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            Prologue

          

          New York, June 29, 2000

        

      

    

    
      Teddy

      My dad holds my hand and pulls me through the big green doors. The small purple bag bounces against my jeans. Purple isn’t my color, but it’s her favorite and I want to cheer her up, especially today. My Vans squeak against the black shiny floor, as we pass a small table with a weird statue on it. It’s just a head. Who wants just a person’s head? I don’t get it. Adults are weird.

      Like always, there are lots of big guys standing around watching us. Their guns are showing on their sides. My dad says when I grow up and if I keep practicing, I’ll be able to carry one just like they do.

      A bunch more faces I don’t know are sitting in the living room on Uncle Leo’s big grey couch. They look a little sad and really mad. It reminds me of my mom’s funeral. There were a lot of strangers there that day too. They’re talking very quiet, but stop when my dad and I come in. I look for her, but she’s nowhere.

      “Nico!” Josephine rushes over and wraps her chubby arms around my dad in a big hug. When she lets go she has a sad smile on her face. The white parts of her eyes are red, just like the people in the other room. She must have been crying too. Today, she’s not wearing the black and white clothes she usually does. Her all black dress is much fancier. “Glad you’re here. He needs you.”

      My dad doesn’t say anything, he just walks off. He moves past the two big guys that I call Hulk and Terminator—not because they’re green or a weird robot, but they’re just scary—and into the office door.

      “Teddy, why don’t you come help me cheer up Sophie while your dad talks to your Uncle Leo?”

      “Sure,” I shrug.

      Josephine smiles and takes my hand. “You’re getting so big. How old are you now?”

      “Eight.”

      “Wow. You’re making me feel old.” The fat on her face moves like Jell-O as she laughs. She leads me into the kitchen and my eyes get huge. There is a bunch of food on the counter. Uncle Leo won’t have to cook for a whole year. “How about we get some ice cream first?” She smiles.

      “Okay.” I play with the handle of the purple bag. I’m not hungry, but my dad said to be nice.

      Josephine reaches into the freezer and then hands me two cones and some napkins. “There you go. Sophie’s on the back porch. She’s going to be so happy to see you.”

      I walk out the back door and find her sitting on the brick steps. She’s playing with the bottom part of her dress. Her head is down and she looks very sad. I’m surprised they got her into a dress today. I think it was all Josephine because Uncle Leo never makes her wear all that girlie stuff.

      Most boys my age think girls have germs and most do, but not my Sophie. From the time she was born we were always around each other.

      “Hey Soph,” I sit down on the brick steps next to her, but she doesn’t listen to me. I put the purple bag down next to me.

      Her long dark brown hair is pulled up into two things on the side of her head. A big purple bow is on top of each of them. The birthmark on the back of her neck is showing. Dots cover the tip of her nose. It’s so small, it’s like a button.

      I wait for her to look at me, but she doesn’t. “I got ice cream.” I tease her with it.

      “Not hungwy.” Her bottom lip is wiggling a lot. She talks so soft I can’t really hear her. She’s so sad it makes me sad. All I wanna do is make her smile again. Her eyes are my favorite color—green.

      “It’s chocolate. Your favorite.”

      “No tanks.” She plays with that ugly purple stuff on the end of her dress some more. I don’t like her in dresses. My Sophie wears pants and finds worms with me.

      Ice cream’s out. I set them down on the floor and move a little closer to her. “What’s wrong with my Sophy Trophy?”

      “Deddy! Don’t caw me dat.” She wraps her arms around herself and pouts. Sophie can’t say some letter sounds. It makes it hard for the adults to know what she’s saying, but not me. I always hear her.

      “I know,” I laugh. “Now what’s wrong?”

      “Mommy’s gone. She went do heaven. Unco Nico said she’s pwaying wit Aunt Dee.” She looks at me with tears falling down her face. That makes me nervous. I don’t know what to do when she cries. My dad usually just buys his girlfriends weird looking dresses and a big thing of flowers, but Sophie’s not into flowers. She likes water guns and army guys like me.

      I put my arm around her. Chocolate and bubble gum is all I smell. She always smells like candy.

      I hang my head. It’s killing me that I can’t make her feel better, but I don’t know what to do. “I wish I could make you not cry anymore. I miss my mom too. Dad says that one day I won’t be as sad about it. Maybe you won’t be too?”

      “She’s never coming back. De bad guys dook her, Deddy.”

      “I think she’s playing with my mom.”

      “I don’t want her wit Aunt Dee. I want my mommy back wight now!” Her fists smack her lap and her nose wrinkles. Even sad, she still has a temper on her. She starts to cry so hard she’s shaking.

      This scares me. What do I do? When I’m sad, my dad takes me out to play ball. And thanks to that dumb dress I can’t do that with Sophie right now. My dad used to hug my mom every time she was sad. Maybe Sophie needs one of those?

      I pull her in and give her a big one. When I put my head on her's, she’s still shaking. “Dad takes me out to play when I’m sad. You want to go play?”

      “Dat don’t sound fun Deddy. I want dose big dummy heads to weave.”

      “They are big dummy heads, but they’re here for you and Uncle Leo.”

      “I don’t want dem. I want my mommy!”

      “I know.” We sit like that until she stops crying. I give her one of the napkins Josephine gave me and watch her wipe her face.

      I grab the bag that’s by my feet. “Brought you something.” I hope she likes it. “Dad let me pick it myself.”

      She won’t look at me, but that’s okay.

      I set the bag in her lap. It’s so big you can’t see her. “Go on. Open it.”

      She throws the noisy purple paper on the ground and digs in. A smile shows on her face, as she pulls out the gifts one at a time. She rubs the one’s hair. “I got do!” Then her dark eyebrows pinch together and she looks at me funny. “But dis one has no haiw.”

      “That one’s a lioness.” I laugh when she keeps looking at me funny. “A girl lion.”

      “Wiwwy?”

      “Yup. Boy lions are the king of the jungle and protect their queen, but lionesses are the ones you gotta watch out for.”

      “Why?” This is her favorite word lately. Most people find it annoying, but I don’t.

      “’Cause they’re the better hunters. And look,” I pull the tag from the bottom and point at it.

      She stares at what I wrote, but doesn’t know how to read yet. The mad look on her face makes me smile. She has no clue what I did.

      “It’s our names, Teddy and Soph.”

      “Ow names?”

      “Yup. And look.” I show her the boy lions arm. “It’s got the tattoo just like Uncle Leo and his guys.” She tilts her head and looks at it for a long time, so I keep talking. “Dad says when I’m big enough I can get the same tattoo on my arm.”

      “Unco Winnie cwied.”

