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To Rhiannon… there is no measure for my gratitude because there could never be enough.


 

People used to know me as Lucian Stone. I’m a cleaner for the Ankeny RBMC. Some would call me heartless; others might say I’m emotionless. They might be right, but I have two fingers for them.

 

When I was young and thought I had the world by the tail, Lila Kellerman owned my heart.

 

Once upon a time we’d been that couple—the epitome of young love. Voted most likely to succeed. Cutest couple. Quintessential small-town-jock meets blonde girl-next-door. Until one night it all went to shit.

 

At eighteen and two months shy of graduating, the clang of iron bars closing became my background music.

 

Gone were the boy with a full-ride scholarship for football and the girl with hopes of becoming a veterinarian. In their place were an ex-con and a dead girl.

 

My name is Ghost, and this is my story.



 

 

 

 

 

Featured characters:

 

Griz and unnamed members from the Savanah RBMC Chapter by Erin Trejo

 

Creed, Reaper, Winchester,  and Justice from the Jacksonville RBMC Chapter by Kathleen Kelly
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I’d had a crush on Lila Kellerman since fourth grade—except I never realized it at the time. I was just a kid. She was in second grade, and her class came out to the playground when mine did.

I’ll never forget the day I noticed her. My friends and I were tossing a football to each other in a big circle, and she was jumping rope with some other little girls. She was wearing a frilly pink dress, which was weird because the rest of the girls were wearing jeans and T-shirts. Her sunshine-yellow hair was in pigtails, and they bounced as she jumped over the rope with each swing.

“Who’s that?” I asked Teddy, my best friend, as I spun the ball in my hand.

He glanced over his shoulder to the group of girls. Then he shrugged. “New girl that moved here from Charleston. Lily, or Libby. Something like that.”

“Huh,” I said as I watched them jump and laugh. “Why she wearing that frou-frou dress?”

“I don’t know,” he said in exasperation. “Throw the dang ball!”

Teddy thought he was so tough by saying “dang.”

Irritated at him for no specific reason I could name, I threw the ball at him. It hit him in the chest so hard, he fell to his ass in the dirt.

“Geez, Lucian! Easy!”

His complaint fell on deaf ears, because I was walking over to the girl in the pink dress like something had control of my feet. When I got closer, it was like I was being pulled into her orbit like a tractor beam on Star Trek or something. She was magnetic.

“Who are you?” she asked as she stopped jumping and cocked her head at me.

I’d never seen eyes so crystal blue in all my life. All ten years of it. For a moment I was tongue-tied, and all I could do was stare at her.

“Are you deaf?” she asked me with a worried frown as she stepped closer. I continued to blink at her like an idiot. Until she took my hand and little sparks went up my arm like when you hold a sparkler too close to the lit end. “It’s okay if you are. We can still be friends.”

The giggles of the other girls shook me out of my daze, and my brows dropped into a frown. “I ain’t deaf. I just never seen you here before. What’s your name?”

She gave me a haughty little huff. “I asked you first.”

I grinned at her spunk. “My name’s Lucian. I’m in fourth grade.”

“Well, Lucian-in-fourth-grade, I’m Lila.” She paused before she leaned closer like she was gonna tell me a secret. Then she whispered, “In second grade.”

A stupid smile spread so far, my cheeks hurt. “Like the Eric Clapton song?”

“The who?” she asked, and her face wrinkled up in confusion.

“Layla,” I clarified but shook my head. I had no idea why I expected her to know who Eric Clapton was when none of my friends did. He was my dad’s favorite singer.

“Ohhh. No, Lila,” she said with a smile.

“Okay, um, never mind,” I mumbled.

Before I could ask her anything else, the recess teacher blew the whistle, and we all needed to line up to go back inside.

“You wasted the last five minutes of recess talking to that weird girl,” Teddy complained. “We could’ve been throwing the football all that time.”

I glared at him, and he immediately shut his mouth.

As we filed inside, I glanced over to see Lila lined up with her class, waiting to go in. She gave me a bright dimpled smile and waved. My heart went all funny, and I ducked my head to hide the smile that wouldn’t go away.
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Lila and I became best friends, but I’d never tell Teddy, Mike, Jerry, or Todd that. They wouldn’t understand. Turned out, she lived in the neighborhood two blocks behind my house. Her neighborhood was new, and my mom said that’s where all the “hoity-toity” people lived.

