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Dedication


For every girl who has known the scary, confusing, wonderful,
thrilling adventure of falling in love . . .
And for every girl who hasn’t yet, but one day will . . .
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Chapter 1

KENDALL



I loved Jeremy Swanson.

I loved his long, slow kisses, his dimpled smile. I loved the way one of his hands always came to rest on the small of my back when we walked.

“I love you, Kendall,” he whispered breathlessly as he trailed his mouth along my neck before returning it to my lips for another searing kiss.

I loved that most of all. That he loved me, quirks included.

We were doing our contortionist impression, as we struggled to find a comfortable position in the cramped backseat of his car that was quickly turning into a sauna. Because of all the mosquitoes, we had the windows rolled up. Because of the price of gas, the car wasn’t running, the air conditioner wasn’t blowing.

But neither of us cared about the discomforts. We were together. That was all that mattered.

Jeremy shifted, lost his precarious perch on the edge of the seat and, with a yelp, tumbled the few inches to the floor.

I laughed, held up a hand. “Sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry,” he said, moaning as he shoved himself into a sitting position. “I don’t know why my parents had to get me such a small car for a graduation present.”

“Probably because they knew this is what you’d be doing with it.”

He grinned. The shadows stopped me from seeing the little dimple that I knew had formed in his left cheek. “Probably. Dad worries that I’ll do something stupid before I even get to college.”

“Like fall in love,” I teased.

He leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss. “That’s the smartest thing I’ve done so far.”

He tried to get up but he was wedged between the front seat and the back. “This is ridiculous. I’m glad you love me. These moves wouldn’t impress a date.”

I placed my hand against his cheek, leaned in, and let my mouth play over his. “Your moves impress me.”

They always had. We’d been together for nearly four months, longer if I counted the friendship phase that had begun at the start of our senior year just after his family moved to town. Over spring break when my best friend, Avery Watkins, hadn’t been able to go to a movie with us, Jeremy had kissed me for the first time. It had been a sweet kiss, a tentative brushing of his lips over mine as though he were afraid I’d take offense and slap him or something. I hadn’t taken offense. Instead I’d moved in to welcome his advance. He’d taken the kiss deeper and I’d fallen hard.

Now, without breaking off the kiss, he tried to smoothly get back onto the seat. He grunted, shifted, pulled away, and sighed. “I’m stuck.”

Ruffling my fingers through his short, blond hair, I laughed again. “And I intend to take advantage of that.”

I kissed him again. He cupped my face, his thumb stroking the underside of my chin where the skin was soft and sensitive. Shivers went through me. He skipped his tongue over my lips before slipping it inside to dance with mine. He always took his time. He always went slow.

Sometimes slower than I wanted.

I tugged his shirt out of his jeans, glided my hand beneath the soft material, and skimmed my palm up his back. He groaned low, began pushing himself up—

“Oh, God! Oh, God! My back’s cramping.” His hand flew to his side, his head reared back.

“Okay, hold on.” I opened the door and clambered out of the car, trying to give him more room to maneuver. I pulled on his legs. He really was wedged in there. We’d already moved the seats up as far as they would go. “Here, take my hand.”

Finally he was able to shift slightly so he could crawl backward out of the car. Arching with his hands pressed to his spine, he paced back and forth several times. With a look of contrition, he finally straightened and laughed with an exaggerated roll of his eyes. “That car has got to go.”

Although it was relatively new, it was the unsexiest thing I’d ever seen and looked like something my grandmother would drive to church. Walking over to him, I flattened my palms against his chest. “Maybe you could trade it in for a motorcycle.”

“Where would we make out?”

Good question. I’d have to talk to Avery about that. She pretty much became a motorcycle expert when she started dating Fletcher Thomas.

I heard the beep of an incoming text on my phone. I opened the front door, reached in, and grabbed my phone from where it rested on the console. Speak of the devil.

Avery:

Going to B.S. Meet us?

I almost said no but I was tired of the cramped backseat. I looked over my shoulder. “Want to meet Avery and Fletcher at the Burger Shack?”

“Guess I kinda ruined the mood with my old guy, back-out-of-whack impersonation.”

“It’s more the heat.” I slapped at a mosquito. “The bugs. And I’m a little hungry.”

