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			For those searching for the power to slay your dragons. Believe.

		

	
		
			ONE

			[image: ]

			Emma

			My Volkswagen whirs, hisses, and screeches before sputtering to a stop ten feet past the Stonefall town limits sign. I swear the car knows that this place is where dreams come to die and it can no longer stand to bear witness to the tragedy that is my life, so it gives up. I’m momentarily envious, wishing I could cease to function like the stupid car. If only things were that easy.

			The key clicks in the ignition and prompts more of the high-pitched squealing, followed by a plume of smoke from the rear of the car. Great. I instinctively slam my fist into the steering wheel, and the sting that follows shoots up my arm into my elbow. “Damn it!”

			Resigned to the fact that my car is a bitch, I retrieve my backpack and camera bag from the backseat and hitch them over my shoulders to begin a brisk walk against the wind. It bites at my cheeks and burns my skin, and it carries the scent of the salt from the ocean with it.

			The smell makes my stomach churn and I fight the desire to be sick. I don’t want to be here.

			The ground beneath my feet begins to shake, rumbling under the rubber soles of my shoes until the stench of exhaust replaces the salt that floats to my nose. I’m grateful, and when I turn to find its source, a large motorcycle is keeping pace beside my long strides. Two people are on it, and the driver doesn’t waste any time in cutting the engine and removing his helmet.

			I’d know him anywhere. His dark and brooding look is unmistakable and surely responsible for many a broken heart in Stonefall. Mateo Cruz is one half of the town’s best-looking guys. His best friend and polar opposite, Tristan Banks, is the other.

			I swallow the knot in my throat and issue a silent prayer to God, Ganesh, Zeus, and any other deity listening that Mateo won’t recognize me. I hope that I’ve changed enough to be forgotten. Invisible.

			He offers a smile, dimples punctuating each side of his face. The last few years have done him well, maturing his formerly boyish charm into something much more provocative. “Need a hand?”

			“No. Thank you, but I’m good.”

			“You don’t look so good, sweetheart.” He pauses. “Your car. That is.”

			His female passenger flips the visor to her helmet and glares at me.

			“I’m not the car, therefore, I am good. The car, not so much.” I keep walking and wish like hell he would move on and forget about me and my useless car.

			He chuckles, and his dark brows draw together. “Do I know you?”

			“No, I don’t think so.” The lie feels like fire on my lips.

			“Are you sure? You look familiar.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			I pick up my pace, but he’s got one leg on either side of his bike and is walking beside me like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Gray clouds loom in the sky, cloaking us in a dreary darkness. He points at them. “Seriously, you’re a ways out from any kind of amenities. Let me call you a tow truck. A friend of mine has a garage—he’ll be here before you know it. I’d offer you a ride myself,” he continues, “but Darla here might be upset.” He removes a hand from the handlebars and runs it up the side of his passenger’s tanned leg.

			I force a tight smile. “I’m fine. Really. I can walk.”

			He shakes his head. “I still don’t think it’s a good idea. It looks like we’re in for a storm.”

			“I guess I’ll have to walk faster,” I say sharply.

			His eyes narrow even further and bore into the side of my face like lasers. “You remind me of someone,” he insists. “I swear I know you.”

			“I get that a lot.”

			“You know what else I bet you get a lot?”

			“What’s that?”

			“Let me call you a tow truck. Do you get that a lot?”

			“Mateo, I don’t need a tow truck!” Fuck. His name is out of my mouth before I even realize what I’m saying. I bring my hands to hide my face and wish he’d just leave.

			“Ah-ha! I knew I knew you.”

			He leans closer, bursting the little bubble of personal space I’d worked hard to keep intact. He studies my face and his eyes travel down my body. “You look a little like this girl—” He stops short, choosing not to finish his thought. Instead his eyes fix on my left leg just above the knee, on the crescent-shaped scar he knows is there.

			It’s a war wound from the past. A terrible sandbox incident when we were six. We weren’t exactly the best of pals because I only spent my summers in Stonefall, but Mateo, his friend Tristan, and I had been well acquainted enough to share my little yellow pail and have sand-castle-making contests. I had just finished constructing the world’s best sand castle, fit for a princess, when I shuffled over so they could admire the detail in my drawbridge and a shard of glass embedded itself into my leg. I remember trying not to cry, wondering why there was glass in the sandbox in the first place. Tristan grabbed my hand and gave a reassuring squeeze while Mateo ran to get his mother because the whole town, including a six-year-old kid, knew better than to get mine.

			Mrs. Cruz took me to the hospital and offered words of comfort while they stitched me up. She gave me a peppermint candy from her purse after the ordeal, along with the one and only memory I have about what a mom is supposed to be like.

			I cross one leg over the other in an attempt to hide the scar. “Do you mind?”

			His eyes widen and the flash of recognition I’d been trying to avoid is suddenly there. For half a second, he looks devastated. “Emma?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Hey, Mateo.”