She had a swing set that, no shit, looked like a freaking castle—complete with a drawbridge. It was the coolest thing I’d ever seen.

On the nights that my mom left for the bar well before dinner, I would traipse down to her neighborhood and sit on her swing set. She would bring out a plate of food to me, and we would sit in the castle part while I ate.

I knew her mom made the plates up, because I caught her looking out through the curtains sometimes.

“How come your dad is always gone?” she asked me one night as she leaned against the wall of the castle as I ate. Her skinny arms were looped around her knees. One had a Band-Aid on it with colored stars.

Not making eye contact, I shrugged as I shoveled a huge bite of potatoes in my mouth. I was super hungry because it was Saturday and Mom had slept late that morning, so all I had for breakfast was a bowl of dry cereal because we had no milk. For lunch, I had a sandwich from the deli down the street, because she gave me five bucks when she left for bingo. But I’d been playing football with the boys all afternoon, and that sandwich had worn off quick.

“He works on the road a lot. He does construction stuff,” I replied.

“Why doesn’t your mom cook?” she asked.

“She never learned how, I guess,” I said with a shrug. In my eleven years, I’d never known my mom to cook a thing. When Dad was home, he cooked, but that wasn’t very often. Usually, I had a frozen dinner unless Mom gave me money to go down to the little deli for a sandwich.

“Hmm,” she hummed. Then she was quiet until I finished eating.
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“How many stars do you think are up there?” I asked her. We were lying on the cool grass. I’d turned twelve that day, but no one knew. Funny thing was, I didn’t feel any different than when I was eleven. I never understood birthdays.

“Gazillions.” She sighed happily as she rested her folded hands over her stomach.

I snorted. “There’s no such thing as gazillions,” I said. Her head rolled in my direction, and she shot me a glare.

“Is so.”

“Is not.”

“Is so!”

“Not,” I teased, suppressing a grin. For a smiley, sweet thing, she was so easy to rile up sometimes.

“Lucian Donovan Stone, you don’t know! You’re only saying that because you can’t count that high!” Her nose wrinkled as she continued to glare, and I couldn’t help it. I busted out laughing.

“Like you can?” I retorted between laughs as I wiped the tears from my eyes.

“Why do you like making me mad?” she asked before she poked my arm.

I rolled to my side and propped my head on the heel of my hand.

“Because you’re always so perfect and sweet. I gotta make sure you’re real sometimes.”

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why I’m friends with you,” she said with a huff.

“Because you like being friends with the coolest guy in school?” I teased.

“You’re so full of yourself,” she said, but I saw her lips twitch, telling me she wanted to laugh. She went back to looking at the tiny specks of light that twinkled in the dark night sky.

“Lila?” I asked as I reached out to touch the ends of her golden hair that was splayed across the grass.

“Yeah?”

“Are we always gonna be friends?” I asked. I was afraid to lose her friendship and her family that seemed to care about me more than my own. She rolled her head in my direction again and gave me a huge smile.

“Duh. Of course. Until all the stars fall from the sky,” she said.
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“Lucian?”

“Yeah?” I asked as I threw the football to her. She was a lousy catcher, and it sailed right through her hands. Totally undeterred, she ran after it, then ran back before she tossed it underhand to me. I grinned but didn’t say anything. I’d tried a million times to teach her the proper way to throw a football, but she never got it.

“When is your birthday?”

“Huh?” I asked as I held the slightly flat and fraying ball poised to throw. I’d played with it for so long, the laces were starting to come undone. It had been my pride and joy since I found it in the neighbors’ trash when they moved out three years ago.

“You come to my house all the time, but I never go to yours. And you come to my birthday party every year, but I never go to yours. I thought we were best friends, but you never invite me to your party. Does your family not believe in parties?” She crossed her arms and tried to look mad, but I could see the hurt in her eyes.

My face burned, and I stubbed my scuffed shoe in the grass. “It’s not that they don’t believe in parties. My family, uh, we don’t celebrate birthdays,” I said. It wasn’t really a lie. We didn’t. But neither did my mom so much as tell me happy thirteenth birthday.

