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“It needs a little TLC,” my father said as he put the truck in park.

A little TLC? What the hell is he thinking? I glared at the back of his head. Oh, wait, he isn’t.

“Um, yeah, Dad.” Even Dax, my twin brother, sounded pissed now. Good, maybe he’d cross over to my side—the dark side. “You could say that.”

This was not Grandma’s yellow house with pretty white lace-looking trim. This house was grey. And dirty. And old. And pathetically sad. Now it was way more haunted house than Grandma’s house.

Not Grandma’s house anymore. My house. I felt sick. He’s officially trying to drive me crazy. I glared at my father, but he was staring at the house—grinning like an idiot.

That was when I noticed the scaffolding covering the far wall. It looked like someone was scraping the paint off the house—which meant Dad knew the house was in bad bad shape.

We all climbed out of the truck. I was relieved to see Mom and Dax were just as thrown by the whole shack thing as I was. This was a big deal—a real shock. Well, not for Dad obviously.

“What?” He shrugged, glancing at our expressions. He looked irritated.

Like you have any right to be irritated.

“It’ll be just like new in no time,” he said, all calm and cool and smug.

You are such a prick.

“I’m sure it will,” Mom said, pushing my irritation closer to anger. When had she become his biggest cheerleader? And why? Like his mid-life crisis needed a cheerleader?

I looked pointedly back at the house and crossed my arms over my chest. My life is a bad joke.

The wind picked up, kicking up dust. The lone chain holding up one corner of the front porch swing squeaked miserably—which was fitting. Yep, so haunted house.

“At least you’ll have something to do. School doesn’t start for a few weeks,” my dad continued.

“Yeah, Dax,” I said softly to my brother.

“This isn’t a solo kind of project.” Dax shot me a look. I couldn’t tell if he was mad at me or Dad, but since I hadn’t done anything to him—recently—it had to be Dad. With good reason.

“You think I’m going to make this place less of a dump? That I’ll sweat my ass off fixing up a pile of crap we’re being forced to live in? Since we have nothing else to do, I mean.” I heard how nasty I sounded, but I just didn’t care. “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”

I’d been talking to Dax, but I made sure every syllable was loud enough for my dad to hear. We didn’t talk—hadn’t talked in almost five months now. I found talking loudly to other people allowed me to get my point across just fine.

I could tell it had this time. My dad stared at me, the muscle in his jaw working—a dead giveaway he was pissed. Good. I wanted to fight.

I raised my eyebrows at him, daring him to say something. Anything. I wanted him to know this was all his fault.

My mom put her hand on Dad’s arm, tugging on him. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, smiled at her, and turned to greet the moving truck as it pulled up the driveway.

Anger, hot and hard, choked me. When Mom’s pale blue gaze met mine, I didn’t back down. I hated to see the disappointment in her eyes, but she was wrong. This was wrong and I wasn’t going to pretend it wasn’t. I raised my chin just a little and stalked back to the truck. Not caving. Not apologizing. Not my fault—just my problem.

I grabbed my bag out of the truck bed, unaware the soft fabric snagged on the metal corner of the truck latch. I heard the rip of fabric and froze. Perfect. It wasn’t bad, just a little tear. Calming down now. I counted backward from twenty and took a deep breath before swinging the bag over my shoulder. I kept my head down as I climbed up the steps onto the front porch.

I walked to the broken swing, pulling on the chain. I’d spent hours on this swing when I was little—snapping beans, shucking corn, trying to needlepoint with Grandma, reading Reader’s Digest stories out loud... I tugged harder on the chain. It squeaked, but held tight.

At least the view was familiar. Massive oak and cedar trees ran the fence lines. Acres of fields, row after row of round hay bales, and then? More fields... Not much else. No houses, just the faded dirt road, a few dilapidated barns, and...nothing.

Because this is Hell and no rational person would choose to live here.

I turned the front door handle and pushed it open, bracing myself...

Okay. Not so bad.

It looked clean and mostly empty. One lone rocking chair sat in the corner, an odd box here and there.

Thank God.

I poked around a little, memories popping up. Grandma’s sewing kit in the bottom of the hall closet. The bottom kitchen drawer full of extra ketchup, sugar, salt and pepper packets. Making pie with the peaches and apples from Grandma’s orchard. I’d made some good memories here...but that was because I hadn’t been living here. I could leave then, go home... Now this was supposed to be home, my home. There was no escape.

