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Prologue






Maureen faced the kitchen window, her hands
in the dishwater. Fall had erupted and splashed the landscape in
red, orange, and yellow. One small tear trickled down her cheek.
This brilliance signaled the coming winter, signaled the time of
cyclical death.

“Jack, I’m pregnant,” she said to her
husband in low tones. He slumped at the kitchen table with a butter
knife clenched in his hand. In his other hand the toast crumbled.
She turned. He looked at her. The silence of betrayal spread
through the room.

Through the doorway, Tessa watched. The scene
in front of her had all the reality of a play—each character in
place and each ready to say their lines. Jack, her father, sat at
the table. A look of weariness and disbelief radiated from him.

His shoulders slumped.

“When?” he asked, a defeated tone in his
voice.

Enter stage right, Tessa thought. “The baby
is not yours, Dad.” She walked into the kitchen.

“What are you doing Tessa?” Jack rubbed
his head, the wrinkles becoming more pronounced around his
mouth.

“Dad,” Tessa said. Maybe he would
understand that she was right. She was his daughter. She loved him.
He didn’t need Maureen. Stepmother. He needed his kin.

“This is a private conversation," said
Jack.

Tessa noticed that gray hairs were sprinkled
in his dark hair. Dad had been a superman to her. For the first
time she noticed how old he looked.

“I want you to know the truth,” Tessa
said, her voice hardened. “She would deceive you into believing
that. . .” She pointed at Maureen’s stomach. “is your child. I want
you to know it’s not.”

An emotion swelled—maybe it was righteousness
or malice, but it was strong. “I saw them. They were naked. I saw
them this summer . . . Manuel and Maureen. I don’t care he’s gone.
I don’t care. But, the baby is not yours.”

Harsh lines deepened around Dad’s eyes. He
looked carefully at her. “Young lady, go outside.”

“But, Dad . . .”

“There are chores to do . . . outside. Go.
I’ll talk to you later.”

He took her arm and pulled her out the
door.

Tessa leaned against the door. She had been
told that you shouldn’t eavesdrop at doors. So what she heard
should not have surprised her. It was a knife strike to the
heart.

“I love you Maureen. Don’t leave
me.”

Tessa legs shivered and weakened. She fell to
the porch and then wrapped her arms around her stomach.

The coyotes howled.












Chapter One






Annie posed in the doorway, pausing for
maximum effect. "Tessa, you're standing here," she places herself
firmly in the doorway. "So, what happens next?"

Tessa lolled on the dingy couch, watching
Annie block off the action. They lived in a student apartment.
Yellow watermarks decorated the ceiling and walls. The landlord
refused to repair the damage. He was miserly about repairs. It had
taken them weeks to get him to fix the toilet.

Annie leaned towards Tessa. Her blouse,
unraveled on the edges, showed her generous cleavage. Tessa always
seemed to have a boyfriend or two. She never shared. Her philosophy
was if you wanted a boyfriend, you could get your own. Even so,
Tessa liked Annie. Annie had been her only friend when she first
arrived at the university. They got along fine.

Annie stamped her foot. "Dénouement. You need
a dénouement."

Tessa cleared my throat. "Well, actually my
father pushed me out the door. I never really heard what they said
to each other," she said.

"What happened to the child?"

"He's a boy, helping Dad on the ranch. I
believe that he wants to be a rancher." Tessa pursed her mouth. She
didn't want to talk about her half-brother.

Tessa watched Annie pace from living room to
kitchen, kitchen to living room. It was a small apartment and Annie
had a lot of energy.

"And, what happened to Maureen?"

"Maureen." Tessa remembered Maureen's beehive
hair and designer nails. In Tessa's eyes, Maureen belonged to the
age of kept women. "Maureen ran away with a sheepherder. She can't
stay away from those Latino men."

Tessa stood up.

"Come'on," Tessa said. Annie smirked. "Let's
get to class. We're late.

Annie's eyes twinkled. "Oh, oh… don't you
want to tell me the rest?" Tessa ducked her head. "You know, it
would make a great stage play." Tessa pulled on her jacket.

"Let's go." Tessa said, acknowledging Annie's
snark with a nod.

They walked to their theater class. The roses
showed early spring buds to a crowd of post-adolescents, who
scurried to their classes. The rushing humanity contrasted with her
small town upbringing. Tessa reveled in the sensation of being a
part of it, but isolated from its essence.

