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  For the fine and fabulous girls of the FP. Not a day passes 

  where I don’t find myself thankful to have each and every 

  one of you. You inspire me to become a better writer, as 

  well as a better person. You encourage me, let me vent, 

  and aren’t afraid to tell me to suck it up. Write until there’s 

  nothing left to be said. Then write some more. 

  Love and glitter cannons to you all!




  





  CONTENTS




  ONE




  TWO




  THREE




  FOUR




  FIVE




  SIX




  SEVEN




  EIGHT




  NINE




  TEN




  ELEVEN




  TWELVE




  THIRTEEN




  FOURTEEN




  FIFTEEN




  SIXTEEN




  SEVENTEEN




  EIGHTEEN




  NINETEEN




  TWENTY




  TWENTY-ONE




  TWENTY-TWO




  TWENTY-THREE




  TWENTY-FOUR




  TWENTY-FIVE






  





  ONE




  Summers turn me into a sucker. That’s why I was glad this one was almost over.




  Every year since puberty, from mid-June to early September, I’d been sure I was going to meet the real-world equivalent to Prince Charming. Call me old-fashioned, call me hopelessly

  romantic, you could even call me a fool, but whatever I was, I knew the end result—I was a sucker. To date, I’d never found a guy who was worthy to stand in Prince C’s shadow; no

  real surprise there, as I’d discovered more and more that guys were something of a pain in the ass. But here, working on my tan at Sapphire Lake’s public beach just a couple of weeks

  before I was all set to start my senior year at a new school, I’d just found me a Prince Hot Damn.




  He arrived with a whole mess of guys, tossing a football back and forth, and specimens like this confirmed there had been some kind of divine rule in the universe, because no natural selection

  process was up to the task of creating something like him. This was some god’s handiwork somewhere.




  He was tall, his shoulders were wide, and he had those dark ringed eyes with black lashes that had the power to undo a girl’s best intentions. So, in nonsucker terms, he was just my type.

  Along with every other woman in the northern hemisphere.




  My blue raspberry Slurpee couldn’t even compete for my attention. I didn’t know his name, didn’t know if he had a girlfriend, didn’t know if he wanted one, but I knew I

  was in trouble.




  However, it was when his dodging and tackling and sprinting ceased when he glanced my way that I knew I was in big trouble.




  The glance was immeasurably longer than every other glance shared with a stranger, but what was conveyed in that shortest of connections cut through me, letting some piece of this stranger work

  his way inside. I’d experienced this before a few times in my life, nothing but an eye connection with a passing stranger begging me to take notice and follow.




  To date, I never had, but the last time I’d let one of these moments pass was at a restaurant my family went to. This boy dropped a pizza on the table, told us to enjoy, and then, right as

  he was leaving, he winked at me. My heart went boom-boom, my head got all foggy, and I felt this ache inside when he turned and walked away, like we were tied together by a fixed rope. I’d

  let exactly four of these soul typhoons pass unexplored, but I’d made a pact of the utmost sacredness with myself that I wouldn’t let a fifth go by in the same kind of way.




  I was never sure if the person on the other end of that look felt the same kind of intensity I did, so when Prince Hot Damn spun away, tackling someone into the sand, I knew I ran the risk of

  him thinking I was one of those girls who made an art form of preying on beautiful boys minding their own business. I didn’t care—I wouldn’t let another one of these moments go.

  Life was short, and I’d been a firm believer in seizing the moment for the majority of my life.




  Then he came to another standstill, like my stare was freezing him in place. This time it wasn’t a glance. It was a good five-second stare, where his eyes did that dumbfounded thing mine

  were doing to me. His smile had just begun its upward journey into position when a football whizzed right into the side of his face. It was one of those moments you saw played out in movies:

  wide-eyed boy staring at girl, oblivious to the world around him until the laces of a football indented his forehead.




  


  “Stop staring, Jude!” the young boy who had thrown the ball called out. “She’s too hot, even for you. And since she’s got a book, she probably knows how to read, so

  she’s smart enough to know to avoid guys like you.”




  I slid my glasses into place as serendipity boy chased after the pint-size teaser, and turned my attention to the book sprawled out beneath me.




  I saw the attraction in his eyes, that and more. It was only a matter of how much time he wanted to play it cool until he came over. I had all day.




  That’s how I reassured myself as he threw the boy over his shoulder and sprinted into the lake, dunking up and down until the boy was squealing with laughter. I reassured myself again when

  he and the boy trudged from the water and returned to the cluster of boys playing football and picked up right where he left off, oblivious.




  I tried to distract myself with my book, but when I found myself reading the same paragraph for the sixth time, I gave up. Still not another look my way, like I was invisible.




  When a second hour passed in the same way, I decided it was time to take matters into my own hands. If he wasn’t going to come to me and I wasn’t quite ready to go to him, I’d

  just have to make him. I’d found boys were fairly simple creatures to figure out, at least on a primal level—on a mind, heart, and soul matter they were about as confounding to me as

  thermal dynamics—and since primal was just a nice term for raging hormones, I decided to use their overabundance of teenage boy ones to my advantage.




  Grabbing a liter of water from my beach bag, I rose to a stand, making every movement slow and deliberate. At least without looking ridiculous. His eyes weren’t on me as I adjusted my

  bikini just so, but a few male sets were. Good sign I was doing the right thing, but bad sign he wasn’t noticing, since this whole stunt was set into motion for him.




  I pulled the clip from my mass of hair so it fell down my back, and I shook it into position for good measure. I practically cursed under my breath when I chanced another peek. Nada.

  What’s a girl got to do to get a boy’s attention these days?




  I walked back toward the picnic table, where the newest addition to our family, the furry kind, was still smiling through his panting. So new, in fact, I had yet to name him.

  “There’s a good boy,” I said, kneeling beside him, where he was using the shade of the table to his advantage. “Since you’re of the same gender, although I find your

  species to be more appealing on so many fronts, do you have any suggestions for how to make that boy mine?” I asked, pouring some more water into his bowl as I watched Jude pry a football

  from the air. The boy played the best game of beach football I’d ever had the pleasure of watching.




  My furry friend offered a few licks over my arm before his wet nose nudged at my leg. I could have been reading into the nudge of encouragement a bit, but when his doggy eyes tracked over to

  Jude and his doggy smile stretched further, I laughed. “Yeah, yeah. I know it’s a woman’s world and all, but there are still some things where I’m old-fashioned,” I

  said, scratching behind his matted ears. “Like the guy approaching the girl. Don’t call the feminist movement and rat me out, or else no steak for you tonight.”




  I patted his head as he yapped his vow of silence. Then I headed back to my blanket, watching Jude surreptitiously as he sailed the football to another little boy. If standing, stretching, and

  swimsuit adjustment weren’t working, with dinner not even an hour away, I’d have to resort to drastic, more desperate, measures. I was stubborn and I was a sucker, and since I’d

  waited this long for him to come over, I wasn’t going to give up now. Giving up was not in my blood.




  I stretched on my blanket, stomach down, twisting my arms behind me to pull the string free of its tension. In my experience as a seventeen-year-old girl, seven of those years having boobs that

  required a bra, undoing that one little knot at the center of your back had about a 95 percent accuracy rate of attracting any male within a five-beach-towel radius. Jude might have been right on

  the five/six cusp, but it was all I had left. The last trick in my bag.




  


  I made a pillow of my sundress and pretended to be concerned with nothing more than minimizing my tan lines, but as I took a quick survey of the area, every male eye within five beach towels was

  staring. Except for him.




  A few whistles even sounded from his fellow football players’ lips, of which I played ignorant, but still, nothing from him. One of my friends at my old school had once told me that if

  ever a day came where our intended male targets didn’t flock our way after this last-ditch effort, it would be time to send word to the Vatican—that it was time for a miracle.




  Get Rome on the phone, because a miracle was playing out in front of me as the only boy I wanted to notice was the only one who didn’t. Darn you, providence and soul typhoons.




  I’d give him five more minutes before I’d force myself to swallow my pride and make a move. I knew if I had to approach him, I’d likely get denied, but I wasn’t going to

  let another one of these pass me by. Carpe diem, baby.




  I noticed something whizzing above me from the corner of my eye, but it didn’t seem of much importance until a certain body I’d been lusting over snagged it right before falling back

  to the earth from his impressive suspension in the air. Or at least falling right over the top of me.




  He didn’t crash into me all that hard, leading me to believe it was intentional, but I still managed to shriek like a little girl. I knotted my top back into place while he struggled to

  reposition himself.




  “The name’s Jude Ryder, since I know you’re all but salivating like a rabid dog to know, and I don’t do girlfriends, relationships, flowers, or regular phone calls. If

  you’re down with that, I think we could work out something special.”




  So that serendipitous moment I’d been angsting over the better part of a glorious summer afternoon? What a waste. There had been nothing on the other side of that loaded look than an

  opportunistic summer . . . ahem, fling. Lord help me, I was going to become a nun if my male radar didn’t realign toward guys who were not walking penises.




  “And I’d give you my name if I actually wanted to pursue anything more with you than telling you to get the hell off me,” I said, twisting onto my back once I was confident

  everything up front was covered. However, whether it was my twisting motion or his twisted sense of self, his leg caught my hip as it rotated and followed it all the way around. Super, the boy was

  all but straddling me now, and despite being angry beyond appeasing, I felt my heart pounding through my chest like it never had.




  He smiled down at me. Actually, it was more of a grin. A grin full of attitude and ego. It was a tad sexy too, and it could have been hella sexy if I hadn’t already decided to not fall

  into this boy’s traps. “I was wondering how long it would take to get you horizontal,” he said, eyes sweeping down to my belly button. “Although I’m not really your

  missionary-style kind of guy.”




  Whatever was left of my romantic notions of male chivalry and love at first sight had just been obliterated. I’d never verbally admit I was a romantic; that was one of the many secrets I

  kept to myself, but it was a special ideal, and one guy took the last bit I’d clung to.




  Pushing his chest was like trying to move a tank. I removed my sunglasses so he could see my glare. “Is that because it would require a real, living, breathing female—not one of the

  imaginary or blow-up kind—to have sex with you?”




  He laughed at that, like I’d just said something as cute as a kitten. “No, a supply of girls is never a problem. But if they’re the ones who come a-knockin’ at my door,

  why should I be the one to do all the work?”




  That nasty taste in my mouth might have just been a bit of vomit. “You’re a pig,” I said, shoving him again. Harder, so my hands slapped his chest, but it was like nothing more

  than a gust of wind had come at him.




  “Never claimed to be anything but,” he answered, raising his hands in surrender when I came at him again with my palms. “I also knew you wouldn’t stop your staring until

  you learned the cold, hard truth. So, consider yourself warned. I might not be the kind of guy who reads textbooks at the beach,” he said, glancing back at my open book, “but I’m

  smart enough to know girls like you should stay away from guys like me. So stay away.”




  My glare was now officially a glower. “That won’t be a problem once you stop all but holding me down,” I said, waiting for him to move. He did, but it was still with that cocky

  grin. I hated that kind of grin. “And you can consider yourself warned that you are trespassing on my personal property”—I grabbed my pink beach blanket in explanation as an

  eruption of barking sounded behind me; I knew that dog was a kindred spirit—“and beware of dog.” I sneered up at him as he sat himself beside me, still in a straddling position.

  “You can go now.”




  That wiped the smile from his face. “What?” he asked, the lines of his forehead pulling his gunmetal-gray beanie lower. And what kind of a person wore a cotton hat to the beach on a

  scorching-hot day? The mentally deranged ones I needed to stay away from, that was who.




  “Scrambo,” I said, waving him off. “I’m done wasting my last few precious minutes of a perfect summer afternoon on you. Thank you for the eye-candy distraction, but I can

  see it’s nothing more than that. Oh, and by the way, your butt is not nearly as impressive up close as it is at a distance.”




  


  I didn’t have time to curse myself for my latest bout of verbal vomit, because his mouth fell open for a second. It was exactly the reaction I’d been hoping for. “You girls speak

  a language I’ll never understand, but are you saying what I think you are?”




  “If it involves you getting up and walking out of my sunshine and my life from here until the end of time, then we’re on the same wavelength,” I answered, sliding farther down

  on my towel to realign my face with the sun, trying to pretend his face wasn’t the thing dirty thoughts are made of. Save for a long scar that ran the diagonal of his left cheekbone, it could

  have been classified as mind-dumbingly perfect.




  Perfectly not my type. I had to remind myself of that. And convince myself, too.




  His eyebrows were still squished together, like he was trying to figure out the most riddling of riddles.




  “What’s that dumbfounded look for?” I asked.




  “Because I have yet to come across a girl who sends me packing,” he said, watching me with something new in his eyes.




  “So sorry to upend your world of nonrespect for women, but it seems my work here is done.” I sat up, shuffling my textbook into my bag.




  “What kind of dog is that?” he asked abruptly. The low notes were gone from his voice.




  I peered over at him as I continued tossing my beach day must-haves into the bag, gauging to see if he was serious. He’d just gone from all but riding me on the beach to casual

  conversation. “He’s got a bunch of breeds in him,” I began slowly, watching him from the corner of my eye to see if this was some new trap.




  “So he’s a mutt,” he said.




  “No,” I said, admiring the shaggy bundle still baring his teeth in Jude’s direction. “He’s well-rounded,” I added.




  “Well that’s the best attempt I’ve heard yet at making a piece of shit seem less shitty,” he said, spinning the football on his finger.




  “No, that’s my way of seeing something for what it actually is,” I said, sure I sounded more defensive than I’d intended. “That ‘piece of shit,’

  I’ll have you know, was hit, kicked, underfed, and lit on fire by his previous owners, who dropped him off at the shelter when he had the nerve to devour an unattended tuna fish sandwich.

