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		Description

She slowly returns her eyes to the road. They would be turning onto the highway soon. There were no buildings anymore, just trees, and they rose up on both sides of the road like walls, boxing them in. She flexes her hands in her lap, rage slowly bubbling over.
“The world we live in is shit,” she spits. “Pure shit. And people fucking suck.”
Daniel laughs, but not the kind of laugh that one emits at something funny. It’s bitter, angry, resigned. Sharp. Insincere. A bark of a laugh.
“Daniel, did I do the right thing?” she blurts. Her hands are sweating but they’re cold. “I killed him, and now they don’t have a father anymore. He was a monster, but he was their father. I keep going back and forth in my head about it. Maggie said that their lives were fine.”
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“Here,” Dash says quietly and sets down the two Styrofoam cups full of coffee. “Tastes like shit but at least it’s hot.”
Pinkie nods, but doesn’t look her way. She was drawn and pale, staring at the white wall unseeingly, shivering underneath the thick, scratchy-looking wool blanket. Her pajama top matches her pajama bottoms. Pink with white stars. Who wore actual pajama sets nowadays? Dash thinks they’re cute. Childish, too, but cute. They’re not the sort of pajamas that should be worn in February, though.
God, God, all of this is just so fucked up.
She tries not to lose her composure, and to distract herself from doing just that, picks up the chair that’s on the other side of the interrogation table and brings it next to Pinkie’s. She sets it down, sets herself down on it. Her knee immediately starts bouncing. She’s cold, too, clad only in a pair of sweatpants and a thin long sleeve shirt. The cold is humid—the type that sinks into the stomach and makes her shiver from the inside out. She wonders where Pinkie got the blanket and if she could get one, too. Then she remembers that she’s a murderer and that cops probably would give blankets to murderers.
She wants to wrap herself around Pinkie, to share their body heat and to comfort the both of them. She’s afraid that Pinkie would draw away from her and reject her, though, so she sits there and tries not to think about Isaac Pierce’s hot blood and brain matter falling onto her face.
She’s probably going to get PTSD from this.
“You just couldn’t help yourself, huh?”
The words jar her back from her mental replay of the scariest moment of her life, and she’s grateful for all of the three seconds that it takes for the words and the tone to register.
“What?” she asks dumbly.
“Couldn’t help yourself from being a hero, and all that.”
She leans forward a little to stare past Pinkie and at Maggie Pierce. Pinkie’s twin is also wrapped in a wool blanket, and her pajamas are also a matching set, but not the ones Pinkie wears. Maggie’s are red with little black hearts on them. They look even more childish on her than the ones that Pinkie wears look on Pinkie. Way less cute, way more awkward and laugh-worthy. If she hadn’t just murdered a man, Dash would probably make fun of Maggie for them.
“I don’t—” Dash closes her eyes and tries not to vomit from the memories of the past three hours. A fucking hero? What? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Our lives were fine!” Maggie screams suddenly and slams her hands on the table. Dash notices that her eyes are red and puffy, and feels wretched when she realizes that the girl had probably been silently crying for God knows how long now. She tries, really tries, not to bristle at Maggie’s insinuation and tone of voice. She dips her head, stares at the steam lazily dancing from the cups of coffee. She thinks she’s still in shock because she can’t summon any words. What words existed to explain or defend what she’d done? She touches the garish, blue-and-red hand marks on her throat.
I didn’t mean to kill him?
It was self-defense?
It was him or me?
He was a monster?
The silence stretches on while she bounces possible explanations around in her brain, scoffing at the inadequacy of every one. At her side, Pinkie doesn’t say anything or move anything. She barely blinks. A part of Dash wants to shake her from her stupor. The other part of her is scared to fucking death of the moment when Pinkie finally wakes up from her shock and turns either hurt or angry or blaming eyes on Dash. What would Dash say then?
The scrape of the chair legs against the floor is loud and jarring. Dash’s head snaps up, but it’s only Maggie getting up from her seat. She meets Dash’s eyes, glares at them for one silent moment, and then shuffles out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Dash stares at the door and then looks back down to the table. Maggie’s coffee still stands untouched and chilling rapidly in the cold interrogation room.
Dash takes the cup for herself and downs it. Her throat still aches from Isaac Pierce’s attempt to collapse her windpipe. She closes her eyes against the assault of vivid memories and finishes the coffee. It really is shit. When she puts the cup down, she feels an unfamiliar weight on her knee, halting her bouncing leg. She stares dumbly at Pinkie’s small pale hand against the gray fabric of her sweats, but when she looks up Pinkie’s face is unchanged.
Dash swallows, trembles. Her leg starts to bounce again unconsciously, but she stops it. She realizes that she can’t feel her toes because it’s so cold. She only has an old pair of Pumas on her feet and no socks. The coolness of Pinkie’s palm bleeds through her thin sweatpants and onto her thigh. Dash bites her lip and reaches her hand down to lay it on top of the one on her knee. It’s almost pathetic how nervous she is, how slow and cautious her movements are. She’s held Pinkie’s hand plenty of times before.
Well, no. Dash scowls, guilty again. That was not the type of relationship they shared. The Dash of five hours ago would never have stood for something as lovey-dovey as holding hands. Unless it was with AJ, of course.
Pinkie’s hand is frigid against her own and Dash’s brows shoot up before furrowing with worry. She gently pries Pinkie’s hand from her knee, flips it to the side and laces their fingers together loosely. It’s weird, and a part of her squirms in distaste because a part of her still thinks herself way too cool for this type of PDA. But she’s also killed Pinkie’s father, so the last damn thing she can do is hold her hand and provide what comfort she can.
She keeps coming back to it, the killing. It’s like her mind is on a leash, not permitted to stray too far from it before snapping back to it. Pinkie’s mere presence is a reminder. The small ache in her throat every time that she swallows is a reminder. The cold interrogation room is a reminder.
Dash gnaws on her lip, just shy of drawing blood. The pain clears her mind, and she brings her left hand to hold onto Pinkie’s, covering the back of it while her right holds the palm until Pinkie’s hand is sandwiched between her two.
The door opens and Dash jumps, taking her hands away as if scalded. She looks at the doorway, expecting to see Maggie, but it’s just one of the younger officers. He looks not much older than them, with dark hair cut in a military high-and-tight, his uniform neat and pressed. He doesn’t enter the room, standing just inside the threshold with his hand on the doorknob keeping the door only halfway open.
“Hey, the Chief said you guys are good to go. You got a place to stay for the night?”
Dash furrows her brow at the question because of course she has a—and then she remembers that her house is currently a crime scene. Her mind jumps to the other alternative: AJ’s place. Except she wasn’t entirely sure that she was welcomed there, either, after the other night. Pinkie’s place is wholly and completely out of the question.
She shakes her head after a long hesitation. “No, I really don’t,” her voice sounds weak, squeaking and hoarse all at once.
“She’s staying with me,” Pinkie says, and Dash jumps at the sound of her voice, glancing to her side at the other girl. She is? Pinkie stares at the officer calmly, her face relaxed but her hands laced tightly together on the table.
The officer glances between them and shrugs. “Well, I’m ready to take you, whenever you wanna go.”
“We’ll go now,” Pinkie says, rising from her chair. Dash stares up at her for a long moment—her voice and posture are so different than what Dash is used to that she has a hard time reading her. She speaks like an adult, calm and controlled and not at all high pitched. Dash’s hackles rise, knowing exactly what Pinkie is doing.
“C’mon, Dashie.” Pinkie reaches a hand down to her as if she needs assistance getting up. Dash glares at the hand, suddenly irrationally angry. Or rather, it’s not irrational. It’s entirely rational because she’s told Pinkie time and again to not do this dumb shit. She gets up on her own and glares into Pinkie’s eyes when she’s at full height. The effect is perhaps ruined because Pinkie has a full seven inches on her, but Dash doesn’t care. Pinkie drops her hand, stares back into Dash’s eyes calmly.
The officer clears his throat from the doorway and Dash turns her glare on him. He points a thumb behind him and says, “All ready, then?”
Dash opens her mouth hotly, but a cold touch to her hand interrupts her as Pinkie steps into her peripheral vision. She laces her fingers with Dash’s and squeezes once. Her temper simmers down, just like that.
“We have to talk,” Dash spits at Pinkie. She’s still irritated, but not enraged anymore. Pinkie nods and silently tugs on her arm. They join the officer at the doorway and then go through it and down a corridor.
The corridor is even colder than the interrogation room, and Dash huddles a little closer to Pinkie and wonders how the police officers don’t freeze to fucking death working here. It’s still and quiet, and the sound of their footsteps echo as if they’re the loudest things in the world. The walls are painted tan and made out of those ridiculously large cinder blocks. It reminds Dash of the school. A lot, since the floor is very similar to the one at the school, too. And, jeez, school—that was still going to happen, huh? The educational system wouldn’t care that she now has a good excuse to be unfocused.
They take a left at the end of the corridor and walk down another, shorter one that has a metal door at the end. The illuminated word exit hangs on the ceiling right before the door, and the small square of glass above the long, push-in handle reveals the absolute blackness of the world outside. Dash wonders what time of night it is, and then decides that it can’t be that late since she killed Isaac at about six and it’s been something like four or five hours since then. The interrogation room that she was in had a clock, but Pinkie’s and Maggie’s didn’t.
Pinkie’s thumb slowly strokes the side of her’s, almost absentmindedly. It’s comforting, kind of ticklish, but the PDA is still weird. What even are they now, her and Pinkie? Dash isn’t with AJ anymore. Never again will be, either—she gets that now. She gets that Anna-Jane and her are going different places in life, and yet…
Well, they’re just not together anymore. And Dash just killed Pinkie’s abusive father for her. So…?
