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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      My butt was going numb again. Shifting to the left, I tried to relieve the feeling without looking away from my reader. I would willingly sacrifice my butt to finish the book before my alarm went off.

      Pulling another all-nighter wasn’t smart, but it couldn’t be helped. I was so close to the end.  Ninety-five percent, to be exact. The hero was so yummy.  The heroine...well, I’d toss her off a bridge solely to get the hero’s attention.

      “Clarity,” Mom called half a second before she opened the door, giving me no time to hide what I was doing.

      Mentally cringing, I looked from the reader as my mother’s soft brown eyes narrowed. I had her eyes. Her dark hair, too, but mine had some curl to it. It would have looked so much better straight, like hers.

      “Did you stay up all night again?” she asked.

      “Maybe?”

      Her frown deepened. “You’re going to school and no leaving early.”

      Crap.

      “Fine.”  The need to finish those final few pages had me dropping my gaze.

      “No, Clarity.” She crossed the room and plucked the reader from my fingertips.

      Self-preservation stopped me from taking it back. Barely.

      I scowled as she laid down her terms.

      “Shower, dress, and eat.  Then I’ll give it back.”

      Hopping out of bed, I grabbed clean clothes at random, a granola bar from my dresser, and dashed to the bathroom. Mom didn’t try to stop me, even though showering while eating weirded her out. She knew I used it as my timer for my conditioner.

      Five minutes later, I was pulling on my socks.

      “Done! Where is it?” I called through the cracked bathroom door.

      “Kitchen table,” she called back. “I love you and will see you tonight.”

      The front door closed before I realized what was happening. She’d left early. I’d need to walk to school.

      The urge to kick the tub was overwhelming. The idea of a broken toe and the last few pages of my book helped me resist.

      I found my reader on the table, along with the pile of foil chocolate wrappers that had been under the covers with me…

      …and a note.

      
        
        I packed your lunch for you. You can walk home too.

        Love, Mom.

      

      

      Shaking my head, I sat at the table and fell into the last pages of my book—he was saving her from a super creepy crush turned stalker. Oh, to have that girl’s problems. Two hot guys who both wanted her and a whole school of guys flirting with her. Sigh.

      Each time I turned the page, I glanced at the clock, knowing I’d lose my reader for a week if I showed up late to first period.

      Twenty minutes before the first bell, I began my slow walk on autopilot. Reading while walking was another skill I’d perfected, like eating and showering, to survive the boredom of my life.

      Reading was my escape. Especially the old romances.

      The final words had me sighing as I took my seat a minute before the bell, and I settled in for another long day at school—a place drastically different from the ones of my mom’s youth. Zero fun, low enrollment, and guards at the entrance.

      Most families chose to homeschool, which made sense. It took a fraction of the time to do the same work at home. Three hours of school and nineteen of reading?  Sign me up.

      I’d begged my mom several times to homeschool, but she said I needed in-person classes to socialize. I glanced at the six other students in my first period class and mentally scoffed, since I had nothing in common with any of them. My best option was during fifth period, when I sat next to Mirae, another girl with a book obsession close to mine. Before class started, we usually talked about or traded books.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t make it in time to claim the seat next to her. So, I half-heartedly listened to the teacher hablar some Español and watched the clock.

      By the time the final bell rang, I was ready to escape.

      The walk home was just as brisk as the walk to school had been—October in Wisconsin was unpredictable.  But without a book to distract me, it was more noticeable.  So, I started visualizing what I’d do when I got home. Dinner first. Homemade pizza. If I started it before Mom walked through the door, she wouldn’t try to force-feed me another salad.

      I’d barely gotten it into the oven when I heard her car.

      Predictably, Mom let out a disappointed sound when she came in.

      “Pizza, Clarity?  Come on.”

      “What?  The carrot and celery sticks you packed for lunch weren’t going to hold me over till breakfast. Where was the protein?”

      “If you didn’t like your lunch, you shouldn’t have eaten your daily calories in a bag of chocolates.”