  That ‘piece of shit’ was scheduled to be put down today for no other reason than drawing the short straw in life.”




  Jude’s eyes returned to the dog. “You just got this guy today?” he asked, making a face. “Out of all the dogs you had to choose from, you picked the one that was the

  sorriest excuse for a dog I’ve yet to see.”




  


  “I couldn’t let him be killed because some slime of the earth ruined him, could I?” I asked, wincing as I wondered what my parents would say. “I mean, look at him.

  He’s been brutalized by humans, and the only thing he’s concerned about right now is protecting me. How could I not save him?”




  “Because he’s the ugliest dog I’ve ever seen,” Jude said. “He’s all but hairless—and I don’t want to get any closer because I fear he might rip my

  balls off—but I’m pretty sure that putrid smell is coming from him. Unless . . .” He leaned into me, moving my hair behind my shoulder as his nose all but connected with my neck.

  My instant reaction was to shudder. This boy knew what he was doing and how the lightest graze of fingers over just the right patches of skin or a warm breath fogged over the right spot of the neck

  could all but crush a girl’s most virtuous of intentions, but I fought the shudder down. I wasn’t going to be one of the girls who shuddered in his presence. He didn’t need

  another boost to that bloated ego. “Nope, I only smell sweet and innocent coming from over here,” he whispered against my neck. He smirked at me, knowing exactly what he was doing and

  knowing exactly what I was trying not to do. “I’d suggest taking that fleabag through a doggie car wash a few times.” He laughed as the dog began barking again at Jude’s

  proximity to me, but he leaned away from me again. “What did your parents think when you brought Cujo home?”




  This time I grimaced.




  “Ahh, let me fill in the blanks. They don’t know their precious daughter snuck behind their backs and brought this animal with a questionable past into her life.”




  My grimace deepened as he verbalized what I was planning to sugarcoat.




  “And since I’m on a roll here, let me fill in the blanks as to what their reaction will be.” He tapped his chin, staring at the sky. “They’re going to tell you to

  drop that thing like a bad habit and send him back where you found him.”




  I blew out a rush of air. “Probably,” I said, attempting to form a rebuttal that would be convincing to my parents. I already knew Dad would be on board by default, but Mom was

  another story, and my dad had learned years ago that life wasn’t pleasant if he wasn’t on the same parenting ship as Mom.




  “So why did you do it?” he asked, still staring at the dog like he was a puzzle. “Because you don’t strike me as the kind of girl who rebels against whatever her parents

  say.”




  “I don’t,” I answered. “But we made kind of a big life change recently, and I wasn’t able to give this up.” I’d been adopting and rehabbing dogs for the

  past three years. Every employee and volunteer at the nearby shelters knew me by first and last name. This might have been the “do-gooder” deed that was closest to my heart, but it

  certainly wasn’t the only one I’d been involved in.




  At my last school, I’d been the president of the Green Group, overseen the Toys for Tots drive three years running, volunteered weekly for after-school tutoring at the nearby elementary

  school, and spearheaded a quarterly bake sale where the proceeds went to the local military families who had loved ones overseas. I was about to start a new school my senior year, and I

  didn’t know what to expect, if I could expect anything. Would my new school have the clubs I was used to, and if so, would they welcome a newcomer from a private school?




  “Life change? Give this up?” he repeated. “Okay, my interest was piqued when you shot me down. Now I’m absolutely smitten since you made dog adoption out to be a

  vice.” He smiled at me, and I swore I could feel my stomach bottoming out. “So what’s this big life change you’re up to those gorgeous blue eyes in?”




  I slid my sunglasses back into position out of principle. If he was going to find a way to be condescending about my eyes, he didn’t get to look into them. “We sold the house I grew

  up in and moved to our lake house,” I began, trying to sound as carefree as I could about it, “and this place we live in has the most ridiculous, restrictive rules, so it would only

  make sense those idiots won’t allow a dog off leash, right?” I was getting worked up just thinking about it, and my hands were flying all over the place. “We don’t have a

  kennel, I can’t keep him inside the house because my dad’s allergic, and you try putting a leash on this guy and he all but transforms into the Tasmanian Devil.” The dog was still

  eyeing Jude warily. “It’s like the idea of being tied to something sends him over the edge.”




  “I know the feeling,” he said, admiring the dog with something new in his eyes. Camaraderie, was it?




  “Yeah, yeah,” I said, reaching for my melted Slurpee. “Already got the spiel about you not one to be tied down to things like girlfriends. No need for the instant

  replay.”




  As I took a long and final sip of blue raspberry syrup, Jude leveled me with a gaze that was too deep for a guy of shallow character. “There are others ways to be tied to something than

  through a girl. In fact, I’d say I’m tied to just about everything else but a woman.”




  Okay, I so wasn’t expecting this moment of vulnerability to slip from a guy who probably thought a nice first date included a visit to the backseat of his car. “Care to

  elaborate?” I asked, setting the empty cup into the sand.




  “Nope,” he replied, staring out into the water. “But thanks for asking.”




  “Jude!” someone yelled down the beach.




  Glancing over at the shouter, a middle-aged man who was rotund at best and grossly obese truthfully, Jude waved his hand. “Coming, Uncle Joe.”




  “That’s your uncle?” My eyes flicked back and forth between Jude and Uncle Joe, finding no resemblance other than gender.




  Jude nodded. “Uncle Joe.”




  “And those are your cousins?” Again, I surveyed the handful of boys ranging in age from probably kindergarten to high school, finding no definitive feature that would tie them to

  each other.




  Another nod from Jude as he popped up.




  “Do they all have different moms?” I asked, teasing only partly.




  I felt his laugh all the way down to my toes. “I think you might be onto something.”




  Accepting the end was near, I decided to cut the tie early. “Well, it was”—I searched for the right word, coming up empty—“something meeting you,

  Jude,” I said, as that smile of his angled at my word choice. “Have a nice life.”




  “You too . . . ,” he said, his brows coming together as he searched me for something.




  “Lucy,” I offered, not sure why. I’d said my name a million different times and ways, but telling it to him seemed oddly intimate.




  “Lucy,” he repeated, tasting the word in his mouth. Shooting me another tilted smile, he headed toward the trail of boys leaving the beach.




  “Oh God, Lucy,” I said to myself, flopping down on my beach towel. “What were you thinking? That was a serious heartbreak averted.”




  Even as I said the words, with as much conviction as I could muster, my eyes weren’t able to peel themselves away from him as he ambled down the beach, spinning the football between his

  fingers.




  Stopping suddenly, he spun around, that smile reappearing when he caught me staring at him. “So, Lucy,” he hollered, tucking the ball under his arm, “how much farther are you

  going to let me get before you give me your phone number?”




  Whatever premonitions I’d had about Jude and heartbreak going hand in hand flew out the window. I wanted to get up and bust a move, I was so stoked.




  However, I still had some dignity in the name of all women and couldn’t make this easy on him. “How far do you think the edge of the world is?” I called back, rolling onto my

  side.




  Jude shook his head, chuckling silently. “You playing hard to get, Lucy?”




  “No, Jude,” I replied, sliding my glasses on top of my head. “I’m impossible to get.”




  Outright lie, but he didn’t need to know that.




  “Jude!” Uncle Joe shouted again, this time sounding a special shade of pissed. “Right now!”




  Jude tensed, the smile faltering. “Coming!” he shouted over his shoulder before loping toward me. Kneeling beside me, his eyes locked on mine. “Number?”




  “No.” I was so close to breaking that if he asked again, I knew I’d cave.




  “Why?”




  “Because you have to work harder than some lame attempt to get it,” I answered, hearing my conscience asking what the hell I was doing. This type of guy was every type of wrong on

  the surface, but there was something more going on, something I’d seen in that flash of vulnerability that sucked me in.




  Leaning in so close his nose was almost brushing mine, he asked, “How much harder?”




  I sucked in a slow breath, hoping my answer wouldn’t make it seem like I was hyperventilating. “Use your brain, since you’ve made it clear you don’t use it for

  academics.”




  He waited a few seconds, maybe waiting for me to retract my “hard to get” routine. I sealed my lips tighter.




  “I’m going to come up with something good,” he said finally, sliding my glasses back into position. “Really good.”




  “You come up with something that good,” I said, glad my eyes were covered so he couldn’t see the party in my pupils, “I’ll not only give you my number, I’ll

  let you take me out on a date.” I felt the uninhibited part of me I did my best to repress surfacing. The part of me I tried to convince myself was bad, evil, wrong, so on and so forth, but

  the part of me that felt most like I wasn’t fighting a current when I went against it.




  “What makes you think I want to go on a date with you?” His face was more serious than anything I’d ever seen on a teen boy.




  I cursed to myself, wanting to spurt out a string of them as Jude’s expression stayed frozen. I was just about to reply, “Nothing,” or grab my beach blanket and bag and

  scramble out of here with my tail between my legs as a smile split Jude’s face in half.




  “You’re kind of beautiful when you’re tortured, you know that?” He laughed, giving the football another spin. “Hell yeah, I want to take you out. Even though dates

  aren’t really my thing, I think I can make an exception for a girl who rescues varmints”—right on cue, a snarl sounded beneath the picnic bench—“one who reads quantum

  physics at the beach”—I could have corrected him that I was brushing up on biology, not quantum physics, since I was in serious need of improving my GPA this upcoming year, but I

  don’t think he would have cared, or known the difference—“ and one who adheres to the European way, not to mention my favorite way, of suntanning by going topless.”

  Jude’s smile pulled higher, and he gave me a knowing raise of his chin.




  “For someone who prefers the sans top thing, you must not follow that policy personally,” I replied, skimming my eyes down the long-sleeve thermal clinging to his chest from sweat or

  water or some combination of both. Apparently full sun and ninety-five-degree heat didn’t warrant shedding the layers in Jude’s book.




  He shrugged. “There’s a work of art, a true masterpiece, hiding beneath this shirt.” His muscles rolled and stretched to bring the point home. Not that I needed to be

  convinced. “I can’t let all this be displayed for free to the public.”




  If there weren’t already about three dozen red flags up as to why I should steer clear of the grinning, flexing, wrapped-head-to-toe-in-caution-tape boy in front of me, here was three

  dozen and one. So what did I do?




  Exactly what I knew I shouldn’t.




  “So what’s the price of admission to the Museum of Jude?”




  His smile faded into nothing, his eyes doing the same. “For girls like you, with the world-is-yours futures,” he said, toeing at the sand, “it’s expensive. Too

  expensive.”




  Another flash of vulnerability. I didn’t know if he had a bad case of mood swings or deep down he was a sensitive guy banging against the walls to be set free. But I wanted to find out.

  “Was that you just inadvertently telling me to stay away from you?”




  “No,” he answered, meeting my eyes. “That was me telling you directly to listen to your gut and what it’s screaming at you right now.”




  “What makes you think you know what my gut is saying to me?”




  “Screaming,” he corrected. “And experience.”




  If Jude thought experience had given him the instruction manual to Lucy Larson, he’d never been so wrong. “So I’ll see you around then?”




  He shook his head, and his smile broke through again. “I’ll see you around then.”




  





  TWO




  After begging the Darcys, who I used to babysit for across the lake, to take the pup for one night while I figured out what I was going to

  do with him, my sensible left brain had finally asserted itself over my free-spirited right brain.




  Jude Ryder wasn’t only trouble, he was trouble with a side of danger and a dessert of heartache. I didn’t talk the lingo of stereotypes, but I knew the path Jude was on and the one I

  was on would never intersect unless one of us surrendered to the other.




  I’d worked too hard for too long to allow mine to dead-end.




  Even as I veered off Sunrise Drive to bounce down the pitted dirt road to our once secondary home and current primary and sole home, the reasons I should delete Jude from my mind continued to

  pile up. I knew why I shouldn’t have anything to do with him, and that all made sense, but there was another thing deep inside of me that just didn’t give a hoot about what I knew.




  Something was fighting back, telling my gut to take a hike. Something wanted Jude Ryder in my life, no matter the consequences or the outcome.




  And whatever that something was, I craved it.




  I cut my little Mazda’s engine outside the garage, since it was filled to the rafters with boxes and pieces of furniture from our old house, which was about four times as large. At one

  time, we never worried about money, but after Dad’s business empire came crashing to the ground, savings dried up and things like second homes and European vacations became luxuries of the

  past. Mom’s job as an architect paid just enough to keep a family of three alive but not thriving. Even if we still had all the money we’d once had, alive but not thriving would still

  describe the Larson family unit. We’d just been going through the motions for five years now.




  Sliding my cover-up over my swimsuit so I wouldn’t have to hear the always-to-be-expected and ever-so-creative lectures of disapproval from my mom about giving the milk away before someone

  bought the cow, I jogged up the rickety steps of our front porch.




  


  “Hey, Dad,” I said as I pulled the screen door open. After five years, I no longer looked for Dad sitting on the worn blue armchair. He was always there if it was any time before seven

  p.m., entranced by the television or a crossword puzzle. After seven, he transformed into a gourmet chef, whipping up Italian cuisine with such flair you never would have guessed he was

  Norwegian.




  “Hello, my Lucy in the sky,” was his expected response, as it had been for years. My dad was nothing if not a Beatles fan, and I, his second-born, had been named for his all-time

  favorite song, to my mother’s mortification. She was, if there was such a thing, the anti-Beatle. I don’t know how my dad managed to get not one, but two children named after the band

  that created a generation, in my dad’s words, but there were plenty of things that didn’t make sense when it came to my parents’ relationship.