			“Why’d you lie, querida?”

			“I’m having a bad day.” Realistically, I’d been having a bad week, a bad month, a bad couple of years. I shrug my shoulders like the action can somehow make the fact that I’d denied knowing him any less significant.

			He smiles, satisfied with my answer. “Wow. You look so different. I barely recognized you. You haven’t been around in a few summers.”

			“That’s because I stopped coming.” I don’t volunteer any other information.

			“But you’re here now. How long are you back for?”

			“I’m leaving as soon as I can,” I tell him honestly.

			“Let me call Tristan. He works at his dad’s shop now. He’ll come get you with a tow.”

			“I can walk,” I insist. “I can’t really afford a tow truck.” I have nothing but my backpack, my camera, and the car itself. Maybe forty dollars in my wallet.

			“Don’t worry about it. He isn’t going to care.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his cell phone.

			“Please, Mateo.” I gear up to make one more attempt to quash his efforts to help me out, but I’m too tired to really argue.

			My plea fizzles as he punches a number into his phone and brings it to his ear. He doesn’t get an answer and redials immediately, this time successful in connecting with Tristan. He speaks quickly. Half in Spanish, half in English, and when he hangs up, he grins. “Well, you’re in luck. Tristan is on his way. Shouldn’t be more than ten minutes. Want us to wait with you?”

			“No thanks. You’ve done enough.” I’m going to have to explain to Tristan that I can’t really afford the tow. As if being forced back to Stonefall isn’t humiliating enough.

			He pockets his cell phone and winks. “See you around, Emma Fletcher.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “See you later.”

			He puts his helmet on, jumps on the starter to his bike, and is gone. I kick at the asphalt with the open toe of my shoe while I wait. A sudden chill creeps up my spine and raises goose bumps along the surface of my skin. I’m about to chalk it up to the fact that I’ve been in town for all of ten minutes and have already been discovered until I realize the cause: the clouds have rolled in. A few seconds later, they open up the sky and the rain begins to pour.

			It can only go up from here.

			Tristan

			There is nothing hotter than a carburetor. The principle behind it is uncomplicated and makes sense. I like things that are uncomplicated and make sense. Things that come from a simpler time. I especially love this carburetor because it belongs in the ’57 Chevy owned by Jorge Papalangous, town historian and classic car junkie. The car is in mint condition and although it’s not as hot as the carburetor that belongs underneath its hood, it comes a close second.

			I’m screwing with the throttle valve when my cell phone vibrates and dances across the table where I’d set it down. The theme music from Jaws blasts through the speaker and I chuckle. Mateo hates it, a fact that cracks me up far more than it should. I ignore the call but when it rings a second time, I stop inspecting the carburetor to answer because Mateo will never call twice unless it’s important.

			I wipe the grease from my hands onto my jeans. “Yep?”

			“Hey,” he says.

			“Hey.”

			“You need to get in the tow truck and go to Oakview and Ninth, just after you come in from the interstate. There’s a car broken down, and I told the driver I’d call you. You’re welcome,” he adds, “for the business referral.”

			“I’ll send my dad,” I say. “I’m busy, and thanks for the business referral.”

			“No,” Mateo replies. He proceeds to tell me in Spanish that I’ll never believe who the driver is. A hot girl from our past. I roll my eyes, because it’s not like hot girls from our past are coming out of the woodwork; I mean, there aren’t that many of them in the first place.

			“Who is it?”

			He tells me in his native tongue to stop being so foolish and finishes in English. “Get your ass in the truck and get down here. It’s going to rain soon. You can’t leave a beautiful girl standing in the rain.”

			I loop my finger around the curtain and peer out the window. It’s overcast but still dry. “It’s not raining. And she’s beautiful? Really?”

			“Sí,” he says. “Trust me.”

			I do trust Mateo more than anyone, even my own mother. The guy has had my back since we were three. My mom found him lost and tearful at the mall, and I let him hold on to my GI Joe for the five minutes it took us to find his grateful mother. By then the bro bond was formed and it has been pretty much unbreakable ever since.

			My dad is in his office, slumped over a stack of bills. Dark circles ring his eyes, aging him and making him appear gaunt. He looks up when I enter, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Everything all right?”

			“Yeah. Everything is fine. I’m taking the tow truck. There’s a vehicle stalled. I just wanted to let you know before I take off.”

			Dad nods. “Oh, okay. Good. That’s good.”

			“Dad?”

			“Yeah?”

			“When are you going to hire someone? You should be out there with me.” I nod toward the garage. “Not in here balancing the books and pencil pushing.”

			“I put an ad in the paper. No response yet.” His head is down again, studying the papers in front of him, before he even finishes the sentence. I take the keys from the hook on the wall and make my way to the door.

			“Tristan.” He says my name as if it’s an afterthought.

			I turn. “Yeah?”

			“Be careful, son.”

