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			From the #1 New York Times bestselling author duo of The Royals and When It’s Real comes a sensational new novel about a girl falling for the one boy she should never have met…

			Beth’s life hasn’t been the same since her sister died. Her parents try to lock her down, believing they can keep her safe by monitoring her every move. When Beth sneaks out to a party one night and meets the new guy in town, Chase, she’s thrilled to make a secret friend. It seems like a small thing, just for her.

			Only Beth doesn’t know how big her secret really is…

			Fresh out of juvie and determined to start his life over, Chase has demons to face and much to atone for, including his part in the night Beth’s sister died. Beth, who has more reason than anyone to despise him, is willing to give him a second chance. A forbidden romance is the last thing either of them planned for senior year, but the more time they spend together, the deeper their feelings get.

			Now Beth has a choice to make—follow the rules, or risk tearing everything apart…again.
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			1

			“Hey there, pupster.” I laugh as Morgan, the Rennicks’ dog, races across the lawn and jumps up on my khaki pants.

			“Morgan, come here,” yells an exasperated Mrs. Rennick. “Sorry, Lizzie,” she says, rushing over to pull the big black mutt off me without much success. She’s small and he’s so big that they’re about the same size.

			“It’s no big deal, Mrs. R. I love Morgan.” I crouch down and scratch the big boy behind his ears. He yaps happily and slobbers all over my cheek. “Oh, and it’s Beth now,” I remind my neighbor. I’m seventeen and Lizzie is a name I wish would go far, far away. Unfortunately, no one seems to remember.

			“That’s right. Beth, then. Don’t encourage him,” she scolds, tugging on his collar.

			I give him a few more rubs behind his ears before releasing him.

			“Your mom’s going to have a fit.” Mrs. R frets.

			I look down at the dog hairs that are now dotting my white button-down shirt, which was already spattered with food stains from work. “I need to wash up anyway.”

			“Still. Tell her I’m sorry.” She drags Morgan away by the collar. “I promise to watch him better.”

			“Don’t,” I say. “I love all the time I get with Morgan. It’s worth the punishment. Besides, it’s not like there’s any reason for us to not have a pet now.” I stick out my chin. The reason for our pet-free house has been gone for three years, even if my parents don’t like acknowledging that fact.

			Mrs. R falls silent for a moment. I don’t know if she’s holding back curt words toward me for being callous, or toward my mom for being too strict. And since I don’t know, I’m too cowardly to press.

			“I’m sure she has her reasons,” Mrs. R says finally and gives me a small wave goodbye. She doesn’t want to get involved. Good choice. I wish I wasn’t involved, either.

			Morgan and Mrs. R disappear inside their garage. I turn and squint at my house, wishing I was anywhere but home.

			I check my phone. There aren’t any messages from my best friend, Scarlett. We talked this morning about going out tonight after my shift at the Ice Cream Shoppe. School starts on Tuesday. For Scarlett, the summer of fun is over. For me, it means I’m one day closer to true freedom.

			I roll my head around my shoulders, trying to loosen the tension that always appears the minute I see my house. I exhale heavily and order my feet to move forward.

			Inside, Taylor Swift’s “Bad Blood” trickles into the mudroom. Mom’s playlist is set in an eternal 2015 loop of Sam Smith, Pharrell and One Direction, back when One D was still a group with five members. I toe off my ugly black work shoes and drop my purse onto the bench.

			“Is that you, Lizzie?”

			Would it kill her to call me Beth? Just once?

			I grit my teeth. “Yes, Mom.”

			“Please tidy up your locker space. It’s getting messy.”

			I glance down at my section of the mudroom bench. It isn’t that messy. I’ve got a couple of jackets on the hooks, a stack of Sarah J. Maas books that I’m rereading for the eightieth time, a box of mints, a bottle of body spray that Scarlett bought me at the last Victoria’s Secret sale and some random school supplies.

			Stifling a sigh, I pile everything on the Maas books and walk into the kitchen.

			“Did you pick up in there?” Mom asks, not bothering to look up from the carrots she’s chopping.

			“Yeah.” The food looks unappetizing, but then all food does after I’m done with work.

			“Are you sure?”

			I pour myself a glass of water. “Yes, Mom. I cleaned up.”

			I guess I’m not believable, because she sets down her knife and goes into the mudroom. Two seconds later, I hear “Lizzie, I thought you said you tidied up.”

			Ugh. I slam down the glass of water and join her. “I did,” I exclaim, pointing to the neat pile of supplies and books.

