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            Thirteen Years Ago…

          

        

      

    

    
      “Macon!”

      Macon Moultrie had been asleep, so at first he wasn’t sure if he’d actually heard someone calling his name. After all, it was two in the morning on a school night.

      And he was only twelve years old.

      He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and sat still, listening for his name again. Maybe he’d just been dreaming…

      “MACON MOULTRIE!”

      Nope, someone was definitely calling his name— in a sharp whisper— as if they were trying to be loud and quiet at the same time.

      It sounded like, whoever it was, was standing right outside his window.

      Is this how serial killers lured their victims? Macon had to take pause for a moment and consider his options. He could ignore it, and stay up the rest of the night wondering who was calling to him, or he could look out the window and risk being murdered.

      Against his better judgement, he decided to take a peek.

      To his genuine surprise, it was his friend Josh Pruitt and Josh’s twin sister, Norah. They were looking up at him, their eyes wide, both of them shivering in their pajamas.

      Macon cracked open the window. “Hey. What are y’all doing here?”

      Josh looked at Norah, who looked like she was about to cry.

      “Mom’s boyfriend,” he said. “He locked us out.”

      Macon wasn’t completely shocked to hear that. Everyone in the trailer park knew the Pruitts’ mother had plenty of sketchy men coming in and out of her trailer at all hours of the night. There were always loud arguments at least once a week, many times only ending after Metro was called and a police officer or two would stop by to tell them to keep it down— that people had to work.

      Macon had only known the Pruitt twins a couple months. He’d moved to Las Vegas with his mother after his grandpa died. Grandpa had left them a small inheritance, which gave them a chance to start over somewhere new.

      Macon’s mother was the kind of woman who needed a lot of do-overs.

      “What better place to start over than Vegas?” Momma had said.

      “I can think of a few,” Macon had replied, but she’d just ignored him. Once his momma had an idea, there was no stopping her.

      When they’d arrived in the desert from Broken Bow, Oklahoma, Macon had been less than impressed with their new digs. He’d hoped they’d at least graduate from trailer parks to an apartment or townhouse. But Momma liked how close the trailers were to the Strip.

      “We’ll get something better eventually,” she’d said. “Once I hit the jackpot, we’ll buy a big ol’ house with a pool and a hot tub. It’s best we don’t spend too much on where we live now, this is just temporary. The thing about money is, you can either save it, spend it, or get it working for you. And in Las Vegas, you’d have to be a fool not to put your money to work. Macon, they even have slot machines in the 7-11! You’ll be glad we didn’t settle.”

      Except this place felt like worse than settling.

      His second day there he’d met Josh and Norah. They were nice enough kids, especially in a trailer park full of mean ones. Macon was a quieter sort, bookish and a loner, so he hesitated to play with the boys who hung out around the generators in the back of the park— smoking cigarettes and carving gang signs into their arms with safety pins. The one time he’d approached them and tried to introduce himself, they’d made fun of his country accent and made it very clear that he wasn’t welcome on “their turf.”

      Josh and Norah were more like him. They stuck to themselves mostly, but they weren’t slow or dumb. Just outsiders, even among outsiders. All they had was each other. They were the first kids that made Macon feel cool because they were so uncool themselves.

      And now here they stood, outside his window in the middle of the night. Josh was taller than Norah, even taller than Macon. He was a good looking kid; the kind you could tell would turn into a good looking man one day. And Norah was definitely his twin. They both had large eyes framed by long lashes.

      If they’d been born to better people, they wouldn’t have had any problems in life.

      “He really locked you out?” Mason whispered, looking around. “Well, what are y’all gonna do?”

      Norah was full out crying now. She was trying her best to keep her sobs quiet, but her frail shoulders were shaking. Josh put his arm around her and pulled her close, whispering something in her ear. She nodded and looked up at Macon, the look on her face breaking his heart right there.

      “We were hoping you might let us stay with you. Just until the morning,” Josh said. “We wouldn’t make a sound and we’d be out before your mom would even have to know. It’s just… really cold. And Norah is so tired. Even if it’s just her you let in, it would mean a lot to us, Macon. And we’re sorry to put you in this predicament.”

      Josh Pruitt had a way of sounding so much older than he was. And Macon couldn’t stop staring at Norah and her sad eyes. They were like a Keane portrait. Macon’s mother had one piece of art in their trailer and it was a Keane print, a painting of one of the girls with big eyes that hung in her bedroom next to his third grade class picture. He’d never look at it the same after that night.

      “Sure,” Macon said. “You can both come in. I have a trundle under my bed that I can pull out.”

      Josh let out a sigh of relief and smiled at his sister, who was still somber, but slightly less so.

      “See, Norah? This isn’t so bad,” Josh said. “We can sleep a couple hours and go back in the morning and get ready for school. Okay?”

      Norah didn’t say anything, just looked up at Macon, her expression one of gratitude.

      “I’ll let y’all in the front,” Macon said. “My mom isn’t even here. She works graveyard at Bally’s. She won’t be home until like nine or so.”

      Macon was wide awake now. He walked quickly to the front door where Josh and Norah were waiting for him, eager to get out of the desert chill.

      “We can’t thank you enough, Macon,” Josh said. “If there’s anything we can ever do to repay you, just let us know.”

      Macon shook his head, “Naw, man. It’s the right thing to do. We’ve gotta look out for one another. My mom used to have a pretty mean boyfriend who would drink too much and get kind of crazy. So I get it.”

      Josh nodded. “Thanks for understanding. Norah, you want the trundle?”

      Macon spoke up. He was trying his best not to stare at Norah Pruitt.

      “You can both have my room. I’ll sleep out here on the couch,” Macon offered.

      Josh waved his hand. “No, man. That’s too much. It’s no big deal, we sleep on the couch at my mom’s place. We’re used to it.”

      Macon insisted. “Seriously, no worries. Just get some rest. I’m gonna watch some TV for a while anyway.”

      Josh shrugged. “Alright, I won’t fight you over it. It’ll be nice. You ready, Norah?” Josh looked at his twin, but she was staring at Macon.

      Macon looked at her and it was like time stood still for a moment. Norah Pruitt was more than beautiful. She was angelic. He could barely stand to have her eyes on him. He didn’t feel worthy somehow.

      Then she finally spoke.

      “Thank you so much, Macon,” she said, in the sweetest voice he’d maybe ever heard. “I’ll never forget that you did this.”

      As the Pruitt twins shuffled back to Macon’s tiny bedroom, Macon couldn’t help but think that it was he who would never forget.
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      Norah Pruitt really hated entitled people. And her day had been full of them.

      “I’m cursed,” she said to herself. “I should have just stayed home. No one is tipping for rubbish.”

      Norah had been a limousine driver (or chauffeur as her boss insisted she refer to herself) for a year now and she was over it. Some days were fantastic. She’d pick up excited people at the airport from places like Cincinnati, Dallas, Chicago, or Tampa. Everyone was excited to be in Las Vegas, where anything was possible.

      They’d smile as she swung their massive suitcases into the trunk of her town car, always chatty, always wanting to know the secrets to all that Sin City held; as if Norah must know the dirt on everything, as if she was only driving a limousine because she had nothing better to do. On her off time she must always be counting her constant winnings.

      As if.

      “What casino do you live in?” a middle aged man from Akron would ask, completely serious.

      “I don’t live in a casino,” Norah would say, politely. “There are some beautiful neighborhoods in Las Vegas.”

      Not that I live in any of them, she thought.

      “Do you gamble a lot?” a woman from Raleigh would ask.

      Norah would shake her head. “No, not much of a gambler.”

      “Do you know any hookers?” A doughy-faced twenty-something jerk from Los Angeles would ask. “That’s legal here, right? Are all the girls here prostitutes?”

      Norah would shift uncomfortably in her seat. “Actually, that’s a common misconception. Prostitution isn’t legal here in Clark County.”

      But the guy and his friends weren’t listening. They were too busy consuming vodka and Red Bulls in the back of the stretch she sometimes had to drive, high-fiving one another while chanting.

      “Vegassssss! We’re gonna get so messed up in Vegassssss!”

      They’d always be on their way to the Palms. Or Caesars. Maybe the Hard Rock. Trying to live out their own version of The Hangover. It was pathetic.

      Norah knew it was part of the gig. She was a cog in the well-oiled machine of this town, a bit part in everyone’s Vegas fantasy. And for the most part, she played that role very well. She was beautiful, knowledgeable, and always smiling. She didn’t judge the people she drove. They were here to be versions of themselves that they were too chicken-rubbish to be back in their hometowns. She understood that.

      And as long as they tipped her, she didn’t care. She’d play along.

      But today they weren’t tipping, and it was pissing her off.

      Her first ride of the day had been doctors, in Vegas for a conference of some sort, staying way out at Red Rock. They were heading to the airport and had requested she pick them up in the stretch. Not a problem.

      Like most doctors, they hadn’t been big on conversation. That was fine too. They’d had minimal luggage, which was a plus. The airport was about a thirty-minute ride with the traffic on the 215. She’d taken them straight to departures, hoisted their bags out of the trunk, and wished them safe travels.

      They’d all avoided eye contact once they were out of the car, a move she knew all too well. People felt guilty when they knew they weren’t going to tip.

      One of them handed her some crumped bills. She didn’t look at them until she was back in the car.

      Two dollars. On a sixty-dollar fare. From anesthesiologists that made a few hundred thousand dollars a year.

      She sighed. Oh well. Off to the next one.

      She staged at the Venetian, hoping for a ride, but all she got was Felix, the creepiest doorman in town.

      Since things were quiet, he took advantage of the downtime to rap on Norah’s window and lean inside when she rolled it down, gnawing on his ever-present toothpick and practically drooling over her, as he did all the female cab and limo drivers. He was a sweaty pig, one who’d had several complaints for his aggressive behavior toward women, but in Vegas knowing the right people could keep you out of just about any jam you managed to get yourself in. Felix’s sister was married to a Venetian executive, so his lecherous behavior went unchecked, save for the occasional warning letter.

      When she’d had enough of his “compliments” and suggestions as to how a pretty girl like her could supplement her income, she faked having gotten a call and rolled off the property and south on Las Vegas Boulevard making a mental note to avoid the Venetian unless she was picking up a charter there.

      At the Bellagio she’d taken four sorority girls to the outlet mall at the end of Las Vegas Boulevard. All had Chanel bags, fresh blow outs, and red bottom soles on their stilettos. They’d split the cost among themselves, handing her over cash that covered only the fare.

