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CHAPTER 1
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An elbow jabbed hard in his ribs, and sixteen-year-old Corey Freeman swung a fist, narrowly missing his buddy, Jason’s, face. Jason’s laughter filled the summer sunshine. Corey ignored it and retrieved his skateboard from where it’d fallen in the grass.

“Dude, check out the chick across the street. She’s been eyeing you for ten minutes.”

This was, of course, the point of Jason’s elbow. Jason was forever looking at girls. 

“She’s new,” Corey said, turning aside. He tossed his board down on the pavement and hopped on, rolling down the slope of the driveway.

Jason ran after him. “Seriously? She’s all google-eyed at you, and all you can say is, ‘She’s new’? New to what? Boys?”

Corey fastened his blue-eyed gaze on his friend’s sun-reddened face. “New to the neighborhood. I notice she’s not staring at you.”

Jason seemed peeved by that, which made Corey laugh. Tossing his head, he shifted his blond bangs out of his eyes then shoved off with his left foot, pushing himself back uphill.

Jason dogged his heels. “So you gonna go over and meet her?”

Corey circled around him, at the edge of the drive doing a kickturn. “Why would I?”

“Well ... she’s kinda cute.”

“You think Leah Katz is ‘kinda cute.’”

“If you don’t look at her nose, she’s cute,” Jason returned.

Corey halted halfway across the concrete. “Then why haven’t you asked her out?”

Jason didn’t respond right away. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he leaned back on his heels. “She’s Jewish.”

“So?”

“So I’m not. I figure her dad will castrate me. Isn’t that what they do?”

Corey laughed. “Circumcise, and they do that when you’re eight days old.”

“Oh. Still ... I probably don’t have a chance.”

“She’s nice, so ask her out. You shouldn’t stereotype people anyhow,” Corey said. Casting off again, he rolled up to the garage doors and revolved. 

The new girl still stood there, staring at him. Jason was right. She was cute, but introductions had never been his best thing. He poised one foot on the board.

The front door of the girl’s house opened, and a younger girl, maybe three, toddled out. A rubber ball in her hand, she tossed it forward, and the older girl, temporarily distracted, retrieved it.

“Now, you’re staring as hard as she is,” Jason said in his ear.

Corey glared at him and made to push off on his board, but sight of an approaching car halted him in place. Slowing for the stop sign on the nearby perpendicular street, the car made a right, its pathway the road between his house and the girl’s.

At that moment, the little girl, once again, tossed the ball. It rolled over the grass and bounced off the curb, directly into the path of the car.

Corey’s gaze widened at sight of the youngster wandering into the street.

“Dude, the kid,” Jason said.

Unthinking, Corey pushed off, picking up speed on the incline. He glanced toward the approaching car then focused on getting to the little girl in time. The driver hit her brakes, her tires squealing on the pavement. But there wasn’t enough room to stop, and the little girl froze in its path, her mouth curled into a terrified scream.

Corey bent over at the waist, arms extended, and in a split second motion, lifted her from the pavement and shot out the other side. His board escaped from underneath him, and he fell down prone in the grass, the girl squealing in his lap.

The driver, leaving her door ajar, ran over to him. “I didn’t see her. Is she okay?”

Corey sat the girl upright and dusted her off. Cheeks damp with tears, she sniveled in his lap. “She’s fine,” he replied. 

“That was very brave, young man.”

Corey looked up at the woman, and the little girl pulled free. He released her and sat up, his knees tented. “Wasn’t anything.”

“Still ...” The woman glanced back at her car. “Wait here.” She was gone only a moment, returning with a twenty dollar bill. “For you.”

He stared at the money, his palms dampening. “I can’t take that.”

“Of course, you can. You saved me from hurting her, and I’m grateful. I hate to think what could have happened.”

Jason, now standing behind her, mouthed the words, take it.

Corey’s face warmed, and he hesitated another second, then, deciding he might insult her, grasped the bill and mumbled his thanks. The woman drove away, waving out the window as she passed.

“That was phenomenal,” Jason said.

Corey wrinkled his brow. “You would have done the same.”

“Yeah, if I could skateboard. But I can’t so ....”

A shadow fell over Corey’s face, and he twisted himself around. The older girl stood overhead, her silky brown hair framing two bright, green eyes. She toted her little sister on her hip, the little girl’s face buried in her neck.

