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			For my family and friends, especially Mom, Dee, Dom, and Sarah, because you believed this would happen even when I didn’t. And for Dad, the original number thirty-three.

		

	
		
			One

			Rhode Island

			Senior Year

			The first day of senior year, he came back. I should have known it wasn’t over. Nothing ever is.

			I smoothed my white sundress beneath me as I took my seat beside Ryan, my boyfriend of almost a year, in his Camaro. The air was tinged with last night’s September chill, a reminder that I’d soon be watching summer melt into fall for the second time as a resident of Rhode Island. Sometimes I still wondered if the whole thing was a dream.

			The Camaro’s engine idled loudly as I pulled down the visor to check my makeup. Satisfied that lip gloss and mascara hadn’t budged on the way from the house to the car, I snapped the mirror back into place.

			Then my insides went cold.

			Something was clipped to the visor that I’d never seen in this car before but would have recognized anywhere.

			“Where did you get that?”

			“This?” Ryan unclipped the half-dollar-size medal, laughing as he held it out to me. “Keep it. You need it more than I do.”

			I made no effort to take it from him. “Where did you get it?”

			The dimple in Ryan’s left cheek disappeared as his smile faltered. “I found it. What’s your deal?”

			My eyes darted from him to the medallion and back again. When I still didn’t touch it, he added, “Oh, come on, babe. It’s a Saint Christopher medal. It’s to protect you while you’re driving. Or, in your case, running squirrels off the road. Lighten up.”

			My sister and I were bumming a ride with Ryan on the first day of school because my car was in the shop—the result of an unfortunate incident involving one too many tequila shots and a squirrel. At least, that was the story I’d told him.

			I tentatively touched the medal, engraved with an image of Saint Christopher and his staff.

			Ryan thought he was teasing by giving me this, laughing it up over an inside joke. But nothing about it was funny. The car suddenly felt too warm, too small, and memories I’d locked away for more than a year poured into my head like water through a broken dam. Images of smiles and touches and kisses that weren’t his.

			I stared at the medal in my palm, running my thumb over the uneven surface. “I—I knew someone who had a medal like this.” Not like it. This one was identical to the one in that long-buried past of mine. And now I held it in my hand like sunken treasure churned up from the ocean floor. I rolled the window down a little more, wondering why air couldn’t seem to find its way to my lungs, and stared absently at the wicker rockers on our front porch before adding, “Someone I haven’t seen in a long time.”

			“I miss him.” Miranda sighed from the backseat. “He was the best.”

			I whipped around. “Be quiet. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Him?” Ryan adjusted the red Clayton High baseball cap sitting sideways over his blond curls.

			Wistfulness clouded Miranda’s blue eyes. “Our friend from back home in Connecticut. He’s—”

			“Not important.” I twisted around in my seat again. “Do you want to die on your first day of freshman year?”

			“Him who?” Ryan pressed.

			I didn’t look at him when I answered. “Not that kind of him. A friend. One I don’t speak to anymore.”

			Ryan shifted in his seat. “It’s not like it’s the same medal. Those things are mass produced. You look like you saw a ghost.”

			If only I’d known how prophetic those words would be.
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			I’d tossed the medal into my purse, and had almost forgotten about it by the time Ryan and I were kissing at my locker half an hour later.

			“I swear, you two should get tracheotomies so you’ll never have to come up for air.” My best friend, Candy, ­wrinkled her nose as she slammed her locker shut.

			“Jealous, Candle Wax?” Ryan retorted. I hated when he called her that. Candy’s last name was Waxman, hence the rather dim-witted nickname.

			“In your dreams, Smurf.” Equally dim-witted: Ryan Murphy. Smurf. Ugh.

			Candy fiddled with her cell phone, simultaneously running a brush through her pin-straight dark hair. “You guys wanna grab some breakfast? I’ve been dying for one of Ruthie’s egg ’n’ cheeses all summer.”

			“ ‘Egg ’n’ cheeses’?” I laughed. “Is that even a word?”

			Candy threw her phone in her bag and tugged on my hair. “Who gives a flying fig? They’re fried, greasy goodness, and that’s all I care about.”

			Ryan snorted. “Easy, Wax. Too many of those and that bodacious booty won’t fit into your rah-rah uniform.”

			He gave mine a squeeze and I smacked his arm. Kissing and hand-holding and other tame forms of PDA were fine, but I had no interest in being groped in front of our entire high school. Nor did I appreciate him teasing Candy about her butt. As someone who’d spent the better part of puberty hiding its traitorous effects behind shapeless T-shirts, I didn’t take kindly to body comments.

			Nothing fazed Candy, though. She and Ryan sparred all the time, and as usual, Candy didn’t miss a beat. Not that I knew what she came back with, because I didn’t hear a word of it.

			I happened to glance over her shoulder at that moment, right as one of the glass double doors at the end of the hall opened. Bright sunlight shone through, and for a second I could only make out the outline of the person who stepped inside.