      No tip.

      As they teetered away, she wanted to scream at them to get a taxicab next time, but no. That’s not how it was done.

      Hopefully other rides would make up for them.

      But it had been one of those days where she’d continued to get people who wanted the limo experience, but weren’t interested in paying the limo price. A married couple from Jersey actually tried to get a discount when she dropped them off.

      “This limo smells like cigarettes,” the bloated husband had said. He was sweating on the curb as his wife looked away, unable to deal with what Norah could only assume was his typical cheapskate behavior. “I don’t think we should have to pay full price.”

      Norah had driven them for over three hours and neither had mentioned a smell. They’d gone as far as Hoover Dam and back. Besides, she didn’t allow smoking in her car. So she knew it was rubbish.

      “We don’t offer discounts,” Norah calmly said. “I’m sorry you weren’t happy with your experience.”

      He’d muttered some expletives under his breath and thrown cash at her, walking away, his wife following after him.

      Five-dollar tip. Sigh.

      At that point, Norah was done. Some days you were hot and other days you were definitely not.

      She’d gassed up the limousine and dropped it off at the yard of the company she drove for, Naked City Limo and Cab.

      It was time to call it a day.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Norah lived in an apartment off Tropicana and Jones with her roommate Hadley, who was a cocktail waitress at Mandalay Bay. They’d met when both were underclassmen at UNLV. Neither had finished college, but they’d stayed in touch through the years and when Norah found herself in need of a roommate, Hadley fit the bill perfectly. It was definitely better than a random crazy on Craigslist.

      It was around dinner time when Norah walked in the door. Hadley was sitting on her yoga mat in the middle of their tiny living room, stretching.

      “Good morning!” Hadley called to her. “You’re home early.”

      Hadley’s shift didn’t start until after nine, so this really was morning as far as she was concerned.

      “Yeah, well,” Norah sighed, flopping down on the cheap futon that they called a couch. “It was unbearably slow. It actually cost me money to work today. So I bailed.”

      “Can’t blame you,” Hadley said as she stood up, balancing on one bronzed leg like a flamingo, her hands together in front of her buxom chest. “How’s my tree pose?”

      “Great,” Norah said. “You’re really sticking to this yoga thing.”

      “It centers me,” Hadley said, closing her eyes. “I’ll need a lot of Namaste to deal with the drunk losers at work tonight. They’re getting really grabby these days. Really pisses me off.”

      “I know,” Norah said. “I think we’re getting too old for these Vegas gigs. It was fun when we were twenty-two. Now that we’re pushing thirty, I’m just kind of done with the whole scene. I need to get an office job or something. That scumbag doorman I was telling you about from the Venetian was practically jacking off in the window of my car today. I should have run over his foot.”

      Hadley opened her eyes, but still held her pose. “But remember, cubicles are hell too. Remember all the office jobs you had before this? You hated them all. At least with your job now, every day is different. You never know who’s going to climb into your limo. It could be the man of your dreams!”

      Norah laughed. “You always say that. So the man of my dreams is going to fall in love with the limo driver? This isn’t one of your romance novels, Hadley.”

      “Don’t hate me for being a romantic,” Hadley said, going from tree pose to warrior stance. “My foolish dreams are what get me through the day.”

      Norah smiled. Hadley was a dreamer, and Norah had always liked that about her. Hadley was also drop dead gorgeous and could have her pick of anyone she wanted. She was bright, sweet, and had basically zero emotional baggage. Norah envied that.

      “You’re my favorite little optimist,” Norah replied. “Don’t ever change.”

      “I’ll try not to,” Hadley said, standing up. She put her hands together and bowed at Norah, making her laugh. “I’m feeling so Zen now. Time for a shower.”

      Hadley patted Norah’s head as she walked past her toward her bedroom.

      Of all the things that had gone wrong over the last couple of years, at least she had Hadley. Sometimes all a girl needed to get through the tough patch was a great friend.
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      Macon Moultrie was avoiding his mother’s phone calls.

      He’d been on his way to work when she’d first called him that morning. She’d called again two hours later, then two hours after that, then three times since he’d gotten home from work.

      This is how it always was with them.

      Finally, he’d relented. After dinner he’d dialed her number, praying she was in the shower, or preoccupied with one of her million pets, or just doing anything else that would prevent her from answering the phone.

      So of course she answered on the second ring.

      “Macon!” she barked. “I been callin’ you all dang day! What if I was in the hospital or something?”

      “I doubt you’d be calling in that case,” he said. “I’m sorry, Mom. I had a busy day.”

      “Sure,” she said, exhaling. She was clearly smoking. “You were avoiding me. Like you always do.”

      “I don’t always avoid you,” he said, but it was actually true. He’d been avoiding her since the day he’d left for college eight years ago. As much as he loved her, she was still part of a past he was desperate to forget.

      “Well, whatever,” she said. “I just wanted to know when you planned on coming home. I haven’t seen you in forever. What if I died tomorrow? Would you even miss me?”

      “Mom,” Macon said. “You know I’d be lost without you.” It wasn’t really true, but he played this game with her all the time. She needed reassurance that she mattered and that he loved her. And he did love her, but she was also exhausting at times. Besides, he was positive his mother would live to be 120 years old. She’d be one of those old women they interviewed on the news, the ones who lived past 100 even though they’d spent most of their life smoking and eating whatever they wanted. That was Pam Moultrie. He could already see it.

      “I’d be lost without you too,” she said, her voice growing softer. “I miss my only baby. I sure wish you’d come visit your momma.”

      Macon knew he should visit her. It had been almost two years since he’d been back to Las Vegas, but the city depressed him. As did the trailer park his mother still lived in. She’d moved to Vegas with such high hopes. But she’d never made it out of that trailer.

      But Macon had.

      He was an attorney now, living in Manhattan. He’d gone to NYU for undergrad and graduated from Columbia law just a few weeks ago. He started his new job in the fall, but was clerking for the summer at a firm that his law school buddy’s dad owned. And studying for the bar.

      He knew if he was going to visit her, now would be the time. A lawyer’s first year wasn’t exactly full of vacation days. Not if you wanted to make partner as fast as Macon planned to.

      His hope was one day soon he could get his mom out of the life she was stuck in. It was one of the things that drove him to do well. He wanted better for both of them.

      But going back to Vegas always put him in a sour mood. It brought up a lot of things he’d sooner forget.

      He shook his head. That didn’t matter anymore. His mom still needed him. He owed her a visit.

      “I’m going to book a flight,” he said. “Any plans next week?”

      He heard her exhale on the other end of the line, yelping at the news.

      “You’re comin’ home? Next week? Any week! I always want to see my baby!” Pam Moultrie shouted excitedly over the phone.

      Macon smiled. As crazy as she drove him, he did love to hear her happy.

      “Next week, Mom,” he said. “I’ll see you then.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later, after he’d hung up, he couldn’t help but realize what this meant. Las Vegas wasn’t just his mother after all.

      He’d tried not to think of Norah, something that was basically impossible, even on his best days. The last time he’d seen her had been the worst time in both of their lives, and it was hard to think of her and not think of Josh.

      And all that had been.
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      The first day of high school for someone like Macon Moutrie wasn’t anything to be excited about. He was still in an awkward phase between manhood and puberty and it seemed like none of his parts had really caught up with one another. He was gangly, awkward— and as a result— terribly shy.

      As he wandered the halls of Torrey Pines High School, he tried to keep his eyes down. Everyone seemed so much older than he’d expected. There were tons of guys walking around with full facial hair, tall and expressionless. It made him nervous.

      He’d found his locker okay. And to his surprise, the person next to him was someone he knew all too well.

      Ever since Norah Pruitt had showed up with her twin brother Josh, Macon hadn’t been able to think of anything else. The three of them had become fast friends after that night, Macon having proven he could be trusted and counted on. There had been a few more nights of the Pruitt kids needing a place to crash. Macon had been all too happy to oblige. Not only because he wanted to be a good friend…But because of Norah.

      Everything he ever did for them, was really for her.

      “Macon!” Norah said, her smile broad and friendly across her pretty face. “We’re neighbors! Even at school.”

      Macon smiled. “Yeah, I suppose we are. Not such a bad deal.”

      “It’s nice to have someone familiar next to me,” she said. “I’m a little anxious. This school is so big.”

      It was. There were almost 5,000 kids at Torrey Pines High. It was a lot to take in.

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Macon said, fidgeting with the strap of his book bag. “What class do you have first?”

      “World History,” Norah said, biting her bottom lip as she fumbled with her schedule. “With Mr. Ashby. How about you?”

      “Honors English 9,” Macon said. He didn’t need to look at his schedule to know that. He’d memorized it last week. Such was his way.

      “Well, that’s too bad,” Norah frowned. “I guess all your classes are honors, huh? You’re so smart, Macon. I wish I could—“

      Before she could finish her sentence she was shoved; hard. Her body fell into his, and even with the slight weight of her, it pushed them both into the lockers. That’s how powerfully she’d been jostled.

      “Move, hussy!” A trio of girls glared at them, all three in short skirts and dark lip liner. They were the scariest girls Macon had ever seen.

      Norah was biting her lip again. She ignored the insult but Macon could tell it had shaken her. The girls cackled as they sauntered away, their shrill laughter echoing down the hallway.

      “You okay?” he asked. Her body was still pressed against his and he could feel her shaking.

      She shook her head. “I’m okay. I was hoping high school might be easier than middle school.” She stood up, her expression back to normal. She’d only been upset for a second. Macon knew she was too proud to let it ruin her day.

      “Let me see your schedule,” she said.

      “Okay,” Macon unzipped his Jansport and started digging through his binder. Norah laughed.

      “Guy are always so disorganized,” Norah said. “Even the smart ones.”

      Macon’s heart raced in his chest. A compliment from Norah Pruitt. He could live on that one for a while.

      He finally pulled out a rumpled piece of paper. As he handed it to her their fingers touched, sending a jolt through him.

      Goodness, he thought. You really need to get a hold of yourself.

      Norah scanned the paper, her lips pursed as her eyes moved quickly across the sheet. Macon wondered what it was like to kiss lips like Norah Pruitt’s. They were so pouty and perfect…

      “Macon!” she suddenly exclaimed, knocking him out of his thoughts. “We have homeroom together! And gym class!”

      Now that was good news.

      Macon tried not to give away how thrilled he was about the news that he’d get to spend at least a minimum of two hours in the same room as Norah every day.