  “How was your day?” I asked, only by habit. My dad’s days were all the same now. The only variation was what color shirt he sported and what kind of sauce he whisked up for

  dinner.




  He was just opening his mouth when the first few notes of the Jeopardy! jingle sounded, and like clockwork, he was out of his seat and striding into the kitchen like he’d just

  declared war on it. “Dinner will be ready in thirty,” he announced, cinching his apron ceremoniously.




  


  “All right,” I said, wondering why, after all this time, I still mourned what my dad and I had been. “I’m going to take a shower, and I’ll be down to set the

  table.” I lunged at the stairway the moment I heard the click-clack of heels pounding gravel, but I was too late.




  “Lucille.” The screen door screeched open, letting in an inescapable cold front also known as my mother. “Where are you running off to?”




  “The circus,” was my response.




  The ice queen went subpolar. “Judging by the way you’re dressed, or barely, and given your plummeting GPA the past few years, I would say a career as a trapeze artist isn’t

  that far-fetched.”




  Her words didn’t even hurt anymore, no more than a superficial wound. “Good to know I’m living up to your expectations,” I fired back. “I’ll be sure to send a

  postcard when I hit the big time with Cirque du Soleil.”




  Always a proponent of getting the last word, I whipped around and flew up the stairs before we really got wound up. However, I was only delaying the inevitable. We’d pick up right where we

  left off in thirty minutes, when Dad chimed the cowbell. Fireworks could be expected at dinner.




  Slamming my door shut, I leaned against it, forcing myself to take deep breaths. It never really calmed me like those exercises were supposed to, but it backed me down from the ledge enough so I

  could get on with the next thing in life, hopefully something that didn’t involve Mom.




  I’m well aware most teenage girls believe their moms hate them and are out to ruin their lives. The thing about my mom is that she really does. Hate me, that is, and wish my life will one

  day be ruined the way I ruined hers.




  She wasn’t always this way, the definition of a dried-up, ball-busting, daughter-loathing career woman. In fact, the day my father became a borderline shut-in with some serious issues, I

  lost the woman who used to leave napkin notes in my lunch box that were signed ♥ Mom.




  That person was never coming back, but I still found myself wishing she would whenever I slid my tray through the lunch line and grabbed a handful of napkins.




  





  THREE




  Some people had roosters. Others had alarm clocks.




  I had the Beatles.




  My dad was as prompt as he was predictable, and this morning “Come Together” was playing at three-quarters volume, which meant it was seven a.m. For a teenager on summer vacation,

  the Beatles were as welcome as a fire alarm blasting into my ear at the crack of dawn.




  Groaning my way out of bed, I slid into the first pair of matching sandals I could locate. A smear of ChapStick and a quick tear through my hair with my fingers and I was ready for the morning.

  The invention of the yoga pant and the pairing with a tank top ranked on my list of top ten most life-changing inventions. The stretchy duo served as sleepwear, exercise attire, everyday duds, and

  the perfect outfit for a morning in the dance studio.




  There were a lot of things I could go without—shampoo, licorice, red toenail polish, sleep . . . hell, boys—before I could go without dance. Ballet to be specific, but not exclusive.

  Any and every opportunity I got, I was dancing. I’d been breaking, hip-hopping, waltzing, tangoing, and pirouetting my way through life since age three.




  When it was announced we’d be simplifying—aka downsizing because we were running out of money—our lives, I had one request.




  Actually, it was more like a demand.




  That dance lessons at Madame Fontaine’s Dance Academy go on uninterrupted. And not canceled due to insufficient funds. That’s the main reason I chose to work summers at one of the

  cafés around the lake. I wasn’t going to let money, or the lack thereof, get in the way of my dreams. Since our lake house was only a forty-five-minute drive from our old house,

  I’d been able to continue my dance lessons through the summer. One of the few lucky things to have sprung up in my life.




  I didn’t care if I no longer got to wear the name-brand clothes and had to shop on half-price day at the local thrift store, or if my car was replaced by public transportation, or even if

  we had a roof over our heads. I had to keep dancing.




  It was the only thing that kept my head above water when I felt I was drowning. The only thing that got me through the dark days. The only thing that seemed to still welcome me with warm arms

  and a mutual love. The only thing that hadn’t changed in my life.




  Throwing my pointe shoes over one shoulder and my purse over the other, I opened my bedroom door a crack. The cabin was a rickety old place, with lots of character, as my parents put it when

  they bought the place a decade ago, which had just been a nice way of saying it was a hunk of junk that was lucky to still be standing. But I’d learned two summers ago how to oil the hinges

  and apply just the right amount of upward pressure on the door handle to get the half-century-old door to open noiselessly.




  After the “Come Together” chorus, I waited, listening for the click-clacks of Mom’s heels or her trio of sighs. Then I gave myself the green light.




  Mom was either on her way or already at work, so the coast was clear. After last night’s dinner, actually, after the last five years of dinners, avoiding my mom was a top priority, right

  below dancing.




  As I leaped down the stairs, an image surged to mind. An image I’d tried to erase from it. An image my best intentions had been useless against.




  Jude Ryder, crouching in the sand a breath away from me, appraising me like he knew every last dark secret of mine and it didn’t faze him one bit. Jude Ryder, golden from a summer in the

  sand, liquid silver eyes, stacked muscles pulling through his shirt . . .




  My toe caught on the second-to-last step, and had it not been for all those years of dancing, I’m certain I would have face-planted into the ancient plank floor.




  Righting myself, ensuring shoes, purse, and pride were still intact, I forced myself to make a sacred vow that I would never allow myself to daydream, think of, ponder, wonder, or lust after

  Jude Ryder again.




  I didn’t need a signed petition from the countless girls he’d probably seduced and left high and dry to know he was a one-way ticket to an unwanted pregnancy at worst or a broken

  heart at best.




  “See ya, Dad,” I called out, snatching an apple from the fruit bowl. “I’m off to dance practice, and I’ll be home sometime before dinner.” Grabbing a bottle

  of water from the fridge, I was out the door two heartbeats later.




  It didn’t matter how long I hung around—there would be no response from my dad. Not even a nod of acknowledgment. He could have been a mannequin in his chair, staring absently out

  the window at nothing.




  I could have been screwing half the world’s population on the kitchen counter and he wouldn’t have cared. Or even noticed.




  Reminding myself that dwelling on the screwed-upness that was my family wouldn’t fix a thing, I adjusted my thoughts to something else, anything else that wasn’t family related.




  And where did my mind lead my thoughts to?




  Jude Ryder.




  I was on some sort of sick, self-destructive thought stream.




  As I headed toward the Mazda, something caught my eye. Something that stood out because of the way it caught the early morning sun. Something that had not been there yesterday.




  It was cyclone fencing, a rectangle of it, containing a miniature house, two plastic bowls, and a knotted rope inside of it. A dog kennel.




  A solution to one of the endless problems that riddled my life.




  An answer to a silent prayer.




  I strode down the beach from the cabin, biting my lip to keep the phantom tears from forming. I noticed a red bow tied across the padlock door, a folded note hanging beneath it.




  I suppose to 99.9 percent of teenage girls, a dog kennel as a present ranked just above a bad hair day on prom night, but to me—a girl who couldn’t have fit the mold of normal if she

  tried every day of forever—it was like finding the latest Hollywood heartthrob wrapped beneath the Christmas tree with a tag that read, Bon appétit.




  Beaming like the schoolgirls I rolled my eyes at, I ripped the note from the bow, not even caring who had built the kennel. This meant mini Cujo could stay with me until I’d rehabbed him

  so he could be adopted into another family.




  My smile that felt like it wouldn’t end vanished as soon as I read the words.




  

    

      So. How about that date?


    


  




  It was signed with nothing other than a J, but I didn’t need the perfect punctuation or the following three letters to know who’d left it. Just the man I needed to, yet

  couldn’t, stop thinking about.




  Just the man I never needed to see again. Just the man I wanted to see right now.




  If my history of failed relationships didn’t already prove it, this did. I was going to end up an old, malevolent shrew.




  Taking a quick scan of the area, I saw no sign of a man whose face, body, and smirk shunned the gods. I was irritated at myself for being disappointed.




  Certain a guy like Jude knew exactly what he was doing and what his next play was going to be, I shot one more smile at the kennel before jogging to the Mazda. Mirror walls and wood floors were

  beckoning to me, and I was resolved: Dance came before boys.




  With perhaps the exception of one.




  Shaking my head and putting a heavy lid on my irresponsible, internal evil twin, I turned the key over in the ignition and blasted music until the speakers sounded like they were about to

  explode.




  I still couldn’t erase Jude Ryder from my mind.




  I wiped out. Fell so hard on my ass it knocked the wind right out of me. The last time I’d taken a fall of any kind was when I was twelve and on the second day on my

  pointes.




  I was mad the fall had cut my practice short. I was madder that Becky Sanderson, who’d been bragging she was a shoo-in for Juilliard since we were in grade school, had had a front row seat

  to it. I was maddest I’d have a bruise the size of Cape Cod on my derriere until winter break because I’d been thinking of a certain someone I most certainly shouldn’t have

  been.




  Whatever and whyever it was, Jude had set off a grenade in my life that was decimating everything I held sacred in less than twenty-four hours.




  I wanted to curse the maker for not completing the female mold with a delete-slash-purge button when it came to men, but I was too superstitious. I was convinced swearing at the divine was

  followed by a one-way ticket to hell. And not the otherworld, Satan-and-demon-dwelling hell. Hell on earth.




  Let’s face it, I was already so close I needed to be on my best behavior every second of the day.




  Pulling into the driveway, I slammed my head down on the steering wheel, trying to conceive of a viable equation for time travel so I could fast-forward my life one year.




  Because dogs were the most sensitive creatures on this earth, a hot, wet tongue slid up my cheek.




  “Why can’t you be a teenage boy, Rambo?” I asked, scratching him behind his ears.




  He gave me a yap and a doggy smile as his answer. My newest pet project, pun intended, had earned himself a name last night at the Darcys’. Apparently a Rambo marathon played all

  night long, and whenever Mr. Darcy had attempted to switch off the TV, the pup had gone all nutso on him, so he left it on, and by dawn, the “neutered male mixed breed” scheduled for

  euthanasia the same day I adopted him had a new name.




  “All right, boy,” I said, frowning at the beach house. “Let’s get this over with.” Scooping up all of Rambo’s twenty pounds, I beelined for the kennel like it

  was safe territory. Like if I proved I could contain him, I could keep him.




  “Here’s your new house, Rambo,” I whispered as I shooed him inside. “Be a good boy and don’t dig, bark, or tear your doggy house to shreds, okay?”




  He began inspecting the kennel right away, growling in the corners where I guessed a certain set of hands had spent a lot of time fastening nuts and bolts together.




  “You’re not a big fan of Jude’s, are you?” I said, kneeling outside the kennel door. “Why is that?”




  “Probably because dogs have great intuition.”




  I was so startled by the voice behind me and its proximity to my neck that I stumbled back, falling on my butt. For a grand total of two times that day. At this rate, I was going to become the

  first prima klutz ever.




  “Dammit, Jude,” I said as Rambo began howling up a storm. “There were these great one-syllable words referred to as greetings that were invented so one person”—I

  motioned at him—“could alert another person before they—”




  “Fell smack on their ass?” he finished, offering me that same grin that had been my undoing yesterday and, as my twisting gut was proving, today as well.




  “Startled them,” I finished, about to push myself off the ground when he reached for my hands and pulled me up. I told myself the warmth, the heat, that trickled into my veins at his

  touch had everything to do with the hot-as-Hades summer day.




  Even in my most authoritative voice, I wasn’t very convincing.




  


  His smile ticked higher. His eyes flickered. He knew exactly what his touch was doing to me. And I hated that he knew.




  “Sorry I startled you,” he said, letting go of my hands.




  “Sorry you knocked me on my ass, you mean?” I smirked at him, wishing he wouldn’t look at me like he could see everything that was happening in unmentionable places.




  His eyes rolled to the sky. “I’m sorry for all prior, current, and future offenses I make in your presence.”




  From behind, I heard Rambo lapping up water from his bowl. “All jokes and banter aside,” I said, “thank you. This is quite possibly the nicest thing anyone’s done for

  me.”




  Shoving his hands in his pockets, he stared at me. “It was no big deal.”




  “Yeah, it is,” I said, not about to let him wave it off. “Although I’m curious as to how you got this thing built without anyone hearing or noticing.”




  “It helps that I’m a fence-making ninja,” he said, giving me a twisted smile, “and it also helps that I live next door.” Pointing his chin at the next cabin over,

  he arched a brow at me and waited.




  “It was your family who bought the place from the Chadwicks last fall?” I asked, gazing at the A-frame cabin next door. I’d been under the impression it was still vacant.




  “Yes, indeedy.”




  “You’re my neighbor?” It was every teenage girl’s American dream to have a neighbor like Jude, so why did my stomach feel like I’d just swallowed a brick?




  “No,” he said, rubbing his hand over his mouth, trying to mask his smile. “You’re my neighbor.”




  “Well,” I sighed. “There goes the neighborhood.”




  He nodded once, those gray eyes of his so light today they were the color of nickels. “There it goes.”




  Three words. Three words accompanied by that look, performed by those eyes, emitted from that man.




  I was lucky my knees weren’t buckling beneath the weight of that swoon.




  “So”— Jude scanned me—“neighbor, how does Friday night sound?”




  “It sounds like Friday night,” I smarted back, thankful the strong, very unswoony pieces of me were coming back together. No man, one rung short of divinity or not, would render me a

  sighing, batting-eyelashes, lovesick maniac.




