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  To Amber Belldene, Kristin Miller, and Robin Covington for being completely awesome.


  Prologue


  Ty  Then


  The fight hadnt even started, but it was already over.


  I pressed my lips together as I checked my hand wraps, turning my back on the bag of slime snarling at me from two feet away in the locker room. Get out of here, old man. I like to be alone before a fight. You dont belong here, and the sight of you makes me sick.


  Arlo Specter was the sorriest excuse for a human. Affable and influential to the general public, and predatory here in these overheated, behind-the-scenes stone and metal rooms. His work as a boxing promotor had allowed him to get his hooks into my brother. This wasnt a boxing match and I refused to let him hook me.


  Look, Thacker, that film crew I sent over yesterday said you refused to give them an interview. Your brother and I had a deal and this shits nonnegotiable. That whole orphan from a craphole town who becomes a UFC title holder shtick? People goddamn eat up those kinds of sob stories.


  This guy could take his nonnegotiable and jump off a cliff for all I cared. My grandmother had taught me to respect my elders, but this guy would be lucky if I didnt break his face.


  Well damn, Specter, thanks for pointing out how lucky I am to be an orphan from a craphole town and all. That great stuff aside, your deal is with my brother like you said. And the deal is done. Youre going to leave us both alone, starting now.


  Some dude with headphones and a clipboard stuck his head in and motioned from the open locker room door. Time to go.


  Specter stops me with a hand to my shoulder that I immediately shake off. Dont be stupid. You think you got to where you are all on your own? You think your brother did? His smile turned dark and oily. You should be a lot more grateful, Tyler.


  For only a second I stuck an angry finger in his face before snatching it back. Dont wanna get too close to this guy. Youre disgusting. Im not grateful. And I dont want your help.


  Careful. Ive got more pull in this business than you realize, and if you keep picking at scabs it wont only be you who suffers.


  Maybe hes right. The thing is, it burns deep to think that maybe I got to where I am because someone else helped move the pieces to get me here. And Terrence? Nah. No way. My brother never should have had to do what he did to get us ahead. After everything weve struggled for, hed tell me not to be stupid… I felt like I finally had my head clear.


  I wouldnt be playing any part of this shady deal any longer.


  Force my hand and itll be my new mission to make you suffer, old man. My brothers boxing career was the only reason I hadnt already taken this creeps teeth out with my fist.


  While the old man was too busy foaming and spitting to answer, I walked out to the cage. My heart thumped, calm and steady, in time to my steps down the long hall. I was ready.


  The thing was, I started fighting to give myself a sense of control over a life that had so little. Finding out someone else had been lying to me? Pulling the strings of my career behind the scenes? Messing with my brother? No fucking way.


  Id rather lose this fight than let some asshole manipulate me or anyone I care about one more minute.


  When Marques and I face off theres an eerie hush. Usually the fans are screaming, but for a moment after we touch gloves theres quiet. Or maybe its that funny, muffled sensation in my head. That surreal sense that Im breaking free from reality.


  Because even as the fight progressesas my pulse kicks up and as I grapple with my opponent for showI know Im going down. Marques is a good fighter. For one round and then another I hang in there, throwing punches without my usual speed but enough to make it look good.


  My perfect chance comes at the end of the second round when Marques takes me to the mat, and gets in some hard as hell punches. Not exactly smiling through the pain, but I had the energy to fight back harder than I was.


  Then my head bounced on the mat. Easiest thing ever to play up how much the hit stunned me. A white-out of my vision cleared to reveal Arlo Specter standing outside the cage with murder on his face as the ref called the fight.


  He knew I did it on purpose. I didnt care. In fact, I wanted him to know.


  Still down, I turned and gave him a smile.


  In your face, asshole. Nobody controls me. Nobody fucks with my family. So take your bulging neck vein and your just desserts and choke on them.


  You sonovabitch! Specter yelled. Ill make sure you never fight again. Youre finished.


