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Prologue

ALINA

IT’S WHEN I’M WALKING TO THE BACK OFFICE THAT I feel it. The shift in the air. It’s subtle—a ghost of a chill that flickers down my spine.

What the heck? I brush it off, straightening my shoulders and walking through the open door.

I don’t see him at first, but when I do, that chill drops through my body like an iceberg free-falling, freezing me in place.

This isn’t happening.

This cannot be happening.

“Alina! I was wondering if you’d even show up,” my boss, Regina, says as she smiles thinly. She’s annoyed, and rightly so. I should respond, but I don’t. I’m not sure I physically can since my heart has stalled in my chest.

Chase Adams.

I’d love him if I didn’t hate him so much.

There’s a pencil behind his ear, a blueprint rolled up in his hand and another laid out on the desk.

But he isn’t looking at that.

He’s locked on me, mouth partially open, hand frozen halfway through his silky, dark brown hair. When he swallows, my traitorous eyes track the way his throat bobs. “Goldi.”

The nickname travels across the room and pierces me in the chest, jolting me out of my shock. “Don’t call me that,” I snap.

He clamps his mouth shut and nods.

“You two know each other?” Regina points between the two of us.

“Yeah, actually we used—”

“Our folks are neighbors,” I interrupt, tearing my gaze away from him to focus on her instead. “We grew up together, but no. I never really knew him.”

I stand stoic, my gaze never straying from Regina, but I can feel him.

My body hums, reminding me of the first time I saw him at eleven years old, and just like then, I have to clench my fists to keep from reaching out.




Part One

Love is a single soul inhabiting two bodies.

—ARISTOTLE




Chapter 1

ALINA

Eleven Years Old

I LOVE DANCING.

Always have and always will. Been in classes since I was four years old. Daddy likes to joke and say I’ll dance my way into the worst kind of trouble, but I think that’s a load of bull. Why would I want to get in trouble? I’m eleven now, way too big to be sitting in a time-out chair. It’s just my favorite thing to do in the whole world and it’s the only time I really feel free.

My older brother, Eli, will tell you I’ve got two left feet, but don’t believe him. He just gets annoyed Mama lets me pick the music when she sends us outside to play.

I pick a new station on the radio and smile big, tapping my foot against the sidewalk.

“Lame,” my brother huffs, shooting his basketball into the hoop. “Change it, Lee. You know I can’t stand country.”

My honey-blond hair tangles behind me as I spin to face Eli. I stick my tongue out at him and tell him to shove it where the sun don’t shine before I turn to face our house. It’s nothing fancy, but it’s all I’ve ever known as home. A three-bed, two-bath, one-story right smack in the middle of Sugarlake, Tennessee, with white siding, blue shutters, and the prettiest tulips you’ll ever see. I love picking them when they bloom in the spring, but Mama gets mad when I do because tulips are “a labor of love,” so instead I just come out front and stare at them every chance I get.

Eli bounces the ball between his legs and groans, bringing my attention back to him. “Seriously. I can’t practice my free throws to this shit.”

I roll my eyes at his potty mouth. He thinks he’s so big and bad because he’s fourteen now, and he loves to curse every chance he gets.

“Don’t let Mama hear you talk like that or she’ll wash your mouth out with soap again.” I stick my finger between my lips, making a loud gagging noise.

I’ve never had it done to me, but watching Eli go through it is enough to make me never want to speak a bad word ever.

He stops dribbling and runs his hand through his honey-blond hair, shaking his head. “Yeah, Miss Alina May, never doing a bad thing in her life. Why don’t you leave me alone and go introduce yourself to the new neighbors?” He gestures to the house three doors down where there’s a big moving truck in the driveway and a girl playing on the front lawn.

I put my hands on my hips and strain my eyes trying to see better. It’s not the worst idea Eli’s ever had.

The girl’s smaller than me and hula-hooping away without a care in the world, her blackish hair swishing against her porcelain shoulders with every swing of her hips. She looks friendly enough, and since my best friend, Becca, is out of town for the summer at church camp, I really have nothing better to do than make a new friend.

“Okay, I will.” I make my way across the lawn before spinning around and pointing my finger at him. “But not ’cause you told me to, Eli. I’m doin’ it ’cause she looks nice.”

He smirks and tosses the basket into the hoop again.

I’m almost to her house when a boy walks out of the front door and slams it behind him. I stop in my tracks and watch with wide eyes as he turns and flips off the closed door with both middle fingers, and then sits on the front steps and lights up a cigarette.

My brows shoot to my hairline.

He doesn’t look that much older than me, definitely not old enough to buy cigarettes, but the way he’s puffing on that smoke so well I imagine he has no trouble getting them whenever he wants. He leans his elbows on his knees when he inhales, and I’m mesmerized as it swirls into the air.

Is he the new girl’s brother?

He has brown-black hair, although his is cut so short I can almost see his scalp, and he isn’t as small, but he is kind of gangly looking.

It’s only when he turns his head and stares straight at me that I realize I’m standing in the middle of our street gawking like a weirdo. My cheeks heat, so I quickly look down and start walking again.

No sense in turning back now, that would be even weirder.

The girl sees me as I get to the edge of their front yard, the Hula-Hoop falling down her body and a huge smile splitting across her face. She bounds over like a fairy flittering from tree to tree.

Dang, this girl is bouncy.

“Hi!” she squeals. “I’m Lily, what’s your name?”

I open my mouth to answer but she keeps talking, so it’s hard to get a word out.

