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  Chapter 1

Ten Years Ago


Delia
The halls of Amoresville Area High School are buzzing more than usual today. Not that that means a whole lot. Nothing new ever happens here. Someone probably got a new tractor and drove it to school or something dumb like that. 
“DeeDee!” The familiar voice of my best friend pulls me to a stop in the middle of the hall. In a flash of color, Harley is practically tackling me to the floor. Thankfully, she’s like a foot shorter than me so I manage to keep on my feet. “Have you heard?”
“Heard what?”
“There is a new kid!”
“Seriously? I haven’t heard about a new family in town.” Usually I’m the first to know anything in my group of friends. My mom owns the local coffee shop, Romancing the Bean. She has since I hit high school and she decided us kids could fend for ourselves enough for her to stop being a stay-at-home mom. That place quickly became the center of all town gossip. Since I work there after school most days, I get first dibs on all the juicy stuff.
“That’s the thing, there is no new family. It’s Mayor LickMyBall’s nephew. He grew up in New York City, can you believe it?”
“Ugh, he must be awful if he’s a freaking Lickinbill.” The Lickinbill family has a long history of hating my mother’s side of the family. Both our families have been in the town since it was founded. My ancestors were the first to settle here all the way back during the Revolutionary War. This is an annoying fact every single history teacher I’ve ever had loves to try to talk to me about. Mom has even come to my classes to give an oral history of my family. So embarrassing.
“I haven’t seen him yet, but I hear he is hot.”
I give Harley a disbelieving look. There is no way someone related to rat-faced Mayor Lickinbill is hot. “Why is he here? I thought his mom swore to never step foot in Amoresville ever again.”
Mom loves to talk about how epic it was when Mayor Lickinbill’s sister basically gave everyone in town the middle finger at her high school graduation then left town never looking back. But even managing to escape the physical town doesn’t save you from the Amoresville rumor mill. The stories I’ve heard about Mary Lickinbill range from she’s a druggie in New York City to she met a prince and now lives in a penthouse on Time Square. But I never heard a word about a kid.
Harley’s face loses some of its enthusiasm. “His mom died. I heard Old Lady Winchester talking about it in the office when I got here.” Harley is chronically late to the point the office ladies don’t even ask her for a note anymore. “Apparently she was in a car crash a month ago. The guy had to stay at a foster home for a month while they tried to find his next of kin.”
That might be the saddest thing I’ve ever heard. My family means everything to me. Sure, my brothers are a pain in my ass, but I can’t imagine losing them in one day. Just the idea makes a pit open in my stomach.
The shrill ring of the first period bell rips through the air, pulling me from my thoughts. “Shit, if I’m late to Honors English again Mrs. Wheeler is going to make me write a thousand-word essay on the importance of punctuality. See you at lunch?”
Harley nods and starts sprinting in the opposite direction. Despite being one of the smartest people I know, Harley is in all remedial classes, mostly because she gives zero shits about school. Sometimes I think I’m the only reason she even comes to school. During our freshman year, they threatened to hold her back if she didn’t get her grades up in the final quarter. She pulled all straight A’s for the last three months of school. There was no way she would accept not being in the same grade as me.
I turn and run, too. Thankfully, years of chasing my brothers around the fields of our farm have made me crazy fast.
Just as I Tokyo-drift it around the last corner, I’m knocked off my feet in a flurry of papers and books.
“Ooph,” a deep voice grunts in the general area of whatever it was that is blocking the hallway and causes me to eat dirt. “Oh shit, sorry. Are you okay?”
I adjust my glasses so I can see the hand held out to me from above. The hand is attached to a long arm which in turn is attached to some very broad shoulders. Above all of that is a boy I’ve never seen before. A cute boy. A really freaking cute boy with slightly too long dark brown hair that matches his equally dark eyes. He’s wearing loose fitting khakis and a t-shirt covered in animated characters I’ve never heard of, and thick rimmed black glasses.