  Fine. Right now Id rather go back to being broke. This satisfaction, its bittersweet. My brother might not understand and already things between us are tense. But this, I cant do it anymore.


  One day, I hope hell recognize I did this out of love. Maybe I can even have a career again. Who knows.


  I blow past Specter after the fight is called, this time ignoring him entirely when I stride back into the locker room. Someones pushed a weight rack into the corner and I shove it across the door to keep him from getting inside. Old mans not strong enough to push it open.


  My cell phone buzzes from the towel I left it sitting on. Text message from Kate.


  I smile, the heavy throb in my head feeling better already. Weve got plans tomorrow, and I shouldnt be looking forward to them but I am.


  Kate: Is everything okay? How did the fight go?


  Ty: Exactly the way I planned


  1. Too Pretty For Jail


  Kate


  Sometimes I think Ive been trying to kill myself since the day I died. If you stay high, you never have to fall. Right?


  Except everybody falls. Eventually.


  Kate, over here! Over here!


  Im on a stageif you can even call it a stageat a field party in the middle of absolutely nowhere. Well…somewhere. I dont even know because I rode practically across three laps in the back of some guys car, and we drank a deceptively sweet red alcohol mix along the way.


  All I know now is Im spinning my shirt on my finger, reveling in the cold night air on my goose-bumpy skin. My bandmate, some guy with a guitar I met by the T-shirt tent, is pointing and telling me which way to toss the thing like a good enabler would.


  Nice guy. Sam? Steve? I wonder if he has a car.


  All right, people, Im putting this thing back on unless you tired sons of bitches can make a lot more noise! Tonight I dont have a headache so the party sounds liven me up.


  Its a decent crowd at this event. A few hundred people. The DJ had a cable short out and folks were getting restless without music, so I was happy to provide. Music isnt my lifelong career passion so much as my security blanket, I guess. I think singing through the pain is how Ive kept from screaming. Its helped me to cut loose, like I am right now.


  I miss having a real band, but Sam or is it Sean?is doing okay up here. And things are way livelier since we hijacked the sound system.


  I lean over to whatzisname. Hey, you can do Bad Reputation, right?


  Bitch, I can do that in my sleep.


  Lets go then.


  Emo boy hunches over his guitar, and I fling my shirt into the crowd. My sports bra covers the worst of my scars, and darkness blankets me from all sides. I still get an adrenaline buzz from this every time. Someone could see. Someone could judge and call me ugly.


  Fuck em.


  The notes form a kaleidoscope of jeweled colors that twist in my head as I take a celebratory swig of jungle juice from my plastic red cup, belting out lyrics like theres no tomorrow. One of these days, if I drink enough, maybe there wont be. A tomorrow. I havent decided yet how much I want one.


  At the least Id like to not dread waking up every day.


  We follow with Dream On by Aerosmith, Bed of Roses by Bon Jovi, and Im launching into one of my favorites, Janice Joplin, when the cops roll up. Damn.


  Lights flash and sirens bloop, and just like that, someone cuts the sound.


  Just when I was thinking guitar boy might be worth going home and fooling around with a little, he mumbles some nonsense about how he cant afford to get caught and runs off with his guitar case slung on his back. Oh well.


  A blurry picture forms in my soggy brain; hes got something other than guitar picks and an instrument in that case. Now Im not sure if Im extra sorry I didnt go home with him or glad I didnt. If he gets caught, then the latter. I dont love jail. My mothers always such a nightmare about these things.


  A pretty blonde who stopped by our group earlier climbs up onto the stage. Hey. Kate, right? She leans in to whisper in my ear. You still want those pills? Ive got them.


  You bet I do. Oh. Score. In my drunken haze, I forgot Id asked, but yes. Definitely. So much yes. My doctor warned me on my last visit that he was refilling my Percocet and valium for the final time.


  Its been a long road. Too long. Im not ready to be without my pain meds.


