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			Prologue

			Most fairy tales began with the words “once upon a time.” Romance novels were almost always another retelling of some Shakespearean play or of a tale passed among circles in local adult book clubs. My story wasn’t like any of those. I didn’t live in a far-off place inhabited by fairies, dragons, or vampires. The only ghosts haunting me were the shadows of long-forgotten memories of a carefree childhood. I grew up in a small town in Jersey, and while that may have seemed like a mystical land to some people, the only wild animals around were the testosterone-driven high school boys. The only thing those fairy tales had in common with me was that my life was changed by a Prince Charming, too. Well, I thought he was Prince Charming.

			If someone had told me a year ago I’d be sitting in the library of a ruined castle, handwriting my life’s tale, I would’ve had them committed. Yet here I was, pen in hand, my messy script covering a wrinkled, yellowed journal as golden sunbeams streamed through the leaves outside my window. My mother thought it would be therapeutic for me to write what happened. Help me heal or something. At eighteen years old, I’d experienced more death and misery than most people twice my age. How did anyone just bounce back from that? Where did I even begin?

			Let me start with the Prince Charming—well, he’s just a boy, really. We were in love. Are in love. I can never remember how to describe someone after they’re gone. What if they aren’t in your life anymore? Do you still talk about them like they’re sitting next to you? Or do you speak of them in the same hushed tones grown-ups use when referring to your dead relatives?

			Anyway, I should get back to the Prince. More like Enemy of the State, if you ask my family. My friends, on the other hand, couldn’t help but giggle and gush over our relationship. And me? I don’t know anymore. I can still remember the day everything changed…

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I’d like to say it was a dark and stormy night when Trip Findlay entered our little sleepy town of Corbin City, NJ. That he rolled in on dark thunderclouds using lightning bolts as reins. But that’s not even close to being true. It was the last week of August before I would be returning to the illustrious Ocean City High School. The sun singed every piece of skin not slathered with sunblock. The strong ocean breeze carried the tantalizing smells of the boardwalk venders and the salty sea to our noses. I was lying on the beach with my group of friends: Brianna was tanning on her giant beach blanket, Annabelle was sketching something in her notebook, and Cole was finishing up The Bluest Eye for his summer reading. I, on the other hand, did what I could to prevent melanoma, my red hair and freckled skin always a magnet for the sun. I was covered with sunblock, wearing a high-neck royal blue one-piece, and hiding underneath the rainbow beach umbrella.

			“This book is good, but I’d really rather be out there,” Cole said, gazing at the ocean. Using the book to shield his eyes, he flopped back onto the towel. 

			“I think it’s a refreshing change for summer reading. I love reading books by diverse authors instead of the standard canonical literature.”

			Cole looked up at me. “Canonical?”

			“Yes. If I have to read another book written by a pasty guy about how a woman feels, I may have to drown myself.”

			He frowned. “Dramatic, much?”

			“No. Those books leave us women with false hope that a guy will pop up, sweep us off our feet, and carry us off into the sunset. Even Disney wrote it into films. It’s fun to read sometimes, but it’s not my first choice.”

			“I think that’s my cue to go swim. Want to come, Annabelle?” Bri asked as she hopped up.

			“Take me,” Cole groaned.

			“No, you have to finish. You know they give a test on the first day of school!” Annabelle said as she and Bri ran toward the water.

			Clad in slinky bikinis and board shorts, other students from OCHS swam in the rough waves and played volleyball. Cailean and his older brother, Alec, surfed with their group of friends, including my crush, Alec’s friend, Kevin, who made up the top tier of royalty at Ocean City High School. Alec McKay was the former reigning king during his senior year, even though the family had just transferred to OCHS last summer. All accounts suggested Cay was the heir to the throne now that Alec was headed to college.

			“You’re staring again, Bridget,” Cole said, as he pushed up his sunglasses.

			“Staring at what?” Trying to cover my tracks, I diverted my eyes to Bri and Annabelle.

			“Yeah, like you don’t know…” I blushed furiously. It was no secret to my friends that I had a huge crush on Kevin, even though he was a year older than me and was going to be a freshman with Alec at the University of Pennsylvania. There was no way he would want to spend his last summer before college tied to a senior at his alma mater, never mind the fact that he never glanced in my direction.

			“Shut up,” I replied weakly. A couple in front of us rolled onto their backs simultaneously. Their tanning schedule reminded me of the hot dogs on a rolling oven at Jimmy’s Hot Dogs on the boardwalk. The thought made my stomach stir, and I remembered I had skipped breakfast earlier in a rush to start the day.

			“I’m going to grab something to eat. Do you want to come?” I stood and grabbed my white flip-flops. I could feel the grit of the sand under my feet.

			Cole just shook his head. Ducking from underneath the umbrella, I left my sunglasses behind and made my way between the beach bums on their towels and around the sandcastles being built by children of all ages. I squinted and climbed the stairs to the boardwalk. I weaved through the throng of people clad only in bikinis, shorts, or skirts. Lots of skin was showing, some of which I didn’t want to see. Finally, the white and red sign of my favorite hot dog joint loomed above me, and my stomach gave an approving growl.

			“Hi, Sam!” I greeted the vender.

			“Hey, Bridget!” he replied. “How are the waves today?”