  “Weak, Luce,” he said, clucking his tongue. “We’re going to have to work on the speed and sharpness of your comebacks if you’re going to spend much time with me.

  I’m hard to keep up with.”




  “Easy solution to that, then,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning into the kennel. “I won’t spend much time around you.”




  “So you’ve decided to wise up and keep your distance?” he said, his voice quieter.




  “Lucy, wise up?” A voice that could line that much ice around words in this kind of heat demanded a particular level of skill and discipline. “That’s as likely as me

  getting to take a three-day vacation any time in the next decade.”




  I swear if I was a dog, my hackles would have been on end or my tail would have been between my legs. With my mom, I didn’t know whether to fight back or cower and expose my jugular.




  “I don’t know about that, ma’am,” Jude said, stepping around me to where my mom hovered over me. “Luce seems like one of the smart ones. One of the ones who has her

  head on straight.”




  Mom clucked her tongue three times. “Flattery is not considered a virtue, young man. Especially when, at this stage of life’s game, it is utilized by young men hoping to work their

  way into a young woman’s pants.”




  “Mom,” I hissed, spinning around.




  “Who’s your new friend, Lucy?” she asked, surveying him head to toe like he was as everyday as, and far less useful than, stretch denim.




  “Jude.” When she was acting like this, I kept my answers to one word.




  “And I’d assume Jude,” she said, just like she was sinking her teeth into a lemon wedge, “has a last name.”




  “Ryder,” he offered, extending his hand, which she frowned at like it was a misplaced load-bearing beam on one of her projects.




  “Ryder,” she repeated, although she enunciated it so it sounded more like Ride her. “Of course it is.”




  Unbelievable. My mom had to be the first woman who had gazed on Jude’s face and not felt something thump-thump somewhere inside. Even a guy, a straight guy, would have been more impressed

  by Jude than Mom was.




  “Another dog.” Mom sighed. “What number is this? I lost count at five.” She scrutinized the kennel and everything in and around it as if it should be shipped away on the

  next train out of town. “So much for wising up. When are you going to learn that you can’t save the world one lost soul at a time?” she said, the hardness draining from her voice,

  leaving behind nothing but the sadness that really was my mom.




  She was halfway to the cabin door and out of hearing range when I offered a response. “Until there are no more lost souls left to save.”




  “Seems like a great lady,” Jude said from behind. I could feel the smile on his face, it was that strong.




  “You have no idea.” I turned toward him, wishing every time I looked at him it didn’t feel like I was falling down an abyss. “So you think I’m smart,

  huh?”




  “Only because you decided to keep your distance from me.”




  Glancing at the kennel, imagining the time, money, and stealthy planning it must have taken to build it without being noticed, I didn’t need to know the finer details that made up Jude

  Ryder. I mean, who builds a kennel overnight? In a handful of hours? Someone who had a good heart somewhere beneath the layers of muscle and attitude. “Who says I decided to keep my

  distance?”




  “You did,” he said, shoving his hands in the pockets of his worn pewter jeans.




  “No, I didn’t,” I said. “And if I did, I reserve the right to change my mind at any given time.”




  “If that’s the case, then I reserve the right to retract my previous comment.”




  “You make so many of them, exactly which comment are you talking about?” I asked.




  Reaching out, he ran his fingers down the laces of my pointe shoes strung over my shoulder, like he was capable of breaking them if he wasn’t careful. “The one about you being

  smart.”




  He could have been about to say something else, he could have been about to do something else, but it would have to remain a mystery, because at that moment, the Beatles’ “Eight Days

  a Week” blared through the windows. Dinner was in thirty.




  “Are you hungry?”




  Stroking the pink ribbons one last time, more carefully than hands like his seemed capable of, he glanced back at the cabin. “Maybe.”




  “Maybe?” I repeated. “You’re a teenage boy, a superhuman-sized one at that. You should always be hungry.”




  He paused, the inner conflict so strong it was lining his face.




  “Come on,” I insisted, grabbing his hand and giving it a tug. “My dad’s the best cook ever, and you just met my mom. Don’t make me go in there alone.”




  Exhaling, he shifted his eyes to mine. “Are you sure?”




  “Absolutely, positively, impossibly, certainly”—I peaked a brow at him—“dare me to continue?”




  “Make it stop,” he said, clamping his hands over his ears.




  “Come on, Drama-saurus Rex,” I said, waving good-bye to Rambo, who was happy as a clam gnawing his bone, and led Jude up the stone walkway.




  “Another weak, weak attempt at humor, Luce,” he said, winding his fingers through mine. “So weak.”




  “Forgive me, O hallowed god of comedy.”




  Nudging me as we walked up the steps, he smiled that impish one that made me feel my heartbeat in my mouth. “Good to see you’re ready to admit I am a god.”




  “Oh God,” I sighed, shaking my head.




  “Exactly,” he said, all matter-of-fact. “Just the way you should refer to me.”




  Shooting him the most unamused expression I could manage, I shoved the screen open. The inevitable would only wait so long.




  Dinnertime at the Larson home was low on my list of priorities, especially considering dinners as of late had been punctuated by silence and even more silence. Unless you count the frowns Mom

  fired like ping-pong balls between Dad and me. But sitting down to a family dinner with Jude, a guy I knew very little about other than I was dangerously captivated by him and that, at least on the

  surface, he was a guy no right-minded parent would want their teenage daughter spending their time with . . . This dinner, I was quite certain, had the potential to be epic.




  An epic disaster.




  “Something smells damn good,” Jude said to me, sniffing the air, which was thick with the scents of wine and mushroom.




  His words weren’t heard only by me, as attested by both my parents snapping their heads back to stare at him.




  Throwing a double punch, my mom’s brows peaked at the same time her lips pursed. My dad smiled. You see, where Mom saw the bad in everything, the damn in life, Dad saw the good. Or at

  least he used to and still did from seven to nine p.m.




  Jude chose to address Mom first. “Sorry for the language, ma’am.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I was brought up in a house where cursing was like a second

  language. It comes so naturally I don’t even realize it. But I promise to attempt to filter myself when I’m in your house.”




  Leaning back in her chair, she crossed her arms. “I’ve always found profanity to be a poor substitute for intelligence.”




  My mouth fell open. Even for my mom, this was crossing into a new level of cruel.




  Jude’s expression didn’t change. “In my case, I’d have to agree with you. My report cards have been the things of parents’ nightmares.”




  “And from the smirk on your face, I deduce you’re proud of that?”




  And now, to join my mouth falling to the ground, I wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. Whatever was hidden between the layers that made up a person like Jude, no secret, crime, or offense

  deserved this degree of nastiness.




  Glancing over at Jude, I found his face just as calm as if he was om’ing his way through yoga.




  “No, ma’am,” he replied, shrugging.




  “’No’ as in you are proud or you aren’t proud?”




  Sliding his hand from mine, Jude looked her straight on and answered, “’No’ as in I’m proud of very little in my life.”




  Mom didn’t have an immediate response to this. Even in her paint-it-black world, honesty of this sort gave her pause. “Sounds like precisely the kind of overachiever I want spending

  time with my daughter.”




  “Mom,” I hissed in my warning voice. Not that it affected her in any way.




  “That’s what I told her,” Jude said, “but the thing I’ve learned about Lucy in the few hours we’ve spent together is that she’s the kind of person who

  doesn’t let anyone make up her mind for her.”




  The cell phone mom kept within an arm’s length at all times buzzed to attention. For the first time in who knows how long, she clicked ignore. “And what else have you learned about

  Lucy? Since you’re the expert.”




  Taking my hand back in his, he slid me a smile. “She’s smart, except when she isn’t.”




  Buzzing again. This time Mom lifted the phone to her ear. “What a revelation,” she said to Jude before rising and marching out of the kitchen, offering the party on the other end a

  clipped greeting, followed by a three-second-long sigh.




  “Sorry,” I mouthed to him.




  “For what?” he said in a low voice. “You can’t control your mom’s actions any more than she can yours.”




  “My,” I said, tugging him forward. One parent down, one more to go. “Aren’t we insightful today?”




  “That’s a term that no one’s ever used to describe me before,” he said, tugging at his beanie so it sat just above his eyebrows. With all the long sleeves and beanies he

  wore, I was beginning to wonder if he had the circulation of an eighty-year-old woman.




  “Dad,” I called, tapping his shoulder. No response. “Earth to Monsieur Larson,” I tried again.




  His attention didn’t deviate from the pots and pans sizzling and boiling on the gas range. “Hello, my Lucy in the sky—”




  “This is Jude,” I interrupted, not wanting Jude to see me even more as the little girl I already felt in his presence.




  Raising a finger, Dad turned off all the burners. I wasn’t sure how he was able to time an entire meal to the same second, but I was sure this was a phenomenon that skipped a generation

  when it came to me.




  Spinning around, he wiped his hands off on his apron . . .




  Oh God, how had I forgotten the apron? Jude’s eyes bulged, but he recovered so quickly I was certain Dad hadn’t even noticed. Not that he would have cared if he did. The apron had

  been a present from Italy, Rome to be exact, and depicted the sculpture of David in his glory, in all his glory, hanging down in anatomically correct places.




  “Hey, Jude,” Dad greeted, looking quite pleased with the whole transaction.




  “Mr. Larson,” Jude said, extending his hand. “Nice apron.”




  Shuffling the spatula into his other hand, Dad shook Jude’s hand. “I like you already,” he said, wiping a streak of flour from his cheek. “Great name, exquisite taste in

  culinary attire,” he continued, before inspecting where Jude’s hand still enveloped mine. “And you like my daughter. You’re a smart man, Jude.” Winking, Dad spun back

  toward the stove, unleashing a whisking, flipping, and stirring frenzy.




  “It’s not hard to recognize something special when life’s thrown a lotta shit your way,” Jude said.




  “I’ll raise my hands to the sky at that,” Dad said while I worked on confirming my feet were planted to the ground. Something about the way Jude’s eyes went all soft when

  he stared at me and said “special” was doing a job on me. “Lucy in the sky,” Dad said. “Why don’t you forward the disc a few tracks and we’ll play Jude

  here his Beatles theme song?”




  “No,” Jude said abruptly. Dad and I both paused, studying him. “My mom worshipped the Beatles, hence the name,” he said, the tension gone from his voice.

  “I’ve heard that song enough times to last three lifetimes.”




  Dad studied Jude awhile longer before shrugging. “Well, I won’t torture you with it any more, then,” he said. “But it’s a great song to be named after. Possibly the

  second best”—looking over at me, he smiled—“right after ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.’”




  “It’s a song about letting drugs mask the pain of life,” Jude said. “I think Mom was still loopy from delivering me when she named me.”




  Dad stared at Jude again, like he was trying to put his finger on something he couldn’t quite pinpoint. “It’s also a song about love,” he said, “and letting that

  love in when we need it most.”




  Jude paused, something so strong going through his mind it was visible on the planes of his face. Finally, he shrugged. “Well, whatever it is, it’s just a name.”




  “A good one,” Dad said, waving a spatula at him. “What’s your last name, Jude?” Dad glanced up as he plated the chicken.




  “Ryder, sir.”




  “Hmm.” Dad’s forehead wrinkled. “Name isn’t familiar, but you have a face that I feel certain I’ve seen before.”




  Jude’s hand tensed around mine. “I get that a lot.”




  “Did you grow up around here?”




  “I grew up everywhere,” Jude answered.




  “Jude’s family bought the Chadwicks’ place,” I interjected, not sure if it was more for Jude’s or my hand’s benefit. “Maybe that’s why you

  recognize him.”




  Dad mulled this over as he spooned sauce onto the plates. “Maybe,” he said to himself. “Maybe not.”




  “Can I help you, Dad?” I asked, pulling Jude with me. I was sure if I let his hand go, it might be the last time I’d have it in mine again.




  “These two are ready,” he said as he finished saucing the other two. “One thing is for sure, son,” Dad said, patting Jude’s face. “Whether I’ve seen it

  or not, that is one good-looking mug.”




  I was used to being embarrassed by my parents, kind of came standard when your father was on the bad side of crazy and your mom was the poster woman for the ice queen, but this was hitting an

  all-time high. Dad, all but stroking Jude’s cheek, dancing around the kitchen wearing the naked bust of an ancient statue, beaming like he was mad as a hatter.




  If Jude still wanted to see me tomorrow after tonight’s ordeal, he could handle just about anything else I threw at him. I hoped.




  Glancing up at Jude, I found him staring at me like he couldn’t help it. Maybe that’s because I could have updated my heritage from Caucasian to Tomato Red.




  I glanced at the door, then looked back to him. I wouldn’t have blamed him either. As a blood relative of this family, I wanted to escape through that door more than a dozen times a

  day.




  Shaking his head once, he leaned his head down until I could feel his breath hot against my neck. “You can’t get rid of me that easy.”




  I was fighting off a bad case of full-body chills, but I managed a quick, “Darn.”




  “Mags!” Dad yelled up the stairs, managing to jolt the hell out of me and rattle the china cabinet at the same time. “Dinner’s on!” He paused at the bottom of the

  stairs, expecting an answer that I’d known for a long time he’d never receive. The only human being on earth Mom neglected more than me was my dad. Another second passed before he

  turned away and headed toward the table, where Jude and I were taking our seats.




  “I hope you like it,” Dad said as he placed the chicken plate in front of Jude.




  Inspecting me with a laserlike focus, Jude replied, “I already do.”




  





  FOUR




  I’d always loved a campfire. But a campfire at night, sharing a blanket with Jude squished up beside me, with a parent about to

  retreat to bed, went beyond love.




  This was the campfire to top all campfires.




  “Night, kids,” Dad said, stretching as he stood. We’d made it through dinner, thanks to my mom staying locked in her office, giving someone a tongue-lashing through her cell.