Maybe she should just lay off the girls for a while. It seems like a prudent idea. Just focus on racing and running, keeping her head down for the rest of the school year. Like it’s always been; just the track and her car and girls. Except without the girls. Music, too. Maybe she should put some actual practice hours into the six-string instead of letting it gather dust at the corner of her bedroom.
The officer opens the door for the both of them, and a blast of cold wind pushes a few dead leaves inside. Maggie stands beside the building, just a few feet from the door. She sobs and hiccups, the blanket wrapped tightly around her as tears freely fall her face in streams. Wordlessly, Pinkie lets go of Dash’s hand and goes to her sister. They hug, and Maggie’s cries become louder until Pinkie tucks her face into her shoulder and muffles them.
Dash and the officer stand with the door at their backs, trying not to gawk awkwardly. Or, at least, Dash is trying not to gawk, but the officer is clearly also uncomfortable—he puts his hands into his pockets and stares at the ground, looking all the world as if he’s having a personal silent moment for the fallen, or something. Again Dash feels wretched. Maggie practically hangs draped on Pinkie, and Pinkie strokes her hair and mutters things to her in such a quiet tone of voice that Dash can’t make out any words even though she stands not three feet from them.
“Let’s wait in the car,” she mutters to the officer and then walks towards one of the two police cruisers in the almost-empty parking lot. She doesn’t even know if it’s the right one, and she tries not to think of herself as a coward or as heartless for running away from the scene like she is. But, the fuck was she supposed to do? Or say? Nothing would make anything any better. She’s the reason that four women don’t have a father anymore.
She really, really doesn’t want to go to Pinkie’s house with her. Spending the night at the station sounds preferable to it.
She gets into the police cruiser. It’s a Ford Mustang, one of the older models, and she smiles a little when she thinks that if she were ever to lead the police on a high-speed chase, they wouldn’t be able to catch her. A mustang had nothing against her S7. She wonders if she could grab her car from the house in the morning, or if it was also somehow a part of the area of investigation. And if it was, did that mean that police officers were poking around inside her car right now?
It pisses her off and worries her at the same time. She has weed in her car. Underneath the driver’s seat, since she wasn’t stupid. It’s not even enough to roll a proper blunt. She and Pinkie had smoked pretty much all of it. Still, though. Was there a minimum on how much weed you could get caught with and not get charged? If there was, she was sure she was within the minimum; there was barely a thumbnail’s amount in the bag. Shit. Shit and fuck. That thought was probably going to keep her up all night. They’d find it, wouldn’t they? They were cops, of course they would.
She laces her fingers together tightly and puts her hands between her knees. She wants to ask the cop if her car is being searched, but he’d probably get suspicious of the random question and call up his other cop buddies and specifically tell them to search Dash’s car.
She sulks and wishes that Pinkie would hurry the fuck up. She also wishes that the officer would turn the car on so that she could stop shivering from the inside out.
“I went to his church, you know.”
She looks up and meets the officer’s eyes. Her mouth goes dry and her throat closes up. It feels like she’s being strangled again. ‘I’m trying not to think about him right now, you know’, she wants to snap back.
“Yeah?” she croaks instead. A horrifying thought comes to her—because what if this guy was Isaac’s friend? One of his ‘followers’. Isaac Pierce was a powerful man. Respected.
Shit.
The cop gives a tsk as if he’s disgusted. “Yeah. Few times. My wife and I were looking around the churches, trying to find one that fit us, you know?”
Dash nods, even though she doesn’t know. She’s never gone to church a day in her life. But at least it sounds like the cop isn’t one of Isaac’s regulars.
The officer rubs his clean-shaven jaw. His thick eyebrows knit together and furrow. “He was a good speaker. Whipped the congregation into a fervor with his preaching—” He cuts off and his nostrils flare. He shakes his head. “—but every once in a while there was this…look on his face. Wild and insane. Crazy. I liked him just fine except in those moments. I’m a vet, yeah? Iraq. Some of the locals had looks like that—you learn to read people’s character really fast when every fifth person you meet is trying to kill you, maybe. Sonovabitch.” The curse word is hissed out with a surprising amount of anger as if the cop blames himself. Dash decides that the cop is alright, as far as cops go. And she’s relieved that he’s not on Isaac’s ‘side,’ as it were.
“What’s your name?” he asks her. He places his left wrist on the steering wheel and turns his body a little to the side to face her in the passenger seat.
“Dash,” she says. “Uh—Rae. Rae.”
She hasn’t introduced herself by her birth name in years and wonders why it slips out now. It feels weird on her tongue, a little alien. Somewhere along the way she stopped thinking of herself as Rae altogether. It doesn’t take much soul-searching to pinpoint the moment when it happened.
The cop smiles at her stumble. “Two names, huh? That’s okay—I’m Corporal. It’s my slave name. Also, Daniel.”
“I’m Dash,” she clarifies. She knows that he’s trying to make her feel better, and while usually it would make her roll her eyes and close up more, this time she makes a conscious effort not to. She wonders when it was she got so unfriendly. “Rae was my mom’s name. But we don’t talk about her.”
“’We’ being…?”
“My dad and I.” Shit. And now all that she can think of is her father coming back to find the police ransacking the house and a corpse in the middle of the living room. But, the police called him, didn’t they? She vaguely remembers ratting off his cell number to one of them. She thought that she had even talked to him for a few seconds—her memory of the last few hours is hazy at best. Maybe she’s not okay.
“So, is she your girl?”
She blinks and looks at Daniel. He has a good sense of timing, she decides. That’s twice now that he’s brought her back from thinking about things she’d rather not think about.
“The blonde one,” he clarifies.
“Um.” The noise escapes her mouth before she has a chance to stop it, and she leaves it at that for a few seconds because she doesn’t know how to answer the question. “Not…really? It’s complicated. We’ve just kinda been fucking around.”
“And he had a problem with it,” Daniel finishes.
“Yeah,” Dash says.
There is a tap on the glass and Dash jumps a little and looks up at Pinkie’s face staring at her through the window. She opens the car door.
“Hey,” Pinkie mutters. “Mags and I are going to take the truck. You want to ride with us?”
Dash furrows her eyebrows and wonders how she missed the truck in the parking lot. She can see it little ways away behind Pinkie. She can even see Maggie huddled inside of it, and the prospect of an awkward and tense journey all the way out of the town limits doesn’t interest her at all. She knows without a doubt that she’s made an enemy of Magdalene Pierce, but she also knows that—well, that she wants Pinkie with her. She wants to comfort her, and get comforted in return. Except that being around Pinkie and Maggie constantly reminds her of what she did.
“Nah, I’m good,” she says. “We’ll follow you guys.”
Something flickers in Pinkie’s expression for a second, and then she nods. “Okay. I’ll see you at the house, then.” She pauses, and their eyes meet and hold, and Dash suddenly and simply wants to kiss her. Pinkie smiles a small smile at her and closes the door. Dash watches her walk to the truck. Daniel finally starts up the car.
“She’s taking this very well,” he says quietly. Pinkie gets into the truck and it sputters to life, the headlights snapping on. Dash looks away and back to Daniel.
“Too well,” she agrees. She decides with a certainty that she likes Daniel. “I don’t like it. She’s suppressing it. She does that, even though I told her to stop. It pisses me off.”
“It’s not healthy,” Daniel concurs. They follow the Pierces’ truck out of the parking lot and onto the deserted road. “But, people deal with things their own way. And the stuff she’s had to deal with, living in a house like hers—no offense, but I don’t think you’ll be able to break her of the habit, no matter how much she likes you. It’s a survival instinct, now.”
“I get it,” Dash concedes, because she does. She wonders if Pinkie lied to her about just how much Isaac Pierce knocked her around. She said it wasn’t that much, but if it led to her developing a survival instinct, then it must have been a lot more than ‘not much’.
“So what do you want to do when you graduate?” Daniel asks her, again doing that trick he does when she gets too far gone within her own head. She appreciates it. She appreciates him.
She shrugs. “I want to get out of this town.”
“College?”
She snorts in answer.
He glances to the side at her. “What’s wrong with college?”
“It’s for dweebs and eggheads. I’m not going back to school right after I’ve escaped it. No thanks.” They slow down as they go through Main Street. Her eyes linger on Burt’s Garage like they always do.
“You’ll regret it one day,” Daniel promises her. “College girls are hot—and college parties are awesome. It gives you an excuse to be young for four more years.”
“No thanks,” Dash maintains.
He laughs. “Okay, so what then? Where are you going, what are you doing?”
She wonders why adults are always so focused on teenagers’ life plans. She was eighteen, for fuck’s sake, why did they demand that she know what she was going to do for the rest of her life?
She throws out, “NASCAR.”
“You want to be a race car driver?” He says as if he would never have guessed it. “Well, shit, alright, then.”
They pass the post office, the unofficial end of Main Street. The light ahead turns yellow, and the Pierces’ truck speeds up to make it through. Daniel starts to slow. “Dammit. I hope I don’t lose her.”
“You’re driving a Ford Mustang, and she’s in a fifteen-year-old Chevy. I think you’ll be fine.” She smiles. “Floor it when the light turns green.”
He raises his eyebrow at her. “The speed limit is thirty-five, and I’m a cop.”
She smiles a challenging smile at him. “It’s the dead of night. And you’re a cop.”
He eyes her and then shakes his head. “Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Just this once. So you like cars, huh? What kind of car do you have?”
“Saleen S7 Twin Turbo,” she responds proudly.
Daniel says, “I have no idea what that is, but cool, I guess.”
“All you need to know is that it’s hella fast. Zero to sixty in three point three seconds.”