The second I take his hand, a sensation I’ve never felt before zaps through my body. I’ve had crushes on boys before, but they never felt like this. I’ve known every guy in this school since we were in kindergarten, and it’s hard to get worked up over someone you saw eating paste when you were seven.
He pulls me to stand and I’m surprised to see he is significantly taller than me. Maybe even taller than my oldest brother who is away at college.
“Are you okay?” He tilts his head slightly, looking concerned.
I shake my head, clearing my mind, but he must take it the wrong way.
“Oh shit, what’s wrong, did you hurt something?”
“No, I mean yes, I’m fine. Not hurt. Just surprised.”
He nods and tries to smile a little, but it looks like it takes way too much effort.
“I’m Delia.” I hold my hand out and he takes it, giving it a small shake.
“Wesley. You can call me Wes.”
* * *
Wesley
The last few months have been a never-ending parade of the darkest shit you can imagine. But suddenly, just standing in the middle of the hall in my new school, a little ball of light has crashed through the muck.
I should let go of Delia’s hand. We’ve finished our introductions, it’s the normal thing to do. But for some reason, loitering in the hall holding this girl’s hand feels like the only thing keeping me together.
Another warning bell’s shrill tone pierces the air.
“Miss Halsted, you are late again. You know what that means.” An older woman seems to appear in the doorway as if she had been waiting for the opportunity to pounce. She has silver-gray hair pulled into a tight bun that pulls at her scalp. She looks at Delia with unmitigated loathing. This must be Mrs. Wheeler. Uncle Burt let me know she is a friend of his and would make sure I got settled, as if that would comfort me. “And you must be Mr. Lickinbill.”
Everything inside me recoils at that name being attached to me. “Goldman. Not Lickinbill.”
“Well, either way, I do not tolerate tardiness. As Miss Halsted very well knows.” She looks down her pug-like nose at Delia in obvious distaste.
Halsted, the name makes everything around me screech to a stop. It explains the teacher’s obvious dislike for the pretty girl that ran into me. She’s a member of the family my uncle seems to hate more than anything in the world. I believe his exact words were, “a bunch of delinquent outsiders that think they run the town without doing any work.” 
“Oh, she’s only late because the office asked her to show me to your class. It was all my fault.” The words pop out of my mouth, everything inside me needing to prove I am not like my uncle.
This seems to confound Mrs. Wheeler. She looks between us, confused that there might be a connection between the nephew of the town mayor and the daughter of his sworn enemy. Plus, I still haven’t let go of her hand. Honestly, it all seems a little petty. I barely even knew my next door neighbors in Brooklyn, let alone bothered to get to know them well enough to form a vendetta.
“Well, okay, both of you come in and take your seats.”
I bend down, finally letting go of her hand, and pick up the books and papers that went flying after our collision, handing them back to Delia as she looks at me with a conflicted expression. “Halsted, huh? I heard your family is trouble.”
She smirks. “I’m sure you did.”
“Good thing I’m a big fan of trouble.”
Never in my life have I said something so cool in the exact moment I needed a good line. It seems to land with my audience, because she smiles, a blush rushing up her cheeks as she ducks her head letting the strawberry blonde hair fall around her face.
Without responding, Delia rushes into class, taking a seat in the back corner, as far from Mrs. Wheeler’s desk as she could possibly get.
I follow behind, like the girl holds an invisible leash that is dragging me in after her.
“Mr. Lick—I mean Goldman.” The teacher places her hand on my shoulder, preventing me from following Delia further. “Word of advice: if you want to succeed at this school, you will stay away from that one and her friends.”
I shrug and take the only open seat in the room, right in front of the teacher’s desk. But every few minutes I can’t help but look back at the corner, at the girl everyone insists I shouldn’t talk to.