  She backs down to the shadowy edge off the side of the stage. Over here so nobody can see. The bottles in my back pocket. You can swap it with the money.


  The police are making their way through the crowd but theyre still way up near the entrance. Itll be tight, getting the pills from her and hiding them. So I move in, sliding my hand around her waist like were about to have a drunken make-out sesh.


  Someone grabs my arm. Sweetheart, I really wouldnt. That girls probably a narc and youre way too pretty for jail.


  What the hell? Even though I havent heard it in forever, the cocky tone of my old friend spins me around. Alonzo? Holy shit, what are you doing here? I havent seen you since…


  Since shortly after our friend Terrences funeral. I couldnt go since I was still in the hospital. Which everyone made a point of telling me was so lucky. After all, it was better than what had happened to Terrence.


  Lucky. Thats not the word Id use.


  He reaches forward to hug me, but then I notice who hes got standing behind him. Laying eyes on the muscular build and easy movement of the guy hovering over Alonzos shoulder freezes me from head to toe, even as my racing heart tries to make a break for the trees. Sharp eyes Ive looked into a thousand times find mine in spite of the darkness. Eyes that can smile on their own or dress you down with the subtle arch of one dark eyebrow the way theyre doing right now.


  Ty. Oh God.


  I really think I might pass out. What are you doing here? I turn to Alonzo. The traitor. Whats he doing here?


  Never mind that Alonzo surely must have brought Ty with him. What are either of them doing here?


  For years, my world revolved around Tyler Thacker. I would have followed him off the end of the earth. Like a lost puppy, I looked to him for everything: companionship, protection, and even love.


  Before the accident, hed finally found the success he deserved. His MMA career took off, making him too big for the little town wed lived in. Maybe also too big for me.


  After the accident, he disappeared. I havent seen him in almost two years. Not sure how I feel seeing him now. Mentally, anyway. Physically, Im flushed with an excitement I shouldnt feel. I step forward before I stop myself, something deep inside my muscles driving me toward what was once so familiar.


  Even standing in the shadowy tree line as he is now, even with a head injury, Id know him anywhere. Glow sticks and lighters from milling partygoers burnish his dark brown skin, his usually smiling face now solemn with his chin held high.


  In the time that Ive had to recover from the accident, Ive stared at dozens and dozens of pictures to try and reboot my memory. More of them contained Tyler than Id care to admit. Seeing him in person? Its not even remotely the same.


  God. Those full lips and high cheekbones of his might look better with the easygoing smile he used to wear, but theres no denying that his face makes my stomach kind of fluttery all the same. I choose to blame that feeling on the drinks and not goofball sentimentality.


  Kinda wish hed smile now, but theres none in sight.


  Guess I dont blame him, considering how we left things. Or didnt. Either way Im still finding it hard to breathe. Tys abrupt departure from my life may have hurt, but seeing him still makes my chest do funny things.


  Ive run my fingers over every inch of that face, of skin that glowed warm in the sun when hed walk me home in the summer afternoons. Ive kissed the corners of those bottomless eyes and his full mouth and proud nose until he wouldnt let me anymore. The muscular arms and shoulders I caressed with my hands… Those are bigger, I think. I hate that my palms prickle with an urge to know if Im right.


  Lately my memories of Ty have lain buried in the murky recesses of my brain, like theyre drowning underwater and impossible to reach. Visible, but barely. Now those velvety lips are vivid. The feel of them on my ear, my cheek, and my own mouth roar to life in a place Id thought the car accident had destroyed.


  Police cut the power and blackness falls with a bang. Lighters wink out around us here and there. The only significant illumination in this defunct RV park now is from flashing red and blue lights or those industrial-powered police flashlights. Still. As the lights swing, I can see the broad span of Tys shoulders and a vague suggestion of how his chest and arms bulge under his sweatshirt.


  He was always so big. Even bigger now than when I last saw him, if such a thing is possible. Bigger than when I last touched him. The longer I look the more certain I am.