“Well, I’m making a new rule.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?” I asked, not making eye contact and twirling the ball as I tossed it up in the air. I cast an occasional glance her way as I did.

“I’m having a birthday party for you this year,” she said with a decisive nod.

“You can’t,” I said with a smirk.

“Why not?”

“Because it’s already passed,” I said with a shrug.

“Then next year,” she insisted.

“Sure.” I grinned and tossed the ball to her. That time, she surprised the hell outta me, because she caught it like a pro. Her eyes popped wide, and I knew it had surprised her too.

“When is it?” she asked.

A sigh left my lips as I rolled my eyes. “Anyone ever tell you you’re like a little bulldog?”

Her fists hit her hips, and her bony elbows stuck out on either side.

“That’s not nice. When is your birthday?”

“It’s November seventeenth,” I finally admitted.

“That was last week!” she shouted, appalled.

I shrugged. The next day, her mom made me a birthday cake, complete with candles and a gift. It was a new football with my own air pump for it.
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“Happy birthday to you,” Lila, her parents, and my friends finished singing to me, and I blew out the candles.

I hadn’t bothered telling my mom they were throwing me a party, because she always talked shit about them when she knew I’d been hanging out there. I’d taken to sneaking out to go over when she was home. Most of the time I didn’t need to, because she was never there.

“You’re so lucky the Kellermans spoil you,” Teddy said as he walked home with me. He was going to spend the night, because he had stolen a bottle of booze from his parents. He said it was for us to celebrate me turning fourteen. He wouldn’t be fourteen until May.

Watching the ground as we crossed the field, I shrugged. “They’re nice people,” I said.

“They’re loaded,” he said with a snicker.

“It’s not about that,” I argued.

“Whatever.” He was done with the conversation.

We entered my quiet, empty house. Teddy thought it was cool that I got to have the house to myself so much. In all honesty, it sucked.

Again, there had been no birthday wishes from my mom before she left. I got a “do the dishes and make sure the house is clean. I don’t want to come home to a shithole” as she lit a cigarette and looked down her nose at me. Same old, same old.

The only thing different about that year was that my dad gave me a gift before he left to go out of town that morning. It was a yellow pocketknife, and I almost cried. It was the first gift I could remember getting from him. “You’re fourteen now. That makes you a man. Every man needs a knife.”

I had no idea why he thought fourteen made me a man, but I wasn’t gonna argue.

“Thanks, Dad,” I said as I held it reverently in my palm. He ruffled my hair and left.

That night, Teddy and I drank vodka until we puked.

My dad never came home again.
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The summer after I turned fifteen was utterly miserable. Lila was different.

First of all, she had boobs. And my dick acted weird around her. I hated that. She was my best friend, not some chick. Chicks were different than Lila. Lila was special.

Chicks had started falling all over me at the start of last year. It was weird, but I wasn’t complaining. I’d been getting blowjobs since I was thirteen, but I never told her that. The cashier at the grocery store had taken my virginity at the beginning of the summer, and I thought I was hot shit because she was seventeen.

Lila was on a pedestal. If any guy tried to get her to do those things to him, I’d blacken his eye.

Yet, I couldn’t deny that she had been my person for over five years. That didn’t mean I should be looking at her like that.

The other thing was, she and her friends started spending more time together, and she had less time for me. I hated that too.

When she stayed with her friends, I made sure to spend the night with one of the guys to keep my mind off it. On the nights she was home, we snuck out to the gazebo that had replaced her swing set.

We were all at the lake, and I was trying not to make it obvious that I was looking at her as she laughed with her friends while they lay out in their bikinis. I’d convinced the guys to stand in the water to throw the football because I had a fucking boner.

A boner.

From looking at Lila.

I was going to hell.

“Goddamn, have you noticed that Lila has great tits already?” Mike asked. My eyes narrowed, and I threw the football at his head as he ogled Lila. It knocked him over, and he fell back under the water. We all laughed.

“Hey!” he shouted after he came up above the water, sputtering.

“Quit looking at Lila’s tits,” I grumbled. “That’s fucked-up.”