  
  Chapter 2
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Delia


How can a single, tri-folded piece of paper feel so heavy? 
I read the letter again, in complete disbelief.
Beneath my feet the floor pulses, not because of the pounding of my heart, but because the club is in full swing on the other side of my office door. Not twenty feet away there are half-naked women twirling around poles while men throw money at them. I love each and every single one of those women as if they were my own family.
Which is why I refold the letter carefully, open the top drawer of my desk, and shove it all the way to the back before slamming the drawer closed again.
But I swear I can still feel it in there, with its life changing words. So I open the drawer again, grab the letter, and march over to the safe hidden behind one of the paintings on the wall from my short stint thinking I could be an artist. The beeps of the combination as I enter feel like salvation. I pop open the door and throw the paper into the safe, stacking the wads of cash that running a strip club requires on top. Then the contracts and important paperwork on top of that.
There. That should do it.
I close the door to the safe once again and swing the painting back into place. The swirls of color that at one point I truly thought meant I was destined to be a world-famous painter mix together as my eyes mist over. I won’t cry. There is no need to cry. This changes nothing.
Because in Amoresville, nothing changes.
Case in point, my best friend since birth bursts through the door in a tsunami of color, glitter, and bare flesh. I jump a little at her dramatic entrance.
“Hey, Jumpy, what’s your deal?” She drapes herself over the pleather couch against the opposite wall.
All she wears is a G-string, impossibly high platform stilettos, and a smile. But at this point I’m more used to seeing her naked than clothed, so it isn’t a big deal. This is what happens when you go into business with your best friend to open a strip club. You get real used to seeing each other in various stages of undress. Although I haven’t graced the stage in years. Not since the first years we were open.
“No deal. I just drank too much coffee today.” Truth. That’s what happens when your mom runs the local coffee shop and is trying out a new latte recipe.
“No such thing.” Harley crosses her legs, twirling one of her pink extensions around a finger. Today her hair is down and curled into big looping waves around her shoulders. She changes hair like I change hobbies.
We both get bored very easily. But never of each other.
“Something is off about you, is it the election signs posted on every fucking sign in this goddamn town?”
Ugh. They don’t help.
I cross the room and plop down on the couch next to my friend. Unlike her, I’m dressed in a crisp business suit, tailored to perfectly flatter my ample curves. Beneath the jacket, I wear nothing but a black lace bra, but with it buttoned up, nothing is exposed.
“I ripped down ten more on my way into the cafe today. We’re going to need to have another bonfire soon.”
Harley guffaws out her over-the-top laugh. “Dude, you have to stop bothering with stealing them. No matter how many you take down, Burt is going to just replace them. He’s like the kraken of election managers. For every piece of propaganda you rip down he’ll replace it with four.”
“Fucking Burt.”
Harley nods in agreement.
Suddenly the thoughts swirling in my head feel too heavy, so I drop it down onto her shoulder. “Walking around town and seeing Wesley’s stupid face everywhere is torture.”
“His stupid hot face,” she mutters.
I respond with a hard pinch to her muscular thigh. “Ouch, bitch! Yes, he is an asshole, but you cannot deny that Wesley Goldman is hot as fuck.”
“Says the girl that had a crush on Quasimodo from the Hunchback cartoon.”
My head bounces as she shrugs. “Guilty as charged. You can’t let him get to you. The closer we get to the election the more he’s going to be out and about in town peddling for votes.”
“He doesn’t even have an opponent. Why can’t he just stay in his little library and shut the fuck up? Let the natural course of things play out like it always does in this town.”
Harley lays her head on top of mine. “Honey, I hate to say it, but it isn’t going to get better once he’s elected. As mayor he is going to be everywhere, just like his uncle and every Lickinbill before him.”
Nausea twists in my stomach, because she’s right. For as long as there has been an official town government in Amoresville, there have been Lickinbills leading. Why couldn’t my ancestors have had more ambition? But nooooo, the Halsteds and Louises just wanted to farm and run their businesses in peace. Sometimes being a member of the oldest family in the area is downright annoying.
“Okay, changing the subject. There is a big spender out there tonight. You should probably come out and make an appearance.” Harley picks her head up, giving my leg a firm pat while tilting her shoulder up so I have no choice but to find my own spine again.
“Ugh, yay, nothing like having to schmooze with a slimy rich asshole to distract me from another slimy not-so-rich asshole.”
“It is what it is.” Harley stands from the couch and reaches down to grip my hand, pulling me up to standing. “I’m the talent and the beauty, and you are the brains in this venture.”
“Um, rude. I have talent and beauty, too.”
Harley wobbles her hand up and down. “Meh.”
“Get out there and make me some more money, you witch.” I spin her around by her shoulders and slap her ass.
“Oh baby, are you finally turning bi with me? Don’t worry, I’ll walk you through eating pussy for the first time. It’s much easier than sucking cock, trust me.”
“If only it was that easy. There is nothing worse than only being attracted to men. It is seriously the worst.”