      “Cool,” he said, nonchalantly. “So I’ll see you after our first class.”

      “Yep!” She smiled at him like it was the best news she’d gotten all day. “See you then!”

      And with that, she turned to run to class. He did the same, feeling all of a sudden much better how the day was progressing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the night the Pruitt twins had crashed at his trailer, Macon had been allowed into their tiny circle of trust. And being that Macon had been mostly a loner his whole life (a boy who lived in comic books and spent a lot of time memorizing baseball and basketball stats) it felt nice to be included in what felt like an exclusive club.

      He’d learned so much about the Pruitts. Little things. Like how Norah still slept with a stuffed dog that Josh had won for her at the Helldorado Days fair when they were ten. Or how Josh needed to have some sort of light streaming into a room when he slept. He didn’t like the dark.

      Norah loved peanut butter and pickle sandwiches. Josh liked Jolly Ranchers, and always seemed to have one in his mouth and at least five in each pocket at any time.

      Norah wanted to be a writer one day. She had Mead notebooks full of stories and poems. Josh changed his mind almost every week on what he wanted to be when he grew up. One week he’d want to be a police officer. Other times, a lawyer. For about a month he wanted to be a music producer, even though he had never taken any sort of music class in his life and Norah had told Macon that her brother was completely tone deaf.

      “I just want to be someone people look up to and respect,” Josh had confessed to Macon one day while Norah was in the bathroom. “I want people to look at me and think, ‘I want to be like that guy.’ I’m tired of people feeling sorry for me.”

      But it was hard not to feel sorry for the Pruitt twins. Their mother was what Norah referred to as “a hot mess.” She didn’t work, or at least she didn’t have a traditional job. Men were always in and out of their trailer and Macon suspected their mother was involved in illicit things, after his own mother told Macon he was never to go inside the Pruitts’ trailer.

      “That woman ain’t no good,” she’d told him. “Bless those babies, they have a whore for a mother.”

      Macon had cringed at the word whore. He knew what it meant. He wouldn’t have dreamt of saying that in front of his friends, but it made him feel terrible for them, something he knew they would have hated to know. He suspected they’d offered friendship to him because he never acted like he pitied them. And he never would.

      Their father had committed suicide about a year before Macon had met them. The tragedy still hung in the air wherever they went. Macon had learned about it from Norah on one of the nights they’d had to sleep over again. Josh was sleeping soundly in Macon’s room but Norah was wide awake with anxiety and had joined Macon out in the living room.

      He’d tried his best not to stare at her in her flannel pajama bottoms that sat low on her hips, revealing a flash of her tummy if she moved just right.

      “What’s wrong?” he’d asked her. She’d clearly been upset about something. Josh would have never shown any emotion, but Norah was someone who had no poker face. Whatever she felt was always right there in the open.

      “One of my mom’s boyfriends tried to get into bed with me tonight,” she said. “It’s why we left. I just keep thinking that if it wasn’t for Josh, who would protect me? My father is supposed to be the one to make sure I’m safe, but he opted out. I wasn’t worth staying around for.”

      Macon wasn’t sure what to say. His own father had left them when he was too young to remember.

      “I guess I should tell you,” she whispered, leaning toward him. He could smell her shampoo. It was vanilla scented. Intoxicating.

      “Our dad killed himself a year ago. Jumped off the MGM parking garage…” her voice trailed off. She said it like she was talking about what was on the lunch menu at school tomorrow. No emotion.

      Macon had no idea what to say.

      “I’m so sorry,” he finally replied. “That’s really terrible.”

      Norah nodded. She was staring out past Macon, out at something only she could see.

      “I wish I knew what to say,” Macon added. “I can only think he must have been very sick to do something like that. He wasn’t of sound mind.”

      Norah looked at Macon, her eyes tearing up a bit.

      “That’s what I tell myself,” Norah said. “He was a veteran. Served in the Gulf War. Mom told us he had something called Gulf War Syndrome. She says it’s what made him do it.” Norah looked down at her toes. Her nails were pink. “But I keep thinking maybe if we’d been better somehow, he would have stuck around. Like maybe I disappointed him too much.”

      Without thinking, Macon wrapped his arm around her and pulled her into him. The act of his affection was like opening a flood gate; her tears and sobs started almost instantly.

      “Before he died life wasn’t perfect or anything,” she said, her voice slightly muffled by his shoulder. “Far from it. But he was a good man and a good dad. Once he was gone, everything went to rubbish.”

      Macon held her tight, not knowing what else to do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After that night, Norah had really leaned on Macon emotionally for almost everything. She looked at him almost like he was some kind of hero to her; like a Steve Rogers type. (Macon had been reading a lot of Captain America comics lately.) But Macon also sadly knew, it wasn’t romantic affection at all. Macon had become like another brother to Norah, someone else she could count on besides Josh. She couldn’t be as open with Josh emotionally like she could with Macon.

      Josh Pruitt was too pragmatic for demonstrative sentiment. He didn’t have that luxury now that he was the man of the house.

      Macon had hoped maybe high school would be different. That Norah might open her eyes and see Macon as more than just a friend. But he knew it wasn’t likely. Norah was beautiful. Guys stared at her, girls envied her. Macon wasn’t like Josh. He wasn’t effortlessly handsome; at least he didn’t see himself that way.

      But a guy could hope.
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* * *

      Macon could barely concentrate in his first period class knowing that Norah awaited him in homeroom. He stared at the clock as his teacher droned on and on about summer reading.

      When the bell mercifully rang, he walked quickly across the hall to homeroom with Mr. Kemp.

      When he entered the room he was disappointed to see the three mean girls from earlier, the ones who had shoved Norah, in the back of the room. Norah hadn’t arrived yet, so he took a seat on the right side toward the back and put his book bag in the desk behind him, to save her a spot.

      She was the last student to arrive, right before the tardy bell. The mean girls started snickering as soon as she walked in but Norah ignored them, giving Macon a huge smile.

      “Thanks for saving me a seat,” she said, sliding her lithe body into her chair. Macon could feel the eyes of everyone on both of them. He knew very well it wasn’t because of him. People stared at Norah all the time. Who could blame them?

      Mr. Kemp was running late, showing up almost five minutes after homeroom was supposed to have started.

      He rushed in, his hair disheveled, his bow tie askew. He was a doughy, older man with a beaky nose.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” he said, dropping a stack of papers on his desk. “Not that there’s much to discuss. This is homeroom. You’ll use this for study hall or leisure reading. I will use it for grading. Any questions?”

      No one answered and as Mr. Kemp started going through his paperwork, the rest of the class mumbled and whispered amongst themselves.

      Macon turned to look at Norah. She’d piled her long brown hair on top of her head and placed a pencil through it to hold it up.

      “How was World History?” Macon asked.

      “Ugh. It was okay. Josh is in that class with me, but of course he ignores me when he’s around his ‘bros’,” Norah said. “Which I understand. He wants high school to be different. And joining the football team has given him a huge confidence boost.”

      Macon nodded. When he’d found out Josh was joining the football team he’d worried he might lose his friend to the siren song of high school jock popularity.

      “But I don’t know. Friends come so easy for him, but not for me,” she said in almost a whisper. “Like those girls back there. Why do they hate me so much already? They barely know me. Or they only think they know me. I guess it’s hard to shake off first impressions. And I’m a girl from a trailer park, so to them I’ll always be trash.”

      Macon winced inwardly. He was sensitive too about where they lived. He tried not to think about it most of the time. But Norah was right- people had ideas about kids like them. And it was hard to shake off those judgements.

      As they were talking, a teacher’s aide walked in and handed a note to Mr. Kemp.

      “Norah Pruitt?” he said out loud, looking down at the piece of paper in his hand. “The office needs you. You have a phone call from your father.”

      Macon and Norah both froze.

      “Excuse me?” she asked, her voice shaking. Macon could have sworn he heard laughter coming from the mean girls’ corner of the room.

      “You’re Norah? It says here your father wants you to call him, that he couldn’t reach your cell. Something about the MGM? The receptionist’s handwriting isn’t legible.”

      Macon wanted to throw up.

      Now it was clear the Jerk Brigade was in on the sick joke, if that’s what this was. They weren’t hiding their laughter at all now.

      Norah stood up. Her head held high she walked over to Mr. Kemp and retrieved the note from him.

      “Thank you, sir. If I may be excused, I’ll call him now,” she said, her voice never wavering. Macon had never been more proud of someone in his entire life.

      He’d also never wanted to hurt someone as much as he wanted to hurt the girls who had done this to her. It was the cruelest joke he’d ever witnessed. Boys could be bullies. But girls could be a whole other level of vicious.

      “Mr. Kemp,” Macon suddenly said, standing up. “If it’s okay, I need to run to the restroom.”

      Mr. Kemp waved his hand. “Fine.”

      Norah and Macon stepped out the door together. As soon as they were out of earshot, Norah started to cry. Macon’s heart broke at the sound of her anguish and for the first time, the meek Macon wanted to hurt someone or something to release the rage in his core.

      “If this is any indication what high school is going to be like, I might as well drop out now,” she sobbed, putting her forehead against a locker. “Josh gets to escape through sports. But what about me? I mean, if they’re willing to make fun of a dead man, what limits do they have? I mean, Goodness.”

      Macon couldn’t disagree with that.

      “They did this last year too,” she said. “Except it was over the P.A. system. They called me down to the office to take a call from my dad. It was devastating. Why is that funny? I wouldn’t play a prank like that on anyone, even if I hated them.”

      “They’re just jerks, Norah,” Macon said. “And I’m not one to refer to girls as jerks, but that’s the nicest word I can come up with for them. Anyone who is capable of that has no soul. They’re jealous, Norah. Of your spirit, of your beauty, of everything you have going for you that they never will. You won’t always be a trailer park kid. You’ll escape, but they can never escape being jerks. I guarantee you in ten years you won’t remember them. They’ll be these faceless monsters that once had the nerve to make a joke out of your tragedy. Wait until tragedy hits them and see how they feel about what they did.”

      He’d probably said too much, but it needed to be said. Macon couldn’t have Norah walking away without knowing where she stood in the spectrum of humanity.

      “My beauty?” she suddenly said, looking at him, a smile in her eyes. “You think I’m beautiful?”

      Macon opened his mouth and then closed it. What could he say?

      “Everyone thinks you’re beautiful, Norah,” he finally said. “Especially me.”

      Her large eyes once filled with tears were suddenly close, her mouth an inch from his own.

