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  The road less taken


Itook a deep breath and tried to get my nerves under control. I could do this. I could. I trusted Cooper more than anyone. Yes, it was going to hurt, but it wasn’t deliberate. It was just how things were when you did something for the first time in a very long time. 
“Rio?” Cooper asked, sounding hesitant. “Are you okay?”
I turned to him and tried to smile. It was forced. “Yeah. Totally.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, his brow creased with concern. He looked so gorgeous in the faint light, his blue eyes still dazzling, and his muscles popping from under his tight t-shirt. “'Cause you’re kind of tense.”
“I’m good,” I assured him, tugging at my crop top to pull it down over the waistband of my jeans. It immediately sprang up, leaving my stomach bare. “It’s good. We’re all good here.”
“Babe,” he said gently, squeezing my hand. “We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. It’s not a deal breaker for me.”
I squeezed my eyes shut, unable to keep looking at him since his expression was full of worry and understanding. I loved him so much and didn’t want to let him down. “You’ve wanted this so badly,” I whispered. 
“And? What I want doesn’t trump your boundaries. You know how much I value consent.”
My eyes flew open at this. “You have my consent!” I insisted.
Cooper didn’t reply, just looked at me for a long time. I started to wilt under his knowing gaze. “Talk to me, Rio,” he finally said. “What exactly is freaking you out?”
“I’m not freaking out,” I muttered, feeling a little offended. “It’s a perfectly reasonable response to have.”
“And yet you’re as tight as a bowstring right now,” Cooper pointed out.
“Have you ever even held a bow?” 
“Stop deflecting,” he chided. 
My shoulders slumped, and I gave in. “I’m worried about how much it’ll hurt,” I admitted.
Cooper raised a brow, his expression disbelieving. “Are you serious right now?”
“You could do irrevocable damage,” I insisted, though even to my ears it sounded weak.
Cooper waved at the dashboard of my ‘86. “Rio, it’s a car. It’s not like I’ve never driven before. Even if I did somehow do something to break your precious baby, she doesn’t feel. It’s not going to hurt!” He sounded genuinely offended.
“Well, no,” I conceded. “But it’ll hurt me, because I’ll be the one doing the repairs.”
“What am I even supposed to be breaking?” Cooper demanded.
“It’s been years since you’ve driven a manual. You said so yourself. You’re not sure how you’ll go with the clutch.”
Cooper huffed and crossed his arms over his broad chest, turning to glare out the windshield. “I can’t cause any harm if I don’t drive her at all, so don’t even worry about it.”
Fuck. Now I’d upset him, and the last thing I wanted to do was to upset Cooper. He was my everything. He’d been there for me after things had fallen apart with my dad, had always encouraged me to be true to myself, and he lifted me up when the world wanted to keep me down. He wasn’t just my cousin, but the love of my freaking life and I would do anything for him.
It was time to actually start proving that.
My Trueno AE86 was my most prized possession. I’d imported her from Japan and had worked my butt off to keep her in pristine condition. It had taken me a long time to master driving her myself since she was a right-hand drive five-speed manual. The car I’d owned before her had an automatic transmission with a column shift, so it had been a steep learning curve for me. Then there was the fact that everything was on the opposite side. But I’d adapted, and I knew Cooper would too.
I trusted Cooper with my heart. I could trust him with my car.
I held out the keys. “Since we were little, this has been our dream car. It’s time you got to drive her. Start her up, love.”
Cooper looked over at me, but didn’t immediately take the keys. It was as if he were gauging the integrity of my words. He must have seen the truth in my eyes, as he finally plucked them from my hand. “Okay. Thank you,” he said. He placed the key in the ignition, very deliberately put his foot on the clutch, and shifted to neutral. He turned the key, and the engine roared to life, and then Cooper reached up to turn the headlights on.
The windshield wipers came on instead.
“Oh,” he said.
“Lights are on the right-hand side with the indicators,” I explained. 
“I knew that,” he lied, as he twisted the correct knob.
“You should probably practice shifting gears with your left hand before we get going,” I suggested.
With the car still in neutral, Cooper moved the gear shift up and down through the gears. His movements were stilted at first since he wasn’t used to using his non-dominant hand to shift, but it didn't take long before they got smoother. “Okay, I think I got it,” he said.
I looked out the window at the vacant parking lot of Home Depot. It was well after closing hours, and our small town of Stony Creek was deserted at this time of night. Even if this all went terribly wrong, at least there wasn’t much to crash into. Except that bollard. And that cart return bay. Oh, and that trash can.
I turned my focus back to Cooper, trying to ignore my rising anxiety. At the end of the day, she was just a car. A car, I had to admit, that I had scratched and dented several times myself when learning to drift. Cooper wasn’t going to be doing anything as technical as drifting—just driving around a parking lot, so it’d be fine. Right?