Tessa remembered that summer too well.

Her mother had been dead about two years. She
didn’t know what caused her death, probably cancer of some type,
but her father had lost his joy of life. But that summer, Jack
wanted Tessa to meet a woman.

"Tessa," he had said. "I want you to meet
Maureen." He had watched Tessa closely. She felt too big for her
body.

"Why?" Tessa asked. No woman was good enough
for her dad. She knew from some of her friends who shuffled between
divorced parents. That companionship, a word she would learn to
hate, was important to the physical and mental well-being of
parents. She dreaded the day when her dad would start introducing
her to women.

"Maureen is special," Dad said.

Right. Tessa waited for the next inevitable
words.

"I want to bring her home for dinner."

Tessa shrugged. He was the parent. She was
the child. He would bring that woman home whatever Tessa’s wishes.
She had learned that from her friends, too. Parents had all the
power.

"Tonight," he said.

"What, you want me to fix it?" she asked.

"No," he said. "We're going out.
Together."

Tammie knew he wanted her to dress up. They
always want you to dress up, said her friends, you know to impress
the lady. The word lady was drawled with the sarcasm of
adolescence. Ya right, it seemed to say. She's no lady. She was
just a piece of ass trying to horn in between you and your dad. She
knew what she should wear—something smelling of cow shit. If she
could get away with it, she would have rolled in the stuff. Maybe
if her hayseed costume didn't work, she could drive that woman
away. Maureen, such a sissy name.

Tessa’s dad had figured that she was going to
be a handful. He decided that she should wear a dress. Even when
she showed up in jeans and cowboy boots, liberally smeared with cow
shit, he made her change.

"You're growing up," he said. Tessa liked the
admiration in his eyes, even though her hips were still boyish and
her breasts would barely stay in a training bra. "You look like
your mother."

He turned away. "Let's go," he said. She took
his arm. He smelled fresh like the outdoor air he worked in. He
kissed her cheek.

***

"Dramatic tension is important for any drama
to succeed. Tessa, give me an example of dramatic tension from King
Lear," said the assistant professor.

"Uh," Tessa answered and blushed..

"You did see the play last night," the
professor said. "People -- if you want a good grade you need to see
and read the assignments."

"Let me help you out. How about the first
scene when King Lear's daughters are required to declare their love
for their father. Tessa, you'll report on this tomorrow."

Tessa whispered to Annie. "Why does she pick
on me?"

"Hey, you're the best writer in the class,"
Annie smiled. "Just enjoy it."

"Enjoy it," Tessa grumbled. Dramatic tension.
Shakespeare was the master at building drama, but I bet he didn't
have to live it.

***

Maureen was sitting at a table when they
walked into The Cow Palace, a local steak house. The wooden tables
and décor were fine eating in their rural town.. Maybe the place
was countrified, but the steaks were large, fresh, and grilled.

Tessa’s hands and feet were always too big
for her body. She'd watched Maureen smile a welcome to her dad, and
then patted a seat next to her.

"Well, you're such a big girl," Maureen said
with a syrupy voice. Instantly, Tessa had felt about 5 or 6 years
old. This woman knew all the tricks. Tessa sat down, slumping in
her seat, watching that woman coo at her father. Her father cooed
back.

"Darling," Maureen said. "I must powder my
nose."

"Coming?" she asked Tessa.

Tessa stomped behind her to the restroom,
wondering what that woman wanted to say. She swayed, attracting the
glances of both the young and old men. Tessa bowed her head and
blushed.

"You won't ruin this for me," Maureen said
"or I will make your life miserable." She looked in the mirror,
pulled out her mascara, and gobbed at her eyes. "And, don't try to
tell your father," she smiled, a toothy smile. "He won't believe
you."

Tessa grunted.

"A man needs more than just a daughter," she
washed her hands. "Well, I'm glad we had this talk." Maureen
sashayed out.

Tessa looked at herself in the mirror. She
looked at her freckles sprinkled across her nose and at her boyish
figure. She compared her looks to Maureen’s lush woman's body and
her Dolly Parton hair and nails. In comparison, Tessa looked dowdy
and countrified. Maureen would win any contest between the two of
them.

Tessa still had to grow up. Maureen had grown
up years ago.