“I’ve been so worried about not making any friends, but then here you are, and oh!” She pops up on her tiptoes, her nose almost brushing mine. “Your eyes must be the bluest things I’ve ever seen.”

I stuff my hands in the pockets of my jean shorts and stare back at this girl who I think might be a little wacky.

I’m fixing to kill Eli for suggesting I come over here.

“Thanks,” I reply.

I look behind her to where the boy is watching us, stone-faced.

Eli calls expressions like that “resting asshole face.” I don’t know if this kid is an asshole, but he sure doesn’t seem happy to see me. I shift my focus back to Lily.

“How do you talk like that?” I ask. “Just goin’ and goin’ for so long without havin’ to breathe?”

Immediately, I want to take my words back. Daddy says I have no filter, but I’ve always thought saying what’s on my mind is the most honest thing I can do, and if I’m nothing else, I always want to be honest. I hate liars.

Guilt hits my chest when her smile drops, and I’m worried I hurt her feelings, but then she throws back her head and laughs, and I’m so relieved I join her.

She links her arm with mine and pulls me farther into the yard.

For such a small thing, she’s awful strong.

“Just have a lot of energy, I guess.” She pats my arm with her sparkly pink fingernails. “My mom used to tell me I had enough energy to light up all of Chicago.”

“I think I believe her.” My eyes are wide as I grin. “I’m Alina May Carson, by the way, but my friends call me Lee. I live three houses down that way.”

Lily brings her hand up to cover her eyes from the sun while she looks toward where I point. “That your brother?”

“Yep, that’s Eli.” I glance at the boy on the steps again. “Does he like basketball? Eli never lets me play, he says basketball’s not meant for girls, but he’d probably let another boy practice with him.”

Lily scrunches her nose, twisting to look at the kid on the steps. “Oh, that’s my brother, Chase. He doesn’t like much of anything really unless it involves making our foster parents mad.”

“Oh.”

I’m not sure what a foster parent is, but I don’t want to seem stupid, so I nod like I get it.

“Chase!” she yells. “Come here and meet Lee.”

My stomach buzzes like a hive of bees as Chase crushes his cigarette beneath his worn black boot and stands, walking over to us. He doesn’t stop until he’s right in front of me, my eyes level with his chin.

When he’s this close, I can see the scar running through his left eyebrow, and for some reason, there’s an urge to reach up and trace it. My fingers curl into the palms of my hands to keep myself from actually doing it because that would be really weird.

There’s something about this boy.

He hasn’t said a word yet, and I’m already dying to know him.

“Smokin’ kills, you know,” I blurt.

His mouth twitches. “No shit?”

“Yep.” I pop the p. “I’m a big believer in lettin’ people know how I feel about things. You might as well get used to it since we’re neighbors and all.”

He runs his tongue over his teeth. “Yeah? And how are you feeling right now? You feeling good?”

“A little too hot, if I’m honest.” I fan my face so he knows how serious I am. It is warm just standing here under the summer sun.

He chuckles and dimples mark his cheeks. “How old are you anyway, Goldilocks?”

I scrunch my nose. “I’m eleven and my name is Alina, not Goldilocks. Ah-lee-nuh. But if you start being a little nicer, you can call me Lee.”

“Sure thing, Goldi.” He tugs on a strand of my hair, then brushes past me.

My chest pulls tight because doesn’t he listen? “Whatever, Boy Scout!” I yell at him. If he can make up a dumb nickname on the spot, so can I.

“You’re the same age as me!” Lily pipes in, pulling on my arm again.

I had almost forgotten she was there.

“This is so cool,” she continues. “We’ll be in the same grade and everything. Have you lived here your whole life?”

“Born and raised.”

“Lucky. I think it’s the prettiest place I’ve ever seen.” She sighs.

I smile, but my eyes move past her, hoping to catch another glimpse of her brother walking down the street.

Lily’s gaze follows mine and she tugs on my arm again. “Don’t worry about him. He’s thirteen, and in middle school, so we won’t have to worry about him being a jerk every day. You want to come inside?”

My stomach flutters because I don’t know how to tell her I wasn’t worried about him being a jerk, so I just nod instead and let her drag me into her house. But before we walk inside, I look back one more time in Chase’s direction.

He has sad eyes and I feel like maybe he needs someone to make him smile.

I can be that someone.

Happy with my decision, I dance my way through the front door and into Lily’s and Chase’s lives.

Daddy did always tell me I would dance straight into trouble.

Summer turns into fall, bleeding into winter, and before I know it, the springtime flowers are blooming.

When Becca got back from church camp last summer—which she swears traumatized her for life—Lily and her got along instantly, bonding over their love of fashion and their heartbreak over the current “it” couple that broke up. I’ll be honest, I was nervous about the two of them hitting it off, but Becca guzzles up attention like grass soaks up morning dew, so once Lily gushed over her curly red hair and emerald eyes, I knew everything would be just fine.

Right now, it’s Wednesday after school—the only day Becca can’t hang out because she has to go to church where her daddy preaches.

Lily and I are lying in the grass eating cherry Popsicles, the spring sun soaking into our skin. If I try hard enough, I can almost pretend it’s summer.

A shadow comes over me and I shield my eyes to see who it is.

“Looking a little pink right…here, Goldi.” Chase leans down and pushes his index finger into my cheek.

I prop myself up on my elbows and beam at him like a fool. “Hey, Boy Scout.”