			Grabbing a plate and a bun, he got ready to make my personal favorite, Sam’s Special: an all-beef frank with chili, cheese, onions, and fries. It was full of flavor and absolutely delicious. Sam told me once I was the only person on the beach who ordered this delicious meal regularly.

			“Pretty good. Great surfing waves, for sure.”

			Sam piled on the chopped onions, sank the hot dog into the pocket of the bun, and started in on the layer of chili and cheese. I salivated.

			“Excuse me, can I have a bottle of water, please?” a male voice drifted in from behind me. Turning around, I nearly ran into the voice’s owner. Tall-ish and lanky, he had dirty-blond hair, lightly tanned skin, and the greenest eyes I had ever seen. Flashing him a shy smile, I moved out of his way. I prayed if he saw the red blush spreading, he would assume it was sunburn.

			“That will be one seventy-five,” Sam said. The boy patted his pockets.

			“Sorry! I only have one fifty.” He held his hands out, his palms facing up, and shrugged his shoulders.

			“I have a quarter you can borrow. Have! I mean, you can keep it. I don’t need it back,” I babbled. Who is this girl? I was in no way ever this tongue-tied around a guy. I had been on the debate team last year, I had performed in school plays, and I had worked at the local bookstore for the summer. Stuttering in front of a stranger, no matter how likable he might have been, was not something I was used to. He smiled in relief at me.

			“Thank you.”

			I nodded silently in response, placing my payment along with his quarter on the counter. Sam handed me my food, which was positively dripping with cheddar cheese and chili. Just the way I love it. He handed the water bottle over to the guy. I grabbed a few napkins, toasted Sam to say thanks, and turned to walk away.

			“Hey, thanks again. I’m sure I’d melt out here if I didn’t get a drink.” The stranger followed me as I walked back to the stairs.

			“You’re welcome,” I smiled. If I kept looking at him, I would never eat my meal.

			“Are you from around here?” he asked. It seemed I had picked up a new friend.

			“Yeah. I’m from the next town over.” My mouth was only allowing short, choppy sentences to escape… probably my subconscious’s attempt to avoid another embarrassing stutter.

			“I just moved here,” he went on. “My name is—”

			“Trip!” I heard someone yell out. We both turned in the direction of the voice. A guy with brown hair and a muscular build came jogging over to us. I had to admit, I was disappointed we’d been interrupted. From the look of frustration flashing across Trip’s face, I guessed he felt the same way.

			“Hey, wait up!” the new guy said, catching up to us. “What’re you up to?”

			“Just grabbing some water with my savior, here. She gave me the quarter I was missing.” Trip pointed at me. His friend barely glanced at me as I used a fry to wipe some chili that had spilled onto the plate.

			“Good stuff. Want to surf?”

			Trip shook his head. “Just walking up and down the boardwalk.” He flashed me a look again, and I almost choked on my fry.

			His friend finally tore his eyes away from Trip and looked me up and down. Feeling judged, I blushed and immediately wished I hadn’t just stuffed obscene amounts of food in my face. Oh no… I hoped I didn’t have anything in my teeth. I swiped my tongue over my teeth to check for any remnants.

			“Well, I should be going,” I said, feeling sufficiently awkward in front of this beautiful stranger and his friend. “You’re welcome for the quarter.” I took two steps toward the stairs. I wondered if anyone had informed Trip that when his wingman sticks around, it kills the mood.

			“Wait,” Trip said, touching my arm. “I never got your name.”

			“Bridget.”

			“Will I see you around?”

			“Um, maybe,” I shrugged. “I need to be going. My friends are waiting for me.” I hurried as much as I could without running. I was sinking in the sand all the way back to my friends. I hoped Trip hadn’t seen how ungraceful I was, but once I got back to our group of towels, Trip and his friend were sitting no less than one hundred yards from me. Cue slight embarrassment. Facing the ocean, I noticed Cay glaring at Trip.
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			“Mom! Dad! I’m home!” I closed the front door behind me, dropped my bag on the floor, and hung my keys on the ring.

			“Hi, honey. Dad is still at the firm working on a case. How was the beach?” Mom, wiping her hands on a towel, came in from the kitchen. A sweet fragrance followed her into the hall.

			“Hot. What is that smell?” I sniffed again, breathing in the heavenly scent.

			“Oh, we have new neighbors two doors down. I figured I’d make them a welcome basket filled with the local favorites.” The kitchen counters were covered with various cooling racks filled with cream puffs, chocolate-covered pretzels, and my favorite, chocolate cupcakes with strawberry buttercream on top. Mom was an excellent baker, which was fitting since she owned The Sweetest Shop. It was Ocean City’s famous—and only—bakery in town. Her secret for delicious goodies? She grew most of her produce, like figs and strawberries, in our huge backyard facing the Tuckahoe River. The shop was popular not only with kids for the wonderfully tasty treats but also with parents. She was known for slipping vegetables into her recipes all the time.

			“Can I have a cupcake?” I’d already tasted the dark chocolate as my salivary glands kicked into overdrive.

			“No, but if you want, you can walk it over there with me. Maybe they’ll share, if you’re lucky.” She filled plastic bags with the cookies and twist tied them shut. I scratched the back of my head, feeling little grains of sand against my scalp.