      “You know, this kind of criticism weakens my already shaky teen self-image.”

      She rolled her eyes. We both knew my weight didn’t bother me. I was at the top end of normal for my height. Okay, a little over the top. But I was still close to normal.

      “It’s not your image you need to worry about, sweetie. It’s your health. You’re beautiful, and your weight doesn’t define you. However, excess weight does lead to health issues. I just want you to be happy and healthy.”

      I refrained from snorting. If she wanted me happy, she’d stop nagging about me being healthy. But I understood her concern came from a place of love due to her sister’s struggles with food and depression that eventually led to her death a few years ago.

      “So you want me to throw this away?” I gestured to the fully loaded pepperoni pizza in the oven.

      “Of course not. We don’t waste in this house.”

      Nope. We didn’t. Thank goodness for that.

      While the pizza baked, I cleaned my room and scanned my book feeds for my next read.

      “Maybe you should call the girl from your Spanish class and see if you two can hang out or something after dinner.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw my mom hovering in the doorway.

      “I have other plans.”

      “A book isn’t plans. It’s a distraction from making any. Don’t you have homework to do?”

      “You know better. I did my homework at school. And what’s wrong with a book? Most parents would cheer to see their kids read a book a week.”

      “I am glad you read, but that’s all you do. You need diversity. Some friends.”

      “Teenage friends are overrated. Way too much emotional baggage. I’m holding out till I’m twenty-three.”

      “Clarity...”

      “Mom...”

      “If you don’t find something else to do other than reading until the pizza is done, I’m taking away your reader for a week.”

      I slowly turned my chair and arched my brow at her. “I thought we were adults in this house. No curfews, shared responsibility, and mutual honesty for mutual respect. And, I just cleaned my room.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me.

      “Fine. I’m going for a walk. Yell out the door when the pizza is done. And don’t burn it, or you’ll be eating the leftovers for a week.”

      Grabbing my jacket on the way out, I considered what I would do to keep myself busy for another fifteen minutes. It would have to be something good, or she wouldn’t ease up on the reading. Thoughtfully, I tied my shoes then grinned.

      “Mom, keep a few pieces warm for me. I’ll be back in a while.”

      A while included a walk across town, an hour at the library, and a triumphant walk home. I had two new books in my arms. However, by the time I got home, I was exhausted. In hindsight, staying up for thirty-six hours hadn’t been the best idea. I only ate a single slice of pizza and then shuffled off to my room. My reader waited on my desk, but I was too tired to even try.

      I crawled under the covers and went to sleep.
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      A thump in the hallway woke me.  I lifted my head and blinked at my mom.  She stood in the hall, highlighted by the moonlight from my window.  She wasn’t looking into my room, but toward the front door.

      She was holding her shotgun.

      “Mom? Are you high again?”

      “Shh.”

      She hadn’t even glanced my way when she’d shushed me. I started to freak out.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      “I thought I heard something. Stay here.”

      “Stay here?” I echoed.  People who stayed behind rarely lived. Okay, fine, it was fifty-fifty in most thrillers I read.

      She shushed me again and started to creep toward the front door.

      I sat in dark silence, straining to hear her movement, and mentally followed her as she checked the house. Hallway. Kitchen. Living room.

      Front door.

      Crap.  Was she really going outside?

      “Mom?” I called in a hushed voice.

      A whisper of noise outside my window sent my pulse flying. I twisted around to see Mom creeping across the lawn with her shotgun.

      “She needs a keeper,” I said with a shake of my head.

      I reached for my blankets, when the floor in the hall creaked.

      It never creaked.

      Slowly, I turned.

      A huge dog filled my doorway, moonlight glinting in its gaze.

      It let out a low whine.

      The pizza I’d eaten hours ago wanted to make an appearance. I swallowed hard, panic scrambling my thoughts. Hide? Throw something? I had nothing that would distract it. Dammit. Why did I eat all my chocolate?

      A small sound of despair escaped me.