“Okay, let’s go.” He slammed the back door while I slid into the passenger seat. Then he closed my door before jogging around and slipping behind the wheel.

He started off, slow and careful, backing away from the lake until we reached the road. I didn’t look to see what other cars were out there. This area was pretty much make-out central, but couples deserved their privacy.

“You know,” he began, “you don’t have to say Avery and Fletcher. If it’s Avery, I assume it’s Fletcher, too, now.”

Avery and Fletcher had started dating seriously just a few weeks ago. “I’m so glad she got a boyfriend,” I said. “I think she was starting to get a little uncomfortable hanging around with us all the time.” She’d been my best friend forever and Jeremy had always been good about inviting her to go places with us. I loved how considerate he was, but I had to admit it was nice that Jeremy and I had more time alone now.

“The right boyfriend.” Jeremy cast a quick glance my way. “You didn’t just want a boyfriend, did you? You wanted the right one.”

“Totally.” Reaching across the console, I touched his arm. “And you’re the right one for me. That’s what I wanted for Avery. Just didn’t expect the right one to be him.” Fletcher had a bad-boy reputation, had needed to take a summer class to graduate from high school. Avery was all smarts, ranked third in our class, and nearly always followed the rules. The ones she broke were harmless.

“I like him,” Jeremy said.

“He’s a lot different than I thought.” I knew Fletcher as a tough guy who often came to school looking like he’d been in a brawl. After getting to know him, though, I realized how sweet he could be—at least where Avery was concerned. The guy would do anything for her.

Jeremy pulled into the B.S. parking lot, came around, and opened the car door for me. It had taken me a while to get used to him doing that. I’d never had anyone open the door for me, but his dad had taught him to be courteous. It was a little old-fashioned, but I liked it. When we got to the front door of the restaurant, he held it open while I walked through.

Avery wasn’t here yet, so we settled in a booth near the back by the window so we had a view of the parking lot. We’d barely sat down, when I saw a motorcycle with two people on it roar into the lot. My heart skipped a beat at the recklessness. Jeremy would never take a risk like that. He was sure and steady—just like me. But I couldn’t help thinking about the thrill of the ride, noticing how brightly Avery was smiling as she got off the bike. Joy and happiness radiated off her.

“Is that why you suggested I trade in my car for a motorcycle?” Jeremy asked.

I’d been so absorbed watching them that I jerked with a little guilt at Jeremy’s question. “It just looks like it would be fun, doesn’t it?”

“A car is more practical. What do they do if they have to haul a bunch of stuff?”

Turning slightly, I looked at Jeremy with his conservative haircut. I put my hand over his, and he immediately turned his palm up and threaded our fingers together. I didn’t know why our mode of transportation was suddenly nagging at me. “But it would be exciting.”

“As long as you don’t smile while you’re whipping along and get bugs between your teeth.”

“I’ve never seen Fletcher with bugs.”

“He doesn’t smile all that much, either.”

“True.” Leaning in, I gave him a quick kiss. “And I love your smile.”

“Love yours, too. Bet I wouldn’t see it at all if we got caught in a rainstorm while riding that thing. We’d be like drowned cats.”

“I hadn’t considered that. It’s not very practical, is it?”

“Not that I can see.”

I wasn’t quite ready to give up on the thrill of having one. “Good gas mileage, maybe?”

“Drowned cat,” he repeated.

“Maybe we’re being too practical.” And boring.

Hearing the door open, I looked back. Avery was walking in, Fletcher right on her heels. I couldn’t be sure but I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d opened the door for herself. Fletcher was not as polite as Jeremy, not that Avery seemed to mind. She slid into the booth, sitting across from me.

“Hey, guys,” she said, smiling brightly.

Dropping onto the bench seat, Fletcher immediately put his arm around her shoulders and acknowledged us with a nod. Fletcher Thomas was a guy of few words.

“What were you up to?” Avery asked.

I felt myself grow warm, knew I was blushing. “Nothing special.”

Fletcher studied me, shifted his gaze to Jeremy, and hitched up a corner of his mouth. I figured he knew exactly what we’d been doing.

“We were down by the lake,” Jeremy said, and I wondered if I’d wounded his pride, if he felt a need to prove something with Fletcher around.