  Dad, odd as he was, was easy enough to be around if you could get past the fact that reality escaped him. I’d managed to accept this as a fact of life, and Jude didn’t seem to have a

  problem with it either.




  “Night, Dad.” My heart was already racing. I knew once we were alone something was going to happen. The tension had been that thick between us the past hour, as expectant exchanges,

  hands playing finger hockey, legs brushing legs, and the unsaid words between us grew louder than had we spoken them.




  “Good night, Mr. Larson. Thanks again for dinner,” Jude called after my dad, his hand hovering above my knee.




  “I like your dad,” he said as his thumb circled the inside of my leg.




  It was impossible to offer any other response than a smile and a nod.




  “The verdict’s still out on your mom,” he said, chuckling.




  Another nod and smile.




  “And I like you,” he said, his voice low. “In fact, I really like you.” Taking his hand from my leg, he lifted it to my face. And then the other hand. He held me so

  firmly I couldn’t look anywhere but at him, but gently enough that, had I tried, he would have released me.




  “I like you, too.”




  Cocking an eyebrow, he waited.




  “I really like you,” I added, feeling so many damn sparks I could have ignited any moment. “I don’t give my number out to just any guy, you know?”




  Smiling, he moved his thumb to my mouth. Brushing the line of my lower lip, he studied me like I was something he could consume.




  I was all for woman empowerment and all that jazz, but standing in the heat of that touch, I wanted to be possessed in every way another person could possess you.




  I was sure more than a minute had gone by, but I could easily have lost track of all time. I opened my eyes. His were the lightest shade of gray I’d seen yet. “You can kiss me,

  Jude.”




  I expected just about anything else than his forehead lining as his eyes darkened. “I know I can,” he said, his voice tight. “I’m just not sure if I should.”




  The ache that originated at the very core of me began to spread. There was only one way to alleviate it. “You should kiss me, Jude.”




  His eyes went another shade darker, but they never left mine. “I shouldn’t,” he said, sliding a hand behind my neck, skimming a finger beneath the collar of my tank top.

  “But right now, I don’t give a damn.”




  His words hadn’t settled on me before his lips did. They were as powerful as his hands, but as gentle at the same time. He parted his lips, and his groan rumbled against my chest, and

  before I had time to process if I should or shouldn’t, I swung my leg over his lap because, beyond every rational reason, I couldn’t be close enough to him.




  His tongue against mine, his chest pressed to mine, his hands holding me like they were as hungry as mine were, I wondered if this was one of those moments people remembered on their darkest

  days and smiled on. I wouldn’t only be smiling, I’d be cartwheeling from this memory until the day I died.




  My hands slipped beneath his shirt, scrolling up his stomach until there was nowhere left to go but down.




  “Luce,” he breathed, when my fingers settled on his belt. “Stop.” His hands gripped my hips firmly, but his mouth kept pace with mine again.




  “I’ll stop when you stop,” I whispered against his mouth.




  “Dammit,” he sighed, pushing against me with his hands, but continuing to welcome me with his lips.




  “If you’re done with her, can I have a turn?” a voice suddenly shouted at us from down the beach.




  “Shit,” he hissed, lifting me to a stand in one seamless movement.




  “What?” I whispered, running my fingers through my make-out hair.




  “Go inside, Luce,” he said, situating himself in front of me. “Right now.”




  “Why?” I wasn’t going anywhere. Not with a man who could do that to me out here. “Who are they?” I asked as a few dark figures walked up the beach toward us.




  He spun on me, and his eyes were so disturbed I couldn’t determine if they were more frantic or manic. “Don’t why me, Lucy Larson. Get your ass inside that house right

  now.” Grabbing my shoulders, he spun me around, then shoved me in the direction of the cabin. “Right the hell now.”




  He had a temper, not a good thing. Because I had one too.




  Spinning back around, I glowered up at him. “Don’t you ever push me again!” I shouted. “And don’t you ever tell me what to do.”




  Jude’s expression flattened before turning into desperation. “Please, Luce. Just go inside.”




  His plea was so raw, his eyes so helpless, I almost did. But then the three figures were upon us.




  “You been holding out on us, Jude?” one said, stepping into the firelight. He wasn’t as tall as Jude, but he was stockier. Running his eyes down me like he was peeling off my

  clothes in the same motion, he said, “You unearth some fresh piece of ass and don’t have the decency to share with your brothers?”




  “Brothers?” I whispered this time, letting Jude step in front of me and stay there.




  “Metaphorically, baby,” the stocky boy answered. “And brothers who share everything.” Jude’s broad back was the only thing saving me from another eye raping by

  Stocky Boy. “Everything,” he repeated, telling a crass story with one word.




  “Vince,” Jude said, his voice murder. “Get the hell out of here before I make you.”




  Vince laughed. “I know you like yourself a little piece of ass, whether you’re kicking it or screwing it, but I doubt you’d be able to take all three of us down before we took

  you down.” The two other boys, who must have been twins and hygiene-impaired, stepped into the circle. “Right before we took your girl down. Each took your girl down.”




  I should have been terrified. Every survival instinct inside me should have been firing at top speed. Teenage girls had nightmares about situations like these.




  But I wasn’t. Whether it was Jude’s balled fists, or the fury rolling off him, or the fact that my survival instincts took a hiatus, I felt as calm as calm could be.




  “Let’s find out how that goes for you,” Jude said, his jaw set. “Come on, you dipshits. Which one’s going to be the first one to come at me?” Curling his

  finger at each of them, he waited.




  We waited for a while. No one, least of all the stinky twins, looked like they could come away alive, let alone walking, if they came at Jude. From the cautious expressions on their faces, you

  would have thought he was walking death, with a pair of fists that packed a powerful punch.




  “We’ll leave you alone,” Vince said at last. “Let you finish up what you came here for. One last summer screw.”




  Jude made a noise that sounded more animal than man. “That’s a smart move, but it isn’t going to save you from catching an ass-whupping the next time I catch up with

  you.”




  “As always, Jude, such a pleasure,” Vince said, following after the twins, who were already halfway down the beach. “And a word of advice for you, girlie,” he said,

  stepping to the side so he could see me. When he did, a smile that was nasty by every definition of the word curled his mouth. “Make sure he uses a condom. You don’t want to catch what

  that man whore’s got growing down there.”




  Jude’s entire body jolted forward; he wanted to chase after those guys and do who knows what to them, but he stopped. Glancing back at me, his shoulders dropped and then his arms relaxed

  back at his sides.




  The man had been insulted in as many ways as a man could be, threatened, taunted, and teased, and here he stayed. A foot in front of me. A man who I didn’t doubt could end all three of

  them in ten seconds’ time, judging from the rage and confidence I’d witnessed in his eyes.




  And he stayed behind with me. Whether to protect me in case the three stooges made a return trip or to pick up right where we’d left off, I wasn’t sure. And I didn’t care.




  “Hey, dickweed!” I yelled at the trio ambling down the beach. I made sure to step into the firelight so they could get my full message. Raising my middle finger, I yelled,

  “There’s plenty of this to share!”




  “What the hell are you doing, Luce?” Jude hissed, pulling me behind him again. I didn’t take Jude for the chivalrous type, but I liked it, more than any woman of the

  twenty-first century should.




  “Not even a fraction of what I’d like to,” I said, as the only reply the three gave me was a chorus of laughter.




  “Listen, I dig your spunk and your take-no-prisoners attitude, I do,” Jude said, turning to face me, “but you don’t mess with people like this.”




  “People like this or brothers like this?” I said, so much nervous energy bouncing out of me from the highs and lows of the past ten minutes I didn’t know what to do with

  it.




  Jude sighed.




  “Those are your brothers?” I actually said a quick prayer it wasn’t true.




  “In a way,” he replied, closing his eyes.




  “In what way?”




  Opening his eyes, he reached for my hand. “In the way that doesn’t matter.”




  “Then screw them,” I said, letting him take my hand when I knew I shouldn’t have before I had some clarification as to who or what he was. “I should have flipped them off

  again. They’re all bark.”




  “No,” he said firmly. “Please, Luce. These are the kind of bastards that have no bark. They sink their teeth into you without any damn warning.” Grabbing my arms, he

  pulled me close, trying to make his words sink in through osmosis. “Don’t mess with them. If you see them coming down the sidewalk, cross the street.”




  This earned an eye roll from me. Surely he was exaggerating. I didn’t doubt the doofus triplets had done their fair share of pot and defacing public property, but they weren’t ballsy

  enough to do the stuff that would earn them hard time if they were caught. Coward was stamped across every one of their foreheads.




  “Shit, Luce,” Jude said, crossing his arms behind his neck and turning toward the beach. “This is exactly the reason I told you to stay away. So you didn’t find yourself

  eyeballs deep in my shitty life.”




  Now his words of caution were starting to make sense. Why he’d said I should stay away from him if I was smart.




  The thing was, if staying away from him made me smart, I never wanted to be smart again.




  “Jude,” I said, looping my fingers through his belt.




  Turning around, he leveled me with weary eyes. “Yeah?”




  “Kiss me.”




  He paused. Then, he did.




  I didn’t have a clue what time it was by the time Jude and I were finally able to pry ourselves away from one another, but as I tucked myself into bed that night, I knew

  the sun would be making its debut in a few hours max. That meant I’d have to get through a killer three-hour ballet practice on two hours of sleep.




  I didn’t care. Every minute of sleep lost was spent losing myself in Jude’s arms.




  I forced myself to close my eyes and shut down my overheated mind. I opened them a heartbeat later. Rambo went off like a hurricane warning.




  I jolted out of bed and ran to the window. Rambo wasn’t a barker; he growled, smiled, and gave an occasional yap, but I’d never heard him go off like this. It was like either him, or

  someone close by, was about to have the life strangled from them.




  I couldn’t make out much other than the gleam of his kennel and what could be shadows winding in the wind or people moving around the perimeter. Lifting the window to get a better look, I

  saw a wall of flames explode up and around Rambo’s kennel.




  It wasn’t something I thought about. It was purely a gut decision. Crawling out of the window, I scooted down the roof. The only thing on my mind was saving Rambo from another fire. One I

  could actually save him from.




  How or who had started the fire wasn’t even an afterthought; I just had to get to him. To save him.




  I swung my legs over the edge of the roof. My feet landed on the porch rail, and then it was a mere jump to the ground. I’d done it a dozen different times, but I didn’t think this

  instance qualified as sneaking out of the house.




  Rambo’s barks had stopped at the inception of the flames, and I wasn’t sure whether that was because he was scared barkless or dead. It seemed wrong to hope for the former.




  Grabbing the hose around the side of the house, I cranked it on and sprinted down the yard. The hundred yards to the beach where the kennel was took an eternity to cross. Thrusting my thumb over

  the end of the hose, I sprayed the kennel door first, killing the flames there so I could open it and free Rambo. Once the flames were extinguished, I slid the padlock open, ignoring the blistering

  heat still smoldering over the metal. Swinging the door open, I stepped inside.




  “Rambo!” I called out, frantic. “Come on, boy.” The smoke was burning my eyes and throat, but I took another step inside. Tears were close to spilling. I was sure

  I’d find Rambo’s scruffy little body lifeless on the ground, when that little fur-ball leaped into my arms with a yap. I cried out with relief, letting him lick my face until every

  square inch had been covered.




  “You gave me a scare, boy,” I sobbed, ducking out of the kennel. Rambo’s crazed licking came to a sudden halt. A low growl rumbled through his body.




  I couldn’t tell if the laughter behind me had just started or had been going on for a while, but when clapping accompanied it, I finally took notice.




  Setting Rambo down on the ground, I glanced over my shoulder. Vince and the twins came at me. Without Jude’s formidable frame blocking me, their faces screamed menace. They terrified

  me.




  “So we meet again,” Vince said, separating himself from the other two.




  I felt like vomiting, but I didn’t let that keep me from replying. “I was hoping we would, since I wasn’t sure if you got a good look at my parting message.” Lifting my

  hand in the air, I performed a repeat flip-off.




  I knew it was childish, I knew it was out of place, and I knew it was useless against three men and whatever they were going to throw my way, but it felt so damn good at the time.




  Vince’s face dropped, like he couldn’t believe I was giving them the bird when my dog had nearly gone up in flames and three boys who personified disturbed were sneering at me like I

  was next up on their climb toward crime escalation.




  “I’m going to enjoy watching you burn, bitch,” he said, spitting to the side. “Grab that whore so we can teach her some manners.”




  I should have yelled, I should have run, I should have at least tried to find a rock or stick I could use as a weapon, but I’d never been the girl who did what she should have.




  I glanced over at Jude’s house, waiting for him to come barreling out the front door any moment to save me, when two sets of arms grabbed ahold of me, twisting me with such force I

  yelped.




  “You better let me go right now!” I shouted at the two of them, struggling against their grips. “Unless you want a fist dent to your foreheads.” Another look over my

  shoulder revealed no sign of Jude, not even a hint of light in his house.




  “He’s not coming to your rescue, honey,” Vince said, stepping forward. “Jude’s not the kind of guy who likes to play hero. He’s more the antihero type, if you

  catch my drift.”




  This earned a couple of snickers from either side of me.




  “Ha,” I snorted. “This coming from the person who tried to light some helpless dog on fire to lure a girl out of bed so he could attempt to intimidate her. That sound like

  someone who would recognize a hero when he saw one?” My mom had told me from the time I was three that my mouth was going to be the death of me, and gauging by the flash of murder across

  Vince’s face, she was right.




  “So what exactly are you calling me?”




  Narrowing my eyes, I sank my heels in the sand. “A coward.”