      I laugh. “It’ll hurt, but it’s worth it to have one like all of the other guys, Sophie. It means I’ll get to work for Uncle Leo. I’ll get a gun and everything. No more water guns for me.” I’m so excited, I can’t wait.

      “Boys awe wiewd.” She looks back at her lions and tries to pull their hands apart. I should probably tell her they don’t come apart, but it’s keeping her busy. And I’m just happy she’s not crying anymore. After a while, she gives up and stops. When her green eyes look up at me I feel a weird feeling in my stomach.

      “I can’t dake it do schoow, can I?” She asks.

      “Sure you can.”

      “Gio says onwy babies dake doys to kindagaden wi dem. He’w make fun of me.”

      “Gio’s an idiot. And so is his sister, Gia. You can do whatever you want to. If they bother you at all you tell me, okay?”

      Gio and Gia are the same age as me, but they’re both jerks. I don’t like them. Gio’s always making fun of Sophie and Gia breaks all of her toys. The one and only time Gio made her cry I punched him in the face. His dad called my dad and because they work together I was grounded for a week. The black eye he got was worth it though.

      Sophie bites on her lip and nods her head. “Okay.”

      “I mean it Soph. You tell me and I’ll beat his ass.”

      She looks at me funny. “Dat’s de bad A wode.”

      “It is, but I won’t tell if you won’t.” I wink at her.

      “I won’t. Danks, Deddy.” She wraps her hands around my neck and gives me a tight hug.

      “I’m your lion and you’re my lioness. I’ll always watch out for you Soph. Always.”
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      14 years later.....Red Oak, Texas

      Tori

      “Damn it!” I slam my locker shut. Mondays usually suck, but today is really not my day. First my truck has a flat and now I can’t find my damn keys. They were in my locker earlier. Can things get any worse?

      I try to brush off my shitty luck and jog to Art.

      The smell of paint hits my nose as soon as I walk through the door and it’s my favorite smell. Not that I’m a paint sniffer or anything. I just love the creative vibe that comes with it.

      The room is your standard art room. There are six long metal tables set out in a large U-shape. The floor is a mixture of concrete, dust, and paint. I love the way it all feels under my boots. Metal cabinets line the entire length of the back wall.

      Out of habit my eyes glance around the room to take in my surroundings. So far I’m only the third person here. I take my favorite seat, which happens to be the one right by the door. What can I say? I like a quick getaway.

      The black hard plastic chair squeaks so loud when I pull it out that I cringe. It sounds like a damn bomb going off. My butt can’t hit the seat of the chair fast enough. I set my backpack down against the table leg and rest my elbows on the hard surface.

      The longer I sit, the more people start to trickle in. I laugh silently to myself. It’s the same reaction every time. They walk in and immediately look around for an available seat that’s furthest away from anyone. This goes on until the seats are pretty much all filled and the only one left is right next to me. That’s fine by me, because I do like my space.

      The creak of the door catches my attention and I look over expecting to see Mr. Turner, but my sight lands on a very gorgeous pair of deep blue eyes. They catch me by surprise.

      I slowly take in the rest of him and I’m liking what I’m seeing. His black t-shirt is so tight I can see the outline of every muscle on his chest. He’s glancing around the room for a seat, while I’m busy checking him out like a pervert. I’m so lost in doing it that I fail to realize that the only seat left is the one next to me.

      “This seat taken?” He smiles revealing two deep dimples, one on each cheek. There’s even a slight scruff of a five o’clock shadow on his diamond shaped chin that adds to his sex appeal.

      I shake my head, because at the moment, I’ve completely forgotten how to speak.

      He sits and sets his backpack down next to his chair. My eyes go right to his massive biceps, as they flex. They’re so big. It’s a miracle they haven’t ripped through his shirt. The ink poking out on his left bicep catches my full attention. I wish I could see more. There’s a good size skull with a dragon wrapped around it. The tail is coming out of its eye sockets like fire. Nice!

      “Cool tattoo.” The words tumble out of my mouth before I even realize it.

      “Thanks—” He leaves the end of his words hanging and raises his dark eyebrows with a silent question.

      “Tori.”

      His smile falters a little, as his face hardens with an unmasked emotion. Before I can decipher the meaning, it’s gone. He clears his throat and plasters back on his killer smile. “Short for Victoria?”

      “How’d you know?” I snort. It’s not that hard to figure out.

      “Lucky guess.” He sticks his hand out for me to shake. “Theo.” His hand is so huge it practically swallows mine. The minute his skin touches me, the warmth shoots through my body, sending tingles everywhere. Oh yeah, he’s trouble wrapped in a Sex God package.

      I seriously need to get a grip because it feels like I’m in Junior High having my first crush all over again. My mouth opens and just as I’m about to say something stupid, Mr. Turner walks in, saving me.

      Thank God!

      “Good morning.” Mr. Turner is dressed in an old grey t-shirt and faded jeans. With his white and black Adidas, he’s clearly stating he’s a casual kind of guy. If I didn’t pay attention to his wardrobe, his long chestnut ponytail would have definitely given him away as a carefree persona.

      He takes roll and goes over the syllabus before we finally get to attempt some freestyle drawing. I pull out my sketch book, ready to go to town. My favorite things to draw are houses. Actually, it’s just the same house over and over again. Don’t ask me why, but it’s always fascinated me since I can remember. I’m lost in coloring in the dark green door when I feel a presence over my shoulder. I tilt my head and find Theo checking out my work.

      “You’re pretty good.” He laughs, sending his hot breath across my arm making my body react to him.

      “Thanks.” I check out the gun and knife he’s been drawing for the past fifteen minutes. It’s very detailed. “You’re not too bad yourself. As far as Ka Bar’s go anyway.”

      He looks up at me with a hint of humor. “A girl who knows her weapons?”

      “Dad’s a collector.” I shrug. That’s putting it mildly. Dad’s hobby is weaponry of any kind.

      His eyes melt into a deeper shade of blue and gaze into mine. “I’ll have to come check it out sometime.” There’s a subtle undertone in his voice. It’s not a question, but a statement and it doesn’t go unnoticed.

      “It’s huge.” As soon as the word are out my eyes go wide. Did I really just say that? Out loud? Color rushes to my cheeks. “His collection is, I mean. Not his–I mean I don’t know the size of my dad’s—” Ugh! Stop talking!

      The more I try to clarify the harder he’s laughing. I want to crawl under a rock. I can’t believe I said any of that! To a hot guy nonetheless. Just when I think I’m about to die from embarrassment I’m set free.

      “Victoria Gracen to the office,” Ms. Dayton’s nasally voice comes over the intercom. Phew! Saved by the shrew!