We joke around when we see each other, but that’s about as far as it goes, and the fact he keeps me so far away bothers me something fierce. I don’t know why he doesn’t want to be my friend, but it is what it is, I guess. I’ve tried for months to get him to open up, but he’s a brick wall and nothing but a wrecking ball will get through. Still, whenever he’s near, my body hums and I crave his attention in the worst way.

“Want a Popsicle?” I hold out mine, the ice-cold goodness dripping down the stick and onto my hand.

“Nah, I came to get Lily.” He looks to her and she sighs, pushing her bright-pink sunglasses on top of her head.

“Sam and Anna want us to come home, say they have something important to talk about.”

“Something important?” Lily frowns. “You don’t think they’re going to make us leave, do you?”

“No, Lil, I don’t think it’s anything bad.” Chase smiles, but to me, he looks a little nervous.

“Okay, let me go grab my things.” She pops up and dashes inside, leaving Chase and me alone.

He drops onto the grass next to me, his knees bent and elbows perched on top. His happy face is all but gone now.

I don’t know much about the homes they’ve been in before, but I don’t like to bring it up. There aren’t many times Lily shuts up, but you ask about her past and she clams up and looks about as lost as last year’s Easter egg.

“You feeling good today, Goldi?”

“Eh.” I shrug. “This Popsicle’s makin’ my mouth too cold.”

He smiles at my answer and then gets quiet.

“You know,” I whisper, “if you need someone to talk to, I’m always here.”

He scoffs. “You’re a kid. I’m not complaining to you about my issues.”

Annoyance drops in my gut and I shove his arm. “Whatever, Boy Scout. You can act as grown as you want, but you’re a kid, too. Plus, Daddy always tells me I’m an old soul.” I puff my chest out in pride.

Chase snorts and drops back on his elbows, craning his neck to the sky. “Okay, old soul. I’ll tell you what, you just keep being there for Lil, promise not to leave her, and I’ll take care of you both. How’s that?”

“Well, duh. I’ll always be there for Lily. And ’sides…you two are the best thing to happen around here, other than Becca. Where would I go?” I raise my arms and look around. “But I’m your friend, too, not just Lily’s, you hear me?”

“Yeah, I hear you, but I’m good. Promise.”

I frown at him before leaning over, pressing my fingertip to his chest. “You can try to fool the world, sad boy, but you can’t fool me. I see you.”

A crease forms between his brows and he opens his mouth like he’s about to say something, but before he can, Lily rushes out with her book bag hanging from one hand and a Coke in the other.

“Okay! I’m ready.” She swipes the bangs out of her face, smiling as she looks between the two of us.

Chase reaches out and tugs on a lock of my hair before hopping up.

I watch them both disappear down the street, something sitting heavy in the center of my chest.

That feeling is still there while I’m lying in bed trying to fall asleep. My eyes have just gotten heavy and my brain’s stopped buzzing when I hear my window slide open.

My heart slams against my chest and my breath catches in my throat. I had no idea it wasn’t locked, and I’m so terrified someone’s breaking into our house I can’t move. I don’t usually pray when Mama makes me go to church on Sundays, but right now I squeeze my eyes tight and pray to God Almighty that whoever is in my room decides to leave.

“Goldi.”

Chase’s voice calms me down, but now my heart’s beating fast for another reason. The bed dips, and the comforter pulls back before a warm body slides down next to mine.

“Goldi, you awake?” It’s a whisper but I hear it loud and clear.

I twist toward him, my eyes wide. I don’t say anything. I’m still recovering from thinking we were being robbed, so I just blink at him instead. Besides, I’m super nervous he’s here in the first place. Daddy would kill me for having a boy in my room, but there’s no way in heck I’m telling him to leave.

“What are you doin’ here?” I finally force out.

He blows out a breath, grabbing my hand in his, tangling our fingers. “Couldn’t sleep and I needed someone to talk to. Your offer still good?”

Happiness pours through my body like sunshine on a summer day. “Yeah, of course.”

We lie in silence for a long time, both of us staring at the glow-in-the-dark stars covering my ceiling.

“Do you ever look up at the stars and feel small?” he asks.

“What, the ones on my ceilin’?”

“No, the real ones, high in the sky.”

I frown. “I’ve never really thought about it, I guess, but sometimes, I like to stare at the mountains and think about how little I am next to ’em. Is that what you mean?”

“Kinda. I just…sometimes I look at the stars and think about how none of this shit really matters, you know?”

I don’t know, so I stay quiet.

“I think maybe that’s why my mom could leave me so easily,” he continues, his voice catching on the words.

My chest aches. “Because you’re smaller than the stars?”

“Because to her, I didn’t really matter.”

I don’t say anything right away. I just try to imagine what it would be like to not have a mama who loves you like it’s the most important thing she’ll ever do. I decide right then that I hate her, wherever she is, for making him feel anything less than what he deserves to be.

“You matter to me,” I declare.

He swallows, the sound thick. “You matter to me, too. Promise you’ll never leave?”

“Cross my heart and hope to die.”

I squeeze his hand tight and my stomach flips when he squeezes back.

When I wake up in the morning, he’s gone, but that night I make sure to leave my window unlocked, just in case.




Chapter 2

CHASE

Thirteen Years Old

I HATE SMALL TOWNS.

Over the past five years, I’ve been bounced from one small place to the next, and at the end of the day, they’re all the same. Boring streets and boring people with pity in their eyes and force behind their fists.