			But it was all I needed to see.

			My heart froze as I took in his broad shoulders, his dark hair sticking out in all directions. He was taller than I remembered, more built, the angles of his face sharper. Evidence of the time that had passed since I last saw him.

			It can’t be.

			I might have said it out loud as I pulled myself from Ryan’s arms, my legs turning to mush beneath me.

			“Who is that?” Candy said, just as Ryan asked, “Are you all right?” But they sounded a million miles away.

			My pulse quickened as the person at the end of the hall took a step forward, and even as the words It can’t be repeated over and over in my head, there was no room for doubt. This morning in the car, I’d felt my past shift in its grave. Now the piece I’d wanted to bury deepest stood right there in front of me, breathing the same air.

			I took a step forward, and he stopped. He’d seen me, too.

			The beginning of a smile curved his lips. Lips I knew all too well. Lips I hated.

			But that didn’t stop me from taking another step forward. And another, until I stood right in front of him, still not convinced he wasn’t some sort of hallucination. It wasn’t until he reached out and slid hesitant arms around my rigid body that I knew he was real.

			I had no intention of hugging him back, but my body had other ideas. The second my face pressed against his shoulder, every lie I’d told myself for the past year dissolved into the scent I’d know anywhere. I closed my eyes and wound myself around him, burying my nose in his shirt. The stiffness in his embrace melted away, and he crushed me against him.

			“Hey,” he whispered against my hair. “It’s been a long time.”

		

	
		
			Two

			Rhode Island

			Summer before Freshman Year

			I lifted my foot to the bumper of my parents’ car and braced myself as I wrestled my suitcase out of the trunk, anxious to start my vacation. A cloudless blue sky stretched above me, and a salty breeze tempered the August heat. The perfect way to begin an end-of-summer getaway.

			Every August my family made the two-and-a-half-hour drive from our home in Norwood, Connecticut, to stay with our (loaded) uncle Tommy and aunt Tess at their summerhouse. They were right at the heart of everything that the pristine, manicured beach town had to offer: the ocean; the preserved Gilded Age mansions; and Thames Street, ­Newport’s main drag. We spent two weeks each year enjoying the fruits of my aunt and uncle’s good fortune, wishing we’d come across some of our own.

			That summer, I was fourteen, and my family was broke. My dad—Uncle Tommy’s brother—liked to refer to himself as a “starving artist.” He’d been a teacher at Norwood’s local high school until a few years earlier when he’d been unable to dodge a hailstorm of layoffs.

			Once he’d lost his job, he had this epiphany that he should pursue his long-forgotten dream of publishing a novel. Sure, he’d put in job applications when my mother reminded him that his unemployment check and her paralegal salary weren’t enough to put two girls through college, but nothing over the past three years ever seemed to pan out. Including the novel.

			So we were all ready to forget about life for a while when we pulled up to Uncle Tommy’s cabin that summer. It was nothing like a cabin, of course, but that’s what we’d always called it. Originally built in 1902, it had been a Victorian before various additions and build-outs turned it into the turreted, twenty-four-hundred-square-foot Thing with a Porch that currently stood on the property.

			Whoever owned the house before obviously hadn’t been into the whole historical preservation craze that permeated the rest of Newport. Not that I complained; everything was modern and clean, and I didn’t have to share a room with Miranda. Plus, having restored mansions and the beach practically in your backyard had the crazy effect of making everything seem right with the world.

			If only I could get the damn suitcase out of the car.

			I wasn’t sure what happened next—if the hard smack that impacted my upper arm caused me to jostle my suitcase loose, or if the case had just broken free of whatever it had been caught on and flew out of the trunk. Either way, my butt hit the ground and so did my luggage, right after it bounced off my foot.

			“Ow!” I grabbed at the stinging spot below my ankle and massaged it.

			“Are you okay?”

			I looked up with a jolt at the sound of the unfamiliar voice. It belonged to a boy about my age. He and an older man peered over the white fence that separated Uncle ­Tommy’s driveway from theirs. The boy’s thick black hair flopped over his forehead, and both his hands stretched toward me, though I didn’t know how he planned to help with a fence between us. Or while wearing a baseball glove.

			“Sorry about that,” he said.

			“Completely my fault,” the man added, waving his own gloved hand in the air. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “I missed it by a mile. Are you all right?”

			Only then did I notice “it”—the worn-looking baseball nestled in the grass a few feet from where I sat.

			“I’m fine,” I lied, not wanting to make a big deal. I let go of my foot and stood to retrieve the ball, wishing I had more hands to rub all the places that hurt.

			“Jimmy!” a voice carped through one of the open windows in the house behind the fence. “Where’s my Swiss Army knife?”

			The older man sighed and shook his head, his thin shoulders sagging. “In a box in the hall closet, Dad, exactly where I told you I put it,” he called back.

			“I can’t find it. Get in here, would you?”