  It didn’t seem physically possible that a guy that heavy could move as fast as he did.




  “I was going to let you live,” he hissed outside my ear, as his fingers encircled my neck, “but that was before that comment.” His fingers left my neck and went to my

  head. I already knew what he was prepping to do, so I braced myself for it, but expecting it didn’t dim the pain when he yanked my hair so hard I was certain he’d uprooted half of

  it.




  I closed my eyes and whispered a prayer I’d said every night as a child before I got into bed, and then, when I expected to hear the scream of another hair pull crawling up my body, I

  heard another kind of scream. One that was so desperate and enraged at the same time, it sounded like the devil himself had decided to pay Sapphire Lake a visit.




  Opening my eyes, the first thing I saw was Vince’s face eclipsing from domination to dread, right before something small nailed him straight between the eyes. He staggered back, grabbing

  at his head, right before he fell backward.




  And then Jude was on top of him, seemingly coming out of nowhere, landing fist after fist into any part of Vince he could get to. “You’re going to have to tie me up better than that

  next time, you sick son of a bitch!” Each word followed by a punch, each punch landing like a clap of thunder.




  I stood there, still in shock from the fire and the malice behind the fire, and now, also in shock watching Jude beat another man with such hate he didn’t seem to care if he killed him or

  not.




  I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved he was on my side or terrified that a person like this existed.




  Stalling suddenly, Jude glanced back at me. “Luce,” he said, his voice even, not showing any of the signs of being winded that you’d expect him to, “go inside and call

  911.”




  When I stayed frozen in place, he added, “I’ve got this. I won’t let them hurt you.” Just then, the cowering-in-the-corner twins decided to unite forces and come at Jude.

  Or at me, I wasn’t sure. “Go, Luce,” he begged, motioning back at the cabin. “I’ll protect you.”




  This time, when I tried to put one foot in front of the other, I was able to do it. Rambo, who hadn’t left my side, followed on my heels. Striding up the beach felt like I was trying to

  run a marathon in under an hour, but I pressed on, glancing back every other step to make sure Jude was holding his own against the threesome.




  Holding his own would have been the modest term for saying he wasn’t taking any prisoners. How and wherever that man had learned to fight like that, I didn’t want to know, but I

  couldn’t help but be thankful for it tonight.




  I was just staggering around the corner of the cabin when I noticed the red and blue lights, followed by a cop shining a flashlight into my face.




  “We’re responding to a report that someone across the lake noticed a large fire burning in this general area,” he said, walking toward me as his partner came up behind him.

  “You see anything, miss?”




  “Here,” I said, breathing heavily from my jaunt up the beach. “The fire’s here.” As I pointed down the beach, the officer studied me again, this time really seeing

  me. His eyes widened.




  “Miss, are you in need of medical care?” he asked, continuing to walk toward me like I was mentally unstable, which, at this point, wasn’t that far off the mark.




  “Maybe?” I answered, not sure. Adrenaline was still firing through me so intensely I couldn’t feel any of my injuries, or ascertain if I had any.




  “Hal, call for a paramedic.”




  His partner nodded and jogged back to the cruiser.




  “Okay, miss,” he said, stopping in front of me. “I’m Officer Murphy. What’s your name?”




  “Lucy,” I said, clearing my throat. “Lucy Larson.”




  “Good, Miss Larson,” Officer Murphy said, his eyes darting over me, trying without success to look at me like something wasn’t very wrong. “Is anyone else down

  there?”




  “Yes,” I said, grabbing his forearm and pulling him toward the beach. “There are four others.”




  “What are their names?” Murphy asked, striding ahead of me in a hurry.




  “I only know two names. Some guy named Vince.”




  “And the other?” Murphy stopped, glancing back at me.




  I swallowed. “Jude,” I said. “Jude Ryder.”




  “Wait,” Murphy said, his face changing. “Jude Ryder’s down there?”




  I nodded, my brow furrowing.




  “Shit,” he said under his breath before tearing his walkie-talkie from his pocket. “Hal,” he sighed into it, “call for backup. Jude Ryder’s here.”




  Hal muttered another curse back before answering, “Copy that. I’m calling for backup now.”




  





  FIVE




  One of my favorite places in the cabin was the screened-in porch. I loved taking in the view, curled into old wicker chair with a blanket

  twisted around me.




  That had changed tonight.




  Something about watching the guy you hoped would kiss the wits out of you every night until forever shoved away in cuffs, followed by three more guys who were more stumbling than walking, thanks

  to Jude’s handiwork, all while what was left of the kennel smoldered, had a way of knocking your whole worldview on its ass.




  The paramedics had left, because other than a smattering of bruises, I had actually emerged unscathed. My parents finally woke up once three more squad cars arrived with sirens blaring. Mom was

  still hungover from her double dose of sleeping pills, and Dad had been such a wreck when he found out what happened, he had to be given a tranquilizer. So now, both parents sat as far apart as

  they could on the wicker love seat, eyes glazed over, glancing between the beach and me and the police cars as if trying to decide if this was all real.




  “Mr. and Mrs. Larson?” Officer Murphy tapped once on the screen door before stepping onto the porch. “We’re all finished up here. Here’s my card, if you have any

  questions.” He slid it into my mom’s hand, gazing between the three of us like we were the saddest thing he’d seen tonight. He might have been right. “Otherwise, I’ll

  keep you updated. Now, Lucy,” he said, facing me, “I’ll need you to come down to the station and give your report first thing in the morning. Will you need a squad car to pick you

  up or can you get there on your own?”




  “I can drive,” I answered, giving him a small smile as I continued to stroke Rambo, who had curled up in my lap and didn’t have plans of leaving it anytime soon.




  Mirroring my smile, he crouched beside me. “Are you all right, Lucy?” he asked, resting his hand on my arm. “Can I get you anything?” He squeezed my arm, examining my

  parents like he couldn’t reconcile why they were over there while I was over here.




  “Yeah,” I said, trying not to look back at the third squad car from the front, where a bowed head wearing a beanie cap was visible. “I’m good.”




  “Okay,” he said, rising. “I’ll see you in the morning.”




  “Officer?” Mom cleared her throat, sounding half-pleasant. Must have been the sleeping pills. “Just to be clear, Mr. Ryder doesn’t live in the house next door?”




  “No, Mrs. Larson,” he said. “Unless you count squatting in the boathouse uninvited for a few nights.”




  “Squatting?” she repeated, like she’d never heard the word.




  “Also known as breaking and entering in my line of work,” he explained. “Also known as a regular occurrence if you’re Jude Ryder.”




  “This isn’t his first time being arrested?” Mom asked, staring at me as she spoke.




  Officer Murphy chuckled. “Nowhere near it,” he said. “We’ve known Jude and those other three delinquents since they were grade schoolers. Bad eggs, every last one of

  them,” he went on, trying to drive the message home. “These boys are the sort fathers pray their daughters never have the misfortune of meeting. These are the kind of boys who grow into

  men who spend their lives in prison.”




  Mom sighed, shaking her head while Dad enjoyed the benefits of la-la land.




  “But Jude saved me from those other three,” I said, not sure why I was speaking up. As I’d expected, I knew nothing about Jude. I felt betrayed and lied to and duped. But

  somehow, even with all that stacked against him, I still felt the need to stand up for him. “They would have done something terrible if he hadn’t stepped in.” I made sure to make

  eye contact with my mom, driving home that Jude had been the only one capable of saving me, since my parents had been snoring drug-induced low Cs for hours.




  “Not to dispute what you’re saying, Lucy, but in all my years of dealing with Jude Ryder, I’ve never once known him to care about anyone but himself,” Officer Murphy said

  to me, his smile sympathetic. “Boys like that are incapable of caring about anyone but themselves.”




  “I don’t believe that,” I said.




  “I know, Lucy. I know you don’t,” Murphy replied, opening the screen door. “Jude wouldn’t be such a capable and successful repeat offender if he wasn’t

  charming and manipulative, but tell you what. When he gets released in the next hopefully three weeks, but more likely few days, let me know if you hear from him, will you? If he calls you to

  apologize and beg your forgiveness, or heck, even if he calls just to say hi, you let me know, and I will retract my statement about him not caring for anyone but himself. But if he doesn’t,

  will you do me a favor and forget you ever met Jude Ryder?”




  I wasn’t sure whether I shook or nodded my head, but Officer Murphy was right about one thing.




  I never did get that call a few days or a few weeks later.




  





  SIX




  First day at my brand-new school. Senior year. Those people who say hell doesn’t exist are so wrong.




  Southpointe High was everything I believed happened only on reality television. The girls were twice as pretty as the average teenage girl, the boys could pass for college students, so-called

  geeks got tossed into garbage cans, several female teachers made glaringly obvious passes at male students, and I witnessed at least a dozen different drug deals taking place in between

  periods.




  And it wasn’t even lunchtime yet.




  The teacher was just going over the semester syllabus, which included reading and reviewing books I’d read in seventh grade, when the bell went off like it was a bomb-raid alert. Being the

  new girl, when everyone had ushered me to the seat closest to the door, I assumed they were being polite. Little did I realize my seat was closest to the bell, which sounded like a sonic boom.




  Just like the three periods before, fourth period English earned me more eye rolls and snickers as everyone watched me all but jump from my skin. I was going to need to buy stock in ibuprofen,

  because I’d be taking it every four hours from now until graduation day on June 3. And yes, I already had a countdown going.




  “So you’re the new girl the guys are already placing bets on.” This from a girl who was so put together, so gorgeous, she epitomized what people meant when they used the word

  “veneer” to describe a person. “I believe Luke Morrison is in the running for the ‘most likely to nail you first’ honor.”




  “Excuse me?” I was all for being friendly, especially when I didn’t have a single friend here, but I wasn’t one to roll over and expose my throat.




  Veneer girl caught on quick that I wouldn’t be the personal doormat she could wipe the mud off her stilettos on, because she smiled, waving at the air. “Don’t let anything the

  male species says or does around these parts upset you. I know the general consensus is they’ve supposedly evolved from apes, but that’s just an insult to apes, in my

  opinion.”




  “Oh-kay,” I muttered, slipping my book bag over my shoulder.




  “I’m Taylor,” she said, flipping her hair as a guy nudged past her, giving her a look that should strictly be reserved for the bedroom.




  “I’m Lucy,” I said, not sure if this could be the makings of my first friend at Hell High or someone who subscribed to the keep-your-friends-close-and-your-enemies-closer

  motto.




  “What are you doing for lunch, Lucy?” Taylor asked, weaving her arm through mine and tugging me through the door.




  I didn’t have a chance to reply.




  “You have to sit with me and my girls. I’m not taking no for an answer,” she said, leading me down the hall, making that hall her bitch. I swear every head turned as she

  sashayed down that runway. Guys winked, whistled, and stared. Lots of staring. The girls pretended to ignore her but shot glares or stink eyes from the side.




  “Thanks?” I said, uncertain whether I should be thankful. My thoughts turned to my brother, like they did at some point every day. He was a natural when it came to these kinds of

  situations, making friends in new settings. Making friends had never come easily to me, and it appeared Southpointe High wasn’t going to be an exception.




  “First impressions are everything, and second impressions are nothing,” she said as we walked into the cafeteria. Same reaction as it had been in the hall. Whatever Taylor had going,

  it was powerful stuff. “It’s all about damage control, but I think we’ll be all right if we play it right.”




  My head was spinning. “By damage control, you mean because the guys are already spreading rumors about who’s going to bang me first, or soonest, or hardest, or whatever?” So

  much for school being a place of higher learning.




  “The guys? Of course not,” Taylor said, waving at a table in the far corner. “That’s the highest form of compliment in their books. It’s the girls, more

  specifically the girlfriends of the guys taking bets on the new girl. Plus, your wardrobe isn’t exactly contradicting the slut image.”




  My nose wrinkled. This girl spoke a language I wasn’t familiar with, and she was taking a jab at my wardrobe. My skirt was a teensy bit short, yes, but I had on a cardigan and flats to

  tame it down, for God’s sake.




  “They’re striking an offensive, a potent one.”




  “And that would be?” I asked, wondering if at least some of the glares and stink eyes were aimed at me. In fact, that dark-haired girl who didn’t know the meaning of less is

  more when it came to mascara was definitely aiming that stink eye my way as she draped her arm over the guy beside her.




  “They’ve labeled you a slut,” Taylor said with a shrug. “I’ve already seen it scrawled across two bathroom mirrors in last season’s lipstick and heard it

  whispered at least fifty times in the hallways.”




  Was it possible to hate high school more? Yes, the answer is always yes.




  “Fan-flipping-tastic,” I replied, holding my shoulders high. “And what did I do or not do to deserve the dumbasses of Southpointe High taking bets on bagging me and the girls

  who date them labeling me a slut?”




  Of course I knew the world wasn’t fair. Not everything made sense or followed a logical, harmonious path, but I at least wanted a reason why the world sucked if there was one.




  “That . . .” Taylor stopped me, spinning me around so we were staring at the lunch line. My breath hitched in my lungs, and a bad case of vertigo followed. “ . . . is the

  reason why.”




  His tray slid to a stop as his shoulders tensed. He turned, and Jude zeroed in on me like he knew exactly where I was. I saw a hint of a smile, and I felt my world beginning to spiral out of

  control.




  “I take it from that stupid grin on your face the rumors are true,” Taylor said, trying to steer me along, but I wasn’t moving. More truthfully, I couldn’t move when Jude

  scrutinized me the way he was now. “But here’s rule number one at Southpointe High—if you want to keep even a moderately clean reputation, you don’t look at, talk to, or God

  forbid, date guys like Jude Ryder.”