      Its whine turned into a growl.

      I screamed.

      Mom yelled my name from somewhere outside.

      A loud boom rattled the windows.

      The dog lunged.

      Its weight slammed me onto my back. I sucked in another breath. It pushed my face aside with its muzzle. Hot breath brushed my skin. My eyes went wide at the feel of its tongue a second before pain exploded as its teeth clamped down on my neck.

      The sound that tore out of me was inhuman.

      Another bang—more deafening than the first—rang out.

      The dog yelped, released me, and launched off my bed, straight through my window. Glass shattered into the night.

      I clamped a hand over my neck. The skin was warm and wet. Tremors started to rock through me, and I looked up at Mom. Her face was pale as she fearfully stared out the window.

      “Mom?”

      She didn’t react, and it felt like my hand was getting wetter.

      “Mom,” I said louder.

      She looked down at me.

      “Is it bad?” I briefly lifted my hand so she could look.

      Her troubled gaze sent a fresh wave of panic through me.

      “I’m bleeding out, aren’t I?” My eyes started to water.

      “Clarity, stop. It’s not bad. It’s a few puncture wounds that won’t even need stitches. Just some antiseptic and some bandages.”

      “What if it had rabies?  Don’t I need to go in for shots or something?”

      “No, sweetie. You’ll be fine. I promise. Get up and lock yourself in the bathroom. I need to board up your window. Then we’ll get you cleaned up.”

      Woodenly, I did as she said, fumbling to lock the door before backing away and weakly settling on the edge of the tub.

      Where had it come from?

      I’d never seen anything like it—huge—not anywhere.

      Mom was right there. Outside. With it.

      Why had it come inside? Why bite me?

      I didn’t look in the mirror to see how bad it was. I trusted Mom not to lie to me about being hurt. Being dramatic about calorie intake? Yes. My well-being? No. Never.

      By the time she knocked on the door, my shaking had eased, and it only took two tries to unlock the door.

      “Sorry, sweetie. I had to board the window. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      She set a fresh T-shirt on the tub for me and leaned the shotgun next to the door before grabbing a washcloth. As she cleaned my neck, she didn’t ask if I wanted to see it. I didn’t. Looking always made it hurt more.

      Three adhesive bandages later, she stepped back and handed me the shirt.

      “Someone’s coming in the morning to fix your window. For tonight, you can sleep with me.”

      Nodding, I swapped tops then followed her to her room.  She locked the door behind us and set the shotgun next to the bed.  Her room had two windows.

      “Do you think it will come back?” I asked as she lifted the covers and motioned for me to get in.

      “No, sweetie. I got it.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      She didn’t sound sure. She sounded scared. She crawled under the covers next to me and held me like she used to do when I was little.

      It was both a comfort and a warning that things weren’t as fine as she was saying they were.
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      I didn’t think I’d be able to fall asleep after that, but I was so out of it that Mom had to shake me awake, which activated some residual panic.

      “It’s okay, Clarity. You’re safe,” she said when I bolted upright. “It’s morning. Time for school.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “School? You’re kidding, right? A dog used my neck as a chew toy last night.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “It did not. In fact, it only broke the skin in three tiny spots.”

      “That doesn’t make what happened less traumatizing. Do I really have to go?”

      “Yes. I have to go to work, and I don’t want you home alone with a broken window.”

      “Good point.”

      I got out of bed and watched Mom cautiously open the bedroom door.

      After she checked things out, I went to my room and turned on the light. Seeing the chaos—boarded window, broken glass, tossed blankets—made me pause.

      “Why didn’t the police show up last night? Didn’t you call them? Didn’t the neighbors? You shot twice.”

      “I did call. I reported the attack and the shots.”

      “And?”

      “Due to the nature of the situation, they felt it wasn’t a police matter.”

      “That’s stupid. Who did they think you should call? Animal control?”

      “Something like that. Get dressed. I’ll make you breakfast.”

      “Really?”  She made the best yogurt parfaits.