That hot, hard knot started to form in my throat again.

I wandered up the stairs, noting the colored patches on the wall, where family photos had hung for years. On the landing, more blank walls and empty spaces. I kept going, heading to the room where I’d slept when I was little. Guess it is my room now. Down the hall, last door on the right, and up a flight of steps: Dax’s and my old playroom. The only room we could get loud and not get in trouble since it was at the other end of the house from everyone and everything. Just the way I liked it. I stood in the doorway. It seemed smaller now.

It felt weird for it to be so bare. My footsteps echoed off the wooden floors. A few dusty boxes were stacked on one side of the room. I walked to the window, peering down at the fields and the valley in the distance. Maybe it was because I knew this view was going to be the view I had to see for the next year, but it wasn’t as nice as I remembered it.

Everything was so...so brown. Rocky. Cactus everywhere. It wasn’t green. No rolling grasses. No steady wind. This wasn’t north Texas. This was...

My hands fisted and my chest ached. This is home now, I heard my dad’s words...almost a threat. He’d said it over and over again. Like he can brainwash me into believing it or something. This might be his hometown and his house. But this was his choice...not mine.

I kicked one of the boxes against the wall, letting my frustration out.

Something thumped back.

I jumped, freaking out as the thumping kept going—faster and faster—from behind the box. The house had been empty for almost six months. Out here, in the middle of nowhere, it was possible that something got inside. A skunk, a raccoon, a...a snake...

I swallowed, glancing at the bedroom door. Dax and my parents were in and out, unloading boxes. “Dax?” I called out. “Dax!” He was into nature, kind of. He could take care of it.

“Anytime you want to help, Allie.” Dax’s voice floated up the stairs. “Whenever you’re done having a temper tantrum.”

Temper tantrum? Really? His tone rubbed me the wrong way. Fat chance. I kicked the door shut.

The thumping went crazy. Crap.

I almost opened the door when I heard Dax yell, “Wimp!” I’m not a wimp. I could do this. Without help. I was stronger than him, more physical than he ever was. He was the wimp. I would so do this.

I reached forward, pulling the box back fast—like ripping off a Band-Aid.

A tiny bird stared at me with sparkly black eyes. Its chest rose and fell so rapidly it looked like it was about to pop.

I laughed. “You scared the crap out of me.” The bird cocked its head at me, hopped, and flew to the window—straight into the glass with a sickening smack.

“Oh, stop...” I stared at the stunned bird lying on the floor. “Wait, wait, okay?” It shook itself and flapped its wings, preparing to fly again. “Seriously, chill.” I took a step forward, not sure what to do. The bird flew up, hovering in front of the window, pecking on the glass. “Yeah,” I agreed. “I get it. You want to go outside.”

It settled on the windowsill and stared at me. I stared back. Now what? I couldn’t catch it. I didn’t want to hurt it trying.

“Can you herd birds?” I wrinkled my nose. It blinked at me. “I think you’re going to have to go out that way.” I stared at the window.

If I could open it and somehow get the screen off and not scare the bird even more, the little guy would be free. Easier than trying to get it down the stairs and out the front door.

I slid along the wall toward the window, holding my arms against my body. “I’m not going to hurt you,” I explained to it. “I’m going to get you out of here. This is my...my room now.” It blinked. “I know, I’m super thrilled too.” Stupid bird.

I reached out, slowly twisting the window latch. The bird hopped off, flitting across the room to perch on the edge of one of the old boxes. I pushed the window, hoping it would slide right open.

It didn’t. It was old, the wood dry and sticking in the grooves. “Of course not.” I shook my head, gripped the window more securely and tugged. The window barely moved, moaning loudly. “So haunted house,” I grumbled.

The bird chirped from the box in the corner.

“Thanks for the help.” I sighed, fighting with the window.

Suddenly, the window slipped up an inch, then jammed on something. The wood frame splintered in my grip, a thick splinter gouging into my finger. “Ow! Ow, crud, crap, darn it,” I bit out, staring at the bird before I realized I didn’t have to keep my language PG. “Shit.” I pulled out the splinter and sucked on my finger. “Son of a bitch.” I turned back to the window, fueled by months of frustration and anger...and now pain.

“Open, dammit!” I shoved, putting all of my weight behind it...shattering the glass pane and sending shards onto the side yard below. With most of the glass gone, I pitched forward, one arm windmilling forward and knocking the screen out before I could catch it. I caught myself on the window frame, grabbing frantically. A sharp burst of pain radiated along my palm and up my arm. “Shit!” I yelled, pulling my hand back. A nasty gash throbbed, oozing blood. “Perfect. Just perfect!”