			“Deal. Let me shower first.”

			After shampooing my hair twice and combing out the sand in a hot shower, I got dressed in white shorts, a forest-green tank top, and sandals. Leaving my hair to air-dry, I found my mom waiting in the living room. The basket was sitting by the front door, where my beach bag had been disassembled.

			“Sorry. I forgot to unpack the beach stuff first,” I apologized.

			“No problem. But you’re making dinner tonight.” Had to love Mom’s unusual form of punishments. I was rarely grounded in the normal way, like by being banned from watching TV or from going to parties. No, Mom and Dad felt doing certain chores would be beneficial to my future as an adult—plus, they get out of doing chores they didn’t want to do. Making dinner wasn’t a bad deal in comparison to the punishment of dealing with the backed up toilet last year. It had been a geyser of urine and feces spewing on the floor, walls, and sink. Even after opening the windows and letting the cold, winter air in, the bathroom still smelled like sewage for two days. “The recipe is on the counter, and we have all the ingredients. I double-checked for you.”

			I nodded. “Shall we?” I looped my arm through the basket handle and stepped out the front door.
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			“So, someone is finally moving into the Cartright house?” I asked Mom as we traipsed up the street, passing the old seaside cottage next door. The sun had relinquished its death grip on the earth and allowed a soft breeze to caress my face.

			“Yes. After Mr. Cartright passed away, his son sold the property.”

			“I wonder who moved in. I bet they’re famous, like a daytime soap actor or something.” We looked both ways before crossing the street.

			“Why would you even think that?”

			I shrugged. “Why not? This neighborhood is boring. We could use the cast of General Hospital to make life interesting.”

			We arrived at the two-story Victorian house, painted a light, wintery blue. The front yard was picturesque; neat grass with purple irises in the garden lined the pathway leading to the house from the sidewalk. Three cars sat in the double driveway: a red jeep, a blue Honda Civic, and a black Escalade. I pictured a blonde girl, dripping in name-brand jewelry and clothes, receiving the last car like on reality TV. I scrunched my nose.

			I followed Mom up the porch steps to the front door where she motioned for me to ring the bell. We heard footsteps thundering, and the door opened. Behind it was a young girl around eleven or twelve. With jean shorts and a striped t-shirt, she was cute with her dark-brown hair pulled into a high ponytail. In her left hand was a tattered copy of Shakespeare’s Othello. I raised my eyebrows at her reading choice; it was quite an impressive play for such a young age.

			“Hi!” Her voice was higher than I’d expected.

			“Hi. My name is Samantha, and this is my daughter, Bridget.” I waved. “We’re your neighbors in that yellow house across the street. We wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood. Are your parents home?” The girl paused for a moment, as if deciding whether to tell us the truth or not.

			“Let me go get them. Hold on.” She closed the door on us as she turned around and yelled, “MOM!” In all fairness, this little girl didn’t know if we were kidnappers or Girl Scouts, so her door slamming was a smart precaution.

			I heard lighter footsteps walking to the door, and it opened again.

			“Yes?” A tall, pale, blonde woman with a soft foreign accent stood before us. She was dressed similarly to her daughter, in jean shorts and a t-shirt.

			“Hi, I’m Samantha MacNamara, and this is my daughter, Bridget. We live across the street, and we just wanted to welcome you to our humble little neighborhood.”

			“Oh! That’s so nice of you. Please.” She stepped back to allow us in.

			As I stepped in behind my mother, I took in the house’s interior for the first time. It wasn’t anything breathtaking, but it had clearly been redone after the original Victorian decoration, giving it a certain modern charm. Everything was white: white tile in the kitchen in front of me, creamy white walls, white carpeting on the stairs, and plush white couches that matched in the living room on my right. The wood floor hallway leading to the kitchen had family pictures dotting its walls. A family portrait hung in the center of the hallway. Wait a minute… the dirty-blond boy standing behind the girl who’d opened the door looked familiar. It was the same guy who needed a quarter today! My heart fluttered; warmth grew in my chest, and I remembered our short conversation. I internally kicked myself, but there was no way I could have known I’d be this attracted to him. Or that he’d be my new neighbor.

			“I’m Kellyn Findlay, and this is my youngest, Elizabeth.”

			Drying his hands on a towel, a large man emerged from the kitchen.

			“Hello, I’m Nick,” he said as he reached to shake my mother’s hand. “Sorry, my hand is wet; just finished washing the dishes.” He had the same accent Kellyn had, but his voice was much deeper.

			“Not a problem.” My mom smiled warmly.

			“Nick, this is Samantha and her daughter, Bridget, from down the street. They stopped by to welcome us to the neighborhood.”

			“We brought homemade goodies,” I said, lifting up the heavy basket. “Mom is an excellent baker.”

			“How wonderful! Thank you so much. Here, let me take them from you.” Kellyn grasped the handle of the basket and removed it from my arm. Blood pooled in the crook of my elbow. “Can I make you some coffee?”

			“Thank you, but we have to get going. Tonight is Bridget’s night to cook.” Mom wrapped an arm around me and squeezed. “By the way, Sunday is the last night of freedom for the kids before school. We have a barbeque every year for the neighborhood to celebrate. We’d love for you to come.”

