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CHRIS

ff Y PHONE WAS ringing.
W il

It was five fifteen in the morning,.
! Mike.

I was only half awake when I hit the answer button. “What.”

“Bro, [ need you to do me a favor.”

| groaned. “What favor?”

“I need you to drive Larissa and her mom to the hospital.”

I squeezed my eyes shut in the dark.

My best friend was a lot of things. He was loyal to a fault. He’d
give you the shirt off his back. He was hilarious, generous, and pro-
tective of the people he cared about. But he was also the most likely
to call you at some ungodly hour with a request that started with “I
need a favor.”

“I told her I would take them,” he said. “Her car’s in the shop and
her mom’s car is stick and Larissa doesn’t know how to drive it. It’s her
mom’s surgery today.”

I rolled onto my back. “And you can’t do it why?”
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“I screwed up, man. [ hit it too hard last night. I've got the hang-
over of the fucking century. I think ’m still drunk.”

“Mike, it’s my day off. I'm tired.”

“I know. Look, there’s nobody else to take them. Jesse took Becca
down to Wakan for their anniversary. Xavier’s in town but he’s not
picking up. I even asked my mom.”

“I don’t even know Larissa,” I said, pinching the bridge of my
nose. “I only met her that one time.”

“Come on, dude. She’ll never get a lift this early in the morning.”

“Can’t her mom drive them there? They can get a rideshare back.”

“And leave the car in the parking lot? And then she’s gonna be
there by herself while her mom’s in surgery. Don’t make me beg you.
I need this. Please.”

I stared at the ceiling in the dark. Fuck. I kicked out of my blan-
kets. “Why’d you drink so much if you knew you had to be some-
where early?” I turned on the lamp on my nightstand and winced at
the light.

“It got away from me. Look, I'll pay you back. I'll wash your car,
dude, I'll do anything. It took me six weeks to get this girl to have
coffee with me. She might not even talk to me after this if I leave her
hanging. I like her so much, I can’t mess this up.”

I pulled a hoodie over my head. “You owe me big-time. I'm
serious.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Hey, don’t tell her I'm hungover,
okay? I'm gonna say I have a migraine.”

“Whatever. Just text me the address.” I hung up on him. |

I stood in the middle of my room momentarily, too irritated to
move.

This crap would annoy me on a good day.

I hadn’t had a good day in a while.
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All I wanted to do was sleep and be left alone. Mostly the sec-
ond one.

The guys insisted on hauling me out of my house as much as
humanly possible—which 1 appreciated objectively because they
were trying to help. But this situation was Mike being Mike. And
who the hell was he out drinking with? God knows if the guys had
gone anywhere last night, I would have been kidnapped and thrown
in the trunk.

I dragged myself to the bathroom to get cleaned up.

Twenty minutes later, T was pulling in front of a small building in a
not-so-great neighborhood. The Windsor Castle Apartments.

This place was the furthest thing from a castle I'd ever seen. The
units had bars on the windows. The walkway was cracked and bulg-
ing, and there was a stained mattress on the curb out front next to
a busted TV with rabbit-ear antennas. I threw the car in park and
steeled myself for human interaction before I got out. The sun was
barely up. Fucking Mike.

I did my best to keep my mood off my face and knocked on door
104. After a moment, Larissa answered. She was in a gray hoodie, no
makeup. Her blond hair was in a ponytail, and her blue eyes were
bloodshot.

She waited tables at Donna’s, Mike’s mom’s café. I'd seen her there
a few times, but she’d never waited on me. I only actually met her
once, two months ago for five minutes. It was after a concert I'd been
forced to attend. She’d been barefoot and she needed a ride home. It
had been between me and Mike.

She chose Mike.

It struck me again how pretty she was. It had struck me that night
at the concert too. Me and Mike both.

She blinked at me. “Where’s Mike?”
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“He didn’t tell you?” I asked.

“No...”

Aaaand of course he forgot to text her.

“Mike’s got a migraine,” I said. “He asked me if I could take you.
I'm Chris. We met that one night.”

“I remember...” she said tentatively.

She chewed her lip, then glanced over her shoulder before com-
ing back to me. “I'm sorry,” she said, her voice low. “I can call a
rideshare.”

“I was up,” I lied. “I had nothing to do today,” I lied again. “It’s
my pleasure. Really.”

Someone came from behind her. A middle-aged woman in a
beanie. She stopped when she saw me. “Oh. Where’s Mike, hon?”

I smiled at her around Larissa. “Mike is sick this morning. I'm
Chris, his best friend.”

“Chris, this is my mom, Nancy,” Larissa said, still looking
uncertain.