“Skinny-dipping?” Fletcher asked, a devilish twinkle in his eyes.

“Absolutely not,” I said with conviction. I gave Avery a pointed look meant to convey the question: Have you skinny-dipped?

Laughing, she rubbed his arm. “He’s always trying to talk me into trying it.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Fletcher assured us.

“Fish nibbling at things I don’t want them nibbling at,” Jeremy said.

I loved that he considered all the ramifications of his actions. Which was one of the reasons he’d make a good lawyer. And one of the reasons that he hadn’t quite landed safely on second base yet. He put his hands under my shirt, but he never moved past my lower ribs. Limiting temptation and showing respect for me.

That’s how he had explained it the night I thought we’d be going further, possibly even all the way. I’d told my mom that I was sleeping over at Avery’s and instead had spent the entire night with Jeremy. We’d checked into a motel at the edge of town, walked into our room, and watched a roach crawl across the wall.

“This is not what I want for our first time,” he’d told me.

It hadn’t been what I wanted, either. We were both virgins . . . and too broke to afford anything nicer. So we’d left, driven to the lake, spent the night in his car talking about what our first time would be like. And he’d told me that he had too much respect for me not to make sure that it was special. That he knew I loved him and we didn’t have to have sex to prove that.

I knew our first time was going to be awesome, but until then, all I could do was admire his control. I always knew exactly where we stood, what to expect. No surprises.

Although as my mom was fond of saying: “Life without surprises is kind of boring.”

“Never found fish to be an issue,” Fletcher said now, bringing my thoughts back to the present.

“You’ve really gone skinny-dipping?” I asked.

Fletcher lifted a broad shoulder, moved a saltshaker to the center of the table for no apparent reason. “Sure. You should try it sometime. Seriously.”

I stared at the shaker he’d abandoned, moved it back where it belonged, before answering in a way that wouldn’t make me seem like a prude. “We’ll think about it. Now what do we want to eat?”

Avery and I told the guys what we wanted. They headed to the counter to place our orders. Leaning forward, I held Avery’s blue gaze. “Don’t take this wrong, but I’m still having a difficult time seeing you two together.”

“Maybe you need glasses,” she said, a teasing tone to her voice.

“What?”

“If you can’t see us.”

Avery only responded to the literal meaning of what I said when she was bothered by what I was trying to say, so I knew I’d hit on something that upset her. I probably wasn’t the only one who thought she and Fletcher were an odd match. “I didn’t mean that in a bad way,” I assured her. “It’s just that you’re so opposite.”

“Not as much as you think. But that’s what makes it fun.”

I looked toward the counter. I’d never seen Fletcher in anything except a black T-shirt that looked like it had shrunk in the wash. Even after our session in the car, Jeremy’s light-blue shirt was barely wrinkled. “Do you think we’re boring?”

“What? No.” Avery touched my arm, brought my attention back to her. “What brought that on?”

“You’ve gone skinny-dipping, haven’t you?”

“No.” She took a sugar packet and tapped it repeatedly as though she was trying to stir up her answer. “Although I probably will before summer’s over—or maybe once Fletcher and I get to Austin.”

“You’ve changed since you got together with him,” I said.

“A little, I guess. Don’t you think you’ve changed since you started dating Jeremy?”

“Not really. We’re the same as we were when it was just the three of us hanging together.”

“You’re cute together.”

Inwardly I cringed. “Cute” sounded like we were in elementary school or something.

Two girls got in the line and immediately started talking to Fletcher. His shadowed jaw made him look older, more dangerous. He’d always drawn girls’ attention. Jeremy, who had shaved before he picked me up, stood there trying not to look awkward, because they were ignoring him.

“What’s wrong?” Avery asked.

“Those girls.” I bit on my lower lip. “It’s stupid, but it bothers me that they aren’t talking to Jeremy. Like maybe they don’t think they could be into him.” I shook my head. “See, that is so shallow and stupid. I don’t want to be jealous, but I wouldn’t mind if girls were jealous of me.” Because if they were, then I’d know that they knew I had a terrific guy. I didn’t know why I needed that validation.