			“What about this?”

			I follow the line of her finger to the messenger bag hanging on the hook in the section next to mine. “What about it?”

			“Your bag is in Rachel’s section,” she says. “You know how she didn’t like that.”

			“So?”

			“So? Take it off of there.”

			“Why?”

			“Why?” Her face grows tight and her eyes bulge. “Why? You know why. Take it off now!”

			“I—You know what, fine.” I reach past her in a huff and drop the bag in my section. “There. Are you happy?”

			Mom’s lips press together. She’s holding back some scathing comment, but I can read the anger in her eyes clear enough.

			“You should know better” is what she says before spinning on her heel. “And clean off that dog hair. We don’t allow pets in this house.”

			The furious retorts build in my mouth, clog up my throat, fill up my head. I have to clench my teeth so hard that I can feel it in my entire jaw. If I don’t, the words will come out. The bad ones. The ones that make me look uncaring, selfish and jealous.

			And maybe I am all those things. Maybe I am. But I’m the one still alive and shouldn’t that matter for something?

			God, I can’t wait until I graduate. I can’t wait until I leave this house. I can’t wait until I’m free of this stupid, awful fucking prison.

			I tear at my shirt. A button pops off and pings onto the tile floor. I curse silently. I’ll have to beg Mom to sew this on tonight because I have only one work shirt. But screw it. Who cares? Who cares if I have a clean shirt? The customers at the Ice Cream Shoppe will just have to avert their eyes if a few strands of dog hair and chocolate sauce are sooooo offensive.

			I shove the dirty shirt into the mudroom sink and strip off my pants for good measure. I saunter into the kitchen in my undies.

			Mom makes a disgusted sound at the back of her throat.

			As I’m about to climb the stairs, a stack of white envelopes on the counter catches my eye. The writing is familiar.

			“What are those?” I ask uneasily.

			“Your college applications,” she replies, her voice devoid of emotion.

			Horror spirals through me. My stomach turns to knots as I stare at the envelopes, at the handwriting, the sender addresses. What are they doing there? I rush over and start rifling through them. USC, University of Miami, San Diego State, Bethune-Cookman University.

			The dam of emotions I was barely holding in check before bursts.

			I slap a hand over the pile of envelopes. “Why do you have these?” I demand. “I put them in the mailbox.”

			“And I took them out,” Mom says, her eyes still focused on the carrots in front of her.

			“Why? Why would you do that?” I can feel myself tearing up, which always happens when I’m angry or upset.

			“Why would you apply? You’re not going to any of them.” She reaches for an onion.

			I place my hand on her wrist. “What do you mean I’m not going to any of these colleges?”

			She plucks my hand off and meets my glare with a haughty, cold stare of her own. “We’re paying for you to go to school, which means you’ll go where we tell you—Darling College. And you don’t need to keep asking for applications. We’ve already filled yours out for Darling. You should be accepted in October or so.”

			Darling is one of those internet colleges where you pay for your degree. It’s not a real school. No one takes a degree from Darling seriously. When they told me over the summer that they wanted me to go there, I thought it was a joke.

			My mouth drops. “Darling? That’s not even a real college. That’s—”

			She waves the knife in the air. “End of discussion, Elizabeth.”

			“But—”

			“End of discussion, Elizabeth,” she repeats. “We’re doing this for your own good.”

			I gape at her. “Keeping me here for college is for my own good? Darling’s degrees aren’t worth the paper they’re printed on!”

			“You don’t need a degree,” Mom says. “You’ll work at your father’s hardware store, and when he retires you’ll take that over.”

			Chills run down my spine. Oh my God. They’re going to keep me here forever. They’re never, ever going to let me go.

			My dream of freedom has been snuffed like a hand over a candle flame.

			The words tumble out. I don’t mean for them to come out, but the seal breaks.

			“She’s dead, Mom. She’s been dead for three years. My bag hanging from her hook isn’t stopping her from coming home. Me getting a dog won’t stop her from rising from her grave. She’s dead. She’s dead!” I scream.

			Whack.

			I don’t see her hand coming. It strikes me across the cheek. The band of her wedding ring catches on my lip. I’m so surprised that I shut up, which is what she wanted, of course.

			Her eyes widen. We stare at each other, chests heaving.

			I break first, tearing out of the kitchen. Rachel might be dead, but her spirit is more alive in this house than I am.
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			“I don’t want to go.” Scarlett’s firm tone doesn’t waver. We’ve been standing in front of the gas station for twenty minutes arguing about our plans, and my best friend isn’t budging.