“You’re kind of a speed devil, huh?” When he smiles a dimple winks on his right cheek.
“I’m the speed devil,” she says, and he laughs. She frowns at him and wonders why he laughed since she had been completely serious.
The light turns green and Daniel floors it like he promised. Dash sits back and enjoys the burst of speed, the feeling of the car coming alive under her. She thinks that it’s a shame that the transmission is automatic—automatic was for pussies. A delighted laugh bursts from her lips. They speed through a gradual turn before the road straightens again, and the taillights of the Chevy appear in the near distance.
“See? What’d I tell you?”
“Yeah, yeah.”
They catch up quickly. The Chevrolet greets them with wisps of black emerging from its tailpipe. Damn thing is in a sorry state and needs to be put out of its misery, really. It’s a 1995 C/K, and probably doesn’t even have passenger airbags. Also, she hates it. She’s never hated a car before in her life, and maybe it wasn’t healthy to hate an inanimate object, but the sight of it intimidates her—scares her—like nothing she’s ever known before. It’s like an echo of Isaac.
“So, why ‘Dash’?” Daniel asks.
“I get that question all the damn time,” she mutters. Not that she minds telling the story, but her mood is sour and not productive for telling it with any flair like she usually does.
“It’s a cool nickname. And every cool nickname has a cool story.” Daniel shrugs.
She rolls her eyes at his attempt to stroke her ego, even though it works. Kind of. The story isn’t really that cool, but she could make it so with a few white lies and exaggerations.
“I used to want to go into the Olympics. Track. I’ve been running since I knew how to. I broke all of my middle school’s track records.” She pauses and purses her lips, and then adds, “also, The Incredibles.”
“The movie?”
“Yeah. We went to see the premiere. My parents and I and a couple of my track friends. I was like, twelve? Anyway, the ‘Dash’ character resonated with me, ‘cause he was fast as fuck, and I was also fast as fuck. My parents started calling me Dash; my friends started calling me Dash… It just kinda snowballed.” She pauses, shrugs the memories off. “Seven months later my mother went to the store and never came back. Just, poof—gone. Left. So I started calling myself Dash, too, ‘cause I didn’t want to be Rae anymore.”
Daniel says, “Oh.”
“It’s whatever,” she dismisses. “I’m over it.”
Daniel stays silent for several minutes. They pass the middle school and drive out of the town limits. Dash’s leg starts bouncing again. She shouldn’t have told the damn story—now June 15th is all she can think about. Coming home from school to find her father crying over his glass of gin, reading her mom’s note. How he’d crushed her to him and sobbed. He hadn’t shaved that day, and he always, always shaved. His stubble scraped against her forehead when he kissed the top of her head, and she didn’t know why he was acting like that or what she could say or do to make him feel better.
Just, shit. She passes an angry hand over her eyes. She hadn’t thought about that moment in years.
“I lost my parents on 9/11,” Daniel sighs. He says it as if it is the culmination of a lot of internal debate. Dash looks at him. He keeps his eyes on the road. “I had an uncle, so I didn’t go to foster care or anything, but my uncle was a drunkard. He kept getting fired, we kept moving. He was temperamental, always angry at something, and worse when he was drunk. Put his hands on me, knocked me around a lot. I tolerated it. As soon as I woke up on my eighteenth birthday I enlisted in the Marines and left for good. I don’t know what happened to him. He could be dead for all I care.”
She slowly returns her eyes to the road. They would be turning onto the highway soon. There were no buildings anymore, just trees, and they rose up on both sides of the road like walls, boxing them in. She flexes her hands in her lap, rage slowly bubbling over.
“The world we live in is shit,” she spits. “Pure shit. And people fucking suck.”
Daniel laughs, but not the kind of laugh that one emits at something funny. It’s bitter, angry, resigned. Sharp. Insincere. A bark of a laugh.
“Daniel, did I do the right thing?” she blurts. Her hands are sweating, but they’re cold. “I killed him, and now they don’t have a father anymore. He was a monster, but he was their father. I keep going back and forth in my head about it. Maggie said that their lives were fine.”
“I wasn’t there, Dash. I can’t tell you.” He shrugs and passes his tongue over his teeth. “But it’s not like—it’s not like you came after him like an angel of justice or something, right?”
“No. Of course not, he came to me.” She takes a breath. Her hands shake in her lap, and she drums the fingers of her left hand on her knee. “Pinkie and I skipped school for a few days straight. When he found out about the lack of attendance, he locked her away in the basement for a few days. She got bit by a spider, didn’t tell anyone, passed out during class and got rushed to the hospital. I went to visit her, and I guess he saw me because the next night he was sitting in front of my house in that goddamn truck.” Said truck turns onto the highway. Dash watches the ‘Chevrolet’ printed on the back of it until it’s out of sight. They wait for a few cars to pass, and also turn onto the highway. “He told me to stay away from her. And I tried, but I couldn’t—I can’t just turn my back on someone who needs me, you know? Call it altruism, or loyalty, or whatever the fuck. I just can’t. She’s my friend if nothing else, and I don’t have almost any other friends in this fucking town.”
“Do you love her?” Daniel asks, and breath whooshes out of her. Its the very last thing that she expects him to ask, and it completely blindsides her and stuns her into sitting in silence for several seconds.
“I—no? No,” she says with more conviction. Because she doesn’t love Pinkie, but she could, probably, in the future. Yeah, she could see it happening. Maybe it’s time for her to admit that to herself, and to a total stranger if no one else. “No, I have—had—I had a girlfriend. Until about two days ago. Anna-Jane.” It still hurts that she lost her—she’d been a bit too preoccupied the last few days to notice it, but it comes back with a passion and fervor as if to make up for lost time.
“Wait, I thought you said that you and Pinkie were fucking around. You were cheating?”
“No, AJ and I broke up,” she dismisses.
Daniel glances at her with furrowed eyebrows before returning his eyes to the road.
“Maybe you should tell me the whole story.”
“Fucking cops and your interrogations,” she grumbles. “I’ve told the story like twenty times already.”
“Then tell me the parts that you didn’t tell anyone else. I know you left stuff out.” He was right about that if nothing else. She sighs. “Get it all off of your chest. I promise you’ll feel better,” he coaxes.
She sits back. She doesn’t know how long it’s going to take them to get to Pinkie’s house, but she hopes it takes a while because if Daniel wanted the entire story, he was going to get it in explicit detail. And maybe it would make her feel better like he said.
“Okay, then, but I need you to listen as a guy. A-a friend, not a cop,” she says.
He glances at her again and switches lanes. The ‘Chevrolet’ of the Pierces’ truck comes back into view.
“Okay,” Daniel says. “You have my word.”
“Really?” she asks, surprised at the short amount of time it took him to decide. “Aren’t you, like, under oath? What if I told you that I was a drug dealer or something?”
He shrugs. “Oaths are nothing.” He pauses, almost a hesitation. She sees his jaw clench. When he speaks again, his voice drops into something grave and bitter. “I know what it’s like to be eighteen and have to put a bullet into somebody’s head, yeah? And it was somebody that I didn’t even know, someone who hated me and who I was supposed to hate back. So, yeah, you have my word.”
She nods slowly. She can’t even imagine—except that, well, she obviously can. She looks down at her lap and thinks. “Okay. Um. So I guess it all started on the day before school began. I was running on the mountain—driving really, really fast, not actual running…”
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The car plunged towards the crest of the hill, its wheels digging hard into the soft earth and kicking up dust. At the peak, with one last rev by the driver, it took the speed and made air its road. For an instant it was silhouetted against the bright late morning sun with wheels still spinning, and then, as tires touched the earth, Dash’s right foot crushed the acceleration pedal and sent them both recklessly racing towards a corner. The road there was smoother but hardly gentle, with a wall of rock on one side and a steep drop down a mountain on the other. The only thing that stood in the way of certain, terrifying death was a rusted, fragile looking guardrail.
Dash took the corner at full speed, one side of the car leaving the road and tasting air again almost in a warning to her, but the left set of tires gripped well enough, and soon she was through the turn and back on all fours.
And again she demanded the car faster.
Only a madwoman drove with such arrogant disregard for life and limb. 
Only a madwoman, or a dreamer.
“C’mon, baby.” The encouragement was low and challenging, as was the grunt that followed. The tone was one of a woman who considered speed a banquet and fear the wine. 
“Come. On.” When the car balked at her demand for more speed, she pounded quickly on the clutch, slammed the car into a different gear, and returned to pressuring the acceleration pedal. 
Birds, startled from sleep by the loud revving of the engine, flew from the trees and bushes on the cliff above to scream into the sky. Their noise was soon lost in the distance. When the road veered to the left, Dash took it without a pause. The edge of the road gave way to cliffs now, cliffs that spilled sharply for seventy feet to the blackened shadows of trees. Pebbles danced off the dirt to shower soundlessly into the empty space.
Dash glanced down but didn’t slow. She never even considered it.
From that height, there was no scent of the rain that had fallen two days ago and still dampened the woods that were thick enough to not let in the light. Even the sound of wind bothering the trees was indistinct, like a soft hiss. But from that height, the woods below held a danger and mystique all of their own. The tips of trees looked like spears rising out of the darkness, ready to skewer. Every year the road, the cliffs, and the woods claimed their tribute in the lives of men. Dash understood this, accepted this, for so it had been since the beginning of time. So it would continue to be. At times like this, she put herself in the hands of fate and backed her bet with her own skill. She never felt more alive than when she was at death’s door. Or, well, at the end of his driveway, maybe.
After she cleared the most dangerous turn, it was a steady, straight incline to the top, easy and boring, as if that turn was the final challenge point, the last dragon guarding the castle at the top. 