“I was,” Avery said quickly. “Jealous of you. Before I had Fletcher. I know that’s awful because you’re my best friend, but for a long time I wished that Jeremy had wanted to be my boyfriend instead of yours. I mean, the three of us hung out together. What was wrong with me that he didn’t choose me?”

“Nothing was wrong with you,” I reassured her. Then I added, “But I didn’t know you wanted him for a boyfriend.”

“Now I can see that we wouldn’t have been right together, but I would have said yes in a heartbeat if he’d asked me out. He’s so nice.”

He was nice. But was he too nice?

The guys returned to the table. Avery dropped that bag of sugar. I snatched it up and placed it back into its holder, noticed a yellow packet mixed in with the blue ones, plucked it out, and inserted it in its proper place. Then I smiled at Jeremy—a little guiltily because we’d been talking about him—as he set a cheeseburger and shake in front of me, and a basket of fries between us.

“Thanks.” He knew exactly how I liked my burger and he didn’t mind ordering it medium well, with a slice of cheese on top and a slice on the bottom, pickle, and tomato that wasn’t from the ends. Mustard on the bottom of the bun, mayo on the top, and the B. S. special sauce on top of the mayo. My mom always made me order my own burger. She was embarrassed that I couldn’t just order a burger by calling out a number or saying all the way. But I was particular. What was wrong with that? I knew what I wanted.

Avery and Fletcher had cheeseburgers, too, but they were sharing a basket of onion rings. I carefully unwrapped my burger, peered beneath the top bun to see everything exactly as I liked it, and bit into it.

“So . . .” Avery said as she dipped an onion ring into ketchup. “You know Dot, the owner of the Shrimp Hut?”

The Shrimp Hut was the restaurant on the beach where Avery worked on the weekends. “Yeah,” I said.

“Her mom is having some surgery so she’s going to be out of town for a few days next week and she asked me to house-sit, take care of her cat and dogs. The cool thing is, her house is on the beach. It has three bedrooms, and she said I could have company. Interested in joining us?”

Us? I looked at her, shifted my gaze to Fletcher, back to her. “The two of you?”

Grinning, she nodded.

“Your parents are okay with this?” I asked, stunned. Her dad was a cop who kept a pretty tight rein on things.

“I’m leaving for college in six weeks. They know they need to trust me. I’m officially curfew-less. They want me to let them know when I’ll be home, but they know there is nothing I’m going to do right now that I won’t do at college.” She shrugged. “They’re letting me grow up.”

My mom hadn’t given me a curfew in a while but I didn’t know if she’d approve if she knew Jeremy was going to be there. I suppose I didn’t have to tell her that he’d be there, although I’d felt so guilty about lying to her before that I’d confessed about our botched romantic night. Mom had just laughed and said, “Karma’s a bitch.” Now Karma was giving us a second chance with a bedroom on the beach. I couldn’t hide my excitement about that as I looked at Jeremy. “What do you think?”

“Up to you.”

He was always such a gentleman. Clearly he didn’t want to push me into anything and would let it be my decision. Although I did wish I heard a little more enthusiasm in his voice. “Could be loads of fun. I just don’t know if I can swing it with my mom.”

“There’s nothing you could do there that you can’t do just as easily out by the lake,” Fletcher pointed out.

I grimaced. “I don’t exactly tell her we go to the lake. But you’re right. I’ll talk to her.”

“Great!” Avery said. “We’ll have a blast. It’ll probably be two or three nights. Dot’s still working out the details. I’ll let you know when I have them.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Beneath the table, I squeezed Jeremy’s hand. We were getting an all-night-alone-in-a-bedroom-together do-over. This time I was determined we would round second base and head to third. I could hardly wait.





Chapter 2

JEREMY


As I walked through the door, I dropped my keys into a small bowl on a nearby narrow table that hugged the wall. I headed for the kitchen, not surprised when I heard, “You’re a little late.”

Stopping, I turned and faced my dad. No question whatsoever that we came from the same gene pool. Same blond hair, same boring brown eyes, same unimpressive height. “After the movie, we went to B.S. for a burger.”

“Wish you kids wouldn’t call it that.”

My dad wished for a lot of things, mostly that he hadn’t gotten my mom pregnant when they were eighteen. I’d heard numerous times about all the challenges they’d faced working, going to college part-time, taking care of me. Opportunities lost, dreams delayed.