			Neither am I. My cheek still throbs from Mom’s earlier strike.

			The girls who invited us to the party lean against the side of a black Jeep with its top down, their heavily made-up faces wrinkled with annoyance. The dark-haired guy in the driver’s seat looks impatient. I’m surprised they’re waiting around. I mean, it’s not like they know us. Their invitation was the result of a five-second conversation in the potato chip aisle after I told the blonde that I liked her shirt.

			“Fine. Then don’t go,” I say to Scarlett.

			Her brown eyes flood with relief. “Oh, okay, good. So we’re not going?”

			“No, you’re not going.” I lift my chin. “I am.”

			“Lizzie—”

			“Beth,” I cut in sharply.

			I don’t miss the irritated flicker in her eyes. “Beth,” she corrects, dragging out the one syllable as if it’s so inconvenient for her to utter.

			Like my parents, my best friend is having a tough time adjusting to my new name. Scarlett doesn’t think the name Lizzie is juvenile at all—It’s more juvenile suddenly calling yourself something else after going your whole life as Lizzie! was her response when I announced at the start of the summer that I was now going by Beth. But of course, she’d say that. Scarlett is a badass name. Who would ever dream of changing it?

			“You don’t even know these girls,” Scarlett points out.

			Another shrug. “I’ll get to know them.”

			“Beth,” she says miserably. “Come on.”

			“Please, Scar,” I say, equally miserable. “I need this. After what happened today, I just need a fun, crazy night where I don’t have to think about anything.”

			Her features soften. She knows all about the slap and the college application betrayal—it’s all I’ve been talking about since I got to her house tonight. I think that’s one of the reasons she suggested going out and driving around. She was tired of hearing about it.

			“I really don’t want to go, though,” she admits. “But I don’t want you to go alone.”

			“I’ll be fine,” I promise. “I’ll go for a couple hours, scope out the scene and then come back to your place, and we can stay up all night eating ice cream.”

			She rolls her eyes. “The ice cream’s all yours. I’m on a crash diet ’til Monday. I need to look hot for my first day of senior year.”

			A loud honk comes from the direction of the waiting Jeep. “Yo! Come on!” the driver shouts.

			“I’ll see you later, Scar,” I say quickly. “Leave the back door unlocked for me, ’kay?” Then, before she can object, I hurry over to the Jeep. “I’m coming,” I tell the girls, because if I don’t do something outside my parents’ perfectly prescribed routine, I will implode. There won’t be anything left of me but scraps. That’s how I feel right now, actually, like I’m nothing but scraps pasted together by my parents.

			“’Bout time,” one of them mutters, while the other blows a bright pink bubble with her gum.

			“Beth!” Scarlett calls.

			I glance over my shoulder. “Did you change your mind?”

			She shakes her head. “Just be safe.”

			“I will.” I climb into the back seat next to the blonde. Her friend hops into the passenger seat and whispers something to the driver. I lean over the side to address Scarlett again. “If my parents call, tell them I’m asleep. I’ll be back in a few hours. Promise.”

			I blow her a kiss, and, after a beat of hesitation, she pretends to catch it in her hand and smacks it on her cheek. Then she heads for her car, and the boy behind the wheel of the Jeep revs the engine and we tear out of the gas station parking lot.

			As the wind snakes under my hair and lifts it up, I count all the sins I’ve just committed.

			Accepting a party invite from kids I don’t know.

			Going to a party in the next town over, an area that’s not exactly white picket fences and apple trees like my pretty, safe hometown.

			Getting into a car with strangers. That’s probably the biggest sin. My parents will ship me off to a convent if they find out about this.

			But guess what?

			I. Don’t. Fucking. Care.

			They’ve already announced that I’m expected to spend my college years with them. We’re at war now.

			I feel trapped in my own life, weighed down by their rules and their paranoia and their fears. I’m seventeen years old. I’m supposed to be excited about my senior year. I’m supposed to be surrounded by friends and dating cute guys and having the time of my life right now. People say it’s all downhill from here, and that’s just depressing because if these are supposed to be the best years of my life, exactly how much crappier is life going to get?

			“What’s your name anyway?” the blonde girl asks.

			“Beth. You?”

			“Ashleigh, but you can call me Ash.” She points to the front seat. “That’s Kylie and Max. We all go to Lexington High. Gonna be juniors this year.”

			“I’ll be a senior at Darling,” I tell her.