“Nice to meet you.” I reached for the duffel bag Nancy was hold-
ing. “Let me take that for you.”

“Wow. Such a gentleman,” she said, handing it over, giving her
daughter an unsure glance.

Both women looked like they’d been crying.

I didn’t know what kind of surgery Nancy was having. It was none
of my business, so I wasn’t goirig to pry, but this was clearly some-
thing very personal taking place this morning and theyd trusted
Mike enough to ask him to get them there, and he’d sent a stranger
to do it instead. And didn’t even call to let them know—probably
because he was passed out.

I was so pissed at him.

“Should we get going?” I asked.
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Larissa nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

They followed me out to the car. I put Nancy's bag in the trunk
and opened the doors for them both. Larissa made her mom take the
front seat. Her mom smelled like cigarettes.

[t was a twenty-minute ride to Royaume Northwestern Hospital.
| was thinking it was going to be a quiet one, but then Nancy turned
i her seat to look at Larissa. “You know, the Lord gives his toughest
bactles to his strongest warriors.”

“Mom, stop,” Larissa said.

Nancy faced front again. Then she turned to me. “So how long
have you known Mike?”

“Twenty-five years,” [ said, getting onto the freeway.

“Larissa, didn’t you say there were a couple of them that night you
all met? At the concert?” Nancy asked over her shoulder.

W hen Larissa didn’t answer, 1 did.

“There were four of us,” 1 said. “Xavier and Jesse are the other
two.”

“Are all of you so handsome?”

[ choked.

“Mom!”

“What?” Nancy said, pivoting to look at her daughter. “He’s
handsome. Are we supposed to just sit here and pretend like we don’t
notice?”

Heat crept up my neck.

Larissa was behind me, so I couldn’t see her in the mirror, but I
could somehow feel her glaring at her mother anyway.

“So, do you have a girlfriend?”” Nancy asked me wryly.

*Uh, no, not right now.”

“Why not?”

“Mom...” Larissa’s voice was a warning,.
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Nancy let out a dramatic sigh, like Larissa was ruining her fun
from the back seat.

“I'm just taking a little break right now from dating,” I said,
changing lanes.

“Huh.” She sniffed the sleeve of her sweater. “This smells like soup.
Larissa, are you cooking without the fan on again? All my clothes
smell like onions.”

I didn’t smell soup. I did smell smoke, though.

“I didn’t cook anything without the fan on, Mom.”

She sniffed her sleeve again. “You probably smell like soup, too, if
it’s on me. Smell your hoodie.”

No answer from the back seat.

I couldn’t tell you how I knew it, but I sensed that Larissa was
about to cry.

“Do you like podcasts?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Sometimes...” Nancy said.

“You'll love this,” I said, turning on the radio.

I put on a comedy series | sometimes listened to on the way to
the pharmacy and | turned it up enough that her mom couldn’t keep
talking. Thankfully it worked.

When we pulled up to the patient drop-off, Larissa’s mom got out
and then Larissa leaned into the open door. “Thank you.”

“I'm just going to park the car and then I'll meet you inside,” 1
said.

“Oh, you don’t have to do that.”

“Mike asked me to stay with you—"

“I'm fine. Really, [ am. Thank you so much. I can get a rideshare
back.”

Then she closed the door before I could argue and started walking

her mom to the automatic doors.
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| waited for a minute, watching her go like she might spin around

and change her mind.

She didn’t.

| know I should have been relieved that I'd just gotten my day
back, but T wasn’t. Mike had seemed adamant that he didn’t want her
alone. It didn’t feel right leaving.

Part of me considered parking and going in anyway, but on the
chance she didn’t want my company, I opted not to. I didn’t know her
well enough, didn’t want to force my presence on her.

I put the car in drive and was almost to the street when I realized
Nancy left her bag in the trunk. I didn’t have Larissa’s number to text

her to meet me out front. I had no choice. I parked and went in.

=l
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" HE SECOND THEY took Mom back to the OR, I burst into
tears again.
I’d been crying most of last night and part of this morning.
Mom too.

Dad had used my Social Security number to open credit cards in
my name. [ found out because they’d garnished the tax return I'd
been waiting on to fix my car. I got the email yesterday.

Mom wasn’t working, and we were barely making the rent. I
didn’t know how we were going to pay these medical bills, and now
I didn’t even know how I was going to afford to get my car out of the
shop. T couldn’t take any more time off work. I was living paycheck to
paycheck, doing odd jobs just to afford groceries.

