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   This book is a work of fiction.  Any similarities to living people or actual events is purely coincidental.  
 
   ***
 
   Reckless Point
 
   Angela Durant always chafed under the limitations of Cross Point Village, her fading New England hometown. After getting out and finding success in the Boston business world, she had become used to taking the safe roads in life.
Until now.
Jolted when her boyfriend betrays her for something skinner in humiliating fashion, Angela retreats to Cross Point for a long summer weekend.
That's where she connects with Marco, the biker bad boy from high school yesteryear.
Sexy, volatile and utterly uninterested in playing anything 'safe', Marco is intent on getting curvy Angela to loosen her inhibitions.
But reckless desire has consequences.
And what began as casual lust can turn deep and complicated.
There, in the heart of everything she always wanted to escape, Angela might find the life she never knew she'd always been searching for...
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[bookmark: _Toc381621598]PROLOGUE
 
   More than one great writer was made famous by spitting out wordy reflections on the elusive concept of ‘home’. There was no end of clichés attached to the idea; the place where you hung your hat, where your heart was, and perhaps, if the cobwebs of the past were too suffocating, where you couldn’t go again.
 
   You might make endless wishes upon the clear country constellations that you’ll be the one who makes it out, thumbing your nose at all the sorry souls squatting in the same place they were born.  But then when the wider world offers fewer comforts than you supposed, you’ll long for the daily certainty of that life you shunned.  The secret envy you nurse won’t be spoken about or even consciously recognized.   You miss it all; the serene street of your childhood, the echo of familiar voices and all the known places of memory as in the moment before you sink into an unremembered dream you wonder why it was you left.  And, ever so briefly, your heart aches. 
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621599]CHAPTER ONE
 
   It might be a problem when your boyfriend enjoys looking at himself naked more than he likes looking at you.  
 
   Privately I only tossed the word ‘boyfriend’ around lightly when thinking about Brian.  He was smart, he was good looking, and he was about as interesting as my parents’ colonial replica end tables.  Plus I could tell from all the slack-jawed drool which rolled off his finely crafted chin that my figure wasn’t really doing it for him.  I knew I wasn’t disfigured or even unattractive, but Brian Hannity evidently craved a sort of supermodel tightness that no amount of living room squats was going to produce in my back end.
 
   “You know,” he would say, “that new gym just opened up by the office.”
 
   “Really?” I would answer, playing dumb and resenting his insinuation that if I only had a tightly aerobicized ass he would be deeply in love with me.  “Perhaps I’ll take up handball.”     
 
   The thing with Brian started six months earlier, the night of the company Christmas party.  I’d been at Cranston’s for nearly the entire three years which had passed since I threw my Amherst cap in the air on an oppressively hot day in 1986.  I considered myself lucky that the Boston brokerage had been willing to hire a history major and life had been good to me since then.  After a series of hard earned promotions I was making decent money.  My apartment was small but squarely in Beacon Hill which appealed to my appreciation of days gone by.  I kept clay pots full of petunias on my back patio, never letting the fact that they kept dying dissuade me from stubbornly buying more.   My father was a whiz in the garden and I figured one of these days my genetic green thumb would kick in and quit accidentally killing pretty things.  
 
   The Christmas party was a grand annual obligation overseen by the CEO of Cranston Securities, Michael Cranston.  He had invested heavily in a dingy theater establishment down by the ball park.  Michael fancied himself Hollywood’s lost opportunity and now that he was fifty and rich he was going to realize his dreams of Shakespearean dinner theater.  Even if it gave everyone else indigestion.  
 
   Anyway, Harvard man Brian Hannity was always polite and professional but it wasn’t until we were stuck at the same table during Michael Cranston’s holiday production of Othello that we connected.  If you’ve ever heard of Shakespeare you can imagine how ill-suited grand Elizabethan speeches are to such a mismatched enterprise as dinner theater.  I mean, who can really enjoy an unevenly reheated Salisbury steak while chewing through Desdemona’s death throws?  
 
   After a lot of mutual eyebrow raising and quiet smirking, I imagined Brian Hannity glanced at me some time during the second act and figured ‘Yeah, you’ll do.’  So, I accepted his hand on my knee with a serene smile and two hours later showed him my bedroom.  
 
   The sex was truthfully not fantastic.  While I wasn’t terribly experienced, I did recognize that Brian had certain phobias which were difficult to reconcile with passion.  Like how he would slide the damn condom off not six seconds after he was done grimacing through his orgasm.  Then, before I even had time to close my legs, he was taking a flying leap into the bathroom to hold the rubber up to the vanity light as he squeezed the length of it, breathing a sigh of relief that there were no punctures or holes or anything else which might result in something unexpected.  And so I would pull the covers up to my neck, watching Brian admire his lean muscles in the mirror for a few moments while I tried not to feel left behind.  Like a used tissue.  Or a footprint.
 
   Once he’d had his fill of self-admiration, Brian would strut naked over to the small television set in my dark bedroom and say something oddly casual, like, “What channel is Falcon Crest on?”  
 
   My office best friend, Lanie, had warned me it was poor judgment to screw where you earned.  That was a sentiment I really should have taken to heart.  
 
   “Covers on?  Lights out?”  Lanie would snort.  “Shit, how do you stand it?”
 
   It’s not so bad,” I would tell her brightly.  “Brian needs to…concentrate.”  
 
   And then Lanie would look at me pityingly and sip her tea.
 
   Sometimes I thought maybe Lanie was right and that I should join her on one of her Saturday night prowls.  I’d never had the kind of soul-rending orgasmic experience that a girl could lose herself in and forget everything but that desperate want vividly portrayed in books and movies.  But I’d built a nice life in the years since leaving home.  Risking it was unwise.  
 
   Whenever I was feeling sorry for myself I would remember high school.  I would remember growing up in Cross Point Village.  Years had passed but everyone who stayed there seemed suspended in sort of a paisley fugue, scraping by with narrow prospects, decrepit vehicles and a lot of alcohol.  My visits were infrequent because I felt tossed back into the body of the uncertain girl I had been.  Isn’t it funny how long after you’ve passed them, those times of pain and tumult, they still form the nucleus of your experience? And it was with no small amount of triumph that whenever I returned to Cross Point Village, or ‘CPV’ to the knowing locals, I wore my city status like a badge of honor.  Growing up in a small town, the ability to make good on the echo that “Someday I’m getting out here,” was the true mark of achievement.  It made up for years of quiet insecurity. 
 
   “Our daughter,” my father liked to tell people, “is tremendously successful.  Her mother and I could not be prouder.”  And my mother would smile agreeably even though she was forever tactfully inquiring about my love life.  
 
   My good girl rank wasn’t entirely self-inflicted.  With an older brother awash in eternal fuck ups I was the saving grace for my weary parents.  Even my name demanded an invisible halo.  
 
   Angela.  
 
   When I was in high school Juice Newton released a new version of ‘Angel of the Morning’.  Certain boys would sing it when they spotted me, their mocking voices thick with innuendo.  I blushed like a fury and pretended I didn’t hear.  Instead I spent my adolescence with my nose in every musty page in the CPV library.  Even after I departed to claim a full scholarship at Amherst it took me awhile to realize there was anything else to do in college besides read.  I managed to cling to my virginity until the semester I graduated and since then I’d had the pleasure of exactly two other lovers.  Including Brian.  
 
   But still, I figured Brian was all right.  He wasn’t a Prince Charming or his cousin thrice removed but he was an upright sort of guy who I didn’t mind looking at.  Brian wasn’t the type you’d think would be caught fucking the receptionist in the copy room one unsuspecting Friday.  
 
   Fourth of July was a big deal in CPV and Brian had reluctantly agreed to accompany me on a visit around the hem of the Berkshires to the place I still referred to as ‘Home’, no matter how feverishly I tried to adopt Boston.  My mother was absurdly pleased by the idea that I was bringing a man to the Durant homestead for the first time. I knew sleek, well-heeled Brian from Brookline would be distinctly conspicuous in my hometown.  But, and shit, this will sound awful, my biggest reason for cajoling him along was that he was evidence.  Proof that I’d made good.  That chubby, bespectacled Angie Durant was prosperous and thriving.  
 
   So eat your freaking hearts out Cross Point Village and have another beer on me.  
 
   I was also hopeful that perhaps the change of scenery would ignite a spark with Brian.  I’d always nursed this ribald fantasy of boning underneath the football bleachers at Cross Point Village High.  Immature?  Yes.  Erotic as all get out?  YES!
 
   Then the shriek from Carol in Accounting changed everything.  As her howl continued to reverberate throughout the building I was among those who rushed from behind portable gray walls to find out if one of my colleagues had expired on his desk.
 
   I was a little slow in my heels so by the time I reached the scene there were a good two dozen people staring into the open copy room.  I craned my neck over some suited shoulders and was jarred to see Brian Hannity busily putting his pants to rights while Tami from the reception desk tried desperately to pull her band aid of a skirt over her skinny thighs.  
 
   “OHMYGOD in the COPY room!” Carol was wailing like a demented hyena.  “Where am I going to collate these spreadsheets now?  WHAT am I supposed to DO?”  
 
   “You dipshit.”  Lanie crossed her arms and glared at Brian as he straightened his striped tie.  
 
   “People, people,” said Michael Cranston, waddling up with his most convincing executive I’ll-fix-it voice.  But he stopped short, gaping at the sight of Tami’s nipple poking out of her blouse like a rouged button.  
 
   A few of the men snickered appreciatively while the handful of women looked at me with something like sympathy because of course everyone knew I was the semi-girlfriend of half the guilty party.  I was finally beginning to appreciate Lanie’s warning.  
 
   Carol had grown positively apoplectic over the interruption in her spreadsheet production.  She simmered under her huge shoulder pads like a rabid rhino.  And Lanie looked like she just might fly into hair-flying Dynasty mode and kick Brian Hannity through the drywall.  
 
   Brian looked up and for an uncomfortable second our eyes met.  I saw his defiance and didn’t blink, feeling almost preternaturally calm as I turned my back on the sordid tableau.  I paused at my desk only long enough to retrieve my purse.  My car keys were already in my hand when I heard Brian calling my name.  I ignored him.  He gave up easily. 
 
   I puzzled over my clear head as I turned the ignition on the white BMW.  Vaguely I wondered if I was just in shock, if later I would be a mess of snot and sticky hair carving into a gallon of Rocky Road with a plastic spoon.  But I didn’t feel sad. Only loosely humiliated and possessed by a sharp desire to leave Brian Hannity in the rearview mirror. 
 
   So that I could back right the fuck over him.  
 
   Perhaps I would be better served by adopting Lanie’s ‘Bare your tits’ advice.  A nameless screw sounded just heavenly. 
 
   I heaved a sigh and stuck Madonna’s Like a Prayer into the cassette player, cranking it up.  Though it was only mid-afternoon, people were already beginning to sift out of the office park in anticipation of the weekend.    
 
   Goddamn.  I’d forgotten about the weekend.
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   My folks were expecting that I would be arriving this evening with plans to visit though the Fourth of July on Tuesday.  Brian had been intending to drive out separately and stay through Sunday night.  Now I was going to have to explain to them that the latter part of that plan wouldn’t be happening.  My mother’s inevitable disappointment would be a particularly tough pill to swallow. 
 
   I turned sharply around a narrow corner.  Some sections of Boston were positively medieval with their contracted streets.  In light of the afternoon’s events, Cross Point Village suddenly didn’t seem like such a fine vacation.  My parents’ fawning attention over their only daughter was just about the last thing I felt like dealing with.  But lately I’d been feeling some guilt over my rare ventures home.  Tomorrow was the annual Polaris Lane block party.  It was an event created by own parents many years back it had assume a life of its own.  And then a few days after that was the summer firework holiday which in an American small town was practically biblical in reverence.  Happy Birthday America translated directly into the opportunity to drink and make very loud noises.  
 
    With a sigh I pulled into the parking garage.  It cost a tidy sum for the privilege of parking a hundred yards from my apartment but I couldn’t imagine not having a car.  When my heart’s restlessness got the better of me the road was my best friend for a few hours.  I always returned from a drive to the beach or the mountains feeling more clear headed than when I left.  
 
   My apartment was tiny and expensive but I couldn’t help but be proud of it.  If I just squinted into the gaslit streets I could swear John Hancock was holed up nearby practicing his signature or the window silhouette of Julia Ward Howe was frowning over the third stanza of Battle Hymn of the Republic.    
 
   Halfheartedly I picked up the phone and dialed.  
 
   “Dad. I’m heading out now so I’ll be there by about six.  One thing, Brian’s not coming.  No, he’s not coming tomorrow either.  He got stuck at the office.  Literally.  Look, just explain to Mom, would you?  Love you too.  Yes, my tires have plenty of air.”  
 
   I hung up before my mother could grab the phone away and pepper the line with a thousand and one questions.  After tossing a few more things into my already bulging suitcase, I heaved it onto my shoulder and cast a fond look at my lonely apartment before locking the door.   
 
   It usually took about two and a half hours in fair traffic to reach Cross Point Village, which sat in the corner where Massachusetts met New York and Connecticut.  Given the fact that we were in the thick of a humid summer and next week was a holiday, I expected there to be more than a few travelers heading toward the mountains.  Truly, there were about six hundred packed station wagons stuffed with impatient families.  An angelic looking little girl grinned down at me from the back seat of her parents’ boxy Ford van and then extended her middle finger.  I flipped mine in response and she stopped smiling.  I could see her shrieking at her parents and pointing out the window so I gunned the engine of the BMW and sped away.  I felt mildly pleased and at the same time rather disgusted with myself.  
 
   Interstate 90 stretched across the state like a dirty tongue. I relaxed and began to settle in for the drive, pausing briefly to deposit toll fees into outstretched hands.  I hadn’t been out this way since Christmas, when the entire region was covered in an icy canopy which ceased being so cozy and entertaining once the jingle bells stopped ringing.  The early evening air was hot but I kept the air off and the window open, enjoying the fresh scent of summer as I left the city behind and looked ahead to the clear mountains.  Boy, it was easy to forget how miserable the New England winters were when all sides were surrounded by green ease. 
 
   I foraged through my tape collection and selected Bruce Springsteen.  I always had mixed feelings when I returned to Cross Point.  My earliest impressions of my hometown were that every adult had already lived there for a hundred years and would live there for a hundred more.  My blood ties to CPV stretched back more generations that I cared to count.  My parents, born there and married there, had never thought of leaving.  
 
   Grace and Alan Durant began dating in the eighth grade and as these things go, eventually settled into a comfortable existence on Polaris Lane with a family business to run and a square front lawn to maintain.  For a long time they thought they were going to be reproductive failures but then my older brother Tony finally came along when they were in their early thirties.  Two years later my entrance into the world was a nice supplement.  
 
   My parents were now on the graying side of sixty and had always seemed to lead a pleasant, placid existence.  Their only grief in life came from Tony.  My older brother came screaming out of the womb with that Up-Yours attitude which led to late night doorbell rings from any one of the handful of Cross Point Village’s finest, not to mention earsplitting phone calls from irate fathers whose nubile daughters were fair game to Tony Durant.  
 
   We’d never been close, my brother and I, not even in those early years when siblings tended to group together just because they were stuck with each other.  He was always leading around a pack of the most troublesome Cross Point boys who probably wouldn’t have paid me any attention even if I wasn’t Tony Durant’s little sister and expressly off limits.  
 
   “Fuck with my sister,” he always said, “and I’ll fuck you up.”  Said by someone else it might have been dismissed as brash grandstanding.  But Tony kept his promises, particularly the violent ones.    
 
   Even now I thought of Tony as a perpetual Peter Pan, only more ominous.  When I gazed at old family photos and found his defiant sneer it seemed impossible we’d grown up in the same house. Tony dropped out of CPV High two months before the end of his senior year.  It might not have made a difference at that point; rumor was there was no way the administration was going to let him walk with his class when he scarcely managed to show up.  That was the greatest battle in the Durant Family War.  My father called Tony a lousy loafing miscreant. Tony flicked a cigarette at him and laughed, “You square little prick,” while my mother threw her body between them before one killed the other.  In the end my brother shrugged, packed a bag, and disappeared for a year and a half.     
 
   As for me, the only time I vividly recall earning my mother’s disappointment was when she caught me with her hidden copy of Erica Jong’s Fear of Flying. I was thirteen and the whole ‘zipless fuck’ angle left me a little shaken but eager to find out what the hell it all meant.  So even after Grace removed the dog-eared book from my sweaty little hands I was determined to do some research of my own. 
 
   Of course the Cross Point Village Library proved woefully insufficient for this endeavor.  Even if I’d been able to articulate what I was looking for, I would never have had the guts to shock old half-blind Mrs. Hennessy who had been the librarian since around the time of the Hindenberg disaster.  
 
   As such, life had yet to present me with a coherent version of a ‘zipless fuck’.  I’m not sure I would have taken the option anyway.  But after the Brian disaster, I was beginning to feel the lack.  
 
   The ‘Welcome to Cross Point Village’ sign looked rather spotty and abused but I smiled ruefully when I saw it.  As I turned down the main street which in grand tradition was titled Main Street, I figured I could navigate this place with my eyes closed.  
 
   I peered down the calm strip fading establishments and realized a few key letters of the Durant’s Drug Store sign were missing.  Thus, my father was the proprietor of ‘Durant’s rug S ore’.  I didn’t see Alan Durant’s ancient Dodge parked out front.  Oddly enough, he might have finally decided to trust Nancy, his long suffering counter clerk, to close out for the night.  
 
   Aside from a few kids careening around on bicycles, there weren’t many people about.  I was grateful.  I needed a good night’s sleep before facing mass pleasantries.  As the bell of the Congregationalist church choked out a 6 pm chime, I left Main Street behind and turned down the maze of side streets which bordered the center of town.  
 
   Polaris Lane was a dead end street at the south end of town.  Twenty one distinct homes lined the narrow street and once it was the largest piece of my world.  Now, every time I made that right turn it seemed just a little smaller than it had before.  When I was a kid I often puzzled over the very name, repeating it silently in my head and wondering over the coincidence.  Polaris.  The North Star.  The way home. God, I never wanted anything so badly as to get away from it.  
 
   I stopped in front of the modest Cape Cod style house, braking in front of the maple tree.  I noted with some displeasure that the tree was certain to drop leaf detritus on my white luxury vehicle.  As I placed the car in park I turned to stare critically at the house I’d been raised in.  The hedges were mildly overgrown and the driveway needed to be resurfaced.  
 
   “Angela!”  They poured out of the front door, radiantly beaming, before I even opened the door.  
 
   I grinned in spite of myself.  I had thought this was the last place I wanted to be but unconditional adoration did have its pluses.  Grace and Alan Durant were folding me into a crushing parental embrace before I’d even gained my footing next to the crumbling curb.  
 
   “My beautiful girl!” My mother exclaimed, affectionately patting my long curly hair.  
 
   “Missed you, kid.”  My father tousled my hair as if I were five.
 
   Grace had baked enough chicken tetrazzini to feed fifteen people.  In between hearty bites my parents examined me as if I were a curious museum exhibit and issued a slew of questions.  
 
   How was my job?  Was I getting enough sleep?  And what about that nice young man I’d planning on bringing home?
 
   I swallowed a bite of Italian bread and took a sip of wine, delaying the moment.  
 
   “Actually,” I finally said.  “I’m not going to be seeing Brian anymore.”
 
   My mother’s eyes widened.  “What? Why?”
 
   I shrugged, carefully keeping my eyes cast down.  “Just didn’t work out.”
 
   My father nodded vaguely but my mother’s mouth pursed into a little mew of disappointment. Poor Grace, she was virtually frothing at the mouth for grandchildren.  Contrary to all his wild liaisons, Tony turned out to be quite careful.  At least, no happy accidents had ever stepped forward.  And at the rate which I managed to secure long term relationships, my ovaries may as well just wither away and perish.  
 
   I tried to change the subject.  “How’s business, Dad?”
 
   My father winced.  Durant’s Drug Store had been a landmark for over sixty years.  But as the fortunes of the populace continued to decline, it was getting increasingly difficult for him to keep the doors open.  Anyway, with neither one of his children eager to take the reins it seemed he was only deferring the inevitable.  
 
   “Hanging in there, Angela,” my father said reluctantly.  He patted my hand. “Don’t worry about it.”  
 
   “Have you thought about what we talked about last time?  Branching out into other merchandise to broaden your customer base?  Or re-opening the deli counter?”
 
   But Grace Durant had little patience for shop talk.  “I need your help, Angela,” she interrupted.  “I have six apple pies to bake for the party.”  
 
   I peered out the window at the row of houses which were as familiar to me as my own face in the mirror.  There was the Johnsons’ fading blue monstrosity, the Kilbournes’ trim gingerbread style Victorian, the Bendettis’ ramshackle ranch.   I knew them all.  Most neighbors didn’t leave Polaris lane.  They just faded away and their children built new lives on top of the old ones in the homes they’d grown up in.  At this same time tomorrow the street would be closed off and crammed full of activity as the annual block party got underway.  
 
   “How is the old neighborhood?”
 
   My mother refilled her wine glass.  “Well, the Cortez girl got divorced and moved back with her two little sons. And you know Mary Bendetti’s cancer carried her off in January.” She paused, frowning.  “That boy of hers has been skulking around the last few months.” 
 
   “Marco?”
 
   She nodded.  “It seems he’s still trouble.  Gave his poor mother a fine share of grief in his time.  And now Diane Kilbourne says he tosses his snuffed cigarettes into her tulip garden.”
 
   I tried not to smile.  “Well, I suppose there are worse things he could do.”  
 
   My mother stared moodily into her wine glass as she considered the downhill slide of the neighborhood.  “Mary left equal shares of the bar to Marco and Damien.  I was hoping Damien would come back and take over the house but as far as I know he’s staying in New York.”     
 
   I found myself wondering curiously about Marco.  I hadn’t exactly been in his orbit back at CPV High.  Or even before then.  He had a hell of a reputation which stretched back to junior high. Grown women stopped and stared when he sauntered past their purse-clutching frigidity.  I supposed I was one of the very few local girls who had come of age in the early part of the decade without having been felt up by Marco ‘Banger’ Bendetti.  
 
   I hadn’t seen him since that distant graduation day seven years ago.  1982.  I was standing in front of my house, cap in hand, posing under the front yard maple tree to appease Grace.  
 
   Marco had rolled up on the motorcycle which had been his constant companion for the last year.  He flashed me a grin.  
 
   “Want a ride?”
 
   I dropped my tassel right on the freshly cut lawn.  Of course I’d grown up seeing Marco all the time but we weren’t friendly.  Marco Bendetti could have any Cross Point Village High School female he wanted.  All he needed to do was crook a broad finger and they would have come running, panties already in a puddle at their feet.  And as Marco sidled there next to my curb with his bike humming between his powerful thighs, I knew I was one of them.  
 
   “N-not right now,” I stammered.  
 
   Marco grinned, shrugging.  “I thought as much,” he said and gunned the bike down the street, turning the corner towards town.  
 
   But high school was a long time ago.  Marco apparently took off for parts unknown a few days later.  From the snippets my mother had gleaned from Mary Bendetti over the years, he was somewhere in the southwest, periodically finding trouble, always breaking his mother’s heart.  
 
   My parents kept casting happy glances in my direction and I felt mildly sorry that for a brief moment I hadn’t even wanted to come.  I smiled at my mother.  “How about we get started on those pies?”
 
   By the time I retreated to my bedroom I reeked of cinnamon and my hands were raw from rolling pie crusts.  It felt good to sink into the narrow bed which had held me through years of dreams and uncertainties.  My room was a time capsule, virtually unchanged in the seven years since I’d moved out.  As if it were always awaiting my return.  
 
   I languidly began to undress in front of a poster of The Go-Gos as the events of the day came rushing back.  The humiliating recollection of Brian’s copy room infidelity led me to accidentally tear two buttons off my expensive silk blouse.  I sat down on the edge of the bed, breathing heavily.  
 
   To hell with Brian. To hell with men.
 
   I pulled my heels off and threw them across the room where they twisted wildly before managing to knock over a table lamp.  I’d be damned if I was going to waste another minute of this short spin around the earth on shitheads like Brian Hannity.  Still, the disgrace aspect was beginning to set in.  I would not be eager to return to work next week.  
 
   “Angela?” My father’s worried voice was right on the other side of the door.  
 
   “I’m fine, Dad.  Just dropped a book.”  
 
   “Must have been quite a book.” He sighed.  “Good night, kid.”  
 
   I listened to his tired shuffle echo down the hallway and then the heavy tread of his feet thumping up the stairs.  As I reached over and began to paw through my duffel bag I felt restless.  I was wishing I really had brought a book.  Something steamy and bodice-ripping with a lot of taut muscles and hard thrusts.  I doubted there was any such thing in my father’s varnished oak bookcase.  I was more likely to find such gems as Notes of Pre-Colonial Yeomen in Western Massachusetts.   And I sure as hell wasn’t going to trouble Grace about whatever might be in her secret stash as it would almost certainly trigger uncomfortable Fear of Flying memories.  
 
   A flickering light outside caught my attention so I wandered across the small room to the single boxy window.  I pulled back the delicate eyelet curtains handmade by Grace about a century and a half ago and gazed into the black summer evening.  
 
   There was a dark figure standing on the front porch of the Bendetti house.  The flickering was due to the evidently dying porch light.  The figure, a man, tapped the base and finally unscrewed the bulb, examining it.  
 
   “That boy of hers has been skulking about.”
 
   I felt a little lightheaded as I realized the man had to be Marco Bendetti.  There was no moon and with the porch light snuffed out I couldn’t see much of him, other than the outline of his tall, thickly muscled shape and the light of his cigarette as he stood for a moment on the front lawn.  
 
   Suddenly I realized that although I could not see him well, the ceiling light was blazing behind me and, if he were facing my direction, he could almost certainly see every inch of me.  I further realized that the buttons I had angrily torn a few moments earlier had opened my blouse to the point where the endowments peeking out of my lacy white bra were brazenly visible.  
 
   After hastily closing the curtains and backing away from the window I nearly tripped over the bed.  I wondered if I could summon the courage to search Grace’s belongings for that clandestine book.  
 
   I could use a zipless fuck, even a vicarious one.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621601]CHAPTER THREE
 
   Cross Point Village was one of those quiet throwback hamlets dotting greater New England which didn’t make it on to many maps.
 
   Incorporated: 1761.  
 
   Population: Dwindling.  
 
   CPV’s greatest historical claim was that a handful of cannons had passed through its bucolic boundaries on the way to Fort Ticonderoga during the Revolutionary War some two hundred and change years ago.  It remained a quiet nest of god-fearing farmers until advances of the nineteenth century brought the railroad and a bevy of gilded age capitalist aristocrats eager to escape the industrial choke of the teeming cities.  Predictably, as the nation grew more mobile, the wealthy found more glamorous locations to spend their fortunes.  On the perimeter of town there remained a handful of Gatsby-esque broken mansions which attracted colonies of mice.  And horny teenagers.  
 
   Agrarian dependency was on the decline and it seemed CPV might fade into the wilderness like the handful of surrounding towns which lost their meaning.  Boston might as well have been the surface of the moon for all the distant small town mattered to the moneyed overlords.   
 
   My family, the Durants, had been around since the colonial era when James Durant dragged his limp wife and a bevy of offspring across the Atlantic.  My father once drew an exhaustively penciled family tree stretching back to William the Conquerer.  But I’ve often stared at that one branch, the point which spoke of caution thrown to the wind, the abandonment of England, of home, for something unknown.  I always wondered what James thought he was looking for.  I wondered if he found it.  
 
   Just as the board of selectmen were beginning to panic over the town’s fading prosperity, someone murdered an archduke on the other side of the world and a deeply pocketed investor decided it was a good time to build a weapons armory in the shadow of the Berkshire Mountains.
 
   The factory jobs attracted new blood to the region and old families like the Durants were joined by Francos and McCaffreys, Kaminskis and Bendettis.  And so CPV grew and persevered.   
 
   The Great Depression shook a few leaves but the region managed to stay remarkably untouched through those awful years.  The tiny Cross Point Village Museum housed in the basement of the library displayed a few pictures of this era.  When large swaths of this immense nation were in a Dorothea Lange state of despair, the CPV townsfolk were apparently picnicking by local streams in merry fashion.  My great grandfather abandoned his apple orchards and opened Durant’s Drug Store, a landmark which remained in business on the corner of Main Street and Maple.  
 
   When the armory closed in 1975 there was abject panic which I well remember.  Town meetings were full of red-faced family men who wondered what the hell they were going to do now that the largest employer within driving distance had shut its doors.  Western Massachusetts was renowned for the large number of educational institutions which presumably employed people, but all were too far for a comfortable commute.  
 
   My father, a lifelong historian and the current proprietor of Durant’s, had a brilliant idea.  The Bicentennial was coming, the two hundred year celebration of whatever made a country into a country. Cross Point Village was a slice of Americana if ever one lived.  Of course, of course it would appeal to tourists in search of their benighted vision of a patriotic experience.  
 
   And so commenced endless Saturdays working with my 4-H club as Main Street was diligently reordered.  Those were happy times though, optimistic times.  Every tired establishment from Durant’s Drugs to Kaminski’s Hardware received a facelift and a fresh coat of paint.  Funds were raised to cement a giant replica cannon on a pedestal in the town square complete with a proud brass plaque which read as follows:  
 
   In the year of our lord 1775 the storied Green Mountain Boys under the command of Ethan Allen passed through the center of Cross Point Village in the company of a dozen cannons.  These brave patriots were en route to capture Fort Ticonderoga in one of the boldest exploits of the Revolutionary War.  God Bless them.  And God Bless America.  
 
   Thirteen years after the failed Bicentennial revival, the plaque remained but the lettering had mercifully faded.  The cannon itself had transformed into a rusting hulk often embellished with obscene graffiti. I knew my father still sighed and headed out there on quiet Sunday mornings to blacken the “Fuck CPV” decorative art.  I never had the heart to tell him he was fighting a futile battle.  
 
   As fortunes declined and residents moved away, the boutique shops along Maple began to close.  It was Mary Bendetti who reimagined Grandma’s Attic, a slumbering antique store, into the first Maple Street bar.  Many of the old timers grumbled but my father was more pragmatic and his opinion carried a lot of weight.  And so Grandma’s Attic became The Cave. 
 
   Staid old Maple Street was presently home to five seedy bars.  Passing bikers discovered its appeal and began to descend with regularity.  A shopper exiting the neat orderliness of Durant’s Drug Store had only to glance up and see rows of gleaming motorcycles squatting outside the low-roofed buildings nearby.  It was rather an uneasy mix between the townies and the bikers but real trouble was infrequent.  
 
   Cross Point Village High school, home of the Cannons, was built in the 1950s with a hopeful eye towards the future.  The building’s capacity far exceeded its population and even when I graduated seven years earlier there were an awful lot of empty rooms for students to duck into for illicit trysts.  Not that such concerns ever found me.  I graduated second in a class of sixty seven and my sole sexual encounter was when Keith French rudely stuck his tongue in my mouth and pinched my nipple when we spent a semester as uncomfortable lab partners.  
 
   I was slightly overweight in high school, a fact which I congratulated myself on hiding underneath overlarge LL Bean shirts. I realized later that my adopted fashion style only made me look pitifully shapeless despite my generous chest.  Plus my older brother Tony had made it known in no uncertain terms that anyone caught touching his sister would get to shake hands with his terrible temper.  Funny because Tony bragged to no sordid end about his own conquests.  So widespread were my brother’s threats that Keith French nearly cried after I slapped his hand away from my shirt.  He begged me not to tell Tony.  
 
   In retrospect, my big brother’s brutish manners may have been the only favor he ever did for me.  
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621602]CHAPTER FOUR
 
   Saturday dawned green and honeyed, just the sort of invigorating day in which the fresh air of the mountains filtered down and mingled with the sweet promise of summer.  I stretched languidly in bed, feeling nostalgic for the thousand mornings I had awakened to the season’s freedom and possibility.  
 
   Grace had to have been knocking herself out for a while.  I smelled bacon and beneath that the yeasty hint of freshly baked bread.  
 
   There must be some primordial sense mothers own which advises them when their children open their eyes, no matter how old those children get.  Before I’d even fully stood on the worn hardwood, my mother was knocking on my door.  
 
   “Angie,” she called.  “Breakfast!”
 
   Breakfast indeed.  The round polished table which had been handed down from my grandmother was covered with pancakes and eggs, cinnamon rolls and freshly cut fruit.  My father sat in his chair quaintly reading the newspaper.  
 
   As I munched absently on a slice of bacon I looked out the window.  Specifically I looked across the street at the Bendetti house.  What I didn’t notice yesterday was that it had improved from the last time I had paused long enough to take a good look at it.  Mary Bendetti had always been married to the bar and without a man around to help certain things had long fallen by the wayside, particularly after she got sick.  My father was among the stalwart neighborhood men who used to do what he could but between the store and looking after his own home and family there were only so many hours in the day.  
 
   But now, someone had treated the shabby house to a fresh coat of paint.  The shutters, which I recalled as perpetually crooked, had been repaired and rehung.  The older Bendetti brother, Damien, used to grace his mother with his finely suited presence for the big holidays before running back to civilization.  I could understand that.  Damien was five years older than his brother.  Thin as a rail, he had always struck me as far too serious.  
 
   And Marco?  He hadn’t been around in so long the mention of his name was akin to legend.  
 
   My father yawned and turned a page.  I watched him over the rim of my orange juice glass.  When I was a kid he’d seemed old, though that was likely my assessment for everyone over the age of thirty.  But in the severe light of morning, I sadly realized he really was getting old.  Not only the years but the harsh realities of life weighed on him; estranged son, absent daughter, failing business in a waning town.  For the first time I thought about how often and how loudly I’d sworn to get the hell out of Cross Point Village.  And I felt sorry.  
 
   I cleared my throat.  “Hey Dad, you put up the cones already?”
 
   It was my father’s annual duty to officially close off Polaris Lane on block party day.  It was really more ceremonial than anything else, considering the street concluded in a rounded dead end.  But kids came from surrounding neighborhoods anyway, relishing the opportunity to play kickball on a carless street without interruption.  The Polaris Lane block party had been a tradition since the mid-sixties, always held the first Saturday of July.  In a few hours the air would be thick with the smell of charcoal-crusted red meat and there and again the crackle of early firecrackers.  
 
   He didn’t look up from his newspaper.  “Hmm?  Oh yes, of course.”  
 
   My mother’s hands were covered in something that looked like sour cream.  She nodded at me.  “Krista’s stopping by today.  She’s excited to show you the new baby.”
 
   Inwardly I groaned.  Krista was my cousin.  And she was a pain in the ass.  We were the same age and so went through school together in sort of a mixed friends/enemies fashion.  I never knew what I did to that girl but she always relished any opportunity to make me feel like shit.  Krista was not especially pretty but she had the right body and the right phony attitude and from the age of thirteen always had a boyfriend or three hanging off her arm.  
 
   I would watch Krista smear on dusky pink lipstick in the broken-tiled girls’ bathroom at CPV High as she waxed poetic about her exciting future.  She was going to go to New York, she was going to marry a millionaire, she was going to drive a Lamborghini.   Then she would smooth her shiny blonde waves and stand sideways, preening into the cloudy mirror, irreverently pleased with herself.  
 
   But, save a few visits to Albany and Boston, Krista had not left CPV.  I’d thought I had one up on her, finally, but then she married Keith Freaking French and starting popping out offspring like the species was endangered.  
 
   During my brief visits Krista made it her business to search out an occasion to deposit a slobbering baby in my arms and ask, “So how’s the boyfriend status?” with fake interest.  Then she would smile at my noncommittal response and cluck some variation of “Always a bridesmaid,” as my mother stood nearby and gazed upon Krista’s growing brood wistfully.  
 
   I was less than jazzed about having Krista inflicted on my day. But of course I’d expected it so I managed a limp smile as my mother rinsed her hands off in the kitchen sink. 
 
    Once I’d showered and pulled on a pretty summer weight dress I paused in front of the rectangular mirror affixed to my closet door.  When I was in high school I used to paper that mirror with city postcards and Tiger Beat clippings, partly because I liked the way the Cassidy brothers looked and partly because I didn’t like the way I looked.  
 
   I was thankful to have grown out of that self-doubting teenager.  True, I would never be the kind of pencil slim craved by certain guys like Brian Hannity, but I was rather pleased by the womanly curves which stared back at me.  Though there really wasn’t much point in flaunting them today.  Cross Point Village meant slim pickings; I’d lived here long enough to recognize that every worthwhile man was married (though not every married man was worthwhile) and the only ones left standing were grimly out of shape losers who mooned into their beer six nights a week and wondered what happened to the good old days they’d been promised. 
 
   I fixed some dangling turquoise earrings and rolled on some cherry lip gloss.  Then I kissed the mirror in Krista-esque fashion and braced myself for a day of well-mannered interest in friends and relatives.  
 
   The block party was in full swing by mid-afternoon.  My mother presided over the gigantic potluck table which spanned the length of the Johnson’s curb.  A never ending parade of food seemed to land there courtesy of Polaris Lane ladies.  
 
   Old Lady Johnson wiped a dribble of blueberry pie from her chin whiskers and gazed at me doubtfully.  “You got a fella, Andrea?”
 
   I concentrated on cutting perfectly equal slices of pie.  “It’s Angela, Mrs. Johnson.  You used to babysit for me and my brother all the time.”
 
   Her desiccated face broke into a frown.  “Your brother.  He and that lousy little Bendetti shit popped the tires of my Chevy.”  
 
   I pushed a slice of pie from the server with artful precision.  “They popped lot of things, from what I’ve heard,” I muttered.  
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing, Mrs. Johnson.  Here’s another slice of pie.  Would you like some Reddi-wip on that?”  
 
   After a few hours I was dizzy from greeting people I remembered, people I didn’t remember, and people who I wished I didn’t remember.  Although I always made my way back here for Christmas, I hadn’t returned for the block party since college.  
 
   Krista floated by long enough to shove her grubby baby into my arms while my mother hovered nearby with shining eyes.  Krista’s little rosebud mouth was smugly pursed and I noted with some chagrin that her lithe figure didn’t suffer any from the repetition of breeding.  
 
   Aunt Becky was my mother’s younger sister.  She’d become pregnant her senior year in high school and dropped out to marry the presumed father.  It was something of a scandal as Benjamin Kaminski, owner of Kaminski’s Hardware, was ten years older and already happened to have a wife.  Luckily things sorted themselves out when the woman signed some paperwork and departed in humiliation, clearing the way for Becky and Benjamin to marry and produce a houseful of kids.  Aunt Becky had an inexplicable year round tan which was rather difficult to come by in a northern climate and she often dispensed thoughtful nuggets like “Black is very slimming, Angela.”  I’d never liked Aunt Becky.  I especially didn’t like her when she tapped my mother on the arm and spoke in her singsong voice.  
 