			A slight sneer mars her red-lipsticked mouth. “Ah, okay. You’re a Darling girl.”

			I bristle at the implication. “Not everyone in Darling is rich, you know.” I’m not lying; my family definitely isn’t as rich as some of the other families in town. Our middle-class suburb is safe and quiet, though.

			The party we’re going to is in Lexington Heights—or Lex, as its residents call it—a working-class neighborhood where the houses are smaller, the people are poorer and the kids are rowdier. In Darling, coke and molly are passed around along with hash. In Lex, you’re more likely to be offered meth.

			My parents would freak out if they knew I was here. Scarlett nearly had a panic attack when we had to stop for gas in Lexington tonight.

			“So whatcha doing over in Lex on a Saturday night?” Kylie twists around from the front seat to voice the question to me. “You looking to score some party favors?”

			I offer a shrug. “I just want to have a good time before school starts.”

			Max whoops loudly. “Girl after my own heart! What’s your name again, good-time girl?”

			“Beth,” I repeat.

			“Beth.” Driving one-handed, he reaches his other hand toward me. “Gimme some sugar, Bethie. Time to get our party on.”

			I awkwardly slap his hand and manage a smile. I suddenly feel really bad about ditching Scarlett, but I tamp down the guilt until it’s buried deep and forgotten. Besides, she was okay with me going in the end, even though I don’t think she totally gets why I had to go. Scar’s parents are cool. They’re laid-back and hilarious and they give her so much freedom she doesn’t even know what to do with it.

			I get it. I really, totally get it. I do. Mom and Dad lost a daughter. I lost a sister. We all loved Rachel and we all miss her, no one more than me. But my sister’s accident was just that—an accident. And the person responsible was punished for it. Isn’t that all we can ask for? Rachel’s never coming back—that’s not how life works. But justice was served, as much as it could’ve been.

			And I’m still alive. I’m alive and I want to live.

			Is that such a bad thing to want?

			“We’re here!” Ashleigh announces.

			Max parks across the street from a narrow house with a white clapboard exterior and an overgrown lawn that’s littered with teens. Beer bottles and joints are being passed around right there in the open, like nobody even cares if a police cruiser drives by.

			“Who owns this place?” I ask.

			“This guy Jack,” Ash answers in an absent tone. She’s too busy waving to some girls on the lawn.

			“Are his parents home?”

			Kylie snorts. “Um. No.”

			Okay then.

			We climb out of the Jeep and weave our way through the crowd toward the front door. Kylie and Max disappear the moment we enter the house. Ashleigh sticks close to me. “Let’s grab a drink!” she says.

			I can barely hear her over the deafening hip-hop song that’s shaking the walls. The house is crammed with bodies, and the air smells like a combination of perfume, body spray, sweat and stale beer. Not exactly my scene, but the bass line is sick and the kids look friendly enough. I half expected to see bare-knuckle brawls and people screwing against the walls, but it’s mostly just dancing and drinking and very loud conversation.

			Ash tugs me into a small kitchen with linoleum counters and outdated wallpaper. Half a dozen boys crowd around the open screen door, smoking a joint.

			“Harley!” she shrieks happily, and then she lunges forward and throws her arms around one of the guys, who separates himself from the group. “Omigod! When did you get back?”

			The tall boy lifts her off her feet and gives her a very sloppy-looking kiss right on the mouth. I think he’s high, because his eyes are almost completely glazed over. I awkwardly lean against the counter and pretend like I belong here. This is what I want, I tell myself. A hard party that would drive my parents insane.

			“Really late last night,” he says. “We stopped for dinner in Chicago and then powered through for the rest of the drive. Marcus said he’d rather drive through the night than pay for a motel.”

			“You shoulda called me first thing this morning,” Ash whines.

			He slings an arm around her shoulders. Is he her boyfriend? She hasn’t introduced us yet, so I have no idea.

			“I didn’t even wake up ’til like an hour ago,” Harley says with a laugh. “Otherwise I would’ve called.” His eyes narrow. “You seen Lamar yet?”

			“Nope. Don’t plan on it, either.”

			“Tonya says she saw him with Kelly at the arcade last night.”

			“Goody for Kelly. Can’t wait for Lamar to dump her skanky ass just like Alex did.”

			Harley. Marcus. Tonya. Kelly. Lamar. Alex.

			Who the heck are all these people? I stand there by the counter, growing more and more uncomfortable as Ashleigh and her maybe boyfriend toss random names back and forth to each other.