      Without looking back I book it to the front building. As I do, the bell rings, making the hall start to crowd with bodies. Great! At this rate I’ll never get there.

      When I finally walk in, Principal Rivers gives me a slight nod of his bald head. He and Dad occasionally play golf at the same country club, which means I’m one of those kids he remembers by name without being labeled a troublemaker.

      I stop in front of Ms. Dayton’s desk. After several moments of silence, I clear my throat to get her attention. The longer I stand here the more I miss out on my lunch.

      “Yes?” She doesn’t look up from her desk. People skills are not her thing, which is weird considering the fact that she has to deal with lots of them every day.

      “I got called up here.”

      She glances up, giving me a small acknowledgement of my presence. A few more seconds pass before her plump arm reaches into the desk drawer. “Someone found these in the girl’s bathroom.”

      The metal hits my palm and I frown. “Thanks.” How did my keys end up in there? Weird. Oh well. At least I have them back.

      On the way out, I almost walk right into a hard chest. “Oh no. I’m so sorry.” I hold my hands up in apology. When I look up, he’s smiling at me. With his curly blonde hair and light blue eyes, he looks like the male version of Malibu Barbie.

      “Whoa. Hey Tor.”

      “Landon.”

      He slowly eyes me up and down, making me uncomfortable. “Lookin’ good.”

      “Uh, thanks. I guess,” I mumble to myself. Landon isn’t on the football team like his best friend—the school’s it boy—Kevin, but he’s just as popular and as such they run in the same circles. They both are also extremely cocky.

      “How’s Dani?” He’s always been a little too interested in Dani for my liking, so I keep it casual.

      “Good.”

      “Yeah? Well, tell her she knows where to find me when she’s ready.” He flashes me a killer smile and walks off.

      I’m so not telling her he said that. She’ll want to kick his ass. I shake off his stupidity and head into the cafeteria to wait in line. The whole time, I’m replaying my conversation with Theo. I can’t believe that actually happened. I’m such a dork! Walking off like that was probably not the best approach, but honestly I wasn’t sure what else to do.

      “Hello? Earth to Tori!” A small hand waves in front of my face.

      “Huh?”

      After getting my keys back I booked it into the lunchroom to grab my lunch and find my friends. And now apparently I’ve been spacing for the past however long.

      “We’ve been talking crap for the past five minutes and you’ve been zoned out the whole time.” Dani nudges me in the shoulder. Okay, so for the past five minutes my brain has been MIA.

      “What’s got your wheels turning, girlie?” Shelby’s giving me the same look. They may be fraternal twins, but sometimes they’re so much alike it’s scary. We met our sophomore year. A bond over a love of chocolate and all things Channing Tatum during Mr. Neil’s History class was all it took to become smitten. Been BFF’s ever since.

      “I just made a giant ass out of myself.”

      Both their blonde eyebrows arch, making their blue eyes go wide.

      “How?” Dani bites into her chicken sandwich.

      “I got stuck sitting next to a hot guy and when he started flirting with me—at least I think he was flirting with me—I freaked. You know how tongue-tied I get, so it went downhill from there. I tried to fix it, but Ms. Dayton called me up to the office. I pretty much ran out of the room.”

      Dani and Shelby are staring at me like I’m crazy. Then they both bust up laughing. Their deep laughter feels like it’s echoing above the rest of the cafeteria noise.

      “I don’t see how my humiliation is so funny?” And I really don’t.

      “Oh come on. Y’all got to admit it’s a little funny. No?” Dani says through a mouthful of chicken.

      “That would only happen to you.” Shelby twists the cap back onto her water bottle.

      “Yup.” I pick at my salad. “I’m lucky that way.”

      “Look at the plus side. At least you didn’t slip and fall in a pile of spaghetti while wearing your favorite pair of white shorts.” Dani wriggles her eyebrows.

      Now it’s my turn to laugh. “Yeah, that was pretty bad.”

      “Bad? I had to walk around like that the rest of the day.” Dani rips open her packet of ranch and squirts it on top of her fries. She licks the remaining dressing off her fingers.

      “That’s so gross,” Shelby cringes.

      “No it’s not.” Dani takes a fry covered in ranch and shoves it in her mouth making an obnoxious moaning sound.

      “I did love how you added the mustard though. Telling everyone you were starting a new trend.” I remind them of our previous conversation in hopes of preventing a sibling smack down. These two are girlie, but can throw down like a guy. Compliments of their older brothers Dean and Levi, I’m sure.

      “On the fashion edge, that’s my sister!” Shelby’s giggling just as hard as me.

      “Hey y’all, I can spin any negative into a positive,” Dani boasts proudly.

      “Speaking of something negative. You’ll never guess who’s been staring over here for the past few minutes.” Shelby gives us a slight tilt of her head.

      Without thinking, my head automatically turns. When my eyes make contact with a familiar pair of hazel ones I wished I hadn’t. All humor leaves my face and I’ve suddenly lost what appetite I had.

      He’s sitting with his arm slung over the back of his chair while the other rests against the table. Surrounded by the usual suspects: Landon, Jack, Randy, Ian, and Chris—his attention is all on me. The cheerleaders next to them are no doubt planning this year’s first pep rally, he should be focusing on them, but all of his attention is focused on me.

      “Have you spoken to Kevin at all?” Shelby jerks her head towards their table.

      As if! “Nope. Not since he told me we were going on a date and I turned him down at the end of school last year.”

      “I’m thinking he’s still got it for you. Bad.” Dani nudges my shoulder.

      “Well, unlucky for him, asshole isn’t my type. New York can't come fast enough.”

      Dani's face falls. It looks like the ranch has soured in her mouth. "You're still dead set on going to NYU?"

      "Yup." We've had this conversation a million times. I don't know why it's a surprise every time I bring it up, but it is.

      "Why can't you," she turns towards Shelby. "Or you, go to college here instead."

      "Because New York is the fashion capital of the world. Anyone in fashion knows this." Shelby is put off by this, but she's handling it with the same care I am.

      "It's just so far from everything." From her, is what Dani really means.

      "But they have one of the best Graphic Design schools around. If I'm going to be serious about it, I need to get into a good school." I hope she gets this before we graduate.

      "I know." Dani sighs and looks down at her fries. "It sucks to be the only one left behind, but I know."

      "You know they have a kick ass Photography program too?" Shelby explains. "You could come with us."

      "I'm not even sure if that's what I want to do." Dani shakes her head.

      "So? Come with us. And if you don't like it, then change majors." Shelby smiles pleased with plan.

      Dani gnaws on the inside of her cheek. "We'll see."