  People stream past us. Cops herding everyone towards the exit. The supposed narc with my pills has vanished. One of my fellow partygoers thumps me from behind, sending my body and brain spinning. Spinning right into Ty.


  I land with a rough oof and find my hands planted on his chest. Oh, yes. Hes definitely bigger than before.


  In my defense, hes a full six feet tall and Im five-four. His pecs are pretty much right there. Whatever ugly history is between us, theres no denying hes always been handsome.


  Uh. Awkward. Sorry. Trying to push away somehow only gets us closer. Our legs and feet tangle. Hey, are all the trees and stuff spinning or are we the ones turning in circles?


  Ty squints down at me. Youre only drunk, right? You didnt take any of those pills tonight?


  I bat away the fingers, trying to pry my eyes open. Checking my pupils, Im sure. No, Mom. Thanks for asking.


  He grabs my hand and pulls me toward the exit. Good. Thats what the police will be checking for. Now lets get out of here.


  I stumble behind him. Part of me wants to get stubborn and dig in my heels, because of reasons. Because its Tyler and we have a lot that should be resolved before we go anywhere holding hands again. Because I dont let anyone lead me anywhere, and he and Alonzo still havent explained what in the name of good music or bad liquor theyre doing here.


  Cops are stopping people on their way out though. The quicker we all get through the gates, the better.


  Wheres your shirt? Ty gives me a judgy look over his shoulder.


  Dunno. Alonzo, I hope you have a car. Pretty sure its a long trek home.


  To your place? Eight miles, I believe. To mine, where were eventually going? Yeah, a lot longer. But since Im not stupid enough to cross state lines with a drunk girl whose family might decide to report you missing, were going to take you back to your place first.


  I stop.


  Ty tugs my arm again.


  I yank my hand out of his. Okay, no. Pass. Whatever this is about? Definitely one thousand percent pass. You said nothing about a road trip or talking to my mom.


  Alonzo turns to me and puts his hands on his hips. A breeze comes though and makes me shiver. Now that Im neither drinking nor sweating up on a stage, the fact that Ive been dumb enough to toss my shirt is biting me in the ass. Most of my decisions do.


  For the love ofPut this on. Ty rips off his hoodie and then tosses it to me.


  Thanks. Thats as far as Ill go toward admitting out loud that Im cold.


  Man, what are you even doing out here? Trying to make yourself sick?


  Maybe. I dont know. Since when did you care? I havent heard from you in almost two years, and suddenly you show up to rescue me like some sort of knight in shining sweatpants?


  There a problem here, kids?


  Kid. Ty and Alonzo are twenty-four. Im almost twenty-one. Try telling that to my mother though, who took away my car keys and my college fund so I had no choice but to stick close to home after the accident. Or Officer Friendly here, whos shining a flashlight in my face so bright Im biting down hard on the urge to do a vampire hiss in his face.


  Alonzo steps forward. No trouble, officer. My sister here had too much to drink. Ill be sure to get her home safe.


  The officer shines his light in my face for probably a few more seconds. Feels like forever. Then he aims his authority and sunshiny brightness at Alonzo and Ty. You been drinking tonight? Any drugs I should know about?


  No, sir, they say in unison. Alonzo tips his head. She has. Been drinking, that is. Like I said. Shes legal though. And Im driving.


  Im not legal. My ID is at home. Im banking on the cop being too busy to check.


  He looks at us all a beat longer before he points down the messy field of parked cars with his flashlight. Get out of here. Be careful.


  Absolutely, officer. Have a nice night. Boy Scout Tyler disappears once were alone again, grabbing my arm and pulling me towards the exit. Man. Lets get out of here.


  Alonzo grumbles and stalks ahead of us. Lucky thing that dudes got bigger problems tonight.


  Yeah. Alonzo and I dont look like siblings. At all.