			He tells me the same thing every single time I leave. Be careful. He says it so often that it’s like second nature to him and to me, I suppose. “Don’t worry, Pop, I will.”

			The rain patters on my windshield. It’s barely spitting at first, but the drops get progressively harder and louder until it’s pouring. Soon my wipers are going at a frantic pace to keep my line of vision clear.

			Any logical person would be waiting for the tow truck in their car, taking shelter from the rain, but not this girl. She’s standing beside a Volkswagen Beetle, which is hilarious because her legs go on forever. So maybe Mateo was right, maybe she’s as hot as molten lava, but I’m guessing she’s a little fucking crazy, too. I’d only ever known one girl with legs like that. But she was blond, and this girl has hair the color of melted chocolate.

			I park the truck and squint to get a better look. She’s wearing strappy sandals that add to her already commendable height, and cutoff denim shorts showcase the roasted-marshmallow color of her tan. A light pink top hugs her body and sticks to her skin, awarding me with a view of a flimsy purple bra underneath. Whoever she is, she’s sexy as hell.

			I’ll have to buy Mateo a beer.

			I tug the hood of my sweatshirt over my head and exit the truck before heading toward her at a hurried pace. When I see her face, I freeze for a beat. It’s her. Emma Fletcher—only a brunette version, with longer hair and tighter clothes. She’s lost a bit of weight, too. Hair color, new wardrobe, and weight aside, I’d recognize her anywhere because of her sad expression. That remains the same. It’s the most notable thing about her. Unforgettable. While her best friend, Marley, was the one always doing the talking, Emma hung back, like she was stuck in her own head, just waiting for someone to save her.

			It’s not like anyone could blame her. Her mother has a reputation in town for her drinking problem. I’m guessing this is why Emma didn’t grow up with us full time and was instead a part-time resident of Stonefall during the summers. Mama Fletcher could only handle her daughter in limited increments. Even then, she didn’t do such a bang-up job.

			I remember seeing Emma outside her house when she was little, playing in the humid summer heat long after most kids went to bed. I should have been in bed too, but I’d sneak out on our roof to look up at the stars and Emma would blaze into my vision like a comet. I remember when she was an awkward preteen wearing oversized T-shirts and drawstring pants to the beach. The last time I saw her, she was eighteen and trying to keep up with Marley, like every other teenage girl in Stonefall. That had been three summers ago. I had assumed that once she was legal and done with the obligatory joint-custody crap, she’d headed for college and a far better life. Emma had always fascinated me. She’d be here for the summer, bringing Marley to life more than any other time of year, and then, before the leaves even changed color and began to fall, she’d be gone. The way I’m staring rather than moving suggests that she still fascinates me.

			I force myself from my thoughts. “Emma Fletcher. Good to see you.”

			Emma nods but doesn’t say anything.

			Right then, I guess it’s going to be a super-warm reunion. I jam my thumb behind me in the direction of my truck. “Why don’t you get in the cab and stay warm while I hook this up?”

			It is too late for dry. Definitely no longer a valid part of our equation, and when I look at her T-shirt, that’s just fine by me. It’s work to tear my eyes away from her chest as she approaches me, cupping her hand over her mouth and leaning into my ear. She gets closer and I inhale. She smells like butterscotch and honey, and I want to bottle it for later.

			“I can’t afford this,” she says. “I asked Mateo not to call you.”

			Lucky for her, I’m not in the habit of leaving anyone stranded on the side of the road in the rain. “Don’t worry about it. Get in the truck.”

			She hangs her head down and I think she is going to walk around the vehicle, but she doesn’t. She squeezes past me and gets in on the driver’s side, shimmying across the bench seat. I finish hooking her car up to the truck and when I get in my seat, her arms are wrapped protectively around herself, her hair is soaked and plastered to her face, and her teeth are chattering.

			I crank up the heat. “You should have waited in your car.”

			She stares out the window. “I had other things on my mind.”

			“Fair enough.” She doesn’t say anything else, so I say, “When did you get back?”

			“Half hour ago.”

			“I thought you’d be in college or something by now.”

			“That makes two of us.”

			“Well, welcome home.”

			“This isn’t my home.” Her words are short and clipped. “Never will be.”

			She’s not making this easy. In fact, she’s borderline arctic, so instead of trying to move the nearly one-sided conversation forward, I drive.

			As I pull into the parking lot of Banks Auto, she’s rooting in her oversized backpack for something. She pulls out a handful of fabric, no doubt something dry to wear. “I’ll see if I can get some money, for the tow and to get the car fixed.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” I say.

			“Why wouldn’t I worry about it?” she snaps. “I need the car and have no money.”

			What the hell is her problem? “I’ll fix it, all right? Just don’t worry about it.” I want to get back to work because talking to her feels like having teeth pulled, but I was raised right so instead I say, “I can give you a ride home.”

			“No thanks,” she says. “Is there a bathroom I can use?”