			The man’s mouth twisted as he abandoned his glove and turned toward the house, stopping to give me a look of regret. “Again, my apologies.”

			I waved, unsure of what else to do, before winging the ball toward the boy. A thwack sounded as it slammed into his glove, and his eyes went round as quarters.

			“Nice arm!” He grinned, revealing a row of metal braces and drawing my attention to a small beauty mark beneath the left side of his bottom lip.

			“For a girl?”

			“For anyone.”

			I laughed and walked toward him. “I’m Kelsey.”

			“David.”

			I threw a glance at the house behind him. “Do you live there?”

			“That’s my grandfather’s house.” He grumbled when he said it and looked at the ground, like it embarrassed him.

			“Really?” I pointed at the house behind me. “This is my uncle’s house. We’re here at the end of every August. I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

			“We usually come at the beginning of the month. My dad helps pay Grandpa’s bills and stuff.” Under his breath, he mumbled something that sounded like, Makes sure he hasn’t killed himself yet. David cast a tense look over his shoulder at the house. “He’s needed some, uh, extra help lately, so we’ve been coming more frequently. And if you’ve been here every summer, I should probably apologize on his behalf.”

			So he knew.

			A nervous laugh bubbled up in my throat. “He doesn’t bother anyone.”

			David smiled. “I see niceness runs in your family. Your uncle is the only one who never calls the police.”

			“My uncle’s also not here most of the year.”

			But I’d heard stories from when he was. Jay, David’s grandfather, had a bit of a drinking problem, one that had gotten worse as time passed. In earlier years his behavior had been more or less harmless; Aunt Tess told us he’d passed out with the TV blaring a couple of times, or failed to hear an alarm clock that could wake the dead—for over an hour. Most recently, though, my uncle had found him out cold on his back porch, wearing boxers and a parka. In the middle of an eighty-degree day in August.

			“David! I see you’ve met my niece.”

			I turned at the sound of Uncle Tommy’s voice. He stood at the door, smiling beneath his strawberry-blond beard.

			David raised his gloved hand. “Hey, Mr. Crawford. I sort of knocked her over with a baseball. Sorry.”

			Uncle Tommy waved off the apology as he trotted toward us. “Don’t worry about it. Girls always get flustered around good-looking guys like us.”

			I blew an indignant pfff through my lips and shook my head.

			“Besides, David’s no fool,” Uncle Tommy teased as he righted my suitcase and pulled out the handle. “He probably spotted you a mile away and made a beeline.” He winked before adding, “That’s why you’re gonna go back inside and keep your raging teenage hormones away from my beautiful niece. This young lady is spoken for.”

			I wanted to die on the spot. My parents must’ve told him about Eric, my friend who’d recently ambush-kissed me in front of the entire cafeteria. My best friend, Maddie, made the mistake of mentioning it in front of Miranda and the news had reached my mother in a nanosecond. Maybe I should’ve told them that I found out later he’d done it on a dare. I’d hardly call that “spoken for.”

			I rolled my eyes and gave David an apologetic shake of my head.

			“All right, I’ll catch you guys later. Let me know if you need me to work on your yard this weekend, Mr. Crawford.”

			“You got it, David. I know where to find you.”

			David gave me a hesitant wave. “Nice meeting you, Kelsey.” And thanks to Uncle Tommy, I couldn’t help but notice he was pretty cute. Minus the braces and shaggy hair, of course.

			I waved back. “See you later.”

			Turned out later came sooner than I expected. When we returned from Thames Street that night, stuffed full of fish-and-chips and all things delicious, I spotted David’s hunched form on the back porch of his grandfather’s house. The voices of two shouting males rang from inside and met my ears the moment I stepped out of the car.

			“Maybe I should go over and see if everything’s all right,” Uncle Tommy said. Before he finished his sentence, Miranda ran over to the fence, grabbed the peaks at the top, and strained on her tiptoes to see over them.

			“Hey,” she crowed, “there’s someone sitting out there!”

			“Shh! Let go before you knock it over!” I pulled her hand from the fence and held it at my side, the same way Mom used to whenever Miranda tried sneaking candy onto the conveyor at the grocery store. Seeing David had looked up, I waved at him. “Hey. Um, is everything all right?”

			“Yeah.” He tried to smile, but only half his mouth cooperated. His hands were jammed in his pockets, and the porch swing creaked back and forth under the weight of his slouched body. “I’m waiting for it to quiet down in there. Sorry.”

			Miranda hopped on the balls of her feet, trying to get a better look at him. “Come over and play video games with us! We’re having a tournament! You can be on my team, because my mom stinks.”

			Collective laughter rang through the darkness. Leave it to my sister to make clueless cute.

			“Sounds good.” David stood up, leaving the wicker swing swaying behind him. “Let me, uh, leave them a note.” He grimaced in the direction of the upper floor, where the shouting raged on.

			“If you’d grown up and gotten your act together years ago, you and Mom never would have divorced!”