   “So, when’s it your turn to be a grandma?”
 
   And that’s when I decided to excuse myself.  I needed to get away.  I needed a beer.  I needed to get that damn baby off my hands since he’d crapped himself in his sleep.  I handed him back to his mother and wandered in the opposite direction.  
 
   As I surveyed the various bobbing heads I felt a little dizzy, as if I were walking through a dream.  I’d been in this place before, with these people before, and if I squinted I could make myself believe it was all but unchanged.
 
   “Having fun?”  The voice at my back was deep and amused.  
 
   I turned around and couldn’t control the theatrical drop of my jaw.  
 
   When I’d last seen him he’d been a loutish delinquent, always scamming for sex and alcohol.  But the years had been good, broadening his chest and arms, further defining his chiseled jaw.  He scanned the varied clots of people and casually lit a cigarette.  
 
   “Hi,” he said, turning his attention back to me.
 
   I swallowed.  “Hi.”
 
   “You want a beer?”
 
   I did want a beer but my voice wasn’t cooperating with my mouth.  “No.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know how you fucking stand it then.  Takes a keg’s worth to put up with some of these phonies.”  He’d been leaning on the edge of a mottled redwood table, a beat up plastic cooler at his feet.  As he reached down and began rifling through the ice I saw the stark black tattoos which circled his thick arms like lean snakes.  
 
   He noticed me looking.  “I knew a guy on the inside.”
 
   I blinked.  “Inside of what?”
 
   Marco Bendetti lit a cigarette.  “Lockup.”
 
   “You were in prison?” I was shocked.  “I didn’t know that.”
 
   Marco took a drag from his cigarette and looked at me coolly.  “Why would you know that?”
 
   I blushed, feeling rather self-conscious and rather like the squirming version of myself which had hidden in the shadows throughout adolescence.  Oddly enough, I wasn’t sure if Marco knew who I was.  And I didn’t know whether to take that as a good thing or a bad thing.  I cleared my throat.  “So what did you do?”
 
   Marco took a long swallow of beer and eyed me up and down.  He gave no hint as to whether or not he liked what he saw.  Finally he shrugged.  “I was a reckless idiot.  Now I’m smarter.”
 
   “Less reckless?”
 
   He smiled thinly.  “Still reckless at times.  I just don’t get caught.”  Marco’s dark eyes rendered a slow burn over my bare legs, rising higher over my hips and lingering on my breasts.  “You look different.”
 
   I tried to stay nonchalant but the fact of the matter was he was having a dramatic effect on me.  The heat between my legs was unbearable and I was sure if I shifted position, even slightly, he would know why.  And that he’d be entertained by the fact that he’d managed to work me up.  “So you do know me.”
 
   Marco smiled and took another swallow of beer.  “’Course I know you, Angela. We were in the same goddamn place from diapers to graduation.  You always wore glasses.  You’re not wearing glasses now.”
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest.  Marco’s deep gaze was making me feel positively unclothed.  “Contacts.”
 
   “I like your glasses better.”
 
   “Well I’ll just go run and put them on then.”
 
   Marco had shifted, moving a few inches closer, so damn close I could easily inhale the heady mix of smoke and alcohol.  Once I’d heard Tony brag to his friends that the combo of booze and tobacco was a beeline into any girl’s pants.  
 
   “Doesn’t matter who the fuck she is,” he had preached to his captivated minions.  “Even the smart ones get unzipped.”
 
   Tony, for once, was dead on right about something.  
 
   As Marco cracked open another beer, I noted how his jaw was shadowed with a two day beard.  I fought to urge to reach out and stroke his rough cheek.  We’d never been buddies and indeed he rarely seemed to even notice my existence.  But as we stared at one another in the midst of our reveling neighbors I saw how he took in the way my dress clung to my body and there was no longer any mistaking that look.  In fact, there was something vaguely menacing about the crude way he was appraising me.   My panties were becoming damper by the second.  It wouldn’t have taken much for me to follow him anywhere.
 
   Then a troupe of rowdy boys buzzed past us waving sparklers as if they were Star Wars light sabers.  Whatever spell it was which prompted the fire of lust in his eyes seemed to have broken and he took a step back.  In the next moment he only nodded at me mildly and exhaled a plume of smoke.  “Tony in town?”
 
   Even though Tony was two years older, Marco had been cool enough to run with his unruly crowd.  They were some pair, committing beer runs at the McCaffrey’s gas station on the edge of town and defiling the CPV High virgins on the track field.  
 
   I shook my head.  “Tony’s in Hartford these days.  Working in a warehouse or something, trying to stay out of trouble.”  I pushed my thick hair behind my ears and softened my voice.  “Hey, I’m sorry about your mom.”
 
   He didn’t answer, only lowered his head and stared at the cracked cement.  I started to reach out to touch his arm.  His incredibly tanned and well-muscled arm.  But I pulled my hand back before I got halfway.  
 
   “She was always a real nice woman,” I said.  
 
   Mary Bendetti had raised her two boys herself.  I’d always gathered that behind it all was a sad story which didn’t bear discussing.  My folks weren’t ones to gossip, but I’d finally heard from Krista that old man Bendetti was a mean son of a bitch, much older than his wife and prone to a violent temper which got the better of him when he keeled over during a bar fight in Springfield.  
 
   I meant what I’d said to Marco about his mother.  Mary Bendetti looked old long before her time with her grueling schedule at the bar, trying to scrape together an existence for her family.  She was soft spoken didn’t even raise her voice at me when I was three and picked all of the yellow marigolds out of her window box garden. 
 
   “Here, sweetheart,” she said, plucking the last two out herself.  “You don’t want to miss any.”  
 
   But she was fierce when it came to her sons and never stopped trying to rein in wild Marco.  I’d heard she found the first lumps in her body five years earlier and though friends like my mother urged her to seek more aggressive treatment, Mary would shrug that she didn’t have time.  Her house was long since empty but she had the bar, always the bar.  My father used to say that bar was like a son to Mary, that she would die for The Cave.
 
     “Yeah, she was a nice woman,” Marco finally said so softly I barely heard him.  Then he seemed to shake off his gloom, crushing one cigarette and immediately lighting another.  
 
   I liked my lips.  “Hey, can I bum one of those?”
 
   Marco handed me the one he had just lit and retrieved a fresh one from the back.  “No good to keep a lady waiting,” he said, watching me while I inhaled.  
 
   I could not say what I was thinking when I grabbed that cigarette.  The second I recklessly took a deep inhale the smoke burned my lungs and I began to cough violently, dropping the cigarette in the street and attracting the attention of the pastel-clad potluck crowd a few dozen yards away.  My mother was among them and I didn’t miss her frown when she saw Marco looming over me.  
 
   He patted my back lightly, his chuckle deep.  “You don’t smoke.”  
 
   I shook my head, feeling so fucking foolish I might have been fifteen again, a listless nerd girl sidling up to the cool kids.
 
   Shit.  
 
   I hadn’t felt like this much of a goddamn daft idiot since, since…yesterday.  Without looking at Marco again I turned away and cut through all the crowded gaiety to get to my house.  
 
   There, in the comfort of the hideous yellow and avocado-colored kitchen I poured a large glass of cool tap water and drank it down in big gulps.  I was unhappy with myself.  As if the whole specter of the Brian mess didn’t make me feel inadequate enough, now there was adolescent awkwardness and Marco Bendetti haunting me.  
 
   “Angela.”
 
   I hopped and shrieked and dropped the glass.  Marco had let himself in through the side door and was standing under my mother’s gigantic rooster wall clock.  He looked so much larger standing there in my parents’ bright kitchen.  His eyebrows rose as he surveyed the mess on the floor.  
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Fine.”  Well really, I felt entirely out of sorts, like maybe if I ran in three separate directions and screamed for a while everything might make a little more sense.  
 
   I pulled the dustpan from the upper cabinet where it had resided for a good thirty years and bent to deal with the broken glass.  My face was hot and, I was sure, quite red.  
 
   You see, it just wasn’t fair.
 
   I mean, you graduate, you move away, you leave all the old insecurities behind and grow up to earn a nice paycheck and even join the mysteries of sex.  But what does it matter?  Marco Bendetti could still say a few meaningless words and you’re instantly altered into a lake of throbbing lust.  
 
   The old equations never changed, it seemed.  No matter how you tried to rewrite them.  
 
   I began industriously sweeping up glass shards, trying to ignore the fact that the boy nicknamed ‘Banger’ had become a hell of a man and was now hovering over me and taking the broom out of my hands.  The brief jolt of his touch gave my panties another workout as I wiped my hands on my dress and tried not to stare at the way his muscles bulged out of his shirt.  
 
   “Well, thanks for the help, I guess. I think I’ll go change.”
 
   Marco didn’t answer me as he deposited the glass remnants in the mustard colored garbage can.  I rounded the corner and stood in the living room for a few seconds with my back to the paneled wall.  I needed a moment.  
 
   True, I’d been secretly hoping to engage in some bawdy sexual abandon to recover from Briangate.  But was I really considering Marco?  He’d been a wild one in high school and time seemed to have intensified his rough edges.  I recalled his brief mention of prison and shuddered deliciously.  
 
   I’d never taken a bad step in my life.  Staid guys, reliable guys, nice guys, were my goal.  And, well, look where that had gotten me.  The brand of Office Cuckold.  
 
   I was betting Marco Bendetti didn’t fuck with the lights off.  
 
   With a small headshake I turned down the hallways towards my bedroom.  Who the hell knew what was going on in Marco’s head anyway?  Sweeping broken glass off a puckered linoleum floor might have just been his version of friendliness toward an old buddy’s sister.  
 
   My hand reached the doorknob at the exact second I realized he was right behind me.  I turned around, rather startled.  Marco looked at me mildly.  
 
   “My room,” I said, motioning inside.  
 
   He nodded.  “I know.”
 
   “You know?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Sure.  I’ve been through your place enough times with Tony.” It was a tad unnerving the way he peered into my innocent lilac-themed bedroom and grinned.  He lowered his voice.  “Of course I couldn’t tell your brother about how I used to rifle through your underwear drawer.”
 
   My ass hit the door jamb.  I couldn’t breathe.  “You did?”  
 
   He nodded and brushed past me into the room.  “I did.”  
 
   The bedroom was small and in two steps Marco stood squarely in the middle of it.  He looked around curiously as if he were visiting a strange new country and then peered out my window at the colorful activity in the street.  When he turned to me and smiled I knew he had seen me watching at the window the night before.  And that he had watched me too.  
 
   “Good year,” he said, motioning to the ‘Class of ‘82’ felt banner which hung over my closet.  
 
   “For some people,” I said.  
 
   And then I did it.  I shut the door softly behind me.  
 
   Marco heard the click and his expression changed.  He passed a hand over his chin, regarding me thoughtfully.  Then he shook his head with his old cocksure smile and spoke teasingly.  “I haven’t had a good fuck in a while.”  
 
   My back was against the door.  I was deadly serious.  “I can be a good fuck.” 
 
   Perhaps he’d meant to shock me with such crude talk but I could tell that in fact my response had shocked him.  I cast a long appraising look at his pants, letting him know that I liked what I saw.  And that I’d meant what I said.  
 
   Before I even raised my eyes Marco was on me, his rough hands groping my breasts, his hips grinding deeply against mine so I could feel exactly how hard he was.  His tongue instantly invaded my mouth and I responded with equal urgency.  Marco forced a knee between my legs and I opened my thighs willingly, feeling the hem of my gauzy dress ride up.  
 
   I grabbed his muscular backside and pulled him more closely against me.  Then with a shock I felt his fingers inside my underwear, pushing and massaging until I was damn near to climaxing.  
 
   Marco abruptly broke the embrace and forced my head up to meet his eyes.
 
   “Angela,” he warned.  “Last chance.”  
 
   I knew what he meant.  Last chance to pull away, last chance to say no.  Because once he started Marco Bendetti sure as hell wasn’t going to stop.  I didn’t want him to stop.  
 
   With a tug he unleashed his immense organ and suddenly I was a little uncertain.  I’d wanted this and wanted it bad but, as he tore my panties away, I was dimly aware that this was a whole new level of risk and I wavered.  It seemed I wasn’t quite far gone enough to abandon all sense.  
 
   Until I felt the tease of his shaft between my legs.  He was lingering lightly at my entrance, just the tip, perhaps expecting me to call the whole thing off.   I was wet.  I was pulsing.  I was ready.  And I couldn’t stand it.  I hauled myself up using his wide shoulders as leverage and wrapped my legs around him.  Marco considered that an invitation, exhaling as he pushed himself into me.  
 
   A small cry escaped my lips as I felt the full brunt of his impact.  It was hotter, more immediate than anything I had ever known.  I opened wider and felt Marco harden even more in response.  There was a twinge of worry in the back of my mind but as I spiraled closer to orgasm it was lost.  I didn’t care about the risk.  I didn’t care if Marco finished inside of me.  In fact I wanted him to.  
 
   Dimly I realized I was likely to sport some serious bruises from the pounding my back was taking against the door.  I moaned and Marco quickened his pace.  
 
   He breathed in my ear, plunging harder. “Christ, you feel so good.  You know how long I’ve wanted to fuck the hell out of you, Angela?”  
 
   Who would have though such crass language could make a proper New England girl shudder to conclusion that much faster?  
 
   Distantly I heard the whine of the screen door.  My mother’s high pitched voice echoed from the kitchen as she complained to my father that no one was eating her onion dip.  I bit my lip to keep from screaming as the waves of bliss pulled me under.  I heard my father’s voice call my name twice and then give up.
 
   Marco kissed me hard, thrusting impossibly deep.  Then I felt it.  The hottest spurt of irresponsible pleasure that I had ever known.  My hips ached from abuse but still I widened myself further as the tremors consumed us both.  
 
   When Marco finally withdrew I uttered a little moan of complaint.  My legs buckled and only his quick hands kept me from falling to the floor.  
 
   “Steady,” he grinned wryly.  
 
   I pulled down my dress, blushing.  Already I was suspended in utter disbelief by what I had just done.  
 
   “I can be a good fuck.”
 
   God almighty in a tin cup on Tuesday, had I actually said that???
 
   His kiss caught me off guard.  It was deep and passionate, full of insincere promises. I melted into his arms.  Hell, if he was game to take me again, I was ready.  
 
   Instead, Marco zipped himself back into his pants, gave me a little wink and quietly exited my bedroom.  I stared after him.  I was fairly sure my parents were no longer in the house.  If I was wrong, things were about to escalate quickly.  
 
   After several moments of quiet I assumed Marco had managed to exit the house unscathed, which was a good thing for both of us.  I shudder to consider the shock Grace and Alan Durant would suffer if they caught the neighborhood bad boy zipping his fly up as he left the bedroom of their virtuous (in their minds, anyway) daughter.  
 
   Raucous laughter drifted in from the party outside.  If I didn’t make an appearance soon my folks were sure to come looking for me.  I couldn’t exactly explain that I needed a break after having just screwed Marco Bendetti against my bedroom door.  
 
   I took a deep breath.  Then another.  The room began to spin.  I thought about calling Lanie in search of advice.  
 
   “Hey Lanie, how does a girl behave after casually boning the boy across the street?”
 
   But I couldn’t explain this, not to Lanie, not even to myself.
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621603]CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   After replacing my dress with a pair of jeans and a plain white t-shirt, I used a scrunchie to tie my hair into a ponytail and slipped on a pair of red flats.  I would have to fake it.  I would spend the next handful of hours in a blur of smiling until my cheeks ached while feigning interest in nonsense like Aunt Becky’s new tennis bracelet.  
 
   “Angela,” my mother frowned as she centered a jello mold on the table.  “You changed your clothes. Where have you been?”
 
   I popped the tab on a Coke.  “Well, you can see I changed my clothes.  That’s where I’ve been.  Changing my clothes.”  
 
   I sounded idiotic but my mother was too distracted to notice.   My gaze wandered across the street several times to where Marco was bullshitting with a few blowhards I dimly recalled from high school.  I looked at their moving lips and tried to imagine their conversation.  
 
   “Remember Angela Durant?  Yeah, Tony’s sister.  Screwed her brains out.  Just now.” 
 
   A folded vinyl lawn chair was propped up against the food table.  I grabbed it and set it up in the shade of a weeping willow tree in front of the Johnson’s house.  I was staring sullenly at the freshly cut grass and trying to banish unmentionable thoughts, like how Marco’s body felt as he sank into me like a knife into butter, when Krista skulked to my side.  
 
   “Hey Angie,” she said, plopping down on the grass with her arms crossed.   
 
   I tried not to roll my eyes.  “Hey Krista.”
 
   “Your mom is holding Ethan.”  
 
   “Who is Ethan?”  
 
   She gave me a withering look.  “My baby.”  
 
   “Oh yeah.”
 
   The smug expression had returned.  I wonder if it was ever wiped away for more than one hour out of twenty four.  I would guess that Krista wore that self-satisfied sneer even in her sleep.  “Your mother loves babies.  She can’t wait to hold her first grandchild.”
 
   “Well, she’ll likely be waiting awhile.”  I nodded over to where her husband standing alone and diligently consuming a plate of hamburgers.  “Keith looks good.” 
 
   Krista glanced at me sharply to see if I was full of shit.  Of course I was.  Keith French had descended into beer-gutted lethargy about ten minutes after the last strains of Pomp and Circumstance finished rumbling through the dingy high school gymnasium.  
 
   But I smiled at my cousin to let her know I didn’t mean any harm.  Another dollop of shit.  Of course I did.  
 
   “We’re all doing well,” Krista said haughtily and tossed her teased blonde hair.  “Speaking of looking good,” she said and whistled low, looking at Marco.  
 
   At that moment my eyes locked onto Marco’s.  He gave me a brief smile and turned his attention back to Tom Hennessy. The former homecoming king turned Cross Point Village cop was now pudgy and prematurely balding. He laughed at something Marco had said.  
 
   “He’s all right,” I finally said, keeping my voice placidly noncommittal.  
 
   Krista leaned over conspiratorially.  “He was my first, you know.”
 
   I’d forgotten. “First what?”
 
   “Very funny Angela.  Anyway, I told Keith that one night when I was pissed at him.  He just about punched a hole through the living room wall. Broke two knuckles.  Like it fucking matters.  I mean, it was all so long ago.”  
 
   “It was all so long ago,” I echoed, though for me it had barely been an hour.  
 
   Krista looked at me but didn’t say anything.  
 
   “You happy, Krista?”
 
   She was startled.  “What?”
 
   “Are you happy?  With all of this; the bland husband, the tedious child rearing, squatting for all eternity in the same eyesore of a place?”
 
   Krista was unamused by my heartfelt line of questioning. “What the fuck is up with you?  Too goddamn good for all of us now, huh?”  She stood, wiping blades of grass from her tapered jeans.  “We used to be friends, Angela.”  
 
   It would have been a great parting line.  If it were true.  
 
   “We never were,” I called after her.  
 
   She turned, her lip curled.  
 
   “Friends,” I explained.  “We never were.”  
 
   And for once Krista Kaminski French had not a thing to say.  
 
   It was well past dark when people finally started taking their toys and going home.  The teens and the drinking crowd would be going full swing for hours yet but the potluckers were yawning their way out.  With dull satisfaction I noticed that every crumb of my carefully baked pies was gone.  
 
   At one point I noticed Marco had taken his cooler and his muscles and returned indoors.  I could see his silhouette shadowed behind the yellow curtains in his living room.  It looked as if he was fiddling with the television.  Curious, because someone had begun blasting a boom box at the Gilliam house and once upon a time Marco was never one to turn his back on a party.  
 
   Except you already gave him a hell of a party.  
 
   I must have put up a good front because Grace and Alan seemed completely oblivious that anything was amiss.  My mother was purple-faced over the fact that her Currier and Ives cake plate was now sporting a sizeable ship over the old grist mill and my father was busily trying to break a world record for Most Crap Shoved Into a Hefty Garbage Bag.  
 
   “Well,” I said finally, wiping my hands on my jeans.  “I’m super tired so I’m going to call it a night.”
 
   My mother looked at me oddly.  “You feeling okay, Angela?  You’re very pale.”  
 
   “Genetics.”  I touched my face.  It felt cold.  “Actually Mrs. Kilbourne’s fried chicken disagreed with me a little so I’m going to lie down.”  
 
   My father looked up, staring at me curiously as my mother decided she was satisfied with my answer.  “Good night,” she said tenderly, and blew me a kiss.  
 
   “Good night, Angela,” my father said with an odd edge to his tone. 
 
   The trek back to my bedroom was a full blown walk of shame.  I felt like a piece of dog shit.  Worse than dog shit.  Elephant shit maybe.  
 
   After flopping on the bed I stared at the low ceiling for a good two hours.  It stared back at me.  I heard my folks climbing the stairs heavily to their bedroom.   Gradually, as one day prepared to melt into the next, the outside murmuring of voices and the distant music of someone’s Journey cassette began to dissipate.  
 
   But my heart still pounded like a jackhammer.  There was no way I was going to find any tranquil sleep tonight.  I pulled on a pair of flip flops.  Though I wasn’t legally obliged to explain anything, I didn’t want to risk any questions.  I knew my dad was bound to hear if I tried to sneak out the front door.  Tony had tried that trick often enough and never seemed to learn that it always came to grief.
 
   So I did what I had never had a reason to do in my untouched adolescence.  I opened my bedroom window and crawled through it.  
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621604]CHAPTER SIX
 
   There were some lights on at the end of the block, toward the Cortez house and the Gilliams’.  I wasn’t in the mood for talk though.  I thought it might be a while before I could manage a normal conversation.  I crossed the street, avoiding a glance at Marco’s dark house.  
 
   “Hey,” said a low voice in the dark.  
 
   I jumped and then swore.  “Damn, you’ve got to stop sneaking up on me.”
 
   “I didn’t sneak up on you.  I’m sitting on my own front porch.”  
 
   “Shouldn’t you be at The Cave serving up shots?”
 
   “Renovating this week.”  
 
   Marco waited for me to speak but I was at a loss, folding my hands behind my back and looking at the sky.  Sharp female laughter echoed from down the street.  It sounded a bit like Krista.  
 
   “Are you going to come over here and sit down?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re just going to stand there in the middle of the street?”
 
   “I’m going for a walk.”
 
   “Well, walk on over here.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   He let out a hiss of exasperation.  “Why in the hell are you pissed?”
 
   I bit my lip.  I didn’t want to risk having a public confrontation with nosy Mrs. Kilbourne and who knew how many other ears possibly listening.  I stalked across Marco’s front lawn.
 
   “Here.”  I heard him shift in the darkness.  
 
   I squinted, barely able to make out his hulking shape casually perched on the edge of the narrow porch.  The glare of a streetlight bounced off the six pack of beer beside him.  
 
   Reluctantly I climbed the two short steps and sat down on the cracked concrete.  There was a mild chill in the air but I could feel the warmth of his body nearby.  
 
   “Marco,” I said quietly, “I don’t do things like that.”
 
   He played dumb.  “Like what?”
 
   Like zipless fucks in my parents’ house.  
 
   I shook my head.  Who was I kidding?  I’d been all eager to throw my careful past away and screw without mercy or a second thought.  But maybe that sex siren I fancied was just a fantasy.  That would never be me.  
 
   I sniffed.  “I don’t even know you.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  We’ve known each other since we learned how to walk, Angela.  I’m sure we peed in the same play pools together.”  
 
   I buried my head in my arms and didn’t answer.  
 
   “Angie,” Marco’s thick arm circled me and he pulled me roughly to his side.  
 
   Beer and smoke.  Smoke and beer.  
 
   A fatal combination for any girl’s underpants.  God, I wanted him.  
 
   He nuzzled my neck.  “It was fucking amazing.”
 
   “It was just fucking.”
 
   Marco’s hand found my leg.  I locked my knees together but he resolutely pried them apart.
 
   “Tell me you didn’t love it,” he said softly, moving his hand higher.  
 
   “I didn’t-“ I started to talk but his insistent fingers began stroking with more pressure and I couldn’t have even said what day it was.  
 
   “Tell me,” he said more firmly, unbuttoning my jeans and pulling the zipper down.  
 
   I didn’t answer.  I willingly allowed him to push me onto my back.  
 
   A set of boxy hedges lined the front path just beyond the porch, obscuring us from the street.  But there were still people idling around and if anyone ventured too close…
 
   I helped him roll my jeans down as he pulled up my shirt, unhooking my bra.  My large breasts welcomed the feel of his mouth as he tended to them one at a time, circling each nipple with his tongue.  
 
   And there, on the Bendettis’ front porch, in full view of my parents’ house and basically in freaking public, I spread my legs again, guiding him into my slippery tightness.  
 
   Marco moved deeply and deliberately, trying to push himself as far inside as possible.  I’d never been wetter.  I’d never wanted it more.    
 
   “Tell me,” he said again, a faint warning note in his voice.  
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You love it.”  
 
   “Yes,” I whimpered.  
 
   “You want me to fuck you again and again. You’ve been wishing it for a goddamn decade.”  
 
   I felt crazy.  I gritted my teeth and wrapped my legs around him so tightly it hurt.  And relished every heart stopping plunge and thrust until I came.  
 
   Marco was spurred on by my pleasure.  His pace quickened and then his entire body stiffened.  His hot release churned inside of me as he finally pulled away.  
 
   “Shit,” he panted, rolling over next to me.  
 
   I stared up at the dark eaves of the porch.  I was thankful the light had burned out.  Because honestly I would have let Marco screw me on his front porch anyway.  
 
   Marco reached over and grabbed something from the rusted railing. 
 
   “Here.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s my shirt.”
 
   “You want me to launder it or something?”
 
   “Dammit, Angie, I just thought you might want to cover the hell up.” 
 
   “You’re so kind.  Thinking all about me.”
 
   He laughed suddenly.  “Shit, you’re one unhappy chick.”
 
   I sat up, not bothering to shield my naked breasts.  “I’m not unhappy you dickhead.  I graduated summa cum laude.  I have a good job.  And a great boyfriend.”  Where the hell did that come from?
 
   “You do not.”  I heard him smiling in the dark.  
 
   “Well, whatever then,” I sputtered. 
 
   Marco rifled around in his pockets and lit a cigarette.  Bad habit.  And absurdly sexy.
 
   “So what was it in?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your summa cumming loudly.”
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “History. What the hell difference does it make?”
 
   “You a teacher?”
 
   “No.  I’m a financial analyst.”  
 
   “Sounds stimulating as hell.” 
 
   “What about you then?” I insisted. 
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “For starters, BANGER, are there are a bunch of Bendetti babies running around somewhere?”
 
   “Not that I know of.” He zipped his fly and blew smoke in my direction.  “I told you I hadn’t had a roll in quite some time.”
 
   “I think before that you had many.”
 
   He considered.  “True.  But I wasn’t careless in the way that typically produces results.  However I will admit that my transgressions were frequent and usually nameless.”  He stood, grabbing a beer and pulling the tab back with a crack. “And then when I was on the inside I finally figured out how blown to hell my priorities were.”
 
   “The inside?  You mean in prison?”
 
   Marco nodded.  
 
   Goosebumps rose on my skin.  There was a chill in the night air but that wasn’t the cause.  I hugged my chest.   “How long?”
 
   “Three years.”
 
   “Are you going to tell me what you did?”
 
   I felt him staring at me.  “Assault and battery.”
 
   “And you were guilty?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I chewed on that for a moment while I pulled his t-shirt over my head.  It was so heavy with his scent that it was making me hot all over again.  
 
   My underwear had gone missing but my ass was getting cold on the concrete so I pulled my jeans on.  I sat down again, holding my knees primly.  
 
   Marco sank down next to me and handed his beer over.  I took a grateful gulp.  
 
   “You’re right, you know.”
 
   He flicked his ashes off the side of the porch.  “About what?”
 
   “I guess I’m not particularly happy.”  Funny; I hadn’t even realized it myself until Marco suggested it.
 
   “So,” he said.  “Do something that makes you happy.”
 
   “Well, Marco, I think I just did.”  
 
   He chuckled and then was silent for a long moment, looking down the length of Polaris Lane.  
 
   “Angela,” he finally said very quietly.  “You sorry?”
 
   “About boning the town lothario in my childhood bedroom?  Or screwing him on his front porch?”
 
   He snorted.  “I know I seem like a pretty big prick but I really didn’t wake up this morning and say, ‘Hell, today I’m going to ruin my neighbor’s life.’”
 
   “I’m not your neighbor anymore.”
 
   “Come on, Angela.”
 
   I rested my head on my knees.  My mind was in a tumult.  Never in my life had I taken this kind of risk.  And never in my life had I felt so awake.  Vibrant.  Alive.  But all I said was, “No, I’m not sorry.”  
 
   Marco snuffed out his cigarette and reached for me.  One hand went around my back and the other cupped my chin, drawing my face to his.  We made out like teenagers, our tongues exploring, our hands tentatively groping as if we hadn’t already been ten times more intimate.  
 
   He pulled the scrunchie from my hair.  My dark curls fell in a riot long past my shoulders.
 
   “Come inside with me.”
 
   I swallowed.  “All right.”  
 
   The inside of the Bendetti house wasn’t as neatly tended as my parents’ home but had the same darkly paneled décor whose day was over a decade expired yet comforting nonetheless.  The last time I vividly recalled seeing the inside of the house was circa 1979 when my mother, busy at the store with my father, had sent me over to retrieve a piece of Tupperware from Mary Bendetti.  
 
   I remembered now; Marco had answered the door with his shirt off as Ozzie blared loudly in the background.  Behind him, on a rust-orange floral patterned sofa, Cindy Page was red-faced and hooking her bra.  
 
   “Yeah?”  Marco, more well-defined than any other reasonable ninth grade boy, was already bored by my interruption.   
 
   I blushed, crossing my arms over my polo shirt.  “Um, is your mom here?”
 
   Marco raised his eyebrows while Cindy giggled.  “What do you think?”
 
   I took a step back, nearly sprawling on my back as the front steps came out of nowhere.  Marco looked at me like I was a zoo animal which annoyed the living crap out of me. Cindy had left the sofa to slither behind Marco and wrap her skinny arms around his muscled torso.  So I said the most sensible thing that came to mind.  Actually I yelled it at the top of my lungs.
 
   “I was just looking for the goddamn Tupperware!”  
 
   And then I spun on the heel of my Keds and went running back to my house, my face in flames.  I slammed the door to my room and flopped on my bed, realizing Marco very likely, almost certainly, didn’t have any idea what the hell Tupperware even was. 
 
   When the doorbell rang a few minutes later I was expecting to see one of the neighborhood gossips in search of my mother, or perhaps one of Tony’s hopeful girlfriends in search of something that didn’t exist.  
 
   But it was Marco Bendetti.  He twirled the moss green plastic bowl on his right index finger and grinned at me.  “This what you were looking for?”
 
   I snatched it away and for the briefest of universe snaps, my hand brushed his.  “Thanks,” I murmured, hugging my mother’s bowl to my chest.  
 
   “You’re welcome, Angela.”  And as he turned away and began to walk back across the street I stared after him, still feeling the vibration in the air of my name on his lips.  Watching him, I could almost see the restless man he would become already simmering under his skin and I shivered, closing the door, wishing that I hadn’t seen him in his living room with Cindy Page, wishing that adulthood didn’t loom so close. And then praying it would let me catch up soon.  
 
   “It’s the same,” I said, motioning to the couch as Marco closed the front door.  It was in fact the ugliest piece of furniture I’d ever had the misfortune to behold.  The burnt orange background was the Crayola crayon color no one ever wanted to use and the patterns of large nameless flowers were varied hues of urine yellow and shit brown.  
 
   Marco gave a short laugh and then pulled me close, kissing me hard and pressing himself against me.  Just before I closed my eyes and sank into his kiss I glimpsed a brass-embellished end table with teenage 8x10 headshots of Marco and his brother Damien.  For a strange second it was as if no time whatsoever had passed between the “Good year” Marco admired on my bedroom wall…and now.  
 
   Marco began peeling my clothes off, his voice gruff.  “Let’s get rid of these.”  
 
   I glanced with alarm at the curtained window, knowing full well we were at least partially visible.  After the front porch sexcapades I should expect it didn’t matter but my more sensible side finally screamed through.  
 
   “Not here,” I stilled his hands.  
 
   With a sharp tug he pulled me into a narrow hallway and opened the door to a room I had never seen, not even in the hazy era of early childhood.  It was his bedroom.  
 
   Marco’s mouth was moving rapidly across my nipples and between my breasts, skating across my stomach and teasing lower.  As he rose I reached into his pants and withdrew the pulsing organ which was ready to go again.  
 
   He pulled back a few inches, examining me.  “You’re so goddamn beautiful.”  
 
   My face felt warm under his scrutiny.  No man had ever looked at me so closely.  And been so hard doing so.  
 
   “I’m not,” I said.
 
   Marco took the flare of my hips in his strong hands, massaging gently.  “You are,” he insisted.  “You’re perfect, Angela.”  And then he wrestled me onto the bed and entered me without another word.  
 
   I didn’t count how many times we coupled and in how many positions; from the front, from the back, sideways, on top, with tongue.  Marco was a demanding lover who gave as good as he got and he showed me possibilities to rival the Kama Sutra.  Finally I fell asleep in his bed and even then, half in a dream, I felt him inside of me again.  
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   When I opened my eyes to sunlight my heart nearly stopped.  
 
   “Marco,” I poked him urgently in the side to roll him off of me.  
 
   He smiled.  “Hello, Angel of the Morning.”  
 
   I ignored his lyrical reference and began feverishly pulling clothes on.  “I’ve got to go.”  
 
   Marco propped himself up on an elbow and watched me appreciatively.  “Why?  You’re not exactly sixteen.”  
 
   “Well, Grace and Alan believe otherwise.”  I snapped my jeans closed and searched for my shoes.  
 
   “Angela.”
 
   My bra hook was proving elusive so I ripped the whole garment off and shoved it in my back pocket.  “What?”
 
   Marco hesitated, watching me with dark intent eyes.  After a moment he sighed and rolled onto his stomach.  I tried not to look at his naked body. I didn’t want to have a reason to stay.  The word ‘Seventeen’ was tattooed in large spidery script from one shoulder blade to the other.  
 
   “Hey,” he groaned from the bed.  “Close the curtains, would you?  That sun is glaring like a mother fucker.”
 
   My heart threatened to escape my chest as I took long strides across the street to my house.  It was Sunday morning but surely somewhere behind the glinting windows of Polaris Lane there were one or two hardy busybodies already awake and sipping tea as they surveyed their tiny world.  
 
   Thankfully, Alan and Grace Durant were not among them.  I climbed through my bedroom window and listened carefully for a moment, hearing nothing and finally exhaling with weak relief.  Technically I was beyond their legal reach.  But sneaking back in sure as hell fought off a lot of unanswerable questions. 
 
   I grabbed some fresh clothes out of my bag and headed for the shower.  As I was stepping into the stall, the yellow lighting shone on the handful of bruises on my back.  I grinned wryly, well recalling how they were achieved.  The hot water felt wonderful as all the cramped muscles in places I didn’t even know I had relaxed and luxuriated in the steam.  I even hummed a little.  I was tired and there were parts of my body which felt battered into jelly, but I also felt good.  Really good.  
 
   Until I left the bathroom and found my father waiting on the other side of the door.  
 
   I smiled nervously, not liking the grave look in his gray eyes. “Morning Dad.  Sorry, did I hog all the hot water?”
 
   He didn’t smile back.  “You sleep well?”
 
   I combed through my wet hair and avoided his gaze.  “Hmm? Yeah, real good.”  
 
   My father threw me a look I’d seen before, just never directed at me.  It was the way he used to look at Tony.  The I-Know-You-Are-Full-of-Shit-and-You-Know-You-Are-Full-of-Shit look.  We spent an uncomfortable moment silently appraising one another.  
 
   But then my mother bounced into the hallway.  She hugged me.  “I’m making your favorite, Angie.”
 
   I tried to remember what Grace might believe my favorite was.  I sniffed the air.  “Cinnamon toast?”
 
   “Coming up in five minutes.” She peered at me and pushed a lock of wet hair aside.  “Your stomach all better?”  
 
   My stomach?  
 
   “Yeah.  Learned my lesson though.  No more greasy food this weekend.”  
 
   My father continued to regard me with the most disconcerting glare.  Evidently he didn’t want to speak his mind in his wife’s presence because he shook himself and spoke mildly.  “Grace, I’ll be puttering in the rose garden for a bit and then I’m off to do inventory at the store.” 
 
   My mother waved him away.  “You and your rose garden,” she rolled her eyes.
 
   I tried to listen to my mother’s bright chatter as I nibbled at bites of cinnamon toast.  But all I thought about was Marco.  
 
   “Tell me you didn’t love it.”  
 
   “Angela,” my mother said crossly as I spilled my cup of coffee.  
 
   “Sorry,” I croaked, mopping it up.  “You know, I guess I’m still pretty tired.  I think I’m going to take a nap.”  
 
   My mother wrinkled her nose.  “A nap?  It’s eight in the morning.”  
 
   “Yeah,” I sighed, tossing the soggy paper towels in the trash.  “It is.”  
 
   After I’d rinsed my plate of in the sink and was heading down the hall my mother called me back.  
 
   “Have you seen my buttercup glass?”
 
   I stopped dead.  “What?”
 
   There was a sigh and the sound of the kitchen faucet.  “You know, my set of painted flower glasses. Your father’s managed to break two of them so far this year. And now I can’t find the buttercup glass.”    
 
   I remembered the sound of shattering glass, the splintered bits on a dustpan as they slid into the trash can.  And I remembered what, and who, came after that.  
 
   I coughed. “No, ma.  I haven’t seen your buttercup glass.”  
 
   ***
 
   The house was quiet when I emerged from the hazy funk of my morning nap.  I sat upright in my bed for a few minutes, listening to that peculiar ear-ringing echo which is the sound of deep silence.  
 
   After leaning over and checking the time on the bedside alarm clock I got heavily to my feet.  My insides felt like tapioca pudding, the aftershocks of too much sex.  I mused about too much sex as I smoothed the quilt back into place, wondering if too much sex was a legitimate medical diagnosis and making a mental note to research it.  
 
   When I still heard nothing from any other corner of the house I assumed my parents had both gone to the store.  
 
   So I was a little thrown when I found my father sitting unhappily in the living room.  They had purchased new furniture the year I graduated from college and I missed the odd patriotic-themed pattern of the old set.  Alan Durant glowered at me from a bland beige sofa.    
 
   “Sit down, Angela.”  
 
   I sat gingerly on the edge of a reclining chair.  My father appraised me sternly.  
 
   “How’s work?”
 