With an internal sigh and some regret, Dash slowed to a boring 20 and pulled into the parking lot of the scenic overlook. 
When she lifted her hands from the steering wheel they were covered in sweat. She wiped them on her jeans and reached to stop the gentle rumble of the car, spinning the keychain around one finger once it was free. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel and passed her tongue over her teeth, then she opened the door and got out.
The wind was bellowing strong, sending her hair wrapping around her neck and whipping her back gently. Annoyed, she gathered it up in a sloppy ponytail and tugged the black hair band from her wrist with her teeth to hold the hair in place. She put her hands on her hips after she was done, and leaned on the hood of her car. She could feel the heat emerging from the engine and frowned, turning to pop open the hood and let it cool.
The car was a thing of beauty: a 1968 Shelby GT500KR convertible, one of only 231 produced in the Acapulco Blue color. It had been a sweet-sixteen gift, although not really a surprise. She and her father had spent a good summer fixing it up five years ago, back before they’d moved to Ponyville. When they did move they’d driven it proudly across the country, and he had even let her thirteen-year-old-self take the wheel when they’d gone through the Podunk south-of-nowhere places where traffic consisted of one car per hour. That had been a good summer.
And this past summer had been the worst one of her life. 
She fisted her hands in the pockets of her track jacket and strolled over to one of the picnic tables sitting just a few feet from the edge of the cliff. She sat on the table, rested her feet on the sitting bench, and removed the slightly crumpled pack of Cool Blues from her jacket pocket. Packing it ten times she took one out and lit it.
Ponyville stretched below her, nestled so closely against the Blue Ridge Mountains that it was practically climbing them. Also known as Fucking Nowhere, Virginia, it was a solitary little insignificant town with a population of just over five thousand and three stoplights. 
Dash utterly hated it. She didn’t even know why it was called Ponyville and had never cared enough to ask anyone because knowing the reason would not lessen the stupidity of the name. The place was boring, friendly, safe, and had a knack for attracting people back to it because it was a good place to raise kids. Her father was among those. He’d been born and raised in the damn town and had sworn never to come back, but after Dash’s mother walked out on him he had apparently seen no alternative. She knew he hated it, too, but it didn’t mitigate her distaste for the town, or for him for taking her there.
She took a drag of the cig. She was holding it with three fingers, the thumb, pointer, and middle, and turning it into the inside of her hand to keep the wind from it. She was Cali born and raised, familiar only with relentless sun and white beaches and palm trees and tanned, blond, booty-shorts-wearing girls. Nobody cared where you went to in San Fran. Nobody knew you or wanted to know you, even. Compared to Ponyville it was fucking heaven. 
She’d grown up rich, too, in the exclusive neighborhood of Cloudsdale, San Francisco. It had been as far away from her life now as you could get, full of fast, shiny cars and loud house parties and beautiful people. Her father had owned a chain of business—she couldn’t remember or care enough to remember what it was that he sold, exactly, and it wasn’t like it mattered anymore since the stock market destroyed itself and made them move all the way out here.
Her eyes turned to the rolling, green mass of land northeast of the central town and she sighed wistfully, taking a really long drag from the cigarette and holding it in, letting the smoke sting the inside of her lungs to keep her in the present and away from memories and thoughts that she’d rather not remember or think.
Because, well, not all things about Ponyville were bad—actually, there was one thing about it that was good. Hell, better than good. It had been the very best thing in her life for three years…
…And Ponyville had managed to ruin even it. She released the pent-up smoke in one harsh exhale.
Whatever. She was out of this place come next summer. One more year, just one more year left. She’d taken to repeating that in her head like a mantra. 
The alarm on her phone went off, and she dug it out of her pocket with a scowl. 
Get your lazy ass dressed for work it said cheerfully, and she couldn’t help but smile a little.
She worked at Burt’s Garage, and it was perhaps the only other good thing about Ponyville and her life. Cars made sense to her in a way that very few things did, and most of the work she did was easy stuff like changing oil, since apparently she was in a town full of people who couldn’t do that themselves. Kind of weird considering that it was the country and most ‘country’ people knew their way around cars. But whatever, it paid, and it was something that she enjoyed doing. Plus, her workmates were both her age, and whenever there was downtime they talked shop, girls, sports, and drank Burt’s soda. The old man always threatened to take it out of their pay, but he hadn’t yet and in fact always seemed to have at least three twelve packs in the fridge.
She scooted forward off of the picnic table and hovered her hand above the engine to gauge the amount of heat rising from it. It hadn’t cooled nearly enough for her liking, but would probably be fine if she drove at a reasonable speed down the mountain. Clamping the cigarette in her teeth, she opened the door and got in, starting the car. She was already dressed for work in a black pair of jeans and an oil-stained white tee underneath her track jacket. Lifting her ass, she grabbed the sky-blue bandanna out of her left back pocket and her phone out of her right. She tied the bandanna on her forehead and plugged the phone into the aux. chord, fingers playing over the screen until The Offspring started tapping out the beginning of “Come Out and Play”. 
Good running music, she thought and then grinned and revved the engine without putting the car into gear. The entire album was just one fast track after another, and it was always the album she drove to work to. It was really too bad she had to take it slow.
She put the car into gear, peeled out of the scenic overlook, and drove leisurely down the mountain. It was gorgeous, full-blown summer. Green everywhere. The road was sun-bleached gray, cracking and old, and grass peaked out of it in places. Off to the side of the road, wildflowers grew high enough to touch the bottom of the guard rails—little blue stars, yellow cups, tall, lacy spears of white—their colors almost overwhelmingly bright in the sun. The cliff face to her right had ivy slowly swallowing it from a diagonal angle, giving the impression of long, slender green fingers stretching out along it. Beautiful, wild. 
Nobody really traversed this mountain. Ponyville didn’t get very many tourists, and the locals had already been once or twice and saw no need to look at the town they lived in every day just from a higher vantage point. Except her and a few other high schoolers that came up here to neck, the mountain belonged to nature. She was sure that once she left the plants would slowly claim it all together. The recession lingered, clinging to the economy like a boulder tied to the leg of a drowning man, and any money the local government could scrape together wouldn’t be put towards paving the roads and fixing the guardrails of a mountain that nobody cared about. 
She sighed and shook her head. The beat and lyrics of the song she was blasting came back to her. She decided that she’d gone slowly for too long and that the engine had enough of a break. She floored it, and the beauty of nature blurred into general greens and browns. She thought that maybe if she drove fast enough, she could outpace the depression. 
Fuck Ponyville, she thought. Her throat was tight for some reason that she didn’t want to acknowledge. Fuck AJ. 
One more year, just one more fucking year.

She made it to work twenty minutes early and grinned at the slightly shocked look on Jose’s face. He was just getting out of his car, and he was always at work half an hour before she was. Her hands were sweaty again when she lifted them off the wheel, and again she thought that she should invest in a pair of driving gloves. She looked into the rearview mirror to make sure that her eyes weren’t bloodshot. Heaven knows Jose would never let her live it down if he knew that she’d been up on the mountain crying.
Jose tapped on her window and she rolled it down, letting the chorus of “American Idiot” by Green Day blast into his face. He rolled his eyes and gestured for her to turn it down. When she just grinned insolently at him and did nothing to abide his request, he narrowed his eyes and reached over to turn it down himself. Her hand shot out and grabbed his wrist, the other coming around to wrap around the back of his neck. She wrenched him up and slammed his head against the padded roof of the car, but the music was abruptly stopped anyway as he ripped out her aux. chord.
“Asshole,” she growled, but she was grinning. She let him go, and he rubbed his head in a dramatic fashion and dropped the end of the aux. into her lap. 
“Whatever,” he replied, but he was grinning too. She plugged the cord back in and then turned the volume to a soft 10 instead of the 30 that it had been. “American Idiot” came back on when she pressed the play button. It was on its last chorus with only about thirty seconds remaining.
“You’re so patriotic,” Jose said sarcastically, rolling his eyes. He was a short guy—really, really short, actually, just three inches taller than her own five-foot-one frame—but heavily built. He was not so much muscular as he was solid, a chunk of tight fat and untoned muscle so dense that it almost had a gravitational pull. He was three years older than her, and rapidly approached the legal drinking age, which she of course intended to benefit from.
“Fuck patriotism,” she replied carelessly. The song switched to “Ignorance” by Paramour. Good shit.
Jose ran a hand through his dark curly hair and looked around the somewhat busy Main Street. There were a lot of empty shopfronts. “Yeah, sure not what it used to be when we were growing up.” He turned back to her and grinned. “You remember Razors?”
She laughed and wrapped both of her arms around the back of the headrest, hands gripping elbows. “What, the flip phones? Hell yeah. I had, like, three.”
He smirked. “Couldn’t keep all your hoes’ numbers on one?” 
She nodded with a salacious grin. She had, of course, been only in middle school and therefore did not have any ‘hoes’ to speak of. Her father had bought the phone for her because that had been the year she’d started riding the bus home, because that had been the year he’d started working every hour of the day, because that had been the year that—
Well, whatever. Yeah, she totally had three phones for all her hoes, and not because she kept ‘losing’ them out of spite for her father.
“I’m surprised you’re here so early,” Jose continued. He had both of his arms resting on the topmost frame of the door, both hands on top of one another and forehead resting against them. Deodorant, male and strong, wafted from his armpits.
“Yeah, well, I’m trying to nab me a raise,” she said. “Collect all my pennies and get the fuck outta here.” 
Not that she was planning on arriving half an hour earlier every day. Jose could have that, the suck up.
“Yeah,” he sighed, and looked around again. “I’ve been trying to do the same.”