      Obnoxious laughter catches our attention, putting an end to this tiresome discussion.

      I glance over at the annoying blonde giggling next to Kevin. My nemesis since she came here last year. “Hopefully she doesn’t try to start something.” I twist in my seat. She always makes my skin crawl.

      “Bonny can go back to California for all I care. Damn Yankee!” Shelby’s not very fond of her.

      “She giving you problems too?” Dani shares in our loathing opinion of Bonny and goes into protective sister mode.

      “She’s in my drama class this year. Can’t stand her snobby ass. She’s been hanging all over the whole team like they’re the greatest thing since a free Coach purse.”

      “And looks like she’s still making nice with Debra and Ashley.” Dani shakes her head.

      Just great. Debra and Ashley are our school's version of Mean Girls.

      “Yeah, well there’s still only one brain between the two of them,” Shelby snickers and we start giggling. Our voices must be loud because it catches their attention. All three of them shoot us evil glares.

      “Uh-oh! I think we’ve poked the sleeping bear.” Shelby whips her head back around and tries to pretend—unsuccessfully I might add—that she wasn’t staring.

      “Crapballs! She looks ready to eat a live baby!” Dani mumbles between tight lips, trying to stay still and not be obvious.

      “Wouldn’t be surprised if she does that for fun in her spare time.” I deadpan as I play with the piece of lettuce on my fork. The three of us burst out into giggles again until my eyes water. The rest of lunch is spent gossiping about who did what over the summer.

      Things are pretty laid back in my next period since I’m a TA for Mr. Nichols’ Math class. My last class though is one I love, PE. I know. Most High School kids hate it, but not me. Well, until now that is. What are the chances that I’d get lucky to have Dani and Shelby in there with me, but also unlucky enough to have Bonny, Debra, Ashley and Kevin in there as well. You’d think PE would be my least stressful class. Nope. Now I’m officially a hot mess. I get lucky that the cheerleaders and football players have practice during sixth period instead of PE and are doing their own thing. Unfortunately, that means we share a field with them. I manage to make it through the whole hour intact and with only occasional stares from both Bonny and Kevin.

      At least until after class.

      “Don’t look now, but a couple lockers to your left and across the hall major hottie staring.” Shelby’s nonchalantly jerking her head in their direction; a huge smile on her face.

      I peek my eyes out the side of my locker door a fraction of an inch to find said “hottie” staring. “Major hottie’s name is Theo.”

      “You know him?” Dani’s so excited she’s practically shouting at me.

      “Theo’s the guy.” I slide my head back towards my locker and focus on reorganizing my books for the second time. When they both don’t say anything I add, “The one I walked out on.”

      “Lucky bitch!” Dani teases before playfully shoving me into the locker.

      “Who’s his friend?” Shelby sounds a little more than interested to have that information. “He screams eye candy.”

      “No clue.” I shrug and turn my attention back to my friends.

      Dani tilts her head down towards her brown boots, but not before I see her bite back a grin. “Jeremy.”

      Both Shelby and I let out a gasp of surprise.

      “How do you know him?” Shelby’s eyes are so wide they’re about to pop out of her head.

      “We sit by each other in Photography.” She chews the inside of her cheek. Things start to click. Slowly, but they do. That’s her biggest tell.

      “You like him!” Shelby giggles with so much excitement I’m worried she’s going to spontaneously combust.

      “If you tell Dean or Levi, I’ll hide all of your bras in the freezer.” Dani’s blushing. Big time. Oh yeah, my BFF has a mad crush on Theo’s friend.

      Shelby makes a motion to zip her lips. “They won’t hear it from me.”

      I shut my locker and spin the lock before we head out into the parking lot. Even though I don’t turn around I can feel Theo’s eyes on my back the whole way outside.

      My steps slow as we near our cars. I toss my stuff into the passenger seat and turn to face them. “You guys still coming over Sunday?”

      “Of course.” Shelby smiles, shoving her stuff inside her back seat.

      “My gun’s all ready,” Dani shouts from across the roof of her car.

      “Shh! Keep your voice down.” My eyes scan the parking lot to make sure no one overheard. “You’re going to get us in trouble.”

      “Oh please. This is Texas Darlin’. Everyone’s got a gun,” Dani says in her thickest southern accent and wriggles her eyebrows up and down.

      “Fine. See you guys then.” I shake my head and watch them pull away. When I go to shut my door prickles on the back of my neck start. Like I’m being watched. My eyes snap up and through the crowd of stragglers, but I don’t see anyone. Whatever. I’m probably just being paranoid again.
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      My fingers gently squeeze the trigger of my purple .45 (an early birthday gift from my parents), while my eyes stay glued on the target. Everything else around me fades into background noise that I easily tune out. It’s just me and the brisk September air. That’s one of many things I love about Red Oak. Fall is always beautiful here. I keep my breathing slow and steady. The first round pops off and I hear a loud “Ping”, as the can falls away from the top of the fence. Nailed it!

      Dani and Shelby’s muffled screams cheering me on echo through my earmuffs. My fingers keep squeezing until I’ve emptied the magazine into the remaining cans.

      As soon as the last bullet leaves the chamber, I click the safety on and pull out the empty magazine. When I pull off my earmuffs, I turn around to find my dad and my two best friends are all smiles.

      “What?” I arch an eyebrow.

      “That was bad ass!” Dani shrieks.

      “Totally was! You got all the ones we missed,” Shelby seconds.

      I force a smile. I’m surprised I even hit one can let alone them all. It’s been almost a week since I’ve had a decent nights sleep. After years, my nightmares have suddenly returned, making me an emotional mess. I haven’t told Dani or Shelby any of this. Definitely not telling Mom or Dad.

      Then there’s the situation with Theo. Thankfully, after my hasty exit on Monday, he’s been good at acting like it never happened. Our conversation has been simple and sparse compared to our first meeting. I’m hoping it’s because we’ve been too busy with our assignments and not the fact that he thinks I’m a hopeless dork.

      Dad’s stance focuses my attention back to him. He’s standing with his hands on his hips and wearing one of the biggest smiles I’ve ever seen. His brown eyes are gleaming with excitement. “You’re a natural, mia dolce. Keep it up and you just might beat your mother.”

      “Or you?” I shrug.

      He cocks his head and starts laughing. “You challengin' me?”

      “Maybe.” I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from smiling. I love to mess with him. He knows it too.

      Dad looks at Shelby and Dani and hands them two large papers. “Would you girls mind settin’ up the targets for us?”

      “Sure thang,” they say in unison before heading towards the fence.

