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  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.”
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  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.
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