“Sometimes you’ve got to stop trying and just do it, bro,” she told him, as she’d told him a hundred times. He was probably gonna be here forever, truthfully. There was just always something holding him back. Family, or not enough money, or a new girl he was seeing—he was a master of excuses.
“Yeah,” he sighed again but sounded dubious. “Maybe next summer, when you go. Where you going?”
She shrugged because she didn’t really care where she ended up as long as it was, “Away from here.”
The song switched again, this time to Wolfmother’s “Woman”. Dash started tapping her foot along with the beat absentmindedly. She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. There was still about ten minutes left until work began. 
She didn’t feel like going to school tomorrow. It was the first day, but that had never held any appeal to her. Dressing up and showing off the tan/haircut/clothes that you got over summer—she was just so over the whole high school thing, and the temptation to drop out was ridiculous. She’d been of age to do it for about a year now. But she couldn’t, of course. She’d promised.
“Where’s Jet?” she wondered out loud after a while. Jose had taken out his phone and started playing Angry Birds. He was always playing that stupid game, any chance he got. It was more than a little annoying. What was so attractive about killing pigs and birds?
“Probably running late, as always,” Jose said. He looked up from his phone screen. “You know, for someone named Jet, the guy sure is slow.” Jet wasn’t his actual name, of course, and if it was then his parents were probably fans of ketamine because who the fuck named their kid Jet?
Dash snorted. “Yeah, in more ways than one.” It was all the drugs, probably, but Jose didn’t need to know that. “Hey, you still dating that gas station girl? The one with the rack? What was her name?”
He rolled his eyes and said, “Cynthia.”
“Yeah, her. You guys broke up?”
“Yes, not that it’s any of your damn business.”
She waved a hand in front of her to stop him and then frowned. “Wait, you two broke up, and you didn’t pass her my number?” At his blank stare, she frog punched him in the arm. “Dude!”
He grabbed her wrist when she would have hit him again and held her away. “Keep dreaming Dash, her type isn’t ‘depressed and heartbroken over an ex’. You’d’ve had no chance.”
“Would’ve done better than you,” she shot back, grinning, and pulled her wrist free. A part of her snarled at his jab, but she hid it. There went the mention of AJ again—today was looking to be against her in that department. Anna-Jane had been the first thing she’d thought of when she woke up this morning, and everything had gone sideways since then. It was probably because school was tomorrow. 
Jose’s smile dimmed, and he drummed his fingers on the roof of the car. “You ready for school?”
Dash snorted. “What are you, my father?”
“Nah, just—you know.” Jose gestured. “With Anna-Jane and… everything.”
Dash pressed her lips together tightly. Of fucking course. “I’ll be fine, Josey. I am fine.” She was getting really tired of saying that, and even more tired of everybody acting like she was going to break into hysterics or start slitting her wrist whenever AJ’s name was mentioned. But she had cried over her today already, and it was only noon. That ritual was usually reserved for right before bed. So maybe wrist-slitting wasn’t too far down the totem pole for today. She pictured blood running in streams down her forearms and then shook her head in horror to dispel the images. Nope, she’d take driving very dangerously as her method of acting-out-after-a-life-shattering-break-up, thank you.
Jet’s little Toyota pulled into the spot beside them, effectively ruining Jose’s continued questioning. Dash glanced at the dashboard clock and turned off her own car, putting her phone into her back pocket and getting out. She rapidly closed the distance between her and her friend and punched a few rapid, not-so-gentle jabs to Jet’s chest just as he was getting out of his car. Her standard form of greeting him. He flinched away from her, raising his arms defensively to cover his chest.
“Why you almost late, Jetty?” she mocked.
“I’m a busy man,” he said defensively. “Places to be, people to meet. We going to the track after this?” 
“You know it.” It was their code phrase for ‘I’ve got your pot for you, do you want it?’. Jet had never run a day in his life outside of mandatory PT, though he was tall and skinny.
And Dash didn’t run either, anymore. 
The three of them made their way into the building, taking the diagonal stairs that slanted across its back two at a time. Burt’s place was small and situated above his garage, but it was well furnished and comfortable. Dash thought that perhaps he had a house once and that most of the furniture was from there. The back door that they always used led directly into the kitchen—white tiles, white fridge, dark countertops; tiny, but perfect for one guy. Dash thought that she might like to have a kitchen like that someday since she didn’t cook at all, ever, and therefore saw no need for a kitchen to even be in her house. She did, however, recognize that all houses unfortunately came with one.
Burt always had a bowl of Granny Smith apples on the countertop right next to the door, and Jet always grabbed one while Jose disappeared deeper into the apartment to tell Burt that they were here. Dash opened the fridge and eenie-meenied between Mountain Dew and Pepsi since she hated Dr. Pepper.
“Throw me a pop,” Jet mumbled.
Dash said, “It’s ‘soda’, and get your fucking own.”
“Where’re you from? This here’s Virgin’ya, an’ we calls it ‘pop’ here,” Jet said in a mocking country accent and then took a large bite of apple, chewing in an exaggerated, obnoxious fashion. Dash tossed him a Pepsi. Or maybe she threw it at his face to get him to stop, but that was a matter of semantics. Just like the difference between pop and soda, even though it was totally called soda.
He caught it, grinned. “Gracias, mi amiga.”
“How much do I owe you?” she said.
“One hundred.” Jet flicked the side of the can to dispel the carbonation so that the soda wouldn’t blow when he opened it.
She swore and put down the Mountain Dew that had been on its way to her lips. “Seriously? It wasn’t that much last time.”
“The recession has a stranglehold on us all,” he said dramatically. She glared at him. He opened the soda and to her dismay it didn’t start overflowing all over the place. “If my dealer’s prices are up, then my prices are up, and if you were a dealer, then your prices would be—”
“Shut up, man,” she snapped and took a drink of the Mountain Dew. Jet was always raising his prices, but he was also the only dealer that she knew. Maybe she should stop smoking pot, but high was the only time that she was ever happy, anymore. She wondered moodily where Jose was, and what was taking him so long to talk to Burt. She could only be around Jet for so long, even if he was funny.
“I’mma go find Hose,” she mumbled and walked around the counter. As soon as she stepped through the archway that led into the dining room, Jose appeared in front of her. She stopped suddenly, jumped a little, and the Mountain Dew in her hand splashed out onto her shirt. She swore, more because of how cold it was when it sunk through and touched her skin than over any real worry for her clothing.
“Did I scare you?” Jose asked with a chuckle, and she glared at him.
“Surprised me,” she corrected. “What was taking so long? We got a lot of clients or something, today? It’s Sunday, we can’t have that many.”
Jose looked away from her face. His body language changed, becoming jittery. “Uh, no.”
“What’s up?” she asked. She furrowed her brows at him and the way he wouldn’t meet her gaze. She could smell bad news two miles away, and Jose was such a soft-hearted guy that he was shit at hiding that he had some.
“I, uh,” he said eloquently. “Well, Burt wants you to have this.”
He handed her a check—fifteen hundred dollars, signed by Burt. She took it.
“Okay?” she said slowly. 
“It’s this month’s pay, with a little extra.”
She slowly raised her eyes. Jose still wouldn’t meet them. The month had just begun. An explanation for the strange behavior came to her suddenly, but she dismissed it. There was no way.
But Jose still wouldn’t meet her eyes.
“Are you serious?” she asked softly. “He’s firing me? Hose—Josey, c’mon, man.”
“The fucking economy, Dash,” Jose explained in a rush. His accent started to come out like it always did when he was distressed. “And you’re going back to school and won’t be able to work full-time—and Jet and I can handle the work ourselves.”
“You and Jet? Jet?! Who’s fucking late every other fucking day?” she snapped and gestured wildly behind her to the general area of the kitchen. It occurred to her briefly that Jet was not even four feet away from them and could hear everything that was being said, but she was too enraged to care. She’d done good work for Burt the entire summer, and this felt like a betrayal. 
Jose clenched his jaw and stared at her with a helpless expression. She threw the check to the ground, but it was just flimsy paper and slowly floated down instead of shattering or making a thump like she wanted it to. She stormed past Jose and deeper into the apartment, through the living room and past the tiny, cramped laundry closet until she was at the door to Burt’s office. She threw it open, and it banged on the wall. Spitefully she hoped it put a dent in it. 
“What the fuck, Burt?” she demanded.
The old man looked up from his computer. He was only like fifty or sixty, she guessed, but his hair was snow white over his thin face. He had the roundest stomach she’d ever seen—the kind usually reserved for pregnant mothers—and thin legs that looked like they would snap underneath his impressive beer gut at any moment. He removed his half-moon glasses. His eyes were pale blue. Honestly, he kinda looked albino.
“I thought you said you’d let me work part-time during the school year,” she reminded him furiously. “What the fuck?”
“There’s not enough work for you to work part-time,” he snapped. His voice was creaky from a pack-and-a-half a day. It was the kind of voice that could create strange tones and notes that the human voice was not particularly meant to create. It sounded to always be on the verge of giving out. 
“Look,” he said and put on his ‘negotiating’ voice. “You’ve done right by me—done good work all summer long even though I know it was ‘underneath your talent’.” 
She rolled her eyes hard. That had been a fucking joke. Jeez. It was true, but still.
“And I know you’re trying to head to NASCAR after this,” Burt continued. “My nephew knows some people, and he’s like a son to me. I could talk you up to him. You’d be sponsored for sure.”
Her eyes slowly widened, anger draining out of her. It was a foot in the door—hell, she was prepared to work with just an open door, but this was an actual step inside the Goddamn professional racing world. Sponsors where everything and the first one was always the hardest. The track, the trophies; her entire life flashed before her. She was practically a salivating mutt, and Burt was holding a bone.