			“Sounds like fun. We’ll be there,” confirmed Nick.

			“Great! We’re the yellow house across the street, two doors down. Come by any time after one. See you Sunday!” We exchanged goodbyes and walked out the front door.

			“Where do you think they’re from?” Mom asked as we walked down the steps.

			“No clue, but I really like their accent. Do you think it’s British?”

			“Maybe. We can ask them at the barbeque.” As we reached the sidewalk, a silver Audi pulled into their driveway. The passenger door opened, and out stepped incredibly tan and strong legs, followed by a muscular upper body and a familiar face. It was Trip’s friend.

			“Hi again,” he said as he walked past us up the sidewalk.

			“Hey.” Mom stayed quiet and shot me a questioning look as we left their yard.

			“You know him?”

			I shrugged. “Know is a very broad word. I saw him today at the beach.”

			“He’s cute.”

			Not as cute as his friend.

			But that didn’t stop me from turning back to see if Trip’s friend was looking at us, too.
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			Dinner was quick and easy that night: macaroni and cheese, tossed salad, and summer squash. Cleaning was a breeze, and by eight o’clock, I didn’t know what to do with myself on my last Thursday night before senior year. I was restless, even after the long day on the beach.

			“Mom, I’m going for a walk. I’ll be back soon.” I collected my keys and my cell and headed outside. The sun was sinking behind the opaque river. Needing a direction to aim for, I headed toward the mini park up the street. I thought about calling Cole or Annabelle but didn’t feel up for company.

			“Hey, Bridget!”

			I jumped. There was no doubt in my mind the voice belonged to Trip. Not wanting to be interrupted, I kept walking.

			“Hey! Wait up!” I kept walking. “Bridget!” I froze as his shoes slapped against the pavement toward me.

			“Hey! Didn’t you hear me?” he asked, finally catching up.

			I shrugged.

			“Cat got your tongue?” He smirked, deliciously adorable. I could lose myself in those dimples for hours.

			“No, I was just waiting for your friend to pop up.”

			Trip’s smirk spread into a smile. “Nope, not here. Just you and me.”

			He had to be doing that on purpose. Maybe if I kept my mouth shut, I wouldn’t stick my foot in it.

			“So, thank you for the gift basket. Those cupcakes sure were good.” He patted his stomach.

			Again, he was drawing attention to his abs. Was he trying to make me faint? Thunder clapped in the distance. Weird, it wasn’t supposed to rain tonight.

			“Aren’t you going to say anything?” He raised his eyebrows.	

			“What do you want me to say?” Since nothing was coming to my mind . . .

			“Anything you want. Whatever comes to your mind first.”

			Play it cool, Bridget. I rolled my eyes. I am cool.

			“Do you realize you never formally told me your name? For all I know, you could be Pennywise.”

			He laughed and stuck out his right hand. “Hi, I’m Trip. What’s your name?”

			“Bridget,” I said, taking his hand.

			“It’s nice to officially meet you.” Trip smiled politely at me. His toothpaste commercial smile was so contagious; I couldn’t help but smile back.

			“I was going for a walk to the park. Do you want to come?” I asked as I tucked my hair behind my ears. “I could tell you all the cool places to hang out and then the places that are actually fun.”

			“Sure.” He gestured for me to go ahead of him. We walked past three houses—one in desperate need of mowing—before either of us spoke.

			“So, who’s your friend?” I asked.

			“Who? Today? That’s Tomas.”

			“Is he new, too? I haven’t seen him before.”

			“Yeah, I guess. His family is back home, so he is living with us for … uh … the time being.”

			He jammed his hands into his pockets. I took it as a sign not to ask about Tomas anymore.

			“How long have you lived here?” he asked, clearly changing topics.

			“All my life. In fact,” we stopped, “this is the park where my father used to take me fishing when I was a kid. This is the best place to fish besides on the preservation.”

			“What preservation?”

			I smiled. “The Tuckahoe-Corbin City Fish and Wildlife Management Area.”

			“That’s a mouthful!”

			“It really is, but it’s a beautiful hike.”

			The small park had a large, white gazebo and a few scattered picnic benches broken up by large bushes. Next to the park was a winding wooden path to a dock over the river.

			“It’s impressive.” Trip sat on a gazebo bench and leaned against the railing. I joined him.

			“It’s just a normal, small-town park. Nothing really fancy.”

			“I didn’t have that as a kid,” he said, looking at his feet. I looked up at him, but Trip seemed to be avoiding my gaze.

			“No fishing?”

			“No fishing with Dad, no playing catch with him.” Trip looked a little forlorn watching whatever played in his mind. “We used to move a lot because of his consulting job, so it was hard for us to stay at one school for a long time. Hard to make friends, you know?”

			“But you have Tomas, now.”

			“I do. He’s my best friend.”

			I stayed quiet. Trip’s feet dragged on the floor, leaving imaginary crevices with the top of his shoes. Something stirred inside me, and I felt like giving him a hug.

			“How come your family moved here?”

			“Uh,” he cleared his throat, “Dad got a permanent consulting job here at a real estate firm trying to expand their business to the smaller local towns. My parents decided to move us all instead of having Dad travel back and forth on the weekends.”

			“Oh. Where did you move from?” He didn’t answer right away.