			I nod and point to the door that separates the garage from the office. “Through there and to the left.” I’m about to move, but she doesn’t wait and for the second time today, she pushes past me, rubbing her chest against mine. Her nipples are rock hard, and I will be too if she doesn’t move it along. She disappears behind the door to the office and I have to adjust myself.

			Fuck this. Mateo owes me a beer.

			When she emerges, she looks a lot drier than before. Her hair is off her face and tied up in a pile on the top of her head. She’s sporting sweatpants and a hoodie, along with some serious cross-trainers.

			I try one last time. “Are you sure I can’t give you a ride?”

			“I’m sure.” She shoves her camera bag in her backpack and forces the zipper closed. “I’ll call about my car. I’ll find a way to get you the money.” With that, she scoops up her bag, swings it over her shoulders, and takes off running. As she vanishes from my line of sight, I doubt she’s running toward something. In fact, I’m certain that she’s running away.

		

	
		
			TWO

			[image: ]

			Emma

			The more space I’m able to put between Tristan and myself, the freer I become. With every calculated stride, the burden I carry is lifted, all of it easier to shoulder with the solitude I seek. My legs are pumping, propelling me forward, and my heart is racing with built-up adrenaline. I run as long, as hard, and as fast as I can. I run until my legs ache and I’m ready to collapse.

			Tristan is far more attractive than my memory gave him credit for. He’s taller than me and lean. I’d venture to guess he hits the gym no less than three times a week. His cheekbones are cut, so defined that he looks like a statue, like some artist’s rendering of perfection. His eyes are the color of the sky, framed with thick, sooty midnight lashes. They burn with such intensity, being subjected to their careful assessment made me squirm.

			Getting into the tow truck and again at Banks Auto, I’d squeezed past him. It was the first time in months I’d had physical contact with another human being and when I felt Tristan’s reaction to that contact, I freaked out and ran. Men like Tristan Banks were all the same—fire—enchanting to look at, but dangerous to touch.

			I round the corner to Rosemount and slow my pace. The butterflies in my belly crash and burn. At twenty-one years old, the last place I expected to find myself is at my mother’s house, but I saw no other choice. Stonefall could be my only safe haven, even if it’s littered with bitter memories I once vowed I’d never come back to.

			My heart is still hammering as I make my way up the gravel drive, the rocks crunching under my feet. It’s been three long years since I’ve been here, since I’ve seen my mother, and I have to give myself a mental nudge to keep moving.

			The siding on the two-story farmhouse is old and wooden. When my mother was pregnant with me, my father had a huge addition built on one side of the house. Now both parts—old and new—are saturated from the rain and I wonder how much longer the siding can truly last. Surely it’s a breeding ground for mold and bacteria. The grass is long and overgrown; it hasn’t been cut in ages, and one of the dark gray window shutters hangs, lopsided, by a single screw.

			I walk up the steps, noticing the screen on the door is ripped, and when I open it, it creaks like the hinges have never seen oil. The smell of stale smoke permeates the air. It’s been absorbed into each and every surface, embedding itself in the fibers of the house. I cover my nose with the crook of my arm and step inside.

			My mom is passed out on the couch in her work uniform. She must have worked the night shift at the diner. I examine her, sad to find she’s aged ten years in just a few. Her dark hair is styled in a pixie cut and she looks underweight. Her head is tilted to the side, the rise and fall of her chest subtle. I expected to see a bottle of brandy clutched in her grasp, but there’s nothing. On the table beside her sits a notebook, an ashtray, and a pack of gum.

			I shrug my backpack off my shoulders and drop it on the floor before unzipping my hoodie and allowing it to fall on top of the pack. I didn’t tell her I was coming. “Mom.”

			She grumbles in her sleep and rolls over, so I poke her in the back. “Mom,” I say more forcefully. “Get up.” I sit down on what little room there is beside her. “C’mon, Mom, let’s get you to bed.”

			This time it works. She flips over, opens her eyes, and bolts upright. “Emma, what are you doing here?”

			I shrug. “I came to visit.”

			She rubs her eyes. “For how long?”

			“Listen, can we talk about it after you sleep? I’ll clean up a little bit.”

			She gives a small smile followed by a yawn. “That sounds nice.”

			Something is amiss. She seems tired but fine . . . normal. My mom was never fine and sure as hell not normal. She shuffles up the stairs toward her room and after I’m sure she’s settled herself, I tackle the task of cleaning this place. My mother has never been much of a housekeeper, nor has she been a light sleeper, so I turn the radio on and crank it as I start on the dishes. I’m sure that the ground beneath us could split through the middle and swallow us whole and she wouldn’t so much as bat a sleeping eyelash.

			Once the dishes are set to dry, I move on to the countertops, scrubbing vigorously with steel wool. I wish I could scrub away at myself this way, removing the layers and layers of filth.