			“Still high and mighty, even with the ink wet on your own divorce papers! I don’t need you and your kid telling me how to run my life!”

			I shuddered and gave Miranda a gentle push in the direction of Uncle Tommy’s house. “Go inside and help Aunt Tess set up. I’ll wait for him.” Even with her bubble of obliviousness protecting her, I didn’t want her hearing something she shouldn’t.

			David reemerged from the house a moment later, jogging up our driveway with his hands bunched into the pockets of his jeans.

			“Sorry about that,” he said, nodding toward the other house. “He’s never been this bad before. It’s . . .” He shook his head and frowned. “Out of control.”

			“Hey, don’t apologize. He said it himself; you’re not his babysitter.”

			“But it’s getting to the point where he needs one. We’re too far away to come running every time he screws up.”

			“Where are you from, by the way?” I started toward Uncle Tommy’s back door, David walking at my side.

			“Originally Portman Falls, Connecticut,” he said.

			“Oh, not far from us. We live in Norwood.”

			David stopped in his tracks. “No way. My dad and I are in the middle of moving to Norwood.”

			“Shut up!” I stopped too, and gaped at him.

			“I swear. Your uncle helped us find the house.”

			“That makes sense,” I said. “It is what real estate agents do. What street are you moving to?”

			“Meadowbrook?” He said it like he couldn’t quite remember, but I knew exactly which street he was talking about.

			“That’s right around the corner from us! The house next to the big empty field, right? Kind of purplish?”

			David grinned. “You mean purplish, scary-ish, and dilapidated-ish? That’s the one. But we’re gonna fix it up—it won’t be an eyesore for long.”

			I tilted my head and gave him a quizzical look. “You really need to stop apologizing for things that aren’t your fault. Our place doesn’t exactly look like the White House either. None of the houses in our neighborhood do.”

			It wasn’t that Norwood was known for being poor on the whole. But the deeper into it you got, the more obvious it became that someone had forgotten to post a NO BOTTOM-FEEDERS ALLOWED sign. Beautiful houses on generous plots of land eventually gave way to narrowing, woodsy roads; shrinking, unkempt properties; and houses that could fit inside the master suites of the ones you’d driven past five minutes ago.

			That was the part we lived in.

			“Anyhow, I’m going to Norwood High,” David said. “Are you? Or will you be at one of the private schools?”

			“Ha! Private school.” Maybe if I really wanted to feel like a bottom-feeder. I shook my head. “Norwood Public High is good enough for me. If you want, I’ll introduce you to my friends.”

			A genuine grin lit his face. “Cool.”

			“Kelsey, hurry up!” Miranda called from inside the house.

			I wrapped my fingers around the door handle, then paused. “I should warn you—I usually win.”

			“Then I should warn you that you need to kiss your winning streak good-bye, because this is the end.”

			“We’ll see about that.”

			We headed into the house side by side. David was wrong, of course. It was only the beginning.

		

	
		
			Three

			Rhode Island

			Senior Year

			“Kelsey! Kelseeeeeeeey!”

			Crap.

			Miranda hurried through the outdoor lunch area as fast as she could on her skinny legs. Her enormous book bag slapped against her back as she ran, and honey-colored wisps that had escaped her forever-disheveled ponytail fluttered in the breeze. Her hair was the exact color mine used to be, before I kicked it up a notch with some platinum-blond highlights. Though I had never allowed mine to look like a tornado had taken up residence on my head.

			Miranda came to a halt in front of our lunch table, wide eyed and breathless. “Did you see who’s here?”

			Ryan tensed next to me. He hadn’t exactly appreciated my earlier reaction to the “who” in question. Candy coughed and focused on stabbing a cherry tomato.

			“I saw him,” I said, taking a bite of my pretzel in an attempt at nonchalance. And failing, because I nearly choked on it. “Shouldn’t you be inside with the other freshmen? The picnic tables are only for seniors.”

			Miranda ignored my attempt to get rid of her, plowing ahead with barely a pause for air. “Can you believe he’s living here in Rhode Island? In his grandfather’s house? Or that his grandfather died? I mean, that part I can believe because he was always drunk, but holy crud, Kelse, we were just talking about him in the car this morning!”

			Ryan’s head snapped up. “Wait. That’s who you were talking about?” His leg began to bounce beneath the table, and he readjusted his cap for the umpteenth time.

			Nice, Miranda. It had taken me the entire morning to lower Ryan’s level of suspicion from red to orange, and she’d sent it flying off the charts again.

			“Anyone wanna tell me who we’re talking about?” Matt Crowley, Ryan’s baseball buddy, called out from the other end of the table.

			“Kelsey knows the new kid.” Ryan jerked his head in my direction and then ripped a bite from his sandwich in a way that made me feel bad for it.

			“Ooooh, Kelse. An old flame?” If the tone of Matt’s voice hadn’t made me want to punch him, the smirk on his face would’ve.

			“No.” I crumpled my bag of pretzels. “An old friend. Ex-friend.”