			“I only ask,” I tried to explain, “because your mom and dad have an accent, but I can’t place it. And you don’t.”

			“Deidra and I were born in Scotland, like my parents, but Roden and Elizabeth were born in America. That’s why they don’t have the accent. Moving around a lot, Dee and I picked up a bunch of different dialects, so no accents for us.”

			“That’s really cool! I haven’t been to Scotland. Or the UK, for that matter. I’ve only been to Canada once, but I mostly stay in Jersey.”

			“Cool. We moved from Scotland to the States when Dee was three.”

			“Hey, instead of staying here, why don’t we go to the boardwalk? I could really use some cotton candy. I’ll drive.” I stood and shook my foot to release a rock in my sandal. “Race you back?” Trip perked up a bit.

			“I don’t know the street too well. What if I trip?”

			“You’ll be fine!” I yelled as I took off running toward my house. “Thanks for the head start!”
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			“I can’t remember the last time I had cotton candy,” Trip said in between licking his fingers. The blue, sugary confection melted on the paper cone from the remaining warmth of the night.

			The sun had set a while ago, but the air was still heavy with humidity. I pulled a piece of my fluffy treat off and let the sugar dissolve on my tongue. I had to admit, hanging with Trip wasn’t so bad. He seemed to be game for most anything I threw at him. We had already walked halfway up the boardwalk, played mini golf at Congo Falls Adventure (I lost), ridden the Ferris wheel at Gillian’s Wonderland Pier, and hit up a racing game at the Hollywood Arcade (I won that time). As the night wound down and it came close to my curfew, the shops pulled down their gates as we headed back up to the boardwalk entrance by the high school.

			“The last time I ate cotton candy must have been before New York stopped serving soda with a lifeguard,” Trip added.

			“Really? Cotton candy is a staple of my summer diet, along with Sam’s Specials, ice cream, watermelon, and barbeque. And lobster. And pretzels. Oh, and pasta salad! Man, I can’t wait for Sunday.” My mouth watered at the thought of hamburgers, chicken, grilled vegetables, and all the sides accompanying them. I loved summer.

			“I admire a girl who can out eat me,” commented Trip. “Seriously.” He checked me out to prove a point, but all I did was blush into my remaining cotton candy. Trip was slowly moving his way into my main crush spot. Goodbye, Kevin.

			“Uh-oh,” Trip muttered.

			“What?” I frantically looked down, trying to get a view of my butt. I would seriously drown myself if I’d sat in chocolate or got my period in my white shorts. That would end any chance I had with Trip. But he wasn’t looking at my butt. He stared straight ahead with an intense gaze I’d only seen on one other person: Pete Cutter. He was an unknown sophomore last year when he had found a way to unlock porn on the school library’s computers. He’d been staring so fiercely at the screen before the gym teacher caught him that his eyes nearly popped out of his head. Now he was the go-to guy for anyone who needed a hacker.

			I followed Trip’s gaze to a group of people I recognized: Cay and his friends.

			“What’s the problem? If we don’t talk to them, they won’t even bother us,” I said, a little worried about Trip’s sudden change in attitude. He didn’t seem to hear me.

			“Shocking to find you here,” sneered Cay as he walked up to us. I rolled my eyes. He usually didn’t torment other students, but every now and then, his class clown attitude crossed a line.

			“That’s the best you could come up with?” Trip shook his head sadly. “That’s weak, man. How about I let you slide on that one, and when you think of a real burner, you can tweet it to me.”

			I smiled. It was somewhat enjoyable to see Cay taken down a peg.

			“I’d rather slide into your sister’s DMs.”

			Cory Birch and Logan Carter—Ocean City royalty—oohed and aahed over Cay’s response while the girls and I exchanged glances. Clearly, I wasn’t popular on the same level, but the girls and I had a mutual respect for each other. Even though Hilary Thompson and Noelle Patrelli were the “bad girls” of Ocean City, I didn’t bother them, and they didn’t bother me. In fact, Noelle and I were best friends in fifth grade before cliques were in and elementary school friendships were all but forgotten. Hilary and I’d had our middle school fights over dumb things, but now that we were older, we were over it.

			I felt bad for Trip. He was new in town and already had to deal with stupid bullies.

			“Lay off of him, Cay,” said Alec. Alec was no slouch, but these days, the high schoolers in South Jersey looked like linebackers for the Eagles. “It’s not worth it.” Cay looked at him in surprise.

			“Are you serious?” Alec silenced him with a flash of a menacing look. Cay quieted, but you could see the hate for Trip seething in his eyes. Trip’s face remained composed, but his hands clenched in fists at his sides.

			“Let’s go,” Cay grumbled. The group walked through Trip and me, Cory and Cay knocking Trip’s shoulder as they passed. Kevin was the last one through, but he didn’t touch anyone.

			“Hey, Bridget,” he said as he passed. I floated out of my body. I didn’t even think he knew my name! I know a dopey smile came over my face because when I came back down to earth, Trip was glaring at me. I wiped the happiness away and shot him a sympathetic look back. He just walked away and down the steps, allowing the shadowy darkness of the alley to swallow him whole.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Friday and Saturday came and went in frantic chaos. For those two days, I was tasked with cleaning my bathroom and bedroom (like anyone was going to see them) and then rinsing the pollen from the deck chairs. Dad mowed the backyard, picked up fallen sticks from the last thunderstorm, and set up the citronella candles around the porch. Mom was checking and double-checking whether or not she had prepared enough food for the entire neighborhood.