“Allie?” I heard my mother call me from outside.

“What?” I bit out. The bird flew out the window, its wings ruffling my hair as it escaped. “You’re welcome,” I called after the bird.

Dax was laughing. “What did you do now?”

I lifted my other hand off the window. The remaining wood and glass fell around me on the floor, the crash echoing in the empty room. I shut my eyes and stood, furious and bleeding. There wasn’t a sound from outside, just footsteps on the stairs. Perfect.

I heard a squeak in the hallway—the same board that told Dax and me when Grandma was almost to our room so we needed to pretend we were sleeping. Which meant I was about to get an audience for this. Stupid bird. I squeezed my eyes tightly shut, waiting.

Footsteps on the steps...

“You okay?”

I didn’t know that voice. I opened one eye, hesitant. Then both.

I didn’t know this...this cowboy. This really cute, golden-tanned, copper-eyed cowboy taking up the doorway space. His light brown hair brushed the doorframe as he walked in...because he was tall and broad and so freaking cute. I stared at him like a complete idiot, while he stared at my hand.

“No, she’s not. Okay’s not a word we use to describe her.” Dax followed Cute Cowboy Guy into my room, looking at me with a mixture of amazement and frustration.

“Cut your hand?” Cute Cowboy Guy came forward. He took my hand, lifted it close, and inspected the gash. He sucked in his breath, a sharp hissing sound. “You did a good job on that. Might need stitches.”

I stared at my hand in his. His hands were rough and big, but his touch was gentle. Gentle or not, why was he in my room? Why was I letting him touch me? Snap out of it, Allie. “Who the hell are you?” I pulled my hand from his, wincing.

“Nice,” Dax muttered. “Allie, this is Wyatt, our new neighbor. He came by. To help.”

New neighbor? “Oh,” I said, giving him a quick head-to-toe inspection. His faded jeans were ripped along his left thigh, and the sleeves of his plaid snap-front shirt were rolled up to his elbows. And his face...well...he was way too good-looking. Way way–

Wyatt smiled. He had a really good smile, white teeth, dimples. “Nice to meet you.” And a Texas twang.

I looked at him but didn’t say anything. It might have been nice to meet him if I wasn’t bleeding all over the floor of a bedroom in the middle of Hell. But—as much as I hated to admit it—even bleeding on the floor, he was pretty easy to look at.

My mother came into the room then, her small medical bag in hand. “What happened?” Her voice had that edge to it, the why do you do what you do? exasperation that only I brought out so well.

“There was a bird,” I mumbled.

My mother probed around the cut, making me wince. “A bird?” she asked, clearly not believing me.

“Yes. A bird,” I repeated. “I tried to let it out. The damn window stuck.” She looked at me, one eyebrow rising.

“It was a starling,” Wyatt said, pulling my attention back to him.

I cocked an eyebrow in question. My mother did too.

“The bird. I saw it fly out the window.” He smiled a slow, easygoing smile. “It was a starling.”

“Oh,” I answered coolly. I had to work at the tone though—because he was backing up what I was saying. And that might be the only reason Mom would believe me. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye.

“They’re pests. Build nests in your eaves, in your light fixtures, cause damage.” He was watching me, still smiling. “Some target practice will fix that.”

“Shoot it?” I narrowed my eyes and frowned. “I hope it doesn’t decide to live at your place.”

Wyatt shrugged. “It wouldn’t for long.”

Not so interesting after all. I leveled my best bitch-face at hunky cowboy.

“Allie...I need to stitch it.” My mother spoke softly, thoughtfully. I watched her cover the cut with a clean gauze pad, knowing this would go on the list of Allie’s Screw-ups. “I’ll be right back.” Her big blue eyes—Dax and I both got her eyes—bore into mine for just a second, and then she left. Mom was a veterinarian and had patched me and Dax up many times. It was a lot easier than having to go to the emergency room.

“Broom unpacked?” Wyatt asked, following her from the bedroom.

Dax looked at me with an elevated eyebrow. “It’s been less than an hour and you’re breaking windows. What’s the deal, really?”

I shook my head at him. “You wouldn’t understand. You didn’t have any real friends so you didn’t leave anything behind.” I shot him a smug smile, knowing I was being hateful and not caring.