“Yeah. Those are Lucian’s tits,” Teddy said with a snort of laughter.

“Fuck you. She’s my friend,” I insisted.

“Oh yeah?” Jerry asked with a smirk as he caught the ball from Mike.

“Yeah,” I ground out.

“Huh. Then you wouldn’t care if I asked her out?” Jerry said with a leer as he threw the ball to Todd.

“She’s only thirteen. Leave her alone.” My anger was growing, and I was two seconds away from kicking my friend’s ass.

“Yeah, she belongs to Lucian. Always has and always will,” Todd quietly murmured. He never spoke a lot, so we all swiveled our heads to look at him. He shrugged. “What? It’s true.”

“Whatever,” I muttered as I caught the ball he threw.
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The year I turned sixteen, I couldn’t stand it anymore. I asked Lila to be my girl.

She said yes.
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“Layla”—Eric  Clapton

 

Eric Clapton’s “Layla” was playing softly on my MP3 player that was plugged in next to the bed. I was singing softly and changing each “Layla” to “Lila,” making her smile. It was my favorite song, and I did that every time it played.

“Please don’t do anything stupid,” Lila said as she rested her chin on her hands over my heart that beat for her. We were lying on the mattress and box spring I had on the floor in my room.

My arm tightened around her waist as I grinned. “Never. I have too much to lose, baby.”

Not only did I have my full-ride scholarship to Clemson, I had her. Truth be told, she was more important to me than any scholarship. My fingers twirled her golden hair. She was the best thing that had ever happened to me, and I couldn’t believe I was lucky enough to call her my girl.

“I wish I hadn’t said I’d babysit for the Millers tonight. I’d go with you,” she said with a pout. I grabbed her ass and pulled her up to straddle me. Her tank top did nothing to hide her nipples that hardened as I bit my lip and lifted my hips up to grind on her.

“Again?” she asked with a chuckle. She’d given me her virginity on her sixteenth birthday last month—I cherished it and her.

“We have forty-five minutes before you have to leave. Let’s make it count,” I offered with a smirk before I rolled us over and we went one more round.

By the time we were pulling our clothes on, we were sweaty and slightly breathless. The afternoon sunlight shone through the holes of the afghan I had nailed up over my window. It sprinkled drops of sun on her face and shoulders.

I paused and stroked my thumb over the curve of her cheek. “You are beautiful, Lila Marie Kellerman,” I murmured. She gave me a soft smile that sent my heart thumping and my gut fluttering like a fucking girl.

“So are you, Lucian Donovan Stone.”

I laughed at her. I wasn’t beautiful, but somehow I got lucky enough that she thought so, and that was enough for me.

“Are you always gonna be my girl?”

“Until all the stars fall from the sky. Duh,” she said as she kissed the inside of my wrist.

“Good, because I’ll always be your man. Never forget that while I’m gone next year.” The thought of leaving her for college tore my insides up, but it was a means to an end. I was good, and I knew it. If I could keep from getting hurt, my goal was to get drafted into the NFL. Then I’d be able to give her all the things she deserved.

“Never. My heart could never belong to anyone but you.”

She was everything good and pure in the world. The brightest smile always paired with laughing blue eyes the color of a cloudless summer sky. Hair the color of sunshine and golden wheat, skin alabaster and moonlight.

But it wasn’t only her exterior beauty that set her apart.

Inside she was the brightest star, a butterfly unfurling its wings for the first time, the scent of springtime, and glittering raindrops on the tips of a rose. No idea how I’d won her over, but we were the epitome of young love—all soft smiles and gentle touches.

Fuck, she made me feel all kinds of weird shit.

She stretched up on her tiptoes and pressed her perfect pink lips to mine.

Fuck, I’d happily climb back in that bed with her if we could.

“Always and forever, baby,” I said before I nipped her lip and held her close.
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The boys and I had been at the party out by the lake, but when a few older guys showed up that seemed like trouble, I said I was leaving. They pulled out a shit-ton of weed and started trying to sell it to people. I was out. I’d only had a couple of beers, and I knew I was okay to drive.

“Dude, don’t be a party pooper,” Teddy said as he stood in front of me. Jerry, Mike, and Todd flanked him as they waited to see what panned out. I was their ride, so if I left, they were stuck there until someone sobered up. Either that, or they left with me.