   I raised my eyebrows.  “Work?” I shrugged.  “Good as ever, I guess.”
 
   He leaned forward. “And how’s life?”
 
   My eyes lowered.  “Fine, Dad.”  
 
   “Is that why you’re making time with the Bendetti boy?”
 
   My mouth fell open.  My father could see through obsidian.  I should have known better than to try to fool him.
 
   “Don’t bother denying it.  You know where that guy has been the last few years? What are you thinking getting mixed up with a punk like that?”
 
   I was starting to feel a sort of surreal detachment from this conversation.  It was really an exchange which I should have had with my father ten years ago.  Except there wasn’t any reason for it back then.  
 
   My face flushed and I felt obliged to remind him of something.  “I’m an adult, Dad.”  
 
   “Then please act like it.”
 
   I stood, my hands on my hips.  “Dammit, I’m responsible for my own decisions.”  
 
   He sighed, looking suddenly tired.  “And your own mistakes.”
 
   “If need be.”  
 
   My father looked at me sadly.  “All you ever wanted was to get out of here.”  
 
   “I am out of here.”  
 
   He shook his head slowly, then rose to his feet, glaring at me.  “You tell that asshole if he wants to see my daughter he’d better get over here and shake my hand and look me in the eye.”
 
   “I’m not telling him that.”  
 
   He started to head out the front door.  “Got to get back to the store.  You know your mother doesn’t have a head for counting and if I leave her to it much longer my inventory numbers will be all off.”  His hand was on the brass doorknob.  “Invite him for dinner.  Your mother’s making meatloaf and even I can’t stop her.”  
 
   “Dad!”
 
   “Six o’clock, Angela.”
 
   He slammed the front door.  
 
   I felt miserable.  It had taken me nearly twenty five years but I had finally utterly disappointed my father.  
 
   The idea depressed me to the point of exhaustion so I did the reasonable thing and returned to my bedroom, peeling back the bedspread and sinking between the covers, letting the blissful oblivion of sleep overtake me.  
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   Grace Franco and Alan Durant had been born in Cross Point Village and so of course they knew one another long before the first wisps of adolescence.  
 
   I’d grown up looking at grainy photos of high school dances, mountain picnics and the nauseatingly shiny radiance of a young couple in love.  It didn’t even have to be said; my parents were the fairy tale.  The first kiss, for them, was the forever kiss. And when I was old enough to recognize the rarity I would shake my head, thinking “My God they were lucky.”  They never knew the futility of the search, the sting of one heartbreak after another until it seemed impossible the world could hold your other half.  
 
   I, on the other hand, knew all about it.  
 
   The guy I lost my virginity to was named Matthew Moriarity.  Amherst was a small college and it wasn’t difficult to float in similar circles with nearly everyone at some point.  
 
   It was senior year, the final spring break, and I reluctantly tagged along with my roommate, Judith.  Judith was prissy as a cat and engaged to a fellow undergrad named Fred.  
 
   Fred was big and blonde and got off with more grunting than a feral pig.  He and Judith would pretend to chastely fall asleep across the room on top of Judith’s covers until they figured I had nodded off and then they would hammer away like a pair of jackrabbits.  
 
   But Fred, bless him, had legions of hot friends and on the eve of my departure from college life I was damned determined to find the collegiate action so fabled and yet so lost to me. 
 
   Oh, there had been a few awkward outings complete with some tongues and boob rubbing.  And then junior year a three week relationship got me into a pants-off position which seemed promising until Brad (I forgot his last name) ejaculated all over my left thigh and then was too embarrassed to call me again.
 
   There were several dozen of us in the mountainous woods.  There was also a lot of beer and as night fell those who hadn’t paired off had either passed out by the fire or were nervously weighing their options.   
 
   I sipped a beer, trying not to grimace over the taste.  It had never really appealed to me.  A friend of Fred’s sat on the other side of the crackling fire, idly strumming a guitar.  I knew him to be a moodily quiet philosophy major with a good body.  
 
   “You play very well,” I lied.  
 
   “Hmmm,” he examined his fingering and didn’t look up.  After a few moments Amber, a leggy brunette, sidled up to him and whispered in his ear.  He grinned and they disappeared into the darkness together. 
 
   I sighed and returned to my beer, figuring if I wasn’t going to have any success I could at least get piss drunk and see what that was like.  
 
   “You can stay in my tent, Angela.”  
 
   Matthew was a fellow history major with an eerily intense passion for ancient Greece.  The eager way he surveyed me was a little depressing since although he seemed a nice sort, behind his green eyes there wasn’t much passionate fire.  But at that point I settled for smoke.  
 
   “Sure,” I smiled prettily and let him lead me back to a very low tent like structure which looked like it was meant for a child.  
 
   Once we got inside things got interesting.  Matthew rolled backwards out of the tent when he tried to wrestle my jeans down my hips.  And then he battled with the little foil pouch for a while before tearing a corner with his teeth and unrolling the damn condom, looking perplexed.  
 
   The earth didn’t move.  It didn’t even twitch.  
 
   Still, I was rather pleased to have finally divested myself of my vaunted virginity.  Never mind the fact that I still didn’t have a clue what all the fuss was about.  Matthew and I screwed exactly three more times that week until he ran out of condoms.  And on the last time I felt the vaguest twinges of what might have been the precursor to actual pleasure.  
 
   Despite the vague sting I felt when Matthew found an eager art history major offering to give him head, I congratulated myself on my success.  Until I finally returned to my bleak dorm room and sat on the edge of the narrow bed.  Then the memory of Matthew’s awkward fumbling and my quiet acceptance revolted me.  
 
   As I tore off my clothes and bundled myself into the terrycloth robe which had been a Christmas present from my parents, I padded down the hall to the bathroom.  I was grateful the showers were empty and as I stepped under the steamy spray my mind wandered.  
 
   I thought about full crotches and tight asses, of broad shoulders and tanned muscles, of all the varied male specimens I had ever encountered who coaxed that peculiar pull of want in my belly.  
 
   And I knew, with certainty, that there was more to it all than that sorry pup tent humping.  
 
   As the steam rose around me in clouds I let the water run through my hair, closing my eyes and thinking about the silver glint of handlebars over black wheels, of hard legs straddling either side as man and motorcycle rode on by, bristling with sexual energy.  The rider paused long enough to glance back with a knowing stare and with a jolt I knew him.  He looked exactly like my half-forgotten childhood neighbor, Marco Bendetti.  
 
   And that was how I discovered that my own hand, and a wild daydream, could be extraordinarily satisfying. 
 
   ***
 
   The house was quiet.  I expected my father would be down at the store. There was a note on the kitchen chalkboard in my mother’s plump handwriting.  
 
   Angie,
 
   Gone for a walk.
 
   I’ll be home by 4 to make dinner.  
 
   X0X0X0X0, Mama
 
   My stomach burbled with loud neglect and so I began poking around in the cabinets for something to eat.  After considering for several moments I finally sat down with a simple bowl of cornflakes.  I chewed slowly, trying not to think.   The kitchen was rather dim so I opened the thick indoor shutters to let in the light.  
 
   He was in his garage with the door wide open. His shirt was off and he kneeled next to a motorcycle, appearing to tinker with one of the wheels.  
 
   I slowly closed the shutter so it was only open a crack.  I didn’t want to stop watching him, but I didn’t want him to see me watching either.  
 
   Marco leaned back on his heels and seemed to be thoughtfully regarding the hulking vehicle.  Finally he took a long drink from the open bottle at his side and selected something out of a tool box, returning to work.  I stared at the muscles rippling across the ‘Seventeen’ tattoo on his back as his strong hands fought to turn the gears.  
 
   Marco dropped the tool abruptly and stood.  He turned, looked directly across the street, and waved.  
 
   “Shit,” I said, hastily closing the shutters all the way.  I looked down, realizing I was still wearing the oversized t-shirt I had slept in.  
 
   After quickly rinsing off my dishes, I ran back to my bedroom and rifled through my suitcase.  I’d been unsure about packing the stonewash denim dress; it was a little short for my taste, falling a full three inches above my knees, but the color and the full bust line were flattering.  
 
   I paused by the bathroom vanity mirror, generously spraying my thick hair and crunching the curls.  That hair had been the bane of my existence when Charlie’s Angels flat waves were in.  Fortunately a wilder look had come into vogue and my thick dark locks were well suited to Aqua Net heights.  After carefully applying a touch of mascara and a dash of lip gloss, I took a deep breath and opened the front door.  
 
    The garage was still open but I didn’t see Marco anywhere.  As I walked slowly across the quiet street the echo of a child’s carefree summer laugh reached my ears. And under that, a radio in the Gilliams’ driveway was playing Cheap Trick.   
 
   The can Marco had been drinking from was still on the concrete floor next to the bike.  Not beer, but ginger ale.  I stood next to the bike.  Slowly I ran my hands over the gleaming handlebars.  It was different, larger, than the one I recalled him riding in high school.  It was painted red, with silver coils which looked like strange lightning bolts.   The long seat was smooth and gray on the surface, black on the sides.  
 
   “You can sit on it.” 
 
   I didn’t turn around at the sound of his voice.  The pounding of my heart was enough.  
 
   He crept close. “Sorry,” he whispered, rather theatrically.  “Didn’t mean to startle you.  Again.”  
 
   I shook my head.  “You didn’t.”  
 
   Marco seemed to be waiting for me to do something.  I swung a leg over and straddled the bike.  The leather felt cool between my thighs.  “What do you think?”
 
   His eyes swept over me with a ferocity which made me shudder.  
 
   “Good look for you,” he said hoarsely.  Marco was still bare chested.  It was a struggle not to stare at the breadth of tanned muscle right in front of me.  I swallowed, already knowing how this would go.  
 
   “Stop,” I gasped, looking around nervously as his hands dove unapologetically underneath my dress.  The garage door was still wide open but that didn’t stop Marco from reaching between my legs.  Weakly I pushed his hands away.  “People will see.” 
 
   He mocked me.  “People will see.”  His thumbs traveled underneath my panties and then were crudely inside of the instantly slippery core.  
 
   I heard my own small whimper as he massaged with expert precision and my hips bucked in response.  The rise of the rapidly approaching orgasm was threatening to engulf me and I gripped his strong shoulders to keep steady.  I trembled, biting my lip, worrying about our visibility and then not caring if the whole of Polaris Lane was standing by the curb ogling us.  
 
   Marco pulled his hands back suddenly and reached up, yanking the garage closed.  I started to climb down from the bike but Marco shook his head, firmly holding me in place.  In a single fluid motion he unsnapped his jeans and unleashed his whole hot length.  He straddled the bike, facing me, and pushed my dress up over my hips, kissing me with urgent savagery.
 
   “Wait,” I said, as his rough hands began to impatiently tear my panties away.  “I’m running out of underwear.”
 
   He paused, raising an eyebrow. “Do you care?”
 
   I considered.  “No.”
 
   “Good.” And with that he ripped the flimsy satin barrier aside and pulled me up as he eased himself inside.  
 
   My knees collided with the handlebars as we rocked together.   He leaned back slightly, allowing me to set the rhythm this time.  I opened my dress, kneading my heavy breasts in my hands and enjoying Marco’s sharp intake of breath as he watched.
 
   “Jesus, Angela,” he swore, urging me to drive him harder.  
 
   He came with a mighty shudder and a loud groan, crushing me against his chest.   I felt the pulse of his release and squeezed my muscles together, causing him to groan louder and my own internal spasm to tremble again.  
 
   “Marco,” I whispered, resting my damp forehead against his.  
 
   He stroked my hair, breathing thickly.  “I know, baby, I know.”  
 
   I raised my head and pulled my dress down, feeling suddenly nervous but trying to keep my voice light.  “By the way, my parents want to know if you’ll come to dinner tonight.” 
 
   Marco Bendetti grinned mischievously.  “I’ll come anywhere with you.”   
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621607]CHAPTER NINE
 
   Polaris Lane was an afterthought, an outgrowth of CPV proper when all the servicemen returned from their overseas trauma and poured into a newly optimistic nation which gladly made room for them.    
 
   Building was on everyone’s mind.  It seemed the likeliest solution to years of war and deprivation, of loss and grief.  Build homes.  Build businesses.  Build families.  
 
   Alan Durant was only sixteen years old when the conflict known as World War II came to its bloody finality.  His elder brother, Anthony, the winning golden boy who was to inherit Durant’s Drugstore and marry the prettiest girl in Berkshire County, died along with most of his platoon trying to storm a French beach in the midst of unimaginable chaos.  
 
   Several years later, the moment he was legally able, Alan married Grace Franco, the pretty middle daughter of a local house painter.  It made my heart hurt to consider the hopeful wonder with which they must have regarded the future.  Things had been bad.  Having sent an unusually high percentage of sons off in uniform, not a family in Cross Point Village had been spared some level of direct or indirect tragedy.  But ahead lay a high road of happiness.  They had only to travel it.  
 
   My parents lived in my father’s boyhood bedroom for the first three years of their marriage as they saved for a home of their own.   It must have been rather uncomfortable for a pair of ardent newlyweds to exist under the nose of my nosy grandmother, Fay Durant.   And I’d always known there was a minor disagreement regarding religion.  The Francos were deeply Catholic, attending the modest church at the far south end of Main Street from the day it opened its doors.  
 
   The Durants, on the other hand, were shrugging Congregationalists who remembered to attend services on Christmas and sometimes Easter.  Clayton Durant stood behind the counter of Durant’s Drug Store like his father before him, expecting his son would follow.  He never really got over the loss of his eldest, favored boy, keeping a large framed picture of Anthony Durant behind the sandwich counter.  It was still there and throughout my childhood I remembered looking into the handsome, serious face under his serviceman’s cap as I sipped endless fountain sodas, not realizing until much later how young he was, how tragic it was.  
 
   Clayton suffered a major stroke in 1951.  One moment he was polishing the new chrome-embellished stools, whistling Sixteen Tons, and then next he was on the floor, never to stand again.  It might have been easier if he died then but he did not.  Instead he remained in a largely vegetable state for another six years in the house on Elm Street under the weary care of my grandmother.  
 
   The custom built houses all went up within a nine month period, but my parents were the first official inhabitants of Polaris Lane.  It was on the far south end of town, though still less than a mile from Main Street.  Grace sewed curtains and pillow shams.  She embroidered dish towels and crocheted doilies.  Alan of course became the proprietor of Durant’s Drug Store.  It wasn’t like what people think of today when they visit the drug store.  It wasn’t just aisles of shampoo and antacid.  The merchandise ranged from children’s aspirin to hand quilted toaster covers.  The counter served a short list of sandwiches and the soda fountain was a popular hangout for the high school crowd.  
 
   I assumed my parents were happy.  The albums I idly paged through as a child were full of black and white pictures with small date stamps. 
 
   May 1952:  Alan and Grace in front of their new home, still bare of any landscaping.  They grinned radiantly, Alan’s arm hung lightly around his wife’s shoulders. Grace wore the knee length sort of I Love Lucy dress I’d always coveted.  
 
   September 1954:  Alan and Grace in the backyard of 16 Polaris Lane.  They were clad in worn gardening clothes and bubbled over with laughter as they regarded the meager rose garden at their feet.  
 
   February 1957:  Alan and Grace bundled up in front of Durant’s Drug Store, celebrating the new store sign, which was illuminated at night, a triumph of modernity.  Again, Alan’s arm circled his wife’s shoulders and her gloved hand reached across his chest, resting over his heart.  
 
   Only one thing was missing from their early smiling photos.  The thing which was ever present in everyone else’s, even securing a generational moniker celebrating the abundance.  Babies. 
 
   I was about nine years when I got around to puzzling through the math and asked my mother, “Why did you and Daddy wait so long to have kids?”
 
   Her eyes clouded over for a moment as she paused from the task of shaping hamburger patties between her rosy palms.  But her voice was light.  
 
   “We were enjoying just being married, I suppose.”  
 
   I frowned.  “But didn’t it get boring?”
 
   Grace squinted a little too intently at a round patty as she slid it onto a waiting plate.
 
   “No,” she finally said.  
 
   I was haughty, still so young I thought there was only one path.  In play, my dolls always spawned very large families and were great company for one another.   “Well I would be bored!”  
 
   My mother’s face flashed with irritation, confusing me.  
 
   “Sometimes babies will surprise you,” she said softly.  “Or not.”  Then she righted herself, brightening.  “Besides, everything turned out okay.”  She kissed the top of my head.  “I’ve got two perfect darlings.”  
 
   I snorted, rolling my eyes toward the window as Tony ran past down the middle of the street, hooting and howling and raising general hell with the pack of prepubescent hoodlums he was always leading around.  “Tony?  Perfect??”
 
   My mother frowned slightly and looked out the window to see her son wrestling Marco Bendetti on the sidewalk.  “Tony is Tony,” she finally said.  
 
   I stared out the window, watching with fascination this rough male play as Tony wrenched Marco in a headlock and was pushing him cruelly into the concrete.  The rest of the boys looked on, elbowing one another and laughing.  
 
   “Give!” Tony demanded.  “Give!”  
 
   It seemed Marco would have no choice.  He was in my class at school but I wasn’t sorry to see my older brother getting the better of him.  My cousin Krista and I agreed Marco was a flat out jerk, always rolling spitballs between his teeth and checking out girls’ underpants on the jungle gym.  
 
   “Give!”  Tony growled, tightening his hold with a knowing grin.  
 
   And then, with a suddenness which made me gasp, Marco tucked his head low and rolled into Tony’s abdomen, flipping my brother onto his back there on our front lawn.  
 
   I couldn’t see Tony’s eyes as he lay there flat for an astonished second but I knew his anger would already be stewing.  Reluctantly, I allowed a flash of admiration for scrappy Marco, who peered at Tony casually and finally stretched out a hand, a ‘Hey, we’re still friends’ gesture which Tony rewarded by springing to his feet and popping Marco in the mouth.  
 
   My mother had seen enough.  She slammed the plate of hamburgers on the counter and tore out of the screen side door, with me close at her heels.  
 
   “Anthony Durant!” she screamed with her hands on her hips.  “You apologize to that boy and get in here this instant!”   
 
   Tony, age eleven, glared at our mother with utter contempt.  He spit into the grass and stalked away.  
 
   My mother was beside herself.  “Goddammit, Tony!” she screamed with an uncommon display of temper.  Tony did that to people.  “You just wait until your father gets home!”  
 
   It was futile. Tony had already rounded the corner.  There was no justice which could be meted out which he was frightened of.  
 
   Grace Durant’s head dropped and she stared at the spot at the end of the driveway where she and my father had scraped their initials in wet cement eons ago.  “Shit,” she said softly, and then, with her hand at her mouth, brushed past me and back into the kitchen.  
 
   The other boys had followed Tony, as they always did.  All but Marco, who wiped away the blood trailing from his lip and stared at me.  We regarded one another for a long silent moment before he gave his mouth one final swipe with the back of his hand and slowly walked across the street to his own house.  
 
   I watched him as my mother slammed her way angrily around the kitchen, taking out her parental frustrations on the dinner preparations.  I knew there was likely no one home at Marco’s house.  His brother, Damien, was a whole five years older and off following his own mysteries.  His mother would of course be slaving away at the bar she owned.  A twinge of pity touched me and I briefly considered asking my mother if maybe we should invite Marco to dinner.  It would be the sort of thing she would usually think of herself.  
 
   But then I remembered that I really didn’t like Marco very much so I returned to the kitchen and quietly helped prepare the salad, dreading the hour my father and brother would arrive home and continue their perpetual war.   
 
   And Marco?  I may have felt briefly sorry for him, but that was all.  He was not my friend.  
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621608]CHAPTER TEN
 
   Marco rang the front doorbell promptly at 6pm. 
 
   I started for the door but my father threw me a warning look and beat me to it.  This was his house.  And he would be the one to greet anyone who crossed the threshold.  
 
   Particularly anyone who was messing around with his only daughter.  
 
   “Marco, come in,” my father said, managing to keep his tone polite.  
 
   “Hello, Mr. Durant.”  
 
   To my shock, Marco was not only neatly combed, freshly shaved and tucked in, but carried a small bouquet of flowers in his hand.  My mother, who emerged from the dining room wiping her hands on her apron, was charmed.  
 
   “Daisies,” she grinned, touching him lightly on the arm in appreciation. “Dinner is just about ready.  Alan, would you mind opening a bottle of wine?”
 
   “Meatloaf and wine?”  I asked, wrinkling my nose.
 
   Grace waved her hand.  “Oh I didn’t make meatloaf after all.  Marco, I hope you like ravioli.”  
 
   He smiled.  “I love ravioli, Mrs. Durant.”  
 
   For a moment Marco and I lingered alone in the living room together. Each time I observed him in the small home of my childhood, the larger he seemed.  His short dark hair had been slicked back and his plain blue shirt was neatly buttoned.  I started to let my gaze travel lower, past his belt buckle, then stopped myself, blushing.  Despite everything we’d already done, we were about to sit down to a family dinner. It seemed wrong somehow to fixate on the shape of his dick in such context.  
 
   “You look nice,” I said, meaning it in every sense.  
 
   Marco’s expression suddenly dropped the patina of politeness as his eyes roamed the length of my body, lingering on my breasts.  I’d fixed the buttons of the blouse I’d worn the day I arrived and paired it with a simple black skirt which reached to my knees.  I’d meant to look traditional, safe.  
 
   But Marco’s burning gaze let me know that nothing I did or didn’t wear would be safe.  “You look nice, too,” he drawled, spreading his hands over my ass and pulling me so close I could feel his sudden erection.  
 
   “Behave,” I hissed, pushing him away as I heard my parents arguing over which wine glasses to serve.  
 
   He backed up, his palms out, his expression once again mild and gentlemanly.  “Of course, Angela.”  
 
   I shot him a troubled glance, trying to gauge how much of a game this all was to him.  But he only stared back at me with a slight smile, letting me know I could guess all I wanted.
 
   The dining room was scarcely large enough for a table. During holidays when the center leaf was inserted, it took up nearly the entire room and one had to scrape against the wall just to be seated.  
 
   My mother had placed Marco’s daisies in a crystal vase in the center.  She had gone to some trouble, breaking out the good china and the ancient silver pieces inherited from a great grandmother.  
 
   As Marco made a big show of manners by pulling my chair out, I started to feel a little out of sorts.  I’d set my expectations low for the evening, figuring my folks would likely be stern and disapproving, and that Marco would likely be a glib smart ass.  And that by the end of the meal everyone would be equally uncomfortable.  
 
   But Grace’s face was oddly radiant as she carried a basket of sliced Italian bread.  She seemed to have swiftly recovered from whatever disapproval she harbored toward Marco.  My father followed her into the dining room with a large bowl of steaming ravioli.  
 
   “Looks wonderful, Mrs. Durant,” Marco said in a low, appreciative voice as my father set the large serving spoon in the center of the bowl.   
 
   My father sat down at the head of the table, eyeing his dinner guest with distrust as he unfolded a linen napkin.  My mother sat to his right and I sat across from her.  Marco shot me an uncertain glance and finally sank into the high-backed chair next to my mother.  
 
   Grace Durant laughed merrily.  “I hope your appetite is as hearty as it was when you were a boy,” she said, reminding him it wasn’t the first time he’d sat at our family’s table.  
 
   Marco winked at me and grinned.  “Improved with time, actually.”  
 
   My father stared into his lap while my mother beamed. And then I realized what she saw when she looked at Marco.  
 
   She saw a reason for me to stay in Cross Point Village.
 
   For a few minutes there was only the business of serving plates and the passing of dishes.  I glanced over at Marco and noted he seemed to be concentrating on ways to avoid getting any tomato sauce on my mother’s white damask tablecloth.  It actually touched me a little and when he looked up and saw me staring at him, his face wore a boyish intensity which crept into my heart.  
 
   “How is everything?” my father asked abruptly, his question directed squarely at Marco.  
 
   Marco looked at him with a touch of confusion.  Alan Durant could have been talking about anything from the ravioli to the Red Sox.  
 
   “You were always a great cook, Mrs. Durant,” Marco said, answering the question in the safest, most indirect manner he could muster.  
 
   My mother was buttering a slice of bread.  “Thank you, Marco.”  
 
   Marco set his fork carefully in his bowl and cleared his throat.  “Look, I know I should have thanked you sooner, but I know everything you did for my mom.  When she got sick and all.  Your friendship meant a lot to her.  So thank you.”  
 
   My mother’s face softened.  “She was a good neighbor.  And a good woman.”  
 
   Marco swallowed. “I should have been there.”
 
   “You were with her when she passed.”
 
   He frowned into his pasta bowl, his face a mix of pain and frustration.  “Yeah, I was with her then.”  
 
   My father’s voice was unexpectedly cold.  “And where were you before that, Marco?”
 
   “Dad!”  I was shocked.  My father’s manners were ordinarily so impeccable they squeaked.  
 
   Marco met his gaze clearly.  “I was in prison, Mr. Durant.”  
 
   “You knew that,” I accused.  
 
   “Alan,” pleaded my mother’s quiet voice.  
 
   My father lowered his head and let out a deep sigh.  When he raised his eyes again they rested on me for a second before shifting back to Marco.  And I knew he saw the same thing my mother had seen; a reason for me to stay, a distraction.  Only, unlike her, the concept did not please him.  
 
   Still, he wasn’t willing to wage war over a table full of ravioli.  He took a sip of wine and tried again.  “How are things coming over at The Cave?”  
 
   Marco relaxed visibly.  “Fine.  We’ll be reopening by the end of the week.  Floors were in sorry shape, lighting was shot and the bar itself was chipped in a thousand places.”  
 
   “Boyle boys doing the work?”  
 
   “Yes.”
 
   My father nodded.  “They’re good workers.  Fair too.  I’m sure they’re giving you a good price.”  
 
   “They are.  Good thing too.  Damien is driving out here for the reopening and he’ll make me answer for every penny.  Rightfully so,” he added.  
 
   I stared at Marco.  His whole demeanor had changed when he began talking about the bar.  Gone was the lusty playboy I’d been rolling around with.  The bar, the weight of responsibility, made him serious.  The Cave had been his mother’s whole life since he and Damien had taken off for more interesting places.  Perhaps he felt a moral imperative to treat it well, to make it successful.  Or maybe he saw taking over the bar as his chance to stop fucking around and join the realm of adulthood.  
 
   Either way, observing this whole new dimension of his character was squeezing my heart in the most peculiar way.  
 
   I took a long drink of wine and noticed Marco watching me.  I tried to decipher his look but he only toyed with his glass and resumed eating his ravioli.  
 
   The rest of the meal passed uneventfully, except for a brief hiccup when Tony’s name was mentioned.  And as I watched the downturn of my mother’s soft mouth, I realized what else she saw in Marco.  
 
   If Marco Bendetti, the ultimate bad boy, had reversed his fortunes and, by appearances, turned out all right, then perhaps Tony would as well.  
 
   After dinner Marco helped carry the dishes into the kitchen.  When we passed one another in the hallway he only smiled at me shyly and took the pile of plates I was carrying.  I put my hands on my hips, staring after him, wondering where the hell this well-mannered guy had come from.  
 
   Dessert was a rich homemade cherry cheesecake.  I was full after one small sliver but Marco, to my mother’s delight, managed to polish off a sizeable wedge.  
 
   As I stirred a cup of coffee my father relayed the regrettable news that the Cross Point Village cannon had been abused again.  
 
   “Damn kids,” he swore, tossing a heaping spoonful of sugar into his coffee cup.  “I tell you, Grace, the things they’re rumored to do on our town’s monument would make your skin crawl.”  
 
   “Is that still a thing?”  I asked, somewhat surprised.
 
   “What?” my mother said, innocently.  
 
   “Ah, nothing.  Just, I remember stories.  From high school.  About the cannon.  Kids used to…” I let my voice trail off, not wishing to inject the pleasant evening with the tawdrier side of CPV adolescence.  
 
   And anyway, Cannon Banging, which was exactly what it sounded like, wasn’t an event I’d scored firsthand knowledge of.  
 
   But there was someone sitting across the table who had.
 
   Someone whose tasteless nickname was derived from prowess at such activities.  
 
   I dared a glance across the table and saw Marco Bendetti staring at me with scarcely disguised mirth.  I realized he knew exactly what I was thinking.  I quickly used the coffee mug to hide my transparent smirk while trying to listen to my father drone on about historical landmarks and youthful disrespect.  
 
   It was half past eight by the time all the dishes were washed and Marco was once again warmly thanking my mother for a good meal.  Then he extended a broad hand to my father.
 
   “Sir,” he said sincerely.  
 
   Alan took the offered hand and shook it firmly.  His eyes were narrow as he searched Marco’s face, waiting for a waver or a blink.  But Marco met his gaze and didn’t flinch.  
 
   “Good night, Mr. Durant.”  
 
   “Good night, Marco.  And please.  You’re a man now.  Call me Alan.”  
 
   Marco nodded and turned to me, maintaining an idyllic air of politeness.  “Nice night out, Angela.  I was thinking of taking a walk into town.  Care to join me?”  
 
   “I would, thank you.  Let me just go change my clothes.”  
 
   “I’ll wait here,” said Marco blandly.  And unnecessarily, I thought.  Until I remembered when I’d left him in the kitchen sweeping up broken glass while I intended to change my clothes.  And how he’d followed me.  
 
   My face was hot as I disappeared down the hall.  It was rather a surreal parody; of course my father knew Marco and I were screwing around.  Dollars to donuts my mother had grudgingly accepted it as well.  Yet there we all were proceeding with the fiction that a chaste summer stroll was all that was in the works. 
 
   I began tossing clothes out of my duffel bag, looking for something comfortable yet sexy and coming up dramatically short.   Finally I sighed and slipped my skirt off, pulling on a pair of boxy high waist shorts which rolled down to a decent length, even as I reasoned that it didn’t matter a damn bit if Marco saw my thighs because he’d already seen me buck stinking naked and touched every inch there was.
 
    Marco held out his arm as we stepped out into the night and I took it happily.  Once I glanced back to my house and saw my parents silhouetted in the doorway of the foyer.  Their shoulder to shoulder outline was the most familiar thing to me in the world, and with a pang I briefly waved and left them behind.  Although it seemed to me they had always been there, exactly like that, I knew it wouldn’t always be so.  
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   “You know where we’re going,” Marco teased in response to my question.  
 
   The streets of Cross Pine Village were deserted.  Now and again we saw darting shadows of cats and every once in a while the rustle of some lonely resident searching the night.  
 
   As we drew closer to the center of town I could hear the pulse of the Maple Street bars.  Madonna was advising all within earshot to ‘Express Yourself’.  
 
   The buildings along Main Street were all dark.  Though it was becoming more fashionable for places of business to remain open on Sundays, Cross Point Village was a bit behind the curve.  Every establishment, including Durant’s Drug Store, had been closed to customers since Saturday evening.  
 
   I heard the pop of a few early fireworks, likely coming from the high school parking lot.  For Cross Point Village, tomorrow would be a usual business day, but ripe with anticipation for Tuesday’s holiday.  
 
   The Fourth of July was a kid’s summer Christmas.  They would wake up early and start scouring the side streets for Chinese firework duds which they would squirrel away, unrolling the paper and peering at the foreign writing within, slowly accumulating a pile of the black powder.  Always there was some awful story about this kid in the next town or a neighboring county whose fingers had been blown off, whose eyes had been singed out.  But privately the kids agreed that these tales of horror were concocted by adults for the sole purpose of keeping them contained.  They knew there was no real danger, no actual risk.   Such heavy concepts existed only for grown ups.  
 
   Marco stopped short, staring at the hulking monument secured into a concrete pedestal in front of the town hall.  The pedestal rose eight feet off the ground, sloping on all sides with shallow steps which made climbing to the cannon easy. And once you were there you could straddle its wide length and howl with glee over the ultimate sacrilege being committed.  Afterwards you could take a can of spray pain purloined from a buddy’s garage and write ‘Suck Me’ or ‘Fuck Me’ or some other deep witticism which was meant to be the decisive Screw You to the universe, to your parents, to CPV.  
 
   Or so I’d always heard.  
 
   “Memories?” I asked him.
 
   He chuckled.  “A few.”  
 
   Marco found my hand and pulled me along as we circled the cannon, which seemed to peer down at us with withering expectancy.  I stared up at the thing doubtfully as Marco’s arm circled my shoulders.
 
   As a sigh rolled through him I realized there was more on his mind than screwing on the town landmark.  I put my head on his shoulder and he wrapped his arms around me tightly.  I inhaled the clean scent of his aftershave, enjoying the feel of his body pressed against mine.  For all the times we’d already coupled, there was something far more intimate about this quiet embrace under a clear night sky. 
 
   I leaned back and our lips touched tentatively, then more insistently as our tongues found one another.  Marco groaned softly and tangled his right hand in my hair, his fingers massaging the hollow behind my neck.  His passion began to assert itself and I reached low, touching him, outlining the growing want.  
 
   “Come here,” I said suddenly, pulling him along towards the shadowed side of the town hall.  
 
   Marco offered no objection as I pushed him against the crumbling brick, kissing him fervently.  I felt his sharp gasp when I dropped to my knees and pulled out his swollen dick.  
 
   I brought him along quickly, having learned much in our times together.  I teased his tip and ran my tongue along his length, finally taking him full in my mouth and moving rhythmically as he whispered my name over and over and then released the salty outcome, which I swallowed.  
 
   “Damn, girl,” he said softly, sinking to the ground.  
 
   I sat next to him, listening as his heavy breathing gradually slowed.  Marco took my hand.  
 
   “You’re something, Angela.”  
 
   I laughed hoarsely.  “How many girls you say that to, Marco?”
 
   I hadn’t meant for it to be a jab but realized as the words hung in the air they seemed to have a bite to them.  And I admitted to myself that I’d been jealous.  Jealous of whatever memories Marco guarded, jealous of all the girls I’d seen him with since junior high, jealous of all the unknown women he’d had since then.  
 
   “I like you, Angela.”  
 
   “Ha!  Do you like me or do you like me like me?”
 
   “Which answer will score me another blow job?”
 
   I slugged him in the shoulder.  “My father’s right.  You are an asshole.”  
 
   “Did he call me an asshole before or after dinner?”
 
   “What difference does it make?”
 
   Marco waited.  
 
   “Before, all right?”
 
   Marco nodded and then leaned over, rubbing my neck.  “I like you,” he said quietly.  Then he sighed.  “It’s just…I’m not good at this shit, Angela.” 
 
   “It’s all right,” I said, standing and brushing the asphalt crumbs from my rear end.  I looked up into the night sky, which was far brighter and more illuminated than a typical Boston night.  “You don’t have to be.”  
 
   Marco stood at my back and hugged me from behind, his strong arms crossing in front of me and gripping my shoulders.  I kissed his arm.  
 
   “I like you too, Marco.”  
 
   We stood like that for many moments, quietly breathing, saying nothing, just enjoying a rare occasion of peaceful contentment.  
 
   Finally Marco gave me a small squeeze and withdrew his arms.  “Well, Alan and Grace are likely waiting up.”
 
   “And you reminded me that I’m not exactly sixteen.” 
 
   Marco seemed thoughtful.  “Yeah, I know and believe me I would love to repeat last night, but your folks were nice enough to let me into their house.  Seems disrespectful to follow it up by debauching their darling daughter all night long.”  
 
   “Debauching?”  I broke into giggles.  
 
   Marco yanked me along playfully.  “Believe it or not I know a cool word here and there.”
 
   “I believe it.  You were never stupid.”  
 
   Marco glanced back at where the cannon stood silent vigil.  “I was stupid,” he said quietly.  
 
   “Nah, you were just seventeen,” I said, remembering the tattoo which stretched across his shoulder blades.  
 
   “Same thing,” he laughed.
 
   We left the eerie silence of the town square and began to meander through the side streets towards Polaris Lane.  
 
   Marco draped his arm across my shoulders.  “So how many more days you mean to stick around?”
 
   “I’ll probably head out early Wednesday afternoon.” 
 
   “Back to Boston?”
 
   “Back to Boston.”  
 
   Marco was quiet for a moment.  “And your plans for tomorrow?”
 
   “Why?  Are you asking me out, Marco Bendetti?”
 
   “I’m asking if you want to spend the day with me, Angela Durant.”  
 
   My face was instantly hot with pleasure but I tried to keep my voice light.  “And what would we do?”
 
   “Whatever you want.”  
 
   “Is your bike running?”
 
   I could hear the smile in his voice.  “It is.”  
 
   “Take me for a ride then.”  
 
   “All right.  I’ll ride you.”  
 
   “Debaucher.”  
 
   “Absolutely.”  
 
   When we reached my house Marco walked me right up to the door like a gentleman.  I saw a light remained on in the living room, meaning he had been right.  One or both of my parents were actually waiting up for their nearly twenty five year old daughter.  
 
   Marco cupped my chin and kissed me gently.  “Good night, Angela.”  
 
   “Good night, Marco.  Thank you for a pleasant evening.”  
 
   Even in the dark I saw something soften in his eyes.  But when I blinked it was gone and he wore his patent cocky stare as he backed away.  “Eleven am tomorrow,” he said.  “Be ready for a ride.”  
 
   “I’m ready now,” I said mildly.  
 
   Marco laughed to himself and turned towards his own dark house as I opened the door to number 16 Polaris Lane and went inside. 
 
    My mother pretended to read Good Housekeeping magazine on the sofa.  She looked up when I entered, as if she was completely surprised to see me.  
 
   I crossed my arms. “Daddy not keeping you company?”
 
   She waved a hand.  “He went to bed an hour ago.”  She seemed troubled as she played with a strand of her short hair.  “It’s been quite a few years since I had any reason to wait up.”  
 
   “But that was always for Tony.  I hardly left the house.”  
 
    Her face clouded, as it always did, at the mention of Tony’s name.  
 
   “I called him today.” 
 
   “Oh?  How’s he doing?”
 
   “Says he’s still working.  Of course he also sounded drunk as all heck so who knows.  And then some profane woman started shrieking at him to hang up the phone.”  
 
    “Does he have a girlfriend?”
 
   She shrugged, her eyes bleak.  “It’s Tony. Who knows?”  
 
   My mother heaved a sigh and got up heavily, tossing Good Housekeeping onto the end table.  She offered me a weak smile and a peck on the cheek.  “Good night, Angela.  It’s lovely having you home.”  
 
   As she began to shuffle towards the stairs I called her back.  “Mom?”
 
   She paused and looked back.  
 
   “I miss him too.”  
 
   I dressed hurriedly in my same old t-shirt and crawled into bed.  Though it wasn’t terribly late I was exhausted.  I blinked at the pale ceiling, remembering what it had been like, growing up as the kid sister of Tony Durant.  
 
   Tony was born impatient, explosive even.  There was a telling photo which remained in fading 8x10 framed glory in the stairwell.   Tony was two years old and at a mere four months it was my first Christmas.  My mother had driven us into Springfield to get our holiday portraits taken.
 