			I look around the kitchen. Ash and Harley are still talking, arguing almost, about their friends. It doesn’t matter. I didn’t come here to listen to gossip. I’m tired of being passive, of allowing myself to be controlled. For the past three years, I’ve done what I’ve been told, taken the electives recommended, gotten the job that my parents set up for me.

			And what’s my reward?

			Another four more years added to my sentence. The cell door got slammed shut before I even got a chance to step outside. I glance at the case of beer. I could get drunk, but that’s too easy. I could get high, but that’s too dangerous. I need to do something between drunk and high that would make me feel good and piss my parents off.

			A flash of movement catches my attention, and I turn to find a very good-looking guy stopping and leaning in the kitchen doorway. He has the darkest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re incredible. Over the left one, his eyebrow has a gap. It looks like a scar from this distance. Or a bad plucking accident, but he doesn’t look like the type to manscape.

			His jaw is covered with dark blond stubble, making him look older than all the other guys here. The boys in the kitchen, Harley included, don’t have any facial hair. And they aren’t nearly as tall as Blue Eyes or as built or as attractive.

			Him. That’s what I need. A very bad boy to take me down a very bad path.

			A sense of power sweeps through me. This would make my parents angrier than anything. All kids drink, but hooking up with some random stranger? It would drive my proper mother nuts.

			Internally, I rub my hands together with glee and start plotting. He’s not making eye contact with me, but he’s not staring at someone else, either—guy or girl. He’s not exactly aloof, but there’s space between him and the others. As if they’re afraid to approach him. He’s got an aura of someone cool and together.

			The very things that I’m not.

			I glance down at my ripped skinny jeans and skimpy yellow halter top and confirm that my zipper’s zipped and my boobs are sufficiently covered. I’m not the hottest girl here, but he’s alone and so am I.

			Besides, if he says no, who cares? I won’t see him again. And the whole point of coming out tonight was to do things that I wouldn’t ever do. To get a taste of real life.

			“Who’s your friend?”

			I jolt at the sound of Harley’s voice. He’s finally noticed me. “Hey,” I say, tearing my gaze off Blue Eyes to smile at Harley. “I’m Beth.”

			“Harley.” He releases Ashleigh and wanders over to hug me. Harley’s a hugger, it seems. “Nice to meet you. Wanna get high?”

			“Um, maybe later?” I say coolly, hoping he doesn’t notice the flush on my cheeks and realize I’ve never smoked weed before.

			“Yeah, let’s save that for later,” Ash agrees, much to my relief. “Let’s dance.” She moves to my other side and links her arm through mine.

			Dance? I sneak a peek at the doorway, only to find that Blue Eyes is gone. Disappointment washes over me. I wonder where he went. Maybe he’s also heading to the dance floor—um, no. He didn’t look like the kind of guy who would “shake his ass” to a techno beat. Way too intense for that. Most guys won’t dance anyway. They think they’re too cool for it.

			“Come on,” Ash says, tugging on my arm.

			I place Blue Eyes on the shelf. I’ll dance with Ashleigh and then pursue him. I let my new friend drag me into the living room, where the music is louder and the air is hotter. I start sweating, but it’s okay because everyone else is, too. Ash bops her butt against my hip and the two of us laugh and whip our hair around and dance until we’re breathless.

			This is what I wanted tonight. To have fun and feel young and not think about the fact that my life is a joke. I don’t have a life. I’m not allowed to go to parties, only to my friends’ houses, and only if their parents are home. Driving around with Scarlett tonight was a huge no-no. Scar’s folks knew it, too—my parents have been embarrassingly vocal to all my friends’ families about the rules. I think Scar’s mom feels sorry for me. When Scar and I were leaving, Mrs. Holmes pretended not to notice and I love her for it.

			And I love this. The music and the noise and this room full of strangers who don’t know who I am. Nobody knows about Rachel. Nobody feels sorry for me. Nobody cares.

			I toss my hair back and bump hips with Ash again. Then I stumble midstep when I catch another glimpse of Blue Eyes.

			It’s fate. We’re supposed to meet tonight.

			He walks over to the L-shaped couch and leans down to say something to a stocky boy in a red T-shirt. His hair is longer than I realized, curling under his ears and falling onto his forehead. The dirty-blond color is almost the same shade as my own.

			I grab Ash’s arm. “Who is that?”

			“What?” she shouts over the beat.

			I bring my lips close to her ear. “Who is that?” I repeat, louder. “The guy by the couch.”