Uncomfortable beneath her stare, he stood to his feet and reached for his board. “Corey Freeman,” he said at last. “And that’s Jason.”

She glanced Jason’s way then back at his face. “Kennedy Palmer, and thanks ... for saving my sister. Lindsey doesn’t think sometimes.”

“No problem. She’s young.”

The twenty seemed to burn a hole in his hand just then. He stuffed it in his pocket. “I saw you move in last week.”

“Yeah, my stepdad got a new job.”

“Cool. Well ... I guess I should go ...” He turned, tossing his skateboard down in the street.

“Corey,” Kennedy called.

He paused.

“Will I ... talk to you sometime?”

“Sure. If you want.”

She smiled then, and his stomach did a funny leap. He shoved off on his board, determined not to show it. Back in his driveway, Jason, once again, got in his view.

“She’s super cute,” he said.

Corey grinned. “Yeah, she is, and she wasn’t talking to you.” With that, he plucked his board from the ground and headed inside.
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Kennedy watched Corey enter his house, then, expelling a lovesick sigh, turned and headed for her own. On the front steps, she dropped Lindsey to her feet and captured her hand. Inside, a rush of cold air blasted in her face, bringing with it the scent of new paint, wet cardboard boxes, and a lot of dust.

Lindsey snapped free and scampered away, and Kennedy let her go. She liked having a stepsister but sometimes, like today, wished it was her and her mom like it used to be. Then again, if not for Lindsey she would never have spoken to Corey. 

He was a dream. Wrapping her arms around herself, she hugged tight and did a twirl into the living room.

“Why the happiness?”

At her mom’s voice, Kennedy halted. Her mom, elbow-deep in yet another box, pulled out several kitchen items and set them on the counter. 

“I met the boy across the street.”

“Oooh, the one you’ve been drooling over.”

Kennedy grinned.

“How’d this come about?”

Pulling out a bar stool, she parked herself on top, swiveling her bottom. “Lindsey ran in front of a car, and he saved her.”

Her mom dropped the objects in the floor with a tremendous clatter. “Ran in front of a car? Where is she?” Eyes wide, she dashed from the room, returning with Lindsey in tow. She raised her onto the counter, running her hands over her chubby arms and legs.

“What happened?” she asked. Having apparently satisfied herself the little girl was fine, she patted Lindsey’s small head with one palm.

“She was throwing her ball, and it rolled into the street, so she went to get it. But a car was coming, so Corey went after her on his skateboard.”

Her mom mashed a hand to her chest. “I feel like I can’t breathe.”

Lindsey squirmed, stretching her legs for the floor. Capturing her around the waist, her mom dropped her onto her feet. “Stay in the house. Do you hear me?” she asked. Unsatisfied that was enough, her mom left the room, and the deadbolt lock clicked. When she reappeared, this time, she was calmer. She lifted a cookie sheet and a pie tin from where they’d fallen.

“We’ll have to do something for that boy,” she said. “What was his name?”

“Corey Freeman.”

A twinkle appeared in her mom’s eye. “Mmm. Yes, Mr. Cute Corey Freeman. What do you think we should do? A cookout? We could invite his family over. I never had any neighbors worth talking to before.”

“A cookout would be good,” Kennedy replied. “We can have hamburgers and hot dogs. You ... you could make ice cream.”

“Ice cream’s a good idea ... if I can find the churn.”

“You ... you don’t think Ben will say no?”

Her mom’s lips turned down. “Sweetheart, you have to stop that. Your stepfather loves you.”

But her dad didn’t. If he did, he would have stayed around.

“He’ll be very happy to help you further your love life,” her mom continued with a wink.

Kennedy ducked her face and kicked the toe of her shoe against the counter. She hoped so because Corey Freeman was the cutest boy she’d ever seen, and brave, like the woman had said, and the other word his friend had used.

She wrinkled her brow. Phenomenal. Corey was phenomenal. Folding her fingers together, she pillowed her chin and released another sigh.

Her mom laughed and went back to unpacking the box.
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The phone rang, and his mom left the table, returning minutes later with an amused smile on her face. “That was very interesting,” she said.

Corey shoveled a huge bite of English peas in his mouth and hoped his mom wouldn’t comment. She didn’t, though she did turn toward him. Her face looked strange.
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