  Alonzo, seriously. You couldve texted first. What are you doing here? Did someone die? And I do not want to go back home. Not now. My mom might still be up and shell know where I went if I dont sneak in late enough.


  Ty, whos still holding my arm, gives it a squeeze. Nobodys dead. Alonzo said youve been ignoring his messages so we came in person to keep your ass from ODing or getting swept up in a raid.


  I havent been ignoring so much as… Okay, Ive been ignoring him. You guys, I dont need a babysitter.


  Neither of them answer. Everyone trudges ahead, stone-faced, until were through the hastily set-up police perimeter guarding the opening. Everyone gets a friendly pat-down and a video camera in their face before theyre allowed to leave.


  Me, I make my best effort at standing upright for the good officers. Frankly, I think I deserve an award. Its not the alcohol so much as shock. Tys here.


  Tys here.


  So many pictures and memories. Sometimes if I didnt know better Id think I dreamed him.


  Both guys are walking ahead of me now, striding on much longer legs that leave me weaving and wobbling to catch up. Well, fine. Hey. I didnt ask you to come here and track me down. I can find another ride.


  No idea where the guys I arrived with went to, but its not usually hard to find someone who will give me a lift. Especially not if I remove Tys hoodie.


  No. All of a sudden Alonzo turns to face me. Youre going to come with us. Youre going to do this, because you fucking owe us, Kate. We made each other a promise and you have not held up your end.


  Shit. Alonzos bringing out the big guilt guns. And like that, Im not nearly drunk enough anymore.


  [image: Scene Break]


  Ty - then


  The night I met Kate, I walked her home.


  The town of Aspiration, South Carolina, was dying. Tons of little communities that had sprung up because of the railroads or the factories or whatever, all losing hope as the schools, grocery stores, and other businesses peeled whitewash and tried to pretend everything was fine.


  Hell. Even the grass had given up in Aspiration. The world around us faded to a sad, dead greenish-brown on the ground.


  So some of seniors from the high school, wed taken up fighting in the lot of what used to be a pretty damn good restaurant, the Suzy-Q. Sandwiches you could barely get your mouth around. Dont get me started on the fried chicken and garlic knots. Id missed my gran, and the chicken was almost as good as hers. Waitress there used to serve me for free if I gave her a good smile. Sad day when that place closed.


  Still, money could be made grappling in that gravel lot where people had once parked their trucks for Saturday night dinners. All you had to do was be the guy who didnt go down. Easy cash when you were big like me, especially when word traveled and guys came from neighboring towns in the name of a challenge.


  One night, there she was in the crowd. Couldnt have looked more lost in that long-long skirt and button-up blouse she had on. The innocent look of that braided hair didnt help. Even covered up as she was, too many guys on the lot looked at her like they were at their last meal and shed just delivered a case of Tastykakes.


  Id herded her out of there before any of them slobbering bags of testosterone could get too close. Whats a nice-looking girl like you doing watching guys beat each other bloody?


  Actually, I recognized you from school. Youre a senior, right? I saw you guys on my way home from the library. Marisol, at the front desk, she lets me stay late sometimes. My parents are… Well. Anyway. Youre really good. I think. Not that Im any kind of expert on the fine art of guys knocking each other senseless.


  I had to turn away so she wouldnt see the pride on my face. School, huh? You also a senior?


  Umm… Not exactly. Ill be sixteen in May.


  Danger! Danger!


  I stopped on the corner and put up my hand to block her face from my line of sight. That fluttery, grateful smile of hers? Id seen it from enough girls. No lie, Id taken advantage of it a time or two. I couldnt cave to its power right now.


  Okay, then. You are officially too young for me even to look at you, never mind standing this close.


  That made her laugh. Yeah, but I was serious though. Id turned eighteen the month before and aged out of foster care. My major priorities were buying food and finishing school. Throwing a little something to the friends who let me crash in their spaces. Spending time with an underage white girl? That fell under the category of Complications I Wont Even Pretend to Have Time For.