“Sure that’s all you did?” he asked in his best lawyerly cross-examination voice.

“Movie and burger.” What happened in between was none of his business even though I knew he thought it was. I’d had the responsibility lecture so many times that it was practically part of my DNA now. I pointed toward the kitchen. “I’m going to grab a water.”

I tried to ignore the fact that my father was trailing behind me like a bloodhound on the scent of an escaped convict.

“This girl you’re spending all your time with . . .”

Gritting my teeth, I grabbed a bottle of spring-fed water from the fridge, slammed the door closed, leaned against it, and unscrewed the cap. “Her name—again—is Kendall, and I’m not just spending time with her. She’s my girlfriend.”

“You’re too young to be this serious about someone. You need to be exploring possibilities.”

Strange advice coming from someone who had insisted I work at his law firm this summer, who had decided which universities I should apply to. “What possibilities? I love her. I’m happy with her. What more is there for me to look for?”

My dad glared. “I know you think I’m riding your ass for no good reason, but you’re going to change. What you have now may not be what you want in a few years or even a few months.”

“Talking from experience?” I didn’t know why my parents were still together. They did nothing except pick at each other. I shoved myself away from the refrigerator and headed for the doorway.

“Don’t take that attitude with me,” he snapped.

I stopped only long enough to toss back at him, “Just because you’re unhappy doesn’t mean I am or will be. Kendall and I are perfect together. Get used to it.”

I’d taken three steps when my dad barked, “Get a haircut.”

I swung around to stare at him. “Seriously? That’s how we’re going to end this?”

“You’re starting to look unkempt. Appearance is everything.”

Appearance of a happy home, marriage, career. “Whatever.”

Striding out, I suddenly wished that I owned that motorcycle Kendall had mentioned so I could go roaring away from here. But then again, that feeling was nothing new. I’d wanted to get out of here ever since I’d overheard my parents refer to me as the biggest mistake of their lives.





Chapter 3

KENDALL


    Lunch?

Jeremy’s text came in as I was leaning against a tree waiting for Drifter to finish sniffing around in search of the perfect spot to do his business. The German shepherd was so fussy. His owner, Sandy Miller, was out of town for a few days so I walked and fed him while she was away. He was fine being by himself at night. And it gave me a little spending money.

I texted back:

Jo-Jo’s?

Jeremy:

C U there.

Smiling, I slipped my phone back into my shorts pocket. Drifter had come over and was looking up at me, his tail wagging fiercely. He was always so pleased with his accomplishments. Removing a plastic bag from the other pocket of my shorts, I proceeded to clean up his mess, tossed it in a nearby trash can, and carried on along the neighborhood trail.

Once I returned Drifter to his home, I headed off to meet Jeremy in my bright red Smart car.

He was already in a booth at Jo-Jo’s Diner when I got there. Grinning, he slid off the bench and waited for me to join him. It was the manners thing his dad had drilled into him. When I got near, he kissed me on the cheek. Then we both settled into the booth.

We’d eaten at the family diner often enough that we didn’t have to look at the menu. He ordered meat loaf and I went with fried chicken. While we were waiting, I reached across the table and held his hands. He was wearing a long-sleeved, buttoned, light-blue shirt and a dark blue tie. He’d loosened the tie. Made him look sexy, rebellious.

“Everything okay?” I asked.

He shrugged, smiled. “Missed you.”

Warmth swirled through me. Even after all these months, sometimes it was difficult to believe that he loved me. His family had way more money than mine, lived in a larger house. His dad was a lawyer for Pete’s sake, which just sounded fancy. They’d taken us to a high-end restaurant for Jeremy’s birthday. He’d had to wear a sport coat. He’d looked great, but the evening was so formal and uncomfortable. I’d worried that I would use the wrong utensil or make a mistake in etiquette that would have everyone raising eyebrows at me. My mom and I liked to hang out at Cheez It Up, a pizza place with a rodent for a mascot and a carnival atmosphere. “How’s work?”

“Same-o. Researching stuff.”

“TV shows make it look so exciting to be a lawyer,” I said. “What if you’re bored because you really have no interest in the law?”