      “No one has ever told me that,” she whispered.

      Before he could even think, he leaned in and pressed his mouth to hers, kissing her pain away and finding out the answer to the question he’d asked himself earlier that morning.

      Her lips were even more delicious than he’d imagined.
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      “God I hope this week is better than last week,” Norah muttered to herself as she slid into the driver’s side of her Lincoln town car. She’d been assigned to the airport today, which suited her just fine. The fares were easy; quick runs which usually resulted in a lot of five and ten dollars tips that could add up to a pile of money if it was busy enough.

      “Any conventions in town this week?” Hadley had asked her that morning.

      “The Star Trek convention is here!” Norah smiled over her mug of instant coffee. “Gotta love those Trekkies.”

      “Maybe you’ll meet a hunky nerd,” Hadley replied with a wink. “One with money. Maybe a Bill Gates type.”

      Norah rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m so sure they’ll be all about the dorky limo driver in her cheap chauffeur uniform.”

      “I’m pretty sure they’ll be all about anyone with a vagina,” Hadley said. “And they’ll be in awe of you. Anyway, I hope you make big tips today!”

      “I’ll be at McCarran all day,” Norah said, piling her hair on top of her head and putting a pen through it to secure it. The pen would also come in handy for credit card transactions. No one could accuse Norah of lacking resourcefulness.

      “That’s not so bad,” Hadley said. “Lots of short runs. And people are always happy when they’re first arriving. They haven’t gone bankrupt yet.”

      “Exactly,” Norah said, leaning over the counter to grab a banana. “So hopefully they’ll be tipping. I have student loans to pay.”

      Hadley sighed. “I feel like if you didn’t finish college you shouldn’t have to pay the loans back. Right?”

      Norah laughed. “If that were the case, I’m pretty sure half of the people that started college wouldn’t have to pay anything back. And that would more than likely cause a financial crisis of some sort.”

      “Yeah, but at least we wouldn’t be broke all the time,” Hadley said. “I hate Sallie Mae. She’s such a jerk.”

      Norah stretched out her legs as she chewed. She had a good feeling about today. She’d make money. If she thought it and believed it, it should happen, at least according to Hadley. Hadley was a big believer in the law of attraction. Norah had never bought into it, otherwise she’d have to blame herself for all the wrong turns her life had taken. She wasn’t willing to do that.

      “I guess I’m off to start the day,” Norah said. “Get some sleep, okay?”

      Hadley nodded. “Will do. Make some money, honey!”

      “I’ll try,” Norah replied as she closed their apartment door behind her.
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* * *

      And now here she was. The hot leather of her seat stung the backs of her thighs, even through her black slacks. It was 109 degrees today in Las Vegas, and bound to get hotter before the day was done.

      She shifted the car into drive and pulled out of the yard and into another day of Las Vegas traffic. Every year it seemed to get worse and worse.

      “Or maybe I’m just getting tired of this town,” Norah said to herself as she switched through the stations on the radio, eager to find a song to get her in a good mood.

      Good moods had been hard to come by in the last few years. It had only been recently, after moving in with Hadley, that Norah had been motivated to get out of bed, much less work and interact with the outside world.

      Hadley had suggested driving limos as a way of making Norah talk to other people.

      “I love you, girl,” Hadley had said. “But you need to be out there again. Staying shut away isn’t going to change the past and it’s definitely not going to lead to a brighter future.”

      At first she’d been resistant. What did Hadley know about anything? What had she ever lost?

      But Norah knew that Hadley only had her best interests at heart. Besides, driving a limo also meant she had a lot of down time, especially when she was staging at a casino waiting for rides or if she was taking people out to Red Rock Canyon. She’d sit in her car with the air conditioning on, reading or scribbling in her notebook while her customers climbed large red boulders for a couple hours.

      And she’d tried to forget about what had happened at Red Rock years ago. When life had fallen apart.

      Anyway, it wasn’t all work. Being a limo driver was mostly a lot of sitting around waiting for people.

      She always brought an eReader, a notebook, and a paperback with her, just in case she had a long ride. One time, a large movie studio had booked her for an entire week and used her exactly one time; to go pick up catering at a deli downtown. The rest of the time was her just sitting in valet with her books and a tablet. She watched a lot of movies that week.

      But today she’d be working for her money.

      In her first hour alone she did five runs from the airport to various hotels sprinkled up and down the strip. One newlywed couple fought about which buffet they were going to eat lunch at. One businessman barked into his cell phone the entire ride, but tipped her a twenty. One group of older girlfriends asked if she could take their photo in front of the Welcome to Las Vegas sign in front of Mandalay Bay. (She happily obliged. They each tipped her five bucks.) Two young men sat in silence the entire drive, but thanked her in what she thought might be Russian once she dropped them at the Wynn. And finally, a local couple had just come back from a trip to Hawaii. Locals were the best. They always tipped well. And this couple was going to the Bellagio to meet up with friends who were in town, so it was a nice short ride. The best kind.

      Norah had made almost $75 in just over an hour. It was going to be a great day.

      She decided to stop at Ellis Island and treat herself to a burger and fries. It was on the early side of dinner so it shouldn’t be too packed. This way, if things got super busy this evening, her hunger wouldn’t distract her. Ellis Island was famous for their cabbie and limo driver discount, and she always tipped a minimum of fifty percent to her waitress, a woman named Deenie who had been working there probably since the place had been The Village Pub back in the ‘60s.

      “Hey, sweetie,” Deenie said to her as Norah slid into a booth with cracked, burgundy leather seating. “Burger plate? Fries? Diet Coke?”

      “Yep,” Norah smiled. “Quite a memory.”

      “Well, honey, you’re as predictable as the weather here in July,” Deenie winked at her. “And just as hot.”

      Norah laughed. “You know how to charm a girl. I found a couple gray hairs this morning so I don’t know how hot I am. I’m pretty sure I’ve peaked.”

      “We all do,” Deenie said, tucking a pencil behind her ear. “But not you, sweetie. You’ve gotta lotta miles left on those tires. Live it up. Pretty, sweet girl like you shouldn’t be driving. Leave Vegas, have an adventure!”

      Norah smiled as Deenie walked away. Deenie always told her this. She said Las Vegas was a town where people came when they had no other options.

      But Norah couldn’t tell her why she stayed. She didn’t need to ruin both their days.
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* * *

      She’d eaten half her burger before getting a text from dispatch that the airport needed more cars stat, that her lunch break needed to be over now.

      She threw a ten on the table, took one last swig of her drink, and headed out to her car. As soon as she walked out of the frigid air conditioning of Ellis Island, the Las Vegas heat smacked her in the face, causing her to wince.

      “Goodness, I hate summer here,” she muttered to herself. “It’s late afternoon. It shouldn’t be so hot.”

      Within a minute she was on Paradise, heading south towards the airport.

      Who would she meet tonight? That was always the fun part of her job. She worked for the tips, but it was more than that. She had missed people the last couple of years. She was an aspiring writer, after all. What was any story without its characters? And Vegas attracted them all.

      Last week she’d driven two young guys to the brothels out in Pahrump. They were good looking and in their early 30s. There was no reason they needed to pay for sex, and the drive was long so Norah had struck up conversation. They both seemed a little nervous and slightly embarrassed. They needn’t be. Norah had seen it all and driving two guys to the brothels was nothing shocking. They existed for a reason.

      “You two are good looking guys,” she said to them, glancing back at them in her rearview mirror. “Why pay for it? You could go to Tao or Moon or any other club in Vegas and get it for the price of some drinks and good conversation.”

      One of the guys looked at the other and shook his head. “I guess to just have the experience. To see what it’s like.”

      And Norah understood that, in a way. She didn’t judge her customers. Las Vegas was where people came to be people they couldn’t be back at home; to meet people they would never meet back in Ohio or Illinois, to have the kind of sex they wouldn’t even dream of having in their towns and cities.

      But good Lord, the drive back from brothels was always awkward. Though Norah thought it was completely worth it; the brothels gave incredible kickbacks to drivers for bringing “clients.” Enough to pay Norah’s rent and all her bills for a month.

      But still. The customers weren’t nearly as chatty on the way back. She wished they could only know that they weren’t doing anything plenty of men hadn’t done before them.

      Not all men felt ashamed or awkward. Actually, the worst were the men who were proud of themselves. Who talked about how ugly the “whores” were, how it was ridiculous that they laid on their backs for a living, giving it up to anyone who was willing to pay them. As if the men were somehow superior to the women they had just paid to have sex with.

      Norah hated those men. They were the worst kind.

      Anyway, it was doubtful she’d be picking anyone up from the airport who would be going straight to Pahrump. Nine out of ten people were going to the Strip. So she hoped to at least double or triple her tip money tonight.

      The limo line was moving fast. Her company owned the second door in departures. Limo companies bid on doors at the airport to stage at. The mafia had gone from once running the casinos to now running all of transportation. But Norah didn’t care about any of that. She just cared about money. And however the behind-the-scenes operations happened, was none of her business.

      She drove straight to the curb where she could see plenty of new arrivals standing around holding suitcases and cell phones, talking to Ricky, the guy who decided which customers would go into which cars. Being that she was driving a town car tonight, she would probably only get single people or couples. Maybe three people at max. Any amount of customers over two and they tried to talk them into a stretch limo or one of the black, sleek, SUVs.

      Norah figured it would be a bit before anyone was put in her car since she was the last one they pushed on people to keep them from getting in the cab line. She checked her face in the mirror to make sure there were no remnants of her Ellis Island burger on her face. She piled up her long brown hair on top of her head again and pushed her pen through it to secure it. As she did this, she heard Ricky opening the back driver’s side passenger door for her next customer, who she could tell was a guy as he told Ricky where he needed her to take him.

      “Norah!” Ricky called to her. “This one’s going to a local place. Over by UNLV.”

      Norah rolled her eyes. Dang it. She hated going anywhere outside the Strip. But at least he’d probably tip okay. And UNLV wasn’t too terribly far.

      “Okay, thanks,” she said as she called into dispatch to let them know she had a ride and where she was taking him.

      She could feel the weight of the man as he sat down and without glancing back at him she said, “Hello! Welcome to Las Vegas. Are you going to a residence or a casino?”

      The man didn’t answer her right away so she turned around, in case he hadn’t heard her over the hustle and bustle happening outside her car.

      “Sorry, did you have the…” her voice trailed off and her heart started beating hard and fast against her chest.

      The man in her car was someone she knew. Not just someone she knew. But someone she really, really knew.