I’d babysat last night until midnight for the lady upstairs to make
twenty extra dollars. I put him to bed at nine and fell asleep on the
sofa, and he pried my eyelid open to tell me he woke up and drew a
picture of me—on the wall of his room with his mom’s makeup. I

laughed because it was so not funny, it was.
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I felt so bad for the mess, I didn’t even take the money.

I pulled my legs into my chest on the gray waiting room chair and
put my forehead to my knees.

| didn’t want to be alone at the hospital. I wanted to go home.

| wanted to put on my ratty emotional support grandma under-
wear and take off my bra and climb into bed and sleep until it was
over, | wanted to order delivery food I couldn’t afford so I could eat
something T didn’t have to cook and most of all I wanted someone
¢lse to figure it out. The brain energy it took for me to just do the
basics at this point was more than I had to spare.

And on top of all of it, according to Mom, I probably smelled like
Loup.

I cried harder.

[ was weeping softly into my knees, grateful that I somehow had
the whole surgical waiting room to myself to sob in peace, when
someone cleared their throat. My head shot up. Chris stood in the
entrance, holding Mom’s bag.

When he’d showed up this morning instead of Mike, I'd almost
broken down right then and there.

I didn’t like to ask for help, it had taken a lot for me to do that.
"Then Mike sent Chris instead of coming himself.

I could barely process it. I felt horrible that a man who barely knew
me had to wake up so early to come do this. I was embarrassed by
Mom’s nervous word vomit in the car, I was upset that Mike made
us an inconvenience for somebody else, and I was baffled at why he
hadn’t given me a heads-up and sent Chris unannounced.

| liked Mike. He was funny and distracting, and I'd needed that
more than I'd realized with the last few months being so draining.
But after what happened this morning, I was seriously questioning

whether I should keep dating him.



ABBY JIMENEZ

I probably wasn’t being fair. He had a migraine. Maybe it took
everything he had just to call Chris and get him to come instead.
Maybe he was in excruciating pain and looking at his phone was
debilitating. But something felt off about it, and [ was too emotion-
ally and mentally exhausted to examine it. I’d barely eaten last night,
I was shaky from low blood sugar, I had a caffeine headache creeping
in, and I was likely not thinking rationally, but my knee-jerk reaction
to Mike not showing was to just break things off because I did #not
have the capacity to deal with unreliable people right now.

Chris stared at me for another few seconds. Then he grabbed a
handful of tissues from the box on the coffee table, walked across the
room, and sat down next to me.

“Here.” He put the Kleenex into my hands.

I took them. “Thanks.” I wiped my nose.

“Are you okay?” he asked gently.

I nodded at my hands in my lap.

He didn’t say anything and after a moment I looked up at him. He
was sitting there studying me. He looked genuinely concerned.

He had really pretty brown eyes. It struck me as weird I hadn’t
noticed them the night we met. Maybe the lighting wasn’t as good.
[ also hadn’t been this close. Or maybe T hadn’t registered how kind
those eyes were and that’s what made them beautiful now.

“Nancy left her bag in the trunk,” he said.

“I know.” I sniffed. “I didn’t have your number to call you. Mike
isn't replying to my texts.”

“Migraine.”

“Yeah. I know.” I drew in a shaky breath. “Thank you. You can
go home now. I'll be fine.”

“No.”

It took me a second to register what he’d said. “What?”

10
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“No.” he said again. “T'm staying.” He gazed at me levelly.
| laughed a little, and it completely threw me out of my spiral.
What i I don’t want you to stay?” [ asked.

“Don't care. I took a job. 'm gonna do it. And you can’t fire me.
You didn't hire me, you'’re not my boss.”

Ile got an amused scoft out of me.

“Iave you eaten yet today?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No.”

"Why don’t we go get breakfast. My treat.”

“I...1 don’t know if T should leave...”

“She’ll be in surgery for at least an hour,” he said.

“How do you know? You don’t even know what surgery she’s hav-
iy, Unless Mike told you.”

“Fle didn’t tell me. With prep and recovery, no surgery takes less
than an hour. The hospital has a text message notification system for
updates. Pm sure they set you up,” he said. “There’s a café just across
the street. If they page, we can have you back here in five minutes.”

IHe waited for my reply.

“I'm hungry but I don’t think 1 can eat,” I said.

“T'hen maybe we should just go, sit down in a booth, and rate the
bread.”

“Rate the bread...” I said slowly.

“Yeah. They're a bakery too. We can get a bunch of different
loaves and eat them. Rate them from one to ten. When your stom-
ach’s upset, you can always eat bread.”

He looked at me, stone-cold serious.

I let out a breath. “Okay. I have to check the menu, though. 1 have
a nut allergy.”

“Oh. Okay. I'll do it.”

Then without another word, he pulled out his phone and dialed.