“So what, I just have to take the check and walk?” she asked. The visions disappeared—because at one time she could see herself being an Olympic gold medalist in track, the best in the entire world, and she wasn’t even fucking running nowadays. Life sucked and then you died. The only guarantee was today, and today she was losing her job over a lazy, incompetent drug dealer.
She shook her head. “No, Burt. If I’m going to get the shit talked up about me to your nephew, I’m going to earn it. Don’t fucking fire me—especially not over Jet. He’s a drug dealer.”
“The fuck, Dash!” Jet shouted, and where the fuck had he even come from? She tried not to flinch, kept her eyes glued to Burt’s as the old man sat frozen in his seat. Jet stomped inside the small office. Had he been eavesdropping? “What the fuck?” he shouted again, right into her face. He was a tall guy, not muscular or anything but he could be intimidating when it counted. 
He was also one of her friends, however loosely the term defined him, and she was throwing him under the bus. 
There was something to be said about loyalty—it was such an undefinable thing. It was all about perception. The opposite of it was betrayal, of course, but betrayal was not something concrete with a solid, unanimous definition that applied to every person. The eye of the beholder and all that shit. She’d felt betrayed when Burt tried to fire her, but his reason was sensible, and he’d been generous by the advanced, large check and the offer to make her dreams practically a reality. In his eyes, it was probably not a betrayal at all but an uncomfortable necessity. Did loyalty really make dividends in the end? What would being loyal to a guy, a friend, like Jet really bring her? Lessened prices on pot? A part of her hated that the world was so dog-eat-dog, that the warm fuzzy feeling of having done something good wasn’t enough, wasn’t as long-lasting or practical or ‘needed’ as a job was.
Maybe it was selfish—in fact, the more she thought about it, the more she was sure that she had just made a mistake. Because working at Burt’s Garage wasn’t her dream, it was just a fucking summer job. Burt had been offering her a chance to have her dream and set her up with his nephew. He was bargaining with her. Maybe bribing her. Still, she didn’t need the job to make her dreams reality, she just wanted it for some reason. The reason was probably because it was being denied to her. 
The room was silent. She closed her eyes as regret and mortification washed in waves through her. She replayed the last few minutes in her head. She was a fucking child. Storming into her boss’s office and cursing him out, demanding explanations. Throwing away a friendship for a job that she didn’t need but wanted. Wanting to have her cake and to eat it, too.
Burt didn’t move. He was like a statue made out of marble. Finally, his nostrils flared and he clenched his jaw. He closed his eyes.
“Get out,” his failing voice whispered. Dash took in a breath in surprise, but then his eyes opened and focused on Jet and she relaxed a hair. And then felt wretched and guilty again. She wanted to take everything from the last ten minutes back. She should have taken the damn check and gone.
Jet gaped at the old man. He opened his mouth several times, probably to argue or plead, but no sound came out. It was turning out to be the most dramatic last day of summer in her life, if not one of the worst. Finally, Jet closed his mouth with a click and spun on his heel. He looked stiff and strangely military while he did it. It was probably the rage.
He paused right outside the doorway that led out into the hall. “I may be a dealer, Burt, but take a guess at who’s one of my buyers,” he said in a dark, almost sinister voice. Shivers rolled up Dash’s spine, and then back down. She’d never heard him use that voice before, never heard anyone use a voice like that outside of the movies. She knew she’d made an enemy, just like that.
Burt’s eyes snapped to hers. Jet left. 
“Is it true?” Burt demanded tightly. 
She clenched her teeth together. Nodded. 
Burt exhaled, dropped into his chair. When had he stood up?
He put a hand over his eyes and braced his elbow on the desk like he was going to go to sleep. Dash didn’t move. She kept thinking about Jet’s voice. 
“Well, I can’t run a shop with one guy,” Burt finally declared. He took his face out of his hand and looked at her sternly. “And a dealer is worse than a buyer—a dealer spreads that stuff around. They’re the rotten core of the apple.” His jaw clenched again. “It stops today, though. You using that shit. It’s sick, and I have half a mind to throw you out, too. But the dealer is worse than the buyer, so you can stay—but you give me your damned word, on anything you hold dear, that you won’t do it again.”
“I swear on my future. On my father’s grave,” she vowed. She was a little numb, in disbelief of her luck. She probably should have sworn on her father’s grave before she swore on her future since the life of her only relative should be more important than her future, but she’d already proven herself to be an awful person, so it was probably hardly surprising. She wanted to swear on Anna-Jane’s name, truthfully, but didn’t think that Burt would be okay with her swearing on the love she had for her lesbian ex-girlfriend. 
Burt rubbed at his face with both of his hands and gave her one more stern look. “Fine, good. Get to work. We opened half an hour ago.” He turned away from the both of them, back to his computer. Dash gaped silently at him for a few seconds before slowly spinning and walking out of the office. She wanted to ask if the offer of the sponsorship was still on the table, but didn’t know how to go about it without sounding like she was selfish. 
She followed Jose down into the actual garage in silence. Jose would probably show his disappointment in her in some way or another, eventually, but for now she was getting the silent treatment from him. When they were inside the garage, Dash went to the radio while Jose flipped on lights and opened the metal curtain that separated them from the rest of Main Street. Dash tuned the radio carefully. It was an overly-sensitive, ancient thing with a temper and she thought about throwing it away every single day that she had worked there and replacing it with a newer model. Preferably something that could play the music on her phone since the radio stations that could be picked up from Ponyville had a lot to be desired.
The radio picked up some banjo song, and she scowled and turned the damn thing off, finally giving up. The silence rang between them, awkward and full. She missed Jet’s jokes and almost non-stop conversation already. Her fingers slowly traced the top of the radio absentmindedly before her hand fell to her side. Jose was at the large tool cabinet, fiddling, stalling, with his back to her. 
She looked out across Main Street. Church had probably just let out. The traffic was more active now than it had been when she drove to work, scores of cars lined up at one of the two stoplights in town—the one responsible for keeping Main Street reasonably accident free. Not that anything could really happen when the speed limit was fucking twenty-five, but still. She tilted her head as her eyes roamed across all the trucks, minivans, SUVs. She listed off the models, the year numbers, and missed Jet all the more since it was their little game—Jose had no interest in the outside of a car, only the inside, so he was pretty much clueless about such things.
Damn it all to hell, she really had fucked up, hadn’t she? Hindsight was twenty-twenty, and she really had. 
But, well, it wasn’t like Jet was broke. He was still a fucking drug dealer, and he was always raising his prices. More, now, probably, since he’d lost the job. She wished she’d gotten the damn weed from him before work or something. She needed it. She also wished she’d kept her mouth shut, took the check, and walked.
She looked up at the ceiling and then rolled her head back down to look at the cars outside and blew out a breath. She had to quit, didn’t she? It felt like it was the right thing to do. She didn’t deserve the job, didn’t really need it, and now didn’t even want it since it cost her a friendship.
“Yo, I’ll be back,” she called over her shoulder to Jose, but didn’t move. A part of her was resisting the decision that she had just made, but she pursed her lips, bounced twice on the balls of her feet, and walked to the door that led up to the apartment.
She moved slowly up the stairs, even stopped once when the internal battle within her reached an extremum. She wondered why she was having such a hard time doing something right. A voice inside of her said that quitting wouldn’t mend what she’d done, and that she was being unnecessarily noble about the entire thing. Jet was barely a friend, and even if she found him and apologized and said that she’d quit he still wouldn’t forgive her. That voice of his—
She started moving again, shaking her head free of the thoughts. She could be stubborn as hell when she wanted to be, and she exercised the skill now. She took the stairs two at a time until she stood inside the apartment again. Doubts still picked at her, but they were quieter in the face of her bullheadedness. She paused and grounded herself, and then let out a thought that she knew would silence them altogether.
This was the right thing to do, and she was a good person for doing it.
She could practically hear AJ’s voice saying the words, and she instinctively rolled her eyes because then that voice said, “Say it, hun.”
“It’s the right fucking thing to do, and I’m a good fucking person for doing it,” she spit out--and felt better, just like that, like she always did. 
She stepped up to Burt’s office door and knocked tentatively before twisting the handle.
“Hey, boss?” she said quietly. Her mouth was dry and she felt awkward but it was the right thing to do, and she was a good fucking person.
Burt didn’t glance at her. He was typing quickly at his computer, and she always liked the sound of experienced fingers moving across the keyboard for some reason. The precise, fast clicks. She enjoyed the noise for a second and then stepped deeper into the office. 
“Listen, uh, can I talk to you?” she said. She put her hands into the pockets of her jeans.
“Hold on,” Burt muttered, still intently focused on whatever it was he was typing. She waited with a surprising amount of patience and serenity. Those magic words of AJ’s really did the trick, or maybe it was because she was in no hurry to get all of this over with. 
She stared out of the window at the bright sun beating on everything outside, att her car parked next to Jose’s. It lifted her already alright mood like it always did. There were few things in this world that she loved more than her car. She decided she’d wash it when she got home—because while she didn’t care about showing off the tan/haircut/clothes that she got over summer, she did care about showing off her baby, and damn it if it wouldn’t be the shiniest, coolest, most unique fucking thing in that student parking lot come tomorrow morning. She could picture the looks on the faces of the freshmen when she rode in blasting… some cool song—something that she also had to decide on tonight—and wearing her shades. Yeah, yeah, tomorrow could be good. Tomorrow could be pretty alright.
Burt finished typing and swiveled his chair to face her. “What’s up? Problem?”