My dating history is woefully sad. A few boys when I was younger, a security guard that worked here a few years ago, which was a huge mistake, and hookups here and there. But every single one has just driven home my belief that the only good men in the world are the ones I’m related to, which leaves me shit out of luck in the romance department.
“Truth. This is why I try to ignore that half of myself entirely.” Harley loops her arm through mine. Even in her insane platform heels, she’s still a couple inches shorter. “If only I could stop getting wet at the sight of Tom Hiddelston in his Loki costume, I could go full lesbian.”
I lead the way out of the office and onto the main floor of Club Barely Over the Line with Harley strutting behind me. It’s like as soon as we cross the threshold between my private office and the rest of the club a switch flips in us both. Harley turns back into the bubble headed bimbo that rakes in the biggest tips of any dancer in the whole place. I turn into the badass bitch that has turned this place from a shitty, worn-down warehouse to one of the most sought-after clubs in Pennsylvania.
Truthfully, looking around I can’t help but feel pride right in lock step with the overwhelming sense of being trapped. When Harley and I took possession of the warehouse, it was nothing but a rusty, half-collapsing building that used to manufacture glass in the nineties. When we opened, we had a stage made from leftover pallets and the seating was nothing but folding tables and chairs. We served beer from kegs and hired guys from the local fire station to act as security for less than minimum wage. Honestly, it was probably half illegal.
But now that same building gleams with crystal chandeliers, a chrome bar kept impeccably clean by our mixologists, leather benches and chairs (easier for cleaning) and a huge stage in the middle.
Harley nods in the direction of the man occupying our VIP area. He sits in one of the club chairs and gives half-assed smiles to the men surrounding him, obviously trying to impress him with jokes that I don’t need to hear to know are probably at the expense of the very women entertaining them.
Three of our newest hires are draped across the laps of some of his lackeys, not giving lap dances, but just acting as their companions for the evening. Yet the man himself doesn’t have a woman near him. Odd.
One quick tug of my suit jacket and I strut over to the roped-off area. My head of security gives me a subtle nod and unclips the rope, allowing me to climb the two steps up to the platformed seating area. The VIP section has the best view of the main stage, but also its own pole in case they want a personal show. Unlike the seating in the rest of the club, the chairs up here could double as thrones. There is something about a leather club chair that makes a man feel more important. Like he’s fucking Henry the Eighth with his court serving at his feet. It tends to loosen grips on wallets.
Without hesitation, I walk up to the man—his eyes track my every move. He’s handsome in a Zaddy kind of way. Salt-and-pepper hair neatly trimmed, not a strand out of place. Clean shaved, manicured nails. He wears tailored suit pants and a crisp white shirt. The shiny loafers on his feet probably cost more than all my dancers will make in their shift tonight combined.
“Hello, I’m Delia Halsted, owner of the club.” I hold my hand out for him to shake, but when he takes it he turns it so he can kiss the back. I’m sure he thinks it is a slick move, but more than anything it sends the sensation of worms crawling over my skin up my arms.
“Bill Olsen. Patron of the arts. Dance is a special interest of mine.” His eyes slip past my face as he takes in the main stage behind me. From the song currently playing, I know it’ll be Harley on the spotlight pole. I know every song she dances to by heart, can practically see the moves she will be performing at that very moment in my head. “This may be my new favorite venue to support.”
Ugh, this guy is the fucking worst. “Well, we appreciate your business. Is there a dancer that has caught your eye in particular that I can introduce?”
“Mmmm, you have many talented artists.”
Don’t roll your eyes. Don’t roll your eyes. Don’t roll your eyes.
“I would enjoy a conversation with the young lady currently on the stage.” Well, at least he has good taste. But also, young lady? Harley and I are both pushing twenty-seven.
“A man with good taste, I will have Harley head over as soon as she finishes her act.” Judging by the chorus of “Cherry Bomb” by the Runaways currently booming through the club, she should be hanging upside down from the pole right now. The boob job she got just a few years ago defies gravity. I have no doubt she will lighten this man’s wallet significantly by the time he leaves for the night. No one is better than Harley at prying money out of an asshole’s grip.
“I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to have a conversation with me in the meantime.” He uncrosses his legs, manspreading like a fucking expert, making his meaning more than clear.
“Unfortunately, I don’t converse in that manner. But I will make sure to send over a bottle of Macallan for you to enjoy while you wait.” Fucking rich douchbags love to think they know whiskey. They choke down that nasty shit like it will make their dicks bigger.
He gives me a condescending smile and nod, hooking his ankle back over his knee now that he knows I won’t be mounting his lap.
I turn, making sure to put a little less shake in my strut as I head over to the bar. I catch Harley’s eye as she dismounts the pole with a seductive roll over her body. One flick of my eyes in the big spender’s direction and she rolls her eyes, knowing she will need to pretend to find the guy interesting for the rest of the night.
Just another night pretending like men aren’t the absolute fucking worst.