      “Really.  Just hurry up.  I want to drop you off on my way to work.”

      Grateful she wouldn’t make me walk again, I hurried to dress. Faded, comfy jeans and an oversized sweater did little to detract from the obvious bandages on my neck. Mom caught me trying to arrange my long, dark hair to cover them.

      “Hold on. I’ve got something you can use.”

      When she came back with a hand-knit scarf in her hands, I grinned.

      “A red scarf?  Sweet.”  I looped it around my neck.  “I’ll look like Aurora Sky for a while.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “A fictional person. A kickass vampire hunter from Alaska.”

      “First, don’t swear. And, second, that’s not even funny. It’s bad enough that werewolves exist. We don’t need vampires, too.”

      I snorted and turned to laugh with Mom. But she wasn’t laughing.

      “Come on, Mom. Those videos from over twenty years ago aren’t real. If they were, where are the werewolves now?”

      I’d watched those videos so many times, I’d lost count. I’d also searched the internet for more information. Too many sites said it was just a hoax, though.

      Mom looked down for a moment. “It’s very real, Clarity. And werewolves are around. After those videos aired…” She shook her head. “The world went crazy.”

      I couldn’t believe she was being serious. That she actually believed. Oh, the world-went-crazy part was real. The news from back then was filled with neighbors turning on neighbors, convinced they were hunting monsters instead of people, until some senator—Anton, Something—pushed through a media reform. After that, the news stopped airing violence. No speculation. No panic pieces. Just facts. Anything else came with heavy fines.

      And the facts were: Other than those questionable videos from two decades ago, no one had spotted any kind of furry monster.

      “And yet, no one I know has ever seen one since then,” I said. “Their existence is just the urban myth behind why they legalized weed.”

      She gave me a hard stare.  “People needed it to calm down.  We still do.”

      I knew better than to say anything else, so I turned back to the mirror to study myself.

      It would kick ass if werewolves were real.
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      After such an eventful night, I kind of expected something cool to happen at school. But it didn’t. No one noticed the scarf, the bandages, or...well, me.

      So for seven hours, I listened, I studied, and I did homework, like every other day of my high school career. Then, I waited for Mom on the sidewalk in front of school.

      Instead of Mom’s tiny blue eco-car, a dark SUV pulled up in front of me. I retreated a few steps, not because I was worried about being taken or anything, but because I might be in the way. The window rolled down, and a good-looking older man with auburn hair and hazel eyes smiled at me.

      “Hello, Ms. Carstein?” he asked with a slight accent.

      Curious and a little surprised, I glanced from him to the man with an impressive beard behind the wheel. If he was smiling, I couldn’t tell.

      “I think you’re looking for my mom.”

      A single woman who just happened to like accents, I thought.

      “No. We’re looking for you. We’d like to talk to you about what happened last night.”

      Mom’s car pulled up behind the SUV.  She laid on the horn and started waving at me like a madwoman.

      I internally groaned.

      My horrible first impression abilities come from her.

      “Perhaps tomorrow,” the man said.

      They drove off.

      Mom stopped honking and pulled up beside me. She was staring after the SUV.

      “Well, that was weird,” I said, getting in.

      “Who was it? What did they say?” she asked.

      “Two men pulled up and said they wanted to talk to me about last night. They were about your age. Good looking, too. I would have gotten their numbers for you.”

      “Not interested.”

      “What was up with the horn show?”

      “You were talking to two strangers.”

      “Seriously? A stranger danger drill in the middle of the day in front of the school? And you wonder why I have no friends.”

      She pulled out of the school’s parking lot and said the four worst words a mom could ever say.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Pretty sure we don’t. Every conversation that started with those words has ended badly.”

      “Oh, come on.”

      “The day my fish died, the birds and the bees, and the day you told me we were moving. I have no pets, already know about sex, and I will put myself up for adoption if you try moving me with less than a year until graduation. So, what’s left?”