			I’m so engrossed in the effort of cleaning the counter perfectly that I don’t look up until the music stops. I spin around to see Marley Scott standing there, arms folded over her chest, lips pursed and her brow arched. She’s shorter than I am and incredibly curvy. A total buxom blond bombshell, desired by every man and envied by every girl. She’s the reason I bleached my hair when we were younger. I wanted to be her.

			“I was going to call you,” I say, immediately defensive. “I just wanted to tidy up first.”

			She bites her bottom lip and I watch as it stretches into a huge smile. Marley is dressed in a short denim skirt and a tank top so low that her boobs are risking an appearance with a run-of-the-mill wardrobe malfunction. “You’re forgiven,” she decides. “But if I have to find out my best friend is back in town from Mateo Cruz ever again, I swear to God, I’ll kick your ass.”

			“I was trying to keep it quiet until I was a little more settled, but my car broke down. Mateo drove by and called Tristan.”

			She steps into the kitchen, and the numerous chains that hang loosely around her neck jingle each time she moves. Rather than sit on a chair, she hoists herself up onto the table. “Mateo’s got a big mouth.” She grins wickedly. “You know what they say about guys with big mouths.”

			“You’re hopeless.” I point to the table. “Your ass is where I eat.”

			Her eyes widen and she wiggles around the table. “Excellent. Easier for you to kiss it. Why didn’t you tell me you were coming, Em? When I didn’t hear from you, I figured you were bailing like you did last summer and the summer before that and so on. In fact, I was making plans to come to the city to surprise you.”

			I can’t tell her why I’m here. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t bring myself to utter the words. “I guess I beat you to it. Surprise!” I say. “Do you want something to drink? I have—” I stop, realizing the only thing I truly have is no idea about what could be behind the fridge door. I open it and peer inside, expecting to see beer, but there is only a carton of orange juice and a cardboard box coated in grease. I use the tips of my fingers to uncover whatever it is and pull it out to show Marley. “Orange juice and something that was maybe once chicken.”

			“I’ll take the OJ. Negative on the chow, if you could call it that.”

			I toss the chicken-like substance in the trash and grab two glasses before filling them with the rest of the juice. “Nothing around here has changed much,” I mutter, handing one to Marley.

			She sips her juice. “You can’t expect me to believe that’s why you came back to this shithole. To confirm that nothing has changed—which, by the way, you’re wrong about. Your mom stopped drinking. Maybe you’d know that if you bothered to show up or listen to me at all.”

			“My mom says she stopped drinking; that doesn’t make it true.”

			“She did. Right around the time you stopped coming home.”

			Home.

			When Marley told me my mother had given up the bottle, I was far too afraid to get my hopes up. Denying it was possible seemed like an easier—and less disappointing—option. Now that I’m here, all signs point to the fact that Marley was telling the truth.

			I look down. “It seems a little too good to be true.” Marley isn’t a fan of bad news or things that are less than perfect, which makes me question how we ever became friends in the first place, but she doesn’t push me further.

			“Well,” she says. “You picked a good day to come back. There’s a party tonight at the beach for the start of summer.”

			“I don’t want to go to a party, Mar.”

			She sticks her bottom lip out in a pronounced pout. “Please?”

			“I just got here. I need to find a job soon, not be ripping it up like we’re still in high school.”

			She holds her hand up. “Whoa. Wait. What? I thought you were here for the summer. How long are you staying?”

			“For a while.”

			She clasps her hands under her chin excitedly. “You have loads of time to find a job! C’mon, Emma, you skipped out for three summers, all with really lame excuses, and didn’t even tell me you were coming back even though we text all the time. I think it’s fair to say you owe me.”

			“I owe you a party?”

			“You owe me something,” she says. “And I want to go to the party.”

			I roll my eyes. “I really don’t want to.”

			“You need to loosen up. To relax a little. It’ll be just like old times.”

			The guilt about avoiding both Stonefall and Marley for the last three years chews at my insides. I don’t want to see her unhappy, so I force a smile. “Fine. Sure. But I need time to get settled.”

			“Is that your way of kicking me out?”

			I consider her question. “Yes. Yes it is.”

			“Fine,” she says. “But I’ll be back here at seven sharp. Be ready.”

			Marley stands and stretches her hands high above her head. Her body leaves no question about why men fall all over themselves for her. She’s not too tall, not too thin, her curves those of the pinup girl days and all very real. Most of all, Marley is the most confident girl I know.

			Nothing has changed.

			I still want to be her.

			Tristan

			I’ve moved on from the dead sexy carburetor to trying to determine why Emma’s Volkswagen died. As soon as I crank the ignition, it makes that terrible screeching noise. That sound combined with the smoke billowing from the engine leads me to believe that it’s a super-simple fix like the fan belt.

			I’d taken her car off the tow and crawled inside to start the engine. The smell of butterscotch lingered in the air, a small tease of what her skin must taste like. Lip glosses in every flavor imaginable were strewn all over the passenger seat next to a bottle of water, but other than that, the car was clean. Almost obsessively so.