      “Is it you?”

      His voice hadn’t left her memory. It never would or could, even if she’d wanted it to.

      “Macon Moultrie.” She said his name out loud for the first time in at least a year. Hadley had kept bringing him up to her and Norah had told her that if she mentioned him again, she couldn’t be roommates with her anymore. That was the deal. Norah would try to rejoin the world if Hadley never brought up Macon Moultrie’s name ever again.

      But now here he was.
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      Macon lost his breath for a moment. Seeing her again was like having the wind knocked out of him. He was sure his heart must have stopped— that everything had stopped— because very suddenly the world was perfectly still and through the fog of his surprise he could only see the wide eyes that had haunted him since he was twelve years old.

      “Macon Moultrie.” Her voice knocked him back into the present.

      “Norah,” he said her name out loud for the first time in years. He never suspected he’d ever say it again, and certainly not in her presence. He’d imagined if he’d ever had the guts to say it or even think it, it would be on his death bed. She’d be his last thought, even in the end.

      Her face lit up for a moment but then went back to her usual blank expression, the one he knew she used when she was trying to protect herself.

      “I can’t believe this,” she said. “Of all the cars in Vegas, Macon Moultrie somehow ends up in mine.”

      Macon smiled. “It’s a heck of a coincidence.”

      “You once told me there are no coincidences,” Norah said. They were both quiet for a moment. What could he even say to that?

      “Sounds like something a goofy teenager would say,” Macon replied. Norah’s expression turned disappointed for a moment and he was suddenly wishing he could take it back.

      “You were definitely a teenager when you said it, but you were never goofy,” she said. “Are you here to see your mom? How is she?”

      Macon nodded. “Yeah I haven’t been home in a while…” Not since Josh’s funeral, he almost said, but caught himself. He just couldn’t.

      “I bet she’s excited to see you,” Norah said. An awkward silence hung between them.

      “Well,” Norah said, turning around to face the steering wheel. “I guess I should get you to her. Is she still at the same place?”

      “Unfortunately,” Macon couldn’t help but say. “With no plans of leaving anytime soon.”

      Norah shifted the car into drive and slowly pulled out into the humming traffic of McCarran International Airport. Macon couldn’t help but be impressed at how expertly she weaved in and out among the taxis, limos, and busses.

      “You’re a pro,” he said as they merged onto the 15. “Do you like driving?”

      Norah shrugged, tapping her nails on the wheel. “It’s alright. For now. Until I figure things out.”

      Macon stared at the back of her head as she drove. Her long, chestnut colored hair was swept up into a sort of messy bun. He couldn’t tell if she still kept it long. She’d always let it grow down to her shoulder blades. The last night he’d seen her he’d swept it aside to kiss her on her naked back. The thought of that night made his heart thump.

      And here she was. Just an arm’s length away. Yet they were practically strangers.

      Acquaintances at best.
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      The summer between their freshman and sophomore year, Macon had a sort of transformation. His once lanky limbed body filled out into lean muscle. His shoulders broadened, his voice deepened. He grew a good four inches taller. He was having another Steve Rogers moment. He’d gone from “shrimp to pimp” as Josh liked to tell him.

      It was very odd. Girls looked at him differently as he walked the halls of Torrey Pines. Other guys tended to show him more respect, especially knowing he was a good friend of Josh Pruitt, who was one of the more popular guys in school as a sophomore now playing varsity football.

      Macon was not used to being seen at all, much less wanted. He didn’t know what to make of it.

      After being bold enough to kiss Norah Pruitt on that first day their freshman year, not much had changed between them. She’d smiled at him afterwards, tears still drying on her cheeks.

      “You’re so sweet,” she’d said. “You’re my best friend, Macon.”

      Friend? Yikes. Not what a guy wanted to hear after a kiss like that.

      But to have any sort of role in Norah’s life was better than nothing. So he’d relented. Maybe one day she’d see him like he saw her.

      And after his transformation, he figured it might be sooner than he’d hoped.

      Macon still spent all of his time (when he wasn’t studying) hanging out with the Pruitt kids. After school they’d go to In-N-Out for a couple of hours and order milkshakes and double doubles. Norah would hand him her newest short story to read and Macon would talk to her about the pressure of taking all AP classes, about how tired he was of living in a trailer with his mother who was addicted to gambling in all forms, and who also spent an obscene amount of time playing Farmville and Candy Crush on Facebook.

      “This is why I study my rear off,” he’d say. “I suck at sports. The only thing that’s going to get me away from her are my academics.”

      Norah nodded. “I know. Your brains, Josh’s brawn, and my… Well. I don’t know what’s going to get me out of this town. I guess I’ll just follow the two of you.” She smiled at him as she sipped her shake. “I’ll ride your genius coattails.”

      “Your writing,” Macon said, and he meant it. Norah could write. She could tell a story as well as any novelist he’d ever read. Her style was all her own and he knew she could make it in that world, if only she’d believe in herself.

      Norah shook her head. “That’s a pipedream. I’m good in English but I’m terrible in every other subject. I’ll be lucky to even get into community college. I wish I was smart like you are, Macon. You’re going to be anyone you want to be. Just promise not to forget me in the process.”

      “Never,” he said, looking at her, wishing she could see what he meant by that. I love you, he thought. How could I ever forget the first and only girl I ever loved?
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* * *

      One night after Josh’s football practice, the three friends were hanging out at the Pruitt trailer. Their mother had a new man in her life, a truck driver who would take their mother on the road when he was going cross country. Sometimes they wouldn’t see her for weeks. But ever since she’d been gone, life had become much more calm for the Pruitts. No more random men laying around the house, no more having to sneak over to Macon’s to spend the night.

      Curiously, by being absent, their mother was being the best mom she’d ever been to them.

      Macon was laughing with Josh over an episode of COPS while Norah made them all a frozen pizza. Lately Josh had been spending more time with his football “bros” so Macon and Norah had both missed him.

      “What an idiot,” Josh said. “Why do these guys run over a stupid traffic stop? They make it so much worse for themselves.”

      “I’m more impressed with the camera guys on this show,” Macon said. “They always manage to keep up.”

      Suddenly there was a heavy pounding on the door, making everyone jump.

      “Pruitt!” A deep voice bellowed from the other side of the thin trailer door. “Get out here!”

      Josh walked over and peaked out the venetian blinds of the living room.

      “Incredible, it’s the guys,” he said, looking over at his sister. “I swear I didn’t know they were coming over.”

      Norah shook her head. “You promised to hang out with us tonight. I don’t want to deal with a bunch of douche football players.”

      Josh sighed. “Are you saying I’m a douche?”

      “No,” she corrected. “You’re not. But if you hang around those guys long enough their doucheness may rub off on you.”

      Josh walked over to his twin and put his hands on her shoulders.

      “Football season isn’t much longer,” he said. “And now that I’m one of the guys, we’ll get invited to cool parties this spring. We’ll have earned respect. Life will be a lot easier.”

      Norah rolled her eyes. “You know I don’t give a hoot about any of that.”

      “But I do know you give a hoot about me,” Josh replied. “Please, Norah. I’ll make sure they don’t stay long. They like coming here because there aren’t any parents.”

      “Fine,” Norah said. “But they don’t get any pizza and you keep them away from my room. Macon and I will be back there watching TV with all the pizza to ourselves.”

      Josh grinned. “Deal. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” she sighed, looking at Macon. “Do you want to hang out with me or the jock straps?”

      Macon didn’t have to think about that one very long.
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* * *

      Macon had never been back in Norah’s bedroom before. When he came over they usually just hung out in the kitchen and living room. She had a twin mattress with pink and white bedding. It was neatly made, with a couple of stuffed animals on it. She had a desk in the corner of the small room where her computer was. An old TV/VCR combo set sat on her vanity directly across from her bed. All over the walls were posters of movies. The famous one from Casablanca hung right above her headboard.

      She also had a small bookshelf with books spilling off it. There wasn’t enough room on it for all the books Norah Pruitt had read.

      “Let’s sit,” she said as they walked in together. She was holding two paper plates in her hands, both piled with pizza and chips. Macon had grabbed them each a can of Pepsi from the fridge.

      “It’s like a little date night!” she smiled. “Movie and pizza.”

      “Ha,” Macon chuckled. He wished.

      “I’m guessing you’re going to go on lots of dates this year,” Norah said, sitting cross legged on the end of her bed near the pillow. She scooted over to make room for him.

      It was so strange to be in her room. Where she slept. Where she dreamed.

      “Why do you say that?” he asked, sitting next to her and grabbing one of the plates.

      “Well,” she said, taking a sip of her Pepsi. “Look at you. You’ve kind of turned into a hunk this year. My friend Ashley Bruner has an enormous crush on you.” Norah smiled. “She asked me to somehow squeeze that into conversation tonight.”

      Macon shifted uncomfortably next to Norah. Not that there was anything wrong with Ashley Bruner, but Macon couldn’t have been less interested in her. Or anyone who wasn’t Norah.

      “I guess that’s flattering,” he said.

      As they ate their pizza they could hear the obnoxious laughter and loud talking coming from the living room.

      “I’m so glad you’re not like those guys,” Norah said. “I don’t know why Josh is so eager to impress them. They’re a bunch of morons with the IQs of flip flops. Actually, that’s probably being too kind.”

      Macon laughed. “Josh just craves the typical American teen experience. It makes him feel like he has some control in his life. He wants to feel important. I guess we all do, right?”

      Norah stared at Macon for a long moment, making him feel slightly uncomfortable under her beautiful gaze.

      “You really see people,” she finally said. “Like, really see them.”

      “I guess I just observe people a lot,” Macon said. “I try to understand them. It makes the world less scary for me.”

      Norah put down her plate and scooted closer to Macon. Suddenly he was very nervous.

      “What do you see when you see me?” Norah whispered. “What’s going to happen to me, Macon?”

      Macon gulped. He wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Norah, you have the world at your feet if you want it,” he said. “How can you not know that?”

      She smiled and he was relieved. He’d said the right thing.

      “Want me to show you something kind of ridiculous?” she asked.

      Macon nodded. “I’m always down for the ridiculous.”

      Norah walked over to her tiny closet and started sorting through some papers she had in a cardboard box on the floor. He couldn’t help but admire the shape of her rear as she squatted. Her pajama pants were slightly low enough for him to see…

      “Here they are!” she suddenly said, standing up, knocking Macon out of his fantasy for a moment. She walked over to the bed and dumped a box full of what looked like Hallmark cards all over the bed.