   The photographer sat Tony in a small wooden rocking chair next to a gaudy miniature Christmas tree.  Then, tenderly, my mother placed me in Tony’s small lap as the photographer began making absurd buzzing sounds, trying to prompt us to smile.  
 
   My chubby little face broke into an easy grin but Tony fixed a stony glare on the camera lens and was immortalized.  If you paused in front of the picture and looked deep into that toddler’s eyes, the restless anger was nearly palpable.  Which must have been why, mere seconds later, Tony roughly rolled me off his lap and onto the floor where I fell with a crack, dislocating my tiny shoulder.  
 
   “Tony!”  My mother scolded as she tried to comfort me in my wailing agony.  “Look at how you’ve hurt your sister!  Why did you do that?”  
 
   Tony only glared at her and shrugged.  “Because I did.”  
 
    My mother told me that story nearly twenty years later and tried to laugh her way through it.  A disastrous holiday memory.  What family doesn’t have them?  What family can’t chuckle over them after several decades have passed? 
 
   But the laughter didn’t reach her eyes and I saw in the shadows on her face that the memory of it still troubled her.
 
   I didn’t miss Tony.  By now I realized that the camaraderie of adult siblings would never be ours.  
 
   But although I’ve never had that, the fabled affectionate bond, it is something I do miss.
 
   A brother who remembers the world of our shared childhood and appreciates that though we may not have been close then, we were bound in a unique way which was more than genetic soup.  
 
   I hadn’t seen my brother in three and a half years.  Christmas Eve, 1985, he rolled into CPV in a dilapidated pickup truck and in the space of an hour managed to find and consume an entire bottle of wine, pick a screaming match with my father, and then peel out of Polaris Lane as neighbors paused from their own holidays long enough to gawk out their windows.
 
   My mother drew up the courage to call him once or twice a month.  I sent him cards for birthdays and holidays, though he never acknowledged any of them.  My friend Lanie had a twin brother who called her every Sunday and who she spoke of with the mix of irritation and affection which was the usual sibling due.  
 
   When people ask me about Tony, I always feel at somewhat of a loss.  
 
   Yes, I have a brother.  
 
   No, we aren’t close.  
 
   There never seems to be anything else left to say.  
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621610]CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   The room seemed to close in on me as I tried to seek sleep.  How many summer nights had I spent musing in this very spot in the dark?  So many.  I remember being age five and nervously anticipating the first day of kindergarten.  And then, ten years later, sitting on my bed in the dark and listening to my brother and his friends as they talked about things I wasn’t meant to hear.  My face still burned over that memory… 
 
   ***
 
   It was well past midnight and the boys were still bullshitting in the side yard.  My window was open in search of the rare summer breeze and every few moments I could hear the crack of another beer can opening.  I didn’t dare let on that I could hear them full well.  Their talk was fascinating.  All sex and tough guy expressions, it stirred a strange longing in me as I lay silently in my bed a week after my fifteenth birthday. 
 
   Except for the brief and confusing passages I’d found in forbidden books, it was all baffling.  I’d never been kissed, never been touched, and although my body was fully, almost embarrassingly, developed, I wondered if I ever would be.  
 
   Though hearing the boys crudely jest about blow jobs and bras tickled something inside of me, I also held them in them contempt.  So limited, so puerile.  They were the majority, the sort who had no motivation to ever leave Cross Point Village.  They would marry a local girl and pop out a bunch of brats in their own likeness and rarely think about anything more rousing than where their next beer was hiding.
 
   As I stared at the ceiling and listened to the ribald talk of Tony and his half drunk pals I grew restless, finally hopping off the bed and padding down the hall to the kitchen.  My mother and I had baked chocolate chip cookies earlier in the evening and I figured a nice sugar rush might settle me down.  
 
   Running into him was like colliding with a rock wall.  
 
   “Whoa,” he breathed, exhaling a cloud of alcohol and steadying himself on my shoulders.  
 
   I backed away.  “What the hell are you doing in here?”
 
   Marco Bendetti peered down at me in the darkness of my parents’ living room.  He’d grown at least four inches the past year and I felt more than a bit unnerved being so close to him.  
 
   “Got to take a piss,” he explained, motioning down the hall.  
 
   “Don’t you have a bathroom in that house across the street?”
 
   Marco was not shy about staring at my chest with a nasty grin.  I blushed and pushed my plastic frame eyeglasses up my nose, then crossed my arms.  “Well?”
 
   “So I can’t use your bathroom, Angela?”
 
   I tossed my head, wishing I wasn’t wearing an old 4-H t-shirt with my hair in a childish ponytail.  “Go ahead then.  But be quiet.  My dad won’t like it.”  
 
   After grabbing a handful of cookies I ran back to my room before Marco finished in the bathroom.  I sat cross-legged on the edge of my bed, chewing on great mouthfuls of chocolate chips as the curtains rustled in the warm air.  I didn’t even hear the gentle whine of the screen door closing, yet Marco had found his way silently out of the house and rejoined his friends.  
 
   “Man,” he whistled.  “The tits on that girl almost made me cream my pants.”  
 
   “What girl?” piped up an interested voice.  
 
   “Angie.”
 
   My jaw dropped, spilling wet cookie crumbs into my lap.  
 
   Another of the boys snorted.  “Shit, don’t let Tony hear you say that if you want to live.”  
 
   “Where the hell is he anyway?”
 
   “Off getting a blow from Cortez.”  
 
   “Jeez, he’ll settle for anything.”  
 
   Another snort.  “You’re one to talk.”  
 
   “Not at all.  I have the option of selectivity.”  
 
   “Well you better not select Tony’s sister unless you want to end up eating your own balls.”  
 
   And then suddenly there was Tony’s low, slurred voice.  “What are you shitheads talking about?”
 
   “Tits,” said Marco in a mild voice.  
 
   “Hey Tony, she spit or swallow?”
 
   “Whose tits?” asked Tony, belching.  
 
   “Marco has a hard on for your sister.”
 
   “Hey thanks, asshole.”  
 
   Tony seemed to sober up in a heartbeat, his voice murderous.  “Bendetti, you touch my fucking sister and I’ll fucking kill you.”  
 
   “Piss up a flagpole, Durant.  I just said she had nice tits.”  
 
   A string of swearing and the sound of a scuffle ensued.  
 
   “Fuck is your problem, Tony?  You don’t so much as blink when that cousin of yours gets fingered in plain sight on the cannon.”
 
   Tony laughed meanly.  “Krista?  Do whatever you like with that little skank but I’m warning you, Angie is off limits.  That goes for all you lousy little pricks and you know damn well I don’t like to say the same thing twice.”  
 
   The other boys murmured some form of agreement and the subject seemed to die in favor of other talk, like which CPV High teacher had the best ass.  Once a consensus was reached that the prize belonged to Mrs. Carrington, the art teacher, someone reached the grand conclusion that beer was running low.  
 
   As the boys wandered away from the side yard in a haze of cussing and obscene jokes, I had forgotten the chocolate chip cookies in my lap.  
 
   I had, it seemed, forgotten how to breathe. 
 
   Marco’s comments, coarse though they were, left me feeling strange and excited.  Timidly I pulled back the collar of my shirt and stared into the fleshy twin masses which seemed to grow daily.  I tried to imagine Marco’s large hands on them.  It wasn’t hard.  
 
   But then I remembered Tony’s dire words and I exhaled with irritation.  I was pretty sure my brother didn’t give a damn about me.  In school I was a nonentity to him and the only time he acknowledged me at home was to bellow something along the lines of, “Get your fat ass out of the bathroom!” or “Did you eat the rest of my fucking cereal?”  
 
   But everyone was scared shitless of Tony so as my peers groped each other on Saturday night in the school yard or Cannon Banged in the moonlight, no one dared come near me.
 
   Tony wasn’t the overprotective type.  I knew such brothers existed but I also knew mine didn’t have a tender spot in his entire soul.  So I cursed my brother for being a mean, joyless prick and flopped on top of the covers, letting Marco’s words run through my mind again and again.  
 
   I did not fall asleep for a long long time.  
 
    
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621611]CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   My father was always unintentionally loud throughout his morning routine.  It used to drive me bananas as a kid.  I would be trying vainly to sleep in on a Saturday morning as he banged the kitchen cabinets open and closed as if on some sort of passive aggressive mission until my mother’s soft voice would scold him. 
 
   “Alan, let the kids sleep.”  
 
   And my father would mutter something about how he was never allowed to nap idly until midmorning.  No, he had to work in the store every summer since the age of ten.  
 
   I glanced at the clock and noticed it was after seven.  He would be leaving for the store soon to sweep the building front, carefully wash the windows, and open the doors by nine.  I made a mental note to try and stop by sometime during the day, though it saddened me to observe the shabby slowness of the family business.  It had been different when I was very young, before the fortunes of Cross Point Village began to crumble and chip away at the lives within.  
 
   As my parents murmured their goodbyes as they had uncounted times before, I closed my eyes.  I wasn’t tired.  I was thinking of Marco.  
 
   A delicious chill ran through me.  It was something Brian had never been capable of producing.  Honestly, it was a feeling that no one had touched in me, a thrilling anticipation that was as heady as the first spring day warm enough to run barefoot in the backyard.  
 
   “I’m no good at this shit, Angela.”  
 
   I opened my eyes, the thrill disappearing.  I’d dismissed those words the night before but they began to sink in.  In two days I would be returning to Boston and Marco would be…doing whatever Marco does.  Was he trying to fend off any expectations?  Did I have any expectations?
 
   Then I remembered the way he held me and touched me, the way his brow had creased with worry at the dinner table as he feared making a wrong move.  
 
   Yes, I realized, considering my own internal question.  I did.  
 
   And that was dangerous.  
 
   I listened to the rustling noises of my mother going about her morning tasks.  After cleaning the kitchen and starting a load of laundry I heard her enter Tony’s bedroom down the hall and go through a ritual of straightening and dusting for a son who may not have any intention of ever seeing the room again.  I imagined Grace Durant entering my bedroom in my absence and felt sad.  I’d always given little consideration for the fact that I could return any day of any year and find my surroundings exactly as they always had been.  I loved my apartment, my free and proudly independent life in the city.  But this was home.  
 
   After a lone tear coursed down my cheek, I laughed at my own maudlin mind and threw off the covers.  
 
   The day was as brilliant as any fresh summer morning and I paused by the window for a long time, pushing my hair behind my ears as I opened the screen, inhaling the clean scent of grass and the vague tinge of lilac blossoms from the overgrown bush in the front yard.  
 
   After breakfast and a pleasant, lighthearted chat with my mother, I excused myself.  
 
   Grace looked at me curiously as I rinsed the breakfast dishes off.  
 
   “So, what are your plans today?”
 
   I stared at the running water, trying to keep my voice airy.  “Oh, I don’t know.  I might go spend the afternoon with Marco.”  
 
   “I see.” I knew if I turned around she would be smiling into her tea mug.  
 
   I felt some guilt at getting her hopes up.  I couldn’t even articulate my own intentions, let alone Marco’s.  I could almost hear the story running through her mind as if she were already telling it to Mrs. Kilbourne or Mrs. Johnson or whoever the hell was willing to listen.  
 
   “Of course he was a difficult boy but he’s become a good man and isn’t it all too perfect?  The kids growing up nose to nose and never looking twice and then all these years later finding one another the way they did?  It was meant to be.”
 
   Only I didn’t believe that any love story of mine could possibly be so tidy.  The problem with my mother is that everything had always been so neatly arranged in her life that she believed it should and would all be so orderly for everyone.  
 
   She was wrong.  
 
   By the time I indulged in a long, lazy shower and dressed in a pair of stonewash jeans with a rather risqué tank top, it was a quarter to eleven.
 
   “What’s all this?” I asked, peering into a soft vinyl cooler on the kitchen table.  
 
   “Sandwiches,” said my mother.  
 
   I looked at her, a little nonplussed.  
 
   She shrugged.  “I figured you kids might want to have a picnic.”  
 
   “Juice boxes, ma?  We’re not eight.”  
 
   “No, but you’re never too old for juice boxes.”  
 
   I closed the bag, shouldered the strap and kissed my mother on her hollow cheek.  “Thanks, Mom.”  
 
   “Angela,” she said, looking rather tired.  
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   She smiled warmly.  “Give Marco my regards.”  
 
   I’ll give him something.  
 
   As I left my house and walked across the street I felt jaunty, youthful.  Marco’s house was completely silent.  I climbed the pair of porch steps and knocked on the front door, listening to the unanswered echo.  I checked my watch, frowning.  He had said eleven.  Then again, Marco nearly missed our high school graduation, famously arriving just as his name was about to be called.  Almost as if he’d planned it that way.  
 
   I knocked more insistently but there was still no sign of life.  In a flash of frustration, I reached for the doorknob, surprised to find it open.  I entered the Bendetti home hesitantly.
 
   “Marco?”  
 
   All I heard was the tick of the brass clock on top of the console television.  
 
   When the door slammed behind me I jumped three feet in the air and dropped the carefully packed cooler.  
 
   He grabbed me around the waist, pushing me against the wall.  He smelled of Ivory soap and his hair was still wet from a shower.  
 
   “You’re naked,” I said.  
 
   “You’re not,” he accused and kissed me as hungrily as ever.  
 
   He broke the kiss and ran his palms over my tightly contained breasts.  “What are you trying to do, turn on the whole neighborhood?”
 
   “No,” I answered, arching into his touch.  “Just you.”  
 
   He pushed his hardness against my thigh.  “For that you never even had to try, Angie.”  
 
   We stared at one another, breathing heavily.  Marco pressed a single finger between my legs as I squirmed.  Then he laughed and slapped me lightly on the rear end.  
 
   “I’ll be ready in a minute,” he said and winked before heading to his bedroom.
 
   I picked up the cooler, my heart pounding.  I’d never had it like this before, where every touch made me want him more.  Where no matter how many times we screwed and came and screwed once more I was always ready for it again.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said brusquely, having dressed swiftly in a pair of jeans and an Aerosmith shirt.  
 
   “Well, where are we going anyway?”
 
   Marco smiled lazily and my knees wanted to buckle.  “You wanted to go for a ride, Angela.  So I’m taking you for a ride.”   He jerked his head, his hand on the door to the garage.  “Come on.”  
 
   Marco pulled the garage open as I ran my hands over the bike.  As I touched the seat I blushed a little, remembering when that leather had last been between my thighs.  
 
   “Here.”  Marco tossed me a red helmet.  He rifled around by the work bench, finally withdrawing a black leather jacket which he draped around my shoulders.  
 
   “But it’s warm out,” I objected.  
 
   “Cooler on the highway.  And you’ll be safer.  We take a spill and you’ll be glad to have that leather scraping along the asphalt instead of your skin.”  
 
   Reluctantly I slid my arms into the jacket as Marco opened the small compartment behind the seat and stowed the cooler and a few beers.  He wheeled the bike carefully into the driveway.  When he straightened he glanced my way and whistled.  
 
   “Look at Angie Durant, all trussed up like a biker’s badass old lady.”  
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   I slipped the helmet over my curls.  “Shut up and get on the bike.” 
 
   Marco pulled the garage closed, letting it drop the last two feet with a thud.  He slid on a pair of sunglasses, swung his right leg over the side and revved the motorcycle to life.  
 
   I stared at him for a few seconds, jolted by the memory of my own fantasy.  This was it.  He was it.  
 
   After carefully settling on the bike behind him, Marco waited while my arms tentatively circled his waist. 
 
   “Tighter!” he yelled.  
 
   As I clutched him he rode hard down the driveway, down Polaris Lane and toward the center of town.   I rather wondered how many necks swiveled with surprise as we peeled past.  Once the sight of Marco Bendetti riding around with a girl stuck to him was common, but that was a long time ago.  
 
   And anyway, I’d never been one of those girls.  
 
   As we reached the clear highway I rested my head on Marco’s strong shoulder, enjoying his warmth, his scent.  He stared straight ahead, at times driving so fast and reckless it tightened a knot of fear in my gut.  But it was exhilarating nonetheless.  I’d always coveted the open road when the unease in my soul longed for something I could never name.  I would get in my car and drive blindly, ending up wherever I ended up. But this, tightly holding onto Marco Bendetti as we hurtled through western Massachusetts, was a unique sense of abandon.  
 
   As we headed north the scenery became more remote.  I had no idea how long Marco was planning on riding.  For all I knew we were headed across several state lines and bound for Canada.  Just as I began to consider trying to get his attention in some way, Marco pulled over on the next exit.  
 
   We were far into the dense greenery of the country.  After a few miles Marco pulled onto a rugged side road.  I didn’t see another soul as we drove further into the woods.  Finally, as if it were a dream, a lazy creek appeared out of nowhere.  Marco slowed the bike and rolled to a stop, climbing off.  
 
   I pulled the helmet off, looking around.  “You’ve been here before?”
 
   Marco nodded.  “Yeah.”  
 
   A dense carpet of grass stretched on the banks of the creek.  The song of sparrows rang from the trees around us.  I looked back.  Marco was fiddling with the storage compartment.  He pulled out a beer and cracked the tab but didn’t drink.  He leaned against the bike and stared at the ground, his face serious.  
 
   I shrugged out of his jacket and draped it across the seat.  “Something wrong?”
 
   His face twisted into a wry grin.  “Memories.”  
 
   “Oh,” I said, rolling my eyes and thinking of our visit to the cannon.  How many other females had ridden behind him and ended up here? 
 
   Marco’s look was troubled.  “Not what you’re thinking, Angela.  My mom used to take us camping out here.”
 
   “Here?” I looked around, wondering how in the hell Mary Bendetti had ever even found this place. 
 
   Marco pointed to the grass.  “We’d pitch a tent right over there.  Damien always hated it, bitched the whole time about asthma and mosquitoes, but I loved it.  Mom loved it.  We would come out once a year.  It was the only break she ever took from that goddamn bar.”
 
   Marco stopped talking and swirled the can of beer. I stepped over to him and took it from his hands, placing it on the ground and then reaching up to touch his face.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said simply. 
 
   Marco didn’t respond for a moment.  He stayed at a distance and I was reluctant to break his spell.  Then suddenly he grabbed me, holding me against him with crushing intensity.  It wasn’t the fire of want which drove him, at least not at first.  It was something even more basic.  Just a wish to be close.  
 
   Then he pulled back, staring at me, his breath growing more rapid as he forced my arms up high.  He rolled my shirt up past my breasts and over my head, undressing me.  I let him.  
 
   Then I helped him pull his shirt off.  I ran my hands lightly over the solid expanse of his chest, down the muscled arms lit with strange winding tattoos.  On the left side of his chest, a few inches from his heart, was the scar of a small healed wound.  I kissed it.
 
   Silently Marco led me closer to the creek.  He spread his jacket on the grass and eased me down.  I kneeled, rolling my bra from my shoulders one side at a time.  I knew it was what he wanted to see.  And as I unzipped my pants and pulled them down, I cupped my own moist center.  
 
   Marco wouldn’t be held at bay any longer.   He tackled me into the grass and before I could register the fact that he had abandoned his jeans he was deep inside of me.  
 
   With a sudden burst of strength I pushed him to his back, straddling him.  
 
   “Damn,” he said, smiling, still inside me.  He pulled down on my hips firmly, trying to sink in more deeply.  I loved being in control, squeezing and bucking his rigid lust.  
 
   I felt the climax approaching and tried to draw it out.  I rose and fell, rose and fell, lingering over the precious sweet spot and making all kinds of noise about it.  The pulse of the orgasm lingered for a long time and Marco waited, wanting me to get my fill.  
 
   My long hair fell forward, tickling my sensitive nipples.  Marco finally pulled himself out of me, repositioning my body so that I was on my hands and knees.  I felt weak, spent, and still I loved it when he plunged into me from behind, seeking and quickly finding his own moment of bliss.  
 
   As we rolled into the soft grass together, Marco buried his head between my breasts, my name on his lips.  I stroked his short hair, damp with sweat, and felt a strange curl in my gut.  
 
   Marco gently kissed the hollow of my neck and I remembered my own cold words the other night on his dark porch.  
 
   “It was just fucking.” 
 
   No, it wasn’t.  Not anymore.  
 
   “I didn’t know,” he murmured. 
 
   I kissed the crown of his head.  “What, baby?”
 
   “That she was sick.”  Marco placed both hands across my breasts and rested his head on his hands.  His face was sad and bewildered.  “She came to see me once at that hellhole in the desert, about a year into my time.”  He swallowed.  “I hated that she was there.  I told her I hated that she was there.” 
 
   I waited, wanting to hold him and soothe the pain in his voice but not wanting to interrupt.  
 
   “She asked me why.  I’d kicked a guy’s face in, Angie.  So bad he would never look like a normal man again.  And yeah, there was a reason.  There’s always a fucking reason.  But that’s not what she was asking me in that small, hurt voice.  She meant all kinds of other why’s.  Why did I leave, why didn’t I call, why didn’t I ever come home?” His dark eyes fixed on me intently.  “We’re alike, Angie, you and me.  You’d never guessed that, did you?  I wanted to get out of here too.  I could fucking taste it.  All this provincial Peyton Place shit, I hated it.  I saw how you used to look at all of us, as if we were already memories.”
 
   “Marco,” I started to say, but he silenced me with a kiss.
 
   “No, it’s all right. There’s no shame in wanting something better, Angela.  I set out to find it too.”
 
   “But you didn’t find it,” I said and then wanted to take the words back.  But Marco only smiled wryly.  
 
   “No,” he agreed.  “I didn’t.  Mom made Damien swear not tell me about how bad off she was.  She didn’t want me ripping myself apart when I couldn’t do anything about it, couldn’t even be here.”  His face crumpled.  “He finally stopped listening and flew out to Phoenix on my release day.  And I let my big brother herd me onto the first cross country flight to Boston, back to our dying mother.  She was already unconscious, so doped up on pain meds she couldn’t even see me.”  He paused.  “She passed away three days later.” 
 
   Marco’s agony cut me.  I felt my own tears coursing down my cheeks.  He noticed and brushed them away gently with his thumb before settling once more with a sigh on my chest.  
 
   He had talked about something better. I knew all about it.  The elusive search for a superior life.  I’d seen Marco nearly every day for a long stretch of years.  And even though we rarely spoke it seemed we knew everything about each other.  I wanted to tell him that I didn’t think there was anything better than him.  But I said nothing, afraid the words would sound hollow and insincere.  And then realizing a bigger fear.  That I would sound like a clingy, mewling little fool.  
 
   After a time Marco raised his head.  We made love quietly, softly, next to the burbling chatter of the creek.  Marco waited for me to climax languidly before finishing.  As he rolled onto his stomach and stared thoughtfully into the water I touched the letters on his back.  Seventeen.  Perhaps he had chosen the tattoo in a fit of despair over lost youth.  Because what was true for Marco was true for everyone.  We could go to the place we called home. But we couldn’t go back in time.  And sometimes in a way that was like being unable to go home. 
 
   We lay quietly for a long time and finally broke out Grace’s sandwiches.  Marco looked puzzled as he held the tiny juice box in his large hand.  
 
   “Why the hell does your mother even have these?  There’s no more school lunches to pack.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Who knows?  Maybe she’s still shopping in 1980.”  
 
   He poked a hole and took a sip.  “It was nice of her though.” 
 
   “Grace is a nice mommy.”  
 
   As we quietly ate our lunch I realized that though we were both still naked I felt no shame about it.  I was only warmly comfortable in my own skin, a new sensation for me, one I was learning to appreciate.  Marco never looked at my body with anything but undisguised desire.  I knew he wanted me even if he’d only just had me.  
 
   I picked a few blades of grass out of my hair and fluffed it over my shoulders, enjoying the way it felt over my breasts.  Marco lounged nearby, staring at me, and then rising to attention.  
 
   “Again?” I teased, pointing. 
 
   “Always,” he answered, taking what he wanted.  
 
   It was after four by the time we reluctantly started to dress.  
 
   “I need to check on the bar,” Marco explained.  
 
   “Can I see it?”
 
   He pulled his shirt over his head, regarding me with surprise.  “Sure, if you want.”  
 
   “I want.”  I kissed him tenderly, growing serious.  “Thank you for bringing me here.”
 
   His tone was flippant.  “I hope the ride was what you dreamed of.”  
 
   I frowned.  “No, I mean it.  This is a special place and you chose to share it with me.”  My voice grew soft.  “I love that you did that, Marco.”  
 
   Marco picked up the open beer can, pouring the contents into the dirt, his head down.  He turned and took one last look at the creek.  Then he climbed onto the bike, kicking the engine to life.  “Let’s get going, Durant.”  
 
   “Right,” I sighed, pulling Marco’s helmet and jacket back on.  
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   He drove back to Cross Point Village even faster than he had driven out of it.  I held him tightly, trying to tell myself to have faith that Marco knew what he was doing.  Trying to tell myself to have faith in Marco, period.  
 
   The light had grown softer by the time we reached Cross Point Junction.  People headed home early, excited for the holiday.  Of course all Cross Point business would be shut tomorrow.  The lethargic parade through the center of town hadn’t been seen since I was a kid but there were still fireworks over at the high school.  The Hennessy boys used to drive down south every year in search of the good stuff.  I supposed they still did.  
 
   Marco rode slowly down Main Street, past the town hall and the cannon, past my father’s store.  He turned onto Maple, riding up on the sidewalk before slowing to a stop halfway up the street.  
 
   It was the oldest of the low brick buildings on Main Street.   The others had been expanded from their original modest structures to include second floor apartments but The Cave was structurally the same as the day it was built.  
 
   For decades it had been a regional bank where all CPV’s most upstanding citizens kept their penny hoards.  Well, until was wiped out by the events of 1929.   Then the building stood sadly vacant for several dozen years until the late 1950s when Grandma’s Attic opened as antiquing came into vogue by rich city folk.  
 
   “Hey honey, let’s take a drive out to the sticks, purchase a colonial era writing desk for peanuts and laugh all the way home about the ignorance of these gnarled-tooth hicks.”
 
   When Mary Bendetti bought the failing Maple Street establishment around 1970 it was an act of desperation.  A widow with two young sons to support in a withering half-forgotten alcove of the nation.  I supposed it was pity which moved Alan Durant to use his influence as town selectman to allow the requisite permits.  He never said so, but I imagine he would have reconsidered had he known it would usher in a new era of low rent dives along the stately row.  Often I’d caught him exiting the drugstore and squinting down the street as if he were hoping if he just tilted his head that way a little bit all the motorcycles and hard music and broken characters would disappear.   
 
   Marco had improved the exterior slightly with a dark blue awning over the entrance and a flashy white sign with tall black lettering.  The door was open and I heard a cascade of crashing and cursing from within.  I climbed off the bike and saw Marco gazing irritably into the dark interior.  
 
   “Hey,” he yelled, dashing inside.  “What are you assholes doing to my place?”
 
   I lingered uncertainly by the cracked curb as a male voice shouted an obscene greeting.  Marco laughed.  I looked around and quickly counted at least fifteen other bikes squatting outside the other Maple Street bars even though it was nowhere near dark.  
 
   “Come on,” Marco emerged, grabbing my hand.  “I thought you wanted to see.”  
 
   “I do.”  I let him pull me into The Cave and found myself in the midst of drop cloths and the heavy smell of wood lacquer.  
 
   Chris and Gavin Boyle had been cheerful and dim-witted ten years ago.  Irish twins, as the story goes, ten months apart and both a year ahead of me in school.  They’d thickened over time and wore identical brown mullets with greasy moustaches.  Chris Boyle, I remembered, was one of the boys who’d squatted in my side yard one ancient night and listened to Marco compliment my tits.  
 
   Gavin Boyle was the younger and vaguely more serious brother.  He took a long sip from a Budweiser bottle and spoke coolly.  “Keep your skirt on, Bendetti.  We’ll be done on Thursday like we promised.”  
 
   Marco ran a hand over the shiny bar, yanking on it to test its solidity.  “Installation looks good,” he said.  
 
   Chris knelt and pulled up a drop cloth.  I averted my eyes away from his pudgy ass crack.  “Floor’s done too.  We just got to do the painting on Wednesday and she’ll be all ready.”  
 
   “Wednesday?  What happened to tomorrow?”
 
   Chris scowled good naturedly.  “Aww, you don’t expect us to labor on our nation’s birthday?”
 
   Gavin patted Marco on the shoulder and looked down at the fresh hardwood covering the floor.  “It’ll be done, buddy.  I swear on my brother’s left nut.”  
 
   “Hey,” Chris complained.  Then he cocked his oafish head in my direction.  “Who’s your lady?”
 
   Marco drew an arm around my shoulders possessively.  “Come on, you dickheads remember Angie.”  
 
   Gavin belched.  “Angie who?”
 
   I let out a sigh of exasperation.  “Angie Durant, Gavin.  You guys grew up two streets away, used to trail around after my scoundrel brother.”  
 
   “Angie Durant,” he said softly.  “Well suck my balls and call me a lemon, you living back here?”
 
   I shook my head as Marco glanced quickly at me.  “Nah, just visiting.”  
 
   Chris seemed to have difficulty processing the conversation.  “You move back in with your folks?”
 
   “No Chris, I live in Boston.”  
 
   “Boston,” Gavin snorted.  “Shithole full of haughty fucks.”  
 
   “Yeah, well,” I shrugged, at a loss as to how to answer that.  
 
   Marco’s fingers played on my shoulder.  “Hey, why don’t you guys wrap it up for the day?”  
 
   Gavin belched again.  “We already have.”
 
   “Well, then get lost.”
 
   A nasty smile spread across Chris’s face as a light bulb flickered in his cavernous head.  “You guys fucking around?”
 
   “Aw dammit, Chris.” Gavin glared at his brother.  “Sorry Angie.  There’s no filter there.”
 
   “It’s all right,” I shrugged.  “And yes, we are.”  
 
   Marco chuckled.  
 
   I put a finger to my lips.  “Shh, don’t tell Tony.”  
 
   Chris looked around nervously.  “Tony.  Where is Tony?”
 
   Gavin looked up from where he had been tossing things into a battered tool bag.  
 
   “Tony is long gone,” I said with a sigh.
 
   Chris nodded with relief as Gavin stood and began nudging him out the door.  “It’s a trip seeing you again, Angie.  You know, you get tired of this guy, you can-“
 
   “Hey,” said Marco irritably, “why don’t you boys just quit while you’re marginally ahead?”
 
   “Fair enough,” Gavin nodded.  
 
   “Bye!” yelled Chris before Marco pushed the door closed in his face.  
 
   “Sorry about that,” he said, but he was smiling.  
 
   “Another blast from the past.”
 
   “I can give you a blast,” Marco whispered, holding me hard.  
 
   “You’ve given me several.  Just in the last few hours.”  
 
   “You complaining?” he asked, backing me into the bar and breathing heavily.  
 
   “No,” I whispered, feeling him against me.  
 
   Marco pressed himself firmly to my body but didn’t go further.  
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, motioning to a white-sheeted object in the far corner.  
 
   “Jukebox.”  Marco stepped away from me and pulled the sheet off.  “Mary’s pride and joy.  She had it restored in Boston just before I took off after graduation.”  
 
   “Does it work?”
 
   “Of course.”  He reached around and plugged the cord in.  The machine hummed to life.  
 
   “There anything good in there?”
 
   “You got a dime?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Marco smiled and pulled some change from his back pocket.  He started flipping the selections around and then laughed, pressing a button.  A moment later I knew why.  
 
   “Very funny,” I said as the opening notes of Merilee Rush’s timeless version of ‘Angel of the Morning’ filled the bar.  
 
   Marco moved toward me.  “Come here.”  
 
   His arms went around my waist as mine reached up, resting on his shoulders.  Marco kicked some of the sheets away from the fresh wood floor as we softly swayed.
 
    “You’ve done a good job,” I said, looking around.  
 
   “Hmm. Yeah, luckily Damien is free with the checkbook.  As long as I can promise a good return.”  
 
   “I thought you guys were partners now.”  
 
   “We are.  And he’s been great about letting me jump right into management, especially because if he’d had his way we would have sold the place.” Marco’s hold on me lightened as he spoke thoughtfully.  “But let’s face it, he’s the guy with the means.  I’m just the penniless prodigal with nowhere else to go.”  
 
   I tried again, pulling him close.  “Really though, he must have a lot of faith in you.”  
 
   Marco held back, fixing me with a sharp look.  “I’m not feeling sorry for myself, Angela.  Just speaking the truth.”  
 
   I leaned in, kissing him on the neck.  “She’d be pleased,” I said.  “That you took it on.”  
 
   He didn’t yield, staring darkly into the corner.  “You knew her well, did you?”
 
   I backed away, a little unsettled by the coldness in his voice.  “No.  But she loved you, Marco.  And she loved the bar.”  
 
   He nodded slowly.  “Yes.”  He stopped moving to the music and absently took my hands in his.  
 
   “Hey,” I said, squeezing his hand.  “It’s getting late.  How about grabbing some dinner?”
 
   Marco shook his head.  “Nah, I’m not hungry.  Think I’m going to stick around here a while and go over a few things.”  
 
   I brought his knuckles to my lips.  “Will I see you later?”
 
   He stared at me.  “Do you want to?”
 
   “Of course.” I touched his cheek, a bit puzzled by his sudden change in mood.  
 
   “All right, then.” His face broke into a smile which melted what was left of the frost around my heart.  
 
   Shit, he has me.  
 
   “I’m going over to the store to visit with my dad a while.  Why don’t you drop by the house when you’re done doing what you need to do?”  
 
   “I will, Angie.”  
 
   The final stanza of ‘Angel of the Morning’ was fading. I started toward the door and turned back, my mind screaming at me not to say the words.  
 
   Think them if you must.  Just don’t fucking say them!  
 
   “Marco?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m crazy about you.”  
 
   I closed the door behind me before he could answer.   Especially because I wasn’t sure he would.  
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   Durant’s Drug Store only had one customer, a withered old woman who I vaguely remembered as an elementary school cafeteria attendant.  She was always stingy with the napkins.  Her face looked like it had been gnawed on by squirrels recently and she made no sign of seeing me as she brushed past.  
 
   The place seemed a little barren.  The counter which used to serve sandwiches to seemingly endless surges of customers was dark and unused.  I winced at the sad neglect, having pleaded with my father to do something with that corner.  Even the soda fountain no longer operated.  Anthony Durant’s preserved handsome face stared at me from underneath his serviceman’s hat.  He didn’t have any idea he would die within a year. 
 
   “Angela.”  My father’s voice was pleased as he climbed out of the shadows.  He was smiling until he took stock of my revealing shirt, my disheveled appearance.  I blushed, realizing too late I should have taken a few moments to clean up.  
 
   “Been out?” Alan Durant said tersely.  
 
   “Yeah,” I said, trying to smooth my wild hair down and failing.  “I went for a ride with Marco.”  
 
   “Ah, Marco.”  
 
   “Dad, I thought you got over your problem with Marco.”  
 
   My father gave me a severe look.  “Marco Bendetti isn’t the problem.”  
 
   “So what the hell is the problem?”
 
   “You are, Angela.”  
 
   I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me.  “What do you mean?”
 
   My father leaned against the counter and crossed his arms.  “You’re better than this, running around looking like a biker’s cheap hussy.  Even your damn brother knew you were better than this.  The only time I was ever proud of Tony was when he kept all these hot blooded hoods away from you.”  
 
   I shook my head.  This was a mistake.  My father didn’t talk like this.  Not to me.  Slowly I leveled my gaze at him.  The gray eyes that we shared looked defiantly back.
 
   Alan Durant made a noise of disgust.  “Look at you.  My daughter.   Never thought I’d see the day when you’d traipse around town like a whore.  You’re better.  So be better.”   
 
   “Well, Dad,” I answered shakily.  “You might be wrong.  I might be no better than anyone.  I’ll be twenty five next month and I haven’t had a single meaningful relationship with a man.  So if fucking Marco Bendetti makes me happy, then I’m pretty goddamn grateful!!”  
 
   My father’s face was deep red.  He waved a furious finger. “Don’t you talk like filth, Angela!”  
 
   “Then don’t treat me like filth, Daddy.”  
 
   He deflated.  But it was too late.  I ran blindly out the door as he sadly called my name.  
 
   ***
 
   Grace was in the kitchen carefully removing a meatloaf from the oven. She was startled when I tore through the side door.  
 
   “Angie,” she exclaimed, noting that my face was still red from angry tears cried on the mile long march from town.  She put the hot dish down and pulled the oven mitts from her hands, reaching for me.  
 
   “I’m fine, Mom.”
 
   Her face clouded.  “Is it that boy?”
 
   “No!  And he’s not a boy anymore.  Just like I’m not a girl anymore.  Jesus Christ, it’s like everyone and everything here is in a state of suspended animation.  Guess what?  Time has marched right the hell on.  It’s time to acclimate.”  
 
   My mother’s nose wrinkled.  “What?”
 
   “Nothing, ma.  I’m sorry, I don’t mean to yell.  Ask your husband if you want to know.”
 
   “Alan?  You and Daddy had a fight?  What on earth about?”
 
   “Apparently I’m a cheap whore.”
 
   Her eyes widened.  “He would never say that.”  
 
   “He did say that.”  
 
   “No,” she shook her head.  “No.” 
 
   “Well Alan Durant doesn’t lie.  Go ask him.  In the meantime, I don’t want to be here when he gets home.”
 
   “Where are you going?” she called as I left through the side door.  
 
   “Across the damn street!”  
 
   Of course I didn’t know if Marco had a habit of keeping his front door unlocked but I tried it anyway, remembering how I’d walked right in earlier.  And how he’d been waiting for me.  Naked.  
 
   He wasn’t waiting for me now, though I was relieved the door was indeed open.  Actually I felt a little foolish running over here.  Adults didn’t run away from their parents.  Adults confronted unpleasant situations and tried to sort through them, having realized through the trial of experience that problems didn’t just dissolve when ignored.  
 
   If I really wanted to get away I could have just climbed into my waiting BMW and been back in Boston before prime time programming began.  But already the idea of leaving Marco was causing my stomach to tighten.  
 
   I curled into a ball on Marco’s ugly couch.  What was wrong with me?  Was I trying to get back some of the adolescent angst I’d missed out on?   
 
   The vague musty odor of the couch made me remember the old sofa in my parents’ living room.  I wondered where it was now, if someone else was burying their face in the oily fabric and fretting about the cruel, cruel world.  
 
   The sun was on its descent and the light filtered thought the window shades, playing on the furniture’s hideous pattern.  The brown and orange hues evoked the deep decay of autumn.  I could almost smell the smoke of the burning leaves, the swish of kicking aside the piles which carpeted the sidewalks.   It was a beautiful time of year, especially here.  Every year I’d been away I’d missed it a little more.  The cool anticipation of Halloween before the season settled more firmly and then started to give way to the approaching blanket of winter.  Most of the trees were bare by Thanksgiving.  
 