He looked out the window. “My dad would be disappointed. Sometimes I think he’s trying to relive his life through me.” He shook his head. “Sorry, just got into it with him last night. Guess some of the remnants of our discussion are lingering.”

“Why didn’t you say something when you texted good night?”

“I didn’t want to bother you with it.”

“Jeremy! I’m your girlfriend. We’re supposed to share stuff.”

“Not this.”

I was a little hurt that he would keep something from me, because I assumed we shared everything. I’d been with him long enough to know he and his dad seldom had discussions. They were often at odds, but he rarely talked about it. I was surprised that he’d agreed to work with his dad this summer.

“Did the argument have anything to do with our going to the beach with Avery?” I asked.

“No, I didn’t even go there. I don’t have to get his permission. I’m eighteen.”

I stared at him, surprised but also impressed with his rebelliousness. He always got his parents’ approval if we were doing something other than just hanging out. I wondered if Fletcher was rubbing off on him or if he was simply coming into his own.

The waitress came to our table. Jeremy and I unlocked hands and she set the food down.

“How’s Drifter?” Jeremy asked, and I recognized that he wanted to move the discussion away from his dad. He’d met the dog when I cared for him before. See? The sharing thing.

“Doing good.” I waved my drumstick around. “You know, I’ve been thinking that we could bring in some extra money pet-sitting while at A&M. It’s not like high school, where we’re in class all day. Our schedules will be more flexible.”

“We?” he asked.

“Yeah, I figure we could do it together if you want. I even have a name for it. ‘Pawsitively Pampered.’ Positively spelled P-A-W-S, etc.”

“You’ve given a lot of thought to it.”

I shrugged. “I’m going to need some spending money. Don’t want to depend on my mom for everything.”

“Wish I didn’t have to depend on my dad for anything. I’ll help you where I can, but I’m planning on getting a job that will give me more independence.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“I don’t know. But I’m going to start browsing the Aggie website for an on-campus job.”

“I’ll do that, too. It would be nice to have something firmed up before we got there. I can’t believe it’s only a few more weeks before we leave.” We’d managed to get rooms in the same coed dorm. While we weren’t sharing a room, at least we wouldn’t be that far away from each other.

“It can’t come soon enough.”

“The beach vacation will be a nice break. Mom said I could go, so I’m all good.” The advantage to being a high school graduate about to head off to college was that when I asked my mom if it was okay for me to spend a couple of nights at the beach, house-sitting with Avery, she didn’t bat an eye when she said yes. But she did toss out one of her usual truisms: “Just remember that all actions have consequences.”

I knew that she was referring to any actions with Jeremy, that she was aware he’d probably be there.

“It’ll be fun,” he said.

“And we’ll get to share a bed.”

Jeremy gave me a slow smile. “Yeah. Maybe it’ll work out differently this time. Although it might be awkward with Avery and Fletcher there.”

“Not if we’re quiet,” I said in a low voice. “And I can whisper.”

He laughed. “At least my back shouldn’t cramp.”

Reaching across the table, I squeezed his hand. “I’m really looking forward to it.”

“Yeah, me too.”

I was also just a little bit nervous about the prospect of what all might happen when we were alone in a bedroom at the beach. It seemed like it had the potential to be so romantic. I decided I was going to pack candles, clean sheets—not that I thought those on the bed wouldn’t be clean, but I just wanted to make sure. The more I thought about it, the more my palms began to grow damp. I needed a distraction.

“Hey, I’m working at the shelter this afternoon,” I said. I volunteered at Second Chance, the local pet shelter, at least three times a week. “You know, if you can sneak away from the office.”

“Not today. Besides, I need to get a haircut after work. My dad’s been ragging on me about it. Just this morning he said I looked like I was a member of a rock band.”

Jeremy looked more like a choirboy. His hair barely touched his ears. “Maybe you should grow it out for the rest of the summer. You know, continue the little rebellious streak you started by not asking your parents about the beach trip. I could really dig running my fingers through the longer strands.”

He studied me over the rim of his glass as he took a sip of his sweet tea. “The law office is so conservative.”

“But you’re not actually a lawyer.”

“True.” He ran his finger up and down the condensation on the glass. “Think you’d like it long?”