  
  Chapter 3
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Wesley


I swore I wouldn’t do this again. It’s been years since I gave into the temptation. But here I am, once again, sitting in my car on the small hill just on the edge of the Amoresville town line. 
Across the street, the lights of Club Barely Over the Line shine like a lighthouse guiding men home. More like to their demise. Or at least their bank accounts. I have never once stepped inside the doors. And never plan to. Not because I think it is immoral or dirty. I’ve actually heard it is a pretty classy place. My elderly neighbor, Mrs. Winchester, is a frequent patron of the dance classes they offer to the community during the day, and she speaks very highly of the place. True, I have had to turn down her offers of a demonstration of her latest moves far too many times, but at least she is staying active at her age.
The reason I will never enter the front door of the only strip club in a two-hour radius is because the owner’s family is my family’s sworn enemy.
Also, I am in love with her.
Yeah, it’s complicated.
When she first opened the club, I used to sit on this very spot and make sure she got home safe every single night. Or more often than not, every morning. I didn’t trust the guys she got to act as security, especially since I often saw them in the parking lot with dancers, getting way more than a lap dance.
But I couldn’t keep it up forever. Sitting in my car every night until three a.m. then needing to open the library by eight a.m. each morning just wasn’t sustainable. Plus, she would have quite literally had my balls if she knew I was looking out for her.
Some days I wished I would get caught so I could just see her up close.
It’s been five years since I stopped pulling the Batman act, but like any other addict, all I needed was one slip to be right back in the thick of my obsession. For me, that one push was seeing the pure anger on her face the day Uncle Burt, mayor of the town and enemy of all Halsteds, announced I would be running to serve as the next mayor of Amoresville.
The fire in her eyes. The way she stared right at me for the first time in years, even if it was with undiluted vitriol. It was like a hit of the strongest drug and I couldn’t say no. All I want is for her to look at me again. To cause a reaction that isn’t her looking right past me as if I don’t exist.
The pull to sit up on this hill came roaring back. Not to protect, she’s got that covered with the expensive security team she hired a few years back. No, I simply want a glimpse of her. I don’t deserve a single thing from her after what I did when we were dumbass teenagers. After what my family has tried to do to hers over the years. But I can’t help but wish anyway.
The back door to the club opens and the air in my lungs solidifies like cement. There she is. Fuck. How can one woman be so fucking gorgeous. She’s tall, only a couple inches shorter than my six feet two inches. She’s curvy, the transition from chest to waist to hips generous enough to give me whiplash. She’s wearing a suit tonight, black but crisp and tailored to show off those curves while keeping it classy.
She unbuttons the jacket and my breath comes rushing back out so fast my vision goes blurry for a second. There is no shirt under the jacket. Just a bra that I’m not close enough to see the detail on. She props her hands on her hips, pushing the jacket back so the bare skin of her soft stomach is exposed to the night air. She tilts her head back, long strawberry blonde pulled up into a high ponytail swinging down between her shoulder blades.
I shouldn’t be here. Shouldn’t be watching her take a moment to herself. A moment she believes to be totally private. Yet I also can’t tear myself away. I’ll take any little snippet of Delia that I can; including creeping on her from across the street and accidentally seeing her rip down the ridiculous election signs Burt insists on hanging on every flat surface in town.
The parking lot out front is packed, so full in fact some cars are parked in the grass, too. But the back parking lot is totally fenced off with a gate that only opens if you have a key card.
Club Barely Over the Line is the only gentleman’s club within two hours of Amoresville. The next closest club is over the border in Canada. As a result, people come from all over northern Pennsylvania for a little adult entertainment. Honestly, it was a little shocking to see how quickly the place blew up in popularity. So much so that there were definitely some problems at first. Guys that thought they were owed more than a dance. Dancers that didn’t follow the rules. Even rumors of drugs at one point.
But Delia shut all that shit down, fast. Within a year of opening they had garnered a reputation for catering to high-end clients. They also paid their dancers incredibly well, used local businesses for as much as they could, and even donated regularly to charities in town, always under the club name. I’m fairly certain they do it just to piss off my uncle.
After a few minutes, the back door opens once again and for a split second I see Delia slump back against the cinderblock wall, looking more defeated than I have ever seen her. But then she snaps her spine straight, rebuttons her blazer, and turns to a guy I don’t recognize but is obviously one of the security guys.
He’s huge, I think his muscles have muscles. They have a short exchange and a wild part of me wants to know what they are talking about. Is there a fire she needs to put out? Are they friendly? More than friendly?
The thought pisses me off more than it should.
Disgusted with myself, I look away, an old familiar sharp pain searing through my chest. A little too aggressively, I shove my key into the ignition and start up my jeep, ready to stop torturing myself now that I’ve seen her.
One deep breath and I lift my eyes, ready to leave this behind. I tell myself this is the last time, but I am nothing if not self-aware and know that is a complete lie. But my eyes lock on her face. Her face pointed in my direction, her hand shielding her eyes from my headlights, which I forgot were on high beams when I got here and turned off my car. I can’t see the expression on her face. Can’t tell if she recognizes my car or realizes who it is parked in the middle of the empty field that overlooks her back parking lot.
Inside my chest my heart slams against my ribs, in fear or excitement I’m not sure. There is a sad part of me that wants her to know I’m here. For her. That even after nearly ten years I still think of her daily. Would it piss her off? Yeah, without a doubt. But I’ll take her anger over cold dismissal any day.
But the moment slips away all too soon and she turns to follow her employee back into the club.
“You are pathetic, man.” My hands shake as the adrenaline seeps out of my body. “As pathetic as you were in high school.”