      “You saved every birthday card you’ve ever received?” Macon asked, picking one up. “That’s not that ridiculous. But I had no idea you were such a hoarder. This changes everything.”

      Norah smacked him playfully against his arm.

      “They’re not birthday cards,” she said. “Look again.”

      Macon opened the one in his hand. It was a light pink color and on the inside it said:

      

      Dear Mom-

      Thank you for being a powerful voice for good in my life. You always have my back and you always know the right things to say when I’m down. I love that you pack me lunch every day and that you understand how important it is to be supportive of my dreams and ambitions. You’re not the mother that laughs when I hand you a story I have been working on for weeks. You would never tell me my dreams are stupid and that I better stay thin so I can get a job as a cocktail waitress since that’s all I’ll ever be good for unless I somehow manage to marry well. You’re also so lovely and kind to all those around you. You would never be someone who would get in a fight with a woman at Albertsons over the last bottle of cheap wine that’s on sale. You’re too classy for that. Thanks for being a great example of what kind of mother I hope to be one day. Happy Mother’s Day!

      

      Love,

      Norah, age 13

      

      Macon looked up at Norah, confused.

      “This is a Mother’s Day card,” he said. “To your mom?”

      “Read another one,” Norah said, scooting close to Macon, her chin resting on his shoulder. “One from Josh.”

      Macon picked up another card and opened it:

      

      Mom-

      I love that you never miss any of my baseball, football, or basketball games. You’re so classy, you never show up drunk or make such a terrible scene that the ref has to throw you out of the game. I also appreciate that you never sleep with my coaches which would make it uncomfortable for me to keep playing for men who I know have seen my mother naked. A son couldn’t be more proud to be yours. Happy Mother’s Day!

      

      Love always,

      Josh, age 14

      

      Now Macon was really confused. He knew that Mrs. Pruitt was actually permanently banned from attending any sporting event held by a Clark County Public School because she’d been kicked out of so many of them. He’d also assumed it was only a rumor that she’d slept with the middle school baseball coach, but he guessed this confirmed it.

      “What are these?” Macon asked.

      “Like I said, it’s ridiculous,” Norah said. “Since we were about ten, Josh and I have been writing these cards and giving them to each other. They’re supposed to be to the parents we wish we had. Or at least the kind of parents we wish we had. It helps us deal with a lot of our resentment and anger. Here. Read this one. It’s to my dad. Before…”

      Macon took the card from her shaking hands:

      

      Dear Dad-

      I just want you to know how grateful I am for you. I know that life hasn’t been kind or easy for you and that there are some things that have happened to you from the war that you can’t tell me and Josh about. One day I hope you will and I want you to know, when that day comes, I’ll be here to listen. I know you’re not like most dads. You don’t wear a suit or go to an office. You don’t tell corny jokes or wear socks with sandals. I wouldn’t trade you for any other dad on the planet though because who you are is just perfect. And I will always be your biggest fan, even when you feel like no one is on your side or no one understands you. I might not understand sometimes, but I will never give up trying to. Happy Father’s Day. I love you so much.

      

      Love,

      Norah, age 12

      

      Macon looked up at her. Her face was close to his now, her eyes filled with tears.

      “I found that one today,” she said. “I hadn’t read it since I wrote it. I never got to give it to him. It’s the only real card I ever wrote. The others have just been a way for me and Josh to vent about stuff, but that card was how I really felt.”

      Macon didn’t know what to say. He thought of Norah writing it, so blissfully unaware of the pain that was on the horizon.

      “He’s proud of you,” Macon said. “You know that, right?”

      Norah was crying now and Macon felt like he had the day she’d told him about her father’s suicide. But they were older now and he knew so much more about her. He didn’t want to be a temporary comfort to her.

      He wanted to be a permanent one.

      He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her into his chest.

      “I miss him,” she sobbed into Macon’s chest. “I thought time would make me feel better about it, but it hasn’t really. I just keep wishing he were here.”

      “I know,” Macon said. “I mean… I don’t know, but I can imagine.”

      They sat there for a long time, Norah crying into his chest, Macon trying not to move, not wanting her body to leave his.

      Finally she pulled away, her hands wiping the tears from her cheeks. She shook her head.

      “What a bummer I am,” she said. “I just kind of killed the good time vibes, huh?”

      Macon shook his head. “No. I’m still here, aren’t I?”

      They stared at one another for a long moment and Macon suddenly knew. She wasn’t looking at him as a friend. She was seeing him how he wanted to be seen.

      Finally.

      “Macon,” she whispered, moving her face closer to his, her mouth inches away from his own. “You didn’t seem to care when I told you about Ashley Bruner.”

      “Nope,” he said. “She’s nice but I have no interest in her.”

      “Oh,” Norah said, a smile on her lips. “Is there anyone you do have an interest in?”

      Macon slipped his hand behind her neck. Her skin was so smooth, so perfect.

      “You know the answer to that, Norah,” he said, and he pulled her to him, a yelp escaping her mouth right before he kissed her for the second time in his life.
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      Norah hadn’t driven to the trailer park in ages. Not since the day Josh had left for boot camp. As soon as she’d graduated high school she’d moved into the UNLV dorms and then, after dropping out, she’d lived in various apartments throughout her 20’s.

      She’d driven by the dilapidated trailer hell plenty of times, but she’d never given it a second glance. It was just a minefield of nostalgia and she wasn’t about to go stepping on anything that would make her heart explode.

      So she’d avoided it. Until now.

      It was hard to keep her hands from shaking as she drove down Tropicana with Macon Moultrie in the back seat of her Lincoln town car. He looked amazing. Of course he did. He was polished, handsome in a tailored suit, his hair freshly cut. Norah wanted to stare at him, but she resisted.

      The faster she got him out of her car and back out of her life, the better.

      As she pulled into the home of her past, her stomach started to hurt. Being back among the grit and the grime of this place was like reopening an old wound.

      Macon’s mom’s place was just as she remembered- a single wide with green shutters and plastic lawn chairs on a green rug outside the front steps. His mother sat in one of them, smoking a cigarette, clearly waiting for him. She looked mostly the same, except for 20 extra pounds. She’d also adopted the old lady hairdo all women seemed to acquire at a certain age. Her hair was completely grey, short, and curly. Her eyes narrowed as Norah parked the car.

      “Sorry, I didn’t expect Mom to be out here waiting on me,” Macon said. Norah turned to him and shrugged.

      “No problem, I don’t need to get out anyway,” Norah replied. “I doubt she even remembers me. Have a good week. Nice to see you.”

      Macon paused for a moment and stared at her.

      “That’s it?” he said. “You’re leaving? I thought maybe you could stay for a bit… I mean. I just haven’t seen you in so long. I’d love to catch up.”

      Norah shook her head. “I have to go back to work. I don’t have time to catch up today.”

      “How about tomorrow?” he asked. “I’m here for the week.”

      “I don’t think so,” she said, flatly. “Sorry, did you want to pay with cash or credit?”

      He looked at her, stunned at her coldness. He knew that the last time they’d been together had been terrible, but… it was Norah. And he was Macon. At one time, they’d loved each other.

      More than anything, in his case.

      “Do you take American Express?” he said, his eyes still on her.

      “Yes,” she said, holding her hand out for his card.

      “Wait,” he wanted to touch her hand, to hold it. But he thought better of it. “Can I at least have your number? Norah, don’t you think it’s incredible that of all the cars I could have gotten into, I was placed in yours? Don’t you think that it’s… a sign of something?”

      “It’s a sign I have very bad luck,” she said. “As usual.” His face must have registered the burning retort because suddenly her expression and voice softened. “Please, Macon. I’m barely holding on here. I can’t…”

      He shook his head. “I can’t believe this…” He suddenly pulled out a pen from his suit’s jacket pocket. “Let me at least write my number down. In case you change your mind. And Norah, please change your mind. I’d never want to cause you anymore pain. I just want to talk to you.”

      “I know,” she said, her voice trembling. “Let me just run your card with the office…”

      She used the CB radio to talk to her dispatcher to get the credit card approval. She could barely speak the numbers, but somehow she got it all out.

      Macon was right, after all. Of all the cars in Vegas, he had to get in hers.

      When she returned his card to him, he handed her a piece of paper, his ten-digit phone number printed in neat and very legible ink. Probably from a pen that cost more than what Norah made per hour.

      She was so humiliated for him to see her this way.

      “Here,” he said. “Please call me. Or text me. Okay? After you’re home from work or whenever you want. I don’t care what time it is.”

      She didn’t even look at the paper, but she placed it in her back pocket. “I can’t promise you anything, Macon. I have to go.”

      He nodded. She knew she was breaking his heart, but it was for his own good.

      Just like it had been for his own good years ago.

      “Bye, Norah,” he said, stepping out of the car, buttoning the top button of his jacket. He leaned in before shutting his door.

      “You’re still the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”

      He shut the door and she finally pulled away, the tears streaming down her cheeks before she’d even left the driveway.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Was that Norah Pruitt?” his mother asked as he watched her car drive off. He was clutching his chest, absently, broken-hearted at what he’d just experienced.

      Norah didn’t even want to talk to him. Didn’t even want to entertain the notion.

      Maybe she was married now. But he hadn’t seen a ring. Her eyes were so sad, much sadder than they’d ever been before. Even when they were kids. And her eyes always haunted him.

      He still dreamt of her. Even years later.

      And now she was gone again.

      “You okay?” his mother’s voice brought him back to reality. “Was that her?”

      “Yeah,” he said. Somehow he’d been aware enough to pull his carry-on bag out of the car with him. Now he’d wished he’d left it with Norah. So he’d have an excuse to track her down.

      “Well, that’s kind of a crazy coincidence,” she replied. “Explains why you look like you’ve seen a blasted ghost.”

      He smiled. “Yeah, well. I kind of did.”

      “She’s still pretty,” Pam Moultrie said as she stood up to hug her only child. “Can’t believe she still lives here after what happened. And driving a limo?”

      “Alright, Mom,” Macon said, not wanting to talk about Norah right now. “It was a long flight. I’d like to just rest for a bit. Maybe take you out to dinner later if you’re up for it.”

      “Sure,” Pam said. “There’s a new casino open up in Summerlin. They have a good buffet from what I hear and Janice Hibbons says the slots are hot.”

      “No buffets,” Macon said. “And definitely no gambling.”