			“I know exactly who you’re talking about!” Violet ­Kensing squealed before I could reiterate that he was a friend I didn’t speak to anymore. “He’s in my homeroom! Oh my God, Kelsey, he is so hot! Can you introduce me?” She tossed her hair like she expected him to materialize at the mere mention of his existence. Candy rammed an elbow into her ribs, and Violet promptly shot back a death glare.

			“How well do you know this kid?” Ryan asked, his eyes narrowed.

			Miranda snorted. That sound, that death knell, made me turn back to her so fast, I thought my neck might snap. The panic on her face didn’t stop my own from welling up inside me. She and my mother were the only ones who knew what had happened between David and me, and I’d made her promise never to tell. I’d always thought Miranda could keep her mouth shut when it counted most, and watching her stare at her feet and bite her lip, I knew she’d thought the same thing. Both of us must’ve had our heads lodged firmly up our rear ends when we’d come to that conclusion.

			Heat prickled the back of my neck. I glared at Miranda even though she wouldn’t look back at me, silently threatening her life if she dared to take the things I’d told her while drowning in uncertainty and awash in my own tears and let them slip like a greasy bowling ball. “He was a friend,” I repeated through gritted teeth.

			Ryan tore another bite from his sandwich and threw it down without looking at me. The whole table shook from his leg bouncing beneath it, and he mumbled Sure. A loaded silence settled over the group, and my friends appeared extra fascinated by their lunches.

			“Bye, Kelse.” Miranda turned on her heel and hightailed it out of there. She’d sold me out, even without saying a word, and she knew it. Thanks, little sister.

			“Ryan, I—” A quick glance down the length of the table reminded me that I didn’t want to have this conversation there. Even with every set of eyes trained downward, I knew all their ears were primed and ready. I tugged at his shirt. “Come for a walk with me. Please?”

			Ryan’s jaw tensed. He balled up his sandwich wrapper and threw it into his lunch bag. But he took my hand and rose from the bench, and I knew he’d at least hear me out.

			I could only imagine the conversation that exploded the moment we were gone.

			I pulled him by the hand through the main doors, and then into the deserted hallway that led to the chorus room. The moment the doors closed behind us, Ryan let go of my hand, leaned against the wall, and folded his arms across his chest.

			“I’m listening.” He stared down the hall, refusing to meet my eyes.

			“There’s nothing to tell.”

			“I’m not an idiot, Kelse. You’ve been lying to me all morning, haven’t you? Something happened with you and this kid.”

			I twisted my hands. “Nothing worth mentioning.”

			“I knew it!” He pulled his hat tighter to his head and paced back and forth like a caged animal. “I knew there had to be more to it. No girl reacts like that to a friend. Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Ryan, I didn’t even know you when—” I bit the inside of my cheeks and looked at the floor.

			He stopped pacing and jammed his fists in his pockets. “When what? When you were with him?”

			I stepped closer to him and put my hands on his upper arms. “Ryan.”

			He backed away from me and against the wall, his shoulders hunched as he frowned at the floor. “I can’t believe you lied to me.”

			I let out a sigh of resignation. Normally I would’ve given him hell for throwing such a ridiculous temper tantrum, but I needed our fight to be over more than I needed to be right. The sooner I could rebury all this, the better.

			Pressing myself against the length of his unyielding body, I sandwiched him between me and the wall. “Why are you being like this?” I grazed my nose against his cheek. “I was never with him—not like that. He . . . he liked me, but I freaked out when he told me. We haven’t talked since.”

			True enough.

			Ryan searched my face. “Because you didn’t like him back?”

			Heat crawled up my neck and spread to my cheeks. I eased back a little, praying he couldn’t feel the suddenly erratic beats of my heart. “Because it never would have worked. He and I, we were good friends. And then we were nothing at all.”

			“Then why did you hug him like that?” Ryan’s hands settled tentatively on my hips, and I knew the worst was over.

			“It caught me off guard, that’s all. I haven’t seen him since I moved here. Knee-jerk reaction, I guess. But you saw how awkward it got after that.”

			Ryan smirked, undoubtedly recalling the red-faced detangling of limbs and general uneasiness as he and Candy joined our little private party. To call it “uncomfortable” would be like calling a sumo wrestler “sort of chubby.”

			“You really didn’t know what hit you, huh?”

			You mean it wasn’t a frigging Mack truck?

			I wrapped my arms around his neck and managed a tiny smile back. “No. Like I said, it caught me off guard. There’s nothing to worry about.”

			Ryan’s hands roamed up my back and he moved his lips closer to mine. “I didn’t like seeing you in some other guy’s arms,” he murmured.

			Our lips brushed together. “I’m in yours now.”

			“And you won’t keep things from me anymore?”

			I kissed him, knowing he’d take it as a yes. Or a no, however you wanted to look at it. Right as the kiss became entirely inappropriate for school, the metallic sound of the double doors opening made us jump apart.