			She frowns. “Which one?”

			I look back and tamp down a groan. He’s gone again! What the hell. This guy appears and disappears like a ninja. This time, I’m not letting him get away.

			“I have to pee,” I tell Ashleigh.

			She nods and turns to dance with someone else. I make my way out of the crowd. Blue Eyes is back, leaning against the kitchen doorway.

			I take a deep breath and force myself forward. I’ve never, ever hit on a guy before. This is going to be disastrous.

			I spy a row of shot glasses on a table. I grab one and throw it back. The foul liquid burns on the way down. I slap a hand up to my mouth to cover a cough. Over my fingers, I meet Blue Eyes’s gaze.

			With courage I didn’t know I had, I pick up two more shot glasses and carry them over.

			“You look like you need a drink,” I say, offering him one.

			He takes it. “You look like that was the first shot you ever drank.”

			I’m so glad it’s dark in here so no one can see me blushing. “Nah, I’ve drunk a few in my time,” I lie.

			“Mmm-hmm,” he says before lifting the shot glass to his lips. He downs it cleanly and then tucks the empty in his front jeans pocket. My eyes wander downward and then flip back up to see him staring at me in bemusement.

			“Do you know who I am?” he asks.

			I run my tongue across my lower lip, wondering what I should say. Is he famous? I don’t want to seem uncool. “Of course.” I shrug as carelessly as possible. “Doesn’t everyone here?”

			Something dark passes over his face. “Yeah, probably. But you’re still here talking to me. Bringing me drinks.” He taps my shot glass.

			“Like I said, you looked like you needed one.”

			He scrubs a hand down his face. The dark shadow is gone, only to be replaced by a weary expression. “I guess that’s true. So why are you here? Want to take a walk on the wild side?”

			His last sentence is said with great scorn. Intuitively, I know that the truth is not my friend, because if I admit I came here to piss off my parents, Blue Eyes is going to disappear, and I desperately do not want that to happen.

			Not because I think this is the perfect way to get back at my parents, but because there’s something interesting about him. Because I want to get to know him. Because I want him to want to get to know me.

			I can’t tell him the real reason, but I can be honest, as embarrassing as it is. “Can’t a girl bring a hot guy a drink? I tried to get your attention before, but you disappeared. You were standing here by yourself and I took a chance. If that’s wild behavior in your book, then you must not get out much.”

			He cocks his head. “Is that a joke?”

			“Yes. But not a good one because you’re not laughing.” I stare at the shot in my hand. This has gone more terribly than I imagined.

			He exhales heavily. “Because my people skills suck. Joke or not, we both know I haven’t gotten out much in the past three years.”

			I have no idea what that means, but since I already pretended to know all about him, I can’t ask for an explanation. “Does that mean I should go?”

			“No. You should stay.” The corner of his mouth curves up. “Not gonna lie. This is all very good for my ego.”

			“It hasn’t been good for mine,” I admit, a bit testy.

			The half smile turns into a full one and my breath catches at how gorgeous he is.

			“I’ve never had a girl as pretty as you say so much as hello to me.”

			My heart flips over and I’m so dumbstruck I can’t summon a witty reply.

			He ducks his head in embarrassment. “Too corny?”

			I find my voice. “Too amazing. My head is so big right now I don’t think this house can contain me.”

			“Then let’s get out of here.”

			“Really?” My eyes grow wide. “Where?”

			“Just outside. I like it outside.”

			“Me, too.”

			He holds out his hand. Mine slips easily into his. His long fingers curl around the back of my hand. Against my palm, there are hard calluses. We leave the shot glasses on the kitchen counter we pass. I don’t need the alcohol now. I’m holding hands with the hottest guy on the planet, and I feel like I’m floating on air.

			We maneuver through the crowd. Some people stare. I lift my head. Yeah, I’m with this hottie.

			Outside, the noise thins out and so do the people. He leads me down the deck and toward a small shed.

			“Do you keep the bodies in there?” I joke.

			He halts suddenly. “You have a dark humor, don’t you?”

			The remark makes me think of the hysterical laughter that burbled in my throat during Rachel’s funeral. How I covered my face to keep it from spilling out and everyone thought I was sobbing. It wasn’t so much dark humor as a defense mechanism.

			“I’d rather laugh than cry,” I admit. “I cry too easily. It’s one thing I hate about myself.”

			He lowers himself onto the grass. “That’s not a bad philosophy—the laughing over crying thing.”