			I pop the trunk, where the engine is located in an older Beetle, and begin to investigate when Mateo’s booming voice echoes through the shop. “What did I tell you, amigo?” He begins to gyrate his hips like a moron. “She’s beautiful.”

			“Yeah,” I agree. “She is. She’s also an ice queen. A beautiful ice queen with no money to pay for her car. Fucking stellar, man—thanks.” I flip him the middle finger and return my attention to the engine.

			Mateo waves his hand. “Psh. Details. She’s hot.”

			I rest my hands on the back of Emma’s car and squint my eyes at him. “Is that all you think about? Women?”

			He mocks offense, then holds three fingers up. “I think about three things in life. Women, boxing, and Marley Scott.”

			“Marley Scott is a woman,” I point out.

			“Marley Scott isn’t just a woman and doesn’t deserve to be in the same category as other women. She encapsulates every ounce of femininity that is a woman within her.” He perches himself on a bar stool shoved up against the wall and looks as dreamy as a lovesick girl. “She’s sex and candy.”

			I shake my head and duck it back under to try and retrieve the fan belt. The crappy thing about little cars is that my hands have a much harder time removing parts. Sure enough, when I finally get in there and take it out, the thing is snapped in half and chewed to shreds. I hold it up proudly. “Knew it!”

			“Are you even listening?” Mateo gripes.

			“First of all, last I checked you aren’t my girlfriend, so stop acting like it by asking me if I listen to you. Next thing I know you’re going to tell me we never fucking cuddle anymore. Secondly, yeah, I hear you. Marley is Skittles and sex, or whatever.” I narrow my eyes. “Did you come here for a reason? I’m working. Actually, I’m volunteering, since your business referral can’t pay for her car repair or tow truck.”

			“Ah,” Mateo says, “maybe so, but now she owes you and that can’t be entirely bad.”

			“You’re a doofus. She doesn’t owe me anything. What do you want?”

			“There’s a party at the pier tonight.”

			I shrug and head to the shelving units where we keep supplies. I have no idea if we have the right belt for her car or if I’m going to have to order it. “You going?”

			“We are going,” Mateo says. “I just came to remind you.”

			“ ‘Remind me’ implies that I agreed to go in the first place. I told you I wasn’t going.” My eyes scan the shelves. No dice. I’ll have to order it.

			“You did not,” he says. “You said you’d think about it.”

			I didn’t say that, but I’m not going to argue. “I thought about it. Still not going.”

			“You’re going, bro.”

			“Nope. I could think of a million other things I’d rather do.”

			“You’ll come. Know why?”

			“I won’t, but I’ll play along. Why?”

			“Because when I told Marley that I’d run into Emma she threw herself at me.”

			“Threw herself at you, huh? Is that why you’re here in my shop instead of making sweet love to Marley Scott?”

			Mateo looks away. “She hugged me. You’re missing the point. The stars are aligned and I’m going to make her fall in love with me.”

			I roll my eyes. “Marley isn’t going to fall in love with you, dude. She’s too in love with herself.”

			Mateo points an accusing finger. “Don’t talk about her like that. Also, you’re painfully fucking responsible and I am going to drink like a damned fool, so I’ll need you to drive me home.”

			“I don’t want to drive your sorry ass home so I can listen to you complain about how Marley doesn’t know you have a dick.”

			Mateo grins, knowing he’s almost worn me down enough. He’s like water eroding a rock. “You don’t want to, but you will because I want to.”

			“Whatever,” I say. “But I’m not staying late and if I’m driving, your ass better remember that.”

			He throws his arms in the air victoriously before sliding off the stool. “C’mon. I’m starving—let’s go for pizza. Carb load.”

			When Mateo has decided I’m done working for the day, there’s no point in trying to continue because he will harass me until he gets his way. I wipe my hands and throw the towel at him. He catches it and puts it down. “I gotta have a shower. Meet you at Luigi’s,” I say.

			“Don’t be long.”

			It takes every ounce of hot water to wash away the chill from the rain and Emma’s glacial attitude. By the time I’m done, I feel almost human again. I select a pair of dark jeans and a plain black tee. When I tie the laces to my running shoes, I can’t help but think of how Emma and I are the same, both running from something.

			Emma

			For the next hour after Marley leaves, I clean the main floor of the house. When I’m done it’s far from perfect, but it’s undeniably a definite improvement from when I got here. There’s an array of microwave dinners in the freezer and I select a sad-looking lasagna, which I pop into the microwave before hoisting a black garbage bag up and over my shoulder to deposit on the curb.

			Logan Spade, the boy next door, is outside hauling crates of plants from the trunk of his mother’s car, his eyes peeking over the top of the foliage.

			“Emma.” His voice is obnoxiously chipper. “Long time no see. How’s it going?”