			“Bridge, did I tell you if Amelia Tanner and her two sons were coming?” Mom yelled from the kitchen. I stuck my head up from the bathtub I scrubbed. Heaven forbid we closed the shower curtain and moved on with our lives. Oh no, it needed to be shiny and Mr. Clean-clean, just in case the Queen of England stopped by and happened to need a shower while she was here!

			I blew a piece of hair that had fallen from my sloppy bun away from my face.

			“Yes, you told me, and no, they are not. They went to Philly to visit her parents for the weekend!” I shouted. I sprayed more cleaning agents on the stubborn soap scum and attacked it again.

			“What about the new neighbors? The Findlays?”

			I paused. It’d been almost two full days since I’d seen or heard from Trip after dropping him off. After his tense encounter with Cay, he’d been avoiding me. Who had I been kidding? He didn’t owe me anything. Maybe he was doing stuff with his family. It’s not like he had to spend time with me. We weren’t dating. In fact, I wouldn’t even call us friends. I shook my head.

			“Bridget?” Mom called.

			“Oh yeah. Yes, they’re coming!” I looked at the obstinate stain and gave up. If Mr. Clean and Mr. Bubbles weren’t going to kill it, then there was nothing left to do but relinquish that piece of grout to the soap scum.

			“Congratulations,” I said to the stain. Standing, I got dizzy from all the chemicals and poor ventilation. I removed my rubber gloves and flopped onto the couch in the living room. Midnight-blue, fluffy … it was one durable piece of furniture. I had spent my formidable years napping, eating, and having sick days on that couch. I snuggled in more and closed my eyes. A few minutes later, Dad’s heavy footsteps were muffled as he came into the living room.

			“Hey, kid,” he said as he sat next to me. I sank into the couch a little more.

			“Hi, Dad.” My eyes remained closed. Maybe if I didn’t open them, he’d get the hint.

			“Mom just mentioned if you were done cleaning the bathroom, she would like you to help her with something in the kitchen. Or you could run to the store for me and pick up a few last-minute things.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“Bridget!” Mom called again from the kitchen. “Could you help me with something? I was curious if you’d clean the oven for me!”

			“Run!” Dad whispered. My eyes popped open.

			“Can’t! Running to the store for Dad!” I jumped up and rushed out the door.

			[image: ]

			“If I was an apricot, where in this section would I be?” I muttered and perused the produce section.

			“By the peaches, next aisle over,” a guy said. I whipped around, a little surprised someone else had heard me. That someone was Cay.

			“Oh, um, thanks,” I sputtered. I couldn’t recall Cay ever talking to me before, let alone nicely. I flashed him a tight smile and walked over to the next aisle. I found the fruit, picked out a few firm ones, and turned smack into Cay. “Are you following me?”

			He smiled. “Why would you think that?” He reached around me and picked a few peaches from the pile. Still grinning and never taking his eyes off me, Cay dropped them into his plastic bag. Up close, his dark green eyes were enticing. I saw some of his brother’s handsome features in his face. I shook my head and remembered Cay was usually a jerk and a bully. Good looks were nothing compared to a good personality.

			“What are you doing here?” I blurted out. He beamed even brighter.

			“Hunting reindeer.” I raised my eyebrows. Clearly, he was here to do grocery shopping. Score one for Cay.

			I nodded briefly and pushed my cart past him, leaving the produce section.

			“How come we never hang out?” he asked as he pulled his cart alongside mine.

			Frowning, I opened my mouth but closed it quickly. I couldn’t think of what to say.

			“Well, we should. Hang out. What are you doing tomorrow?”

			I was too taken aback to come up with a lie. “My family is holding a neighborhood barbeque.”

			“Great! I’ll see you there.” He winked at me and walked off. Had I missed something? Cailean McKay wanted to come over to my house and hang out with me?

			I wished the sudden excited butterflies in my stomach would settle down.
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			That night, I tossed and turned in bed, unable to untangle the ball of nerves lodged in my chest.

			“No, Lugh!” I ran after him, slipping on the wet pine needles in the forest. The sweet smell of damp grass and dirt saturated the air I sucked in heaving breaths. My wet dress tangled at my feet, tripping me. Pulling myself up off the ground, I stumbled through low-hanging branches in search of my brother. There! I saw a flash of his burned yellow tunic and white hair through the trees. Pushing myself harder, I practically flew over fallen trunks and rocks. “Lugh, wait!” He stopped for a minute, suspended in time. Catching up to him, I touched his arm, and the frozen body in front me became my sibling again.

			“I can’t wait!” he growled. “I need to find her!” I panted next him, doubled over in pain. Lugh took another step up the mountain but couldn’t go too far since I still held his clothes.

			“I’ll help. She can’t be too far ahead.”

			“No! This is my doing! She is the only one who knows. I have to find her.” He wrenched his arm out of my grasp and walked away. A sense of panic flooded my body, followed by an overwhelming feeling of urgency.

			“Your doing? How? And how can she help us find it?” I called, hoping to slow him down. Lugh turned to face me, his green eyes full of intensity.