“I’d love it long,” I admitted. Jeremy was cute but I thought longer hair would make him hot. And if he didn’t shave every day he’d look older. Like Fletcher. Course Fletcher was older.

“I didn’t think my hair really mattered to you.”

I lifted my shoulders. “I like it however you want it, but it doesn’t hurt to change things up now and then.” I wound some strands of my curly hair around my finger. “I’m thinking of cutting mine way short.”

“I like it long.”

“It’s just so hard to take care of.”

“Yeah, pulling it back in a ponytail is probably challenging,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes.

I tossed a chip of ice at him. He ducked, laughed. I was so glad to hear him laugh. I hated when he was having a tough time dealing with his dad.

“I’m also thinking about adopting a dog,” I confessed.

“Your mom would kill you.”

I dropped my head back, groaned. “I know.” I must have inherited my love of dogs from my dad because my mom was not a fan. “But there’s this little basset hound, Bogart. He’s twelve, has arthritis in his hips, moves slowly. He’s been there for three weeks. I don’t think anyone is going to want him.”

“Maybe you should give it a little more time.”

“If you’re not getting a haircut, maybe you could stop by the shelter, adopt him. Your mom is home all day.” His mother didn’t have a job. She was into serving on boards and committees for various charities around town, which I guessed was another sort of work.

“I don’t think either of my parents would welcome a dog. And what about when I go off to college?”

“Do you have to be so practical?” I was really getting desperate to find a home for Bogart. Not that it was my job to place dogs. My job was to clean out their kennels, but still, I worried about them.

“Sorry, babe, but I know the dog would be miserable in my house.”

Because Jeremy was miserable in his house. Or not in his house, but with his parents. They’d never really warmed up to me or made me feel welcome. They weren’t rude or anything, but they were very distant. I was not at all bothered that we hardly ever spent any time at his place.

“I get that,” I told him.

“Maybe Avery will take him.”

“Maybe. I’ll check with her.”

“Or maybe when you get to the shelter, you’ll find he’s been adopted.”

“That would be even better,” I admitted.

But when I got to the shelter, Bogart was still in his kennel, curled in the corner. According to the forms that were filled out when he was brought in, his owner, Samuel Forrest, had died. I found that particularly sad. Not only had he lost someone he loved, but he’d lost his home.

He struggled to his feet, waddled over, and stuck his nose through one of the openings in the wired gate. I slipped my fingers through, rubbed his snout. Then, even though I had work to do, I opened the door, went in, and sat on the hard concrete. He crawled into my lap and I stroked his back.

“What am I going to do with you?” I asked with a sigh. We were a no-kill shelter so I knew he wouldn’t be put down, but I hated thinking of his spending what little time he might have left in this small space. Removing a leash that was dangling over my shoulders, I hooked it to his collar. “Come on. Let’s go out.”

His tongue was lolling as I escorted him down the hallway. The other dogs went nuts barking, but their time would come. They’d all get to come out for a romp in the fenced-in area behind the shelter. When I got Bogart outside, I unhooked his leash. He just dropped down beside my feet.

I couldn’t stay here with him. I had other dogs that I needed to bring out. Still I reached down and gave him an affectionate petting. He looked up, a plea in his eyes: More, please.

So I gave him a brisk rubbing over his back. He looked as though he were in heaven. “I’ll be back,” I told him reluctantly. He limped off to warm in the sun. My heart was breaking.

As I walked back inside, I pulled my phone from my shorts pocket and texted Avery.

Kendall:

At the shelter. Doesn’t your brother want a dog?

Avery:

Course. He’s a boy.

Kendall:

Come now. Have one for you.

Avery:

Not my decision.

Kendall:

Come look, anyway.

Avery:

K

I knew once I got her here that she would fall in love with Bogart. Then she’d convince her parents that a dog was a good idea.

My step was a little lighter when I went to retrieve the chocolate lab whose owner had decided he had too many dogs. At least that was the reasoning he’d put on the intake form. I’d seen that reason countless times and I never understood it. Did the owner just look around one day and think, I thought I had five dogs. Uh, I have six. One has to go.

Didn’t make sense.

I heard the beep of an incoming text and glanced at my cell phone to see a message from Jeremy.

Thinking of U. ☺

Smiling, I sent him back the same message. He was always texting me with little reminders about how much he loved and thought about me.