Chapter Two






In front of the Arts and Human Resources
building was a large cottonwood tree. It had stood there at least
one hundred years. Tessa liked to sit near it and look up, up into
the sky. She watched the hawk spiral over the tree. Several smaller
birds swooped at the predator, trying to keep the hawk away from
their nests and chicks. The hawk dipped, swirled, and rolled over
showing its claws. He then flew to away.

"Tessa, Tessa." Annie hurried over to Tessa.
"When did you have time to study King Lear?"

Tessa stood up. She brushed off the cut
grass, mown by students working for the university. The grass
stained on her jeans. Tessa ignored the question. "Are we going to
the party?"

Annie’s mouth popped open. "But, but…" she
stammered. “Really this isn't funny."

"What?"

"We already went last night," Annie said "You
know . . . you were with Taylor."

"I was?" Tessa probed her mind, like a tongue
touching a sore tooth. No, she was sure there was no memory,
everything after the drama class was blank.

"What day is it?" Tessa asked. She looked
down at her hands.

"Thursday." Annie said.

She remembered talking to Annie, complaining,
she thought wryly. She remembered talking about her step-mother
Maureen. She shook my head.

"Annie, I honestly don't remember."

"What's going on?" Annie asked.

"I don't know."

"Has this happened before?"

"Well . . ." Tessa hesitated. "Yes, but only
for a few hours. I always come to at this tree. This is the first
time that I've lost almost a full day."

The tree's branches covered her head like a
cathedral. Safe. Tessa felt safe under its branches. Here she could
be by herself and think. Maybe some strange virus was taking over
her life—talking to her friends, doing her homework, even making
her body walk and talk.

Annie described to Tessa an ordinary day for
a college student. "You went to work about 4:30 a.m., remember? We
went together to clean the Testing Center. Oh, and breakfast. Umm.
Brad met us . . . Oh I forgot the party. You talked to Brad. We
left early. You said you weren't feeling too well. A stomach ache
or something."

Annie driveled on. No clue to why Tessa had
forgotten almost a full day. Funny, Tessa did better in school when
someone else was driving the bus.

"Maybe we should get you to student health
services. See if they can find anything wrong with you."

Tessa grimaced. She hated being poked and
prodded. "Alright," she said. There had to be something wrong. Why
couldn't she remember?

***

The student services health building was a
squat ugly spider situated on the north side of campus near the
medical school buildings. It was made of brick; no ivy climbed its
walls as if it was too hallowed to have any living thing near its
entrance. Someone had tried to cheer up the building with a few
roses near the front door. The roses were scraggly, tired, and
sick. They even smelled of sickness.

The smell of hospitals—ammonia and
sickness—filled their nostrils as Annie and Tessa walked into the
door. Tessa remembered why she hated going into hospitals.
Hospitals were for the dying, not the living. She could imagine
corpses walking the halls with bits of flesh dangling from their
bodies and dropping on the glossy floor. The thought made her
shudder.

The medical technician had a name tag that
said 'Hi. I'm Tim. Have a nice day with student services.' The
cheeriness of the message belied his frown.

He growled at us. "Name. Why are you here?"
Then, "Thank you. We'll call you when it's your turn."

They sat down on hard plastic orange chairs.
The hall echoed as each of the students ahead of her was called. It
seemed like hours until Tessa's turn.

"Tessa," called another technician. She felt
like a member of a cattle call . . . a new club for students.

"Moo, moo," she said to Annie. Annie waved
her away to the technician.

"Hey, when you're in the other persona you're
too serious . . . but in this one you're not funny,” she said.

Annie followed Tessa to the examining room.
Tessa was told to take off her clothes. She was handed a gown to
get into that had a slit down the middle of her back.

Tessa slipped out of my clothes, but kept the
bra and panties on. The examining table was made of steel with a
piece of paper down the middle of it. Doctors sure knew how to make
a patient comfortable, she thought. Cold butts, warm hearts?

A nurse bustled into the examining room. "The
doctor will be a minute" The nurse took Tessa’s pulse, blood
pressure, and weight, and then bustled out. Annie looked at a
tabloid she had taken from the lounge.

"Look at this," she said. "I was abducted by
aliens. Oh, oh, and all I can remember is my mother taking me by
the hand. The aliens have my mother's face." She grimaced. "Doesn't
this sound a little like your story?"

"Of course it doesn't," Tessa said. She
didn't want to her story to end up in a freak magazine. She would
rather be on the cover of one of those glamour mags. At least, they
were a bit more respectable than the tabloids.