   When images of Thanksgiving flitted across my wandering mind I was surprised to find Marco there.  But it was true.  My mother had invited him several times, after Damien had moved away and Mary was spending the holiday at the bar.  Because the bars would be the only CPV establishments open on Thanksgiving.  People didn’t stop drinking to celebrate a holiday.  In fact, often it was the loneliness of a holiday which drove them to drink more.  
 
   It was the last Thanksgiving my grandmother was alive.  Fay Durant was my only remaining grandparent.  She wasn’t a pleasant woman.  People blamed the loss of her son and the slow, painful demise of her husband.  But to me she just seemed like a patently unhappy person.  One who liked to make other people unhappy too.  
 
   “Angela,” she frowned at me as I helped myself to a slice of pie.  
 
   “What?” I dared her.  
 
   Her thin lips smiled.  “Ladies ought to watch their figures.  After all, one day that baby fat will fall away and you’ll be a pretty girl.”  
 
   My mother grimaced.  Tony laughed.  Marco looked at the floor.  He hadn’t said much since arriving just in time to sit down to dinner.  
 
   I slammed my fork down on the dining room table.  So that I could not stab my grandmother to death with it.  
 
   But my father tried to salvage things by way of deflection.  “Mother, did you know Angela won a scholarship for an essay she wrote?”
 
   “A scholarship?” The old woman exclaimed in confusion.  
 
   My father continued, proudly explaining that I was the first high school sophomore to ever win the coveted ‘My Massachusetts’ annual written competition.  But as I listened to him speak I felt odd and weary.   I just wanted to get away.
 
   “Excuse me,” I said, wiping my mouth and running through the kitchen and out the side door.  
 
   It was already cold as hell.  The first snow flurries were predicted to fall sometime during the night.  I plunked down miserably on the peeling redwood bench and stared up at the barren tree branches extending their cold fingers into my backyard.  I’d been here my whole short, stifling life.  And I hated it.  
 
   “Angela!” Tony bellowed from the open side door.  “Get the fuck back in here and eat your pie before I give it to the dog.”  
 
   “We don’t have a dog!” I shouted back.  
 
   Marco poked his head out the door.  “I think I’m the dog.” 
 
   I hopped off the bench and looked at the gray sky.  “Getting the hell out,” I promised to no one in particular as I sulked back into the house.  I wasn’t much here and anyway I’d be damned if I was going to end up like one of the dingy young wives I always saw sifting sadly through the aisles of my father’s store.  They were poor.  They were bored.  They had a litter of clinging humans on their heels who they slapped at idly.  And before getting behind the wheel of beaten vehicle, praying it would start, they would pause by the door and smoke a cigarette with a tired hand resting over a pregnant belly.  I’d come to realize there were more women like that in the world than there were women like my mother.
 
   “Getting the hell out,” I said again.  It made me feel powerful.  
 
   My hands were already numb with cold as I reached for the door handle.  Marco Bendetti stood on the other side of the screen.  For a while I’d felt shy around him, ever since our late night run in.  And then gradually I realized he remembered nothing about it, that I was as consequential to him as a square of pavement.  
 
   But just then he looked at me clearly and nodded.  
 
   “Yeah,” he said.  “Me too.”  
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   “Angie.”  A firm hand was pressing in my shoulder and I shot upright with a gasp.  
 
   “Marco.” I rubbed my eyes. The room was completely dark.  Marco stretched over to the end table and flicked the lamp on.  
 
   “My watch fell off. What time is it?”
 
   “A quarter to nine.”  
 
   Marco sank down on the couch next to me.  
 
   I squinted and pointed to something in his hands.  “What’s that?”
 
   “Tupperware.”  
 
   “Christ, Marco, I can see that.  What are you doing with it?”
 
   “I stopped by your house.  Your mom said you were over here.  I guess she thought you’d be hungry.”  
 
   I smiled.  “Grace.”
 
   “Yeah, Grace.”  
 
   He peeled back a corner of the lid and sniffed.  “I think it’s meatloaf.”  
 
   “I think meat should never be in the form of a loaf.”  
 
   Marco set the container on the floor.  “What happened, Angela?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Nothing.  Just an argument with my dad.” 
 
   “About me?”
 
   “No.  About me.” 
 
   Marco pushed a strand of hair out of my face.  “I bet if we cover it in ketchup it’ll be okay.”  I blinked at him.  “The meatloaf,” he explained.  
 
   In the kitchen Marco rooted around in the cupboards and removed a dinner plate with hideous orange and green fish painted on.  I raised my eyebrows.  He shrugged.  
 
   “My mom had weird taste.”  
 
   He dumped the thick slices of meatloaf on the plate and drowned them in ketchup.  
 
   “Beer okay?”
 
   “Beer would be the shit.” 
 
   Marco pushed a chair next to mine and we ate in companionable silence.  He was right.  A generous helping of ketchup made even my mother’s meatloaf palatable.  
 
   As I downed my beer with rapid swallows Marco watched me.  “You want to talk about it?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Marco shrugged. “Want to do something else?”
 
   I stared at him, for the first time vaguely annoyed by his one track mind.  
 
   “Like watch television?” he finished with a laugh.  
 
   “Yeah,” I said, smiling.  “I’ll watch television.”  
 
   Marco turned on the console tv and began flipping the dial around.  “This okay?” he asked.  It appeared to be a movie about a vapid, confused woman trying to decide between two equally hunky tanned men. 
 
   “Fine,” I said, sitting down.  “You know Marco, I believe this is in fact the world’s ugliest couch.”  
 
   He laughed lightly.  “If only there was a prize.”  
 
   I fit neatly into his arms and rested my head on his chest as a steady succession of commercials droned on.  Marco’s hand tangled gently in my hair and I heard my own happy sigh as I listened to the strong thud of his heart.  I thought about how it was for others, for real couples who didn’t need anything else but the steady promise of one another’s company.  As I closed my eyes a nagging thought kept penetrating.  
 
   You have to go back to Boston. 
 
   And then, underneath that, a low but increasingly insistent voice.  
 
   Why??
 
   ***
 
   We didn’t talk much as the silly movie arrived at its predictable conclusion and the eleven o’clock news came on.  I yawned.  
 
   “I should go.” 
 
   Marco touched the low neckline of my shirt.  “Do you want to go?” 
 
   It was the last thing I wanted.  I was still stinging from the argument with my father.  I knew he would be sorry.  But the emotion of it all made me feel exhausted, drained.  
 
   Marco seemed to read my mind.  “You can sleep here, Angela.”  
 
   I sighed, resting my head on his shoulder. “I would like that, Marco.” 
 
   He kissed my forehead and rose from the couch, stretching.  
 
   “Hey,” I said, “I feel a little stale. You mind if I use your shower?”
 
   “Not at all,” he said, flipping the television off.  “Two doors down from my bedroom.”  
 
   As I started to undress in the small, oddly frog-colored bathroom there was a knock at the door.  I cracked it open.  Marco was on the other side with a folded bath towel and one of his dark t-shirts.  I half thought he would push his way through the door and demand a joint venture but he only offered the bundle with a gentlemanly air, seeming to guess that at least for the moment I needed some space.  
 
   Slipping Marco’s shirt over my damp skin seemed far more intimate than many of the more carnal things we had done.  I briefly hugged my arms across my chest, then gathered up my pile of clothes.  
 
   I found Marco kneeling on the musty rust-colored carpet in the living room, sorting through old record albums.  I sat down beside him, looking though a pile.  
 
   “Styx, Billy Joel, Queen.  Damn, you run the gamut over here.”
 
   “Yeah, most of these are mine.  I can’t believe she kept them all.”  
 
   “I guess she knew someday you’d come back.”  
 
   He looked at me quickly.  “I guess she did.” 
 
   “Moms are like that.  I mean, you saw my room.  A day in the life of 1982.”
 
   Marco laughed.  He picked up Queen’s The Game by the corners and carefully removed the record, staring at the thin black disk for a moment before gently placing it on the stereo.  He moved the needle deliberately and a moment later ‘Another One Bites the Dust’ came blaring out of the speakers.   
 
   He stood abruptly.  “I’m gonna go rinse off, if you didn’t use up all the hot water.”  
 
   “I did.”
 
   Marco paused and stared at me for a few seconds before heading off to the shower.  His dark eyes were guarded and I found myself again with no idea what was going on behind them.  
 
   I spotted a few dusty photo albums on the lower shelf of the coffee table and plucked them out.  “You mind if I look at these?”
 
   “Be my guest,” he said, already halfway down the hall.  
 
    I sat on the ugly couch with the largest photo album in my hand.  It was beige and the front was embroidered with vibrant flowers.  Evidently it hadn’t been touched for quite some time because in addition to the plume of smoke which rose from the cover, the thin metal hinges squeaked when I cracked it open.  
 
   The album was an odd hodgepodge of disjointed events.  Here, Marco’s toothless baby picture. There, Damien scowling in cap and gown on the day of his high school graduation.  My mother kept reams of photo albums all carefully catalogued and in perfectly sequential timeline.  I’d paged through them all so many times I knew everything which happened inside the pictures even though for many I wasn’t alive or didn’t quite remember all the occasions.  Looking through the Bendetti family photo album was like peering into a new world.  
 
   Mary Bendetti, young and already with a weary wrinkle between her brows, stood in front of the garage, heavily pregnant.  
 
   Marco and Damien, finely dressed for Easter Sunday, held hands and smiled dutifully before the front yard hedges.  
 
   I was surprised to find my own face in the midst of a pile of children wearing pastel party hats.  I didn’t recall being present at any of Marco’s birthday parties, but there was the evidence.  Beside me, glowering in a pair of brown corduroy pants with his crushed party hat in his fist, was Tony. 
 
   Freddie Mercury began belting out ‘Crazy Thing Called Love’ and I kept turning pages. Finally, towards the end, in the center of the page all by itself, was a picture of teenage Marco standing next to a gleaming motorcycle.  I well recalled the spring afternoon he’d first roared into the neighborhood on those two wheels.  
 
   I’d been helping my father paint the garage with a fresh coat of stark white.  Tony wasn’t around.  In a few short weeks he would be gone for good.
 
   My mother came out the side door.  She was wearing one of the old fashioned dresses that I loved, an apron wrapped around her slim waist.  
 
   She squinted.  “Is that Marco?”
 
   My father glowered.  “What the hell is Mary thinking, getting the boy something like that?”  
 
   “Oh Alan, he’s been working kitchen and cleanup at the bar forever.  Mary told me he’s been saving up for years.  She made a deal with him that as long as he stayed out of real trouble she would help him with the cost.”  
 
   “Doesn’t explain why she’s letting him bring that garbage into the neighborhood.  And as for trouble, it’s sure to find him now.”  
 
   I stood, straightening the cramped muscles in my back.  Flecks of white paint dotted my arms and were probably in my hair.  Neighbors were beginning to drift over to admire Marco’s new purchase.  
 
   I heard Shannon Cortez squeal and plead for a ride.  Rod Gilliam, who was thirty and still living with his mother, sauntered over with a beer in his hand and shook Marco’s hand.  
 
   My father made a disgusted noise and returned to painting the garage while my mother watched the activity for another moment and then retreated inside the house.  
 
   I silently observed Marco.  In the years since the Maple Street bars opened one by one the town had become something of a magnet for passing bikers.  They appeared to me as hulking, dangerous brutes as they rolled through Cross Point’s quiet streets with an air of unquestioned entitlement.  I kept my eyes averted if they drove past or if they wandered into the store as customers.  To see Marco climbing onto that bike with a girl at his back stirred a strange unease inside of me.  One I didn’t know what to do with.  
 
   Then with a blink I was returned the present and Marco was walking into his living room wearing only a pair of boxers.  
 
   “You tired?” he asked mildly.
 
   Every time I saw his body I was a little more fascinated by it.  No, I wasn’t tired.  After flipping the front door lock, Marco approached me, extending a hand.  
 
   I closed the album and let him lead me into his bedroom. There, I sat down on the edge of the neatly made bed.  It was a full sized mattress, but rather narrow for two adults.  I hadn’t noticed when I’d stayed here the other night.  Probably because sleep wasn’t high on the list of activities just then.
 
   “You need a bigger bed.”  
 
   Marco yawned.  “I wasn’t expecting company.”  
 
   He flicked off the light switch and climbed into bed beside me.  
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to something on the small square writing desk beside the bed.  
 
   “An arrowhead.  I used to carry it around with me everywhere.  Found it hiking in the desert once.  Plucked from underneath the fangs of a diamondback rattlesnake.”
 
   “Bullshit.”
 
   He propped himself up on an elbow.  “I don’t lie, Angela.”  His hand traveled idly underneath my shirt.  “You’re not wearing underwear.”  
 
   I reached out and snapped his waistband.  “You are,” I answered in an accusatory tone.  
 
   He smiled, remembering our morning greeting.  
 
   I let my fingertips wander over his muscled arm.  “You were in Arizona?” 
 
   “Yes.” He pulled up my shirt, drawing it over my head and then letting it fall to the floor.  
 
   “What was it like?” I asked, easing down his boxers.  
 
   “It was hot.”  He settled his body on top of mine, his hard contours digging into my soft flesh.  
 
   “How hot?”  I whispered, opening my legs.  
 
   “Blistering,” he answered, sliding into me.  
 
   It was slow and gentle, a lovers’ sweet conclusion to the day.  
 
   “Good night, Angie,” he whispered, kissing me and then falling into a deep sleep within a few short moments.  
 
   I touched his back, tracing the letters I knew were there even though I couldn’t see them in the dark.  For the first seventeen years of our lives Marco and I had been in exactly the same place.  Our experiences had been different but the frame of reference was identical.  When I looked out my window I saw his house.  When he looked out his window he saw mine.  
 
   When I’d run into him at the block party it seemed like no time had passed.  We had grown into our adult bodies but that was all.  Everything else was still the same.  Except it wasn’t.  Our lives had forked in utterly separate directions.  We weren’t at all like the people we once were.  I wasn’t a chubby uncertain girl always trying to see down the road.  And Marco wasn’t the cocksure boy smirking in the family photo album.  In reality, an awful lot of time had passed.  
 
   I listened to Marco’s even breathing for a time, then closed my eyes. 
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621615]CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
   Marco was not beside me when I awoke.  I looked around for a clock and found none.  However, the soft play of the sunlight told me it was fairly early.  
 
   He was sitting on the couch, looking through the photo album I’d left on top of the coffee table.  
 
   “Haven’t seen these in years,” he said, closing it and peering at me expectantly.  
 
   I glanced at the closed door in the hallway.  “Was that your mom’s room?”
 
   “Yes.”  He tossed the photo album onto the table.  “The room she slept in.  The room she died in.”  
 
   “Oh.”  I crossed my arms, watching him as he leaned forward and rested his head in his hands for a moment before shaking off the gloom and managing a smile.  
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   “Depends.  You got anything besides leftover meatloaf?” 
 
   His doubtful look answered the question.  
 
   “Never mind.  I ought to head home anyway.”
 
   I dressed quickly in my own clothes and found Marco in the kitchen, drinking coffee out of a mug which was a companion to the swimming fish set of dishware.  He had already poured one for me.  I sipped it gratefully.  
 
   Marco jerked his head toward the window, motioning to where my house peacefully waited across the street.  “You gonna be okay?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Well, all right then. I’ve got some shit to do down at the bar.  I want to make damn sure we’re ready to open in two days.  Damien will flip if we lose another weekend of revenue.”  
 
   “Can I come by later?”
 
   Something flickered in his eyes.  “You better,” he said softly.  
 
   I hugged him, inhaling the warmth of his skin.  For a second he squeezed me around the waist so hard my ribs shrieked.  Then he abruptly let go.  
 
   The hot coffee felt good going down my throat.  “Hey, Marco.”
 
   “Hey, Angela.”
 
   “What happened to your old bike?”
 
   His face darkened and his eyes lowered.  “It’s gone,” he said a little too lightly.  “Like so many other things.”
 
   “What other things?”  I touched his face, feeling once again like there was more than what he was willing to say.  
 
   Marco took a slow sip from his chipped mug.  He shrugged.  “People.  Years. Take your pick.”  He sighed and pulled out a worn wooden chair, sitting down.  
 
   I leaned over, kissing his cheek as he glanced up in surprise.  He hadn’t shaved the day before and the skin was rough against my lips.  He stared at me for a few seconds and then pulled me into his lap so suddenly I dropped the fish mug.  It shattered on the linoleum, spilling coffee everywhere.  Marco’s kiss took my breath away.  Our mouths stayed glued together for several minutes until he broke the embrace and set me to my feet.  
 
   “I’ll clean that up,” he said, squeezing my left hip lightly.  “See you later, Angie.”
 
   I didn’t say anything, opening the side door and casting one last glance backwards.  Marco still sat at the table, facing away.  Shirtless, his head bent, I almost didn’t recognize him, except for the long word permanently inked into his back.  Seventeen.  A perilous age. When anything seemed dangerously possible.  
 
   The shutters of 16 Polaris Lane were open and I had a clear view into the kitchen.  They sat across from one another at the old table.  My father stared sternly at the open newspaper as if he disliked everything he saw.  My mother carefully buttered a piece of toast.  They weren’t speaking or actively engaging in any way but anyone happening on the scene would see that this was just one private moment in a day between two people who were a natural pair.  They knew everything about one another.  They always had.  There were no surprises.  And no uncertainty.  
 
   As I slowly crossed the yard they looked up at the same time.  
 
   My mother had the door open in welcome before I reached it.   She beamed at me brightly as if there was nothing whatever amiss.  “I made some extra eggs, Angela.  Come and eat.”  
 
   My father stared at me wordlessly as I sat down at the table and began hesitantly forking mouthfuls of scrambled eggs from the plate my mother set before me.  
 
   I waited for something.  An insult.  A recrimination.   An apology.  But he only folded the paper and set it on the table.  
 
   “I’ll be out back,” he said, more to my mother than to me.  
 
   My mother glanced at his retreating back as she paused from pouring another cup of tea.  
 
   Silence reigned as the door whispered to a close.  Grace Durant sighed and sat down next to me.  
 
   “Planning on seeing the fireworks later?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Maybe.”
 
   She watched me as I rubbed my eyes. My contacts had remained in overnight and my eyes were now uncomfortably dry.  
 
   “How do you feel, Angela?” she asked with delicacy.  
 
   I paused over the question.  Was she inquiring about my health?  My mental state?  Was she trying to gauge whether I had actually discarded my virginity within the past few days?
 
   “Fine,” I finally answered. 
 
   “How do you feel about him?”
 
   “Marco?”
 
   “Of course, Marco.”
 
   “I don’t know how he feels about me.”
 
   She smiled.  “That’s not what I asked you.”
 
   “But that’s what matters.”  
 
   “I’m crazy about you.”  
 
   I thought about those words, about how they now hung in the air unacknowledged.  
 
   It was time to change to subject.  “Daddy still angry with me?”
 
   “No,” she shook her head.  
 
   “He has no right to be.”  
 
   “You should talk to him, Angela.”  
 
   “I will, Mom.  Just give me a few minutes to get my bearings and I’ll go hunt him down in the rose garden.”  
 
   She nodded.  “Yes, him too.”
 
   And I realized she hadn’t been talking about my father.  She meant Marco.  
 
   “I will,” I said quietly and slowly ate the rest of my eggs.  
 
   Once I had changed my clothes and removed my contacts I felt comfortable enough to approach my father.  
 
   He was kneeling in the middle of the square garden.  The old brick edging was cracked in a few places.  He didn’t look up as he pinched a small weed between his gloved fingers and tossed it onto a pile of similar offenders.  
 
   Though the day had dawned bright, gray clouds were beginning to crowd the sun, passing a cool shadow over the backyard.  With a sigh I knelt beside my father and pushed my fingers into the spongy black dirt.  
 
   “Roses are difficult to grow,” he’d always said.  “If you can coax life out of them, then you’ll see your reward.”
 
   I looked at his work.  He was right.  The flowers were brilliant hues of deep pink, rich red, and sunny yellow.  
 
   “You know,” I said as he continued to labor silently. “I bet it would be pretty simple to get the old soda fountain working again.  Add the deli counter back into the mix, maybe a soft serve ice cream machine, and you’ll have some solid additions to your bottom line. Maybe-“
 
   “Stop it,” he said, twisting his gloves off and throwing them into the dirt.  He looked at me coldly.  “This place is on its way out, Angela.  I expect within two years they’ll even close the high school and bus what’s left of the kids to Barrington.  You knew years ago that there wasn’t a future here.  Only people clinging to what was and people with nowhere else to go.”  
 
   His words wounded me.  I’d said them myself, thought them a thousand times.  But it hurt to hear them.  
 
   “Dad,” I said softly. “You love Cross Point.” 
 
   “I love my daughter more.”  He stared gloomily at the beautiful wisteria which snaked across the chain link fence.  “I had no right to say what I said to you yesterday.”  His gaze fixed on me intently.  “And I’m sorry.  But that doesn’t make it untrue.”  
 
   I stood shakily, brushing the dirt from my legs.  “Well,” I said in a wavering voice.  “At least now I know what you think of me.”  I started to walk away.  
 
   He called after me.  “You can’t go back, Angela.  Life doesn’t let you.”
 
   Then I saw my mother standing at the threshold of the backyard. Her arms were folded.  She was angry.  But not at me.  
 
   “Alan,” she hissed.  “You know better.” 
 
   I paused, considering the puzzling fury between my parents.  My mother’s eyes narrowed as she glared at her husband and I knew whatever she was referring to had nothing to do with me.  
 
   My father rose and stared her down, saying nothing.  I swallowed and retreated, leaving them alone with their private battle.  
 
   Once I’d cleaned up there seemed to be nothing to do.  I sat on the edge of my bed, feeling as if I couldn’t breathe.  Whatever had transpired between my parents left them regarding one another in awful, cold silence. 
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   I’d grown up in a home where the biggest truism was that my parents were a resolute partnership.  Rare arguments were petty and inconsequential.  The only real conflict in the Durant household came from the untamed son who was born determined to snub all the rules. 
 
   It seemed like such a small thing.  A few puzzling words and a long look of reproach.  But I was already rattled and as I sat there in my bedroom I felt like the walls of the house were closing in.  As if all the oxygen were being slowly removed.  
 
   I grabbed my purse and paused at the mirror.  With my glasses on and my face nearly clear of makeup I looked like the Angela who had lived here once.  
 
   “You going out?” my mother asked with surprise.  She sat in the living room with her feet tucked under her, reading the same Good Housekeeping magazine which had been in her lap the night she waited up for me.  So I knew she wasn’t actually reading at all.  She was waiting.   
 
   “Think I’ll take a drive,” I said, my keys already in my hand.  
 
   She nodded.  “The Kilbournes and the Johnsons are stopping by this afternoon.  Your father is going to throw some burgers on the grill.”  
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “In the garage, I think.”  
 
   “Mom?  What was that out there?”
 
   She didn’t have to ask what I meant.  “That would be a long story, Angela.”  She stuck her nose back in her magazine.  “Have a nice time.  I’ll save a hamburger for you.”  
 
   As I left the house I heard my father making a commotion in the garage.  I didn’t look back as I headed for my car.  He didn’t call to me.  
 
   Driving slowly through the familiar streets made my heart heavy, especially in light of my father’s tough words.  
 
   “This place is on its way out, Angela.”
 
   Within a few moments I was in downtown Cross Point Village.  I parked the car in front of the deserted town hall and got out.  They sky was becoming more gray, though not dark with the immediate threat of rain.  The clouds spread like a worn, tired blanket as if maybe they would consider dropping a few sprinkles at some point.  Distantly I heard the pops and whoops of early fireworks being set off. A few lethargic flags had been inserted into the scraggly lawn in front of the town hall, which was really just a tired brick building relegated to hosting weekly town meetings and a few lackluster monthly events like the Ladies’ Cooking Club.  My father had been a selectman since long before I was born and once he had been one of the more animated figures of local government.   But after the Bicentennial debacle he grew gradually humbled and dejected.
 
   I walked slowly around the perimeter of the cannon, thinking about July 4, 1976.  Thirteen years ago.  The town had been laboring for months, beginning the hopeful renovations right after Christmas.  Months of fundraisers and endless solicitation calls.  My mother was in charge of the Cross Point Village Bicentennial Cookbook, a compilation of family recipes grudgingly relinquished by local housewives.  I didn’t know what jello molds had to do with the nation’s two hundredth birthday, but the book was a fair success in small bookstores as far away as Albany.  
 
   All that effort paid for the cannon and the paint, the historical plaques and the endless banners.  On the day of the Bicentennial the Cross Point Village town square looked as if a thousand American flags had vomited.  The day was a big deal across the country.  There were special shirts and special coins.  There were giant ugly brass eagles on living room walls and badly replicated colonial era furniture.  Every couch sported a crocheted red, white and blue throw blanket and every kitchen a Betsy Ross set of hand embroidered dishtowels, one for each day of the week.
 
   I marched in the parade with my 4-H club while the entire population of the town lined the sidewalks and waved flags. We even saw a few out of town faces as curious tourists were welcomed into ‘Cross Point Village:  The Most American Town in Massachusetts’.  
 
   Alan Durant had to know it was all bullshit.  My father was no fool.  But he might have thought everyone else was.  Anyway, he believed that the bizarre appeal of over-the-top patriotism would last.  He was wrong.  
 
   Now, the side of the black cannon had been sprayed again. This time with tri-toned festive demand.  ‘Fuck CPV’ stared back at me in red, white and blue.  A nice bit patriotic damning to kick off the holiday.  
 
   I hadn’t been able to find my watch, figuring it must have fallen off near the creek yesterday as I rolled around with Marco.  I guess the time to be very early afternoon, though it was difficult to tell with the sun obscured by clouds.  
 
   As I walked slowly towards the end of Main Street a few kids careened wildly past on bicycles.  Two boys and a girl, perhaps ten or eleven years old.  The first boy, a tough-looking kid leading the other two raised a fist in the air, releasing an incoherent yell.  It was a sound of freedom, of jubilation.  It reminded me that my father might yet be wrong.  
 
     I passed Kaminski’s Hardware without thinking.  
 
   “Angie!” called a pleased voice and I turned around to face Ben Kaminski.  He was Krista’s younger brother, my cousin.  He’d been a small child and was a small man, the top of his head reaching only to my nose. 
 
    “Ben.” I hugged him tightly for a moment, remembering how I’d always wished he were my brother.  There were two other boys in the family, John and Gary. Krista was the only girl. John and Gary were twins, four years older than Krista, six years older than Ben.  They’d headed off to UMass on baseball scholarships right out of high school, which was a pretty big deal.  John was a pitcher who blew his rotator cuff straight to hell in his senior year and quietly returned to CPV to work in the store.  Gary, a catcher, spent some time in the minor leagues before giving in and marrying a Springfield girl.  He sold tires now.  
 
   Ben had always been rather an odd duck.  The baby of the family, the ‘runt’ as his siblings called him, he was a loner and unbothered by it.  My mother had told me how he’d gotten mixed up with a married woman from Albany and when that had ended badly he’d come back to CPV.  He was living in an upstairs garage apartment at John’s house and working in the store.  
 
   “How are things, Ben?”
 
   He shrugged his thin shoulders.  “Can’t complain, cousin.  And you?  Boston life going well?”
 
   “Sure.  I have everything I always wanted.” 
 
   He laughed.  “You don’t even sound convincing.”  
 
   “Don’t I?”
 
   His smile disappeared and he looked at me curiously.  “No.”
 
   “I should try harder.”  
 
   “How long you in town for?”
 
   “Today.”
 
   “Back to Boston tomorrow?”
 
   “I don’t know about tomorrow.  So how are things with you? How’s business?”
 
   Ben grimaced and peered up at the fading store sign.  Kaminski’s Hardware hadn’t been around as long as Durant’s but it was still a town fixture.  “You talk to your dad,” he said softly.  “So you know.” 
 
   The Cross Point Grocery had closed three years ago.   The antique stores and clothing boutiques were long gone.  In 1989 the only thriving business in CPV belonged to the Maple Street bars.
 
   My cousin cocked his head and stared at me.  “Everything all right, Angie?  Your mom said you have a boyfriend in the city.”
 
   “No,” I shook my head, suddenly cackling in a way which caused poor Ben to stare at me with increasing alarm.  “I don’t have a boyfriend in the city.”   
 
   “Oh,” he said, shifting with discomfort.  
 
   “It’s all right, Ben.  It was good seeing you.”  I hugged him again and walked away.  I knew he stared after me in a puzzled way as I meandered down Main Street, skirting past Durant’s Drug Store, and then turning onto Maple.  
 
   Marco’s bike was parked outside of The Cave.  The door to the bar was propped open and I approached slowly, staring at the motorcycle, trying to quiet the way my heart was lurching around in my chest.  I ran my fingers along the handlebars and an involuntary shudder of passion sucked all the air out of me.  In a compressed flash I felt every moment we’d shared over the past few days.  And the one which made me close my eyes as my soul twisted was the memory of his head pillowed on my breasts as we lay next to the secluded creek.  Marco. I wanted to know him.  Everything about him.  
 
   It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim interior of the bar so they saw me before I saw them.  Marco and a strange man were on opposite sides of the far end of the bar, staring at me.  A pair of shot glasses and a half empty bottle of Wild Turkey were between them and I had the feeling I’d just interrupted a long, intimate chat.  
 
   “Angie,” Marco said.  “This is Captain.”
 
   The man called Captain fixed me with a penetrating look as if he saw things I wouldn’t have recognized in myself.  Though his beard was shot through with gray his age was impossible to determine.  He might have been forty.  He might have been sixty five.  The leather jacket he wore was more than clothing on his back.  Shabby and used and decorated with an eagle patch over the word ‘Warriors’, it was his very skin.  
 
   “Nice to meet you, Captain,” I said, meeting his stare.  
 
   “Hello, Angie,” he said easily as if he already knew me and we were merely running into one another again.  
 
   Captain poured one final shot down his throat and rose from the bar stool, giving Marco a brief salute.  “Thanks for the drink, buddy.”  
 
   Marco ran a cotton cloth down the length of the bar.  “You take care, Captain.” 
 
   “I always do.”  
 
   Captain paused in front of me, his startling blue eyes searching my face.  “See you around, Angie.”  
 
   I stared at him, wondering who the hell he was.  It was obvious enough that he was one of the passing bikers who frequented Maple Street.  But there was a level of comfort between him and Marco which spoke of some sort of bond.  Did Captain have anything to do with the rough past Marco was so reluctant to talk about?  After all he’d been part of a world I’d only heard rumors of.  Crime.  Prison.  
 
   “I’d kicked a guy’s face in, Angie.  So bad he would never look like a normal man again.”
 
   Despite the summer warmth a chill crept up my spine.  I looked up, realizing Marco was watching me with some degree of wariness. 
 
   “You got something you want to say, Angela?”
 
   I slid onto a bar stool, toying with a shot glass.  “Who was that man?”
 
   Marco shrugged.  “A friend.”  
 
   “A good friend?”
 
   Marco seemed annoyed by the question.  “He sold me my bike.  Comes in here sometimes to shoot the shit.  What of it?”
 
   “Nothing, Marco.  Seems like a rough character, that’s all.”
 
   Marco found that funny.  “So am I, baby.”  
 
   The conversation was becoming uncomfortable.  The way he’d said ‘baby’ had a dismissive, contemptuous tone to it.  
 
   I stood, feeling defensive.  “Are you busy?  You want me to go?”
 
   He looked at me flatly.  “That’s a stupid question.”  
 
   “It was two questions.”  
 
   “No, and no.  Feel better now?”  He grabbed both glasses and turned to the sink.  
 
   I lowered my head.  “I can’t figure you out,” I mumbled.  
 
   “No,” he said without turning around.  “You can’t.”
 
   I jumped off the bar stool in a huff and headed for the exit, silently cursing Marco and his erratic moods.  One minute he was laying on my chest pouring out his heart, the next he was treating me like a casual dalliance.  
 
   He got to me before I reached the door, which he kicked closed.  He seized me from behind, crossing his arms across my chest so I couldn’t move.  
 
   “Angela,” he said as I struggled.  There was no rage in his voice, only an exasperated pleading.  
 
   “Stay,” he whispered.  I didn’t really want to be anywhere else.  I relaxed my arms, leaning back, pressing against him, letting him move me over to the shrouded pool table where he bent me forward, hastily undressing me and running his hard arousal across my wet center.
 
   “Yes?” he asked, his voice gruff, though it wasn’t really a question.  
 
   “Yes,” I answered anyway and welcomed the rigid intrusion.  
 
   Later I tried to smooth my hair down, looking into a cloudy mirror next to the bar.  
 
   Marco eyed me.  
 
   “We don’t have to go.”  
 
   “I thought you said you told Tom Hennessy you’d be there.”
 
   Marco snorted.  “He’ll get so raging doused later he won’t remember who was there and who wasn’t.”
 
   I blinked at my reflection, disliking my owlish glasses.  I really needed to remember to shop for something more fashionable.  “Don’t you want to see your friends?”
 
   “I see them all the time, Angela.  It’s impossible to avoid people around here.  You know that.”
 
   Yes, I did know that.  “Well, it might be fun.  Sort of a throwback to who’s who of Cross Point Village.”
 
   Marco looked at me, his face blandly inscrutable.  Of course after yesterday’s encounter the Boyle brothers would have told the whole crowd about this thing between me and Marco.  Perhaps that’s what was he was trying to avoid.  Questions.  Comments.  Assumptions.  
 
   I met his gaze, letting him know I was unbothered if he was.  “Hey do I look like I’ve just been hammered with passionate abandon over a pool table?”
 
   He raised an eyebrow, considering.  “Yeah,” he answered with a slow smile.  “You do.”  
 
   I nodded, smiling back at him.  “Okay then.”  I held out my hand.  “Let’s go.”  
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   We walked the two blocks to Tom Hennessy’s house.  He was one of the more predictable ones; a guy who met his glory years early, married young, and then scratched his head with bewilderment at the home and family he had created.
 
   There were cars and beaten pickup trucks parked up and down the street already.   I was disconcerted to realize that we were on Oak Street.  Krista and Keith lived on Oak Street.  Of course this had been my cousin’s crowd years earlier and she might have shown up anyway but as we walked past her bare yellow house I realized her presence was a virtual certainty.  
 
    Cindy Page Hennessy waved gaily from the side gate.  In her arms was a fat baby of uncertain gender.  “Hey you guys!  Go on out back.  I’ve got to get this kid changed.”  The broken screen door opened with a shriek and Cindy disappeared inside the house.  
 
    Before we reached the backyard I could hear the buzz of vulgar laughter and the squeals of more than a few young children.  
 
   “Banger!” shouted a crude male voice and I thought Marco cringed a little.  
 
   As I stepped into that backyard I felt awash in the same sensation that had overtaken me at the block party.  So many familiar faces it made my head hurt. I could tell we had been objects of some discussion as more than a few regarded us with frank and unabashed curiosity.  Krista glanced our way briefly before coldly turning her back and speaking quietly to her surrounding clique.  Marco gave my hand the slightest squeeze.  
 
   Tom Hennessy appeared out of nowhere wearing a grease-stained chef’s apron and carrying a couple of beers which he agreeably handed over.  “Angie,” he said with some surprise.  “You back here for good?”
 
   “No,” I answered a little too quickly as I accepted the cold can.  
 
   “Oh,” said Tom, shrugging, forgetting me already.  “Hey,” he poked Marco in the arm, “after I get this next round of meat off the grill, I want you to come take a look at what’s in the garage.”  
 
   “You got it?” Marco asked with some surprise, cracking the beer open and taking a long swallow.  
 
   Tom nodded.  “Yep.  Tranny is a little fucked but she runs.  Took a few days to convince Cindy but a woman can always be worked.  Aw hell, I don’t need to tell you that.”
 
   Marco glanced at me as I frowned and stared at the patchy grass.
 
   “Yo Cindy!” Tom bellowed toward the house.  
 
   Cindy emerged with the baby on her hip.  “What?” she complained.  
 
   Tom removed his apron.  “You go look after my meat.  I want to show Marco the car.” 
 
   At the mention of Tom’s new toy, Cindy’s face fell.  It was obvious whatever Tom thought he had won had come at a cost.  
 
   Tom jerked his head at me.  “You can hand the kid off to Angie.”  
 
   “Yeah, I don’t mind at all,” I said, although from my tone it was obvious I minded a whole hell of a lot.  
 
   Cindy shot me a look of apology and heaved the red-faced infant into my arms before retreating to the smoking grill on the patio.  
 
   From the look of the small row of pink flowers lining the baby’s onesie, I guessed the baby to be a girl.  A trio of hollering toddlers ran past and I recognized two of them as Krista’s kids.  
 
   Spotting an unoccupied patch of grass by the weeping willow tree in the corner of the yard, I carried the baby over and set her gently on the ground.  She patted the ground with her chubby palms and squealed, kicking her feet and turning to me with such a look of rapture I felt a sudden untapped ache.  Since about the age of twelve I’d never liked babies and they’d never liked me.  Almost all the women I’d known in my youth had been saddled with the crushing responsibility of babies who demanded and grew and then demanded some more.  It wasn’t a life path I’d ever coveted.  I didn’t know why anyone would.
 
   Until Tom and Cindy Hennessy’s tiny daughter gurgled and reached for me with unquestioned trust.  I gathered her into my arms and breathed in the delicious clean smell of her body, thinking for the first time…maybe.  
 
   “Hey, Angela.”  Shannon Cortez had disengaged herself from Krista’s coterie and joined me on the grass, settling in the shade with a sigh.  She had married and moved to her husband’s small town all the way east by the shore but I did not recall either the place or the man so to me she remained Shannon Cortez of Polaris Lane.  She was in Tony’s class and often showed up at my house as if casually pausing on her way somewhere.  Shannon was one of the girls people whispered about even as they had to know their own daughters and sisters were doing the same things they accused her of.  It was because of her mother, Rosie.  Rosie ran around with a lot of men who weren’t her own quiet, steady husband and one day she up and ran off with one.   My own mother was always unwilling to condemn Rosie since her eldest daughter had died from an aggressive malignant brain tumor at age six.   Grace said a woman who suffered such an incomparable tragedy was bound to lose some sense.      
 
   “Hi Shannon.  Been a long time.  How are you doing?” 
 
   “Divorced.  Well, getting there anyway.”  
 
   “I’m sorry.”  
 
   She smiled.  The pale freckled face beneath a mane of jet black hair reflected the combination of her Irish mother and Puerto Rican father.  “I’m not,” she said.  “The boys and I are better off without him.”
 
   “You have two, right?”
 