			David stood in the hall, one hand curled around the shoulder strap of his bag, and the other clutching a piece of paper. And just as it had earlier that morning, my gut folded in on itself like an accordion.

			“Um, sorry,” David said. “I still don’t know where I’m going.” He held up what I assumed to be his schedule. “Think I took a wrong turn.”

			He made a move to retreat but stopped when I started toward him. “It’s okay. We were . . . talking. Where are you headed?”

			The bell signaling the end of lunch sounded. David glanced at the paper. “Chemistry? Room A one-oh-one.”

			“Oh. You were close. If you go back into the main hallway—”

			“I’m headed that way.” Ryan sidled up behind me and rested a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll walk with you.”

			My head snapped toward him. “I—um. You will?” My palms grew sweaty at the suggestion. Two seconds ago he’d wanted to rip David’s head off, and now he wanted to walk him to class?

			“Yeah.” Ryan draped his arm around me as he moved to stand at my side. “Like I said, I’m going that way anyway.” He kept his eyes on David as he answered, and I could’ve sworn frost formed in the space between them.

			David stared right back, his posture rigid. The corner of his mouth twitched. Whether it was the beginning of a smirk or a frown, I couldn’t tell. “That’d be great,” he said, a hint of sarcasm edging his words as he eyed Ryan’s cap. “We can talk baseball.”

			If I’d looked down at that moment and seen my stomach land on the floor with a huge splat, it wouldn’t have surprised me in the least. “You’re joining the baseball team?” I croaked.

			What a stupid question. He was obsessed with baseball, and he’d played at Norwood. Clayton would be lucky to have another pitcher as good as Ryan.

			Not that Ryan would appreciate it. Oh, God.

			Ryan strode toward David, almost like he’d forgotten I was there. “Sure.” He looked back at me when I grabbed his wrist, trying my hardest to make him read my mind. What the hell are you doing?

			Half of Ryan’s mouth crooked up into a grin. “Don’t worry.” He bent and smacked a quick kiss on my lips. Under his breath he added, “I’ll be nice.”

			The image of the two of them walking away together made my brain go haywire. I never imagined I’d see David again, period, let alone see him strolling down the halls of Clayton High, side by side with my boyfriend. It seemed inherently wrong, like the world should implode at any second from the sheer wrongness of it.

			There was no implosion, though. Just the terrifying realization that my two worlds had finally collided.

		

	
		
			Four

			Rhode Island

			Summer before Freshman Year

			“It’s Shake It Till You Make It tiiiiiime!” Dad bellowed as he burst into the living room.

			“Yes!” Miranda pumped her fist, promptly abandoning her video game remote on the couch cushion and running over to him. “I’m getting the Chocolate Disaster!”

			From the kitchen, my mother groaned. “Kevin, why do you insist on doing that challenge every year? Then I have to listen to you moan about how sick you feel for the rest of the night.”

			“Tradition, Amanda!” Uncle Tommy called as he galloped down the stairs. “Victory will once again be mine!”

			Three summers ago, Dad had decided on a whim—more like a mutual dare—that he and Uncle Tommy should go up against each other in the Shake It Till You Make It challenge at the Bellevue Ice Cream Shoppe. Store rules dictated that anyone who could drink three of their thick, ginormous shakes got a fourth on the house, but my father had upped the stakes by deciding the loser would get dinner and dish duty the following night. Three years out of three, Dad wound up flipping post-challenge burgers—in Aunt Tess’s pink-flowered apron. That part was Uncle Tommy’s stipulation.

			“Come on, girls.” Dad clapped his hands, my cue to turn off the TV. “Hope you’re hungry.”

			As we headed down the driveway like a little caravan—we always walked to preempt some of the sugar—David’s father emerged from the house next door, holding a big cardboard box.

			“Hey, Jimmy!” Uncle Tommy called. “You guys wanna join us for some ice cream?”

			“Thanks, Tom.” Mr. Kerrigan hoisted the box onto the trunk of his car and fished his keys out of his pocket. “But I have to get this junk to Goodwill before my father changes his mind again. I’ll bet David might like to go, though.” He nodded at Miranda and me. “Why don’t you girls run in and get him?”

			Miranda needed no further coaxing. She took off on her bony legs, leaving me to catch up at the Kerrigans’ back door. The TV was so loud that I wondered if David would even hear her musical little knocks, but a moment later he appeared. When we told him where we were going and asked him to come along, he didn’t hesitate to accept.

			David retreated to the living room, where his grand­father grunted in response to his statement that he was going out with the neighbors. A second later he reappeared, and I stepped aside to let him through the screen door. Before he could shut it behind him, his eyes dropped to my leg and his face filled with horror.

			“Oh, shit!” He clapped his hand over his mouth and apologized for cursing, probably more for Miranda’s benefit than mine, before motioning to the huge purple and blue bruise on my thigh. “Did I do that? The other day, when I hit you with—”

			I shook my head and tugged my shorts lower before he could finish the thought. “No, no, that was already there. Tripped over something. I bruise easily. It looks worse than it is.”

