼ teaspoon salt

6 tablespoons butter, cold and cut into small squares

¾ cup raspberries

½ cup plain yogurt

1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

1 large egg, lightly beaten

Generous amounts of jazz music

 

Ready your iPod, CD player, record player, or radio dial. Crank the jazz.

Preheat oven to 375 degrees and place rack in middle of oven.

Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

 

In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, and salt.

Blend the butter into the flour mixture till it looks coarse. Stir in the raspberries.

In a separate bowl, whisk together the yogurt, vanilla extract, and egg. Add this to the flour mixture and stir until the dough begins to form. Do not overmix.

Transfer to a lightly floured surface and knead the dough gently no more than six times.

Pat or roll the dough into a circle until it is roughly 7 inches round and 1.5 inches thick.

Cut the dough into eight triangles and place the scones on the baking sheet.

Bake for approximately 20 minutes or until golden brown. Sprinkle with powdered sugar and then place them under the broiler for a few seconds, turning the pan as necessary. Transfer to a wire rack to cool.

 

Makes 8 scones.

Warning: You will be tempted to eat all of them. Make sure to save one for later.

ELENA’S SOPAPILLAS

4 cups flour

2 teaspoons baking powder

1 teaspoon salt

4 tablespoons shortening

1½ cups warm water

2 quarts oil for frying

Honey (optional)

Powdered sugar (optional)

Friends to chat with as you bake

 

In a large bowl, stir together flour, baking powder, salt and shortening. Stir in water and mix until the dough is smooth. Cover and let stand for 20 minutes.

Roll out on floured board until 1/8 to 1/4 inch thick. Cut into 3 inch squares.

 

Heat oil in deep-fryer to 375 degrees. Fry until golden brown on both sides. Drain on paper towels and serve hot. Drizzle generously with honey and/or powdered sugar. Preferably both.

 

Makes 24. Give half to your best friend.
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