“Seriously? You think your freaks will miss you? All of this charm and charisma?” Dax snorted.

Wyatt came in carrying a broom, dustpan, and trash bag. He glanced between Dax and me and said, “You should sit, keep that hand elevated.”

He started sweeping, ignoring me altogether. Which was fine. I didn’t want to be the center of attention, no matter what my family might think.

I sat on one of the large boxes, holding my injured hand. Why did this sort of thing happen to me? Some sort of cosmic target? Or just plain karma? I deserved this...all of it. I sighed, catching Wyatt’s glance my way.

He smiled at me. I frowned at him, closed my eyes, and leaned back against the wall. Dax said something and Wyatt laughed. I peeked at them. Not at Dax so much, just Wyatt. I knew his type: all nice and polite for the adults but a real prick with his friends. He had that look, that cocky, arrogant look.

But Mom was gone and he was still sweeping up my mess, which was a surprisingly decent thing to do...

Not buying it.

He was too good-looking to be a nice guy. In my experience, that never happened. And Wyatt was beyond good-looking. He was seriously smoking-cowboy-hot. If you were into that sort of thing. Which I wasn’t. Hot guys don’t faze me.

Most of the guys I hung out with were athletes, the ripped, self-absorbed, say-whatever-they-need-to-say-to-get-in-your-pants-and–tell-all-their-friends types. None of them had anything to tell about me. Dating and boys hadn’t been important. Correction—isn’t important.

Wyatt was no different. I could tell. I didn’t know what he was after—yet. But no one did something for free. Coming in, acting concerned over my hand, sweeping my floor, wearing tight jeans that hugged his thighs, with a leather tag on the butt... Now I couldn’t stop staring at his butt.

My mother reappeared with her big medical bag just as the boys were finishing up. Except for the missing window and my bloody palm, there was no evidence of my latest mistake. “Thanks, boys.” My mother smiled. “If you can give us a little privacy now, I need to fix up her hand.”

I tried to act like I was enthralled with the contents of my mother’s bag as they left the room. I hated needles and my mom knew it. I appreciated that she’d made them leave.

She asked softly, “You’re not trying to hurt yourself, are you, Allie?”

I stared at her. Seriously? “I didn’t break the window or cut myself on purpose, Mom. I told you.”

My mother had one of those faces that said everything even when she wasn’t actually saying anything. She didn’t exactly believe me. “What happened?”

I tried to ignore the pain, from the stitches and from my mom. “Nothing.” I stared at my hand.

She sighed. “You’re going to have to get a handle on your temper. Maybe we can find you someone here you can talk to, okay?”

“Awesome,” I ground out. She didn’t want to hear what I had to say, she just wanted to fix me, to make me a smiling, happy, obedient teenage daughter. As long as I acted like nothing was wrong, no one had to acknowledge that something was wrong.

“I think everything is off the truck, so now we can unpack. Once your room is more like what you’re used to, it’ll feel more like home.” She snipped the thread and smiled at me, a sad, awkward smile. “Just give it a chance. Please. School doesn’t start for a while so you’ll have time to get situated.”

I looked at her, feeling angry all over again. Feel more like home?

“You done?” Dax asked from the other side of the door.

“Yep,” I said.

My bedroom door opened and Dax and Wyatt came in, carrying my bed. “This is your room?” Dax asked.

I glanced at my mom. She nodded. “Yeah,” I murmured.

“Over here?” Wyatt asked, indicating the space under the window. He had really light eyes, more honey-colored than brown—kind of startling beneath his crazy thick eyelashes.

I blinked, breaking the hold those eyes had on me, and nodded. “Under the window, in the closet, in the backyard—I so don’t care.”

“Thanks, boys,” my mother said and smiled at them. “She really shouldn’t do anything with her hand like that.” She left, patting Dax on the shoulder as she went. He gets a pat on the shoulder, I get stitches and impatient sighs. My day just gets better and better.

Dax waited until Mom had left before he said, “I’m impressed. Slicing yourself open to get out of work. That’s real dedication, sis.” He was teasing, I knew it. But Wyatt obviously didn’t.

“She just got stitches,” Wyatt said, leveling a disbelieving look at Dax.

I shrugged. “He’s a jerk. You’ll get used to it.”

Dax stared at me, his eyebrows high. “And you’re such an angel, right?”

I used my innocent face, the one I used on teachers to turn in papers late without losing points. The one that got me off the hook when Lindie and I did something we both knew we shouldn’t have done...