  Leaving his tray, he headed my way, carving a path through the packed cafeteria. Anyone who saw him coming moved, and those who didn’t were tugged away by nearby friends or shouldered out

  of the way by Jude.




  “He’s coming over?” Taylor said, sounding like the world was ending.




  “Yeah?” Didn’t seem that earth-shattering to me.




  Taylor shook her head like I was hopeless. “Jude never ever, in a hundred million years, pursues a woman. He’s the pursued, not the pursuer.”




  This time it was my turn to shrug. “He’s just coming over to say hi.”




  “Exactly. Jude doesn’t come over and say hi to anyone,” she said impatiently. “I’ll repeat, he’s the pursued.”




  It felt like every eye in the cafeteria was pinging from Jude to me. This was high-school hot-off-the-presses drama unfolding right here. “I thought you just said if a girl cared about her

  reputation, she wouldn’t hang out with the likes of Jude. Isn’t that why I’m a bona fide slut, according to Southpointe High’s unbiased,

  give-a-person-the-benefit-of-the-doubt population?”




  “Yeah, I said that,” Taylor said, checking Jude out in a way that made me feel all territorial. “But haven’t you noticed that with guys like Jude, a girl just

  doesn’t care about her reputation?”




  There didn’t seem to be an appropriate answer to that, so I weaved out of her hold and headed for him.




  “What are you doing?” Taylor said behind me.




  “Going to say hi.”




  “You can’t do that,” she hissed, rushing forward and grabbing my arm.




  I wasn’t sure if this girl was doing drugs or had forgotten to take them, but she was starting to piss me off. “Listen, Taylor,” I said, spinning on her. “If my

  reputation can manage to get even sluttier by saying hi to someone, so be it.” Tugging my arm free, I caught the wounded expression she cast my way.




  So much for making friends.




  “Hey, Luce.”




  I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise.




  “Hey, Jude.” I composed myself as best I could. He was still grinning like this had been the best thing to happen to him all week, and other than the fresh scar crisscrossing his

  eyebrow, he looked exactly the same: dark clothes, dark hat, dark secrets.




  “I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said, stuffing his hands in his pockets.




  “Really?” I said, trying to act like we weren’t on a stage for everyone to witness. “I didn’t expect to see you here either, especially when the last time I saw

  you, you were being hauled away in a police car.”




  His expression twisted as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, about that. I suppose I’ve got some explaining to do.”




  “Some?” I said. “I’d say you’ve got yourself a whole heap of explaining to do.”




  “I know,” he said, his face shadowing. “I know.”




  “So when did you get out?” I asked quietly, taking a quick survey of the cafeteria




  “It’s all right. Everyone already knows,” Jude shouted, “what a good-for-nothing SON OF A BITCH I AM!” His voice thundered against the cafeteria walls, followed by

  a chorus of spoons clattering onto trays. “I got out a couple weeks ago,” he said in a normal voice, lifting a shoulder.




  I tried not to act thrown. “And you couldn’t call?”




  “Of course I could have called, Luce,” Jude said, his voice tight.




  “So you didn’t call.”




  “Do you need an answer to that, or are you just looking for a way to make me feel shittier than I already do?”




  “You feel shitty?” I said, stepping forward. “You feel shitty?” I repeated just because it felt good. “My hair was almost ripped out by the roots by a couple of

  your acquaintances I never would have had the honor of meeting had it not been for you. My dog was almost barbecued. I’m officially an honorary Southpointe High slut because somehow, everyone

  knows I know you, so that must mean I’ve slept with you six ways to Sunday.” I was giving the audience exactly what they wanted, a damn show, and they weren’t missing a hot minute

  of it.




  “That’s your answer,” Jude replied, his jaw popping. “That’s why I didn’t call. That’s why I didn’t show up on your doorstep the second I was

  released from juvie like I wanted to. I’m cancer, Luce. And not the kind that you can kill off with radiation. The kind that kills you in the end.” That vulnerability I’d caught

  glimpses of before was there again, drowning in his eyes.




  I was too pissed, or too hurt, to let those eyes affect me. “Well, thanks for nothing. Have a nice life.”




  Quite possibly the hardest thing I’d done to date was turn my back on him in front of a wide-eyed cafeteria and walk away.




  I didn’t know where to go, but I couldn’t march angry circles around the cafeteria unless I wanted to add “mentally unstable” to my laundry list of titles. So, swallowing

  my pride and my opinion that Taylor might be the most manipulative female to have ever walked the earth, I marched my butt right back to her table.




  “I didn’t expect to see you again,” Taylor said, crunching into a carrot stick and giving me a scowl that would have flattened a lesser woman.




  “Why’s that?” I said as nonchalantly as I could. “I told you I just wanted to say hey to an old friend.”




  “That was one hell of a hey,” Taylor said, all snarky-like, before taking a sip of diet soda. The group of girls sitting around her, not nearly as genetically blessed, but still

  pretty enough to lift their surgically molded noses up at me, snickered into their own cans of diet soda.




  “What that was, Taylor,” I said, pulling a chair out and sitting down. I didn’t need an invitation if they weren’t going to issue one. “Was one hell of a

  good-bye.”




  “Doesn’t look that way,” she said, staring over my shoulder.




  Turning in my seat, I found Jude standing in the exact place I’d left him, watching me with an intensity I’d never experienced before, staring at me like he didn’t give a damn

  what anyone thought of him doing so.




  Flipping back around, I tried on my glare for size. “Ah, Taylor. I’m sure you of all people know that looks are deceiving.” Pulling an apple from my bag, I sank my teeth into

  it and gave her a challenging smile.




  “Meaning?” she said, leaning forward.




  I was pissing off the wrong person, I knew that, but I’d been through enough in life to recognize petty bullshit when I saw it, and this chick was the queen of petty. “Let’s

  take you, for example. Someone like you, pretty in a conventional, surgical”—a combined inhalation spread around the table—“put-together way”—I was doing

  cartwheels inside, letting this girl have it—“well, someone like that you wouldn’t expect to be such an insufferable, nasty, b—”




  “Hello, ladies,” a newcomer interrupted, nudging a couple of the openmouthed girls before stopping behind the chair next to me. “This seat taken?”




  I shook my head, giving him a once-over before pulling a bottle of water from my bag. Smile too bright, streaks too blond, tan too fake, shirt too ironed. Handsome in a very vanilla way and

  definitely not in a handsome-to-me way.




  “So you must be the girl everyone’s talking about,” he said, taking a seat.




  Snickering circled around the table.




  His face flashed red as he realized his mistake. “I mean, everyone’s talking about in the sense that you’re the new girl,” he clarified, which did nothing more than earn

  another round of laughter from the table.




  “Of course that’s what you meant,” Taylor said under her breath.




  He shot her a give-me-a-break expression before turning in his seat toward me. “I’m Sawyer,” he said, smiling that artificially white smile. “Sawyer Diamond.”




  Oh, man. Even his name was too . . . annoying. If Dad found out I went to school with a guy whose last name was Diamond, he’d try to shove an arranged marriage down my throat. His Lucy in

  the sky . . . a Diamond.




  “Lucy,” I said, taking a sip of my water, reminding myself that making snap judgments in the heat of anger was always a bad idea. Next time I found myself marching away from someone,

  I’d march a million circles before sitting down at this table again.




  “Lucy,” he said, pulling a sandwich from his lunch bag. “A pretty name for a pretty girl.”




  I was mid eye roll when I felt someone hovering over me.




  “You’re in my seat, Diamond.”




  I didn’t glance back. I didn’t need to. I’d recognize that voice if I heard it in my next life, too.




  “I didn’t realize this seat was taken.” Sawyer squirmed in his seat, hunching his shoulders.




  “Your mistake,” Jude said, gripping the back of Sawyer’s chair. “You make a lot of those, don’t you?”




  Sawyer rose to a stand, turning on Jude. He wasn’t quite as tall as him, but close enough, and he was nowhere near as built as Jude.




  “Shove off, Ryder,” he said, crossing his arms.




  “Why don’t you leave her alone?” Jude said, staring down at Sawyer purposefully.




  I had a premonition I was about to add an all-out cafeteria brawl to my things-that-should-only-happen-on-reality-TV list, but whether or not I was pissed beyond repair at Jude, I couldn’t

  stand watching him dragged away in cuffs again.




  Popping up, I slid in between the two of them. “I’m leaving. You can have my seat if you want.” I didn’t look him in the eyes. I didn’t want a reminder of what I

  was turning my back on.




  Without another word, I stepped away and raced out of the cafeteria.




  I wasn’t sure what was required for homeschooling, but I’d take ten hours a day, seven days a week, with no bathroom or lunch breaks, if it meant never returning to this cesspool of

  suck again.




  Dodging around students, I didn’t stop until I found an empty hall. Ducking into the closest locker alcove, I slid into a corner, curling my head into my legs. I wanted to cry so badly

  right then. I wanted to let every tear I’d held back for years have their moment, but something wouldn’t let them form. Some mental block inside me would not allow the release I needed

  so badly.




  “Dammit,” I muttered, slamming my fist into a locker.




  “Luce?”




  So not what I needed right now. So just what I needed right now.




  “How did you find me?” I said, keeping my head ducked.




  “It was easy,” he said, taking a seat beside me. “All I did was follow the cursing.”




  I laughed. Hard. I was always emotionally unstable in these kinds of moments, when I needed to cry and couldn’t. In fact, emotionally unstable was a fair assessment of who I’d

  become. Most days I was able to bury my insecurities and my horrible past with my attitude and temper. Days like this reminded me just how fragile I was. Just how easily my supposedly thick skin

  could be pierced by the wrong person wielding the right words.




  So here I was, sitting next to a man who defined “wreck” and who, if I let him into my life, would turn me into an emotional wreck. He scooted close against me, hitching his arm

  around my neck, and pulled me into him. I should have resisted, at least put up some fight, given I still knew nothing of Jude’s past, present, and future. Of course I didn’t.




  “So?” he said, his voice muffled in my hair.




  “So,” I said, as a herd of boys shuffled by us. They didn’t say anything while they were in view of Jude, but they were elbowing each other so hard down the hall I could hear

  it. Sitting here alone, snuggled up to Jude, was likely to do wonders for my already shot reputation.




  “Explanation time,” he said, like there wasn’t a choice.




  “Explanation time.” Now was better than later, although sooner would have been better than now. I knew I’d take what I could get when it came to Jude.




  “Ready when you are,” he said.




  My mind went blank. Like no question or answer would change anything I felt for him. This was an insane thing for a girl to conclude when it came to someone like Jude.




  If it wasn’t already confirmed, I had a screw loose.




  “Come on.” He nudged me. “You can ask me anything, and either I’ll answer it or I won’t.”




  “How very forthcoming of you,” I said, smiling into his shirt.




  “We’ve only got a few minutes before the bell rings, so you better get started. I don’t care about being late, but I’m guessing you’re the kind that

  does.”




  In fact, I’d had my fair share of tardies. At my straitlaced, blue-blooded private school, I’d been something of a rebel because I wasn’t afraid to wear a miniskirt, or slick

  on an extra layer of lipstick, or skip class every now and again. However, here, at Heathen High, my once rebel ways were going to qualify me for sainthood.




  Oh wait, I forgot I’d already been labeled a slut by the student population.




  Jude nudged me again, so I tore into it, not easing into the questioning.




  “You’ve been to jail before.” It wasn’t a question. I already knew, but I guess I needed him to confirm it.




  “Yep,” was his clipped response.




  “How many times?”




  “Eleven or twelve. I lost count.”




  I knew Jude and cops went together, but I’d underestimated just how well.




  “What for?” I asked, working to keep my voice even.




  My head lifted as Jude shrugged. “Mostly for getting into fights, and one time for having drugs on me.”




  Holy crap. “What kind of drugs?”




  He didn’t pause giving his answer. “Meth.”




  Holy shit. “Were you using it?” Was it wrong to pray he was giving it to someone else?




  “Nah,” he said. “I was trying to sell it. I was a dumb and greedy son of a bitch at thirteen. Didn’t work out well for me, so I quit. I haven’t sold drugs in four

  years.”




  “And you know those three boys because you all live at the same home?” Other than that first morning after that night of chaos, I hadn’t spoken of them. I’d tried not to

  even think of them, but I was willing to bust open that locked door to unveil who the real Jude was.




  For the first time during our question-and-answer session, he stiffened. “Yep,” he said, shifting his beanie down lower.




  “And Uncle Joe? He runs the place?”




  Jude laughed one low note. “If you call lounging his fat ass on a couch while a few dozen kids go ape shit, then yeah, that’s his job.”




  “How long have you lived there?” Sitting upright, I peeked over at him, and he was someplace else. Somewhere dark.




  Like a switch had been flicked on, he flinched. Giving his head a swift shake, he cleared his throat. “The cops didn’t tell you?” he said, working his jaw. “They’re

  usually champing at the bit to label me a screwup.”




  This was land-mine territory I was tiptoeing through, and I wasn’t sure how much farther I’d get before it would all blow up. “I kept hoping I’d hear it from you. But

  someone seemed to have forgotten my phone number. And my address.” I smiled over at him, and finally, he softened.




  “Five years,” he said.




  “Do you like it?” I asked.




  “It’s all right.” Another clipped, nothing-to-write-home-about answer.




  “Why did you wind up there?” For as desperate as I’d been to ask him all these questions if I ever got the chance, each one was making me squirm in my seat.




  “My mom left. My dad went to jail.”




  “I’m sorry,” I whispered. God, I felt like the worst kind of person for thinking bad things about him. “Is your dad getting out anytime soon?”




  “Nope.” I was waiting for the wall across from us to burst into flames from the way he was focused on it.