      “Mr. Fancy-Pants lawyer is too good for the buffet,” she said as she swung open the screen door to the inside of her trailer. As Macon walked in he couldn’t help but sigh. It still smelled like cigarettes and regrets. The TV was playing an old episode of Dr. Phil.

      He slumped down in the recliner across from the same couch his mother had had since he was a kid. He’d sat on that couch with Norah for hours watching television and talking about the future.

      A future that he had always been sure would have her in it.

      Seeing her again was such a mind idiot. That hadn’t been the way he’d wanted it to go. He’d fantasized about seeing her again so many times. Every time he’d wanted to quit law school, he’d think of her. And how he wanted to be the man she deserved. A man that could fix the past somehow by becoming someone she could love.

      And somehow it had all gone to trash anyway.

      But he was a lawyer now. And life was good. Every goal he’d set, he’d hit. School was now finally over. He was on his way to so many dreams coming true for him.

      But seeing Norah had reminded him how much he still didn’t have. How was it possible to have everything and yet nothing at the same time?
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      Norah didn’t remember much about the rest of the day. All she could see was Macon’s handsome face. All she could hear was his voice pleading for her to call him.

      She knew she could never actually call him. How could she, really? She’d barely been able to function in his presence. It was asking too much.

      When she finally came home to her apartment that night, she was grateful for Hadley’s absence. She threw her car keys on the kitchen counter and sunk into the futon in their tiny living room, throwing her chauffeur jacket onto the floor.

      The sobs she’d held in all day escaped her and she hugged her knees to her chest, folding them against herself as she thought about Macon and how painful it was to see him after all this time.

      Part of her hadn’t wanted to push him away. Just like she hadn’t wanted to before either. She’d loved him desperately back then. He was the island in the stream of her life, the one thing she’d always been able to stand on as the chaotic waters rushed around her.

      But she’d been no good for him. Not good enough anyway. She never would be. For some reason Macon couldn’t see that. Even now.

      She cried for a long time. About Macon, about the past, about what could never be. She did this once a month or so; had been doing it once a month or so for years. But it had been a long time since she’d cried over Macon. She thought she was getting better. Moving on.

      But just as she thought she was done with him, here he was; back in Las Vegas, sitting on the other side of town probably wondering why she’d been such a jerk to him.

      Norah suddenly remembered the piece of paper. She reached into the back pocket of her pants and pulled it out. It was folded over. She opened it up and a hundred-dollar bill fell into her lap.

      That just made her even more embarrassed.

      She looked down at the note.

      

      Call me any time. Please. 210-555-6890

      

      She should have ripped it up and threw it in the garbage. She had every intention of doing it. Right after she slept for a bit and tried to forget about this day.

      The hardest part of seeing him was because of Josh. Every time she saw Macon, she saw Josh. And despite everyone saying time heals all wounds, that was a wound that still wasn’t even close to healing. It was open and raw. Even now. Maybe always.
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      So Norah Pruitt and Macon Moultrie had been high school sweethearts. Norah would say it had all began that night in her bedroom, but Macon knew he’d loved her long before that.

      He was just happy she’d finally caught up to him.

      Not that their love made high school any easier. Norah was still bullied by the jerk brigade, and Macon was still only comfortable when he was studying or spending time with Norah. But they made it work. Their teenage years had been much better because they had each other.

      Josh had a whole different experience, of course. By his junior year he was the star quarterback of Torrey Pines High School. With that came all the trappings of high school fame; friends, girls, and more attention than he could handle most of the time.

      Yet, despite the difference in social status, the three friends remained as close as ever. Even if Josh didn’t always understand his sister. His loyalty would always be to her and to the guy who’d let them in his home and his heart, all those years ago.

      [image: ]
* * *

      All three of them had been eager to graduate from high school. Josh had enlisted in the Army, something Norah had been completely against for many reasons. Sometimes it felt like Josh was trying to relive his father’s life, the man they barely remembered most days. He’d been an Army veteran. And things hadn’t worked out so well for him.

      Macon had gotten into every single college he’d applied to, including his first choice; Columbia. He was Ivy League bound and could barely contain his excitement most days.

      Norah had gotten a full ride to UNLV, which she was ambivalent about for the most part. She wanted to be where Macon was, but they’d promised each other to remain faithful and true, even from a long distance.

      “I know I’m young,” Macon had told her the night they’d graduated. “But I know you’re my destiny, Norah Pruitt.”

      She’d smiled and kissed him, even though behind her eyes lay a sadness at the realization and inconvenient belief that it could never be that simple. Destiny wasn’t a real thing, not in her mind. Otherwise she’d have to believe that the terrible things that had happened to her had been for a reason. Something she couldn’t reconcile, even on her best days.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What do you think you’re going to miss most about Las Vegas? Besides me, of course,” Norah asked Macon as the couple walked, hand in hand, toward In-N-Out for lunch on an unseasonably cool, comfortable late summer afternoon.

      “What makes you think you’re what I’ll miss most? I’m pretty sure you can’t get animal-style fries in New York,” Macon joked as he reached to open the door for Norah.

      Norah pouted playfully. “You can’t get this in New York, either.” She stood up on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on a surprised Macon, a deep, passionate kiss, a making-out-kind-of-kiss, despite an older couple walking through the open door behind them.

      Macon was momentarily breathless, speechless, and caught totally off-guard. Norah smirked at him and continued into their favorite fast food joint.

      “Good point,” a dumbstruck Macon muttered.

      After ordering their food, they took their drinks to the table to wait; a cherry Coke for Norah and a sweet tea for Macon.

      “Believe it or not, I think I’m going to miss the desert the most.”

      Norah arched an eyebrow.

      “After you, of course,” Macon corrected himself with a smile. “The wide-open spaces. The cliché answer would be ‘The Strip’, but Times Square has such a similar vibe that I don’t expect to miss the lights all that much. But there’s nothing in New York to compare to the desert. In fact,” Macon stood up as their order number was called, “my days in the desert are numbered. And it isn’t uncomfortably hot today. Let’s get our food to go, and have a picnic.”

      “Right now? Are you serious?” Norah asked, following Macon to the counter.

      Moments later, they were back in Macon’s car, heading east toward the mountains.

      “Sorry we didn’t get milkshakes. It’s not that cool out yet. They’d just be sweet milk by the time we’d get around to them.”

      “That’s ok,” Norah replied. “Where are you taking me?”

      “The desert!” Macon answered, enthusiastically. “Nowhere in particular. I’ll know it when I find it.”

      Singing along to the radio, they left the city behind, passing through the foothills of the Frenchman Mountains and out beyond, into the stark, featureless desert.

      After a few miles on the windy, rolling road, Macon turned off onto an unmarked, dusty trail through the sagebrush that barely qualified as a path.

      Slowing to a crawl as the “road” became less passable by the inch, Macon stopped the car.

      “Up for a climb?” he asked.

      “I’m up for climbing that,” Norah responded, pointing to a series of rust-colored boulders surrounding a butte rising a hundred or so feet from the valley floor. “But no way am I going up there.” Norah motioned toward a jagged set of cliffs on the sheer face of a mountain a quarter mile deeper into the desert. “I just wish I’d worn different shoes.”

      They both looked at Norah’s feet, clad only in strappy sandals.

      “The Tarahumara Indians in Mexico run marathons, super-marathons, actually, in rougher terrain than this, and they do it barefoot,” Macon replied.

      Norah rolled her eyes. “Let me guess. National Geographic?”

      Macon nodded.

      “You are such a nerd. I love that about you,” Norah replied.

      “Guilty!” Macon happily pleaded.

      The teenagers disembarked on the short hike through the desert, Norah carrying their bag of food and her drink while Macon lugged a blanket he had in the trunk and his own drink. Lizards scattered as the couple stomped through the scrub.

      Coming over a rise and descending toward the base of the butte they intended to scale, they stumbled upon a glittering sea of broken, green glass and shell casings all over the ground.

      Norah hesitated, and looked to Macon for reassurance.

      “Somebody must have been out here drinking and shooting. Probably a bunch of somebodys,” he said. “But, it’s just us now. Come on.”

      Macon forged ahead, reaching the boulders with Norah practically in his back pocket.

      “This place is spooky, Macon. I bet there are bodies buried out here.”

      Macon set his drink down and then tossed his blanket up and over a shelf in the rock and tested his footing on an outcropping.

      “There are old mine shafts out here, so I bet there are some skeletons down below somewhere. But we’re going up, not down.” Macon hauled himself up onto the rock and reached down for the food and drinks, which Norah handed up to him. Macon reached a hand down and helped pull Norah up to where he was, and they searched for a path to the top.

      Slowly, on barely-there hand and footholds, passing their lunch and blanket along, they ascended the butte. Nearer the top, the going got easier, and they found a rocky path that extended around behind what they’d originally seen.

      When they reached the mesa, they lay down on their backs, using the folded blanket as a pillow, catching their collective breath.

      “This is what you’re going to miss about Las Vegas?” Norah asked.

      “I’ll admit, it sounded a lot more romantic talking about it at In-n-Out,” Macon conceded. “But it’s kinda cool, isn’t it? Let’s look around.”

      They stood up and surveyed the desert surrounding the platform they’d claimed as their own. Nothing stirred as far as they could see, and their car and telephone poles were the only signs of civilization. Aside from some small cactus and a creosote bush with tiny yellow flowers on it, they had the mesa entirely to themselves; a rough rectangle of dusty red rock thirty feet long by twenty wide. A swirling breeze kept the relentless sun just bearable.

      “This would be a cool place to read,” Norah said as they finished off their slightly soggy animal-style fries and perfect burgers. “It would be better with a chair or something, but I can totally imagine spending a day up here reading and napping and enjoying the peace. I’ll admit, there is something sort of magical about the desert.”

      Norah rolled onto her back, propped up on her elbows, and they watched a bird, a hawk they guessed, gliding lazily overhead.

      Macon laid next to her on his side, on the blanket, watching her mouth move. She was so beautiful, her hair windswept and the bright sunshine making the sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her nose more prominent.

      He reached across and touched the strip of exposed skin where her t-shirt had ridden up. She looked at him and bit her bottom lip, fighting the natural urge to push his hand away.

      Macon pushed her shirt higher, circling Norah’s bellybutton with the tip of his index finger. She watched his finger and then met his gaze, finding hope there.

      Norah let her had fall back and she closed her eyes. Macon grew emboldened, easing Norah’s shirt higher and bending down to place gentle kisses up and down her ribcage. Norah’s breath caught in her throat as his hand reached across to mimic her mouth on her other side, gently caressing her.