God. Thinking of Lindie hurt.

My eyes grew hot, burning. My throat felt tight. “No. No angel here.” I shook my head.

“Allie?” Dax sounded worried...regretful.

I glanced at him, managing to pull it together. They were both staring at me. Great.

Dax cleared his throat. “I’m sorry...”

I shook my head and reached up to smooth my hair—which pulled my stitches. “Shit.” I grabbed my hand, wincing. Dax and Wyatt both winced too, catching me off guard and making me smile.

And that’s when something really strange happened. Something that made my stomach knot and my lungs feel empty. Wyatt stared at me. Not a little, a lot. His eyes were intense, crazy, stare-into-your-soul, go-in-for-the-kiss stare. He froze completely, a full-bodied statue, which was weird and kind of cool, so I kind of...sort of...stared back.

Because, seriously, he was really gorgeous... Holy crap. Is it hot in here?

“She doesn’t do that often,” Dax whispered loudly to Wyatt. Wyatt blinked, the muscles of his jaw rigid.

I blinked too, looking away. What was that? What just happened? And what had Dax said? “What?” I asked.

Dax shook his head at me. “You’re clueless.”

I glanced at Wyatt, but he was snapping the bed frame together.

“Going for more boxes,” Dax announced as he left.

I felt nervous, which was weird. There was some hunky cowboy putting together my bed—so what? It wasn’t like I’d never had a hot guy in my room before. Well, okay, I hadn’t...not alone. But it was no big deal. He was just some guy...working in my room.

Why was he helping out? Why was he so hot?

Wyatt looked at me then and smiled—all dimples and white teeth.
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I had to bite my lip to keep from smiling back.

“You okay?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Need anything?”

I shook my head, holding my breath.

He finished assembling the bed frame and stood up. I admit, I totally checked him out. Again. He was so...tall. And broad. And ripped. He was probably an athlete. He looked like an athlete. Another strike against him. Athletes only loved two things: sports and themselves.

He pulled the box springs onto the frame then plopped the mattress down on top. He pushed the whole thing under the window. His arms flexed. I swallowed.

“Good?” he asked, glancing at me. I nodded. He grinned. “Big change? Moving here?”

I frowned. “You have no idea.”

He laughed. It was a nice laugh. He seemed like a genuinely nice guy. A nice guy that was insanely hot.

Oh, he’s good. I’m not falling for it. My frown turned into a scowl.

Dax backed into the room, three boxes stacked high in his arms. “Mom said we’re going out to eat.”

Thank God. I needed to get out of here. “Okay.” I practically ran from the room and down the stairs. What the hell?

I was obviously more stressed out than I thought. I needed to find a hobby, fast. Boys were a waste of time. And a cowboy? Not my type—no matter what he looked like. I was so not going to hook up with this guy just because he was here. And freaking gorgeous...and I was lonely. I’d never been one of those annoying clingy girls that needed a guy around. I wasn’t going to become one now.

“Hungry?” my dad asked as we came down the stairs. I ignored him; he wasn’t talking to me—he didn’t talk to me.

Dax and Wyatt were right behind me. “Starving,” Dax answered.

“Wyatt, is anything open?” my mother asked.

“Yes, ma’am, Peggy’s will be open. It’s mostly burgers, but they’re good.”

Did he just say ma’am? He was so not my type.

“Care to join us, Wyatt?” my mother asked. “You’ve been such a help today.”

I held my breath.

“No, thank you, Dr. Cooper.”

“Big date?” my dad asked, grinning.

I glanced at my father. You are such a loser. I looked at Wyatt then. He had plans, of course he did. Probably a group of redneck friends waiting for him somewhere. And a girlfriend. He had to have a girlfriend. A boots-and-jeans-wearing girlfriend that—

Wyatt shook his head. “No, sir, but...”

“Well then, let’s go.” My dad smiled, trying for the I’m-a-cool-guy thing. I sighed and rolled my eyes. Oh God.

“Well...” Wyatt glanced at me; I saw him. “Okay. Thank you.” He went out the front door.

“I’ll ride with Wyatt,” Dax offered, following Wyatt out.

Could this day get any longer? I went to the bathroom, ran a brush through my long blond hair, and put on some lip gloss. I frowned at my reflection. It didn’t matter what I looked like. I wasn’t trying to impress anybody. I tugged my hair into a sloppy knot and wiped off the lip gloss, careful with my bum hand. I plugged into my iPod as soon as I climbed into the truck, so there was no mistaking my don’t talk to me attitude.