Chocolate was happy to see me, his entire body jerking back and forth with the enthusiasm of his wagging tail. He knew what it meant when I was holding the leash. When I opened the door, he jumped up, his paws landing heavily on the shoulders of my five-foot-four frame and nearly taking me down to the ground. He licked my neck and face. “Okay, okay.” Here was another dog that I wished like crazy I could take home.

Heck, if I could, I’d take them all.

“Hey, Kendall,” Terri, the shelter’s director, said as she walked in carrying what looked like a Lhasa apso mix.

“What a cutie!” I ran my fingers over his silken hair. He was beautiful, looked to be recently groomed.

“His name is Fargo. His owner just surrendered him because she can’t take care of him anymore. It was hard on her. She went through half a box of tissues while she filled out the paperwork.”

Difficult for the dog, too. He wouldn’t be able to understand why he was here. But he had such a sweet face. “How old is he?”

“Four.”

“Then he won’t be here long,” I assured her. The small, cute, young ones always went quickly.

“Hope not, but then I hope that for all of them.” She walked off to get him situated in his temporary home, and I led Chocolate outside. Once I unhooked the leash, he bounded across the open expanse. I could see Bogart still sunning himself.

I brought out two more dogs before lifting Bogart into my arms to carry him inside. He could walk, just not that well, and I felt like loving on him a little. I’d just gotten him settled in and was moving on to take a golden to the play area when I heard the door to the reception area open and glanced back. Avery and her six-year-old brother walked in.

I grinned when Tyler immediately squatted down in front of the first kennel and pressed his hand to the door. He had so much energy and excitement that I knew he would make a wonderful friend for a dog. For Bogart.

I started striding toward them. “Hey!”

Avery smiled. “Looks like love at first sight here.”

“You should look around,” I told her. “Make sure.”

“Oh, we will,” she assured me. “We’re not taking a Pyrenees home. My mom made it clear she’d veto anything too big.”

“Avery, look!” Tyler cried out as he hopped over to the next kennel where a Jack Russell terrier was showing off by leaping onto the windowsill. “I want him.”

“First of all, him is a her,” she said patiently. “But we want something a little less rambunctious.”

“What’s ram . . . ?” He screwed up his face.

“Rambunctious means energetic. You run around enough for ten dogs.”

“This one,” he said, and dashed across to another cage.

She just shook her head.

“We have a room where you can take a dog and play with him for a while, figure out if you mesh,” I told her as we joined her brother outside another kennel.

She studied the sheet clipped to the door that provided all the stats we knew about the dog and some of our guesses. The dachshund had been a stray so we could only guess age, and as far as we could tell he wasn’t housebroken. As though to prove the point, he lifted a leg—

Avery snatched her brother up out of the incoming stream. “Definitely want one that’s housebroken,” she said.

“There’s a really sweet basset hound over here,” I told her, and directed them toward Bogart.

Bogart struggled up and limped to the door. Sometimes I felt like the dogs knew exactly what was going on, that they were on display, that people were trying to determine whether or not to provide them with a home.

“What’s wrong with him?” Tyler asked, squatting down until he was practically eye level. “Does he have an owie?”

“He has arthritis,” I said. Tyler blinked at me. Right, he probably didn’t know what arthritis was. “Yeah, he has an owie.”

“Oh.” He pouted out his lower lip in sympathy and turned back to Bogart.

I looked at Avery expectantly but she was shaking her head as she read his paperwork. “What’s the life expectancy of a basset hound?” she asked really quietly.

I couldn’t lie to her, no matter how badly I wanted him to have a home. “Ten to twelve.”

She arched a brow. “That’s going to give Tyler a really quick life lesson.”

I grimaced. “I know.” Since he’d been in the foster care system before Avery’s parents adopted him, Tyler had enough life lessons under his belt already.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “But we want something a little younger.”

“No, it’s my fault. I wasn’t thinking. We did just get in a younger dog, adorable. Trained. His owner had to give him up.”

I took them to where Terri had placed Fargo. Tyler laughed and clapped when he saw the Lhasa. Grinning, Avery took his paperwork and read it over.

“Oh, he seems perfect,” she said.

“Do you want to take him to the playroom?” I asked.
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