			“Besides, that’s not where you hit—,” Miranda started, but I led her toward the steps by the crook of the arm.

			“Come on, everybody’s waiting.”

			Once we got to the ice-cream shop, Dad and Uncle Tommy’s competition drew a little crowd. Probably because we weren’t exactly inconspicuous, pounding our fists on the table, chanting, “Chug, chug, chug!” Among the onlookers were three girls eating cones, looking like they’d just come from the beach, bikini straps tied around their necks visible beneath tank tops and sundresses. My socks, sneakers, and T-shirt made me look like a tomboy in comparison. But after seeing David’s reaction to the bruise on my thigh, I was glad I’d worn something that covered the ones on my arm and foot—the ones he had given me.

			The girls stood behind Mom, and she wasted no time swiveling around to chat them up. The woman would talk to walls if she thought there was any chance they’d talk back. We were similar in a lot of ways, but that wasn’t one of them. A fact she refused to accept. Which was why I slouched in my seat the moment I heard her say, “Oh, you’re the same age as my daughter!” She turned to me with excited, expectant eyes, like she wanted me to burst off my chair and hug them for sharing my birth year. “Kelsey, this is Marisol. Her name means ‘sea and sun’ in Spanish. Isn’t that pretty?”

			I nodded and tried to form my mouth into some semblance of a smile. I hated when she did this. She was forever dragging me into conversations like a reluctant dog on a leash, lecturing me to socialize as if the fact that I preferred keeping to myself was a defect in me she was determined to fix.

			“Marisol,” Mom said, “do you go to school here?”

			“Yep.” Marisol wiped a stray drip of mint chocolate chip from her chin. “But I’m actually going to Costa Rica to study abroad next semester.”

			My mother’s widened eyes met mine. “Isn’t that exciting?”

			“Wow, qué bueno,” David piped up, causing the girls to twitter with laughter.

			“Mm-hm. Really cool.” I meant it, but I had no interest in learning this girl’s life story when I’d probably never see her again and had nothing even half as noteworthy to contribute to the conversation. So I stood up and said, “Excuse me, I need to run to the ladies’ room. Good luck in Costa Rica.”

			I didn’t have to look to know my mother’s mortified eyes were following me as I left the table.

			By the time I came back, my father was on his feet, fists raised above his head in victory, people clapping and patting him on the back before drifting back to their own business. He’d actually won, and I didn’t get to see it because I’d been hiding in the bathroom.

			“Good thing I took a picture,” my mother said pointedly. “You missed Daddy winning.”

			I mumbled something unintelligible under my breath as we filed up to the front of the store to place the rest of our orders. That was the other part of our tradition: Once the competition was over, everyone else got their ice cream and we headed over to the Cliff Walk, the walking/biking trail between the mansions and the beach.

			“So why didn’t you want to talk to those girls earlier?” David asked as he licked a glob of salted caramel from the softball-size mound on his cone. We had separated into groups as we walked, with Dad and Uncle Tommy at the front, Mom and Aunt Tess with Miranda between them in the middle, and David and me lagging in the back.

			“Because I can’t stand when my mother tries to turn me into a social experiment. She thinks my personality is faulty because she enjoys starting random conversations with strangers and I don’t.” I kicked a pebble out of my way. “I get all paranoid that I’ll come off boring and stupid and they’ll end up thinking I’m lame anyway. Is it really so wrong to not like talking to people I don’t know?”

			David nudged me with his elbow. “But you don’t know me.”

			“Sure I do. You’re David. You think you have mad video game skills, and you definitely have a terrible Spanish accent.”

			He threw his head back and laughed. “And you’re cool with that?”

			“Uh-huh.” I didn’t know how to explain that I didn’t click with people very often, but when I did, it was instant and lasting. David was one of those people who was just easy to be around.

			“Ditto. And for what it’s worth, you’re not lame at all.” He looked thoughtful as he took another swipe at his cone. “I guess I’m the opposite. You seem really close with your family. I talk to everyone, and the only people I think suck are the ones I’m related to.” A hint of bitterness hardened his voice. It disappeared when he added, “Except my dad. He’s awesome.”

			We stopped walking, eating in silence for a few seconds as David stared through the chain-link fence separating us from the expansive lawn behind the Astors’ sprawling mansion.

			“Can you believe this place was built as a summer ‘cottage’?” he said. “I mean, if they made something this behemoth to live in for two months a year, can you imagine what their permanent house looked like?”

			I hooked my fingertips around one of the wire links and stared dreamily at the stately windows and pillared wraparound porch. For an instant I pictured myself floating down the grand staircase inside with layers of Victorian ruffles billowing around my feet. Newport always had that effect—making me wish I could go back in time and spend a day in the shoes of the filthy rich Gilded Age elite. “I think I must’ve lived here in a past life. Maybe that’s why I love it so much.”