			For a fraction of a second, I debate telling Logan how it’s going but decide against it. “Fine, I guess. How are you?” I don’t really care how he’s doing, but it seems like the next logical step in the conversation.

			He walks forward and sets the crate on the front porch before turning to face me and raking his hands through his messy hair. “It’s good. Fantastic, actually—I’m getting ready to head to New York in September.”

			“Wow.” Logan was always a bit of an introvert. New York is the last place I’d expect him to be. “That’s great, Logan.” I feign enthusiasm to hide the part of me that’s jealous and wonder what it must be like to chase dreams rather than hide from nightmares.

			He beams. “I know. It’s crazy, right? What about you? What brings you back to Stonefall?”

			My survival instinct.

			I kick at the gravel with the toe of my shoe and jam my thumb behind me toward the house. “It’s my mom,” I say. “You know how it is.”

			Logan has lived here his entire life. He knows how it is. I’d be willing to bet money that he’s helped her home from the bar a time or two. I almost want to ask him if he’s had to do so lately, but there is a small part of me that wants to think it’s possible that my mother’s days of alcohol-fueled benders are over.

			The look he shoots me is one that is rampant whenever I’m in town. Sympathy. He’s uncomfortable, so he changes the subject. “So are you coming to the beach party tonight?”

			I nod.

			“Me too.”

			“I have to go eat something,” I tell him. “So I guess I’ll see you there.”

			The smile on his face spells out his thoughts in block letters: he’s grateful to not have to talk to the loner girl next door for any longer than is required to be polite. I don’t mind so much. I’d rather keep to myself.

			When I return to the house, I notice the smell of stale smoke is nearly gone and has been replaced with the scent of pine cleaner and my spectacularly underwhelming lasagna. I remove the dish from the microwave and head up the stairs to my mother’s room to look in on her. Her body is nothing more than a lump under the covers that she has pulled over her head to block out the rays of the sun. Spinning on my heel, I head back down the stairs, hoping the minute-long detour has cooled the lasagna enough to eat by the time I get to my room.

			This space hasn’t changed since I was small. It wasn’t until five years or so ago that I moved up from a single bed to a double, but other than that, everything is identical, down to the pencil marks on the door frame charting my growth. Those were back in the days when my mother sometimes still acted like one. Sure, she’d let me stay out too late and feed me canned SpaghettiOs for dinner, but she’d also take the time to put my hair in ribbons and comment on how remarkable my height was. She’d tell me how gorgeous I was, and that with legs like mine, I was destined for greatness.

			Things didn’t exactly work out that way. I wasn’t even sure if I came close.

			I’d love to think my room is unchanged because my mother is sentimental and keeps it as a shrine—a tribute to her only daughter, untouched and undisturbed. I’d be kidding myself, though. In truth, my mom hadn’t spent enough of her lifetime sober to care that I outgrew the cotton-candy-pink walls about ten years ago.

			The lasagna is overcooked and bland. The soggy noodles require some real effort to finish, but when I’m done, as a reward, I allow myself to remove a cardboard roll from my backpack that contains something I treasure. I twist the end of the tube open before tipping it over. The contents spill out on the bed and my adrenaline spikes at the prospect of something, anything, being comfortable and familiar, even if it is just a bunch of maps. I go to work setting them all up until not even a speck of the pink shows through.

			Maps both old and new cover the walls. There are a few of the entire world and smaller ones of North America, Europe, and Asia. I insert pushpins into Boulder, Stonefall, and Mexico because I’ve been to all of these places. I stop, wondering what it would be like to eat seafood in Japan or walk through the streets of New York while devouring a hot dog from a street vendor. One day my world will be so much more than a sad display of pushpins on a map.

			I feel disgusting after scrubbing this place clean, so I take a shower and blow-dry my hair. When Marley shows up at precisely seven o’clock, I’m wearing a tank top with a hooded sweater, jeans, and my favorite sandals, all accessorized with a fake smile.

		

	
		
			THREE
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			Tristan

			I can’t decide if watching Mateo eat a pizza is disgusting or fascinating. Maybe it’s both. He’s ordered a meatlovers, and the thing is piled high with dead animal flesh that I’m not even sure he’s tasting because he’s inhaling it like a vacuum cleaner.

			Luigi’s is packed. All the younger residents of Stonefall have arrived in droves to load themselves with carbs that they can divest later. I sip on my cola and find my eyes darting around the room in search of the sad girl who runs. Part of me hopes to see her until the more sensible part—the one that sometimes thinks—reminds me that a girl like her is the very last thing I need.

			Instead of finding Emma, I find Jenny Jenkins. She’s walking to our table, swinging her hips as if she’s donned an invisible hula hoop. She’s wearing a white romper, strapless with no bra, and she looks fucking incredible.

			“Looking for me, hot stuff?” she asks.

			I smile. “Always.”