   “Yup.”  She pointed to a pair of dark-haired boys who were digging in the tomato garden.  “Sam is four and Ryan is six.”  She sighed.  “I guess you know I’m back at home.”  
 
   I nodded slowly.  “I did, yes.”  
 
   ‘Home’ would be the pert green cottage-style house at the bowed end of Polaris Lane.   I’d only been inside a few times, long enough to see a poster-sized framed photo of a small dark-haired girl I’d never met.
 
   Shannon tickled the baby’s feet, laughing.  “You should have heard the vinegar coming out of Krista’s mouth when you rolled in with Marco.”  
 
   I bit my lip.  “I can imagine.” 
 
   She looked at me kindly.  “Good for you, though.  He’s not a bad guy.  He just plays one sometimes.  I mean jeez, he didn’t have to give me a job.”  
 
   I was surprised.  “You’re working down at the Cave?”
 
   “Three nights a week,” she nodded.  “I can only live off Daddy’s goodwill for so long and looks like the child support checks will be few and in between.”   She stared thoughtfully across the yard.  “He feels sorry for me, I guess.  Woman alone with two boys to raise.  It’s a familiar story, especially to him.  Don’t worry though.  There’s nothing between Marco and me.  There never was, not even in the old days.” She gave a short humorless laugh.  “I was an even bigger fool than that.”
 
   The baby crawled into my lap. “How so?”
 
   Shannon shot me a rueful grin.  “I was desperately in love with your brother,” she said.  Then she touched the baby’s cheek lightly and joined her boys in the garden.  
 
   Eventually Marco and Tom returned to the backyard.  Cindy hissed something obscene at her husband and shoved the long metal barbecue flipper into his soft belly.  He only shook his head and turned away as she stormed across the yard to retrieve her baby.  
 
   “Sorry, Angie,” she said, hauling the child into her arms.  
 
   “It’s all right.  We’ve been having a nice time.  What’s her name?”
 
   Cindy smiled briefly as she looked at her hiccoughing daughter.  “Alice.”  Her smile faded.  “Tom thought after two girls third time would be the charm and we could finally put the stem on the apple.  But no.”  She sighed.  “I warned him this time we were gonna wait at least two years before trying again or I might lose my goddamn mind.”  
 
   “Oh,” I said, standing and brushing the grass off my behind and feeling a little embarrassed for the misfortunes of formerly pretty little Cindy Page.  I touched the baby’s back.  “She’s beautiful,” I said softly.  
 
   Cindy smiled at me gratefully.  “She is, isn’t she.” 
 
   As Cindy walked away I searched out Marco.  He appeared to be listening to Tom Hennessy who waved the burger spatula around and talked excitedly about god only knew what.  But Marco’s brown eyes were fixed firmly on me.  He did not flinch as I stared back at him nor did he betray the slightest hint of emotion.  And even if someone offered me a million dollar prize I could not have said with any confidence what Marco Bendetti was thinking.  
 
   The harsh sound of Van Halen had been drifting across the yard over the chatter of the crowd.  Laura McCaffrey, a ditzy, bucktoothed girl who had grown into a ditzy, bucktoothed woman switched the tape out in the boom box which had been blasting music from a picnic table.  
 
   A moment later the peppy music of The Go-Gos filled the air and I felt as if I was at one of the high school parties I had never actually attended.   I spotted Keith French standing in the shade of a crab apple tree.  He held his youngest son in one hand and a beer in another, watching his wife from ten feet away as she squealed and began waving her arms around in tipsy idiocy.  
 
   Krista ran over to where Marco idled next to Tom Hennessy.  She clutched his arm, whispering in his ear and he looked at her with some alarm, backing away a few inches and glancing at Keith, who seemed distinctly unamused.  
 
   Belinda Carlisle began singing ‘Our Lips Are Sealed’ and I’d heard it all before, seen it all before.  Krista and Marco never had what you’d call a relationship but they’d had something… 
 
   ***
 
   It was a few weeks before the start of senior year. My dad always frowned when I blasted music in the store but it was my birthday and anyway he’d headed down the street to Kaminski’s to speak to my uncle.  So I popped The Go-Gos into the tape deck and began singing along as I scrubbed the crusted syrup from the soda fountain.  
 
   I heard the roar of the motorcycle over the music.  Those deep engines were a familiar sound in CPV.  Get a whole pack of them together, riding down Main Street, and the chorus was deafening.  But as I paused and looked out the window toward the sound I grimaced.  It was only Marco Bendetti.  He had parked on the sidewalk again with Krista teetering on the back of his bike.  She tossed her blond hair, clapped her hands and laughed as he wrapped his hands around her waist, hoisting her up as if she were a doll.
 
   Krista wrapped her legs around him and for a terrible moment the two of them made out like crazy with Krista’s Calvin Klein ass pressed against the window. I gaped and dropped the wet towel I was holding.  Marco came up for air and looked into the glass.   I thought he saw me staring but he only ran a hand through his wavy hair and I realized he was just admiring his reflection.  
 
   “Don’t come in, please please,” I quietly begged to no one.  And no one listened.  
 
   Krista burst through the door in a fit of giggles.  Spotting me, she opened her arms.  “Happy Birthday, sweet cousin,” she said, folding me into a phony hug.  
 
   “Thanks,” I muttered and retrieved the towel from the floor.
 
   Marco grinned at me and pointed a finger.  “Your mom,” he said, “always brought the most awesome cupcakes to school for your birthday.  Had fancy colored icing and shit.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed.  “They did.”  
 
   “How come she doesn’t do that anymore?”
 
   I sighed witheringly.  “Because we’re in high school, Marco.”  
 
   Krista ran a pink-polished nail over Marco’s chest.  “We’ll all be over for cake later, Angela.  I helped Mom pick out your present.” 
 
   My Aunt Becky was in the habit of gifting me with clothes which encouraged me to lose twenty pounds.  It was humiliating.  “I can’t wait,” I sighed.  
 
   “Hey,” piped up Marco, “am I invited for cake?”
 
   Krista poked him in the chest.  “Ah, no.  My folks would go freaking ballistic that you’re around again.  They think you’re a shitty influence.” 
 
   Marco laughed as Krista’s manicured hand traveled underneath his shirt.  “Imagine that.”  
 
   Then they kissed so long and so deep I wondered if their teeth had become cemented together.  
 
   Krista broke the kiss and slapped him playfully.  “You messed up my lip gloss,” she pouted.  
 
   Marco rolled his eyes.  “Whatever.”  
 
   “Angie, I’m gonna use the bathroom to freshen up from this savage, okay?”
 
   “Fine.  You know where it is.”  
 
   Krista blew a kiss to her beloved and bounced to the rear of the store, glancing back happily.   She was a fool, I thought, messing around with Marco again. Marco Bendetti didn’t have girlfriends; he just had girls.   
 
   I returned to scrubbing the soda fountain, very aware that Marco was watching me from four feet away.  He plucked a paper cup from the top of the stack and began filling it with Sprite.  He filled the cup to the brim, yanking it away from the fountain just as it was about to overflow.  
 
   “So,” he said. “What do you hear from Tony?”
 
   I straightened the stack of straws.  “Not much,” I admitted. 
 
   Marco stared at the fizzing contents of his cup and then set it on the counter.  And though it would have been easy enough for him to move a few inches past me, he chose to reach the long way around to grab a lid, his shirt grazing my chest.  
 
   I felt myself getting hot in the face. “So, you plan on paying for that?”
 
   Marco withdrew a five dollar bill and held it between his fingers, several inches above my head.  I would have had to grab for it.  I refused, waiting.  Finally he chuckled and pressed the bill into my palm.  “Keep the change, Angela.” 
 
   Krista emerged and leapt back into Marco’s arms, tilting her face up to meet his sloppy kiss.  She jumped on his back in the most obnoxious way and they headed for the exit. 
 
   “Happy Birthday, Angie!” Marco called as Krista waved from her piggyback position.  
 
   Outside, Marco took a long drink from the cup and then threw the whole thing in the street before climbing onto his bike and revving the engine.  Krista eagerly settled in behind him and he swiveled his head around to play another round of tonsil hockey.  I saw tongues and turned away in disgust, grabbing a broom to sweep the floor. 
 
   “One more year,” I told myself over and over to the beat of the broom’s strokes.  One more year and I would be out of Cross Point Village, one way or another.  One more year and I could escape the Marcos and the Kristas and all the narrowness of life they represented.  Hell, they could squat down marry each other for all I cared and spend the next handful of decades musing about the people they thought they were.  One more year and I would be free of it all.  For good.
 
   ***
 
   There was a pause in the music and I struggled to shake off old memories.  Marco was headed in my direction with a plate of food.  Krista watched him go with open irritation as Keith reached her side and began gesturing in an unpleasant manner.  She glared at him, grabbed the baby out of his arms, and stalked toward the front yard.  
 
   “Thanks” I said as Marco passed me a hamburger, though I wasn’t hungry at all.  
 
   “You okay?” he asked, settling on the grass.
 
   “Yeah,” I answered vaguely.  
 
   “You want to go?”
 
   “Yeah.”  
 
   Marco took a large bite of hamburger and chewed slowly.  When he finally swallowed he said, “What’s wrong, Angela?”  But his voice betrayed impatience, as if he already knew exactly what was wrong and didn’t want to hear about it.  
 
   “Nothing,” I sighed, sitting next to him and resting my head against his shoulder.  “I’m sorry, we should stay.”  
 
   People wandered past us, some stopping and chatting for a bit before moving on.  Gradually the light began to fade and as Tom Hennessy and his three older brothers began making noise about moving over to the high school to begin setting up the fireworks, I noticed Keith French.  He was standing unhappily under the crab apple tree with his arms crossed, staring straight at Marco with an unfriendly air.  Krista had not returned to the party.  
 
   Marco didn’t seem to notice.  “I guess we’re moving on,” he nudged me.  
 
   Cross Point Village High School was right around the corner from Oak Street.  The chain link fence circling the campus was broken in various places I could tell even in the dark that the athletic field was in sorry shape.  A solid percentage of the town had already staked out places on the grass.  Back in the days of parades and other formalities my father would have made a speech.  The feeble CPVHS marching band would have squeezed a few desultory John Philip Sousa songs.  Now, no one bothered. I watched a handful of high school kids pass around a bottle in plain sight and then wander off around the corner of the building.  
 
   Lightning flashed in the western corner of the sky and the sharp ozone scent of nearby rain hung in the air.  As the Hennessy boys began to confusedly sort through their pile of fireworks I searched the sprawling crowd for my parents.  I did not see them.  
 
   There was a steady stream of cursing and arguing as the men tried to figure out what was what.  Wryly I thought about how alcohol and projectile fireworks was not a wise mix.  However, Alvin Hennessy was the police chief and two of his sons were on what remained of the anemic Cross Point Village police force so wisdom was malleable in this case.  
 
   Marco’s hand reached under my hair and began to lazily massage my neck.  It was a sweet gesture of familiarity and I turned around, hugging him around the waist and planting a light kiss at his throat.  
 
   “Hey,” I whispered, taking his hand.  “Come on.”  
 
   The bleachers had been rickety years earlier; now they were positively unsound.  We waded through thick stems of unchecked dandelions as Marco looked around doubtfully.  He started to speak but I silenced him with my mouth, sinking into a long kiss and letting my hands roam over his chest, and lower.  
 
   “What is it?” I asked as he broke the kiss and stared toward the school.  
 
   He shook his head.  “Nothing,” he said and pulled me into a close embrace.  
 
   I fitted my body against his and listened to his heartbeat quicken.  With one hand I reached down and began stroking him.  He made a strangled noise and wound his fingers through my unruly hair, pulling back hard and forcing me to look in his eyes.  A few raindrops hit my forehead.
 
   “Angela,” Marco started to say.  
 
   “You son of a bitch!”  The voice was female and full of weary pain.  
 
   “Cindy, quit acting fucking crazy.”
 
   Cindy Hennessy rounded the corner of the bleachers, carrying one child and holding another by the hand as a third little girl, the oldest, trailed slowly behind.  Cindy gasped out short sobs.  “Goddammit Tom,” she moaned as her husband caught up to her and grabbed her roughly by the arm.  
 
   “Don’t touch me!” she screamed and I saw a few heads swivel around to observe the spectacle.  
 
   Tom held his hands up in mock surrender.  Slowly he lowered them, his voice thick.  “What the hell do you want me to do?  I can’t exactly take it back.  God knows where that guy is by now.”  
 
   Cindy stopped and pressed her face against the baby’s cheek as the little girls at her side watched their parents with solemn expectation.  Tom patted one of them on the head and slowly approached his wife.  “Come on, we always manage.”  
 
   She coughed painfully.  “That’s great, you have your fucking dream car and we can’t pay our mortgage.”
 
   “Cindy,” he touched her.  
 
   She ripped her arm away.  “No!  You SHIT, Tom. YOU SHIT!”  She stalked off with the baby as Tom stared after her bleakly.  As the rain started to fall more steadily he picked up a small daughter in each arm and headed back to the field.  
 
   They hadn’t noticed us standing close by under the tent of the bleachers.  Marco tiredly brushed a hand across his forehead and leaned on the rickety metal casing, staring dismally into the dispersing crowd as the first claps of thunder sounded.  
 
   “You want to go talk to him?”  I asked, feeling a little sick to my stomach.  
 
   He shook his head.  “None of my business,” he said softly.  
 
   I listened to rain pinging on metal, trying to erase the grim exhibition from my mind. It had nothing to do with me.  
 
   It was only the sum of the unspoken fears I’d nursed as I came of age in this place.  Back then I couldn’t put a name to what I needed to escape from.   I only knew that I needed to escape it, that otherwise it would suck me in turn me into a sad-eyed woman dreaming of all the things I would never have out there in the world outside Cross Point Village.
 
     “Where’d you leave your car?” Marco asked me, as the rain began to fall more heavily.  There was a lot of squealing as people began running for cover.  The summer storm was mild, but it was enough.  There would be no fireworks tonight.  
 
   “Main Street,” I answered as he pulled me along, walking quickly.  
 
   As I fished around for my keys Marco stared silently toward the town square.  Some long-haired delinquent hoisted himself up on the cannon, issued a wild rebel yell and then jumped off.  
 
   “You coming?”  I asked, opening the driver’s side door.  
 
   He shook his head slowly, still staring at the deserted cannon.  “Nah, I’ve got some stuff to do down at the bar.”
 
   “Yeah, I should probably spend a few hours with the folks tonight anyway.”  I looked down at my hands as they twisted around the key ring.  “You know,” I said softly, “Boston isn’t that far.”  
 
   He laughed lightly.  “It’s on the other side of the state, Angie.”
 
   “So? What’s a few hours of open road?”  But I already knew.  It was everything.  “Hey,” I laughed weakly, “I don’t even have your phone number.”
 
   “I don’t have a phone.”
 
   “Come again?”
 
   Marco shrugged, not meeting my eyes.  “I didn’t see any reason to keep the line in the house.”  He finally met my gaze straight on.  “If people need to get ahold of me they can call the bar.”  
 
   “And what about when you’re not there?”
 
   “Then I guess they don’t really need to find me.”
 
   I closed my eyes briefly.  I felt like crying.  I shouldn’t.  I was the one who was leaving.  “So that’s it, huh?”  
 
   Marco pulled me toward him.  “No,” he said with a soft kiss.  “How about I come by in the morning and take you out to breakfast?”
 
   The thought was painful.  Breakfast would be a civil and awkward affair.  And ultimately we would say goodbye anyway.  “All right,” I said.  
 
   I got into the car and rolled down the window.  Marco leaned down, grinning in that old arrogant way.  It made me absurdly furious. 
 
   He waved.  “Bye.”
 
   I started the car, rolling the window back up to avoid letting anymore rain in.  “Bye,” I whispered, watching him as he walked away, wondering if I would jump out of the car and into his arms if he would only turn around and glance back one last time.  He didn’t.  
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621618]CHAPTER TWENTY
 
   My mother was worried.  “But why do you want to leave so early?”
 
   I shrugged, trying to seem upbeat.  “Just eager to get home, I guess.”  
 
   In fact I’d lain awake for hours, thinking nothing, listening to the morose play of raindrops falling onto the decorative milk can outside my window.  And then, eventually, to the familiar growl of a motorcycle as Marco pulled quietly into his driveway.  I had rolled over, facing the wall, and fallen into a dreamless sleep.  
 
   The sad concern of my mother was almost more than I could bear as I carelessly shoved belongings into my suitcase, struggling with the zipper.  Although I was leaving with the same belongings I had arrived with, my luggage was being uncooperative.  I swore and sat on the top, jerking the zipper until it was within four inches of closing and then the end broke off in my hand.  I tossed it on the floor.  
 
   My mother tucked the bedspread in.  “Did you tell him?”
 
   “He knows I’m leaving today.”  
 
   “I see.”  She didn’t need to articulate her disapproval.  She knew me for a coward.  But how could I explain it to her?  Grace Durant had been born in this town and she would die here.  Her prince had carried her off at a young age and she’d never suffered all the afflictions of lust and yearning and insecurity.   There aren’t many people who get everything they ever wanted and I supposed I ought to just be grateful that I wasn’t Cindy Page or Shannon Cortez.  That I had a Boston to get back to.  A life to get back to.  
 
   If only I could stop thinking about the sound of Marco’s heart pounding underneath my ear or the feel of his skin.  The way he entered me with fury and possession.  The soft manner in which he said my name as if I both perplexed and excited him.    
 
   My father waited in the hall.  He reached to take my suitcase but I stubbornly held it by my side.  Our conversations had been rather nonexistent since the garden episode.  
 
   Outside the day was gray and dreary.  Polaris Lane lay sleeping under a hazy cloud.  I brushed a few wet maple leaves from the windshield of my BMW and avoided looking across the street.  
 
   My parents stood at the curb, my mother shivering slightly in her thin robe as my father automatically put an arm around her.   
 
   “Well,” I said, closing the trunk.  “Take care, you guys.”
 
   My mother hugged me tight as my father gazed at me sadly.  
 
   “Angie,” he said.  “Forgive an old man.”
 
   “Of course Daddy,” I told him, planting a kiss on his dry cheek.  And I did forgive him.  But the words he’d spoken in anger were still there.  They couldn’t quite be forgotten.  
 
   I drove away from them.  From him.  From the tired town layered with intricate lives and loves.  From who I’d been afraid to become.  
 
   There was no reason to stop along the way.  The gloomy weather stretched across the state and when I dully looked upon the Boston skyline the dreariness seemed fitting.  My apartment didn’t seem to possess the same chirpy appeal of a few days prior and after I tiredly dumped my suitcase in the corner of the living room I sank onto the couch and cried until it hurt to breathe.  
 
   ***
 
   When the pale light of a rainy day began to recede and I could not bear another moment of my own company I called Lanie.  She was already seated in the small diner several blocks from our office when I walked in.  I must have been a sight because Lanie took one look at me and jumped to her feet, pulling me into a warm embrace.  
 
   “Thanks,” I sniffed.  “I needed that.”  
 
   Lanie stirred her coffee, looking at me worriedly as I asked the waiter for a cup of tea.  
 
   “He asked about you today,” she finally said.  
 
   I was puzzled.  “Who?”
 
   Lanie stared me.  “Brian of course.”
 
   “Oh,” I nodded.  “Brian.”  
 
   “Yeah, he seemed a tad out of sorts, definitely not his usual polished, unflappable self.  Picture that cheesy bastard in wrinkled shirtsleeves with a case of chin pubes as if he spent a few days getting beaten down by his conscience.  So he asked if you’d be for sure back to work tomorrow and what time you were going to get home today as if you and I were on cross-state walkie talkies or something and dammit Angela you are about four thousand miles away, aren’t you?”  Lanie peered at me archly and sipped her coffee.  “It’s not Brian, is it?” she asked gently.  
 
   I stared at the dull finish on the dining table.  “No, it’s not Brian.”  And with a painful sigh I spilled it all.  How I’d been flustered enough by Friday’s humiliation to say fuck it all and walk on the dirty side.  About the quick and ardent coupling in my bedroom underneath the ‘Class of ‘82’ banner.  And all the times after which were good in a way that I’d never had good before, so much I’d thought my hair would catch on fire. I told Lanie about how he’d held me and said my name so tenderly that I thought maybe there was more to it.  Then, finally, how I’d remembered that Cross Point Village was the past, not the future, and ended it all before he could.  
 
   Lanie listened, occasionally taking a sip of coffee.  When I finished talking her face was thoughtful.  She had already suffered one bad marriage and knew all about heartbreaks and mistakes.  
 
   “Easy enough to banish a man from your body.  Hell you might wake up with that pounding want for a while but eventually it withers away or is replaced by something better.  Extracting him from your heart, however…that’s a bitch, Angie.”  She paused.  “He’s not in your heart, is he?”
 
   I didn’t answer. 
 
   “Shit,” she said softly.  
 
   Lanie sensed that I didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. She dragged me to the nearest movie theater where we sat side by side in the dark and watched Field of Dreams.  It was an inspiring story of hope and the magic of nostalgia and somehow it made me feel worse.  But I managed to smile at my friend and bid her good night before returning to my lonely apartment.
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   Brian didn’t wait long before approaching me the following morning.  I scarcely had time to stow my purse in my desk before he pounced as if he’d been lurking around the corner.  
 
   “Hey you,” he said, smiling and approaching me with quiet caution.  I had taken casual notice that Tami was not at the front desk, although I wouldn’t have cared much either way.  Apparently she had not returned since Friday.  
 
   I stared back at him stonily.  
 
   Brian drummed his knuckles on my desk, leaning forward and talking in a low voice.  “I thought about driving out there to see you this weekend, but I ah, didn’t want to intrude.”
 
   “It’s better that you didn’t.”  
 
   His hazel eyes regarded me carefully. “You free for lunch?”
 
   “What difference does it make?”  
 
   Brian was visibly surprised by my cold response.  But I wasn’t trying to be coy.  I was no longer in the throes of a strong urge to make tire tracks over Brian Hannity’s face, but I didn’t particularly want to talk to him either.  I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and realized that frizzy-haired Carol from Accounting, she of the abused spreadsheets, was spying on the other side of the wall.  
 
   Brian decided on a different tactic, taking my limp hand in his smooth one and examining my palm.  “I’m sorry, okay?”  He sighed.  “You know, I’ve done a lot of thinking this weekend and it’s really time for me to stop screwing around.  My folks want to see me get serious and I think it would be good for me to make a commitment.  I like you, Angela, and at the end of the day you’re the sort of girl I could bring home.”  
 
   As he concluded his self-involved little speech Brian grinned at me beatifically, as if he’d just recited the romantic equivalent of The Gettysburg Address.  He nodded with encouragement, as if he knew it was just what I’d always wanted to hear from a guy just like him.  
 
   I withdrew my hand from his sweaty grasp.  “That’s nice Brian.  But see, unfortunately you’re not the sort of guy I could bring home.  So fuck off.”  
 
   And with that I swiveled in my chair and turned on my monitor.  I heard snickering nearby and realized we’d had quite an audience.  Brian lingered for a moment, then muttered something obscene under his breath and stalked away.
 
   I couldn’t concentrate.  I stared at the screen until the green numbers melted together and started to fade into the black background.  Bert Heinman, a balding forty year old who had the same position as I did and took it not at all seriously, sauntered by with a wink.  
 
   “You’re better off,” he said as he dropped a folder on my desk filled with a stack of data.  I knew it wasn’t a romantic overture; Bert had been married for twenty years one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen up close.  But I appreciated his words.  
 
   “I know,” I said.  I stood up slightly and motioned to some noise coming from Cranston’s office.  A man was shouting in an Eliza Doolittle pre-makeover accent.  “What’s that?”
 
   “Oh, that.”  Bert crossed his arms, laughing.  “That is the future dinner theater rendition of Hamlet.  Apparently it’s the cherry on Cranston’s sundae, the pinnacle of his aspirations which will surely bring all the motion picture bigwigs crawling out of the woodwork.”    
 
   I tapped a few keys, trying to unfreeze my screen.  “Good for him, I guess.”
 
   Bert leaned over and pressed a few keys simultaneously, freeing up the screen.  He smiled at me.  “Well,” he said, “we’ve all got dreams, don’t we?”
 
   My fist clenched involuntarily.  “Yes,” I agreed.  “We do.”  
 
   I made it through the last few days of the week going through the motions.  I stared at my unhappy face in the bathroom mirror and consoled myself that things would improve.  They had to.  Food would stop tasting like sawdust.  The light would stop hurting my eyes. I would stop being randomly struck by the memory of his body and his smile.  
 
   “Come out with me,” Lanie begged as we packed up on Friday evening.  
 
   “Nah,” I sighed.  “I’m just so tired.”  
 
   “Hell you are.”  She took my elbow firmly.  “You’re going to sit at home and remember what his dick felt like and other sad thoughts before you roll over into your pillow of tears.”  
 
   “No,” I argued.  “I’m going to watch Peyton Place on VHS, consume a tub of Breyer’s ice cream and then roll over into my pillow of tears.”  
 
   She squeezed my arm.  “You could call him.”  
 
   “No, I can’t.”  
 
   Lanie walked me to my car and gave me one final brief hug.  “Angie.  It gets better.”  
 
   I stared at the phone for perhaps an hour before dialing Information and getting the number of a certain bar in Cross Point Village, Massachusetts. I closed my eyes as a series of clicks made the connection and then the other end began ringing.  After four rings, the receiver was picked up.  
 
   “The Cave.  Hello?”  It was ten pm on a Friday night and the bar was evidently packed.  I heard the muffled din of the patrons and over that The Beach Boys were belting out of the old jukebox. “Hello, anyone there?”
 
   I felt nauseous as I forced myself to speak. “Marco.”  
 
   “Nope, it’s Damien.  Who’s this?”  A woman cackled close by.  
 
   I was becoming lightheaded.  “Hi Damien.  It’s Angie.  Angie Durant.”  
 
   There was a long pause on the other end.  Either Damien was struggling to remember who the hell I was or else Marco had told him a thing or two.  “Angie,” he eventually said and his voice had grown warmer.  “Yeah, I remember you.  I’m just up here for the weekend with the reopening and all.  Anyway, Marco had to make a supply run.  We’re having a bit of a crisis.”  
 
   “Oh,” I squeaked out in a small voice, not really caring about the bar’s supply.  
 
   Damien’s voice grew closer as if he were cupping the receiver to drown out the noise of the unruly crowd.  “Hey Angie, I know he’ll want to talk to you.  Let me grab a pen here. Shannon, toss me that pen.  What’s your number?”
 
   I could tell from his voice that Marco had told him about me all right.  “No Damien, that’s okay.  You see, I don’t have a phone.”  I hung up before Marco’s brother could say anything else.  I rested my head against the cool refrigerator and listened to its steady hum.  
 
   The weather was uncommonly wet and dreary for July but I didn’t mind.  In fact I scarcely noticed.  I went to work on the days I was expected to be at work.  There, I dutifully performed the tasks required of me and retreated to Beacon Hill at the end of the day.   I was tired and lethargic, often crawling into bed shortly after the evening news.  I even lied to myself, blaming the gloomy sky and humid air.  
 
   My dreams were vivid and intense.  Sometimes I was a child being pursued through streets which were so heavy with an odd mist I could not discern exactly where I was.  I would pause from the chase and my eyes would dart around in a panic, knowing my surroundings should be glaringly familiar but yet I was unable to recognize the disguised shapes.  Sometimes I was trapped in the empty, echoing hallways of Cross Point Village High as I searched in vain for a door, a way out.   But the dreams of Marco were the most jarring.  As real as any true memory, I would awaken with a gasp, my hand between my legs, trying to soothe the crushing ache.  
 
   My mother phoned several times and our conversations were short and pleasant and carefully devoid of any mention of Marco.  I was grateful for that.  My father and I hadn’t spoken since the morning of our awkward goodbye at the curb.  After three weeks he phoned early on a Sunday morning.  I hadn’t even found my way out of bed yet.  Actually the ringing phone interrupted a truly terrifying nightmare.  I was standing in the middle of my father’s rose garden, my hands full of pernicious weeds, when the black soil began to give way under my feet.  As I began to sink into the dirt I screamed.  Marco emerged casually from the side door of my house and I reached for him.
 
   “Help me!”  
 
   He looked exactly as he had the day of the block party.  He grinned at me.  “Your father’s right, Angela.  Roses are difficult to grow.”  Then he turned on the garden hose and aimed the nozzle at me, laughing as the water puddled around me and I sank deeper.  A scream ripped out of my throat.  
 
   At the sound of the first ring I lurched blindly out of bed, groping out of the bedroom and grabbing for the phone in the narrow hallway.  
 
   “Angela,” came my father’s usual mild voice.  “I hope I didn’t wake you, kid.”  
 
   I sat down on the floor, my heart still thrashing around in my chest as I tried to blink away the vivid horror of the dream.  “No, Dad.  I was just enjoying a quiet morning.”  I coughed, looking out the window at the lightly falling rain.  “Too wet to go anywhere.” 
 
   Alan Durant seemed to be engaged in a rare struggle for words.  I imagined him pacing in the hallway with the old rotary phone receiver to his ear, the long black cord tangled in his hand.  “Some rain we’ve been getting,” he finally managed to say.  
 
   “Some rain,” I agreed.  
 
   “Did you know this is the wettest summer since 1892?  Farmer’s Almanac predicted it but no one listens to the old timers anymore.”  
 
   “Yeah, wisdom doesn’t necessarily come with age.”  It was a petty dig.  I knew it, but I couldn’t shake off my grumpiness.  On top of that my stomach was rolling around in a rather unsettling way.  
 
   My father ignored the crack. “Hell of a storm rolled through here the other night.  Lost the biggest limb of the old maple tree.” 
 
   “Our maple tree?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is the tree going to have to come down?”
 
   “Maybe.  Doesn’t look good.  I’ll be damn sorry to see that lady go.  Your mother and I planted her the week we moved in you know.” 
 
   “I know.”  The thought of losing the maple tree caused a wave of sadness to wash over me.  Funny, because I hadn’t really thought too much about that tree.  It was simply there.  The touchstone in various neighborhood games, the backdrop of a hundred front yard photos, the place where I discovered caterpillar dens.  I’d tried to run a nail through it when I was ten and figured I’d find maple syrup if I could pierce a few inches.  The idea of the Durant front yard without the wide maple tree was upsetting.  
 
   My father cleared his throat.  “The rain stopped for a few hours yesterday afternoon.  Marco was over here.”
 
   At the mention of his name my eyes automatically closed and my stomach turned a complete flip.  “Oh yeah?  You guys buddies now?”
 
   “It wasn’t like that.  He has a chainsaw and he’s young.  I had half a tree in my yard and I’m old.”  
 
   I didn’t answer.  I didn’t know what my dad was about, bringing Marco up.  I sat on the floor, my knees pulled up to my chest, saying nothing. 
 
   “Angela, we should talk.”  
 
   “We are talking, Dad.” 
 
   “You and I were always close, Angie.  Now there’s this thing between us and I don’t know how to fix it.  Would it help if I said I was sorry again?  Would it help if I told you that you were always my shining star, the one piece of success I could point to and say ah, yes…all these other troubles; the store, the town, your brother, become smaller pills of bitterness when I consider the proud, independent young woman I raised.  But my pain is my problem.  You’ve got to find your own way.”  
 
   The floor was cold and I shivered.  “I have, Dad.”  
 
   “Really?  Are you happy, Angela?”
 
   It was the same question I’d asked Krista the day of the block party.  But I’d only meant it in a glib, backbiting way.  I remembered arguing with Marco when he’d called me ‘one unhappy chick’.  
 
   “You said your pain is your problem, Dad.  Well, I’ve got to manage mine too.  I mean really, what the hell have I got to complain about?  I’m an educated, prosperous member of society who has been given every opportunity to excel.  I have a bright future and I’ll figure things out.  You don’t need to worry about me or moon over the grudge you believe I’m nursing.”  
 
   A sigh on the other end of the state.  “He kept waiting for me to say something about you.”  
 
   I didn’t need to ask who.  “And did you?”
 
   “No.”  
 
   “He’ll get over it.  Shit, he probably already has.  I mean, it’s Marco freaking Bendetti for god’s sake.” 
 
   “People change, Angela.”  
 
   Now I was getting angry.  “So first you were appalled that he dared to come anywhere near me.  Now you’re lecturing me on what a changed man he is.  What is it you expect me to do at the end of this conversation?”
 
   His voice was miserable.  “I don’t know.”
 
   A tear rolled down my cheek.  “I didn’t leave because of you, Dad.  You weren’t right about everything, but you were right about a few things.  I don’t want to be Krista or Tom Hennessy or any of the other bewildered people still wandering around Cross Point.”
 
   Another thick sigh.  “Angie, I’m sorry.”
 
   “I know, Daddy.  I’ve got to go now.  Love to Mom.”  I hung up the phone before he could answer.  It was becoming a habit of mine.  
 
   I sat on the floor in my apartment for a good long time with my arms wrapped around my body.  My stomach was threatening to erupt if I moved.  Indeed, lately my entire body seemed to be constructing its own private revolt.  I felt sick and tired.  My breasts were tender and hot.  A vague headache was always threatening to punch through and sleeping hours were more tumultuous than restful.  
 
   Heartsickness could manifest physical symptoms.  I knew that.  But I also knew something else.  My body had operated like clockwork since I was thirteen and awoke one morning to the troubling sight of blood on the sheets.  
 
   And now my period was a week late.  
 
   ***
 
   The conversation with my father had rattled me.  I brooded for the rest of the day, staring at nothing out the window.  Occasionally I heard the sound of passing voices.  They made me furious.  For surely that laughing woman outside my window had a neat, logical life and could never understand my pathetic troubles.  I knew it wasn’t a fair thought.
 
   I was lonely.  I was confused.  And I didn’t have anyone to talk to.  I wasn’t quite ready to confide in Lanie things which I couldn’t yet admit to myself.  
 
   It was a strange impulse which led me to drag out the address book at the back of the kitchen drawer.  Grace had passed his number along some time ago, figuring I might need to get ahold of him in an emergency.  I’d never even considered calling him before.  There didn’t seem to be much point.  
 
   Actually I wasn’t sure if the number was even still good.  The line kept ringing and I was about to hang up when I heard a click on the other end.  
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Tony?  Is that you?”
 
   “Who the hell else would be answering my phone?”
 
   I took a deep breath.  It was strange hearing my brother’s voice again.  
 
   “Tony, it’s me, Angela.”
 
   “Angie?”  His voice registered confusion, then wariness.  “Something happen?”
 
   “No, I mean, Mom and Dad are fine.  In fact I was just home a few weeks ago.  Block party, Fourth of July, you remember the works.  It’s all still there, all still the same.”  I forced a laugh.  
 
   “That’s nice,” Tony said, although he sounded confused.  
 
   “Look, I know this call is kind of out of the blue.  I guess I just realized how long it had been since we talked.”
 
   Tony cleared his throat tiredly.  “Yeah, I guess it’s been a year or two.”
 
   “Three, actually.”  
 
   “If you say so.”  
 
   I nervously pushed my hair behind my ears.  Tony wasn’t exactly warming up.  “It was weird being home again.   You don’t really think about the old days, the memories, until they are right in front of you again and then you catch yourself in odd moments, believing you never left.”  
 
   My brother yawned.  “That’s why I don’t go back.”
 
   I sighed.  “I ran into an old friend of yours.  Marco Bendetti.  He’s managing The Cave now.”  
 
   “Well, okay.  Good for him I guess.”  
 
   I didn’t know what I’d hoped to accomplish by calling Tony.  Did I expect after all these years to find an earnest, caring brother who would actually want to hear from me?  
 
   “Look Angie, I got to cut this short.  I’m heading out to work in a few minutes.”
 
   “Oh, where are you working?”
 
   He laughed.  “In a shithole.  Don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Tony?”
 
   “What?”
 
   I felt a sob rising in my throat.  I could not have said why.  “I wish I knew you better.”
 
   His voice came through irritable and fatigued.  “No you don’t, Angie.  No you don’t.”  
 
   This time it didn’t matter if I hung up the phone.  The line was already dead.   
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621620]CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
   On the morning of my birthday Lanie stopped by my desk and surprised me with two tickets to see Stevie Nicks in concert at Fenway.  I managed to smile.  “I love Stevie Nicks.”  
 
   Lanie rolled her eyes.  “I know that, dammit.  Hence the tickets.  And don’t try to back out.  You’ve been in this funk long enough.”
 
   “Long enough,” I agreed. 
 
   Lanie looked at me sternly.  “We’ll have fun, Angela.  I’m worried about you.”  
 
   I coughed.  “I’m fine.” 
 
   “You keep saying that.  Look, we’re going out for a liquid lunch and then after we’ve enjoyed an extraordinarily unproductive afternoon we’ll rock out with Stevie and then go prowling for some ass.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Can’t for lunch.  I’ve got plans.  But yes on the concert and we’ll see about the ass.”  
 
   Lanie shrugged.  “Good enough.” 
 
   My phone line rang twelve times throughout the morning.  I knew the likelihood was high that it was one or both of my parents, eager to wish me a happy birthday.  I didn’t answer it.  
 
   After I returned from my lunch hour appointment I was utterly drained.  I sat at my desk with my hands in my lap and listened to the clamor of the office wrapping up the week.  A pair of brokers stopped by the water cooler and told a raunchy joke involving a banana and a two dollar hooker.  
 
   Michael Cranston lumbered past at four o’clock.  Usually he didn’t pay me much notice but today he looked right at me and frowned.  “Everything all right, Angela?”
 
   “Fine, Michael.  Thank you for asking.”
 
   He propped a hand up on the cubicle wall.  “You know, I’ve got an open door policy.  All employees welcome, any time you need to talk.”  
 
   “All right.  Thank you.”  As he started to walk away I called to him.  “Hey, good luck with Hamlet.” 
 
   The CEO’s face lit up.  “Yes, thank you.  It’s been a long cherished wish of mine to perform that piece.  I read it for the first time in high school and it’s been in my heart ever since.  I can think of no greater challenge.”  
 
   I found myself moved enough to feebly grin over his enthusiasm.  “I can’t either.”  
 
   Lanie came by promptly at five to collect me.  “Come on, I’m taking you out to dinner first. No arguments.”  
 
   I allowed myself to be pulled along like a child and deposited in an ornate booth at a fancy steakhouse.  Lanie chatted brightly about everything under the sun and downed red wine as if it were water.  I gnawed on breadsticks and tried to force bites of charred steak down my resistant throat.  
 
   “Excuse me,” I choked, running in haste for the restroom as Lanie ogled me with suspicion.  Closed inside of a narrow stall, I sank to the floor and tried to fight down the waves of nausea.  But my deep breathing only intensified the mingled stench of stale toilet water and sizzling meat.  After I was finished heaving into the toilet I washed my face and reapplied my makeup.  My skin was very pale and dark circles still showed under my eyes.  
 