Life with my mom wasn’t sunshine and roses, but it definitely beats putting up with scumbags who pretend to care about kids in the system.

If I only had myself to worry about, I’d have made the jump to street kid before the first foster home. But it’s not just me. I have a little sister to protect, and the thought of leaving her to the wolves makes me sick to my stomach. So I’ve taken the insults and the beatings for both of us with a smile on my face, knowing I’m protecting her the best way I know how.

At least one of us should make it out of this life without too much trauma.

The last piece of crap begged our caseworker to take us away after I caught him trying to sneak into Lily’s room. I guess he didn’t like a thirteen-year-old holding a knife to his dick. He liked it even less when I threatened to cut it off and shove it down his throat if he so much as looked at her again.

I asked Lily if he ever did anything, but she swears up and down nothing happened, and I have to believe her because the alternative means I have to murder someone, and I’m too pretty for jail.

They’re not all bad, though. Our current foster parents, Sam and Anna, are a couple who just moved us from Nashville to Sugarlake, Tennessee: population three thousand.

Well, three thousand and four now, I guess.

They’re different than others we’ve had. Nice even…but I still don’t want them.

Like any kid, I just want my mom.

Considering she packed up our life in Chicago, trekked us seven hours to Nashville, and got high, forgetting us at a gas station, that seems pretty unlikely to happen anytime soon.

I’m angry at her. So, so angry.

But no matter how pissed off I am, it doesn’t stop the dreams at night of her coming back. I hate those dreams because when I wake up, that hole she put inside me festers and rips open all over again, leaving behind nothing but a burning rage I can’t seem to stomp out.

We’ve been here for a few months now, and still, every time we drive down the main road in Sugarlake, I’m reminded it’s literally called Main Street. I scoff at the predictability.

Same cookie-cutter layout, new views.

“Tennessee is so pretty. I bet it’s the prettiest state in the whole universe,” Lily swoons, staring out of the car window.

I smirk at her. “That’s just because you don’t remember living anywhere else.”

“That’s besides the point, jerk. I’m sure it wasn’t like this.” She points toward the Smokies.

She’s not wrong, it is a beautiful state. But how beautiful can something be if it’s filled with the ugliness of your past?

“I’ve always loved Tennessee, too, Lily.” Anna twists from the front seat and smiles. “You know, this is where I grew up as a little girl. I’ve always dreamed of comin’ back one day and raisin’ a family here.”

She shares a heavy look with Sam. He places a hand on her knee and her voice cracks when she talks again. “I’m so happy you two are liking it.”

I roll my eyes, that familiar burning simmering in my gut. Give it another month or two and Anna will be singing the same song as all the others. If it’s not them being the fuckups, they quickly realize it’s me.

He’s too angry.

Curses too much.

He doesn’t act his age.

I’m about to tell Anna exactly what I think of her empty words, but I glance at Lily who has the biggest smile on her face and decide to keep my mouth shut.

She deserves a little bit of happiness, even if it doesn’t last.

It’s only a few hours later I feel like I might have to eat my words. Lily’s been at Goldi’s for a couple hours, and I just grabbed her to come home so Sam and Anna could tell us their news.

They’re adopting us.

Lily’s sobbing next to me, her pink tipped fingers covering her face, the friendship bracelets on her arms clacking as she shakes.

I’m not sure how I feel. I guess I never really thought it was a possibility. I should be happy, ecstatic even. We’re finally getting a family. A new last name.

Chase and Lily Adams.

Sam and Anna are good people, and they treat us well, even with the bullshit I put them through just by being me. I know I’m not an easy person to love, the memories of my mom telling me constantly play like a loop in my brain. Still, there’s a part of me—a really small piece—that wants this time to work out differently.

“Chase, isn’t this the best news?” Lily throws her arms around my neck. I shake myself out of my stupor and loosely hug her back.

“Yeah, Lil.” I try to smile, but it feels more like a grimace.

Sam puts his hand on my shoulder, squeezing, but I don’t think I’m fooling him. It makes me feel guilty because he’s been nothing but the father figure I always wished for.

I’ll try harder to be a better son for them.

That’s what I am now, I guess.

A son.

Again.

Hopefully, it goes better the second time around.

It’s late at night when my mind won’t shut up, so I slip out of bed, unlocking the latch from my window and shoving it open so I can creep outside. It’s surprisingly easy for me to sneak out of the house, so I do it a lot.

Usually, I just walk down the street to the open field, where I lie down and stare at the stars, wondering what I did to be the way that I am. I try to change, but it just never seems to stick, the anger coming back as soon as I think I get it snuffed out.

Tonight, though, there’s something that makes me stop short in front of the little white house with blue shutters.

I war with myself over whether I should keep walking.

Goldi is everything good in the world. She’s all innocence and sunshine, and I do my best to keep my distance. She doesn’t need someone like me coming around and dirtying up her life. Someone like her deserves friends who are worth a damn, not me. But fuck, if staying away isn’t the hardest thing I’ve ever tried to do. I’ve never had anyone look at me the way she does, like she sees straight into my soul.

I can tell she wants to be close, but I don’t need another person in my life to disappoint, especially an eleven-year-old girl who’s never had anything hurt her worse than a scraped knee.

Still, even as I repeat to myself that I can’t be her friend, my feet move toward her bedroom window, where I slip inside.




Chapter 3

ALINA

Fourteen Years Old

A NEW BOY MOVED INTO THE HOUSE BEHIND US.