  “What did he go to jail for?”




  “For the kind of crime that jails were invented for.”




  A cold chill tickled up my spine. “And your mom? Why did she leave?”




  “Because she hated being a wife and hated being a mom even worse,” he said, the corners of his eyes creasing. “Because she was selfish and wanted her freedom and didn’t

  have any sense of loyalty.”




  I lifted my hand and weaved my fingers through his. “Do you think she’ll ever come back?”




  Jude snorted. “Nope. Mom’s long gone,” he said. “Although I’ve got this lovely parting gift she left for me I carry around in my pocket,” he said, sliding a

  piece of wrinkled old paper from his back pocket. “Well, this, and the ratty old hat on my head she knit or crocheted or some shit that was three sizes too big for me at the time.”




  I wasn’t sure I wanted to read the note. In fact, I was sure I didn’t, but I couldn’t say no when Jude handed it to me. I couldn’t say no when a person was handing me the

  only thing they had left from someone they’d loved. I took in a breath and unfolded it. “These are the lyrics to ‘Hey, Jude,’” I said, puzzled.




  “Right you are,” he said, his voice tight.




  “This is what your mom gave you before she left?”




  “Well, she didn’t give it to me, she left it on my nightstand before bolting off in the middle of the night, but yeah, she was thoughtful enough to write down the lyrics to some

  crummy song. Not even an ‘I love you’ or a ‘yours truly, Mom.’ Nice, right?”




  Folding it back up, I handed it to him. “Why do you carry it around with you?”




  “I don’t normally. I keep it in a frame next to my nightstand but pulled it out this morning in a moment of weakness.”




  “You keep this on your nightstand?” I repeated, feeling like a tiny piece of my heart was breaking away.




  “So I can see it every night.” The muscles running along his jaw flexed.




  “To remember your mom by,” I guessed.




  The tension in his jaw went up a notch. “To remind myself what can happen when you let yourself love someone.” Stuffing the paper back in his pocket, he slammed the back of his head

  into the locker behind us.




  To date, that was probably the saddest thing I’d ever heard.




  “And the hat?” I understood why it was so threadbare and worn—he’d worn it every day for the past five years.




  “Same reason,” he answered, sliding it over his eyebrows.




  “Well that’s just all kinds of depressing,” I said, trying to think of some way to steer the conversation in another direction. “Do you have any brothers or

  sisters?”




  Jude shook his head. “Just me. Thank God dear old Mom and Dad stopped at one,” he said. “What about you?”




  I froze. That wasn’t the dark alley I wanted the conversation to go down. I wasn’t ready for Jude to know my past, even though he’d so willingly shared his. I liked to think I

  was an open book. That was the impression I wanted others to arrive at, but I was anything but an open book. I was the kind of book that had been shut for so long a cloud of dust would have erupted

  if someone had been able to pry me open.




  “I had an older brother.”




  “Had?”




  I closed my eyes, trying to discuss this as neutrally as I could. “He died a few years back.”




  Jude paused. “What happened?”




  I bit my lip. “I’m not ready to dive into that one yet,” I said, trying not to sound as sad as I felt. “Especially given the whole

  your-mom-left-you-and-your-dad’s-in-prison thing. My depression tolerance has officially been reached.” I tried on a smile, but it didn’t fit.




  “Sorry, Luce. Life is shit sometimes,” he said, giving me a squeeze. “I’m sure he was a great guy.”




  “The best,” I said, studying him. “You know? Sometimes you remind me of him.”




  He smiled. “He must have been a phenomenal guy then.”




  I tried another smile, and this one worked. “He was.”




  “Now we’ve got our shitty pasts out of the way, do you have anything else you’re dying to ask me?” There was a tinge of hope in his voice, hope I was done with the

  inquisition, most likely.




  No such luck.




  “Tell me the real reason you didn’t call,” I said, playing with the hem of my skirt. “Do you have a girlfriend?” I didn’t know who she was or could be, but I

  already hated her.




  Jude’s relief at the change in questioning was plainly visible. “Hell, no.”




  “You don’t want one,” I stated, remembering our very first conversation.




  “That used to be my MO,” he began, studying my lips for so long I felt them start to quiver, “but now I’m not so sure.”




  “Okay, so you didn’t call me, not because you have a girlfriend,” I said, checking off probable explanation number one, moving on to number two. “So you decided

  you’re not all that into me?” I swallowed, bracing myself for whatever answer came out of his mouth.




  “Luce, for such an intelligent species, you women can be really dumb sometimes.” He laughed, lifting his index finger to my chin and turning it to him. “I didn’t call

  because I told you, there’s nothing good that will come out of you being with me. I might not mean it to happen, but things have a way of going all to shit around me.”




  “Because you’re a cancer,” I said, repeating his words, but not believing them.




  “Exactly.”




  I blew out a sigh of pure frustration. “Who told you that?”




  Another far-off look. “Someone who used to be important.”




  It seemed like all these answers should be ticking off the questions in my mind; instead they were only adding more. “Here’s the thing, Jude. Everyone already thinks I’m a slut

  because of you, so how much worse can it get if we keep hanging out?”




  “Much worse,” he muttered before his head snapped back toward me. I saw the unbridled anger in his eyes. “Wait. You’re telling me they’re calling you a

  slut?”




  “Um,” I stalled, familiar with Jude’s short-fuse temper. “Apparently.”




  Jude punched the closest locker so hard the metal caved beneath his fist. “Judgmental bastards,” he hissed, jumping up. “I’ll catch up with you soon, Luce.” He

  glanced back at me. “I need to do something.”




  “Jude,” I warned. “It’s not worth it.” Because it really wasn’t. I had never let what others thought of me dictate what I was, and I certainly wasn’t

  going to start now.




  “Like hell it isn’t,” he answered, already striding down the hall.




  A couple of guys greeted him in passing. His reply was another fist slammed into a locker.




  I had fifth-period PE and was next to ecstatic when Coach Ramstein told us we didn’t need to suit up because there was some sort of first-day-of-school assembly going

  on.




  My elevated mood took a nosedive as soon as I stepped onto the shiny gym floor. I knew everyone wasn’t staring at me, but it felt like that. Row after packed row, I was met with knowing

  eyes and smiles. A few were brazen enough to whisper the S word just loud enough so I could hear it.




  Dammit, now I was getting pissed. I didn’t want to make enemies of everyone here at Southpointe, but I wasn’t ruling it out if they didn’t start shutting their traps. It

  didn’t seem fair a title had been forced on me without even partaking in the fun to earn such a name.




  I walked to the end of the gym and sat in the bottom row of the last section of bleachers. I had the entire bench to myself.




  Straightening my back, I looked up, making a point to meet every single stare pointed my way.




  “Attention, please!” a tired voice spoke through a microphone. Judging from the decade-old suit and shadows under his eyes, he must have been the principal. The roar in the gym

  didn’t lower a decibel. “Attention, please!” he repeated in an even more tired voice. This poor guy was going to have a rough year if he was already this exhausted on the first

  day.




  I appeared to be the only student paying attention, so that was why, when someone suddenly appeared behind the principal and snatched the microphone out of his hand, I had time to mutter a

  select curse word under my breath before everyone else realized what was going on.




  “Shut up, you sons of bitches!” Jude’s voice vibrated the room, and everyone did just as requested.




  The principal attempted to retrieve the microphone, but Jude lifted it over his head, a good three feet above the poor, red-faced man. Jude shook his head once and lifted a brow. Our principal

  got the message and backed away.




  Lowering the microphone, Jude looked over at me, again knowing exactly where I was in this crowd of a couple thousand. His gaze lingered on me for another second before he turned his attention

  elsewhere.




  “I put up with you bunch of bastards because I don’t give a damn what you all think of me,” he began, walking around the podium. “But I won’t for one second put up

  with you trying to ruin the reputation of an innocent girl.”




  I wanted to gaze around the room, to experience the wide-eyed faces and jaws-to-the-bleachers mouths, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Jude. He was defending my honor, and whether he was

  going about it the right or wrong way, it was the damn sexiest, most romantic thing I’d ever had happen to me.




  “Lucy Larson is a friend. A friend whose back I have, and I think everyone knows if she were some random girl I screwed, I wouldn’t be up here now.” He paused, waiting or

  threatening anyone to stand up and say otherwise.




  I’ll be honest, gauging the fury on Jude’s face, I feared whoever might have stood up to object would be leaving today’s assembly in a body bag.




  “If I so much as hear a quiet thought about her being a slut”—Jude’s fist clenched, as he seemed to make eye contact with every Southpointe High student—“you

  better hope you don’t like your legs, because I’m going to break both of them.”




  Now, to match everyone else’s, my mouth fell open.




  “If anyone needs any further clarification on the matter, you can take it up with me in the parking lot.” He let that not-so-subtle warning hang in the air another minute before

  handing the microphone back to the principal.




  The principal motioned to another administrator to take over before motioning to Jude. Chuckling, Jude followed him out of the gym.




  “It wouldn’t be a first day of school if I didn’t see you in my office before the end of fifth period, Mr. Ryder,” the principal sighed.




  “Yeah, but this was a worthy cause, Principal Rudolph,” Jude answered, winking over at me before exiting the still-silent gym.




  





  SEVEN




  Mom’s car was here. That was the first thing I noticed as I pulled up to the cabin after school. She was never home this early; it was

  like some mortal sin for her to leave the office before five.




  So, of course, she’d choose the worst day I’d had in years to break this rule. I would have put the Mazda in reverse if she hadn’t been watching me from the kitchen window. She

  was waiting for me.




  Just when you think there’s nowhere to go but up.




  Unbuckling, I grabbed my backpack and set out to meet the inevitable. Opening the screen door, I inhaled and stepped inside. All I wanted to do was grab an apple, rush upstairs, and snuggle

  Rambo, because tonight was the last night I’d have him. The Darcys had wound up falling in love with the little fur-ball back when they’d watched him for me, and their kids hadn’t

  let up on them until they’d agreed to adopt him. It was going to hurt like hell when I came home tomorrow night to find my beanbag chair empty. Rambo was the first dog my parents had allowed

  inside the house—probably because they were feeling guilty for that night they’d snoozed and snored through a kennel fire. But I knew it would take a miracle of the Annie Sullivan

  variety to sneak another dog by them.




  Mom was sitting at the table, two glasses of tea steaming in front of her. The biggest smile my mom was capable of forming slid into position. “How was your first day?”




  Epically awful. Worst first day of school in the history of the world. Humiliating. “Pretty good,” I answered, reaching for the cup of tea she extended.




  “Anything special happen?” she asked, sounding interested.




  I was nominated the school slut by the end of first period. “Not really,” I said with a shrug.




  “Did you make any friends?” She took a sip of tea, still considering me with that ghost of a smile.




  I made a lot of enemies. “A few.” Lying shouldn’t come this easy.




  “Did you see any familiar faces?”




  My parents were pretty much the anti-fans of Jude. If they knew, they’d seriously consider pulling me out of Southpointe and busing me to another school district or selling their internal

  organs on the black market to send me back to private school just to ensure I didn’t have to pass him in a hallway. While everything else about Southpointe blew, one very big part

  didn’t. Sure, I didn’t have, nor would I likely have, any friends there; the curriculum was coursework I’d started in elementary school; and it was so old every hall, room, and

  wall smelled like an old gym bag.




  But Jude was there. And somehow, nothing else mattered but that.




  “Nope.” My voice broke, instantly alerting my mom. Okay, so lying wasn’t this easy. It wasn’t like I enjoyed lying to my parents. It was more of a survival instinct. I

  told them what they wanted to hear, and in return, they mostly stayed out of my life. “I mean, it’s a big school. I’m sure there’ll be a few people I recognize

  eventually.”




  “Hmm,” she murmured into her tea. She was up to something. I didn’t know what, but when any parent was “up to something,” it was never something good. “I

  could have sworn I saw a Southpointe bus stop at Last Chance Boys’ Home on my way to work.”




  I wasn’t going to let her ruin my only bit of sunshine in that hell. “Is this the part where you’re waiting for me to reassure you that I really don’t mind—in fact,

  it’s probably for the best—that I was pulled out of a private school my senior year because we’re broke, and I was tossed into some mega school that has metal detectors at every

  entrance?” I said. “Because maybe we can skip the BS and, for once, be honest with each other.”




  She set her tea down, reaching for her temples. This was the first time Mom had lowered her walls in ages; I didn’t know how to handle it.




  “Have you heard from the dance schools you applied to?” she asked, sounding weary.




  I sighed, wishing I’d never applied in the first place. My self-confidence really didn’t need any more rejection. “Nope,” I said, trying to make it sound like I

  didn’t care, but darn it, I did.




  I’d wanted to attend a top-notch dance program before I could spell. I was a dancer; it had defined my life since I could slip into my own tutu. I couldn’t imagine a better life than

  dancing across a stage in front of an audience until old age or weary legs stopped me, and getting into one of the premier schools in the country would give me that opportunity.




  “It’s still early, Lucy,” she reassured me, seeing right through my blasé act.




  I lifted a shoulder. “We’ll see.”




  Having had enough heart-to-heart for one day, I headed toward the stairs.




  “Lucy?” I paused on the first stair. Mom was gazing at me like I was the most fragile creature in the world. She wasn’t that far off. “How are you? Really?”




  After five years, she had to work harder than a cup of over-brewed tea and a few marginally concerned questions to earn the honest answer to that one. “Good,” I said, meeting her

  eyes.




  “Really?”




  Of course not really. I’d lost my entire family in the span of a day and had never gotten them back. And that was just for starters. “Really.” I moved up the stairs

  faster, but not quite fast enough.
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