Feeling pretty good, she grinned and shook her head. “Nah, I just, um…” she trailed off, thought for a second and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t feel right about what I did. Ratting out Jet like that. And I’m sorry that I threw a fit like a spoiled brat. I get your reasons for wanting to let me go, and you’ve treated me really good this entire summer.” She stopped, realized that she’d lost her original point in coming here and that she was heading into mushy territory dangerously fast. She cleared her throat. “What I mean to say is… that… I quit.”
Burt blinked. He wasn’t a man of many facial expressions or emotions, really, but surprise slacked his face for a split second before he composed himself again. “You quit,” he repeated, staring at her hard.
She winced and shrunk under his gaze, the confidence fizzing out a little. “Yeah, if you’re still willing to give me the advanced pay and talk to your nephew for me.” She winced again as soon as her voice died out, because it was kind of backwards to be demanding benefits for quitting. She damned her own fucking selfishness sometimes, the easy way that her wants would just come out of her mouth before she had a chance to curb them. “I mean, you don’t have to,” she said lamely, belatedly. The conversation was not what she’d envisioned. “I just—it would mean everything to me.”
Burt said nothing for several seconds. She fisted her hands in the pocket of her jeans and bounced on the balls of her feet.
“Are you doing this because you’re unhappy with the job, or because of what happened with Jet?” Burt asked her carefully. His voice was kind, she thought, though it was hard to tell since he’d ruined his vocal chords so much that emotions didn’t actually register through his voice very well. 
“Because of what happened with Jet,” she instantly replied, and then amended, “I mean, the work is slow, sometimes. Well, usually. But I like it. I like the work. I just don’t think that I should have the job while Jet doesn’t.”
Burt’s face darkened. “He’s a drug dealer,” he pointed out, and she had never heard him so close to losing his composure.
“Yeah, but—”
“No ‘but’s, Dash,” he said sternly, almost snapping the words. He sighed, ran his fingers underneath his glasses to rub at his eyes, and then took the glasses off and folded them. He sat back, and the chair squeaked under him. “I lost my boy to cocaine,” he said with little fanfare, and she twitched where she stood, not sure what she should offer in response to the admission. She’d never been good at heart-to-hearts, and her bedside manner was practically nonexistent.
“I’m sorry?” she said, almost asked. It was basic manners if nothing else. Burt didn’t really seem all the broken up over it.
“Yeah, well,” Burt sighed and then gestured with his folded glasses. “It was fifteen years ago. Anyway, drugs… drugs I can’t stand. Drug dealers, who spread that shit around without a care in the world? I hate ‘em with everything that I am.”
“There’s two sides to it, though,” she argued before she could stop herself. Because, well, there was. “The buyer has just as much responsibility. They’re the ones who scrape the money together, who contact the dealers—”
“And the dealers never say no. They could change the entire culture and save lives if they just lied and said they didn’t have any,” the way he said the words sounded passionate, like he’d put in a lot of thought about just how the dealers could change the world if they became liars. “Or stop dealing drugs altogether.”
She shook her head. “But the users would always find someone else. Especially if they’re addicted.”
Burt sighed, looking weary and old. She pulled her hands out of her front pockets and moved them into her back pockets. “Look we’re getting off track,” she said. “I get why you fired Jet, and I’m not here to ask you to hire him again or anything. I just don’t think I deserve to have the job either, as stupidly noble as it sounds. It’s a good job, but I don’t need it.” It really did sound stupidly noble.
Burt pursed his lips and set his glasses back onto his face. He laced his fingers together on his stomach. “Okay, well, I don’t exactly have a replacement lined up for you all ready to go.”
“No, it’s fine. Consider this my two-week notice, or whatever.”
“Alright, then, if you’re sure,” he said, sounding something like unsure himself.
She nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure.”
“I’ll start putting the word out, then.” 
She nodded again, and then spun on her heels to leave.
“Oh, and Dash,” Burt said before she could take a step. “The check and offer still stand. I would have done it regardless of what happened.”
“Oh,” she said dumbly and turned back around to smile awkwardly at him. She’d somehow forgotten. “Thank you. Just, thanks.”
He chuckled. “Thank me in all of your winning speeches, and we’ll call it even.”
A laugh burst out of her, unabated. She felt lighter, at peace and almost giddy, for some reason. “Hey, you know it. I won’t forget my roots.” It was such a country term, so unlike her, and a part of her winced at how much it sounded like something AJ would say. She knew that as soon as she crossed the state line, Virginia would be the last thing on her mind, roots and all.
“Good, now get back to work,” Burt dismissed, sitting up and swiveling back to his computer again.
She left the office and galloped down the stairs, practically throwing her body against the door that led to the garage and bursting into it. Jose had an ancient-looking dark blue truck up on the lift and was talking with two girls not ten feet away from it. Dash put both hands into her pockets and wandered closer to them but only until she could duck underneath the truck and inspect it.
“Hey, Hose, what we got?” she asked. 
Jose didn’t look at her, and there was a pause before he answered gruffly, “Needs a suspension tune up badly, a new set of wheels.”
Dash ducked out from underneath the car and walked closer to him until they were shoulder to shoulder. She nudged him with her elbow. “Suspension—your favorite thing,” she teased because Jose hated working on the suspension. She looked at the two girls in front of her. 
They were high school, college age. Both taller than her by a head. Sisters, maybe, or best friends. They had the same nose, though; a little upturned, just on the right side of cute. So sisters probably, though they looked as opposite as night was from day.
One was heavier set than the other, straddling the line between being attractively curvy and pudgy. She had blond hair that reached down to the shoulders but not any further, and every individual lock looked like an honest-to-God spring. Dash had never seen hair so curly. She wore a frilly light pink dress and a small, fragile-looking golden cross around her neck. Her eyes were the bluest things Dash had ever seen, like the deepest part of a summer sky. They were such an unnatural, startling color that Dash wondered if she was wearing colored contacts.
Her sister was lanky, with knobby knees and elbows, and straight mousy brown hair that went down her back a ways until it almost reached her ass. Her dress was dark blue and conservative—like the kind of thing a damn grandma would wear. Her face was pale, drawn, a little sickly, almost. Her eyes were small and almond-shaped where her sister’s were large and round, and the color of them wasn’t nearly as shocking a blue, but blue all the same. The cross around her neck was silver.
Dash nodded at them, said, “Sup?”
The blond one smiled widely at her. “Hi,” she chirped. Her eyes were so bright Dash had a hard time looking at anything else. Her sister didn’t say anything.
“Introduce me to your friends, Josey—don’t be greedy,” she teased and nudged him again. She blinked and looked away from the blond when she realized that she was blatantly staring.
“I was just about to get their names, Dash,” Jose said tightly, annoyed with her probably. She sighed internally. She hoped Jose would get over his little sulking period. She didn’t need to lose two friends on the same day. She didn’t really care all that much about the sisters’ names.
“Yeah, alright, man. I’ll start on the suspension, you do the paperwork thing. I’m Dash, by the way,” she threw out a little carelessly as she turned away. Her mood was taking a nosedive at Jose’s coolness. She wished that kind of shit didn’t bother her as much as it did. She wished that she could be a proper lone wolf like she always saw herself as. Lone wolves didn’t live very long, though. She’d learned that much from watching Animal Planet, and she honestly liked other wolves—uh, people. People.
She went to the truck, but her eyes wandered back to the trio. The blond girl giggled at something Jose said. He was speaking in a warm, low tone of voice to them—probably fucking hitting on them, too, but that was whatever. She wondered if the girls went to the high school. She’d never seen them before, and it wasn’t like the high school was all that big. They looked too old to be freshmen, the blond one especially was too… well-endowed to be just hitting puberty. 
Heh, yeah, alright, she was kinda cute. Forgettable, though, nothing too special except for those fucking eyes of hers. Dash wished she’d gotten her name, but it wasn’t anything that she couldn’t weasel out of Jose, once she fixed their relationship. 
However she was going to do that.

The house was dark, empty, and just the way she’d left it. Her father still wasn’t back even though it was past eight. Dash stumbled through the front door, a Wendy’s burger in hand and just about dead on her feet. She didn’t turn on the lights, too preoccupied with eating and frankly too lazy and tired to bother with the effort—she’d found her way through the house in the dark more than she did in the light, honestly. Or maybe it was a fifty-fifty split since it was light every morning when she left, and dark every night when she came back.
She opened the door to her room and cool air welcomed her instantly. It was the only room in the house that was properly air conditioned, since her father had been gone for five days now and she didn’t spend enough time inside the rest of the house to bother with temperature controls. Plus, it saved money.
She didn’t turn on the light in her bedroom, either, and instead took a two-step running leap onto her bed, twisting to face the ceiling while she was in the air and landing on her back. Her bed had no bed frame because she’d broken it several months ago doing what she just did, so now all she had was a boxspring and mattress on the floor. Since it better allowed for running leaps like that, she didn’t really care.
She took another bite of burger. The thing was gigantic, fully loaded with all the toppings, and therefore kinda hard to swallow. She’d left the drink and fries in the car for breakfast tomorrow, but now she regretted it. The thing was fucking awful for her, too, and had she still been getting ready for track season, she’d worry about how many milliseconds it would add onto her run time. But, well, not anymore. She took another bite as if to prove that she was living a better life now.
She missed running so much that it fucking hurt if she thought about it for too long. So she didn’t. 
Lazily she rolled to the side and sat up, retrieving her laptop from the end of the bed and putting it on her lap. She opened the lid and typed the password with one hand because the other still held the burger. The background of her laptop was a still shot of her car in autumn, orange and brown leaves on the ground and in the trees behind it. Anna-Jane had taken it on the farm.