			“We find her, we find the Amulet.” His voice was so filled with doom. It felt like a rock settling in my stomach. Thunder cracked above us, reflecting Lugh’s intense anger.

			As the dream faded from my memory, Lugh’s eyes were the last thing I remembered.

			“The weather will be hot and sunny today thanks to yet another side effect of global warming…” the weatherman’s voice blared from my radio. Groaning, I rolled and shut it off. Still feeling groggy and overtired, I flopped back onto my pillows. The unusual dream left a weird impression on my brain. The forest felt like home as if I spent my summers traipsing over every hill and through every shiny brook. My family camped at the Hiltons, not in tents in the rain. Something else pricked the back of my mind. I’d never heard the name Lugh before, yet his face seemed so incredibly familiar.

			Stretching, I let the dream fade from my mind as memories of the day before danced into my brain. I wondered if Trip would show today. We hadn’t seen each other or talked since we ran into Cay and his friends on the boardwalk.

			“Ugh,” I groaned through sleepiness. My afternoon adventure with Cay yesterday came rushing back, and I instinctively tensed at the idea of his showing up at the barbeque. At least my friends would be there and none of his would, so I’d be in good company. Pushing my covers off my legs and nearly falling out of bed, I stumbled into the bathroom, yawning loudly as I went.

			“Oh, good. You’re up,” Mom chirped. “After you shower, come help me set up. It’s already ten thirty, and I still need to chop vegetables.”

			I shot her a thumbs-up and closed the bathroom door behind me. Did I really need to shower that badly? I peeked at the mirror above the sink. My not-so-well-rested reflection stared back at me. Cloudy, blue eyes with dark smudges beneath them scanned my face for blemishes or anything out of the normal. Glancing at my hair, I saw what my mother was referring to. The usual wavy, red hair on my head had been replaced by a tangled mess. I brushed my teeth, showered, and hurried to dress. As much as I wanted to make my last day of summer last forever, I didn’t want to keep Mom waiting while she was in “party mode.” Five summers ago, Dad made the mistake of going golfing in the morning before a big party, even though he knew what Mom is like when setting up. Let’s just say he didn’t golf as much anymore, and his clubs had a slight bend, even after having them fixed.

			“I’m so glad I’m skipping breakfast today,” I mentioned to Mom as I entered the kitchen. She handed me a chopping board as I placed my phone on the table.

			“Why is that?” Mom asked while pointing to a cucumber and a red pepper.

			“Because I want to make sure I can eat everything in sight. I’m talking seconds and potential thirds.” I picked a knife from the chopping block and sat at the table. “What did you make for dessert this year?”

			The barbeque is themed every year. In the past, it had never been common to dress up, but for the past two years, our neighbors had decided to anyway. Last year was Carnevale, but this year, Mom went low-key: luau. Pink flower leis and tiki huts were everywhere. Thankfully, we wouldn’t be wearing hula skirts or flower bras, but I couldn’t promise the same for everyone else. The thought of a very old Mr. Sanders dressing in the skirt and bra sent shivers crawling down my back.

			“Macadamia Coconut Cake, brownies, and fresh fruit. Nothing too big. When you’re done chopping those, I have more you can slice.” My phone vibrated, indicating I had a message.

			[Trip: Hey, it’s Trip.]

			[Trip: Can we meet? I want to talk. Fishing park at 1?]

			My heart did the Snoopy Happy Dance at the name: Trip. I looked at the clock. I didn’t have much time to get ready. Wiping my hands on a towel, I answered back:

			[Bridget: Sure. See you then.]

			“Um, Mom, how much more do I have to do? I have to run a quick errand before the barbeque.”

			“You can be done after you finish slicing the pineapple.”

			I’d never chopped fruit faster in my life. After washing my hands, I changed into frayed jean shorts and a loose-fitting tank top with the Beatles on the front. Who said I had to look like a hot mess when I saw Trip? After dabbing some concealer under my eyes and slipping on my favorite pair of sneakers, I hurried from the house, hoping I wouldn’t be late.

			I practically ran down the block to the park but was afraid if I didn’t beat Trip there, he’d see me running to meet him. Not wanting to come off too eager, I slowed, stopping to tie my shoe and buy myself a little time. Lightning crackled above me and I jumped. Was it normal for lightning to strike in the middle of the day with no warning? Turning the corner, I saw the gazebo where Trip and I had hung out a few days ago. He sat there, his back to me.

			Quickly braiding my hair down the side, I walked slowly, afraid to make noise.

			“Hey,” I said softly as I approached him. He looked back and shot me a quick smile.

			“Hey. Wasn’t sure if you’d come.”

			“I said I would. I’d like to think I’m a woman of my word.” Playing with the tail of my braid, I made an attempt to appear casual. “So, what’s going on?”

			He cleared his throat. “I wanted to apologize.”

			That wasn’t what I had been expecting. “For what? Did you key my car?”

			“What? No.” Confusion painted Trip’s face.

			“Did you kidnap my cat?”

			“Do you have a cat?” he asked, bewildered.

			“No, but that’s not the point. If I had a cat, would you steal him?”

			“Um, no.”

			“Then you didn’t offend me in any way, like keying my car or stealing my cat would. I think we’ll be okay.”