Ten minutes later we were pulling into a very full parking lot. There were more trucks than cars; half of them were jacked up on huge tires, and half of those were covered in layers and layers of dried mud.

Wyatt and Dax got out of a clean white truck, laughing and talking. A clean white truck with three bumper stickers that caught my eye. One was a Trophy Hunter Association sticker; no surprise there. A military sticker: Semper Fi. But the last one? Pink. I read it again: I Support Second Base.

Seriously? Either he was really into baseball or he was a dick. Was it supposed to be funny? Somehow I hadn’t pegged him as a healthcare advocacy type. So what were the stickers for?

Yep, total prick.

My dad interrupted my mental tirade. “I remember this place. They have great malts.”

My mother smiled at me, saw my face then turned back to my father. “Sounds good.”

I followed them inside, wishing I was anywhere but here. I knew it was my imagination, but I swear everyone watched us walk in. I let my gaze drift around the room. Families, a few old guys in cowboy hats, and two tables of teenagers. Great.

“Sit with us?” Dax asked me. Wyatt’s eyebrows went up in question.

“Us?”

Dax looked pointedly at the tables full of teenagers. “Wyatt’s friends.”

I glanced at Wyatt. He smiled at me, warm-copper eyes waiting. No thanks, boob boy. No introductions. No new friends. New house. New room. New school. New life. No more new anything. I shook my head.

Dax looked frustrated. “Come on.”

I sighed. “I’m not stopping you.”

Wyatt nodded, his grin dimming just a little.

“I’ll order for you?” my mother asked.

I nodded and found us a table, sat in the chair and leaned against the wall. I tore open the white paper straw wrapper and winced, the simple action pulling my stitches.

“How are you feeling?” my mother asked as she joined me at the table. I shrugged.

“I’ll put the screen back on for tonight so we don’t get a bug infestation overnight. We’ll have to see if the hardware store carries glass tomorrow.” My dad dumped some sweetener into his tea without looking up.

I glared at him. Who are you talking to? The table? Mom? The air?

I stirred my water with the straw. Hey Dad, I hurt my hand. It was an accident. Mom had to give me stitches. If you care. Which you don’t.

There was a shout of laughter from Dax’s table so I looked over. They were all laughing and smiling. Dax was grinning, which made me want to grin—but I didn’t.

Wyatt’s copper gaze found me. I frowned at him then turned back to my water glass.

“We need to find someone who can help out around the place, Davis.” My mother was looking at her cell phone. “I’ll have to open the clinic no later than Wednesday. And you’ll be flying out on Thursday.”

He was leaving? Of course he was. He always left. That was part of his job: Mr. Corporate Security Investigator. Gone at least three weeks out of the month, longer if his case was Super Important. It didn’t matter we’d moved where he wanted to be, were living the life he wanted, he still wasn’t planning on being around.

“I’ll ask around at the hardware store in the morning,” Dad answered. “After this month, things won’t be so tough.”

My mother smiled, a real smile, and they stared at each other. It was weird, this new connection between them. I guess it was nice, they were my parents, but it was an adjustment. The last five years, they’d both been so busy with their careers that they were practically single. Now, they were acting like...a couple or team or something. “I can’t wait,” she said softly.

Dad smiled at her, a sweet smile that made his whole face relax. Huh. “Me too,” he said.

Her smile grew as she reached across the table, taking his hand in hers.

Okay, enough. I shook my head. “What’s happening now?” I asked her, curious in spite of myself.

I made the mistake of looking at my dad. His brows lifted, his hazel gaze darting to me before he stood and made his way to the counter, waiting to collect our food.

Mom watched him, sighed, then said. “He’s cutting back on the travel. Once a month, unless some emergency comes up.”

I blinked. That was...unexpected.

Dad brought the food to our table and the two of them started talking about all the repairs that needed to be done, so I zoned out. I didn’t care. That was their thing. I put my earbuds back in and turned on some music.

I took a bite of the burger. So, one good thing came out of tonight. Awesome burger. I took another bite—at the same time Wyatt looked at me. He smiled.

I took a huge bite, knowing I’d look revolting—but that was the goal. I was really good at pushing people away.

So why was he smiling, with the white teeth and the adorable dimples? Apparently I needed to work harder at making the whole new girl mystique wear off quickly. I didn’t want a thing to do with Wyatt or his dimples.