“If you wanna stay, then stay. Not only am I eighteen, I’m not doing anything to risk my scholarship.” God knew, my mom wouldn’t pay for my college if I messed up by doing something stupid. That was if she could afford it to begin with.

He huffed, then glanced around as he decided what to do. “Fine, then how about if we take the party to your house? Your mom probably isn’t home, right?”

Of course she wasn’t. My dad was out of the picture, and Mom would likely be closing down the bar.

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I mumbled. Kip and Hank came sauntering up as I was pulling out my keys.

“Where you guys going?” Kip asked.

“We’re taking the party to Lucian’s,” Teddy said. I punched him in the arm. “Ow, why’d you do that?”

I didn’t want a bunch of people hanging out at the house. Us five was one thing, because they knew what my house was like. I didn’t invite a lot of people over, because it was embarrassing. Kip was my friend, but his family had money and a nice house. Hank, I didn’t know all that well.

“Hey, let us bum a ride. I can’t drive, and he certainly isn’t in any shape to drive either,” Kip said as he thumbed over his shoulder at Hank who was swaying slightly as he stood there.

“I have my truck. We won’t all fit,” I said. I’d bought the fifteen-year-old truck with money I’d scraped together from doing lawn work and odd jobs around football practice. It wasn’t fancy, but it was solid and it ran.

“We’ll ride in the back,” Kip said.

Blowing out a frustrated sigh of resignation, I nodded. “Get in.”

Todd, Mike, and Jerry piled in the extended cab, Teddy got in the passenger seat, and Kip climbed in the bed with Hank. We were going down the dirt road flanked by trees with Hank Williams blaring from the speakers and the windows down.

I heard the crack of a can being opened, and I glanced in the rearview to see Mike taking a drink of a beer.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I reached back and snagged it from him. Some of it spilled in my lap, and I threw it angrily out the window. “You got more of that?” I demanded as I looked at him in the rearview.

He sullenly shook his head. Jerry smacked him on the back of his shaggy mop of hair.

“Dumbass,” Jerry muttered.

“That was alcohol abuse!” Kip yelled through the open slider in the back window.

“Shut up,” I hollered as I glanced back at him.

When my eyes hit the road, I panicked. Two deer had jumped out of the trees, and I tried to swerve to miss them. I clipped one and overcorrected. My tires caught the loose edge of the road, and I lost control.

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion.

The truck fishtailed before sliding. The ass-end came around until we were perpendicular with the road, and then we were rolling.

During one of the flips, my head hit the frame around the window, and I blacked out.

When I came to, there were flashing lights everywhere and more people than I knew existed out there. I tried to look around to see where the rest of the guys were, but my chest screamed in agony, and a plastic-and-foam collar was around my neck. Something warm was running down my face.

“Fuck,” I muttered as I tried to sit up but was quickly pushed back down. I hurt so goddamn bad.

“Son, don’t move. You’re in bad shape, and you might have fractured your neck,” a paramedic said to me as he shined a light in my eyes and started asking me a million questions. Then they prepared to load me up.

“What happened? Where is everyone?” I asked, confused as hell and feeling nauseous.

The paramedics glanced at each other but didn’t answer me.

As I was being lifted into the back of one of the ambulances, I saw a long black bag sitting on another stretcher. Horror filled me, and I prayed that I’d wake up from the nightmare I was stuck in.

On the way to the hospital, I died three times.

Crazy, huh?
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“Gone  (.grav3s  Version)”—Red

 

My junior year was the year of Lucian’s trial.

“Lucian, I begged my dad to help, but he said he couldn’t because of his position. As it is, he couldn’t or wouldn’t prosecute the case because of your close connection with our family. I guess the assistant DA and Dad don’t get along really well. Dad is afraid he’s gunning for you because he knows Dad likes you.” I held Lucian’s hand as we rested in the grass much as we did when we were little.

He sighed as he stared up at the stars.

“I’m sure he knows your dad paid my bail,” Lucian murmured.

It went without saying that it didn’t help that we lived in a small community and everyone knew everyone. Lucian might’ve been the town football hero, but he wasn’t from the “right crowd.”