"No, honestly," Annie said. "This story
sounds like your experience."

"What's the man's name?"

"No, no, it's not a man." Annie said,
quietly.

"Well, what's her name?"

"It's your step-mother Maureen."

"Give me that." Tessa grabbed the paper from
Annie. Yes, it had Maureen's face. She could remember that hair,
those nails.

"You gotta talk to her," said Annie.

"No, absolutely not."

"You have to."

"I will not talk to that bitch."

Annie's mouth scrunched together. Before
Annie could say anything else, the doctor walked in.

He asked Tessa some questions, and then put
his stethoscope against her bare back. He asked her to breathe
deeply. He looked into her eyes and eyes. He even examined her
nose. He made notations in her record.

“Get dressed” he said, and then left the
room.

Tessa heard someone say through the door,
"another one."

Annie and Tessa listened to the doctor's
verdict as they sat on two little chairs in front of his CEO type
desk. "Nothing is wrong with you," he said. "You're as healthy as a
horse."

He continued. "Could I get you an appointment
to see a psychologist?"

He politely listened when Tessa told him that
she would think about it.

Tessa would not get back to him.
Psychologists reminded her of her stepmother.

***

"Jack," Maureen said. "You need to do
something about your daughter."

"She's OK.” Her father said, “Once she knows
how much we love each other she'll get over her anger."

"Jack, the wedding is this week. We have
given her months to get used to the idea. I think she needs some
help. I know this lovely psychologist that can help her get her
life together."

She kissed him, subtly rubbing herself on him
like a cat marking its territory - cheek to cheek.

"Oh, oh.” he moaned. Then a long time later
he said. “I'll take her."

“Yes, you will,” she murmured.

***

"Where are you?" said Annie. She tapped on
Tessa’s arm. “We need to get you home.”

"Are we still at the health building?" Tessa
asked.

"Yes.” Annie dragged her. "Let's get out of
here."












Chapter Three






Brad sat on the edge of the bed, his head in
hands. He couldn't remember the last twenty-four hours. In a quick
movement, he jumped to his feet and rushed to the bathroom. The
beer had flowed heavily at the party. He emptied the contents of
his stomach into the toilet. He had watched one of the girls bend
backwards and suck on a beer bong. The funnel contained an entire
beer. She drank it all in a couple of gulps. He had been
fascinated.

He might have tried it, too. He couldn't
remember. He laid his head on the cool surface of the toilet,
waiting for the next round of vomiting.

"Brad," Taylor chuckled. "Maybe you should
eat something."

Brad gasped. "That's not funny." He hung his
head over the bowl. "I don't remember drinking."

Taylor watched Brad vomit. Brad knelt over
the toilet like he was praying.

"Here," Taylor said. He gave Brad an aspirin
and then the water to wash it down.

Brad's stomach rolled. He took the aspirin,
rolled his eyes, and then downed it with the water. He gasped.

"What were you trying to prove?" asked
Taylor, "That you can drink the river dry? Well, it's proven. What
are you going to do for your second encore?"

"Never, never drink again," said Brad.

"Right." Taylor rolled the word and then
smirked.

"No really," protested Brad. "I don't
remember drinking. I know I must have but I can't even remember the
first drink."

Taylor looked at his friend. He cocked his
eyebrow. "You started drinking the minute you walked in the door. I
know you don't usually imbibe, but you looked like a man on a
serious mission."

"So," continued Taylor. "What set you
off?"

Brad thought of the day before the party. He
had seen Annie and Tessa. Classy. He'd run his usual mile around
the sports field track. Nothing.

"I can't think of anything," he said.

"Get yourself together," said Taylor. "We're
supposed to meet Tessa and Annie at the cafeteria. Take a shower.
I'll make coffee."

Great, great thought Brad. His stomach had
quit rolling. His head would pound the rest of the day, but maybe
he could still stand . . . and maybe they wouldn’t notice his
condition if he didn't groan too loudly.

He turned on the shower. The water needled
his body. By the time he had washed himself and stepped out of the
shower, he felt like a new man. He dreaded seeing Annie again and
he didn’t know why.

When he had last seen her, she had seemed
different. Maybe because I was drunk. He didn't normally drink. He
hated drunks.