			David’s eyes darkened. “Some people live here now and don’t even appreciate it.”

			“Well,” I said, hoping to lighten the mood as we started moving again, “if my present-day luck is any indication, Past Kelsey was probably a scullery maid.”

			That got a chuckle out of him. “You know, you’re pretty funny for someone with a defective personality.”

			My father saved David from a retaliatory shove by yelling, “Slippery footing up ahead! Hold on to your cones!”

			We’d reached the part of the Cliff Walk that lived up to its name—where the cement trail gave way to boulders and rocks without a guardrail in sight. The part that never failed to bring out my inner chickenshit.

			“Um, you can go ahead if you want to,” I said, pulling the hem of my shorts over the mottled splotch David had noticed earlier. “I’m going to head back. I don’t think the ice cream is agreeing with my stomach.”

			“No, I don’t want you to walk alone.” The look of concern on his face made me feel awful for being such a wimp. “I’ll go with you.”

			I tried to protest, but he called up to my parents, who, ever paranoid, told me to stay with him until they got back. Not that I minded.

			We chatted the whole walk home, and I’d forgotten I was supposed to be feeling sick by the time we reached David’s grandfather’s house. Until we stepped into the kitchen, and the sensation that something wasn’t right caused a real knot to form in my stomach.

			David’s father sat crouched in the door frame that separated the kitchen and dining room, a dustpan in one hand and a small broom in the other. At his feet lay a pile of broken glass.

			“Dad? What happened?”

			Mr. Kerrigan exhaled and scratched his head, but before he could answer, Jay appeared in the doorway from the living room. “The two of you think you’re funny, hiding things on me?” he shouted, pointing his finger in David’s face. “Next time I’ll tear this whole house apart!”

			I jumped and hid behind David without thinking, then immediately felt ridiculous. He might’ve been yelling like a maniac, but Jay was a slight, silver-haired old man. His eyes were bloodshot, his robe sagged on his frame, and despite being mid-outburst, he looked weary and sad. Like someone who’d spent too many years fighting his demons, only to be bested by them in the end.

			Over the next few minutes, as I cowered near the back door, I learned that David’s father had hidden Jay’s alcohol before he left for Goodwill. After he drove off, Jay had gone looking for it and, when he couldn’t find it, opted to throw almost every glass in the cabinet against various kitchen surfaces instead.

			“I’ll finish cleaning this, Dad. You go take care of him,” David spat.

			Mr. Kerrigan reluctantly handed over the broom and dustpan, and David knelt to the floor as his father ushered his grandfather upstairs.

			I fidgeted uncomfortably. “Um, can I help?”

			David shook his head, his lips set so tight that I could see the outline of his braces bulging between his nose and mouth. He made two sweeps into the pan before shoving his tools aside and slumping against the door frame with a heavy sigh, letting his head fall against the wood.

			“I don’t get it,” he said, grinding the palms of his hands against his temples. “How can someone throw his life away?” He looked at me with dark, incredulous eyes, not waiting for an answer. “How can you just not care about anything? How can someone own a great place like this and not even give a crap what happens to it?”

			I walked over and settled on the floor against the opposite side of the door frame. “I’m sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. After what he’d said about his family on the Cliff Walk, I got the feeling he wasn’t just talking about his grandfather. “Is there . . . something else going on?”

			He didn’t respond right away, absently stroking the smooth curve of a broken chunk of glass on the floor instead. Then he looked at me. “You know my parents are divorced, right?”

			“I heard.”

			“My mom was the one who wanted it, and she was such a bitch about it. Brought my dad to court over every little thing, nickel-and-dimed him for all their stuff, including our house. Then she turned around and fucking sold it. My dad never did anything to her, and she acted like she had something to prove. But you know how hard she fought for custody of me?” He picked up the piece of glass and tossed it against a cabinet. “She didn’t.”

			My heart broke a little bit for him at that moment. I reached out and took his hand, because it felt like the right thing to do. “Her loss.”

			“You think so?”

			“Totally.”

			Light came back to his eyes, and he sat up straighter as he looked from me to our loosely twined fingers. He cleared his throat but kept his hand in mine. “Do you think this can stay between us? I don’t want everyone in Norwood to know how messed up my life is.”

			“You’re no more messed up than anyone else, David.”

			“Still.” His grin widened. “I’m trying out for the baseball team. I’ll forget all about how I demolished you in the video tournament if you come to some of my games. Since no one there will know me from a hole in the dirt.”

			I couldn’t help but smile back. “Definitely. We’ll have to hang out sometime.”

			But we didn’t hang out sometime. We hung out all the time.

			I knew I liked David as soon as I met him, but I had no idea the boy who knocked me over with a baseball would become my go-to plus one any time I was bored or lonely. Or breathing. I didn’t know he’d give the best hugs, or share my love of summer and my irrational fear of bats and my obsession with chocolate chip cookies.

			I had no way of knowing he’d become my best friend in the world.
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