			She straddles me and grinds against my jeans. When my body reacts the only way it knows how, she bites her bottom lip and smiles seductively. “Ooh, Tristan. Is that for me?”

			Could be. Jenny grew up here. She’s a great girl, and the two of us have a very simple understanding to help each other out. No strings attached. Neither of us is in a committed relationship, we’re both grown-ups, and we know each other well enough that nothing is forced or weird. She’s wild in bed. Even so, I know she’s not going to gift me with something nasty. She’s clean but likes to have a little fun, and that makes her just about perfect.

			I run my hands up her thighs and trace my thumbs along the inside of her legs. She lets out a tiny moan. “Maybe later,” I tell her. “If you’re good.”

			Jenny grabs my bottom lip in hers, bites, and whispers something about wanting to be bad. She stands and says, “Find me after the party.”

			“I will.”

			As she walks away with the same swagger in her hips, Mateo has stopped eating long enough to glare at me.

			I smirk. “What?”

			“You don’t even have to try for it.”

			“You wouldn’t either,” I point out, “if you wanted anyone other than Marley. You need to open up your options. You’re perpetually wanting what you can’t have.”

			He shoves the last of his pizza in his mouth. “Whatever.”

			“It’s true. You aren’t lacking in choices. You’re limiting yourself being hung up on some chick.”

			Mateo crumples up his napkin and tosses it on his now empty plate. “She’s not—”

			“Some chick,” I finish for him. “I know. Sorry. You’re limiting your options being hung up on Marley Scott and her surreal beauty.”

			“Better,” he says.

			“Are you done?”

			“Even if I wasn’t, pretty sure I just lost my appetite.”

			I stick my bottom lip out in a pout. “Aww, muffin.”

			Twenty minutes later we’re at the beach and I’m already wishing I could go home. The whole party scene isn’t for me anymore, but Mateo hasn’t come to the same conclusion, so I find myself attending these parties far more than I want to.

			I people-watch as carloads of attendees arrive. When some girl I’ve never seen before slips her phone number in my hand, Mateo chugs his beer back. “Is there anything you don’t service?”

			I shake my head. “Nope. I think I got everything covered.”

			He’s about to reply to me when Paige Kramer approaches. Paige has wanted Mateo for about as long as Mateo has wanted Marley, so basically forever. The problem is, Mat has tunnel vision where Marley is concerned.

			Paige plants her feet in front of his, her finger twirling around her red locks. “Hey, sexy.”

			Mateo waits a second before responding. “If it isn’t the ravishing beauty, Paige. How’s it going?”

			She extends her pointer finger like it’s a weapon and runs it from Mateo’s chest all the way down past his gut. “I’ll be better if you take that shirt off and come and do some body shots.” She pulls the side of her shirt down, revealing a toned, tanned, perfectly curved shoulder. “I’ll let you go first,” she says.

			What happens next is how I know Mateo’s feelings for Marley are very, very real. He hesitates. He actually fucking hesitates until I elbow him in the ribs, shocking him into speaking. “Uh, can I take a rain check, sweetheart?”

			Okay, so maybe Mateo’s feelings have morphed into certifiable insanity. I make a conscious effort not to gape, to sip my beer and shut my mouth. Paige pouts and walks away, and I’m about to give him hell when Marley’s black Mustang rumbles into the parking lot.

			Mateo grabs the railing of the boardwalk like it’s the only thing keeping him standing. “Fuck. There she is.”

			“Relax, man—isn’t she the reason we came? ’Cause the stars are aligned and crap like that?”

			“Yeah, but look at her,” he says. “She’s beautiful.”

			I’ll give Mateo that, Marley is beautiful, but as they get out of the car, my gaze belongs to Emma. She walks a good five feet or so behind Marley like she’s content to stay in the shadows, her lips drawn in a straight line.

			Her hair is dry now and curled on the ends, hanging loosely almost to her waist. She’s got on tight jeans that hug every single curve on her body. Even covered, her legs once again go on forever because she’s got them planted in that same impressive pair of sandals she wore earlier. I think she’s wearing a sleeveless shirt, but it’s hard to tell because she has a sweater on. It’s my favorite part of her whole ensemble because there are two bright green skeletal hands silkscreened on the front. One for each of her breasts, which are full and a lot less hard than they were last time I saw them.

			“There’s trouble,” Mateo says.

			He has no idea.

			Emma

			The speed with which Marley can move in wedge heels stretches far beyond admirable. It’s downright inspiring. I can walk in them, but Marley could run a five-mile race. The way her legs move her hips side to side, she’s turning heads the second we step out of the car. Tristan and Mateo stand shoulder-to-shoulder at the top of the boardwalk. Tristan looks past Marley to me. No doubt he’s wondering why he was forced into helping a charity case and how I’m going to pay for my car, while Mateo is looking at Marley like she’s the only thing keeping his feet anchored to the ground. My thoughts wander to what it would feel like to have someone look at me like that—as if I were the only person on earth who matters.
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