      “Tell you what.” Dad pulls out his black .45 Caliber Glock. “Let’s make things interestin’.” His face lights up in amusement. “Loser does dishes.”

      That has my attention. If it’s one thing I hate, it’s doing dishes. “You’re on, old man,” I tease. At 44, he’s really not old at all. I just like to give him a hard time. His coffee colored hair is lightly sprinkled with some flecks of silver, but that’s the only sign Dad has aged. To me, he’s still the crazy fun-loving guy I remember as a kid.

      “Mia dolce, there ain’t nothin’ old about me,” Dad winks at me, as he shoves the magazine in place until it clicks.

      A laugh escapes me. I love it when Dad speaks in Italian. I put the last bullet in my magazine and push it into place. Dani and Shelby hand us each a pair of black earmuffs. We wait until Dani and Shelby are standing safely behind us and then it’s game on.

      I switch off the safety and plant my feet. My arms stretch out in front of me at the ready because I’m going to win. I catch a quick glimpse of Dad over my shoulder. He’s doing the same thing I am.

      He kisses the Saint Michael medallion that he always wears around his neck before he looks at me. “Ready?”

      I nod.

      “Fire!”

      Round after round, we squeeze our triggers until our magazines are empty. I release the magazine from my gun and click back on the safety before I set it against a nearby barrel. Dad does the same with his gun.

      When it’s all clear we go get our targets. Have to say I’m feeling pretty good. There’s a steady small spray of holes around mine. I nailed the bulls-eye dead center at least twice. I smile and hold my paper out in front of me bragging to Dad. He tilts his head, as he looks at it. “Impressive.”

      “Yours?” I try to save my gloating for later, but it’s hard to contain. This is the best I’ve ever done.

      Dad stares down at me a second before a wide grin spreads on his face. Crap! I know that look.

      He holds the paper in front of him and my eyes go wide. The center of the bulls-eye is nothing but a single hole. He nailed the same spot every single time. “Not too bad, for an old man.”

      “That’s impossible.” I shake my head in disbelief. There’s no way he could have done that.

      Dad just shrugs it off. “Let’s go eat. I suddenly have a huge appetite.” His smile widens, as he walks off.

      I stare dumbfounded. I’ve just been played. By my own father!

      Shelby nudges my shoulder and giggles. “Nice try.”

      Dani just shakes her head. “I don’t do dishes.”

      “You’re a terrible BFF,” I sigh, but she knows I’m teasing. Dani’s aversion to housework is no secret. She shrugs at me, as we walk towards the house.

      Dinner’s theme tonight is Italian. It’s a full-on spread too. Mom loves to go all out for our family dinners. She’s Martha Stewart meets Ronda Rousey. She can make a mean meal while kicking your ass with one hand behind her back. Making the dinners formal with place settings and everything is one of her favorite things to do. Normally I love it, but not tonight. I’m mentally cringing as each dish is brought out to the table. At this rate, I’m going to be here all night washing them!

      We each have plates piled high with lasagna, salad, and fresh made bread sticks. I’m thinking of skipping dessert to down-size the overload of dishes. And knowing Mom, there definitely is a fresh baked dessert in the kitchen.

      “So? How was your first week as seniors?” Mom asks.

      “Good,” Dani answers.

      “You girls excited about it?” Dad asks.

      “Definitely!” Shelby's so excited, it looks like she’s going to jump out of her chair and start dancing.

      “Heck yeah! I can’t wait,” Dani beams.

      “Homecoming was one of my favorite nights. Pretty dress, dancing, after parties.” Mom’s smiling and reminiscing.

      Dad stops, his fork mid-way and turns to me. “You can go, but you’ll go carryin'.”

      “David!” Mom chastises. Her whisky eyes look like they’re about to pop out of her head. She throws her caramel colored hair over her shoulder and gives him a pointed glare.

      “Pretty sure that’s illegal, Dad.”

      “So is what I’ll do to any boy if he lays a finger on you.” Dad shrugs his meaty shoulders like what he says is no big deal.

      “Dad!” I swear he likes to drive me crazy with his protective streak. Before he can say anything else, Mom does.

      “You girls just have fun this year and don’t worry about boys. Yeah?” Mom smiles, as she shoves a fork full of lasagna in her mouth. I love Mom. She knows when to end a conversation that’s making me uncomfortable.

      The rest of dinner is full of some easy talk. But just like I suspected, after we finished the main course Mom disappears and brings out a plate full of cannolis. We devour them all within minutes. Have I said how much of an amazing cook my mother is?

      We talk a bit more before Dani and Shelby claim they have to head home early. I know it’s to avoid the dishes. After what seems like hours later, I’m finishing the last dish as Mom comes up next to me.

      “The dark circles under your eyes are bad. You’re not getting enough sleep,” Mom accuses. Her brunette eyebrows pinch into a frown. “Nightmares started again?” Her voice is full of concern and I cringe. I was hoping she wouldn’t notice, but then again she notices everything.

      “Yeah. Not bad like before though,” I assure her.

      She looks at me a beat and then crosses her arms over her chest. “They start to become too much again, you go see Dr. Sorenson, yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I promise, but hold my hand behind my back and cross my fingers. Truth is I really hate seeing Dr. Sorenson. Something about him just seems a little off. Always has and probably always will.
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      “Shut up, ya lil brat!” He’s yells at me, as he tugs on the front of my costume. I can’t stand very well. He’s stepping on my tail. He’s so big he towers over me.

      My bottom lip puffs out into a pout. He’s not nice. He’s the meanest grown up I’ve ever met. “I don’t like you!”

      “Feeling’s mutual kid. Now shut up.”

      “I want my daddy!” I yell at him and ball my hands up into a fist.

      “Too bad. Daddy ain’t here.”

      I’m so mad I kick him in his shin.

      He bends down and rubs where I kicked him, but doesn’t let me go. Then he yanks me into his face. Uh-oh! He looks really mad now. If he was a cartoon, he’d have steam coming out of his ears.

      “I’m gonna teach you some respect!” He raises his hand to hit me. His hand is so big it looks like a giant paddle. I’m scared. Daddy’s never spanked me.

      I try to get away and start scratching at him with my fingernails. One of them digs in and gets him. I can feel his skin underneath my fingernails. There’s a big red line of blood on his face. He screams really loud. Then his hand comes down across my cheek. Hard!

      “You’re all alone now! Daddy isn’t comin’ to save you!” His yelling covers up the sound of him hitting my skin.

      It hurts. It hurts so bad I cry. My whole cheek is stinging like it’s on fire and I can feel blood on my lip.

      Tears fall as I cry. I cry so hard I get the hiccups.

      He laughs at me. “I think you need a few more, brat.”