  So, do you do that a lot? The fighting? She rolled on as if I hadnt told her I couldnt be around her anymore.


  And because even quiet towns like Aspiration had their bad elements, I kept on walking beside her when she started going again. Who knew what else was out there this time of evening?


  As often as I can. Im good at it. Helps me let off steam. Gives me something to control when things feel out of control.


  I scratched at the back of my neck, unused to oversharing. Uncertain why I was doing it then. Its also a good way to make money without getting into dealing. Which I promised my grandmother Id never do.


  Thats sweet. Your promise to your grandmother.


  She was a good woman. Died when my brother and I were finishing middle school.


  Im sorry. For a second, her hand rested on my arm. At least you have good feelings about her. My grandmother cooks all of her food in ten pounds of butter and then pinches my arm fat and tells me Im looking heavy. Thats my moms mom. My dads mom died before I was born.


  We walked past what had once been a small strip of stores. Out of a bookstore, barber, bakery, and pet store, only the barber shop remained open. I put my distance between me and her as we walked past what was still a town gossip mill.


  I dont think you need to worry about anyone who tries to make you feel like youre not pretty enough. Even under all those clothes and a hazy, charcoal sky I could see she had a petite body with curves in the right places, whether seeing them was smart or not.


  When she got all quiet and glanced up before looking away, I realized what Id done. Damn. First Id gone and told her I couldnt look at her, and then Id made it clear exactly how closely I had looked.


  Excellent work, Thacker.


  Well. Im right up there. With the ugly pea-green paint and the light-up flamingo on the lawn. She pointed down Jay Street to a row of neat but aging houses lined up on one of the few roads that still looked like part of an actual neighborhood.


  Her house had lights on inside and a television going. This definitely didnt feel like a meet-the-parents moment. Ill say goodbye here, I said. No more staying late at the library. No more hanging out in the crowd at street fights. You got me?


  Hey, you walked me all the way home, but you didnt tell me your name.


  No harm in telling her, right? She could easily find out at school. Tyler.


  Can I call you Ty?


  You dont need to call me anything, because Im not going to see you around those fights anymore.


  Ill see you at school, she said. Then she planted a kiss on my cheek, which was more endearing than I wanted it to be. The differences in our height made her have to hop a little to reach me. Thanks, Ty.


  Hey. No more walking home late.


  She smiled and ran off with her backpack in her hands. Wasnt til later I realized shed never agreed to my directive about not showing up at the fights. And she did show up again. And again.


  And again.


  2. Fiery Disasters


  Kate


  So whats going on?


  Okay. Back when I was still in high school and Tys career was about to take off, we did one of those crazy well-always-look-out-for-each-other pacts. All four of us, before our little group scattered and our lives went in different directions. Before Terrence decided he hated me.


  Who believes that stuff, right? At the time, being younger and more starry-eyed than the rest of the gang, I did kinda believe. It feels now like it all happened in another life. Ty and I lost touch. Alonzo and I promised to stay in touch, but only do so through overblown social media updates.


  Every day is the same cycle. Pain, helplessness, and regret. Lather, rinse, repeat. Getting through the day is hard enough without bothering about being socially appropriate on the Internet.


  I want to tell them so. Really though, its been a nightmare lately at home. Dads gone. Mom is… Seething is a good word. Were both seething. Shes pissed because my insistence on a pesky thing like medical treatment got her in trouble with her church. Im pissed because of the thing shes pissed about.


  Mostly we avoid fighting by me not coming home until after shes in bed. Much like Id planned on doing tonight.


  Were standing outside the exit while cracked-out party people try to head home. The guys are both staring me down, wearing coordinating expressions of frustration and impatience, not answering. In the light of a pair of bright headlamps, Tys intense glare does funny things to my stomach. Or it could be the alcohol. Not sure when I last ate.