I haven’t seen him much, but there’s a small hole in the fence separating our backyards, and I’m not proud to admit sometimes I go sneak a peek.

He’s got shaggy blond hair, and he’s always hunkering beneath the hood of a car. Today, Mama caught me looking and told me to stop being a Peeping Tammy or she’d tan my hide. Then, she plopped her famous banana bread in my hands and shooed me on over to introduce myself, telling me it’s the neighborly thing to do. I figure it’s as good an idea as any, seeing as how I assume we’ll be going to school together at Sugarlake High this year.

I’d rather not go to meet him alone, but Chase and Lily are on vacation in Florida, and Becca’s once again forced to be at church helping her daddy, so here I am walking onto his porch all by myself.

The door swings open before I can knock, and out he walks.

I’m stunned a little stupid when I get a good look at him. I’ve never seen a guy with hair long enough to be pulled into a bun, but somehow it looks better on him than it ever has on me. His hair isn’t what keeps my attention, though. It’s that gaze of his. The strangest green, like God couldn’t decide what shade to pick, so instead, he swirled around all the colors of the forest and placed them in his eyes.

“Hi.” I force the banana bread into his hands, stepping back, plastering a smile on my face.

He quirks a brow, leaning against the wooden railing of his porch. “Hi yourself.”

“I’m Alina May, but you can call me Lee. I’m your backyard neighbor and figured it’s well past time for introductions, so here I am…you know, introducin’ myself.”

He tips his head down, lifting the banana bread to his nose. “What’s this?”

“That right there is the best chocolate chip banana bread this side of the Mason–Dixon line.” I say it proudly because it’s true. No one can out-bake my mama; I dare them to try.

“Oh yeah?” He smiles and it draws my eyes to his perfectly straight, white as snow, teeth.

“Are those your real teeth?” I spout off before I can stop myself.

His smile widens. “You think I have fake teeth?”

“I mean…maybe?” I shrug.

He doesn’t say anything, just stands there with banana bread in his hands and a goofy grin on his face.

“Gah, forget I asked that.” I run my hands through my hair. “What’s your name, anyway?”

He chuckles, straightening off the railing. “Man, are all the girls as cute as you around here?”

“Matter of perspective, I guess.” My stomach flutters and I will away the heat surging through my cheeks. “You know, some say it’s mighty rude to not return the favor when a person introduces themselves.”

He places the banana bread on the ground, stepping over to me. I don’t know how old he is, but I imagine he’s a bit older than me because he looks like he hit puberty forever ago. His arms are all muscular and veiny, and he’s so tall my head’s level with the middle of his chest.

“My apologies, Alina May.” He picks up my left hand. “My name’s Jackson Rhoades, and believe me when I say it is my absolute pleasure.”

I expect him to shake the hand he grabbed, but instead, he brings it to his mouth, lightly brushing his lips across my knuckles in a whisper of a kiss.

My heart skips and I laugh, jerking my hand back. “You know, I think you may be what the old biddies in this town call a shameless flirt, Jackson.” I take a few steps away. “That may work on girls wherever you come from, but you really shouldn’t waste your time on me. I don’t fall for empty words and pretty smiles.”

He nods, rocking back on his heels. “Noted.”

“But if you’re lookin’ for a friend, I can be that all day long.”

“In that case, how can I refuse?” He smirks.

I widen my eyes. “Well, I don’t think you can. And since we’re friends now, I suppose you can call me Lee.”

“All right, Lee. Then I suppose you can call me Jax.”

“Jax.” I test the nickname out loud, happy with how it rolls so easily off my tongue.

“Do you always make friends like you’re doing a business deal?”

I frown. “A what?”

He chuckles. “Never mind. What grade are you in?”

“I’ll be a freshman when the semester starts. How about you?”

“Supposed to be a junior, but got held back last year when my dad got sick.” He plays with a chain around his neck, his eyes flashing with grief.

“Is he better now?” I watch as the necklace rolls between his fingers.

“He’s dead.”

My gaze snaps to his from the sudden shift in his tone. “Oh,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry.”

I cringe as the words leave my mouth, and I don’t think he appreciates the apology, but it’s all I can think to give him.

“It is what it is.” He shrugs. “Anyway, thanks for the bread, I’m sure my mom will love it.”

“You bet.” I slip my hands in my back pockets, rocking on my heels.

We both stand there, the air filling with awkward tension. I wish I could rewind time and bring back the Jackson from five minutes earlier.

“I’d introduce you to my brother, but he’s always tied up with basketball.” I change the subject. “But one of my best friends, Chase, lives around here. I’ll send him over to say hi, although I don’t think your charm will work on him.”

He clears his throat. “Sure. Listen, as much as I’d like to stand around and chat about the who’s who of Sugarlake, I’ve got shit to do, so if you’re done with the twenty questions…” He turns his face to the side.

I inhale sharply, dizzy from the complete one-eighty of his personality.

“All right then.” I purse my lips. “Look…Jax, I’m sorry if I upset you. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it.”

He doesn’t give me any indication he heard what I said, but he doesn’t need to. I know when I’ve outstayed my welcome.

My shoulders hunch, embarrassment whirling through me like a tornado. “I guess I’ll see you around.”

I book it off his porch, each step allowing me to stew in my rising mortification. But honestly, he’s the one who brought up his daddy, so how was I supposed to know? My breathing is choppy the whole time I’m walking home, and by the time I step inside our front door, I’m practically shaking from the anxiety. I take a deep breath to try to calm down, but it doesn’t work, and Mama sees the nerves plain as day on my face.