***
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I was exhausted. I couldn’t find my sleeping pills. Without sleeping pills, I dreamed. Dreaming was bad. Dreaming led to nightmares...or memories...whatever... I didn’t get much sleep. But the sun spilled into my room—no curtains or blinds to keep it out.

“Heard you last night,” Dax said from my doorway, tossing two apples back and forth.

I pushed up onto my elbows, not quite awake. “What?”

“Rough night?” he asked.

I yawned. “Kept you up? So you’re here for an apology?”

He shook his head. “You’re so rude.” He bit into an apple, adding, “Do you want everyone to hate you? Really?”

“I get enough lecturing from Mom and Dad.”

“I’m not lecturing. I’m curious.” He threw an apple to me. “I don’t get it.”

“So?” I flopped back onto the bed. “Feel free to close the door and leave me alone.”

“Allie... There are nice people here, ya know? Would it have killed you to try last night? I mean, Wyatt’s a nice guy.”

“I don’t give a shit.”

“I know you miss Lindie. I miss Lindie too. But she would kick your ass if she saw the way you were acting.”

“Shut up, Dax. Shut. Up.” I stood, the anger appearing so fast I could barely contain it. “You don’t know what Lindie would do.” I poked him in the chest, my voice rising. “She was my best friend, not yours.” I pushed him back, slamming the door in his face.

“I’m sorry, Allie.” I heard him through the door. “I’m sorry.”

“Go away.” I hit the door, wishing I could hit something more substantial. “Leave. Me. Alone.”

Everyone was sorry. I hated that word. It didn’t change anything. It was my fault. All of it was my fault. And now I was stuck, here, alone. And Lindie was...

I heard the squeak of the board. He was leaving. He was going. I was alone. No one would bother me or check on me. No one.

I need to get out of here.

No car. No phone. No one to call.

I pulled off my PJs and dug through my suitcase for my running clothes. I dressed, pulled my hair into a ponytail, grabbed my iPod, stopped in the kitchen for a water bottle, and took off.

I ran, letting angry music rage in my ears. Every time I felt winded, I thought of Lindie running beside me—smiling, red-faced, and shaking her head. “Keep up, you pansy.” She’d poke at me until I found the energy to keep going. She knew me, how to keep me going.

And she could run. For hours straight and never get tired. She was on the track team, long distance running. She rarely made it off the bench during soccer season, but the coach kept her around because she was a one-woman powerhouse of motivation. She’d get a little too intense if she forgot her ADD meds. That was one of my responsibilities, making sure she remembered them every day.

Thinking about her like this didn’t hurt so much. It was like she was with me, running beside me like she used to. But she wasn’t. And just like that my heart was twisting and my lungs were on fire.

I’m sorry, Lindie. I’m so freaking sorry.

An hour later, I was still running, my lungs desperate for a break. I stopped and pulled off my t-shirt. I was drenched; my sports bra was soaked through. But there wasn’t much of a breeze to cool me off.

I took a long sip of water and leaned against a tree, hoping to get my bearings. No luck, no idea where I am. I finished off my water. I’m screwed.

I pushed off the tree and started back, trying to retrace my steps. It would have helped if I’d been paying attention when I started, but no. All the trees looked the same; so did the cactus. I kept on walking, hoping...searching for some guidepost or landmark. I was going to take a long, cold shower. Maybe take a nap. If I ever reached civilization again.

There was rustling in the trees. Something was there. Every girl-stranded-in-the-woods horror movie sprang to mind. There were actual dangers out here, too. Snakes. Javalinas. Coyotes. Turkeys. Foxes. Skunks.

Music?

Music was coming...this way.

I stopped, still very aware that something was lurking in the bushes, and turned. It was the country. I was on my property, wasn’t I? So whoever was coming would not be some cannibalistic chainsaw-wielding serial killer, right?

The rustling in the bushes stopped; maybe it was hiding from whatever was coming?

Shit. What’s coming?

Wyatt’s truck was driving across the field, making a beeline straight for me. I stopped, so relieved I almost smiled. Almost.

“Hey.” Wyatt smiled as he pulled up alongside me, all gorgeous.

I glanced down at the sweaty t-shirt I held. I could only imagine what I looked like. Not that it matters how I look.

“How’d you get out here?” He tipped his beaten up baseball cap back.

I shrugged, trying not to notice how tan his forearm was as he rested it along the open window. “I went for a run.”