      Now that I know what’s coming I struggle. I don’t want to get hit again. The more I twist and turn, the harder he pulls on my costume until I hear the material rip. “Stop movin’ or I’m usin’ my belt next!”

      That makes me stay still. A belt sounds bad. Worse than his hand. I’m breathing so fast I can’t stop shaking.

      I don’t want to see it coming, so I squeeze my eyes closed. This makes him madder.

      “Open your eyes and look at me you little shit!”

      My eyes pop open. I don’t want him to hit me harder.

      He raises his hand and I hold my hiccupping breaths as best I can, as I stare at the half-moon shaped mark under his eye.

      Out of nowhere I hear a low popping sound. Then I see the small hole in the middle of his forehead. Blood’s dripping down his face, as he lets me go and falls to the floor. Another pair of hands grabs me from behind and I scream.

      I shoot up in my bed. This is the third night this week that I’ve woken up in a cold sweat. These nightmares aren’t getting any better. If anything, they’re getting worse. Looks like a visit to Dr. Sorenson it is.

      My morning routine is the usual, except it takes a little bit more effort and whole lot more make-up to hide the dark circles under my eyes. My parents are downstairs having breakfast when I tell them the dreaded news. Thankfully, they don’t make a big deal out of it. Mom calls Dr. Sorenson’s office and amazingly I have an appointment after school today. Before I head off to school, we make plans to go together.

      Lack of sleep has made English, Biology, and Statistics drag by. My body’s instantly awake when it’s time for Art though. Sitting next to Theo has become the highlight of my day. Since I walked out last Monday, I thought things would be awkward between us, but Theo has made them the exact opposite. Here it is a little over a week later and I’ve completely forgotten about my idiotic moment. Too bad my hormones can’t forget about how good looking he is, so I can concentrate on my projects instead of stealing glances of his muscles and tats. This is going to be one long ass Wednesday, if I can’t.

      “Nice Mustang.” Theo’s leaning over my shoulder, as I start to pack up my stuff for lunch. The warmth from his body is like a spark shooting fire through mine.

      “Thanks.”

      “I prefer mine with four wheels.”

      “Hey! Chestnut’s my girl.”

      “Chestnut? Like the nuts?” He tilts his head to one side, like he’s waiting, working something out.

      “Yup. They’re my favorite nuts.”

      “Really? Those the only nuts you like?” He cocks an eyebrow and tries to hide a grin, but his dimples come out anyways.

      “You know what I meant. Perv.” My face is burning. I’m pretty sure I’m as red as his shirt.

      “I do. But you just make it so easy.” The tip of his pencil flips a piece of my hair, as he lets out a small laugh.

      Gah! If he’s not careful I’m going to stick my pencil up his nose. I roll my eyes at him. “Whatever.” I zip up my bag and head out to lunch. I swear I can hear him all the way there. The shit!

      At lunch, Dani and Shelby are sitting and having some kind of debate on who can get their older brother Dean to take them to some costume store in Dallas.

      “What are you going to wear, Tor?” Dani asks.

      “To what?”

      If looks could kill I’d be dead a thousand times over. “To what?” Her voice is rising so loud it’s making me cringe and sink lower into my seat. “Traci’s Halloween party. Everyone gets their costumes months ahead. You know this.”

      “Oh yeah. That.” I try to placate her. When she reaches that zone it’s best to appease the beast. “Not sure yet.” I shrug. I’m too tired to care. Thanks to Theo my sudden rush of adrenaline when I saw him comes with a hard crash after. Add to that my lack of sleep and I’m ready for a nap.

      “She’ll pick something. She’s got time. Just mellow out.” Shelby jumps in saving me any further wrath of Dani speeches.

      Dani sighs. “You’re right. I’m sorry. It’s just I want this year to be perfect for us.”

      “We forgive you, but if it happens again I’m personally buckling you into your straight jacket.” Shelby says matter-of-factly and then shovels a spoonful of yogurt into her mouth. And just like that Traci Tennison’s party is forgotten. We move along to more pleasant topics like the first pep-rally coming up. Again, I zone out.

      I’m a zombie coasting myself all the way through the day, so by the time sixth period comes along I’m on auto-pilot. Too bad it’s PE. Other classes I can sit down and fake it. Not this one. There’s no way Coach Pope is going to let me opt out.

      “Come on, Gracen! Get moving!” She shouts so loud it hurts my head.

      At barely five feet you’d think she would look like a cute little nugget. Wrong! She’s the devil—red spiky hair and all.

      “Ugh!” I’m struggling to keep my feet moving. Running sucks! Especially in the Texas humidity.

      “Come on, Tor!” Dani’s pacing next to me.

      “Nah. You go ahead. There’s no way I’m finishing this mile on time today.”

      “Heard Coach Pope’s going to make whoever doesn’t pass stay after and do extra laps.” Out of nowhere Shelby comes trotting next to us. I’m not sure how many laps she’s done at this point, but out of the three of us she’s the most avid runner, so she’s probably almost on her last lap.

      My lungs feel like they’re on fire. This is why I’m not a runner. Give me any other form of exercise and I’ll enjoy the pain, but running—not so much. “She’d have to catch me first.”

      “Oh, she would. She’s like a little rabid pit-bull,” Dani snorts.

      “She’d probably take a bite out of your ass too!” Shelby huffs out before she passes us up—again.

      Dani and I bust up laughing in between our heavy deep breaths. She so would.

      “You know I love you girl, but I’m not into doing extra laps.” Dani’s panting just as bad as I am.

      My arms are moving at a steady pace, as if they’re going to magically propel my legs with them; too bad they don’t. “Then go ahead.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yup.” When she just looks at me I push on her arm. “Go!”

      “Alright. Catch ya later!” She winks and picks up her pace.

      I smile and watch her go. Dani really has some speed when she applies herself. If she wanted a place, Coach Pope would snag her up in a heartbeat for the track team, but she likes running about as much as I do. I force myself to trot along at a steady pace even though it feels like I’ve been at this for hours. At least the finish line is finally in my sights.

      Oomph! Every part of me jolts, as I’m knocked into from behind. What the hell?

      “Out of my way!” Bonny’s blonde and badly dyed head goes zooming past. What is that girl’s problem?

      Pissed, I don’t really think; I just react. My foot swipes out and trips her, but somehow she manages to keep going. Bitch! Unfortunately it makes me lose my balance and I go down instead; face first into the dirt.

      Coach Pope’s whistle blows, as she yells, “Time! Gracen, stay after. You owe me four extra laps. Maybe that’ll improve your performance next time!”