She’s in her favorite spot on the couch, a worn romance novel in her hand. “What in the world happened to make you so flustered?”

“I think I messed things up with the new boy. Everything was goin’ fine till we started talkin’ about his dead daddy.” I chew on my bottom lip, walking over and plopping next to her. “Then he got plain mean, and now I think he hates me when he was the one who brought him up in the first place.”

I’m getting upset even thinking about it. I can’t stand when people think bad about me.

Mama sets down her novel and pats her lap until I rest my head on the top of her thighs. She smooths my hair, petting it in a rhythmic motion. “Oh, baby, we have no clue what that boy’s goin’ through.”

“Yeah, well, now I don’t wanna know.”

“The best thing you can do is forgive his faults. Be there for him, it’s what you’re good at. He could probably use a friend like you.”

“Fat chance. See if I’ll be his friend now,” I mutter, closing my eyes and sinking into my mama’s embrace.

She kisses the top of my head. “Forgiveness is divine, Alina May. Remember that. You might need it too someday.”

Becca convinced me to get this new cherry red polka-dot two piece, but I haven’t worked up the courage to wear it out in public yet. In fact, I’ve been staring at myself in it for the past ten minutes, frowning at my reflection in the full-length mirror on the back of my bedroom door.

It looks fine, I guess, but no matter how I adjust the top, the dang thing is still like a big, bright sign advertising my newly acquired cleavage. I swear, I went to bed one night and woke up the next morning with two giant melons on my chest.

I cup them in my hands and marvel at the weight. Who knew they would be so heavy?

“What are you doing?”

Chase’s voice rumbles through the air and I jump in shock, my hand dropping my breast and flattening against my chest instead.

“Good Lord, Chase. Knock much?” I complain, my heart racing underneath my palm. I really hope he didn’t see me groping myself. “I didn’t think you were back in town.”

My eyes meet his in the mirror, and my mouth dries when his gaze darkens, trailing me from the top of my head to the tips of my red painted toes. Something takes flight in my stomach the longer he stares, and when he’s done with his perusal, the air is heavy.

“What the hell are you wearing?” His tongue peeks out and sweeps across his bottom lip, drawing my attention to the wetness left behind.

My breath hitches.

In moments like this, where the air is thick with uncharted emotion, I can almost convince myself he feels it, too. Whatever this is. Over the past three years, the vines of our friendship have grown and twisted, wrapping tightly around every single piece of me until I don’t know how to get untangled. This new feeling is big and scary and I don’t know how to handle it, so I pretend things are the same as they’ve always been.

But they’re not.

I move my gaze from his lips, drinking him in. Gone is the gangly preteen with too-short hair. In his place is a full-grown teenager who sparks a fire low in my stomach. Sculpted muscles ripple under his shirt, fine-tuned from the summers spent at his dad’s construction company, and his hair is longer now, mussed from those thick fingers that always find a home in the strands. Combine that with his angular jawline and boyish dimples, and I just know the girls at Sugarlake High go wild for him.

Something green and slimy sticks to my insides at the thought.

“Don’t you worry about what I’m wearin’, Boy Scout.” I move to the small desk along my far wall and grab a pink robe that’s thrown across the back of the chair, wrapping it around my body.

When I look back at him, he’s grinning. “You feeling good today, Goldi?”

“Good as pie.” I smile. “How was your vacay?”

He shrugs and sinks down on my bed, throwing his hands behind his head. “Sandy.”

I place my hand on my hip and level him with a look. “Sandy? Sounds magical.”

“I don’t know, Goldi. It’s the same as it always is when we go to Florida. Too many people and not enough beach.” He glances at me, then flickers his gaze away.

“Well, there’s been a whole bunch goin’ on around here. Eli got offered a scholarship for basketball in Ohio, so naturally, Mama has lost her mind cryin’ every day. She’s dead set on tryin’ to convince him to pick a local school instead, which is just ridiculous because you and I both know Daddy will have a conniption before he lets Eli go anywhere less than a D1 school.”

I roll my eyes. Daddy and Eli have always talked about getting out of Sugarlake and being the next big thing, and now that Ohio’s calling, there’s no way they won’t take advantage of it. Eli has dreams of making it all the way to the NBA, and I have half a mind to think he will.

The whole town lauds him as the hero anyway, so it won’t surprise anyone when he does.

“No shit?” Chase says. “Good for him.”

“Yeah, I guess. At least once he’s gone, Daddy won’t be tied up with his practices all the time. Mama gets lonely, I just know it.”

I don’t add that I get lonely, too. It’s not fair how much time Eli gets with Daddy because he’s good at throwing a stupid ball into a hoop when I can barely get him to show up to a dance recital.

Chase doesn’t say anything, so I shake myself out of my stupor and think of what else to tell him. “Oh, and there’s a new guy about your age that moved in, next door to Patty Lynne. I took him some of Mama’s banana bread today.”

This gets Chase’s attention and he props himself up on his elbows, brows lifting. “You took him Mama Carson’s banana bread? Is there any left?”

I scoff. “No, it was a welcoming gift. You can go ask her to make some yourself.”

He huffs and drops back on the bed. “He probably won’t even appreciate it.”