      The combination of Macon’s hand and mouth on Norah’s midsection made goosebumps appear all over her body, and she sighed contentedly.

      “Macon Moultrie. What do you think you’re doing?” she admonished, playfully, as his hand moved around to the small of her back and down just beneath the top of her shorts and his lips reached her middle, kissing her belly button and then just below.

      Macon turned his head so he could look at her face, and he found her smiling, so he grinned back and continued. He kissed softly across her stomach, his hand on her back moving up and down slowly, his fingertips exploring the supple flesh.

      He reversed course and began to ascend toward her breasts, lifting her shirt up, tentatively toward her bra. When the bottoms of the lacy white cups came into view, his eyes met hers. She bit her bottom lip, but did not protest, so he worked her t-shirt up and over her breasts.

      “Dang,” Macon whispered.

      Norah glanced all around once more, and watched a motorcycle wind its way down the highway and out of sight. With the way the mesa tilted slightly away from the road, they were invisible to the infrequent traffic whizzing by.

      To Macon’s surprise, Norah sat up and pulled her t-shirt off, balling it up into a makeshift pillow. She lay back on it, with her arms crossed behind her head. “Keep kissing me. And it’s only fair you take your shirt off, too, don’t you think?”

      Macon surveyed the area and came to the same conclusion Norah had; only that bird way up in the sky could see them.

      He tugged at his shirt and tossed it away.

      “Have you been working out, Macon? Trying to get all buff for the New York coeds?”

      Macon stretched and rolled his shoulders. He hadn’t told her, but he’d been doing pushups and sit-ups regularly for a few months now. His body was no longer that of the skinny kid that first met Norah; he was filling out into a young man. Lean muscle rippled in the sunshine.

      “The only person,” Macon paused only to kiss Norah. He kissed her sides, her arms, the visible portion of her breasts, everywhere he dared to kiss her. “I want to impress,” he kissed her forehead and the tip of her nose. “Or will ever want to impress,” he finally kissed her mouth, and she responded enthusiastically. “Is you.”

      Norah squinted up at Macon’s silhouette.

      “Norah, you don’t get it, but you’re the most beautiful girl in the world. This world,” Macon swept his arms to indicate the endless desert around them. “That world,” he pointed back toward the Las Vegas Valley, the world-famous Strip that sat just on the other side of Frenchman Mountains. He was back to kissing her stomach, and then bypassed her shorts and began kissing her kneecaps, making Norah giggle. “And every other world.” Macon kissed and caressed Norah’s calves. He undid the clasps on Norah’s sandals and set them aside. He cradled her feet, each one in turn, in his hands and kissed the tops of them reverently. “I just want to keep kissing every inch of you, Norah.”

      Norah purred her reply stretching her arms above her, basking on the rock. “Don’t let me stop you,” she said. “But is that all you want to do to me?”

      From where Macon knelt by her feet, he looked up in surprise. “What?”

      Norah let her head fall back gently, and raised a hand over her face to block the sun from her eyes. She couldn’t look at Macon as she said what followed; she’d be too mortified if he rejected her. She knew how she felt about Macon and was sure he felt the same, but she was jumping off the high dive here, and if she had second thoughts once she left the board, it would be too late to do anything about it.

      “You’re going away. I know long-distance relationships don’t always work out, no matter how much the two people involved care about each other, or how many promises they make. But Macon, I can’t imagine my first time being with anyone but you. And I don’t even want to try to imagine your first time being with anybody but me.”

      The wind blew across the desert, whistling as it was diverted by rocks and bluffs. Macon crawled back up to where he lay alongside Norah, and he kissed her deeply.

      They turned to face each other, bare legs intertwined. Macon’s hands ran through Norah’s hair, and her hands clawed at his shoulders and chest.

      Macon’s hand migrated to Norah’s hip, and she took his wrist and guided him gently to her breast. He could feel her erect nipple through her bra. He took a handful of her breast over the bra, then let his hand slip inside to free it. When his palm dragged across her bare nipple, Norah gasped.

      She reached for the belt that held her boyfriend’s cargo shorts up, but the awkward angle made the struggle futile. Macon reached down and undid the clasp, shimmying them down. His own erection struggled against his boxers to be free.

      Unnoticed by Macon during their frantic kissing, Norah had likewise divested herself of her shorts. They were as naked as they’d ever been together. In her trailer, in his bedroom, on occasion in the backseat of his car – but this time, their mutual desire would be realized; their passion no longer denied.

      Macon straddled Norah, kissing her desperately as she writhed in anticipation.

      He feared that he’d release too soon; just the thought of seeing Norah completely naked had him on the brink. He pulled away and took a deep breath, struggling to regain control of his rampant libido.

      Norah took the initiative, yanking his boxers down, causing his cock to spring back up and slap against his midsection with a wet “thwack.”

      Macon groaned as she took hold of his manhood, skin on skin for the first time. He was in serious jeopardy now. Her long strokes coaxed him inexorably toward the brink. He countered by leaning down and taking her nipple into his mouth, sucking and swirling his tongue as she stiffened and mewed.

      “You’re sure?” Macon hoarsely asked.

      Norah’s answer was a sleepy smile as she undid her bra and let it fall away, followed by slipping her panties down, and off.

      Macon looked down from his perch above her, surveying her nakedness. It stacked up gloriously against fantasies that had fueled him since junior high.

      “Slow. Just go slow. I love you, Macon,” Norah whispered, staring into Macon’s eyes.

      “I love you, too,” he replied, and he slipped gently inside her.

      She pulled him close at the moment of penetration, nuzzling his shoulder as he filled her. Halfway in, he paused and withdrew. Norah exhaled, thinking she’d cleared a hurdle; maybe it wouldn’t be so painful after all.

      Macon had pulled out only so far as the tip of his cock, and only because another nanosecond inside Norah would have caused him to erupt.

      He’d never felt anything so magical. She was a silken vise, her body specifically designed to give him pleasure. Nothing could possibly feel better.

      Macon began to recite the Gettysburg Address in his mind, and then he silently cycled through algebraic proofs. Anything to distract and disconnect his mind from his body.

      The pause served its intended purpose, and he drove back in, this time as far as he could go. Sheer ecstasy. She gripped him slightly, muscles inside her clinging to him as he slowly pulled out and thrust back in more quickly.

      “Oh, idiot,” he exclaimed, increasing his pace despite Norah’s teeth sinking into his shoulder.

      She’d crossed her ankles behind his thighs, holding on for dear life, and as he began to pound her in earnest, she bit down on his tanned shoulder in an effort to move past the searing pain in her core.

      Norah had nothing to which she could compare Macon’s cock, but he felt enormous inside her. When he’d sunk all the way in that first time, she thought her pelvis would crack in half.

      She was determined, however, to take it, no matter how much it hurt. To please her man. To make sure none of those pretty girls in New York would turn Macon’s head.

      She clutched at him, desperate to somehow get closer to him. His skin felt hot to the touch, and she felt like she, herself, was boiling down there.

      Macon settled into a steady tempo, keeping his premature ejaculation demons temporarily at bay, and the young lovers connected again through eye contact.

      He’d never seen Norah look so beautiful; her cheeks were flushed and her eyes glassy. Her lips were wet from their kissing, her hair framing her face, splashed all over the red rock beneath her t-shirt pillow.

      Norah had fallen in love with a mere boy. But what she looked up at now was unmistakably a man. Droplets of his sweat landed on her, one on her bottom lip, and she savored the salty flavor.

      They each neared their precipice, Norah’s pain swallowed up by waves of pleasure from deep inside every time Macon went deep and he ground against her. Macon’s war was lost; he’d fought the good fight, but Norah’s body had zapped his strength, his will, and would soon empty him completely.

      Their telepathy drove them to kiss, a powerful, gasping kiss as they crashed over the edge together. Neither had experienced an orgasm to match it. Macon broke their kiss to unleash a primal yell that sent every lizard and desert creature for miles scampering for cover.

      Norah convulsed inside, every muscle clamping down around Macon’s erupting cock. Her thighs trembled and tears spilled down her cheeks. She’d do anything to freeze time at that moment, their shared climax bringing them closer, in her mind, than any two people had ever been or could ever be.

      Macon noticed her tears as he recovered from his own wondrous trip to heaven.

      “Norah, are you okay?”

      She wiped her cheeks and grinned back at him. “I’m so beyond ‘okay’.”

      They kissed playfully, enjoying their final few spasms together.

      “I have to… I can’t… I just need a second,” Macon apologized, letting himself slide out and collapsing onto his back. Complete exhaustion overtook him, and he inhaled deeply though his nose and let the breath out through puffed-out cheeks.

      Norah sat up and leaned over him, kissing his forehead as they laughed and tickled each other.

      Norah grabbed the closest article of clothing she could find, Macon’s green t-shirt, and pulled it over her head and fanned her hair out the back.

      They held hands and turned their faces toward each other as they lay on their backs.

      “I don’t have the words… ‘amazing’ falls so pitifully flat,” Macon’s words tailed away as he shook his head.

      “Better than animal-style fries?” Norah asked, biting her bottom lip expectantly.

      “No contest. If I could have you once or In-n-Out every day for the rest of my life, I guess I’d have to learn to make due with McDonald’s,” Macon replied, kissing Norah sweetly.

      The couple went on like that, complimenting each other and making corny jokes. Eventually, Macon helped Norah clean up the evidence left behind by her lovemaking, and they decided to sacrifice their blanket to whatever desert gods were responsible for deflowered virgins.

      They lay and sat on that rock for hours, basking in the afterglow. The sun sank, and the lights of the faraway Las Vegas Strip began twinkling in the distance.

      Macon and Norah mulled over spending the night on their butte, but decided that night time in the desert meant creepy crawlies they’d rather not encounter, not to mention the possibility of drunks with guns.

      They descended carefully, their blanket left behind, weighted down by a large rock Macon set atop it. It was stained with the remnants of what they’d just done, and a spilled drink.

      Managing to avoid the nocturnal snaked and scorpions, they reached Macon’s car in the twilight. Waffles at Blueberry Hill awaited them.

      And a night where they could both dream for the first time about what they’d actually done, rather than what they hoped and fantasized it might be like.
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      If you are reading this, it means the pre-order proof you’ve been delivered is the incorrect file. I am putting this in here as a precaution; hopefully no one is reading this! If you are, please contact me at alisonryanbooks@gmail.com for the correct and full file. I apologize for the inconvenience.
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