			“I wish I had more control over my tears. It’s frustrating when I’m mad but everyone thinks I’m sad.” I drop to the ground beside him, wondering why I’m spilling these things to him. I shut up then, and listen to the crickets sing as the faint music in the house plays in the background.

			“You have a name?” he teases.

			“I’m Beth.”

			He rakes a hand through his messy hair. My gaze doesn’t miss the way his biceps flex from that action. He’s got incredible arms. Sculpted.

			“I’m Chase.” He tilts his head toward me. “And I still feel like you’re too good to be sitting out here with me.”

			“You aren’t holding me down,” I point out. “Are you telling me to leave?”

			“No. I don’t want that.” He exhales again and his perfect body is momentarily framed by the thin cotton of his T-shirt.

			Gosh, he’s gorgeous.

			“It’s beautiful out here, isn’t it?”

			I glance up at the night sky and then at Chase’s upturned face. It’s so cloudy you can barely make out the moon, let alone the stars. “I guess?” He’s beautiful. The sky? Not so much.

			He chuckles to himself. “It could be raining buckets and I’d be happy.”

			“Me, too.” Because I’m with you, I think. I haven’t felt this at peace with myself for weeks, maybe months. The fight with my mom seems like a long-ago bad memory.

			His hand is pressed against the ground between us. I edge mine closer to his until our pinkies touch.

			“Your fingers are long.”

			He turns his head away from the sky to peer at our fingers. “Maybe yours are really short.”

			“I have normal-sized hands.”

			“Let’s see.” He slides his hand over mine and my fingers disappear under his.

			My heart begins to beat wildly and my mouth goes dry. Body parts start tingling in places I didn’t know could tingle.

			“Are you going to kiss me?” I blurt out.

			His lips curve into that gorgeous smile of his. “Yeah. I think so. You okay with that?”

			I nod.

			“It’s been a long time for me,” he admits.

			His honesty catches me off guard. “Me, too.”

			“Good.” He tucks my hair behind my ear. He moves closer. “Then we can mess up together. Tell me if I do something wrong.”

			He palms my cheek, strokes it gently. Ever so slowly, his lips meet mine.
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			Chase rolls onto his side. He reaches for something on the nightstand of the bedroom we wound up in. I hear the hiss of a lighter. The scent of smoke soon fills my nostrils as I lie there, staring at the ceiling. Taking a deep drag, he shifts onto his back and does the same. The crisp cotton sheet covers his lower body. His chest is bare.

			Me, I threw my clothes on the moment it was over. Second thoughts are chased by third thoughts chased by so many thoughts that I’m paralyzed. What do I do now?

			What have I done, period? My entire body is hot with embarrassment and my heart is pounding harder than the bass line that’s still shaking the house.

			Chase takes another drag on his cigarette. He’s acting like what we just did was no big deal. But maybe it’s not to him. It probably isn’t. He probably has sex with hundreds of girls at parties.

			I didn’t tell him I was a virgin.

			I—

			“I have to go,” I blurt out, shooting to my feet.

			He doesn’t say a word. Doesn’t meet my gaze. I’m glad, because I don’t particularly want him to see the shame swimming in my eyes.

			It’s not until I’m about to turn the doorknob that he speaks.

			“Where’s your phone?”

			My head swivels toward him, and, finally, our gazes collide. His expression reveals nothing. His chest still has a slight sheen of sweat on it from... I tear my eyes away.

			“It’s in my purse,” I mumble. “Why?”

			“Take it out.”

			I’m helpless to say no when it comes to this guy. Face burning, I fish my phone out of my bag and wait.

			He rattles off a number.

			I stare at him, still feeling dazed. And my body, despite being sore, is responding to the sight of his abs.

			“Put that number in your phone.” His voice is rough. “Text me when you get back to your friend’s place so I know you made it back okay.”

			I keep staring.

			“Beth,” he prompts, and I finally manage to find my voice.

			“Give me the number again,” I whisper.

			He repeats the digits and I dutifully type them into my phone.

			“And, yeah, call me if you ever need me,” he says gruffly.

			I nod, but I think we both know that aside from the one text I’ll send from Scarlett’s, I will never, ever, ever use his number again.
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			Tuesday is the first day of school. The first day of my last year, and I should be rejoicing. One year is all I have left under this roof. One year until I’m in college, the college I want to attend, free from my parents’ constant, watchful control.