  
  Chapter 4

Ten Years Ago


Delia
It’s been two days since the cute, slightly nerdy, sad boy showed up in school and every girl in the sophomore class collectively swooned. Including me. 
Living in a tiny mountain town where everyone knows each other means there isn’t much in the way of variety for love interests. Every boy in my class is either distantly related or I’ve known them since we were in diapers.
It also helps that Wes is tall, has incredible hair, and has this untouchable big city mystique about him. Everywhere I go kids are whispering about him, whether about the revelation that his mom—the one that ran away from home at eighteen and never looked back—was in fact gay and married to a woman; the general tragedy of his story; or about how cute he is. This town loves nothing more than a good story, and this one doesn’t even need to be exaggerated in any way.
Despite being the most popular topic of conversation in the area, I almost never see Wesley talking to anyone.
This morning I was late to school thanks to the shitty old truck Orion drives breaking down once again. As a result, I had to sprint to class and managed to slip into Honors English just in time. It was seriously like something out of those old Indiana Jones movies my dad loves to make us watch when it’s his night to pick.
I only had enough time to glance at Wes as I shuffled to the back of the room and slumped down into my chair, Mrs. Wheeler glaring at me the entire way.
Then after class she asked me to stay back and assigned me another essay about punctuality even though I was technically on time. So, I missed him during the period change too.
“Bitch, what are you looking at?” Harley steps up next to me, her lunch tray filled with two slices of pizza, two sodas, and a single apple that I am sure the lunch lady forced onto her and will inevitably end up in the trash can.
My eyes sweep around the cafeteria. Wes has to have this lunch period. Almost all the sophomores do, so I don’t know why I couldn’t find him yesterday. After a minute, I realize nearly all the heads in the place are swiveling to look at the table in the back corner, the one farthest away from any windows with a wobbly leg that no one ever sits at. Except today there is a boy slouched down, a hoodie pulled over his head and a book open in front of him.
“We’re changing tables.” Without waiting for her to respond, I march over to where Wes is sitting.
“Holy shit, oh my god, are we seriously going to go sit with Mayor LickMyBalls’ nephew? Your mom is going to be pissed if she finds out,” Harley whispers in my ear, trying to keep up with my much longer stride.
She’s not wrong. Mom has always hated the Lickinbill family, but that hatred went nuclear after Burt got elected mayor. More like appointed since no one ran against him. His first order of business was to try and block Mom from opening her cafe. It had been in the works for months, almost ready to open, then he started saying she needed a special business license, sent health inspectors out, the whole deal. But Mom is nothing if not stubborn. She passed every test he threw at her, then ignored the insane business license he tried to say she needed. Turns out there isn’t much he can do about it. So technically, my mom is running a speak-easy style cafe.
“Shut up, Harley. Mom would want me to be friendly to a new kid who has had a shit time.” Also true. I just don’t know which side of Mom would win out: the side that hates Burt with the fire of a thousand suns or the maternal woman who would want me to be kind to someone that so obviously needs it.
“Okay, your funeral, girl.”
* * *
Wesley
Being the new kid is something I’ve never experienced before. It’s something I would have been happy with never experiencing, but here I am.
Back in New York, I had gone to the same school with the same kids since kindergarten. Sure, just my grade had more kids than this entire school, but I at least I knew where I fit in there. If I were still in the before times, I’d be heading to lunch with my friends. We’d gather around a table in the cafeteria, talking about the latest video game releases or our favorite episodes of a manga that’s been running for more than thirty years.
But at Amoresville High School, there doesn’t seem to be a cliché for nerds who game and are obsessed with all things manga and anime. Or at least not that I’ve found yet in my second day of school. Instead, I sit alone at a table in the corner, head buried in a volume of One Piece, trying to pretend like I’m not constantly teetering on the edge of crying into the shitty pizza this cafeteria serves.
“Oh my God, could they have drawn that chick’s tits any bigger?”
The table shakes as an unfamiliar, high-pitched voice interrupts my reading. Two trays are unceremoniously dropped onto the table, both also holding slices of pizza along with sodas and the fruit the lunch lady apparently makes everyone take.
“Holy crap, Harley, you cannot talk like that at school.” That voice I recognize. Delia Halsted. She’s in my first period Honors English class. She was late again this morning. I thought about waiting for her outside the door, but thought that might seem creepy. “Hey, Wes.”
Finally I look up from my book, peeking out from the edge of my hoodie. “Hey, Crash.”
Delia sits directly across from me, her red hair piled on top of her head in a messy twist. Next to her is a girl I haven’t seen in my two days at this school. She has blonde hair cut in a severe bob, the ends dyed a bright pink, which combined with the alarmingly neon green dress she’s wearing means it would be impossible for her to blend in anywhere.
“Who the hell is Crash?” Harley looks back and forth between her friend and me.
Delia looks like she is trying to hold back a smile. “I’m guessing I am, because I literally crashed into him in the halls before English yesterday.”
I nod a little, smiling back at the girl I haven’t been able to stop thinking about since she collided with me.
Apparently bored with our little interaction, Harley leans across the table, ogling my book. “Man, I might need to start reading manga, because I would absolutely bang those chicks.” She practically shouts the words and several people nearby look over their shoulders to sneer at her.