“Who knows, he seemed nice enough.” Kind of. “I’m sure Becca will be thrilled to have fresh meat to chew up and spit out, in any case.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, you know how Becca is with boys, and this one’s a looker.” My cheeks flush when I think about how attractive Jax actually is, and how he was able to make my stomach flutter in a way no one except Chase ever has. “I’m also pretty sure he could charm the knickers off a nun.”

Chase’s demeanor shifts, his stare burning a hole in the side of my head. “Are you saying this new guy charmed you?”

I smile and settle down on the bed next to him, the back of my hand pressing to my cheek. “I definitely give him an A for effort, that’s for sure.”

He sits up fully now, his body hovering next to mine and creating a buzzing sensation that skitters over my arms. “Is he even your age? What kind of a guy flirts with a girl he just met?”

“He’s your age, and I imagine most of them do.” I frown at him. “What’s your problem?”

“I don’t have a problem, he just sounds like a douchebag.”

I smack his arm and give him a saccharine smile. “Then you two should get along just fine.”

He lies back again. “You don’t have to make friends with everyone you meet, Goldi.”

“And why wouldn’t I?” I challenge. “Managed to turn your grumpy butt into a friend, might as well extend my powers to the rest of Sugarlake.”

Chase huffs again, and I give him a weird look because what’s his problem?

“Anyway,” I continue. “I told him you’d go introduce yourself.”

He lets out a humorless laugh. “Fuck. That.”

“Oh, come on, Boy Scout.” I urge. “Just go say hi. I’ll go with you if it’ll make it easier. I know how much you dislike conversatin’ like normal folk.”

“No,” he bites out. “In fact, I don’t think you should go around him again, ever. I mean, he’s my age, but he’s flirting with you?”

My smile drops, anger swirling so hard and fast in my chest it feels like a tornado. I grab a pillow next to his head and whack him in the face with it, jolting farther up on the bed until I can straddle his hips and hit him again.

He chuckles, his hands snapping out and gripping my waist. “All right, all right, fucking Christ, I’ll do it.”

My breathing is heavy from exertion and I drop the pillow, sinking down on his lap and pressing my finger into his chest. “You know, I’m not eleven years old anymore, and I’m gettin’ real tired of you treatin’ me like I’m a little kid. I’m not, whether you want to admit it or not.”

His fingers flex against my sides, and suddenly the air changes, my body becoming hyperaware of the position we’re in. My stomach flips and free-falls and my palms grow clammy, but I don’t move.

I’m frozen in place.

His gaze darkens and drops to my lips before he forces it back up. “Believe me, Goldi. I know.”

Suddenly, I’m being tossed to the side roughly, Chase jumping from the bed and rushing to the window, slipping back out into the open air and leaving me alone, breathless and confused.

He doesn’t return.

Which isn’t unusual, to be honest. Whenever Chase gets into his moods, he disappears, but eventually, a day or two later, he’s back again, acting like nothing happened.

Only this time, it’s different, because it’s been another week, and he still hasn’t shown up, despite the fact I’ve lain in bed every night, listening for the slide of the window and the low rasp of his voice.

All I hear are the crickets chirping and the silence of his avoidance.

I’ve also decided avoidance must run in the family because it’s been even longer since I’ve seen Lily. I keep expecting her to drop by and regale me with tales of Florida, but she hasn’t given me so much as a phone call, which is why I’m so surprised to see her standing on my porch.

“Well, hi there, stranger.” I lean my shoulder against the doorframe and smirk over at Becca standing next to me. “Look what the cat dragged in, Becca.”

Becca’s red brow arches and she looks Lily up and down, unimpressed. “Well, I do declare, Miss Lily Adams, gracing us with her presence. What did we do to deserve such an honor?”

Lily scowls at Becca before pushing her way inside, forcing me back a space so the door can open fully.

“I know, I’m the worst, but you two won’t believe what I have to tell you.” She walks straight into me, grabbing me around the waist and squeezing tight. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever,” she murmurs.

“Probably ’cause you haven’t.” I pull back, looking in her eyes, but she’s got those giant sunglasses on that make her resemble a bug, and I can’t see anything other than the bright-pink smile she has painted on her face.

“Ugh, I know, and I’m awful for it, but I have so much to tell you two.” She continues making her way inside, and I shut the door, glancing at Becca.

She gives me a “what the hell” look and shrugs before following Lily then perching on the arm of the couch.

“I met this guy,” Lily singsongs.

Becca smirks. “Oh, well now I’m interested.”

“I knew you would be,” Lily giggles.

I don’t say anything, and honestly, I feel a little out of place here. They seem to be bonding over being boy crazy, and I…well, I’ve just never been that way. There’s only ever been one boy on my mind.

“Well, go on. Tell us about him,” Becca urges.

Lily beams. “He lives like an hour away.”

Becca whistles. “Did you fuck him?”

I gasp and cut Becca a glare. Is she serious? Lily’s fourteen. I’m about to say as much but the words die in my throat, anxiety curling through my middle when Lily sits up and blushes.

Becca squeals and slips from the arm of the chair onto the couch cushion, forcing Lily over. “You slut !”

The flush on Lily’s cheeks darkens and she looks down at her lap, grinning. “I stayed at his place for the past few days.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Back up. You met a guy?” I repeat, my words slow.

“Yeah,” she sighs.

“In the week since you’ve been back…”

“Yep.”

“…and you had sex with him?”

“I know, right? It sounds crazy.” She laughs, leaning back on Becca’s shoulder and throwing an arm over her face.

“You can say that again,” I mumble. “How on earth did you get your folks to okay this?”