      I spit out the mouthful of dirt and groan. “Fantastic!”

      Dani and Shelby are both giving me looks. It’s obvious by their faces they saw what happened with that twit Bonny. I mouth, “I’ll call you later” and head off for more torture. Mumbling curses under my breath the whole time.

      So after another fun-filled hour courtesy of the evil ginger, aka Coach Pope, I’m finally done running and ready to go home.

      I’m the last one to leave the locker room when I run smack dab right into a hard chest. My backpack slams into my back, as I’m forced backwards. Air rushes out of my lungs, but instead of falling, a hand reaches out and catches me. When I’m upright again I so wish I wasn’t. He stands there in all his football gear for what seems like forever and doesn’t speak. Just stares—correction, ogles my body.

      I let the silence drag on a few beats before my annoyance gets the best of me.

      “You need something, Kevin?”

      He runs a hand through his blonde hair and then adjusts his helmet onto his hip. Wow! He looks huge with all of his padding on. Like a giant ogre. “I’m on my way to practice, but I wanted to give you another chance.”

      “Another chance at what?” Did I miss something?

      “To go out with me. Dinner tonight.” He smiles a wide cocky smile.

      Really? “Sorry. I can’t.”

      “I don’t get you.” He’s shaking his head as if he can’t believe I turned him down for the second time. And he probably can’t. Kevin’s the school’s star quarter back and all around it guy to be with, so rejection isn’t in his vocabulary. “Any other girl would be thrilled.”

      See what I mean.

      “Then go ask one of them. Like Bonny.” And leave me alone.

      Conveniently, he chooses to ignore what I’ve said and continues talking. “I’m sorry I acted like a dick last time I asked you out. Give me a chance to make it up to you.”

      Not a chance in hell! He doesn’t mean a word of what he’s spewing. “Thanks for the apology, but the answer is still no.”

      “Come on, man! We’re going to be late for practice. You can get in her pants later.” Chris nudges Kevin’s shoulder on his way to the football field.

      Asshat! Chris thinks he and his football buddies run this school. Ugh! I’m so irritated, I have a sudden spurt of energy. Now I have the urge to run. Figures! I stomp off to my truck and hope this day gets better.
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      “Tori?”

      I look up from the black leather couch as Dr. Sorenson writes the last of his notes. The time here can’t seem to go by fast enough. There are a million other things I’d rather be doing right now.

      “Yeah?”

      Dr. Sorenson peers up at me from his glasses, his deep brown eyes giving me their full attention. “You want to tell me about the dreams?” His voice is soft and deep like Santa’s.

      No. “It’s the same one as before. I can never see his face, but he’s mean and scares me.” I glance around his office and try to block out images of the scar that has haunted me for years.

      Dr. Sorenson’s office is your typical shrink’s office. There’s an L-shaped mahogany desk in the far corner that’s surprisingly tidy. A couple of matching end tables that have an antique-looking gold desk lamp on top rest on either side of the leather couch I’m sitting on. The soft green walls are pretty plain except for a couple of framed art works and what looks like a framed rug.

      A framed rug? Really?

      Some matching book shelves align the far wall and are littered with many different types of literature. There’s also a big floral throw rug in the middle of the floor that coincidentally matches the drapes. It’s like being inside a museum after dark—calm and quiet, but filled with untold stories.

      “You remember anything else about it? The smallest detail could help us find out what’s triggering them.”

      I let out a deep sigh. If I did, I wouldn’t be here. “Nope.”

      “Has anything out of the ordinary happened? At school? At home?”

      “Not that I can recall.” I feel like I’m being watched again, but I’m not telling him that. Last time I did both he and my parents freaked out.

      “Hmm.” His fingers twirl around the curled edges of his handlebar mustache that makes him look like more like a creepy French painter than an actual shrink. He’s pondering something. What, I have no clue. Probably how crazy I sound. “Alright. I’ll see you the same time next week and we’ll talk more.”

      I follow him to the door and press my lips together in a tight smile. “Thanks.”

      “Any time.” He turns the knob and when the door opens both Mom and Dad’s heads shoot up. “David. Evelyn. Can I have a word?”

      They exchange looks and then Dad says, “Mia dolce, why don’t you go to the car. We’ll be down in a minute, yeah?”

      “Sure thing.” I head down to the parking garage.

      I lean against Dad’s black Lexus and cross my arms in front of my chest. Waiting in silence is not my thing, I prefer noise. Too bad my iPod’s at home in my backpack. My head falls to the side against the passenger side window and I shut my eyes. Getting lost in music always soothes me, but guess I’ll have to settle for the humming of the garage lights instead. My mind wanders onto other things.

      Too bad it fills with Kevin and our annoying conversation earlier. He’s just a whole other world of cocky and stupid. Then a different image—a much more pleasant image—makes its way in.

      Dark blue eyes and tattoos to be exact. The gorgeous smile that reveals some deep set dimples makes my heart smile.

      And that’s where my daydream ends.

      Bang! My body jerks upright and my eyes pop open. What the hell was that?

      It came from over by the stairs. I scan the parking lot, but there’s nothing there.

      Silence mixed with the low humming of lights is the only sound surrounding me. The longer I stare, the faster my pulse beats. Adrenaline is pumping through me so hard I feel it beating in my throat.

      Curiosity gets the better of me. I know it isn’t smart, but I need to know what’s over there. Holding my breath, I slowly creep towards the elevators. Maybe I can just sneak a peek?

      The closer I get, the bigger the knot of nerves in my stomach becomes. Hairs on my arm stand on end. I have a very weird feeling of déjà vu about this. There’s a dark corner the lights don’t touch. It’s hard to tell for sure, but I think there’s a vague outline of a body dressed in black.

      “Tori?”

      I jump and scream so loud I’m surprised they don’t hear me upstairs. “Dad! You scared the crap out of me.” My hands are clutching against my chest. At this point, my nerves are shot. It feels like I’m sweating under my clothes.

      “What are you doing over here?”

      “I thought I saw something over there.” I spin back around and point to a now empty corner. What? That can’t be right.

      His dark eyes scan the parking lot and rest on the same corner I had just been staring at seconds ago. “There’s nothing there. Come on let’s go. It’s late.”

      “Yeah. Okay.” Great! Maybe I really am going crazy.

      We’re pulling out of the garage when my phone beeps. I smile when I see Dani’s number pop up.

      Dinner?

      Cn’t on way home from Dlls. Rnchck?

      2mrrow?

      Sure. Where?

      Reba’s?

      She knows me so well. Can’t go wrong with their burgers and curly fries.

      YESSSS!

      Sweet:)

      I smile and shove my phone back into my pocket. The drive home is quiet. Too quiet compared to our usual family trips.