Delia shakes her head and laughs. “Ignore her, Harley hasn’t even kissed a girl yet let alone anything more than that.”
Harley slumps down onto the table, her cheek resting against her arm that now lays flat across the table. “I know, there are like no bi-curious girls in this town, it is so fucking sad.”
As fast as she deflated, Harley pops back up to lean across the table looking at me with a weird amazement. “You’re from New York City, I bet there were tons of bisexuals and lesbians at your last school. Oh wait, wasn’t your mom gay? That is so fucking cool.”
“Harley! Are you incapable of keeping a thought inside of your head?” Delia smacks her friend’s shoulder lightly.
“Oh right, sorry. You probably don’t want to talk about your dead lesbian moms, sorry.”
Everyone in my life has avoided talking about my parents since they died six months ago. Harley just talking about them in this totally inappropriate way is somehow a relief. So much so that I can’t help but huff out a laugh.
“It’s okay. Yes, my moms were gay. I hate to break it to you, but their sexual orientation did not make them any cooler than other parents.”
Harley seems supremely disappointed by this nugget of information. “Well damn. Thanks for crushing my dreams.”
“Any time.”
“Seriously, ignore her. If she wasn’t my best friend I would.” Delia shoots her friend a mock angry expression, who in turn sticks her tongue out. “So, Wes, how is your second day going? Didn’t see you at lunch yesterday.”
Before I can answer, Harley once again pipes up far louder than I would like. “Did they make you go see the school shrink? We have the same counselor for the whole district, and most days I’m pretty sure she just plays Sudoku on her phone all day. She must be thrilled to have a student with actual trauma.”
“Harley!” Delia must say her friend’s name in that tone a lot. The two of them are kind of entertaining to watch.
“What? They made me go see Mrs. Scott when my dad got arrested for the second time. Of course they are going to make him go see her.” She leans over the table and stage whispers, “If you shed a tear or two she will let you lay down in the nurse’s office for like two periods to gather yourself.”
Without even taking a breath she returns to her usual too loud register and continues her stream of consciousness conversation that I barely need to contribute to. “I heard your uncle told you to stay away from Delia and her brother. Did he say anything about me?”
I shake my head.
“Damn, I was hoping being the low-class kid of a deadbeat dad convict and single mom would get me some sort of warning from Mayor Burp. I’ll have to work on increasing my bad girl rep.”
Delia seems to take her own advice and ignore Harley, returning her focus to me. “Seriously, how has it been so far?”
I just shrug, because honestly everything has sucked since the day I came home from school to find two cops waiting outside my house to tell me my moms were hit by a drunk driver on the New Jersey turnpike on their way to spend a weekend away for their anniversary.
“What are you reading?” Delia seems to know I don’t particularly want to talk about how I’m doing, so I appreciate the change in subject.
“One Piece, it’s a manga with about a million chapters in the series. I’m trying to read them all before I turn seventeen this summer.”
Harley has gotten distracted by something on her phone and is completely ignoring us now that we aren’t paying attention to her.
“Oh wow, what’s it about?” Delia leans over the table to glance at the book laying open in front of me. A few strands of hair fall down into her face, and for the second time in two days I notice the freckles that are scattered over her face; not just her nose and cheeks, but her forehead, chin, neck, everywhere.
I start to wonder where else she has freckles, but stop the thought in its tracks. I can’t think about the only person who has talked to me at this school naked. Which is going to be hard because she is so pretty it makes my stomach hurt a little. I’ve had crushes before, I’m a sixteen-year-old boy after all, but nothing like this.
“Um, it’s about a band of pirates exploring the ocean and looking for a treasure that will make them the king of pirates.”
Delia’s eyes light up. “I’m reading something about pirates, too.” She reaches down into her bag and pulls out a well-worn book. She holds it up to show me the cover; it features a man in a half-ripped open white shirt, muscles rippling as he clasps a woman against his chest.
Harley starts laughing and grabs the book to look at. “Look at you two with your matching books. Only Wes is reading about pirates looking for treasure, and DeeDee is reading about this guy plundering a young mistress’s hidden treasure.”
Delia grabs the book back. “Shut up, it’s not even that raunchy.” But the way her cheeks glow bright red makes me think maybe it is.
“You like romances?”
She shrugs, but lifts her chin in defiance. “Romance gets a bad rap because 99 percent of the time it is written for women by women, but it takes skill to make a reader feel something deeply from just ink on paper.”
“No shade from me. I’ll read just about anything you put in front of me.” I push my glasses back up my nose since they’ve drifted down a little too far. “By the way, is there a library in this town? Burt won’t let me buy the next volume in the series, so I need to see if I can borrow it.”
Harley scoffs a little, “Fucking Burp. What an asshole.”
She’s not wrong. Burt has to approve every withdrawal I take from the account that was set up with the life insurance money and the proceeds from the sale of the brownstone my moms owned in Brooklyn. I’ve only been living with him for a week and I can tell already he is going to be a hardass about what I can and can’t buy. Apparently manga is indecent and he doesn’t want me wasting my money on it.
Delia elbows her friend in the side. “Yeah, if you don’t have anywhere to be after school, we can show you where it is.”
I nod, looking down at my tray. Delia Halsted and I are going to the library together, something that should not excite me as much as it is.






