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Chapter
One

 


Home Sweet Home

 


I checked my watch one last time as the car
rolled tauntingly past the third or fourth available parking space
in the lot. I could sense Fuller’s grin as yet another vacant
opening was sanctioned unworthy of this first-class sedan.
He snorted as I grit my teeth. The sadist. He shouldn’t have
been so surprised when I finally shoved the passenger door open and
leapt out of the vehicle.

I heard him yell something as the engine
cut, then felt his feet pounding up the path behind me. Good
luck keeping up. I was somewhere between a power-walk and jog
when the pedestrian tunnel immersed me. Not that I was trying to
lose him. That would have been wrong, right? Being my driver and
all…

I slowed just a smidgeon and then winced at
the fluorescent light on the other side, a beacon to the masses.
What on earth were so many people flying into Colorado for?
Ugh. Too many people. Not enough pandemics, I supposed, to
keep them away.

I groaned as I squeezed blindly through the
crowd. Somewhere in that vast airport, a plane had probably already
landed from New York. No time to stop and read signs—only enough
time for intuition. I had to have that, right? Some blood bond that
would lead me in the right direction?

Rounding a corner at full-speed, I was
stopped brusquely by a middle-aged woman rounding the opposite way.
Darn my ninja speed! I saw the tea in her hands just seconds
before I wore it.

Great…

“I’m so sorry!” she gasped, wide-eyed.
Before I could object, she was wiping my sundress with the back of
her sleeve. “Don’t worry, it’s iced tea.”

I can tell. Ugh. Bad, bad day to wear
white.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said instead,
instinctively shifting out of her reach. “It was my fault.” Stop
touching me.

“You’re okay, right?” She was walking again
even as she asked, barely pausing for my reply. I gave her a nod
anyhow, and then she was gone. Probably off to buy herself
another.

I shivered as I pulled out the lace sundress
for examination. I might as well have been promoting a wet t-shirt
contest. This was not the first impression I wanted to make after a
year of separation—me grumbling swearwords while dressed in some
stranger’s green tea.

And, oh crap, here came another mumbled
string of profanities. Fuller. I tried to make my escape too late;
he’d already gotten my arm.

“As far as I know, we are her only
ride,” he grunted, hauling me to his side. “I think there’s a
chance Kailee will still be here even if we slow down.”

But I didn’t want to slow down. I hadn’t
seen my cousin in so long. We would have been better off as
sisters, twins separated at birth. I hated our distance as much as
I hated Fuller right now for prolonging it.

I glared at him from the corner of my eye.
Good God, how much gel did the man use? Under the fluorescent
lights, he seemed doused in it. It reminded me of a middle-school
pretty boy rather than the twenty-four-year-old man beside me. I
wondered deep down if he’d ever grow up.

“Whoa,” he gasped, and I jerked as he lifted
my arm with a loud chortle. “Looks like somebody got you good.”

Oh yeah. “It’s iced,” I explained
with the same justifying tone as the woman. As though that made
much difference. I was still sopping either way.

He grinned with fascination. Was that
mocking, entertained, bemused? It was always so difficult to tell
with him. Then I remembered my white dress. Crap! I withdrew
my arm hastily, curling both over my chest, embarrassed.

“Oh, jailbait, I love it when you
blush.”

Well, that settled that—he was
heckling me. I hated the nickname.

“Well, don’t stand there pouting.” He
flicked his chin over my shoulder. “There’s a restroom over there.
Meet me at the bar when you’re done.”

Bar? “No! No time for that—”

“Sweetheart, if you would have paused long
enough to check the flight board, not only would you still be dry,
but you’d have known her flight is still ten minutes from landing.
By the time they unload and she gets her baggage…” The words were
already dissipating as he wandered toward the dark room filled with
loud sports fans and jaded travelers.

By the time I was rinsed, and windblown from
the restroom hand dryer, Fuller was downing the last of his drink
with a second waiting beside him. My driver. He was practically
sucking the residual moisture out from the bottom of the empty
glass.

“You really think you should be drinking
those? It’s a two-hour drive back.” I plopped my purse onto the bar
top beside him.

He burped and flicked the waiting glass in
my direction. Some kind of dark liquor sloshed over the rim on its
way over. “That one’s for you.”