He nodded, brown eyes sparkling. “Lost?” His smile was hard to resist. But I will resist it.

I bit my lip and nodded.

“Need a ride?” he asked.

Now, I knew that I did. But I didn’t want his help. I didn’t want to ride in his truck with the boobies sticker on it. “You can point me in the right direction.”

He stared at me for a minute, shook his head, and said, “I was headed to your house.”

“Oh...” I had to go with him, boob stickers and all. What other choice did I have? Let the thing in the bushes get me? My eyes met his. Holy crap. “Sure.” I walked around the truck and climbed in.

He waited for me to close the door. “You run every day?” I nodded. “Dax said you’re an athlete.” I glanced at him. “Soccer mostly?” I nodded again. He grinned, shaking his head. “You talk a lot.”

I couldn’t help it. I smiled...and laughed a little too, damn him. His honey-copper warm eyes fixed on my face, making my stomach knot and my heart go crazy. Wrong. No way. None.

I rolled my eyes and looked out the window. We drove on in silence.

I don’t know why he got to me. Did he get to me? No, he didn’t. I was bored. He was there. And, so far, nice. And hot...really, really hot. Whatever. I don’t like it. I frowned, thankful he didn’t say anything else.

His truck bounced over a few hills, skidded around a windmill, across a massive field, and through a gate. I saw Dax walking, looking supremely pissed and overheated. Awesome.

Wyatt pulled up alongside him. “Hey.”

Dax glared at me, then nodded at Wyatt. “Hey, man.”

“Ready to go?” Wyatt asked.

Dax nodded, opening the passenger door. “Scoot over,” he said.

I could tell he was really mad, so I did, very aware that I was in my sports bra and sweaty...wedged next to Wyatt, feeling dirty and sticky. I prayed I didn’t stink. Because he smelled just as good as he looked. Of course he did.

“Allie.” Dax sighed and I looked at him. I knew that look—a Dax-sermon was coming.

I held up my hand. “I needed to get out of there. I screwed up. Again. Got it.” I didn’t want to fight, for a change.

“Okay,” Dax murmured, sounding surprised.

Wyatt’s forearm brushed across my thigh as he changed gears, totally distracting me...and knocking the air from my lungs.

“Thanks,” Dax said to Wyatt.

“You...you sent him out looking for me?” I asked, further humiliated.

Dax shrugged. “Not really. We were going to the hardware store for Dad so I asked him to keep an eye out on the way over.”

Wyatt’s arm brushed my leg again, catching my attention. His forearm was tan, muscled—I could see the flex of muscles as he shifted gears again.

“You going to take the job?” Dax asked Wyatt. “My parents are kind of desperate.” I looked at Wyatt.

“I don’t know.” Wyatt looked at me, then Dax. “I could definitely use the money.”

“Then do it.” Dax nodded. “You should know, the list keeps growing. But you’ve seen the place, so you know what you’re getting into.” He laughed. Wyatt nodded.

List? Job? My parents... What were they talking about? Then I remembered Mom saying something about hiring someone to help out around the place. Oh no...

“Wait,” I managed, dreading the answer as soon as I asked the question. “What job?”

His warm gaze rested on my face. “Your dad wants me to work out at your place, get it fixed up.”

I blinked, aware that his thigh was now pressed along mine. “Oh,” I mumbled.

He smiled a small smile, then shifted gears as he picked up speed. I shivered when his arm brushed over the top of my thigh.

“Work on him, Allie. If he’s there, it’ll make things a lot easier.” Dax punched me on the shoulder.

I glanced at my brother, then back at Wyatt. “Um...whatever.”

Dax sighed. “Way to sell him.”

“He either wants the job or he doesn’t,” I argued, glancing at Wyatt again. Wyatt laughed. “Do you?” I asked.

He nodded, looking at me. Did he just look at my mouth? I saw the muscle in his jaw tighten, and looked out the front windshield.

“Cool.” Dax leaned back against the seat.

No, it is not cool. It is the exact opposite.

“Saving for anything special?” Dax asked.

More boobie stickers? A new speaker system?

I saw Wyatt’s jaw muscle tighten, then relax. “Nothing special,” he said.

We pulled into the hardware store parking lot. Wyatt held the door open for me, so I slid out on his side and pulled on my t-shirt. He smiled at me. I didn’t smile back.

“What are we getting?” Dax asked. “Besides a new window.” He shot me a look. I glared at my brother.

“How’s your hand
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