  
  Chapter 5

[image: ]
Delia


Pulling into the driveway I spent my youth playing in with my brothers is different now that we are all getting older. Knox has a wife, which is weird as hell to say even though their first anniversary is right around the corner. 
Orion has a live-in girlfriend and treats her son like he is his own blood.
Here I am still single, still running the strip club I opened out of spite for our mayor. As much as I love my family, sometimes coming to these dinners feels like regressing to the same kid I was in high school. The black sheep social outcast of the family.
It doesn’t matter that I own a business, have dozens of employees, and make amazing money; my brothers treat me like the same annoying little girl with chubby cheeks and stains on her knees that I was back then. It’s both a comfort and annoying as hell.
Unlike our family dinners from three years ago, before June and Brigid showed up on the scene, when I push open the front door chaos greets me.
Orion is on the ground with his dog Spruce and what for all intents and purposes is his son, Mica. The kid is cute as hell, he even makes me think maybe someday I might want one just like him.
“DeeDee!” Mica spots me and comes running. He’s almost two now and runs everywhere. I’m not sure he even knows how to walk.
For





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/ae24a8d0-9193-4ae0-80ac-d82c08066924.jpeg





OEBPS/images/43f676b5-d729-4f05-b319-2c4e5dbf624b.jpeg
1 WELCOME TO (%

£ 7R

) @





OEBPS/images/bbf9bf12-a00e-4488-9aa9-31bc18f73689.jpeg