			Their eyes are pinned on me right now. They have questions. I can feel a heaviness in the air. Mom’s disappointment mixed with Dad’s frustration and resentment have formed a black thundercloud that clings to the ceiling and walls like smoke after a pan fire.

			I try to act normally, as if I didn’t do things last night I sorely regret. Things I’ve lied about to Scarlett, to my parents, to myself. Since I opened my eyes this morning, I’ve been forcing myself not to think about Chase. But it’s so hard not to. And when the thoughts of him do surface, I feel like sobbing.

			I had sex for the first time yesterday. I wanted to, and I enjoyed it. I really did—at the time. But it didn’t take very long for the glow to fade. For the thrill of doing something new and exciting and rebellious to be replaced with bone-deep shame.

			My first time was with a stranger. It was a one-night stand.

			What the hell do I do with that? I can’t even begin to process it, and I wish my parents would stop staring at me. I’m afraid if they stare long enough, they’ll be able to read my thoughts.

			“Did you have a nice time at Scarlett’s?” Mom asks, breaking the silence.

			The sound of her voice brings a phantom pain to my cheek. She hit me yesterday. She’s acting like she doesn’t remember. Or maybe she’s just trying to forget. Or hoping I’ll forget. Fat chance.

			“Lizzie?” she prompts. “Did you have a nice time?”

			“Uh-huh.” I push the sautéed zucchini to the edge of my plate. Scarlett had been sleeping when I crawled into her bed. When morning came, I barely spoke a word to her. She kept pumping me for details about the party, but I could only manage vague answers. I don’t want Scarlett to know that I gave it up to some hot stranger at some random party. It’s way too embarrassing.

			“What did you do?”

			My fork halts its trek to the side, a pale green half-moon stuck on one of the tines. This type of question is asked only when your parents are suspicious and want to catch you in a lie. The less said in times like these, the better. “Stuff.”

			I force my hand to move, to pretend like my heart rate hasn’t picked up and my body isn’t tense with fear.

			“Like what?” Mom’s tone is light, but probing.

			“Same stuff we always do.”

			There are several beats of silence during which I realize that they know something and are waiting for a confession. I keep my eyes pinned to my plate.

			Next up for separation are the mushrooms. I hate those. I always have and yet Mom continues to cook with them.

			Mushrooms were Rachel’s favorite.

			There’s a shuffling of papers. White appears at the corner of my eye. I don’t want to look but I can’t help it.

			“Do you know what this is?” It’s Dad’s turn to question me now.

			This is a good cop/bad cop routine that they do. Mom pretends concern and when I don’t show any remorse, Dad steps in with his stern voice and even sterner commands.

			“No.” That’s honest, at least.

			“It’s a printout of your text messages.”

			“What?” Jaw dropping, I grab the sheaf of papers. My eyes skim down the page in total disbelief. Either I’m hallucinating, or I’m actually reading a transcript of the texts I exchanged with Scar when I was leaving the party last night.

			217-555-2956: How’s the party? U OK?

			217-555-5298: I’m fine. Party’s lit. omw back now. cabbing it.

			217-555-5298: Prnts call?

			217-555-2956: No

			217-555-5298: kk cover 4 me if they do

			217-555-5298: Made it back, safe and sound.

			My stomach sinks. That last one was the message I sent Chase. I almost cry with gratitude that I didn’t say anything more damning.

			I flip backward and see more messages.

			217-555-2956: party 2nite?

			217-555-5298: yessss

			217-555-2956: what abt prnts?

			217-555-5298: Ill tell them have 2 wrk

			Fear, anger and frustration spin around in my head. I don’t even know what to say. And in the back of my mind, all I can think is Thank God. Thank God I didn’t text Scarlett about Chase and confess to having sex for the first time. Thank God I didn’t message Chase about what happened between us. The mere thought of my parents finding out about it, reading it firsthand on some text message, makes me nauseous.

			“I can’t believe you’re spying on me!” I shout, slamming the papers onto the table. Unwelcome tears prick the corners of my eyes. “You don’t have any right to read my text messages!”

			“I pay for that phone of yours,” Dad thunders.

			“Then I’ll pay for it myself!” I jump out of my chair and push away from the table.

			Dad grabs my wrist. “Sit down. We aren’t done.”

			The look in his eye says that I better sit or he’ll make me. He never used to be this hard, this strict. Before Rachel died, he was the fun dad. He told the cheesiest jokes because he liked hearing us groan and cringe at them. Now I don’t think he even remembers how to smile.

			I gulp, try to find my bravado, but come up empty. I sit.

			“It’s
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