      She glanced at me, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel, before focusing on the road. I knew this tactic. She had something on her mind, but wouldn’t bring it up until I asked. I wasn’t going to ask.

      She liked her nightly puff and would forget eventually. I sure planned to.

      Yet the more she tapped, the more I worried.

      “Leftover pizza tonight?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      “Vanilla or chocolate ice cream for dessert.”

      “Chocolate.”

      Crap. She was giving in to pizza and ice cream on the same night. Whatever she was holding wasn’t good. No way I was going to bring it up.

      When she pulled into the garage, I was out of the door before she cut the engine. Time for an audiobook.

      With my earphones preventing any unwanted conversation, I went to the kitchen and warmed our pizza.

      Mom watched me, but she didn’t try to engage.

      Good.

      I sat down and ate, listening to the new woes of a girl who could disappear at will. It wasn’t very interesting. I mean, I disappeared every day at school.

      Once the pizza was gone, I dished up a sensible serving of ice cream. This time, when I sat at the table, she reached out and tugged the earphones from my ears.

      “I think it’s a werewolf bite.”

      Since my head was still stuck on the book, I had no idea what she was talking about at first. When it clicked that she meant the dog from last night, I started to laugh.

      “Mom, you don’t even need fiction to use your imagination, do you? I love you.” I leaned over and kissed her cheek as I stole back the headphones from her loose grasp.

      “We are moving, Clarity. Tomorrow. You need to start packing.”

      “Mom, a werewolf did not bite me, and we are not moving,” I said firmly. “Moving is my line. If you try anything, I’ll file for emancipation.”

      She studied me quietly, her expression turning sad.

      “I love you, Clarity Marie. I will always love you.”

      Then she got up from the table and closed herself in her room.

      A few minutes later, I smelled her nasty smoke and shook my head.
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      The following day, I braved a peek under my bandage. I really didn’t have much of a choice.  After the hot shower, the thing was dangling on my neck by a tiny bit of tape. Thankfully, there wasn’t much to see. Just a modestly sized—okay, tiny—hole like Mom had said.

      While I applied fresh antibiotic salve and new bandages over each mark, someone knocked on our front door. I poked my head around the corner as Mom answered it and saw Mrs. Timbly, our next-door neighbor.

      She immediately started talking about a retirement miracle.

      “Gary swears he didn’t enter anything, but we checked with the bank, and the condo is already in our names. The company just needs us to sign over the deed to our house. Can you believe it? Wasn’t I just telling you last week⁠—”

      I closed my door to finish getting ready.

      Mrs. Timbly talked a lot and knew more than she should about everyone’s business, but she was nice. She’d paid me to mow their lawn this summer because Gary couldn’t do it anymore due to his heart. So it was cool they’d won a condo. Especially since I was hoping to work at the library by next summer.

      Peeking out my newly replaced window, I spotted Gary through the partially leaf-barren shrubs separating our front yards. He was directing the men who were carrying boxes out of their house.

      Wow. They were moving fast.

      After looping the scarf around my neck, I left my room. The front door was closed, and Mom was in the kitchen, packing our lunches.

      “Did you hear the good news?” she asked without looking up. “The Timblys are moving.  They’re really excited about it.  New adventures and all that.”

      “Mom, we’re not moving,” I said, grabbing a banana.

      She sighed, glanced at the banana, and put half of a sandwich in my lunch. I was going to starve again because of last night’s ice cream.

      She dropped me off at school, and I endured another dull day by rushing through homework and reading my book whenever possible.

      Mom’s car was already waiting at the curb when I walked out.

      “You’re early,” I said, getting in.

      “There wasn’t much going on at the office. How was school?”

      “It was school. Long and boring.”

      “What are you in the mood to have for dinner tonight?”

      Starving after my pathetic lunch, I wanted a full seven-course meal. Meat, meat, and more meat. But I knew there was only one right answer in Mom’s mind. So I slumped in my seat and responded with the words that would keep the peace.

      “We should finish the pizza and have a side salad.” That meant half a piece of pizza and a side salad. It also meant I would need to draw from my meager savings to buy another bag of chocolate soon.