  I wave my proverbial white flag. Seriously, you guys have me worried. What did you need that was so insanely important you had to drive all the way from Evergreen Grove to a field party in South Carolina?


  Alonzo relaxes his tight posture. Less Fred, more Shaggy. One of our roommates plays bass in a band. Indy rock, mostly. Youll definitely like their stuff.


  Is this really the big emergency? How do you know what music I listen to?


  You post videos online all the time. Got this stuck in my head and misery loves company. You think we dont all know thats code for I love this so much I play it on repeat but Im afraid to admit it and lose my cool points? Yeah. So, Laylas band lost their lead singer. They have a good following. You need to get out of Aspiration and do something with yourself. Win-win, right?


  Okay, wait… I look at Ty. You guys want me to sing in a band. And you drove all the way here to track me down at a party in the middle of the night?


  Ty lifts his shoulder. We tried leaving earlier, but first we had to get our hands on a car.


  Am I more wasted than I thought? Am I passed out under a tree somewhere and this is all a fucked-up dream? You guys cant be serious.


  Alonzo gives me a Search me shrug and walks toward the cars again. We should stop and eat. Grab some pancakes to soak up all that alcohol so you dont puke in my roommates car.


  Something nudges at me. This is all too weird. I close my eyes, but all I see are bright balls of blurry light. Come on, Alonzo. Whats the deal?


  The deal is I said I knew the best singer, and I promised her Id get you down there. I keep my promises, Kate. Like how I promised Id look out for you, and youre one red party cup and some muscle relaxers away from being face down in a ditch. Or being a badass bitchs girlfriend.


  Ouch. Excuse me, but I would be the badass bitch in that scenario. Whatever. This is in no way a good idea, but fine. Ill come with you for pancakes. Even though this is a fiery disaster waiting to happen.


  If theres one thing I know, its fiery disasters.


  He slugs me in the arm. I knew youd see it our way.


  Dont say our, Im just along for the ride, Ty says.


  Alonzo ignores him. Youre gonna be surprised. Youll see. You both will, he says.


  Surprised. Yeah. Thats what Im afraid of. Whatever the crazy reason theyre here, we did once make each other a promise. Hey, someone better deliver on the pancakes.


  [image: Scene Break]


  Ty


  I keep wondering how a persons supposed to keep going when theyve lost both halves of their heart.


  Nah. Strike that right there.


  When youve had half your heartthe half that was your perfect mirror, the half that was so essential you figured anything else in your world could collapse but with that one piece of you still beating, youd be okaythat half? When that half gets ripped out so fast your head whips back from the blow. Then, just when you think you can try to stand, the rest that was trying its damndest to keep going gets yanked out and crushed.


  Then dusted over the hospital food of the girl you loved, and eaten with her gelatinous, green dessert.


  Letting Alonzo talk me into this trip was straight-up insane. I tell myself so even as I follow him and Kate back to his roommates car.


  Seeing her again kicked me harder than I expected. Im fighting to stand in front of her without doubling over from the blow. Its almost like shes fishing around inside my chest cavity to see if there might be any missing pieces she left behind.


  Probably so she can step on them with those fine-assed boots shes wearing. Not as if shes wearing a hell of a lot else.


  It might piss me off, knowing so many people tonight have looked at her in nothing but a sports bra, but theres too much pain in my chest to feel anything else. Hurt nobody gets to see, because its mine alone.


  So Ill do what Ive always done, and smile. Pretend its good to see her. Pretend its like old times, even though those times are buried in the ground with my heart. With my brother.


  Except I cant pretend. So, what is all this craziness, Kate? Youre the hard-partying kind now? I try to ask with my usual easy humor, but theres an edge cutting underneath. Part of me wants her to hear, because I want an answer to my real questions.


  What is wrong with you? You died and came back, and this is what you do with your second chance at life?


  It works. I get to dance. Sometimes I get to sing. She shrugs and tucks her short, dark hair behind one ear. Like she cares less than not at all. For all I know, she doesnt. The girl I knew wore what her mother told her to and cried if she got an A-minus on a test.