Lily drops her arm by her side and gets a sheepish look on her face. “I may have told them I’ve been with you two.”

I blink at her because…well…I’m not quite sure how I feel.

“That’s fine with me,” Becca interjects. “Just don’t have them go askin’ my folks because they’ll know you’re lyin’. I’ve been stuck doin’ things for youth group the past few days.”

My mouth pops open, but I can’t form any words. It might be fine with Becca, but I’m not sure if it is with me. This is out of character for Lily. She’s always been a fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants kind of girl, but never reckless.

Becca looks at me and then nudges Lily, jerking her head in my direction.

Lily pops up, putting her hands together like she’s praying. “Don’t be mad, Lee. I know it wasn’t right, but they never would have been okay with me going if they didn’t think I was with you.”

My gaze flicks back and forth between the two of them, and I try to relax, because maybe I’m the problem. Neither of them seems to think it’s a big deal at all.

“Were his parents gone or somethin’?” I ask.

“No, he doesn’t live with his parents.” There’s an edge of defensiveness to her tone.

“He doesn’t live with his parents,” I repeat Lily’s words back to her again. “Who even is this guy? And how old is he if he lives on his own?”

“His name is Darryl and he’s older…”

Becca sighs, twirling a piece of her hair. “I do love an older man.”

Scoffing, I grab a couch pillow and toss it at her. “You don’t even know any older men, be serious.”

Becca grins, holding the pillow to her chest. “Don’t have to know ’em to love ’em.” She looks to Lily. “How old?”

Lily cringes. “Twenty.”

Now Becca’s face drops. “Lily…”

My stomach bottoms out and I feel sick.

I don’t know much about people in their twenties, but I do know nothing good can come from one who wants to mess around with a fourteen-year-old girl. My body slaps against the couch cushion as I lean back, trying to process what she just told me. Part of me is angry because she’s bringing me into her lies, but the bigger piece of me is sad that she felt she couldn’t come to me sooner. The two weighted ends of my emotions toss me around like a seesaw, and I’m not sure which side I’m supposed to land on here.

Another thought hits me then, and it sends a shot of anxiety straight to my heart.

“Does your brother know?” I whisper, panicked eyes shooting to meet Becca’s over Lily’s head.

She stays quiet, but it doesn’t matter.

Her silence is the answer.




Chapter 4

CHASE

Sixteen Years Old

I GET THE FEELING ANNA WISHES I WOULD CALL her “Mom.” Lily had no problem taking up the moniker as soon as the ink was dry on the adoption papers, but I just can’t bring myself to. Honest to God, I start every day with the intention of getting over my shit and just doing it. I can give this to her. She deserves the title after everything she’s done for Lily and me. But then I think of my real mom, and guilt threatens to swallow me up whole. It’s like no matter how hard I try to erase her, she’s still the biggest part of the worst side of me.

Sam, however, is another story. I connect with him on a level that has me swallowing back the word “Dad” daily, and I’ll be damned if I know why. Maybe it’s because I don’t have a real dad to compare him to? All I know is he doesn’t push. He’s just a constant, always steady and never changing, letting me just be without expectation or judgment. I’ve never experienced an adult like that before. Before the summer, I asked if he’d take me with him down to his business, Sugarlake Construction, and teach me the ropes. I shocked the hell out of myself when I realized how much I enjoyed it. There’s something peaceful about the methodology in building something from nothing. There’s no room for error, no guesswork. Everything is exact. Precise. Controlled.

Today, Sam sat me down and laid out his plans of eventually passing it on to me. I’ll never tell him, but it’s been one of the best days of my life.

I’ve never had someone believe in me, and while the feeling is intoxicating, mainly I’m just terrified of disappointing him. I’ve been dying to talk to somebody about it, but the only one who I’d want to listen is Goldi, and that won’t work considering I’m doing my best to avoid her.

I don’t know what the hell happened at her house the other day, but it freaked me out, and ever since, I haven’t been able to get her out of my thoughts. She has this way of making everything around me disappear until all I see is her, and that’s not good for either of us.

I thought with some space I’d be able to get my shit together, maybe gain some perspective, but the more I try not to think about her, the more she’s there, front and center. And not in a “friendly” way.

It’s not right.

Fuck, I know this.

She’s my little sister’s best friend. Hell, she’s my best friend, and even worse, she’s only fourteen. A fucking freshman. She’s just learning about what it means to become a woman, and here I am thinking about how perfect her lips are and imagining what it would feel like to slide myself between her tits.

It doesn’t matter, though. I’d rather torture myself into eternity than I give in. She means too much for me to ruin it by losing my self-restraint, and if I have to put some space between us and fill my days with all the other girls in town to get her out of my system, then that’s what I’ll do. I’d rather have her in my life from a distance than not have her at all.

I am, however, going to introduce myself to that prick who moved in behind her house. What’s that saying? Keep your friends close and your enemies closer? Yeah. Guess who’s about to be your new best friend, buddy.

I’ve just poured myself a bowl of cereal when the screen door slams. Looking up, I see Lily sludging her way into the kitchen, black smudged under her eyes and a sour look on her face.

“What the hell happened to you?”

There’s only been a handful of times where Lily hasn’t been one-hundred-percent put together, and it usually coincides with sickness or “Aunt Flow.”

She plants herself in the chair across from me and groans, grabbing my bowl of cereal, the metal spoon clanking against the ceramic as she drags it over.

“Rough night.”

“A rough night?” My brows furrow. “Didn’t
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