      When we turned onto our road, I saw a cleaning truck parked in front of the Timblys’ house and a new moving company van parked in the driveway.

      Mom slowed to a stop a good distance away, her eyes glued to the movers.

      “Creeping on the neighbors?”

      “It’s weird there’s someone moving in already.”

      “No weirder than the Timblys winning a condo.”

      “Exactly.” She started forward again.

      A woman appeared on the Timblys’ front stoop and said something to the movers carrying in boxes. When we pulled into our driveway, she looked our way and waved. I smiled and waved back. Mom kept her gaze locked on the garage. It would obviously take a few extra puffs and some time for her to warm up to our new neighbors.

      “I’ll heat the pizza,” I said, getting out of the car.

      “Not a chance. I’m fixing dinner. You go read.”

      Crap. So much for adding extra cheese to my salad.

      “Fine, but keep in mind that countries have revolted because of starvation.”

      “Only when the dictators are eating better than the suppressed.”

      “Starving alongside me isn’t going to make dinner any better,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

      “You’re not starving. If you were, you’d be all bones and sharp angles.”

      “Ouch, Mom.”

      Shaking my head at her, I went to my room and tossed my bag onto the bed.

      Through my window, I saw motion between the shrubs. No matter what Mom said, moving didn’t look fun. More like a chaotic scramble.

      Within minutes of lounging on my bed, her weird paranoia, the neighbor’s shuffle, and my dull day drifted from my mind as I lost myself in a fictional world. My preferred genres were thrillers and contemporary romance. But after Mom’s mention of werewolves, I’d dug into some of the old genres again. It was too bad paranormal fiction died off before I was born. Classics like the Aurora Sky: Vampire Hunter, Immortals: A Runes Novel, and Relentless were amazing.

      My cramping stomach and the smell of pizza eventually drew me back to the real world.

      “Just in time,” Mom said when I joined her. “You know, it’s been five years since our last vacation. We should take one soon.”

      She had my attention.

      “Where?”

      Please say somewhere cool.

      “I thought we could pick together.”

      I grinned, liking the sound of that.

      “What’s our budget?”

      “Two thousand dollars.”

      It wasn’t much. Flying would eat over two-thirds of that amount.

      “How long can the vacation be?”

      “I have four weeks.”

      “So, a summer vacation.” It would give us time to plan.

      “Not necessarily. We could talk to the school and bring your work with us.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, seeing exactly what she was doing.

      “That’s not a vacation, then.”

      She shrugged and looked down at her plate.

      “All right. We need to straighten this out.”

      I stood and was out the door before she could stop me.

      Crossing the lawn, I wedged through a narrow gap in the shrubs.  Mom called my name.  She was seconds behind me when I knocked on the neighbor's door.

      The woman who’d waved earlier immediately opened it.  She had blonde hair and a kind smile, with laugh lines around her eyes.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “Hi. We just wanted to come over and introduce ourselves.” I offered my hand. “I’m Clarity, and this is my Mom, Elizabeth. We’re your neighbors to the right.”

      “Nice to meet you, Clarity. I’m Gabby Lawe.”

      She shook my hand as Mom stood a few steps behind me, saying nothing.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too,” I said.

      A waft of grilling meat hit my nose, and my stomach growled aggressively.

      “Sorry. It has a mind of its own.” I could feel myself blushing. “We just wanted to introduce ourselves and officially welcome you to the neighborhood. If you need anything, our door is open.”

      “Same. Stop by any time.”

      I nodded and turned around to give my mom an I-told-you-so look as we headed back to our yard.

      “Normal,” I said, closing the front door behind us. “Well, at least she was. I think you might need to see a doctor.”

      “Don’t be smart. I can still ground you.”

      “Rightly reprimanded and shutting up.”

      We sat back down at the table and finished our meal in silence.

      Mom’s sudden weirdness didn’t really bother me. It was something interesting in an otherwise very mundane life.