  This girl is not the Kate I knew. Except for a few scars, her face and body look the same. But I worry her soul is in the ground next to my brother.


  What, you dont like it? She doesnt look at me when she talks but thats easier. Its hard to look her in the face. Her brown eyes and her full lips look exactly to me like they always did, even gunked-up with that cat-eye whateveryoucallit and a million tons of mascara.


  Her lips may be redder, but my gut tells me theyre still the softest lips I ever kissed. The ones I cant erase no matter how many came before or after.


  I was her first kiss. Her first everything. I met an innocent girl on her way home from the library, and now Im looking at… Man, I dont even know.


  Alonzo showed me your Instagram feed, I say instead of answering her question. Youve been up to all kinds of things.


  She snaps her fingers. I knew it had to be the Instagram pictures. Thats how you guys found me, right? I posted a picture of the party flier.


  You got lucky. Alonzo says the promotor throwing this thing has a history of getting busted by police.


  Hmm. I get it.


  I dont say a thing. She always did like to try to read my mind when I was in a quiet mood. Sometimes a guy wants to think his thoughts. That so bad?


  Only person who left me alone about what I was thinking was Terrence. He had his own quiet moods. We understood that about each other. Hindsight being what it is, I think I really ought to have asked more questions about what was on his mind during those moments.


  Another few paces and I cant take the volume of her silent righteousness. I can hear you thinking were wrong all the way over there.


  She seems to find that funny. You always did think you knew me.


  Funny. I was thinking the same thing about you.


  Alonzo spins to face us. Kids. Dont make me turn this rave around. He cuts his side-eye to the cops coming in our direction from where the party had been going on.


  I rub the back of my neck with a hard breath and speed up, grabbing Kates arm on my way past. When she opens her mouth on a Hey to protest my hand on her, I put another arm around her shoulder to pull her close. Like were a couple. Like old times.


  How about we all get out of here peacefully, okay? I dont want trouble with the police. Neither do you, based on how youre still not quite walking in a straight line. We wind up getting stopped, its gonna be a bad night for everyone.


  She clamps her mouth shut.


  Yeah, thats what I thought.


  Man. Im starving, people. Up ahead of us, Alonzo rubs a shameless hand over his belly. Dont know about you all, but I would commit murder for some pigs in a blanket right about now. Oheythereofficer.


  Dumbass mock salutes a passing uniform. Lucky for us, the dude only blasts us in the face with a sunlight-bright flashlight and keeps on walking. Whatever it is theyre here to find, we dont have any.


  I look down at Kate. Hopefully we dont have any.


  You clean, Kate? I hate the idea of this girl taking some kind of illegal pills. Makes the back of my throat burn. Knowing the pain shes carried and the role I played in thrusting it upon her, I dont ask all the questions Im dying to.


  Her dark chocolate eyes glitter under a light post from the old RV park when she glares up at me. Define clean, Ty. I rode with three twenty-something guys on the way here, and one of them spilled party punch on me. I could maybe use a shower.


  A low growl pushes out of my throat, but I dont take her bait. She knows damn well this isnt about whether or not she needs a shower, and I know the state shes worked herself into means she wants to be contrary for contrarys sake.


  So instead I take my frustration out on the easiest target. I lean forward and slap a hand on Alonzos shoulder. And what is up with you, dumbass? You trying to get us arrested?


  Hey, you know I have a hard-on for that command presence shit. The uniform, the badge, the gun… He ups the ick factor by adding a dramatic shiver. Bonus points for those badass motorcycle boots.


  Alonzo makes my head hurt. Fool.


  My friend is grinning. No cares in the world. He turns himself backward to talk to us while he walks, which strikes me as a stupid move considering the number of passed-out party kids weve walked by on our way already.


  Youre going to trip over somebody. Whatever. I love Alonzo practically like a brother, but
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