His father was a drunk. His father would
drink two to three packs of beer a night. And, his dad was not a
nice drunk. When drunk, he would slap Brad's mom, laughing like a
man possessed. Brad's dad always apologized. He was shamefaced at
the trouble he’d caused, but he just couldn't keep away from the
alcohol.

Taylor whistled in the kitchen. Taylor wasn't
that bad of a roommate. He had a strange sense of humor, like the
time when Billy, a Greek-letter boy, was running in the sports
field in a hospital gown. The hospital gown had the ties at the
back, and left Billy’s butt hanging out in the fresh air. It was
part of a frat's initiation.

Anyway, Taylor sketched Billy with the gown
flapping and his bare butt showing, and emblazoned the sketch with
"This Butt's for You."

He copied it and tacked the cartoon on all
the frats and sorority houses he knew. There was a big uproar, but
no one knew it was him. Brad helped him tack them on the doors.
Sort of a manifesto.

Taylor was a friend although he couldn't cook
worth a damn. He heard a swear word from the kitchen and smelled
the toast. Burnt again.

By the time Brad made it to the kitchen, he
felt human again. Brad scrapped the black off the toast, and then
popped it in his mouth. The taste of burned toast covered the taste
of the vomit.

“When did you hear from Annie and Tessa?"
asked Brad. He took another piece of toast. It was as burnt as the
first one.

"They called a few minutes ago. Tessa was at
the health clinic building."

Brad wrinkled his nose. "You know how Tessa
hates doctors."

"Yea," said Taylor. "They want her to see a
psychologist."

"Why?"

"You can ask her that question when we see
them."

***

The woman, gray with dust, rocked in her
rocking chair, back and forth like pendulum. The small trailer
behind her had a bed, a small kitchenette, a toilet and not much
else. Food tins were kept under the sink. There was a small
refrigerator for perishables, but without electricity it wasn't
much use.

The desert in front of her stretched for
miles of cactus and sagebrush. They said that in Nevada the brown
desert was more apparent, because the land showed itself under the
cheatgrass. Here at the Colorado-Utah border the cactus received a
little rain in early summer and late fall, so the place was
somewhat greener.

She rocked—an automaton counting the rocker's
rhythm. She hadn't left the porch for days. Her eyes blanked as she
seemed to watch the desert change from red of dawn to the
brightness of day.

A smell of rottenness came from the trailer.
It permeated the land and her person.

Crack.

The woman jumped from her chair. "What,
what?" she said. She wiped the dust from her face and arms. "What
day is it?" she asked herself, seeing the dust that coated on the
chair, her hair, and her body.

She looked at her truck next to the trailer.
She had decided to stop for a bite to eat . . . surely that was
yesterday. She needed to leave this spot. It had been creepy then,
but now she could not seem to leave.

She jumped into her truck. She turned the
key. The gauge said empty. It was then that she realized that she
was many miles away from the main highway. To leave the trailer
would kill her . . . all her provisions were in the trailer
including the precious water needed to keep her alive.

She went to the door of her trailer. Oh. She
did not want to touch the door or go into the trailer. Slowly she
walked up the metal steps leading into her small trailer. The
trailer stunk. She couldn't quite name it, but it smelled like
rotting meat.

She opened the door. "No, no," she shouted.
She ran back down the steps. She ran into the desert. Her death
would be cleaner in the desert.

"Ha, ha." A deep bell-like chuckle. "Think
you'll leave me?"

She felt herself lose control of her body.
She was frog marched back to the chair, back to her enslavement.
She saw a knife in her hand. She felt her hand stab the knife into
her neck into her jugular. She rocked back and forth as her
lifeblood poured onto the desert floor.












Chapter Four






"We break into our regular programming for a
news bulletin. More victims of a serial killer known as the
Cannibal were found murdered in a home outside Dallas. The Cannibal
has been implicated in the disappearance of several families in
Louisiana, Mississippi, and Missouri areas. Anyone with information
leading to the arrest of the Cannibal, please notify the police in
your area.

This person is dangerous. I repeat dangerous.
This serial killer seems to be moving west. Report all suspicious
noises. Do not give rides to strangers. Take all precautions
necessary to protect your families. I repeat . . . this man is
dangerous.

We will now return you to our regularly
scheduled programming.

From all accounts listeners, this person
likes young sweet flesh. This monster goes for women with babies
and young children. What a delicious reminder of Halloween. Be
safe. And don't let the monsters in the house. Oh, oh, and check
under the bed."