      Not that moving was an acceptable solution to livening things up.

      No way. No thanks.
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      After staying up until four in the morning to finish my book, I slept in past noon on Saturday. With a jaw-cracking yawn, I burrowed deeper into my warm nest and debated how badly I needed to go to the bathroom.

      “Enough’s enough,” Mom called from somewhere in the house. “If you’re not out here in three seconds, you’re doing my chore list, too.”

      Saturday cleaning. Fun.

      Since Mom and I weren’t messy people—she didn’t allow me to be messy—there wasn’t a lot to clean. She vacuumed all the rooms and disinfected the bathroom while I dusted, swept the kitchen, and either raked the leaves in fall, shoveled snow in winter, or mowed in summer. The outdoor chores were mine on the grounds that I needed fresh air because of all my reading.  Total BS.

      The vacuum turned on in the living room.

      Groaning, I pulled myself from bed and got dressed. Mom glanced my way as I went outside to get the raking out of the way. The chill of the prior day was missing. Pausing for a moment, I stood in the sun to soak up the warmth, then grabbed the rake. Most of the leaves had fallen with the first frost last week. Each day, more stragglers gave up their hold. A thin layer covered the lawn near the shrubs.

      I’d only managed a small pile when I heard the neighbor’s garage open.

      Looking up, I forgot how to breathe as my dream guy stepped out. Longish light brown hair, a strong jawline, eyebrows so perfectly shaped he looked like he should be modeling the jeans and flannel he wore for a fall fashion show.

      He started walking straight toward me.

      Stunned, I stood there, rake hanging uselessly in my hand as I took him in.  His long, relaxed stride. His straight nose. Perfect lips—not too thin and not girlishly pouty. Biceps that stretched the sleeves of his flannel just enough to notice.

      He was at least a head taller than me and close to my age.

      Excitement burst through me.

      I had a hot neighbor!

      His warm brown gaze locked on mine as he reached the shrubs and stopped.

      “Hi,” he said.

      I wanted to giggle like the tongue-tied nerd I was. Instead, I accidentally dropped the rake.

      “Oh. Oops. I mean, hi. Hi. I’m Clarity.”

      He smiled and offered his hand over the top of the shoulder-height shrub.  I stared at his hand.

      Touch a hot guy? Hell yes.

      Just as I was reaching for him, the front door of my house opened.

      “Clarity Marie. Inside. Now.”

      Yep. That was the reality check I needed.

      “Sorry. I have to go,” I said, withdrawing my hand.

      I turned, tripped over the rake, and landed face-first in my pile of leaves.

      Fate hated me.

      The shrubs rustled for a second before gentle hands rolled me over.

      Did I die? Is this heaven?

      “Are you all right?” he asked, looking down at me. He plucked some leaves from my hair as I nodded.

      “Clarity!” Mom yelled.

      “Coming,” I said, sitting up.

      He kept a steadying hand on me as I stood.

      “Thanks.”

      He nodded, and I hurried toward my scowling mom.

      But her grumpy mood didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except the moment I’d just had.

      It was a perfect meet-cute. What were the chances the hot guy liked tongue-tied bookworms?

      Mom shut the door behind me.

      “I don’t want you going near that boy. He’s dangerous.”

      “I completely agree. I think he almost knocked me up just looking at me. Did you see how hot he is?”

      “Clarity, I’m serious. Stay away from that family. If you can’t, no threats of emancipation will keep me from moving us.”

      “Geesh. All right. These mood swings of yours are exactly why I don’t try meeting people my age. I’ll just finish my chores inside and go back to my fictional boyfriends. They’re more attainable anyway.”

      Yet, the memory of my new neighbor replayed in my head as I swept and dusted. He continued to haunt me as I lay on my bed and tried to read: his old plaid shirt and worn jeans, the way he’d stood, relaxed yet tense at the same time, the way his gaze had swept over my face, the expectant look in his eyes. I scrutinized it all and imagined the possible reasons
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