      “What did Dr. Sorenson want?”

      “Huh?” Dad snaps out of whatever thought he was having and squeezes the steering wheel tighter. “Oh, nothin’.” He shakes his head and rests his hand against his head, focusing on the road, but I’m not buying it. His tense body language is broadcasting loud and clear. Distraction is oozing off of him. Something is definitely up.

      Mom catches the concern on my face. “Don’t worry. It’s nothing. Just some things to try at home that might help you through this like last time.” Her warm smile puts me at ease. At least she doesn’t think I’m crazy.

      I lay my head back against the seat and stare at the roof. Let’s just hope these night terrors go away and stay away for good this time.
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      “What happened to you today?” Dani’s been dying to talk to me since last night. I feel bad that I shut my phone off and slept the whole day, but my body needed it. Somehow I did manage to drag myself out and meet up with them at Reba’s. The smell of grease and food is making mouth water. Her burgers are the best. You haven’t lived until you’ve had one.

      The decor itself is enough to come inside. It’s not your typical diner. Reba’s a huge fan of eighties sitcoms. So everything inside is an obnoxious time capsule. Even the staff dress in costume and each play a specific character. Last week when we ate in here we were served by a “Mr. Belvedere”, who seemed authentic right down to his accent. This week, it’s a Mrs. Garrett look-alike.

      “I had a bad case of insomnia last night, so Mom let me stay home from school.”

      “Lucky!” Shelby pretends to whine. “We could have crapped our pants from a bad case of diarrhea and our mom would still make us go.”

      “You had lover boy going crazy with your mysterious absence.” Dani smiles like she’s in on some private joke.

      “Lover boy?” I raise an eyebrow. Please tell me she’s not talking about Kevin?

      Shelby shakes her head. “Not the douche-canoe, Kevin. Although, Landon did come up with him and talk to Dani.”

      My head snaps in Dani’s direction. “Really?”

      “He’s got it for her so bad—”

      Dani cuts her off. “He just asked if we were coming to Traci's party.” She rolls her eyes, dismissing him. “No big deal.”

      “It is when Jeremy sits next to you and practically stakes his claim,” Shelby teases in a sing-song voice.

      “Okay, we’re getting off track here.” Dani shuts us down before I can even ask about that latest development. “We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about Theo looking like a lost puppy while you were MIA.”

      My ears perk up at this new piece of info. “What did he say?”

      “Not much.” Shelby fidgets with the straw of her soda. “He came up to us at lunch and was trying to get out of us if we knew where you were.”

      “Which we didn’t.” I guess Dani’s still hurt that I skipped out on filling them in at school today.

      “I said I was sorry.”

      “I know.” Dani sighs and smiles. “Doesn’t mean I can’t still give you shit though.”

      “Anyways,” Shelby keeps the conversation flowing, as the waitress brings out our burgers and fries. “Back to the point. I think you gave Theo a heart attack.”

      “Sounds like I missed out on quite a bit today.” The butterflies in my stomach won’t stop. Knowing that Theo’s asked about me has my body doing a back spring off the high board and crashing into the pool head first.

      “So what happened with the shrink?” Dani folds her hands in front of her and leans against the table. It’s obvious by her twitchy body language she’s been dying to ask me.

      “Yeah, they want to fit you for a straight jacket or what?” Shelby shoves a fry in her mouth and I throw one of mine at her head.

      “And they’re putting you two in the same padded room as me.” I point my finger between the two of them.

      “Nice. Room and board.” Dani laughs. “Seriously though. How was it?”

      “It was okay.” I shrug. “He listens to my craziness and then says to let him know if they get worse. Nothing life altering or anything.”

      “That sounds helpful.” Shelby’s voice is oozing with sarcasm.

      “He’s said the same stuff to me since I was little and it worked, until now.”

      Dani gives an assessing stare before she leans in to me. “Have they gotten worse?”

      “No.” And I’m not lying either; they’ve stayed just as terrifying as they always have been. I suppose I could tell her about being watched, but she didn’t ask that and I don’t want to sound like a freak. “But they’re happening more often.”

      “You going to see him again?” Shelby devours another fry.

      “Maybe. I don’t know. I hate going.”

      “Can’t say I blame you. I wouldn’t want to talk to some stranger about my issues either.” Dani shivers at the thought and I start to wonder just what issues my friend may be hiding.

      However, I know her well enough to know that right now isn’t the time to ask. So I dive into my burger, instead. “Mmm...” I can’t help the moan that slips out. It’s pure and total heaven. Reba’s burgers really are the best in town.

      I look up and Shelby’s eyes have gone so wide I think they’re going to pop out of her head.

      “Now that’s a girl who knows her meat.”

      Oh shit! I practically choke on my burger. When I turn around Jeremy’s staring at me smiling, but my eyes go right to the firm body next to him, who’s also smiling.

      Theo’s fitted navy t-shirt is leaving little to the imagination, as are his worn jeans. I try to swallow down the bite of burger, but my throat has gone dry at the sight of him.

      “Mind if we sit with you guys?”

      I try to answer, but the damn burger is still stuck in my throat. If it doesn’t go down quick I’m going to either start turning blue or have to spit it out. Not attractive options at all.

      “No. We sure don’t.” Dani comes to the rescue and I couldn’t be more grateful.

      “Thanks.” Theo smiles, as he slips into the booth next to me and Jeremy takes the seat next to Dani.

      They barely have time to sit before Mrs. Garrett’s at our table. “What can I get y’all?”

      Theo and Jeremy give their orders and she walks off, her red wig bouncing as she does.

      Jeremy twists towards Dani and Shelby asking them something. I’m not sure what, because all my attention is on the heated stare I’m getting from Theo. The vibe he’s giving off is scary. It’s a mixture of relief and anger.

      “Where were you today?” He sure doesn’t waste anytime speaking what’s on his mind. It comes out firm; more like an interrogation.

      There’s a slight thud and the table shakes. Theo jerks his head over in Jeremy’s direction, but Jeremy never takes his eyes off of Dani.

      Theo exhales and runs his hands through his hair before he turns back to me. His nostrils are flaring and it looks like he’s trying to get himself under control.

      What the hell is wrong with him? I arch one of my dark eyebrows and wait.

      “Sorry.” He bites out an apology.

      “You have a rough day or something?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Why? Were you worried about lil ol’ me?” I tease, but Theo’s not finding it funny.

      “Yeah.” The seriousness in his tone makes me shiver and I can’t tell if it’s from excitement or unease.

      “Did you miss me?” I’m not trying to sound like a flirt, but it just comes
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