“Right,” I said aloud. “Whenever you’re ready, I guess.”
I heard Cooper inhale long and deep, then he shifted into first gear and eased forward on the gas. We bunny-hopped forward and then jerked to a halt as the car stalled. 
Cooper turned to look at me with a sheepish expression. “Um, oops. Took my foot off the clutch a little too soon.”
“All good,” I told him as nonchalantly as possible, ignoring my palpitations. “It’ll all come back to you soon, I’m sure.” I gave the door handle a clandestine little pat as I silently apologized to my baby.
After a couple more false starts, Cooper began to get the hang of things, and we meandered around the parking lot as he slowly built up speed. He was in third gear, and we’d reached the blistering pace of just over twenty-five miles per hour, when I decided he was doing well enough to hit the road. “Should we head up to the cabin now?” I asked. We were staying up at Pathfinders Lake for a couple of nights as we both had days off work that coincided for once.
“Oh,” Cooper said, and I saw his expression fall. “Yeah, sure. I’ll just pull over up here so we can switch places.”
“Love, you’re fine. I don’t mind you driving her up to the lake.”
“Really?” His frown turned to a grin in the blink of an eye.
I reached over and squeezed his knee. “Of course. You’re doing great.”
Cooper drove us to the parking lot exit, but before we even turned onto the road, the wipers came on again. The rubber squealed noisily as it scraped across the dry glass. 
“Oh, crap, that’s right,” he said, turning them off and quickly hitting the right arm for the indicator. “Other side.”
“It’s all good,” I lied, mentally adding new wiper blades to my Amazon list. At this rate, they’d be worn down by the time we reached the cabin. 
There was construction on the main street, so we had to detour through town, but it gave Cooper lots of opportunities to practice changing gears. It took a little while before he got the rev-matching down pat, so at times the engine struggled, but nothing too hazardous. When he stalled her at a four-way stop, I didn’t say anything or tease him, since I knew it could be hard to adapt to any unfamiliar car, let alone one so completely different to everything he’d ever driven before. 
We had to access the highway from one of the smaller side streets, and as we approached the intersection, we both gulped audibly. It was a steep incline, and with how busy the highway got—even at this time of night—it was likely he’d have to do a hill start. 
Cooper pulled up to the line, and as I expected, there were several cars coming from both directions. He pulled on the handbrake and waited patiently for the traffic to clear. He was taking deep, steady breaths, and I made sure to stay silent so I didn't put any unnecessary pressure on him. Eventually, the final car drove by, and the highway was clear. 
Cooper pressed the gas, trying to find the sweet spot where the clutch would bite. The engine revved, louder and louder until it was screaming, and I felt my soul curl up and die just a little. Yet I remained silent. Getting myself worked up wouldn’t help matters at all. Cooper released the handbrake, and we shot forward onto the road, jolting several times until he got everything coordinated and the car was driving smoothly up the highway.
A long moment later, Cooper cleared his throat and said, “Sorry bout that.”
“It’s okay,” I croaked. I’d lost track of how many times I’d uttered that phrase tonight. “You’ll get it.”
By the time we had cleared the outskirts of town, I could tell Cooper was feeling much more confident. His gear changes were smoother, his shoulders less tense, and he was no longer doing ten under the limit. His grin split his face from ear to ear, and he’d never looked more beautiful. As the road climbed up into the mountain, he pushed her a little harder, letting her loose on the bends. He never went beyond his skill level, was never reckless, but I could feel the joy radiating from him. 
In that moment, he could have been Takumi from Initial D, driving the passes of Mount Akina to deliver tofu in the middle of the night. Our shared childhood dream was coming. I couldn’t be happier for him.
When we eventually pulled up in front of the cabin on the shores of Pathfinders Lake, Cooper cut the engine. I’d only just unbuckled my belt when I found myself tugged across the center console and into Cooper’s lap. I laughed and linked my arms around his neck, ignoring the way the window crank handle was digging into my knee. “Hello,” I murmured, rubbing our noses together.
“Hi,” he whispered back before kissing me softly. “Thank you, Rio. That was amazing,” he added as he pulled away.
“I’m glad you had fun,” I said.
“You’re even gladder I didn’t break anything,” he teased.
“Yes, well, I’m withholding my verdict until I can get under the hood tomorrow and check her over.” I squealed as Cooper’s fingers dug into my ribs, but he didn’t relent until I called uncle. Breathless, I leaned down and bit at his throat. “Dick,” I muttered.
“Dick?” he repeated with a grin. “Are you offering? Because I wouldn’t mind having yours inside me right now.”
I grinned back. “I think that can be arranged. But we’re not doing it in the car. I don’t want to have to call an ambulance and give your colleagues a show.”
Cooper’s booming laugh echoed around us as we clambered out of the car, and I took Cooper’s hand and allowed him to guide me to the front door. It seemed our joyride tonight wasn’t quite finished. 
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