Dash shook her head and pulled up Skype, clicking on the only contact on her list and pressing ‘call’. It rang once, twice, a third time, and finally was picked up. The grainy image focused until a heart-shaped face framed by long strawberry blond hair filled Dash’s laptop screen, and she grinned at the sight of her oldest, closest friend. Probably her only friend, now. Again.
“Hey, Shi,” she said. She reached behind her and propped the pillows up against the wall so that she could sit up better, then took a bite of burger. 
“Hi, Dash,” the girl said. Some of her hair fell out from behind her ear to dangle in front of her eye, but she tucked it behind again and smiled sweetly.
“What’s up? How’s life?” Dash asked as if it had been longer than three or four days since they had spoken. 
“Good, all things considered.” Broken sounds, tad bits of conversation and something like a gunshot was picked up by the computer’s mic and stuttered into Dash’s ear. On the screen she saw Shiloh’s thin brows knit in irritation, and her eyes glance to the side at something off-screen. 
Dash sighed. “Zeke, again?”
The girl turned back to her and bit her bottom lip before nodding silently. “He’s been watching a lot of Law & Order, lately, and has decided—”
“That being a cop is his calling in life,” Dash wryly finished for her, because it was same-old-same-old with Ezekiel Parsons. His ‘callings in life’ changed as often as his socks. Well, probably more, now that she thought about it. She rolled her eyes. “At least it just requires a high school diploma.” A thought came to her, and she winced. “Then again, he’d probably end up shooting himself, somehow. Don’t let the state hand him a gun; we’d all be safer for it.”
A horrified look came upon Shiloh’s visage, and Dash waved her burger in the air. “Let him work in the K-9 unit or—yeah, no, alright, that’s even worse of an idea,” she amended when the other girl paled even more in horror. “Relax, he’ll change his mind in a few days. Also, tell him to move the fuck out.”
“It’s not so bad,” Shiloh said quietly. “Eli likes having him around.”
“How is Little Man?” Dash asked, and tore off another bite of her meal.
“Destroying everything, as usual. Thankfully, he’s doing it at his grandparents’. His birthday is—”
“This Thursday,” Dash said softly. “Yeah, I remember, Shi. My presents are in the mail and on their way across the continent as we speak.” Well, tomorrow they would be. Dash had completely and utterly forgotten, but what kind of Godmother would she be if she admitted to that?
“You didn’t have to.”
“Sure I did. I’m the best Godmother in existence.” She puffed herself up a little and then carelessly bragged, “I spent over two hundred dollars on him.”
She wrapped up the rest of the burger and tossed it onto the bedside table. And then she realized that now she would have to spend two hundred dollars.
“I really wish you’d tell me what you got him,” Shiloh sighed. 
“It’s a surprise,” Dash said. Shit, like, two hundred dollars? What was she fucking thinking? What would she even buy for him for that much? A bike, maybe? A bike and… something else, since she said presents, like a dumbass.
“Yeah, a surprise for him. I’m his mother,” Shiloh deadpanned.
“You just want in on the secret,” Dash said distractedly. She shrunk the size of the video until Shiloh’s face was just a five-by-five at the corner of her screen, and then pulled up the web browser to do some Goddamned research on kids bikes.
“I just want to know that it’s safe.”
A listing of prices from the local Walmart had Dash exhaling a breath through clenched teeth. She glanced back up at the camera. “If you had it your way, he’d walk out of the house wrapped in fucking bubble wrap like in that one commercial. Let the boy be a boy, climb trees and fall out of them and break his arm and shit. Boy stuff.”
“Are you calling yourself a boy, then?” Shiloh teased while Dash scowled at the damn bike prices. Like, really? But what else could she get him? Her heart was a little set on a bike now. She scrolled down and looked at the pictures and lists of specs. Her eyes settled on a ten-speed, dark blue one with light-blue and yellow lightning bolts on it. She stared really, really intently at it and then glanced at the price. And then immediately closed her eyes when they screamed in agony.
“Dash?” Shiloh called.
“Yeah, yeah,” Dash responded belatedly. She minimized the screen vengefully and looked back up at the video camera. “The tree thing was like, one time.”
“It was three times—you even did it with a cast on. You even broke the cast.”
“The tree had to be conquered,” Dash said solemnly. It had been the tallest tree in the entire neighborhood, and she was determined to be the coolest kid on the block a.k.a the first and only to climb it.
“My parents had to cut it down,” Shiloh said exasperatedly. “And there were a lot of pretty birds in it—”
Dash rolled her eyes hard and threw her arms up into the air. “Yeah, and they used to wake you up for school every morning with their singing—I know, I know. I’m an awful fucking person for taking away your birdie alarm clock.”
She glared and Shiloh pouted until they both started laughing at the old memory. Something in Dash’s chest coiled and got tight.
“I miss you, Rae,” her friend sighed, fond and sad at the same time.
“Don’t call me that,” Dash muttered. She swallowed around the knot in her throat and croaked out, “I miss you, too.”
Shiloh licked her lips and looked down at her keyboard. Dash idly wondered how she would have even gone about sending a bike through the mail—she was sure that there were ways, but those ways probably cost a hell of a lot of money. She could probably have just had it delivered to Shi’s address from a local Walmart, but she didn’t know if California carried the model. Well, alright, they probably did. She was just being cheap and making excuses.
Her eyes slowly lowered until they were half-lidded, the weariness of a 6 AM nightmare-induced wake up call making its presence known. “Talk,” she instructed lazily. Shiloh was still staring down at her keyboard, looking deeply lost in thought.
“I saw her in the store today,” the girl whispered after a pause. 
“Who?” Dash laced her fingers together and pulled her arms up towards the ceiling, stretching out the muscles in her biceps and forearms. Her elbow popped, and she sighed in satisfaction as she lowered her still-laced hands behind her head, enjoying the way her muscles became warm under her skin. She toed her shoes off lazily while she waited for her friend to respond. She was only half interested in the conversation now; the warm, sleepy feeling settling into her readily now that she had acknowledged it. She had half a mind to fall asleep dressed and without a shower—it wouldn’t be the first time, nor the last.
Shiloh said, “Rae.”
“Don’t call—” Dash began.
“No, I saw your mother, Rae, at the grocery store today.”
The sleepy mood disappeared. Dash swallowed thickly, staring at the screen but not blinking. Shiloh’s fidgeting picture didn’t register in front of her—she saw nothing.
“She left San Fran years ago,” Dash argued calmly. She barely recognized her own voice, and, damn it, why was she reacting in this way? She shook herself out of the stupor. “Are you sure?”
“Yes—I stared a little too long, and when I turned around to leave she looked up and recognized me and called me back. We chatted—she asked about you.”
“The bitch has no right to ask about me,” Dash snarled. Anger had been slowly walking towards her during Shiloh’s retelling, and finally it wrapped her into its embrace. “What did you tell her?” she said through gritted teeth.
Shiloh played with her fingers, nervous in the face of Dash’s rage. “I-I told her you’d moved, and that I had lost t-track of you years ago. That we fell out of contact.”
Dash breathed in deeply through her nose and exhaled through her mouth. The deep-breathing practice was bullshit, honestly. Rage still pounded through her.
“Good,” she seethed. “I don’t ever want to see her face again.”
“I know, Dash,” Shiloh sighed. “I’m sorry I brought it up, I just thought that you should know.”
Dash shrugged. “It’s fine. I don’t care if she’s asking about me in San Fran—I’m in fucking Virginia, now. There’s no way she’ll find me here.”
Her friend didn’t seem to have a follow-up, so they sat in silence. Dash tried to calm her racing heart and pounding head. The anger drained away into annoyance, and she couldn’t stop thinking about her mother. The fucking gall of that whore.
“Was anyone with her at the store?” Dash asked, even though she would rather have talked about any-fucking-thing else. 
“No, no one.”
Dash drummed her fingers hard on the empty surface beside the touchpad. “Did you see a ring?”
“I-I don’t know—Dash, why don’t we talk about something else?” Shiloh said quietly.
Dash blew out a long breath, her cheeks puffing out. She wasn’t even staring at the computer screen anymore but over the top of it and at a spot above her door. She was decidedly grumpy, and questions and scenarios played in circles through her head.
She grumbled, “Because now I can’t stop thinking about it.”
“Would it really be so terrible?” Dash’s eyes snapped onto Shiloh’s face at the question. “I-if she found you again, I mean.”
“I don’t know—how would you feel if Tyler just walked back into yours and Eli’s life again?”
Shiloh paled and stared at her with her lips pressed together so tightly that they barely stood out against her milky skin. Finally, she said, “I’d be grateful that my son got to know his father.”
Dash snorted. “No, you wouldn’t. You’d be pissed as fuck.”
“Okay, yes, I’d be very angry,” the girl amended. “But I’d probably be grateful after. If he decided to stay. Even if he didn’t, at least Eli would know.”
Dash winced, not feeling too happy with herself for bringing up the analogy. “Well, I’d be hella pissed too, on your behalf. And I’d stay pissed since I know you wouldn’t.”
Shiloh giggled, a little sadly. “Thank you, Dashie.”
“Yeah, no problem.” She glanced at the clock in the corner of the screen and found that they’d been talking for close to an hour. “Yo, I gotta sign off, Shi. School tomorrow.”
“I’m glad you’re still going to school.” Shiloh smiled sweetly at her.
Dash pursed her lips. Jeez, fucking school was tomorrow. And she hadn’t washed her car like she wanted to.
“Yeah, well, I promised you I’d graduate, didn’t I? I always keep my promises.” 
She wondered why she even bothered when so many people in the world didn’t keep their promises. Far larger promises, promises that hurt others with their shrapnel when they were broken.
But her word had always been her bond—there was something to be said about loyalty, after all. Loyalty to herself, if nobody else.

	images/cover.jpg