   Lanie insisted on paying the entire bill herself.  Since I had eaten perhaps three bites of my expensive dinner I felt a little guilty. Despite my esteem for Stevie, I just wanted to go back to my bed and sink into the blackness of a long sleep, but Lanie had gone to some trouble and expense to obtain the tickets.
 
   I’d been to Fenway Park once before for a Red Sox game.  The landmark was on my lengthy list of things to do the first year I’d arrived in Boston.  I’d always been a rather noncommittal baseball fan, however I was as chagrined as the rest of my new city when that promising season ended in a crushing World Series loss to the New York Mets. 
 
   Lanie clutched my arm as we were herded through the gates with thousands of others.  I’d heard on the radio that the concert was sold out and as I was bumped and jostled from all directions I prayed I wouldn’t puke on anyone.  The roar was deafening as the lady herself took the stage and launched right into ‘Edge of Seventeen’.  It was among my favorites in her lengthy catalog but as she belted out the lyrics I only heard one.  It resounded in my ears again and again.  When I closed my eyes against the bright stadium lights it was there too, written in angular script across a well-muscled back.  
 
   Seventeen.  Seventeen.  
 
   Stevie quieted the crowd with an exquisite rendition of ‘Landslide’.  As she performed all the songs I knew by heart and loved I started to relax and simply enjoy the music.  Until she began to sing ‘Talk to Me’.  The lyrics struck a deep chord in my soul and brought him back.  With each tortuous word I could see each moment we’d been together since he’d startled me at the block party.  We had begun as something heady and dangerous but by the time he kissed me in the dark of his porch it was already something else for me.  I’d caught him more than once gazing at me with a tense, waiting expression, as if there was more on his mind than I could begin to guess.  
 
   Dammit Marco, what did you want to say? And that last night as you left me and walked away, if only you’d turned around…
 
   There had been so much hanging in limbo, so much unspoken; his prison time, our shared childhood, the specter of Cross Point Village, the nearly unbearable mutual passion which overcame us and the careless disregard of any costs in the quest to satisfy it.  
 
   Lanie was so lost in the music she didn’t hear my thick sobs. I pushed blindly through the crowd, consumed by an overwhelming desire to get out of there.  I’d made it outside and was leaning against a brick wall for dear life when I heard my name being called in strident, panicked tones.  
 
   “Angie!  Jesus, what the hell?”
 
   Lanie stopped dead when she got a look at my face.  A trio of young professionals wandered past and looked at us with interest as I wiped the tears from my cheeks.  Wordlessly Lanie took me by the hand and led me around to a dark corner.  
 
   “Now,” she demanded.  “WHAT?”
 
   Weakly I leaned my head back and in a halting, stammering voice I told her.  
 
   Lanie was silent for a long moment as the wild sounds of the concert drifted outside. 
 
   “Are you sure?” she finally asked.  
 
   I nodded.  “Saw a doctor this afternoon.”  
 
   “And it’s definitely um…”
 
   “Marco’s?  Yes.”  I stared at the dirty ground, finding it unnecessary to mention that I hadn’t been with scrupulously cautious Brian since before my last period.  As for Marco…  “We weren’t exactly careful, Lanie.”
 
   My friend didn’t scold or accuse or ask me unanswerable questions about what the hell I was going to do.  She just sighed and wrapped me in a hug and let me cry.  
 
   Lanie didn’t try to urge me to stay out longer.  As she deposited me in front of my BMW, she only gazed at me with sadness.  “Happy Birthday, Angela,” she said softly.
 
   Though there had been a brief respite from the recurrent summer rains, drops began to fall thickly on my windshield as I drove back to Beacon Hill.  As I walked the short distance from the parking garage to my apartment the rain began to fall more heavily but I made no move to quicken my step or shield my head.  
 
   It was parked illegally and sitting in lonesome fashion in front of my place.  I recognized it immediately.  I knew that bike.  I’d had sex on that bike.  He sat on the steps leading to my door, unfazed by the pelting rain.  He’d let his hair grow in the six weeks since I’d seen him.  
 
   “You look different,” I said softly.  
 
   Marco smiled.  “So you do know me.”  
 
   With a cry I hurled myself into his arms and he held me fiercely.  His clothes were even more soaked than mine but I could feel the warmth of his body underneath and arched against him.  It was more than want.  I needed him inside of me.  Our mouths fastened together hungrily and I struggled to get the key into the door as his hands furiously roamed my body. 
 
   Marco slammed the door closed and threw his wet leather jacket on the corner.  I helped him remove his soaking shirt and then fumbled with the buttons on my blouse.  My cold fingers were uncooperative so I tore the whole thing from my body and then gasped when he crushed me against his hard chest, kissing me with wild intensity.  
 
   As I struggled with his pants he pushed my black work skirt over my hips, wrestling me onto the braided living room rug.  I cared not a whit when he obliterated yet another pair of my expensive satin panties.  I was already open, ready for him, and when he entered me I came almost immediately.  I pulled him in deeper and said his name as he uncovered my tender breasts and ravaged them.  His thrusts became harder, faster, and finally he spent himself with a furious groan that brought me to the precipice again.  
 
   “Jesus,” he panted, collapsing on the hardwood floor at my side. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
   “Jesus isn’t here,” I said in a queer voice, staring at the exposed ceiling beams.  Every part of me throbbed from his attentions and suddenly I felt extremely weary.  Without a word I retreated to the bathroom to cover myself with a robe.  
 
   Marco waited for me on the couch and I tossed him a bath towel.  He stared at the fluffy terrycloth for a moment and then began drying his hair, peering at me cautiously as I stood facing him with my arms crossed.  
 
   “What are you doing in Boston?” 
 
   Surprise flitted across his face.  “I thought that was obvious.  Happy Birthday, Angela.” 
 
   I snorted. “You drove all the way here to give me some dick for my birthday?”
 
   Marco looked confused.  He started to speak and then stopped, frowning at the floor. 
 
   “Well?” I prompted.  
 
   “Angie,” he said cautiously.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Wrong?  With me?  Nothing, Marco.  Only it turns out you were wrong.”
 
   He stared at me with a blank expression.  
 
   I paced the floor.  “You told me you were still reckless.  Only that now you didn’t get caught.  Well, Marco, you’ve been caught.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “Guess.”
 
   He stared into my eyes as I glared at him defiantly.  His gaze travelled lower and then back to my face and I nodded with stoic coolness.  
 
   “And before you ask, there’s no doubt that it’s yours.”  
 
   His voice was soft.  “I wasn’t going to ask you that.” 
 
   A tear rolled down my cheek and I swiped at it angrily.  “Talk to me, Marco.”
 
   He spread his hands.  “What is it you want to hear?”
 
   I laughed.  “Oh, I don’t know, there’s so much we haven’t covered.  How about telling me exactly whose face you kicked in to land in prison for three goddamn years?   Or what you hope to get out of running a seedy bar in a dying town?   And by the way, why are you here?  Just what the hell am I to you?  Tell me everything.”
 
   His bland expression hadn’t changed.  “No one needs to know everything.” 
 
   “Okay, let’s start with why you’re here.  Are you planning on staying in Boston?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That day by the creek, you talked all about finding something better, something outside of the withering world of Cross Point Village.”
 
   “Well, Angela, I was given a chance not many guys in my position get.  With my record maybe, and it’s a hefty maybe sweetheart, I could get hired on somewhere mopping floors and cleaning toilets.  I’m damn lucky my mother left me half that bar. I told myself I wouldn’t screw shit up as I always do with trouble and women.”  
 
   I nodded, more to myself than to him.  “All right, so you just breezed into the city for a quick fuck?”
 
   “Is that what you think?”
 
   “I have no idea what to think.  I lost my way somewhere on Polaris Lane in the middle of a block party.”  
 
   His dark eyes flashed and he shook his head with a little chuckle.  “Ah yeah, the block party.  It was pretty goddamn amusing watching you prance around the block party, Angela.  As if everyone in your midst ought to feel blessed and hallowed that you climbed down from Boston to grace them with your arrogant presence.”
 
   My jaw dropped.  It stung so badly because it was true.  
 
   Marco leaned back, an amused look on his face.  “And then in your bedroom when you made it plain what you were after, I thought why the hell not.”  He laughed sharply.  “After all, I’d always wanted to see what you were like, Angie.” 
 
   My voice was ice.  “You asshole,” I swore.  “Time to grow the hell up.  You’re not seventeen anymore, Banger Bandetti.  So I was right the first time?  Fucking was all it was?” 
 
   “Wasn’t that all it was for you, at first?”
 
   I closed my eyes in pain and heard Marco take a deep breath.  When I looked again he was examining his hands, seeming to weigh his words carefully before he spoke again.  
 
   “The more I was with you,” he said quietly.  “The more I wanted you. I wanted to own you, bring you to the point of abandon every time, to hold you, to wake up next to you.  And those were not exactly feelings I was used to.  My world was ugly for a long time.”  He coughed, struggling.  “Being with you was like finding something I hadn’t realized I’d lost.” 
 
   I exhaled thickly.  “You didn’t say anything.” 
 
   “You didn’t give me a goddamn chance, Angela.  You took off.”
 
   “Bullshit, Marco.  I gave you a chance.  And you told me you didn’t have a phone.”  
 
   He cursed, hanging his head low.  “I told you I was no good at this shit.”  
 
   “That’s your illustrious answer? You’re ‘no good at this shit’ and I’m just meant to accept that?  And then what?  Am I supposed to skulk back to CPV and start breeding like an animal as I bed down with a womanizing ex con?”
 
   I winced over my own words.  They might have been the most damaging ones I’d ever spoken.  But once they were out there was no taking them back.  Marco slowly raised his head.  He looked at me with deadly coldness.  I looked back at him.  
 
   He stood, glowering down at me, and for a brief heartbeat I was afraid.  He took a step closer but I stubbornly held my ground, glaring back at him furiously.
 
   “Do what you will, Angela,” he said calmly.  
 
   Then he grabbed his wet t-shirt out of the corner and was gone.  
 
   I stared stupidly at the closed door for a full minute before something broke inside of me.  I dashed outside, the heavy rain soaking me immediately.  A flash of lightning broke across the sky and I saw that I was already too late.  He might not have listened to anything I had to say anyway.  
 
   “Marco,” I sobbed in pain, in futility, I was answered by the low rumble of his motorcycle engine.  Or it might have just been thunder.  
 
   ***
 
   He’d left his leather jacket behind.  I picked it up off the floor and miserably hugged it to my chest as I curled into a ball on the couch.  I felt strangely empty and all the tears I’d spent over the last six weeks had exhausted me.  There were none left.  I fell asleep and didn’t dream.  
 
   The earliest wisps of morning were peering around the window shades when I awoke.  I sat up stiffly, noting that for once the day was dawning bright and sunny. I held Marco’s jacket in my lap, stroking the damp leather as I remembered everything he had said and everything I had said.  
 
   I swung the jacket around my shoulders.  No answers had come to me during the night.  I did not know what to do.  With a sigh I stood, reaching my hands into the deep pockets of the jacket.  A piece of paper tickled my fingertips and I pulled it out.  
 
   It was nothing, only a utility bill on which Marco had scrawled my address, which he must have obtained from my parents.  That wasn’t what stopped my heart.  
 
   Of course you always know your own address from the time you’re a toddler. After all, you’ll need to repeat it ten thousand times over the years.  But everything else around you is titled differently.  The Cortez House.  The Gilliam House.  The Bendetti House.  They don’t require any more formality than that.  
 
   Which I suppose is how the knowledge had somehow escaped me.   That as I resided at 16 Polaris Lane in Cross Point Village, Massachusetts, the house across the street which stared at me whenever I looked out the window was number 17.  
 
   Seventeen.  
 
   Marco’s tattoo.  It wasn’t a pining for the past or a wish to be that careless boy again.  It was a desperate longing, likely inscribed at a grim time when the place seemed impossibly distant to him.  It meant home.  
 
   I flung open the window shade and gazed into the approaching dawn.  
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621621]CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
   I arrived at the office early.  A few people stared interestedly at my jeans but I didn’t see any point in the professional wear.  I didn’t intend to be around long.  
 
   “Hey Daryl,” I called, hailing a handsome young broker.
 
   Daryl took drank his coffee and stared at me.  “You look like shit.”
 
   I snorted.  “What a gentleman.”
 
   “Gay men are unflinchingly honest.” 
 
   “Fine.  I look like shit.  You still looking for a place in Beacon Hill?”
 
   He seemed interested.  “You know of one?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m looking to sublet my apartment. Right away.  It’s fully furnished.”
 
   Daryl listened as I explained the details.  I told him he could come by when he took lunch and give the place the look.  And if he liked it he could have the keys right then and there.  
 
   “Angela,” he asked as I began to walk away.  “Where are you going?”
 
   “Home,” I answered and headed to Cranston’s office.  
 
   Michael Cranston, CEO, listened to my apology for the lack of notice and waved a plump hand. “You’ve been a good employee, Angela, though this abruptness has me curious.  You must have a good reason.”
 
   My hands were in my lap.  “I do,” I said quietly. 
 
   His carefully plucked eyebrows rose.  “May I inquire as to the nature of said reason?”
 
   I looked him in the eye.  “You have your Hamlet, and apparently I have mine.”  
 
   Cranston smiled.  “I see.”  And he shook my hand and wished me well.
 
   Lanie was flabbergasted.  “Angela,” she said gently, “are you sure?”
 
   “Well no,” I sniffed.  “I’m not sure about him or about me or much of anything.  I just know that I need to go.”  
 
   She hugged me.  “Call me.”
 
   “I will.  I promise.”  
 
   Daryl marveled over the apartment and said he could move in this weekend.  I handed him a copy of the keys and said we could finish the paperwork long distance.  
 
   “So you’re leaving today?”  He asked curiously.  
 
   “Today,” I confirmed.
 
   He was thoughtful.  “Is it a man?”
 
   “Isn’t it always?”
 
   Daryl smiled, looking around.  “Well, he must be something.”
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “He is that.”  
 
   Daryl gave me a brief, awkward hug.  “Take care of yourself, Angela.”
 
   “I will.  And Daryl?  In winter the cold seeps through this old place like a bitch.  Invest in some wool.”    
 
   I packed carelessly, filling three suitcases and two garbage bags, all of which I stuffed in my car.  I had my books, personal mementos, and clothes which I reflected wryly wouldn’t fit me for much longer.  I laid Marco’s leather jacket carefully across the backseat.  
 
   I felt remarkably calm as I picked up the phone and dialed.  
 
   “Mom.  I’m coming home.  Not for a few days. For good.  I’m sorry.  I’ll explain more when I get there tonight.”  
 
   My poor mother scarcely had time to register a sputtering reaction before I ended the call.  I took one last look around my apartment.  It was a lovely little corner of the world and I had loved living here.  I had loved living in Boston.  And two months ago I would have laughed uproariously at the idea of returning to my small hometown.  I didn’t know if Marco and I would make it or if he even wanted to try.  But my life was about to change in ways I couldn’t yet understand and I needed to be home.  I wanted to be home.  And for better or for worse I would never blame this decision on the child who grew inside of me.  
 
   I felt a fierce surge of protective love as my hand unwittingly traveled over my belly.  Then I picked up my purse and closed the apartment door behind me, locking it.  
 
   My car crawled through the snarl of the city’s early evening traffic.  By the time I reached the edge of Cross Point Village it was nearly dark.  I drove past the cannon and the town hall and saw my father’s truck parked in front of the store but didn’t stop.  Out of the corner of my eye I realized Maple Street housed the usual crowd of bikes and buzzed patrons, but I avoided looking too closely.  I wasn’t ready to see him yet.  
 
   I let the car roll to a stop in front of 16 Polaris Lane, under the half defeated maple tree.  There was no one around.  My head bent to the steering wheel and I let out a shuddering sigh. 
 
   She must have been waiting for me to pull up because not a moment passed before there was a knock at the window.  I opened the door and let her lead me back to the house as if I were a sobbing child who only needed a band aid.  
 
   Grace poured me a cup of tea and waited while I caught my breath.  
 
   “So can I have my old room again?” I finally asked.  
 
   She smiled at me forlornly.  “He went to see you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And?”
 
   I shrugged. 
 
   “What does that mean, Angela?”
 
   “I don’t know, Mom.  I can’t explain it to myself so I’m afraid I won’t be able to explain it to you.”
 
   “I heard him roar onto the street at about midnight.  I figured it didn’t go well.”
 
   “Nope.  It did not go well.  Where’s Dad?”
 
   “Still at the store.  I haven’t told him yet.  Figured I’d give you a chance to get through the door first.”
 
   “He won’t be pleased.”
 
   She was thinking. “Maybe.”  Her eyes searched my face and she frowned.  “What did you tell Marco?”
 
   I looked at her, choosing my words with care.  “I told him what I needed to tell him.”  
 
   “You’re pregnant.”  
 
   I closed my eyes.  I had always credited my father with greater insight but in certain matters my mother was far more shrewd.  
 
   “I am.  Knocked the hell up. With child. Bun in the goddamn oven.” I giggled crazily.  
 
   She put a firm hand on my arm, quieting me.  “What did he say?”
 
   I tried to remember what Marco had said.  “Absolutely nothing.”  
 
   Her frown deepened.   No doubt she expected it go differently.  That there would be flowers and music, that this news meant Marco and I would stand up in front of friends and family and live happily ever after.
 
   I stood up.  “Look, I’ve got a lot of crap in my car but I think before I can sit down again I need to talk to him.”
 
   She nodded.  “I’m sure he’s at The Cave.”
 
   “I’m sure he is.”  
 
   I started to head out the door when she called me.
 
   “Angela, sweetheart?”
 
   I turned around.
 
   “The answer is yes, you can have your room.  You can always come back.”  
 
   I skirted Main Street and parked over by the high school.  I’d felt terribly tired sitting at my mother’s table but adrenaline was coursing through me now.  I recalled the cold look in Marco’s eyes as we’d stared each other down last night and I shook inside.    
 
   I didn’t pass anyone I knew on the short walk to Maple Street.  A handful of leather-clad toughs lounged outside of Haven, another bar.  They stopped talking and watched me quietly as I passed and before I lowered my head I saw the word ‘Warriors’ on one of their jackets. 
 
   Thursday night wasn’t the busiest of the week but it was busy enough.  I paused outside the entrance to The Cave, my pulse racing.  I didn’t see Marco.  A few guys I recognized from high school antiquity sat at the bar, accepting shot glasses from a laughing Shannon Cortez.  
 
   Walking through the bar in plain sight and answering a pack of questions was distinctly unappealing.  Perhaps I could go through the back door and catch Marco there.  I still had no idea what I would say to him.  Maybe it would be easy.  Maybe we would fall into each other’s arms and kiss and then have a fade to black happily ever after.  Or maybe he would give me that same dead-eyed expression he had the night before.  Right after I’d told him how repulsive an idea it was to expect me to be with him, to bear his child.  He might remember only that.  And then turn coldly away for good.    
 
   Before I rounded the building I saw Tom Hennessy in his Cross Point Village police uniform.  He was standing next to a car on the corner of Main and Maple, frowning as he scrawled out a ticket.  Surprise registered in his face at the sight of me and he waved hesitantly.  Not for the first time I wondered what the word around town was over me and Marco. 
 
   Whatever the gossip was, it was about to get a lot more interesting.  A newly familiar wave of nausea came over me and I bent forward, closing my eyes.   
 
   “Hey, Angie. You sick?”
 
   I looked up into the sallow face of Keith French, Krista’s husband.  
 
   “I’m fine, Keith.  Just out for a walk.  How are you?”  I noted the way he swayed slightly on his feet and I backed up a few inches.  
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “Krista around?”
 
   “Home with the kids. For now.  I just stepped out to get some ice cream.”   He held up a wrinkled, leaking brown bag as evidence, then scowled at it with drunken confusion.  
 
   “Does whiskey go well with ice cream, Keith?”
 
   Keith lowered the bag.  Even in his drunken state he didn’t appreciated my sarcastic question.  His eyes narrowed and I could tell he was going to say something mean.  
 
   “So, Angie, what the hell you doing back in town so soon?”  He advanced on me as I backed unsteadily into the brick wall.   
 
   “None of your damn business.”
 
   Keith chuckled, wagging a finger.  “Oh, I can guess.  Everyone can.”  He moved close enough for me to get a good whiff of the booze and sweat rolling off him.  “Don’t you know he’s fucked over half the females in town? And I hear he’s finally gotten to lock-kneed Angie Durant.”  Keith laughed out loud.  “He always said that someday he would.”
 
   I crossed my arms.  “Go home to your goddamn wife and worry about your own shit.” 
 
   “Oh, but he’s fucked her too.  Didn’t you know that?”
 
   “Keith, that was a long time ago.”
 
   “It’s never a long time ago, not here.”  
 
   He moved forward aggressively, as if he were about to force a kiss.  I tried to get away, shoving him hard.  I don’t believe he meant to hit me.  But he was drunk enough to be shaky already.  My shove threw him completely off balance and his forearm slammed into the side of my head.  It caught me in a bad place across my ear and I heard nothing but an awful’;l ringing as I went down.  
 
   “Oh, shit Angie, I’m-“ 
 
   And then Keith wasn’t able to speak anymore.  Marco grabbed him, hurling him against the wall as if he were a rag doll.  Keith struggled to get his feet underneath him as he lay face down on the pavement, groaning.  
 
   “Get up, you motherfucker,” Marco said in a lethal, unrecognizable voice.  
 
   I gritted my teeth, summoning every ounce of strength.  “NO!” I screamed, leaping between them.  
 
   Marco blinked at me, his clenched fists slowly relaxing as sick realization dawned on his face.  He glanced over at Keith, who was coughing blood into the dirty asphalt.  I put a hand on Marco’s chest, silently begging him to stand down, although I didn’t need to.  He already understood what might happen.  
 
   A few curious observers had gathered, including Tom Hennessy.  I stared at his uniform fearfully as he peered down at Keith with disgust.  
 
   “You always were a douchebag, French.”
 
   Tom glanced at Marco.  “Look, I saw what he did to Angie.”  He leaned closer, whispering.  “And I’ll cover this the best I can, all right?”  Tom patted his friend on the arm, motioning to me.  “Get her out of here.”  
 
   Shannon had emerged from the bar, twisting a towel in her hands. Her eyes were wide.  “You okay?” she asked me.  
 
   I rubbed my head.  “I think so.”
 
   “Shannon,” said Marco in a thick voice, “sorry to do this to you again, but can you handle things for a little while?”
 
   “Of course.”  Shannon gave me a weak smile.  “Take care of her, Marco.”  
 
   I clutched at his arm as we stumbled the two blocks to where my car was parked.  He did not say a word.  
 
   “Marco, I don’t think I can drive.”  I handed him the keys.  
 
   I climbed into the passenger seat as Marco sat behind the steering wheel.  
 
   “Fuck,” he finally said in a choked voice.  
 
   I felt the bristling tension in his arm when I touched him.  He didn’t push me away, but didn’t respond either.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said softly.  
 
   He rolled down the window, peering darkly into the night.  “That wasn’t your fault.” 
 
   “But that’s not what I meant.”  I swallowed and spoke haltingly.  “Marco, I’m sorry about last night.  I’m sorry that I told you about the baby in the way that I did.  I’m sorry that last month I left without really saying goodbye, without trying…” My voice trailed off.  
 
   “What else?” He asked without looking at me.  
 
   “I didn’t mean it.”
 
   He ran a hand over his chin and faced me with an arch look.  “But you were right.  I’m nobody’s fucking Prince Charming.  I’m a violent, troubled ex-convict who runs a crappy bar and has more notches in his belt than there are stars in the fucking sky.”  He shook his head.  “At least that’s what you think, isn’t it?”
 
   I clasped my hands in my lap.  “So what do you think of me?  That I’m a cold-hearted brat who looks down at everyone I’ve ever known with smug conceit?”
 
   “No, Angela.  That’s not what I think of you.  That’s what you think of you.”  
 
   “What the hell does that even mean?  Marco, do you have any idea what I’ve given up in the past 24 hours?”
 
   That got his attention.  “Now it’s my turn to ask what the hell you mean.”
 
   I bit my lip.  “I quit my job.  Leased out my apartment.  I stuffed all my worldly shit into my car and came back here.”  
 
   “Ah, ‘here’.  You say that like it’s the bowels of hell.”  He sighed.  “I didn’t ask you to do any of that.”
 
   “No, you didn’t.  And I’m not asking you for any promises.”
 
   He reached for my hand.  “Why not?”
 
   I began to feel dangerously close to crying.  “Because I don’t believe you can follow through with them.” 
 
   He took his hand away.  “Touche, darling,” he whispered, letting me know how I’d wounded him.
 
   “So can you?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask me a different question?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like whether I’ve gone all Banger Bendetti in your absence.”
 
   “Have you?”
 
   “No!” he shouted.  “I haven’t fucked around with anyone else since you took off.  Happy now?”
 
   “No,” I answered miserably.
 
   “Angela,” Marco said in a strangled voice, rubbing his eyes.  “You want to know something?”
 
    I wished he would reach for me again.  “I want to know everything.”
 
   He took a deep breath and I realized he was as close to sobbing as I was.  “That guy I fucked up in Arizona?  The one who put me away?  He was a friend of mine.  We roomed together in a crappy apartment for a time.  He used to beat the shit out of his girlfriend. She would come over full of bruises and broken limbs and I would pretend I didn’t see them.  But then one day I happened to come home as he had her on the floor, pounding her with a broom handle while she screamed and pleaded.  I lost it, Angela.  It was my mother and father all over again.  You must have heard some of the stories, all true.  Best day of my mother’s life was when that bastard dropped dead.  Anyway, by the time I realized what I’d done he was a bloody pulp and his girlfriend was clutching at me, shrieking at me to stop.  Lucky I didn’t kill him.  And I would have been put away for a lot longer if she hadn’t testified on my behalf.”  
 
   I didn’t say anything.  I tried to imagine Marco incarcerated.  Three years.  While I was graduating from college, moving to Boston, living a dreamy carefree life he had been locked up in some hellish desert prison.  A deeper pain than I had ever known expanded in my chest.  
 
   Marco was watching me.  “You can’t pick and choose what parts you want and what parts you don’t, Angela.  I’m sorry.  That’s the guy I am.  And all those things I know damn well you remember about me from the past?  That’s who I am too.  And I also know none of it is good enough for you, no matter how much I want you.” His voice dropped an octave. “No matter how much I love you.”  He reached over and placed a hand across my stomach.  “I’m sorry,” he said.  
 
   Then he left.  I didn’t watch him go this time.  I didn’t wonder if he would turn around once more.  I started the car and drove back to Polaris Lane.  And it wasn’t until I turned the corner of my street that I realized one thing:  I could have gone after him. 
 
   I could have told him what was in my heart, that he was all I thought about, all I needed.  That I was wrong about him and about me and about the town I grudgingly treasured.  
 
   “How much I love you.”  
 
   I could have said it back to him.  
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621622]CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
   Grace was sitting on the couch thumbing through a magazine when I walked through the front door, pulling two suitcases after me.  
 
   “New issue of Good Housekeeping?”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Where’s Dad?”
 
   “Upstairs.  He knows you’re here.”  
 
   “Does he know everything?”
 
   “He knows you’ve come home.  And that you’re pregnant.”
 
   “That’s everything. Great.”  I struggled to drag both suitcases to my room.  My mother silently took one out of my hand and followed me.  
 
   I sat gingerly on the edge of my bed. The ‘Class of ‘82’ banner stared back at me.
 
   “Damn you,” I whispered.  
 
   “What?” Grace asked, rolling the suitcase next to my dresser.  
 
   “Nothing, Mom.”
 
   “You want to talk about it?”
 
   “Not with you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because you and Daddy have always enjoyed perfection,” I said, flopping onto my pillow, quite aware my voice had taken on a petulant, withering quality. “You don’t understand what it’s like for the rest of us, grabbing for the crumbs.”  
 
   “Don’t I?” my mother said softly, an ominous note in her voice.  
 
   Something about her tone made me sit up.  I stared at my mother as she chewed on a fingernail and looked off into the distance, not toward the small window on the opposite side of the room, but into the past.  
 
   Grace Franco Durant sighed and ran a hand through her hair.  She had stopped covering the gray last winter and what was left of the artificial color was slowly disappearing.  Yet, as she sat down and gazed at her grown, unhappy daughter she looked young, vulnerable.  
 
   “Mom?” I said.  
 
   Her brown eyes fixed on me clearly.  “Life isn’t orderly, Angela.  Things happen that you don’t expect.  And sometimes things don’t happen that you do expect.  Your father and I had been married for twelve years.  It was always the plan, you see.  Get married, get a house, start a family.  But in that last…” he voice trailed off and she shook her head.  “We watched a decade go by.  It seemed a baby was born here every other minute.  Our friends had three, four and sometimes even more children by 1960 and here we sat, your father and I, in an empty house, watching the carriages roll past.”  She smiled at me sadly.  “I always knew I was meant to be a mother but I despaired.  I couldn’t take one more day of smiling politely at the news of yet another birth.  And so, the week before Christmas, I packed a bag and took the bus to Albany.  And from there, New York City.”  
 
   This was a story I hadn’t heard before.  “And Daddy?”
 
   “I loved him, of course.  How could I not?  But I moved in with my sister, your indomitable Aunt Cecily, and refused to budge.”
 
   It was no family secret that my mother’s older sister was a lady unusual in her time.  Some called her a trailblazer.  Others called her something else.  She worked her way up the corporate ladder of one of the world’s largest department stores and offered no apologies for not following the rules of the day.  Never marrying, never having children.  Now, well into the age of retirement, she was still going strong as ever.   Only now the world had changed and the yearning women who came after, like me, had an easier time.  When my mother used to tell me I was a lot like Aunt Cecily I took it as a compliment.  
 
   “For how long?” I asked.  For I already knew how the story ended.  Grace had come home to Cross Point Village, to her husband.  She’d had the children she dreamed of.  I just didn’t know what had happened in the middle.  
 
   “Six months,” she said tersely and I was shocked.  I tried to imagine my fretful mother navigating the hectic world of Manhattan in her heels and her housewife frocks and found it difficult.  
 
   “I took a waitressing job,” she explained.  “Oh, Cecily offered to find me a nice office position but I declined, instead choosing to work in a small diner near Times Square.  It taught me a valuable lesson which I’d never learned my sheltered world of CPV, that many times it’s those who work the hardest who receive the least reward.  I met a woman named Molly who had been abandoned by her husband and was desperately trying to raise her young daughter alone, an uncommon feat in those days.  And then there was Ruby whose hands were so horribly gnarled with arthritis she could scarcely carry a plate and lived in terror of the approaching day that she wouldn’t be able to fend for herself anymore.”  
 
   I listened, captivated.  Never had I heard my mother speak so plainly.  I’d always known her to be kind to her friends and neighbors but, I’d assumed, rather narrow minded in her views on everything outside of her small daily circle.  
 
   My next question was bold.  “Was there another man?”
 
   She jerked, startled, and I knew I’d hit a nerve.  She stared down at the carefully manicured hands in her lap.  “He was a cook in the diner,” she said.  “He paid a lot of attention to me.  Darren was the sort who knew how to flatter a woman and since I fancied myself as worldly and cosmopolitan he let me see myself that way.  Still, it wasn’t serious.  But Alan didn’t know that when he showed up there one summer afternoon and found my hand folded into Darren’s as we drank coffee and talked about the unique season of a city in summertime.”  
 
   I was open-mouthed, feeling a wave of pity for my father.  “What did he do?”  I expected a story.   Hurtful words, a solid punch perhaps.  
 
   “Nothing,” my mother said.  
 
   “Nothing?”
 
   “He stared at me for a long moment and then turned around and left.  I felt like someone had let the air out of my soul.  I knew then how awful I was, how foolish.  And I knew that no man on earth would ever match your father in my heart.”  
 
   “So you came home,” I finished.  
 
   “So I came home,” she agreed.  “I didn’t tell him I was coming.  I didn’t tell anyone.  When I stepped off the bus early the next morning and into the familiar landscape of my hometown, my home, I nearly wept.  I didn’t even realize that I’d missed it.  Your father wasn’t here and he wasn’t at the store.  And my dear Angela, I had never been so frightened.  It was all catching up with me, my selfishness, my recklessness.”
 
   “But he forgave you.”  My mother’s story had stirred a quiet discomfort in my gut.  I wanted to skip to the happy part.  
 
   She nodded.  “I found him on the steps of the old town hall.   Doing nothing, just sitting.  It was Sunday and there was not a soul around.  He didn’t look up when I ran to him and so I stood several feet away, so close and yet in utter misery.  Finally he raised his head.  ‘Grace,’ he said.  ‘I don’t need to know everything.  No one ever does.’   And I gave him the only answer I had.  ‘I love you,’ I said.  And he nodded, finally rising and folding me against him.  ‘I know, sweetheart.  I know.’  And so we walked back the long way to Polaris Lane, to home.  And a year later your brother was born.  And then there was you.  So the universe gave me my dream.  I was lucky.  Not everyone is.”  
 
   “No,” I agreed.  “Not everyone is.”  
 
   “That was a nice story, wasn’t it?” said my father’s voice.  
 
   I looked up to see him standing in the doorway of my bedroom.  He was talking to me but looking at my mother.  
 
   “She forgot something, though.  That maybe if we hadn’t found one another so young and in such an expectant time she could have found a different dream.”
 
   “Alan,” said my mother in a weary voice.  “You were always my dream.  The other things I fleetingly thought I wanted, they weren’t what lasted.  I thought you knew.”  
 
   My father stared at her for a moment.  “Welcome home, Angela,” he said, and then left us alone again.  
 
   Grace’s lips were pursed as she gazed after him.  “Do you want my help unpacking?”
 
   “No, it can wait until tomorrow.”  
 
   Or the day after that, or the day after that.  
 
   It was beginning to sink in what I’d done.  That I’d be staring at that ‘Class of ‘82’ banner for a good long time, perhaps forever.  
 
   “I think I’m going to try to get some sleep now.”  
 
   “Okay, sweetie.” She patted my knee.  “Good night.”
 
   “Good night, Mom.”  
 
   I laid down on top of the covers fully dressed.  Before I fell asleep I pulled a pillow over my ear.  I did it so I wouldn’t hear the noisy engine of his motorcycle when he finally rolled into his driveway.  
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   I awoke the next morning to the sound of absolute stillness.  I cursed as I rubbed at my eyes.  I’d forgotten to remove my contacts again.  After a quick shower I found my mother sitting alone in the kitchen.  
 
   “Where is Dad?”
 
   She looked at me with surprise.  “He’s at the store already.  They have some product coming in today and he needed to be there before 7.”
 
   “Well, let me get dressed and I’ll get down there.”
 
   My mother was still looking at me oddly.  I sighed and explained.  
 
   “If I’m going to make a life here then I need to have a livelihood.  I figure the family business is a good place to start.”
 
   Her eyes flickered with something which looked like admiration.  “Good for you, Angela.”
 
   “You think Dad will go for it?”
 
   “Yes,” she smiled.  “I do.”  
 
   As I dressed I heard the doorbell.  My heart pounded as I figured it had to be Marco.  I still didn’t know what to say to him.  If I flung myself in his arms and professed my undying love, what would that solve?  I’d been wrong to think that it was neat and simple for anyone.  I’d been wrong about a lot of things.  
 
   “Angie,” my mom knocked on my door.  “Krista is here to see you.”  
 
   Krista?
 
   I winced.  What the hell did my ornery cousin want?  Lord only knew what Keith had told her about his run in with me and Marco last night.  If he was wise he wouldn’t have said anything but no one ever accused Keith French of lavish intelligence.  
 
   My defenses were raised before I even walked into the living room but when I saw her I stopped short.  She was pale and her hair looked unwashed.  She smiled at me meekly.  “Hey, Angie.  I think we need to talk.”  
 
   “All right,” I agreed, still wary.  
 
   Krista glanced at my mother who hovered and watched us nervously.  “How about we go for a walk?”
 
   “Sure, Krista.”  
 
   As I passed my mother on the way out the door she raised her eyebrows.  I shrugged.  
 
   Krista waited for me at the end of the driveway.  She stared across the street at Marco’s house.  There was no sign of any movement in the dark windows.  
 
   I started walking down the sidewalk and Krista fell in step beside me.  
 
   “Cindy’s watching the kids,” she explained.  
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   I glanced at her sideways.  She wore no makeup and chewed on a fingernail.  “Keith told me what happened.”
 
   I stopped.  “Did he?”
 
   “Yeah.  Shannon called me too so I know it was the truth.  He feels like shit, Angie.  Really, he’s sorry.”  She glanced back at Marco’s house.  “And he won’t be making any trouble, I swear.”  
 
   “He better not.”
 
   Krista sighed.  “It’s not you he’s all bent out of shape about.  It’s not even Marco.”  She looked at me earnestly.  “I’m trying Angela.  I mean, I’ve got all these kids, I kind of have to.  But Keith and me, we’re a work in progress.”  
 
   I nudged her shoulder.  “We all are, Krista.”  
 
   She wiped at her eyes.  “You know how hard it is to admit all this to you?”
 
   “Me?  Why?  You don’t even like me.” 
 
   Krista looked at me strangely.  “Why do you think that?  No, never mind. I know why.  Because I was a total bitch to you from the time we hit puberty.”
 
   “Could be.”
 
   “You always said you’d get out of here.  And you did.”  
 
   I laughed out loud. “And right back like a boomerang.”  
 
   “Yeah, I heard that.  Our moms talk every day you know.”
 
   “Did you hear why?”
 
   Krista stared up at the high tree branches, her voice small.  “Yes.”  
 
   We reached the end of the street.  Krista paused, staring down the length of Polaris Lane.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, not looking at me.  “That we were never friends.”  And then she started to walk quickly away, down the next block.  I watched her get halfway down neighboring Sky Lane before I called out to her.  She turned around.  
 
   “I just wanted to say that if you ever need a babysitter, then give me a call.  After all, I’ll be around.”  
 
   She nodded, a smile flashing across her face.  “I will, Angela.  Thanks.”  
 
   
***
 
   I drove the short distance to Main Street and parked the car in front of Durant’s Drugstore.  My father had fixed the sign.  I stared at it for a long moment, thinking about three generations of Durants who had gotten by due to this modest establishment.  When I was a teen the store had been an albatross around my neck.  I worked there after school every day and was often required to come in weekends as well.  At times I hated the store.  At other times I was indifferent to whether it would survive.  I’d never appreciated it.    
 
   The tiny bells were still above the door and they sang gaily when I pulled the handle.  The last time I had walked in there had ended in a vicious argument with my father.  He’d said things out of fear and hurt.  The same way I had lashed out at Marco.  Unconsciously my hand went to my stomach.  
 