“You have a bright future. It was an accident, Lucian. The judge is going to see that,” I said as I squeezed his hand and curled into his side.

I was wrong.

Lucian was charged with vehicular manslaughter, and the prosecutor pushed the fact that he was drinking underage. It was an absolute shitshow of a trial. It dragged on and on—painfully so. All because Kip had a rich daddy and Lucian was from the wrong side of the tracks.

Lucian had a public defender, and the guy was a douche.

“Lucian, you have too much against you. The Harpers have a lot of money and influence. They’re pushing for the max punishment. If you’re willing to take a deal, I think I can get you five years—out in less, if you’re lucky,” the dumbass said.

“That’s ridiculous,” my father barked. “We can fight this. They are blowing everything out of proportion on this. Anyone can see that. Lucian is a good kid. No history of trouble. Football scholarship. He has a future. Any deal they’d be willing to toss his way since the trial already started would be absolute dog shit.”

“There’s a real chance they could throw the book at him too,” Ralph Rutherford III argued. A douchey name for a big, fat douche. I hated him and I wished Lucian would’ve let us help hire an attorney, but he was embarrassed that my dad had already paid his bail.

When I saw the defeat in Lucian’s eyes, I knew he was giving up.

“Don’t do this, Lucian,” I begged. He dropped his gaze to his clasped hands, and I wanted to scream.

The rest was a blur.

The day of his sentencing, he tried to convince me not to go. Maybe it would’ve been better if I hadn’t. When they read the results of his ridiculous plea bargain, I burst into tears and leaned over the rail to hug him, but was pulled away when the bailiff stepped in. The judge demanded attention, and his words were nothing but a droning buzz.

Lucian cast one last glance my way before he swallowed hard and dropped his gaze. As they led him away, he wouldn’t make eye contact, and I knew in my heart he was shutting down.

“Dad,” I cried into my father’s chest as he and my mom held me. The tension in his body bespoke his anger. My parents loved Lucian. Now he was being taken away from us.

He went to prison with a five-year sentence.

I immediately wrote to him. His first letter to me was like razor blades to my soul.

The day I got that letter, I thought someone had shot the sun from the sky. In the words that blurred as I tried to read, he told me he didn’t want to hear from me again, and my heart shattered. Sure, he sugarcoated his request with bullshit like he didn’t want me wasting my life waiting, and I deserved better. Blah, blah, blah.

I didn’t listen. I wrote. Letter after letter. They all came back. He refused them. If my heart hadn’t been obliterated before, it certainly was after that.

At first I wanted to crumple to the floor and wallow in the loss of the boy who I’d foolishly thought would be my forever. Then I picked myself up and stitched my heart back together. The problem with mending a broken heart is it’s never the same after that. None of the pieces fit properly anymore.
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“Hey, you going to Kevin’s party this weekend?” my friend Noelle asked as I swapped out books from my locker then zipped my backpack up. I closed the door with a clang to see her leaning against the locker next to mine, holding her books to her chest. Her red hair was pulled up in a high, bouncy ponytail, and her green eyes sparkled at the thought of the pending weekend.

I shrugged. “I’m not sure yet,” I said as I gave her a smile that barely lifted the corners of my mouth. After slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I twisted my hair up and shoved a pen through it.

Her shoulders fell. “Lila, you need to let it go. He’s gone. He made it very clear he wants you to live your life. Are you going to wait five years to see if maybe he will talk to you when he gets out of prison?”

Though she spoke the truth, it hurt. I couldn’t believe it had been nearly a year since Lucian had gone to prison. I was getting ready to graduate. He was supposed to be there for my ceremony. Then I’d go to Clemson so we could be together. That’s how things were supposed to go. Now they never would.

I knew everyone was looking forward to the party. Everyone but me, that was. Summer’s





[image: ]












































OPS/skull.jpg





OPS/title.jpg
USA TODAY BESTELLING AUTHOR

KRISTINE ALLEN





OPS/pro.jpg





OPS/break.jpg





OPS/02.jpg
TWO





OPS/part01.jpg





OPS/lila.jpg





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OPS/lucian.jpg





OPS/01.jpg
ONE





OPS/lilaname.jpg