			Trip laughed. “Fine, but I’d like to apologize anyway. If you don’t mind.”

			“Apologize away,” I replied, sweeping my hands out in front of me.

			“I wanted to say I’m sorry for acting like a jerk for the past few days. I let Cay get to me, and I took it out on you.”

			“Took it out on me? Did you actually key my car?” I loved my little out-of-date, hand-me-down, red 1979 Pontiac Firebird with a T-top. It had been my dad’s midlife crisis car before it was Mom’s “need a company car” car. She bought the minivan for deliveries last year, and the Firebird was handed down to me. It was my “I finally have a car” car. It had seen better days, but I loved that thing.

			“No! Stop that. I stopped talking to you because…” He chucked a stone into the river, skipping it only twice. I raised my eyebrow, secretly impressed, and waited for him to continue. They say if you stayed silent in a conversation when you wanted the other person to talk, the other person would do whatever they could to fill that silence. I was interested to see if I could get it to work. “Well, I was embarrassed about what happened on the boardwalk with me and Cay. Whatever, it shouldn’t have happened, and I’m sorry.”

			His face was a little flushed, but I wondered if there was more to this story.

			“I don’t understand something. You just moved here to our small, one-gas station town, right?”

			“Yeah.” I heard the apprehension in his voice.

			“So why would Cay want to fight with you? How did you manage to get on his bad side already?” Panic flashed across his face and was gone the next instant. He shrugged.

			“I don’t know. Isn’t he the school bully? Isn’t it his job to pick on the new guy?” Trip looked down again.

			“But the way he talked made it seem like he knew you before he saw you on the boardwalk.” Trip’s face paled and twisted as if he was silently praying I wouldn’t push further. A moment later, he was neutral.

			“I don’t know! Maybe he saw me on the beach earlier that day after I met you on the boardwalk, and he got jealous.” Trip couldn’t keep the smugness from his tone. I wasn’t sure what to do with his mood change, but I let it go.

			“Okay, okay. Apology accepted.” I smiled to send the message home, but I couldn’t understand why Trip was so intent on avoiding my questions. His face flashed relief just as my stomach growled, humiliating me. “I skipped breakfast,” I offered weakly. “And I have to get back to help set up for the barbeque. Walk me home?”

			Trip brightened at the invite. “Sure.”

			As we walked back to my house, it began to drizzle. I hoped it didn’t stay like this all day. It wasn’t fun to wear a sticky and sopping-wet lei around your neck.

			“Are you coming to the barbeque?”

			“I didn’t know I was invited.” He put his hand in his pocket, pulled out a pack of gum, and offered me a piece. After I turned him down, he took one for himself and put it away.

			“Well, my mom invited your whole family, so I just guessed they would have told you,” I explained.

			“I’m usually the last to know anything.”

			“Let me formally invite you then.” I put on a British accent. “Mr. Trip Findlay, I cordially invite you to the MacNamaras’ Annual End-of-Summer Barbeque. Costumes are encouraged but not expected.”

			“Costumes?” he asked, skeptical. I shrugged and dropped the accent.

			“It’s themed. This year is luau.”

			“So, grass skirts?”

			“No,” I replied, chuckling. “No grass skirts or coconut bras.”

			“Will you be dressing up?”

			“Not really. I may wear a lei and call it a day.”

			“Bummer.”

			Surprised, I looked at him and caught his eye. He grinned. A surge of lust coursed through my body, sending my cells into a tizzy. 

			Lightning split the sky as thunder grumbled above us, but neither of us paid any attention. I wanted to kiss him. I licked my lips and turned away, feeling my cheeks warm at the strong urge. To add to my suave boy-trapping skills, I was so caught up with potentially kissing him that I tripped. On a rock. I would have seen it if I had kept facing forward like normal people did while walking. Instead, I fell on my knees, causing my skin to scrape and bleed. If there was any form of a higher power out there, the ground would have opened up and gulped me down without stopping to chew.

			“Ow!” Don’t cry. Don’t cry! I had never been good with physical pain. I rolled over and clutched my knee to stop the bleeding.

			“Are you okay?” Trip crouched next to me to check out my ridiculous injury. “Let me see.” He pried my fingers off and looked at the mess that had formerly been my knee. “You’ll be okay. It’s just a flesh wound.” I kept my eyes big to avoid tears, but the tenderness of his touch and the Monty Python reference made a single drop escape. I cursed that tear.

			“You don’t have to cry,” Trip said softly. He brought his thumb up to my cheek and wiped it away. In the movies, it would have been the moment the new guy—Trip Findlay, in all of his gorgeous glory—would lean over and kiss me. But, of course, that didn’t happen.

			“Are you alright?” a voice called from behind me. Mrs. Perkins, looking like a banana in her yellow Bermuda shorts and matching yellow t-shirt, was bringing in groceries from her car and had witnessed my downfall.

			Taking a deep breath and Trip’s now outstretched hand, I stood. “I’m fine, Mrs. Perkins. It’s just a scratch.” I took a step to prove my point.

			She clucked her tongue. “You should watch where you’re walking. But I’m glad you’re alright. I’ll see you at the barbeque later if this rain stops trying to flood us out!” I waved goodbye, silently cursed both my
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