   “Didn’t get to see you last time,” Nancy called from the cash register.  I looked into her broad, pleasant face and she smiled.  
 
   “How are the dogs?”  I asked.  Nancy Krejnicki had been a rough lady in her day.  She ran with one of the motorcycle clubs on the arm of a dangerous man who died young and violently.  Or so I was told.  I never knew her as anything but mild and frumpy and forever chatting about her squad of little Welsh Corgis.  
 
   Nancy’s face lit up and she laughed amiably about Jack and Jill, her original breeding pair.  Nancy was very expressive when she spoke, gesturing effusively.  I caught myself staring at a tattoo on her right arm.  It was a five point star with a banner across the top.  I couldn’t make out the words but that seemed unimportant.  I watched Nancy Krejnicki and my mind wandered, thinking about who she had been, what she had seen.  She had worked for my father for nearly ten years and I didn’t know her at all, not really.  For some reason the idea brought back my mother’s strange, emotional confession.  Grace told me things I would never have guessed.  It begged a question:  What did anyone really know about anyone else?
 
   “No one needs to know everything.”  
 
   Where had I heard that before?  
 
   Marco…
 
   Nancy clucked.  “Well doll, you’re about a million miles removed from me so I’ll stop jawing your ear off.”
 
   “I’m sorry Nancy.”
 
   Her blue eyes were sympathetic.  “No apologies.  We’ve all got our troubles.  Just don’t let yours dissolve you.”  Nancy seemed to think that was the end of the conversation.  She disappeared into the back storeroom, whistling a Barbra Streisand song.  
 
   I sighed and shuffled restlessly over to the sandwich counter.   When I looked up, Anthony Durant, dead for forty five years, was staring at me in his frozen youth.  I had never realized how much he looked like my brother.  Both were broad-shouldered, light haired and classically handsome.  Tony was of course named for that lost uncle.  At the time it must have seemed to my parents like an optimistic gesture.  
 
   “Do you miss him?” I asked.  
 
   I’d heard my father sighing out of his back office, waiting for me to turn around.  I spun and faced his tired expression.  
 
   Alan Durant nodded slowly.  “I miss them,” he said.  
 
   Anthony Durant, brother.  Anthony Durant, son.  He had lost them both in different, awful ways.  
 
   “Daddy,” I said softly.  “I’m here.”  
 
   Yes, I was here.  And not just for a breezy visit, always looking toward the moment I could reasonably take my leave.  I was here to stay.  
 
   My father softly cried when I hugged him.  There was a lot there which didn’t need to be said.  Of love and forgiveness, of trust and acceptance.  Finally I pulled back, laughing.  
 
   “You fixed the soda fountain after all.”  
 
   My father nodded.  “You do have a few good ideas.”
 
   “I’ve got more than ideas, Dad.  I’ve got some money in savings.  I want to invest in the store.”
 
   My father shook his head.  “You’ll need your money for other things, Angie,” he scolded, obliquely referring to my delicate condition.  
 
   “I need to make a living,” I told him flatly.  “And I mean to do it right here.”
 
   I didn’t wait for him to say anything.  I picked up a dust rag and began running it over the counter, my mind sorting through options.  We would model the revamp after the retro décor of my grandfather’s time.  It would be sleek and simple.  With the closing of the diner several years earlier there were no other places to eat along Main Street.  I stopped in front of the large front window and began spraying Windex.  From there I had a good view of the Maple Street bars, including The Cave.  The street played quiet host to a handful of motorcycles but it was Friday.  Later on the row would be hopping.  It seemed I’d heard one of the clubs kept their house in an old mansion on the outskirts of town. 
 
   I didn’t spent the whole day staring up the street waiting for Marco’s bike to pull up, although thoughts of him struck me at variable times.  A handful of customers sifted in and out, local people.  At one point the bells on the door jingled and I looked up into a wizened face I recognized as Marco’s friend.  
 
   “Hello, Angie,” he said casually as if he were used to seeing me every day.   He nodded to Nancy.  “Nan.”  
 
   “Hey Captain,” Nancy hailed with warmth, obviously well acquainted with our tough customer.  
 
   Captain hunkered onto a wobbly counter stool as I offered to get him something to drink.  
 
   “I’ll take a Coke,” he smiled.  
 
   As I put the fizzing cup in front of him he regarded me thoughtfully.  “Marco said his girl was back in town.”  
 
   I raised an eyebrow.  “His girl?  That’s what he said?”
 
   Captain laughed.  “That’s what he meant.” 
 
   “There’s a difference.”
 
   “Not really.”  
 
   Nancy stood lingered in front of the cosmetics aisle and watched us with interest.  I concentrated on stacking Styrofoam cups.  “What else did he mean?”
 
   Captain picked up his cup, leaving a bill behind on the counter.  He waved to Nancy and then grinned at me cryptically.  “I think,” he said, “you need to do your own translating from here on out.”   He looked around casually, his gaze resting for a moment on Anthony Durant’s photo.  
 
   “We’re going to get the lunch counter up and running again,” I said helpfully.  
 
   “Hmm,” said Captain.  “I like ham sandwiches.”  He walked out the door and I noticed how he still wore his leather jacket even though the August afternoon was hot as blazes.  
 
   My father had stepped out of the back.  “Who was that?” he asked, squinting.  
 
   “That,” Nancy shook her head, “was one of the last of the gentleman.”  She picked up a broom and began humming again, preferring to keep her secrets to herself.  
 
   As the summer light grew softer one of the Boyle sisters came traipsing through with a herd of children.  But rather than being irritated by their rude noise and judging the worn appearance of their mother, I smiled at Katie Boyle Grant and watched the raucous children with fascination.  Their small hands left some sticky fingerprints on the door.  I started to wipe it down and my gaze once again lingered on the increasing number of bikes lining Maple Street as the evening descended.   And as I watched sunlight glinting off metal handlebars I felt almost hopeful.
 
   ***
 
   Nancy took off at 6pm, eager to get home to her dogs.  Not five minutes after she left my mother walked in with a big picnic basket.  My father carefully faced the ‘Closed’ sign outward and locked the door.  
 
   The three of us sat on the floor by the cash register on a plaid wool blanket and ate carefully made meatball subs.  
 
   “We used to do this,” I said wistfully, struck by the familiarity of the setting.  
 
   “Every Friday night,” confirmed my mother.  “Until you kids grew old enough to be embarrassed by the idea.”  
 
   I chewed.  “I’m not embarrassed now.”  Out of the corner of my eye I saw my father place a weathered hand over his wife’s.  Their mutual glance spoke volumes.  Sometimes it was a lonely feeling being with my parents.  I remember thinking that even as a child.  As if their connection couldn’t be rivaled by even the bonds of parenthood.  I felt lonely now, but for a different reason.  
 
   “Have you seen him?” I asked, looking down into my sandwich.  
 
   “No,” said Grace.  “I thought I heard him pull his bike out of the garage late this afternoon, but that’s all.”  
 
   “Oh.”  I felt a sudden lurch deep in the pit of my stomach and had to put the sandwich down.  Heavy metal music blasted out of one of the bars.   
 
   My father’s voice was gentle.  “He must be at The Cave right now, Angela.”  
 
   “I know.”  I thought about last night.  And the night before that.  The rawness of it hurt me.  
 
   “I think,” I finally said, “that for tonight I’m just going to head home with my mom and dad and fall asleep in my own bed.”  I couldn’t look at them.  “That okay?”
 
   My father started to speak.  He might have intended to urge me to face Marco sooner rather than later.  But my mother already knew what he was going to say and didn’t like it. She shushed him with a touch.  “Of course it’s okay, sweetie.”  
 
   I gave my car keys to my father.  He had walked to the store that morning.  My mother climbed into the passenger side and I stretched out on the backseat, feeling like a newly regressed child.  My cheek touched Marco’s leather jacket, which was still sprawled across the backseat.  I had forgotten about it.  I pushed it off into the corner, not wishing to inhale any scent which brought him to mind.  I was so awfully tired. Despite the fact that Polaris Lane was five minutes of slow driving away, I dozed off, awakening to my mother’s gentle shake.  I went to my room in a half conscious haze, not undressing as I curled into a ball on the center of my bed. I didn’t even need to cover my ears to avoid the sound of Marco’s eventual return.  My sleep was deep and dreamless.  
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc381621624]CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
   Before I even opened my eyes I knew it was too early for sunrise.  My hands gingerly roamed across my stomach.  It had never been flat but now when I pressed there was also a new hardness in the middle.  Late March, the doctor had said of my due date.  A changeable time of year when the calendar insisted that spring was imminent but the New England weather often disagreed, unwilling to relinquish its blustery clutch.  I would need to find a local doctor now.  
 
   Alan Durant was going through his morning routine in uncharacteristically quiet fashion.  When I padded down the hall I could hear low whispers.  I cleared my throat and my parents looked at me, startled.  
 
   “Dad,” I said firmly, “I’ll be ready in twenty minutes.”
 
   He put his coffee cup down.  “You don’t have to dive right in, Angela.  Why don’t you take some time-“
 
   “No,” I shook my head.  “I’m starting today.”
 
   My father stared at me for a long moment with something like grudging respect.  “All right,” he said.  “I’ll be waiting.”  
 
   “You want some breakfast, Angie?” asked my mother.
 
   “Cereal is fine.  I’ll get it.”  
 
   As promised I was at my father’s side in twenty minutes.  He got into the passenger side of my car and we drove the short distance to the store in silence.      
 
   It was Nancy’s day off so aside from a handful of customers my father and I had plenty of time to talk business.  
 
   “You want to use the Boyles for the counter work?” I asked, rubbing my eyes, my head already uncomfortably full of ledgers and inventory lists.  It had been a long morning.  
 
   He nodded absently.  “The Boyles are fine.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll go ferret them out today and see when they can start.  Monday morning I’ll visit Berkshire Bank and arrange to have all of my funds transferred from Boston.”  
 
   “Angela,” my father said softly.  
 
   I shook my head.  “I don’t want to hear it Dad.  This is my choice.”  
 
   “No, I wasn’t going to try to talk you out of using your money.”  He smiled ruefully.  “In fact I believe you may be onto something.  There’s some life in this place yet.”  He stared out the window towards Maple Street.  “It may not look like my idyllic vision, but I could have been too quick to despair. I was wrong.”   
 
   I was wrong.  He looked at me with wide gray eyes, the ones which ran through the Durant line as a curiously dominant trait.  I had them.  Tony had them.  My child would likely have them.  His voice emerged with hoarse difficulty.  “Angela, I am so incredibly proud that you are my daughter.”
 
   I choked out a short laugh.  “Knocked up and all?”
 
   He patted my hand, smiling.  “And all.”  
 
   I left the store in the early afternoon to go search out the Boyles.  Now that we had agreed upon a plan, I was eager to get started.  It wasn’t until I was parked in front of the old Boyle house that I realized I had no idea if the brothers actually still lived there.  
 
   After walking up the path to the boxy little house which was the same model as my own, I rang the doorbell several times, listening to the echo of silence.  I sighed.  Of course there were any number of people I could question to track down the Boyle brothers.  But only one kept popping into my head.  I knew it was time to talk to him.  Perhaps a mundane inquiry would go a long way towards breaking the ice between us.  
 
   I got back into my car and drove slowly to my house, dodging the roving bands of kids who were enjoying the afternoon freedom of waning summer.  I felt a bit lightheaded as I crossed the street and stood on the front porch.  I rapped my knuckles on the heavy front door and waited, not daring to try the knob.  My heart leapt into my throat when I heard the thick sigh of the door being pulled back.  
 
   He was as tall as his brother but not as muscular.  He smiled at me in a pleasant way but didn’t exude the raw, sexual energy which had taken my breath away one fateful summer afternoon.  
 
   “Angie Durant.  It’s been quite some time.”
 
   I tried to smile back.  “Hello, Damien. Yeah, it’s been a few years.  Sorry, I didn’t know you were in town.” 
 
   He gestured toward the curb, laughing.  “No one else in this county drives one of those.”
 
   I swiveled around in confusion.   I’d been so distracted by the concept of seeing Marco that I failed to notice the black Ferrari with New York plates parked in front of his house.  “Impressive,” I muttered.  
 
   Damien leaned against the door jamb, watching me thoughtfully.  “Marco isn’t here right now.  Why don’t you come in for a minute, Angie?”  He raised an eyebrow.  “That way you won’t be able to hang up on me.”  
 
   I looked at the ground.  “Yeah, sorry about that.”  I followed Damien into the Bendetti house.  As I walked into the familiar surroundings my heart contracted a bit, remembering the last time I’d been here.  
 
   Damien headed for the kitchen.  “Yeah, that cop friend of his came by needing some help.”  
 
   “Tom Hennessy?” 
 
   “I think so.  He’s got a broken down Mustang he’s got to sell and Marco’s helping him get into shape.”  Damien opened the refrigerator, peering inside.  “Marco thought I might be able to work something out but in my business I’ve got no use for a derelict unrestored muscle car.”  
 
   I sat in one of the shabby kitchen chairs.  “What is your business, Damien?  I thought you worked on Wall Street.”  
 
   He didn’t look away from the fridge.  “Nope,” was all he said.  
 
   I folded my hands in my lap, feeling a sense of unreality.  I wracked my brain but couldn’t recall a single conversation I’d ever had with Damien Bendetti.  
 
   Damien drummed his fingers on the fridge.  “Hey you want a drink of…” he paused, “milk?”  He offered me a bemused smile and I knew in a flash that he was well aware of my pregnancy.  
 
   Without awaiting my answer he retrieved one of the ugly fish mugs I remembered and carefully filled it with milk, setting it on the table.  Then he cracked open a beer and sat facing me.  
 
   “You know,” he said, peering critically at the Budweiser label, “I never drink this shit except when I’m back here.”  
 
   “Yeah,” I nodded, taking a sip of milk.  “I know the feeling.”  I set the mug back down. So how’s the bar doing?”
 
   Damien brightened.  “Very well actually.  Marco turns out to have a knack for managing the place which works out well for both of us.”  He shrugged.  “Locals like him, biker crowd likes him and it’s all good for business.”  
 
   “Well, I’m glad.  It’s important to him.”  
 
   Damien’s expression changed, his eyes fixed on my face and serious.  “He’s had a rough time,” he said quietly.  
 
   I met his gaze.  “I know.”
 
   Damien sighed.  “Ma and I, we weren’t sure we’d ever get him back.  I know it eats him alive, that he wasn’t here when she was dying.”  His face crumbled slightly.  “I should have done more.  But you know he was floundering out there getting mixed up in all kinds of shit and I figured that it wasn’t my fucking problem.”  Damien moodily ripped the tab off the can.  “I should have considered the fact that he wasn’t a problem.  He was my damn brother.”  
 
   I looked out the window and across the street at the house I’d grown up in.  
 
   “Brothers,” I said softly, shaking my head.
 
   “Brothers,” Damien agreed.  “You don’t hear from him much, huh?”
 
   “Tony?  Hell no. And every time we do, we sort of wish we hadn’t.”  
 
   “Well,” said Damien gently.  “Maybe someday, right?”
 
   “Maybe.”  
 
   “What are you going to do, Angela?”
 
   The question caught me off guard in its directness.  
 
   “Well,” I said carefully, “I’m here.  And I plan on staying here.”  
 
   Damien nodded vaguely, as if pleased that I had confirmed something for him.  “Okay.  I won’t ask you anything else.”
 
   “Can I ask you something, Damien?”
 
   He looked at me in a guarded way which reminded me eerily of his brother.  “You can.”
 
   “You mentioned you have no use in your business for a broken down muscle car.  What about a two year old luxury vehicle?”
 
   Damien stared at me, then looked out the window, motioning to my BMW.  “Yours?”
 
   “For now.  But I think you would agree it’s not really Cross Point-ish.”
 
   He laughed.  “No, it’s not.”  
 
   “I just need something to get me from place to place.  I don’t need a showy ornament. Whatever money I get I’m going to invest in Durant’s.”  
 
   Damien clasped his hands in front of him.  “Well then,” he said gamely.  “Let’s talk.”
 
   ***
 
   Despite my protests Damien had been overly generous.  I supposed the fact that I would be mother to his niece or nephew had something to do with it.  
 
   Mother.
 
   I’d been grappling with the idea of the pregnancy for weeks.  I’d even begun envisioning the child who would eventually emerge.  But as I stopped dead in the middle of Oak Street I let the word ‘Mother’ rattle around in my head for a minute.  It wasn’t what I’d envisioned for myself.  But now that it was happening I yearned for it almost desperately.   
 
   The Hennessy’s garage was open and a scruffy blue Mustang sat in the driveway.  But I saw Marco’s broad muscular back bent over the hood before I saw anything else.  
 
   Tom Hennessy came around the side of the car, running a hand through his rapidly thinning hair.  “Angela!” he said with astonishment and Marco jerked as if he’d been shot.  He swore profusely as his head bumped the underside of the hood.  
 
   I stuffed my hands in my pockets.  “Hi, Tom.”
 
   Tom Hennessy smiled at me, nervously glancing at Marco.  “You looking for this guy?”
 
   “Always,” I whispered, more to myself than to the men, as Marco stared at me silently.  I shook my head.  “But I walked out here to talk to you.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah.  See, I’m partnering with my dad at the store.  So I sold my absurdly priced Beamer to get some cash to make some changes.  Thing is, I still need a car.  And I heard you had one you were trying to sell.”
 
   Tom looked doubtfully from me to the Mustang.  “You want this car?”
 
   “Does it run?”
 
   He smiled.  “Well enough.  Marco’s helped me do some work on it the last few weeks so I could unload it.”
 
   Marco crossed his arms, addressing Tom.  “It still ain’t in great shape.”
 
   I was annoyed that Marco had yet to acknowledge me.  “Tom?” I asked irritably.  “How long until it is in great shape?”
 
   Poor Tom kept glancing between us helplessly.  I recalled how his wife, Cindy, had cursed him out for cleaning out their funds to buy the car in the first place.   I could tell he was intrigued by my offer to take it off his hands but was reluctant to upset his best buddy.
 
   “Tell the buyer it’ll be a few days,” said Marco stonily, staring up the street at nothing.
 
   “A few days would be fine, Tom.  What’s your asking price?”
 
   Tom sighed.  “Shit, Angie, I’d be grateful as hell just to get most of what I paid for it.”
 
   “And what did you pay for it?”
 
   With some reluctance he told me and I nodded.  
 
   “I can cover that.”  I reached into my purse and pulled out my checkbook.  “I’ll give you a $500 deposit.  So do we have a deal, Tom?”
 
   Tom Hennessy breathed a long sigh of relief, but not before earning Marco’s curt nod.   He reached out to shake my hand.  “We do have a deal, Angie.  You know what?  I’m going to go in the house and write something up all legal and official.  Can you hold on a few minutes?”
 
   “I can hold on longer than that,” I said, watching Marco hunker back down into the car’s innards.  
 
   The screen door of the Hennessy house whined to close and the only sound was the click of Marco’s wrench as he grappled with something inside the car.  I waited, refusing to break into pleasantries while he was being a jackass.  
 
   “What’s this about?” he finally asked, still not looking at me. 
 
   I crossed my arms.  “You have ears.  You heard.”
 
   Marco tossed the wrench into a metal toolbox in the driveway.  His throw was a little too hard and the tool bounced out and onto the cement.  He sighed heavily and closed the hood of the car, leaning on it with his fists clenched.  His hands were mottled with grease.  The black streaks bled into the tattoos which covered his arms.  
 
   “So you need a car,” he said.  “And you decided that you need this car?”
 
   “I need a car,” I answered carefully.  “And I figured why not this car?  Sounds like your pal could really use the money for it.  And,” I lowered my voice, “he’s been a good friend to you.”  
 
   Marco looked at me with a hard expression, knowing I referred to the other night when Tom had blown off the public scuffle with Krista’s husband.  Tom, as an officer of the law, knew the trouble that could make for a man who had a record.  Marco laughed slightly.
 
   “He’s not expecting to be paid for that, Angie.”
 
   “Goddammit,” I swore.  “There’s no winning with you, is there?  Either I’m an arrogant bitch or I’m making an ass out of myself by trying too hard.  Well fuck you.  I’m buying this car and I’m staying in town and I’m having your baby.”
 
   Marco whispered a curse and he shook his head slowly.  The look in his eyes was agony.  “You think I don’t want you here?  Is that it?  Angela, I want you more than anything.”  He started to walk away, his head down.  “I’m sorry if I didn’t make that clear.”
 
   Before I could even gather my thoughts into an answer he revved the engine of his bike and took off down the street.  
 
   Tom must have been watching from the window.  As soon as Marco was gone he emerged from the house.  He looked at me sympathetically.  “I won’t even ask.  Cindy says I have to talk you into sticking around for dinner.”  He held the door open.  “So how about it?”
 
   “Well,” I said, following him inside.  “I’m afraid my appetite is inconsistent these days, but I could sure use the company.”  
 
   It was remarkably pleasant sitting in the Hennessy’s tiny kitchen, forking up gooey bites of macaroni and cheese with the happy bustle of a young family all around me.  Several times I caught small touches of affection between Tom and Cindy. Given the harsh words they had exchanged the last time I saw them together it was a relief to see Cindy’s hand rest on her husband’s shoulder.  Love looked different for everyone, I supposed.  Some settled into the happy comfort of many companionable years and didn’t discuss whatever struggles had passed.  For others the tumultuous journey was still underway.  It was never simple apparently.  
 
   I held the youngest Hennessy daughter in my lap for a while and enjoyed the way her small hands tugged at my long hair.  With a jolt I realized at this time next year I would have one of my own. 
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   Tom insisted on driving me home in his old Volkswagon Beetle.  Once we were alone in the car he kept glancing at me shyly.  
 
   “Look, Angie.  I just wanted to say thanks.  And don’t tell me that you needed to buy the car.  You could have bought any car.”  
 
   I managed a weak grin.  “Ye Olde Cross Point Cannons need to stick together.”
 
   Tom coughed.  “You’re all he talks about.”
 
   I looked out the window in silence.  I could see the peaked roof of the town hall.  Tom pushed on anyway. 
 
   “Look I know it’s none of my damn business but I’ve known that guy forever.  He’s never been wild like this about anyone.  Really.”  
 
   “Is it enough?” I whispered.  
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing, Tom.”  He pulled in front of my house and my hand was on the door before he even came to a complete stop.  The BMW was still parked out front.  Damien had mentioned he would have one of his ‘people’ drive up here to tote it back to the Empire state.  
 
   “Hey,” said Tom, leaning over after I’d exited the car, “I’ll get the Mustang up and running by Monday.  Sound good?”
 
   I rubbed my neck, feeling suddenly very tired.  “That would be great.  Thanks.”  I waved as Tom Hennessy made a sweep down the dead end of Polaris Lane and headed out.  
 
   As I stood on the sidewalk in front of my house a green maple leaf fluttered down, tickling the top of my head before dropping sadly into the grass.  Looking up, I was struck by the new uneven tilt of the tree.  I ran my fingers over the dry bark of the trunk.  It had taken decades for its branches to grow and spread enough to provide a thick canopy of cover.  And then one powerful wind gust in a summer storm had changed that.  It seemed unfair.  My father hadn’t liked to admit that the tree would likely need to come down.  
 
   “Home Free!”
 
   The words rang in my ears as I pressed my forehead against the rugged bark.  I remembered exactly where they had come from.  
 
   ***
 
   A game of Hide and Seek was a grand neighborhood event on an ordinary day.  But on the afternoon of the annual block party it was practically mythical.  Kids from neighboring streets would sift over to Polaris Lane.  Anyone’s yard was fair game.  Houses were off limits.  We played and wandered away and then returned to play again.  
 
   I was only five or six, scarcely old enough to understand the rules.  But my brother, Tony, was ‘It’ and I was determined not to let him catch me.  As he faced the small maple tree in our front yard and began counting to twenty five, I froze, panicking.  I stared at the backs of the other children as they scrambled to find a place to hide.  There were adults milling about everywhere but they scarcely noticed us.  This was our game alone.  
 
   Tony had counted to fifteen and I still hadn’t moved.  With a burst of energy in my short legs I ran across the street to the Kilbourne’s house.  There was a small wooden shed in their backyard.  I could only hope no one else had thought to hide there.  
 
   As I pulled the creaky door open and stepped into the musty interior I heard Tony finish at twenty five.
 
   “Ready or not, here I come!”  
 
   I closed the door and breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
   “Who’s there?” whispered a voice in the darkness and I squealed.  
 
   “It’s me.  It’s Angela,” I whispered back, my heart pounding.  I wondered who had thought of my hiding place first.  
 
   “Oh,” said the voice.  “It’s Marco.”  
 
   I frowned.  Marco was my age but he was Tony’s friend.  I backed away from him as he stepped out of the darkness and joined me.  He opened the door a crack, peering out.  
 
   “I don’t see him,” he said.  Then he turned to me and grinned.  “Come on, let’s try for home.”  
 
   I shook my head.  “He’ll catch us.” 
 
   “He won’t catch me.”  
 
   “Well then you go.” 
 
   Marco nudged me.  “Come on, Angela.  We may not get another chance.”  
 
   I bit my lip.  Tony was fast but I had seen Marco run before and knew he was equally speedy.  I, on the other hand, was the slowest runner in my class.    
 
   So I didn’t know what made me say, “All right,” and follow Marco into the sunlight.  
 
   My heard pounded as we crept slowly out of the Kilbourne’s backyard.  As I peered around the corner of the garage I only saw adults.   A distant child’s cry of complaint reached my ears as Tony discovered someone’s carefully chosen hideout.  The thin maple tree in front of my house which served as home base stood lonely and unguarded. 
 
   Marco pulled at my hand.  “Now!”  
 
   I followed him without thinking.  He could have beaten me there by a mile but he didn’t.  He waited, pulling me along, yelling “Hurry, Angela!” until we reached the safety of my front yard.  Our small hands reached out at the same time and touched the surface of the tree.  
 
   “Home Free!”  We yelled it together.  
 
   I had hugged the tree and giggled.  And when I looked up, Marco had been standing there, watching me and grinning.  
 
   ***
 
   “Home Free,” I whispered, affectionately patting the tired maple tree.  
 
   My eyes filled with tears and I began to feel rather silly.  After all, I was standing in the front yard mooning over a tree.   What was happening to me?   I sniffed and gave a little laugh, chalking these odd moments of melancholy up to pregnancy hormones.  Which I supposed I needed to get used to.  
 
   The sudden noise of a garage door’s squeaky hinges made me jump a little.  I froze as Marco emerged on his motorcycle.  He had to have seen me.  There was really no way he could avoid noticing me though sunglasses obscured his eyes and for a moment I was sure he would ride down the street without saying a thing.  
 
   He turned out of the driveway and headed toward Sky Lane before making an abrupt U-turn.   My breath caught by the unreal sense of deja-vu as Marco Bendetti idled at the curb while I stood under the maple tree.  
 
   When he spoke I knew he remembered too.  “Want a ride?”
 
   I smiled.  “Not right now.”  
 
   “I thought not,” he said more to himself than to me.  He did not grin with amusement as he had that day seven years ago when he had asked me the same question in the same place.  We stared at one another for a tense moment.  Then Marco gunned the engine and drove away as I tiredly retreated to the house.  
 
   My parents were out back, making use of the waning sunlight to prune the rose garden.  Every year my mother made perfumed rose water from the crushed petals.  So absorbed were they in their tedious task they didn’t notice me at first.  
 
   Grace wasn’t wearing gloves and winced when her fingers fell victim to a thorn.  Alan absently drew her hand to his lips and kissed it.  He finally glanced up, surprised to see me hovering at the mouth of the backyard.  
 
   “You were gone so long I figured I’d head home and let Nancy close up the store.  How’d it go with the Boyles?”
 
   “The Boyles,” I repeated, rubbing my eyes.  “I forgot.”  
 
   My father clicked his pruning shears.  “Was that Marco who roared out of here a few minutes ago?”  
 
   “Who else?”  
 
   My parents glanced at one another.  My mother’s voice was gentle.  “Do you want to talk about it, Angela?  About him?”
 
   “No.  I need to sort this out myself.”  I started to trudge toward the side door when my father called my name.  I turned around.
 
   “What is it I always told you about roses?”
 
   “Come on, Dad.  I’m not in the mood for riddles.”  
 
   His gray eyes didn’t leave my face.  “Humor me.”  
 
   I thought for a moment.  “I don’t know.  I guess you always said roses were tough to grow.”
 
   “Yes.  They require a lot of effort.  But if you care for them enough…”
 
   “You’ll be rewarded,” I finished.  “I get it.”
 
   “Do you?” asked my mother.  
 
   I didn’t answer her.  All the events of the past few days were catching up with me.  I wanted nothing more than to curl into my bed and sleep until it was a different day.  
 
   The comfort of the small bedroom in the front of the house almost made me weep.   I kicked off my shoes and sank onto the quilted coverlet, trying to forget at least for a little while about all of the moments tiny and momentous which had gotten me to this point in time.  Moments were funny.  The overwhelming majority passed by in unremarkable fashion.  Then there are the ones which change our destinies.  I looked at the ceiling.  One such moment had been in this room.  But how different would it have been if Brian had never humiliated me?  Would I have been so willingly reckless? 
 
   And then there are moments we wish had gone differently.   What would I have done if Marco had only turned around on a rainy Fourth of July night?  If he had said the things to me then which came out later?  Later, when my heart had hardened after so many weeks alone in Boston.  Later, when there was so much anger and confusion between us.
 
   “How much I love you.”
 
   I left the bed and crept over the corner of the bedroom where earlier in the day I had casually deposited all of the personal effects removed from the car I had sold to Marco’s brother.  I pressed his leather jacket against my body.  I pushed my face into the rough folds and inhaled it, wishing for him, feeling him.  
 
   Part of me still wanted nothing but to crawl back into bed.  But I wasn’t going to let another night pass.  It was time to stop waiting for the right moment to come to me.  
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   An hour later my mother was curled up on the living room sofa avidly watching one of those police dramas where everyone darts around tensely for an hour.  My father stood nearby, buttoning a fresh shirt and humming to himself.  
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked him.  
 
   He looked me over.  “I could ask you the same question.”  
 
   I smoothed the folds of my dress.  “Just out.”  
 
   My mother smiled at me gently.  “I don’t think you need a jacket, Angela.”
 
   I hugged my arms around the leather.  “Yes, I do.  I definitely need a jacket.”  
 
   “Well,” said my father.  “I decided to go back to the store for a bit.  Let Nancy off the hook.”  
 
   “Can I have a ride?”  
 
   “You may have a ride.”  
 
   I rolled my eyes.  “Ever the grammar police.”  
 
   Once we were settled into the ancient Dodge pickup, my father squinted into the darkness, the ignition key poised midair.  “Do you love him, Angie?”
 
   So much I can hardly breathe.  
 
   But I had a question of my own.  “Dad?  Why did you take so long?  To go after Mom after she ran off to New York?”
 
   Alan Durant inserted the ignition key and sighed, staring at the streetlights of Polaris Lane.  “Because I wanted to give her a chance to make up her mind on her own terms.  Because I didn’t know what I’d find there.  And because I was angry.”  He wanted me to understand.  “Can you blame me?”
 
   “No, Dad.  I can’t.”  I rolled down the creaky truck window and breathed in the summer air as we began moving.  The heavy rains of the prior weeks had given even more green life to Cross Point Village.  I could smell the fresh new growth under the layer of summer humidity.  Here and there lightning bugs flickered.  On nights like this all of us kids used to catch them by the dozens and deposit them in old mason jars with holes cut into the lids.  “Yes,” I finally said.  “I do love him.”  
 
   I looked down at my lap as we reached Durant’s.  Steadfast Nancy was sweeping the floor inside.  She waved at me as I climbed out of the truck, once more nervously running my hands over my dress.  Marco had seen me in this dress before.  I wore it the day of the block party.  I had told him that was when I lost my way.  Nothing could have been further from the truth.  
 
   “Courage, Angela,” my father said, not unkindly, as he opened the door to Durant’s.  The bells above the entrance chimed and then were silent.  
 
   I stood in front of the store which bore my family’s name and looked down Maple Street.  The hopping row of bars was such a contrast to the quiet town center behind me.  Marco’s bike rested casually on the side of The Cave.  As I got closer I could hear The Hollies singing the melancholy ‘Air That I Breathe’.  Marco must not have gotten around to updating the jukebox selection.  Perhaps he wasn’t going to.  The old music did lend a curious nostalgia to the ambience.  It was different from the other Maple Street bars which blasted endless heavy metal and hard rock.  
 
   The door was propped open to allow what little breeze there was into the building.  One peek inside showed me how busy it was; a friendly mix of locals and bikers.  My breath caught when I saw Marco.  He was at the far end, behind the counter, talking avidly with Captain and a man I didn’t recognize.  He still hadn’t cut his hair and his t-shirt was unable to hide the thick muscles of his chest and arms.  I saw him laugh out loud and shake his head, and then take a white cloth out to rub the counter down.  He still didn’t see me.  
 
   But Shannon did.  She was serving beers to Ben Kaminski and the Boyle brothers.  Her face brightened when she saw me standing there awkwardly in the doorway.  She glanced back at Marco but he had begun polishing shot glasses and didn’t notice.   When she turned back in my direction I beckoned to her.  Her face was quizzical but she stepped outside.
 
   “Angie!  Wait, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing at all.  I just need you to do me a favor, Shannon.” 
 
   Shannon listened to my short instructions, nodding slowly and accepting the small object I pressed into her hand.  She seemed puzzled but agreeable.
 
   “No problem.”  She jerked her head towards the noisy interior. “I don’t even need to ask who it’s for.”  
 
   “Thanks, Shannon.”
 
   “Of course, Angie.”  
 
   I stood with my back to the wall just outside the door, listening to the end of ‘Air That I Breathe’.  A couple walked out of The Cave and looked at me curiously but said nothing.  He had his leather jacket draped over her shoulders and she peered up at him with adoration.  I closed my eyes as the opening notes of ‘Angel of the Morning’ floated outside.  With a deep breath I turned toward the doorway and entered the bar.  
 
   He had frozen behind the counter as Merrilee Rush’s throaty voice drowned out the murmuring conversations.  Marco’s eyes were blank at first when he saw me and I paused.  We stared at one another and it was if everything else fell away.  It was just me and him and the song which spoke directly to us.  
 
   It seemed like an eternity passed as he stepped around the side of the bar and made his way to where I waited.  When he reached me he looked at the ground for a second and then raised his dark eyes to mine.  Marco had always been able to read me far better than I was able to read him.  Perhaps he was unusually perceptive.  Perhaps I was just transparent.  But just then his expression betrayed a hopeful uncertainty which let me know if wasn’t enough.  My mother, arriving home in contrite terror, had spoken simply to the man she loved.  Sometimes few words were best.  
 
   Marco started to speak but I quickly pressed a finger to his lips, shaking my head.  
 
   “I love you,” I said, my voice catching.  I stroked his cheek and thought of the words he had spoken in front of Tom Hennessy’s house.  “I’m sorry if I didn’t make that clear.”
 
   As the music reach its crashing final stanza, Marco seized me.  His hands were in my hair and his mouth was on mine for a moment which engulfed us both.  And I knew it was one of the great ones.  It was a breath in time I would remember with endless repetition and repeat to our children.  
 
   I was home.  We both were.  
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   Three weeks later…
 
   Several of the crepe streamers from the picnic tables came off in my hands and I laid them across my dress.  The sky was darkening and the last of the guests had left.  
 
   “That,” I said, “was the best wedding I’ve ever participated in.”  
 
   Marco laughed as he tied up a garbage bag full of paper plates and napkins.  He had removed his jacket and rolled up his shirt.  He looked sexy as hell and as I watched him I couldn’t wait for our wedding night.  
 
   “Think the rest of this will wait until tomorrow?” he asked, dropping the bag with a pile of others. 
 
   “I think you have other, more pressing chores to attend to,” I said, standing and letting the crepe flutter to the ground.  
 
   Marco looked interested.  “Like what?”
 
   “Me.”
 
   My new husband reached me in two long strides.  His kiss was as exciting as it was the first time we’d touched and as his strong hands moved over my body’s curves I felt myself begin to open up, wanting him.  
 
   He broke the kiss and raised an eyebrow.  “Well, Mrs. Bendetti, according to the old ways, a marriage isn’t legal until it’s consummated.”
 
   I took his hand and held it against my stomach.  “Assuming they hadn’t already,” I reminded him.  
 
   He lovingly patted the vague swell of my belly.  I sighed happily and let him pull me close.  I let my head rest on his shoulder as we moved together, dancing to music only we could hear.  Our backyard nuptials wouldn’t have satisfied richer tastes, but to me the day was perfect.  We exchanged vows under the old maple tree in front of the house I grew up in.  Afterwards we invited everyone for a party in Marco’s backyard and it seemed three quarters of Cross Point Village and all their cousins showed up. Tom Hennessy barbecued up a storm.  Krista, Shannon and Cindy decorated the yard from end to end with an almost obnoxious abundance of flowers and crepe paper.  My parents beamed until I feared their faces would freeze in toothy delight for all eternity.  Lanie drove out from Boston and eyed some of Marco’s biker friends with interest. 
 
   As Marco’s brother, Damien, hugged me tightly before leaving for New York he handed me an envelope.  “Don’t tell him until I’m out of here,” he said with a laugh.  “He’ll argue and put up a fuss and I’m not taking no for an answer.”  
 
   I opened the envelope.  It was a property deed.  Damien had signed over his interest in 17 Polaris Lane to Mr. and Mrs. Marco Bendetti.  I wasn’t a crying sort but I choked up with emotion as I hugged my new brother-in-law.  For a second I wondered once again about my own brother, Tony.  We hadn’t been able to get in touch with him to invite him to the wedding.  His phone had been shut off, his landlord said he’d skipped out, and we didn’t know where else to look.  I hoped that somehow he would show up anyway.  But I wasn’t surprised when he didn’t.  It was the only brief sadness of the day.  
 
   Marco rubbed my back and I leaned into him more closely, kissing his neck. Even through all the layers of fabric on my off-the-rack department store wedding dress, I could feel how eager he was to get the post-wedding festivities underway.  I kissed him ardently, letting him know I wanted it too.  
 
   Later, as I lay in Marco’s arms in our newly remodeled bedroom of his old house, I listened to the peaceful thud of his heart and thought about how long it took us to get here.  As kids, we’d always known each other and yet we’d never known each other.  It took us a long time to grow into the people we turned out to be.  And it so happened, we were perfect together.  
 
   If you asked ten thousand couples you’d hear ten thousand tales.  And they might all be pretty damn close to the same love story, with slight variations, each perhaps told a little bit differently.
 
   This was mine.  
 
   ***
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