Michael Jackson's song, Thriller, filled the
cafeteria.

Annie sat at the long table in the cafeteria
with Tessa. She had a tray filled with the biggest salad she could
find. She sighed. If she was to become an actress she should get
used to eating less.

Tessa, sitting next to her, was scarfing up
her hamburger. The red juices slipped out the corner of her mouth.
She dabbed it with her napkin, and then kept eating. Yumm. Salad,
thought Annie.

Tessa scribble something on a pad next to
her. Her head was bent. She grabbed a fry and dipped it in catsup.
Annie watched her scribble again.

"Umm," said Tessa.

Tessa had been like this since she'd had that
talk with the doctor. Annie knew that she wouldn’t see the
psychologist.

"What are you writing?" asked Annie.

"Nothing." Tessa said. She put the pad in her
purse. A clatter came from the kitchen. "I don't want to talk about
it."

Annie sighed. She began to rehearse her
lines. She was preparing for Friday’s audition. She wanted to be
the young, virile, innocent, and sexy lead.

Annie heard the rumble of Tessa's voice.
"What do you think?" said Tessa.

"Oh, I quit listening awhile ago,” said
Annie.

Tessa smiled. One corner of her lips drooped
just a little. Annie wondered how much sleep Tessa was getting.

"I said," said Tessa. "I didn't have any
problems until I started taking that Theater class. I seem to lose
myself in that room and don't find myself until I'm at the
cottonwood tree."

"So, what does it mean?" asked Tammie.

"I don't know. I'd like to check it out, but
I'm afraid that I won't be able to."

The noise around them rose and fell. Annie
felt like a wave in the ocean of sound. Neither girl heard Brad or
Taylor approach. Taylor touched the back of Tessa's elbow.

"Check out what?" he asked. She jumped. "Oh
sorry," he said, and then sat down across from her. "What's going
on?"

Brad sat down across from Annie and looked at
her with soulful brown eyes. Annie tried to remember that she was
mad at him. At the party, he hadn't even looked at her or talked to
her. He had walked right by her. Then, she had caught him kissing
another girl. Damn. And he thinks he can… she frowned at him.

Brad gave Annie an expression that said
"what?"—an expression that men have been giving women for time
memorial. Annie abruptly turned to Tessa, letting Brad see the
curve of her neck and the shape of one shoulder.

Brad sighed. He wished he could remember why
she was so mad.

"That's really weird," said Taylor. He patted
Tessa's hand. "We'll find out what's going on. Actually, Brad says
he can't remember what happened at the party."

"Probably was just drunk," inserted
Annie.

"Hey," said Brad. "I can't remember a thing
before I started drinking."

"That's what you say," said Annie. She
refused to meet his eyes. I really must have messed up, Brad
thought.

Brad's brother had told him long ago that if
he messed up with a girl to keep his mouth shut. Defending
yourself, said his brother, would only get that girl angrier. He
guessed that his brother knew what he was talking about since he
had been marred three times. His brother was seven years old. He
had been much closer to this brother than his parents. It bothered
him that his brother had disappeared. Well his brother was right
about Annie.

"That's settled," said Taylor.

Taylor patted Tessa’s hand. Brad rolled his
eyes. Annie glared at Brad.

Taylor stood up. Brad followed. "Good seeing
you ladies," said Taylor, "Tessa, Annie." They started for the
door.

"You patted her hand twice," said Brad,
grinning. "What are your intentions?"

Taylor slugged him on the shoulder. "You hurt
Annie yesterday."

"I did?"

"Quit the playacting. She was quite upset
when she saw you in a lip lock with our 'slut of the month.'"

"I was?"

"Wait a minute," said Brad. "I was talking
about your intentions towards Tessa and here you are turning the
attention to Annie. How do you do that?"

"Mind your own business," Taylor said. "And,
don't mind mine."

***

Tessa and Annie watched them walk out the
cafeteria door. They saw Taylor slug Brad.

"Boys will be boys," Tessa said.

"Yea," Annie agreed. She scowled at her
salad. She decided not to finish it.

"Why are you mad at Brad? I thought you two
were an item?"

"Well, I guess we aren't. And, before you ask
any more, I want to get this clear. I am not, nor will ever . . .
date Brad again."

"Hurt that bad, umm?"

Annie looked at her salad. She ate one piece
of lettuce and then covered it with her napkin.
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