“Underage, remember? I don’t even know if
I’m allowed inside here.” Maybe if I at least looked
older. I eyed the bartender who just smiled back. Fine, I’d stay,
but I wasn’t about to consume that vile drink. Fuller didn’t give
me much chance anyhow. He was chugging before I’d even sat.

“Don’t worry,” he grumbled. I must have been
scowling. “It takes a helluva lot more than this to get me buzzed.
You girls will get home safe and sound and be chatting about nails
and perms before you know it.”

“Well, I appreciate the ride,” I said,
ignoring the dozen small-town-hick puns racing through my mind
after that nails and perm comment. If only he hadn’t been
doing me a favor. “I can’t believe my car keeled over and died like
that. You know my dad can never get out of work early and with your
brother still MIA…”

“And once again, Aubrey, thank you for
reminding me that I am your last choice.”

Oh. I didn’t mean it like that. I
looked down sheepishly.

“I don’t know why you’re so panicked. Kailee
will be fine. She’s a big girl. Been doing this for, what, six
years now?”

I let the question go unanswered. Yes, it
had been exactly six years since the start of her summer visits.
Yet I could feel the same spasm of panic as though it were the
first. Memories of that summer, of my mother now long gone,
overwhelmed me. The woman was probably somewhere near Reno by now,
or perhaps Camille had made it big as a Las Vegas Showgirl. Her
beauty, after all, had always been her highest asset. When she’d
worked in the front yard, men had nearly driven off the street when
they’d passed by. She was tall and shapely, with sharp features and
large blue eyes that possessed, even in photos, an alluring
intensity. I’d been told often that I looked just like her,
excluding my stumpy legs of course. I wished I looked more like my
dad—or even Kailee. Both of them meant more to me than my mother
ever had. By the time Kailee had arrived, there was nothing left of
that woman at all. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find a
Camille-shaped hole in the door with her nursing hat still spinning
on the porch. If it weren’t for Kailee….

“So, I guess you’ll be putting your
babysitting career on hold,” he went on, taking another swig.
“You’re a free woman for the summer!”

“And thank God for that,” I mumbled, still
too preoccupied with the messages on my phone. Still no word from
Kailee. “I’m done raising other people’s children. If I wanted
kids, I’d have ’em. I am physically capable.”

A huff made me glance up, and I rolled my
eyes at the suggestive smirk being thrown back at me.

“That was not an invitation.” I could barely
look at him. My face burned.

“Well, well, now whose mind is in the
gutter? I wasn’t even going to suggest that.” He tapped the bar top
for another round and then pursed his lips at me. “Though … now
that you bring it up…”

“Oh God,” I moaned.

“I mean, we are only human with primal needs
and wants.”

“Here we go.”

“I don’t see what’s so terrible about a man
and a woman sharing a little intimacy.” His hand brushed my knee.
“Most people our age do.”

“Oh please.” I kicked him off. “Underage,
remember?”

“Still not a consensual adult? I thought you
just had a birthday, jailbait.”

“That still makes me a child to you,
sicko.”

“Seriously? Six years? When you’re
twenty-five and I’m twenty-nine…”

“Thirty-one, genius.”

“Whatever.” He paused at the bartender
carrying over his next helping. “I don’t get you, Aubrey. You
really think my brother is as good as it gets?” He scoffed as he
swallowed a mouthful of liquor. “Not really aiming high, are
we?”

“Eli and I are friends.” I was
getting so tired of people assuming otherwise. It wasn’t as though
he would have bothered to come home even if he were to get an early
release. The day he’d been arrested, they’d plastered his face on
every newspaper from here to Holyoke. If he just wouldn’t have
grabbed that Louisville slugger during the infamous altercation
with their father, the domestic violence charge might not have
turned into attempted murder. It was nothing a few stitches
couldn’t fix, but his father had pressed charges regardless, and
had some damn good lawyers to boot. The fact that he was already
eighteen and out of high school didn’t help at all where it
concerned his sentencing. It was the talk of the town. Forget
everybody else’s skeletons—if they were talking about him, they
weren’t talking about you. And they sure had a lot to say about
Eli.

Fuller glanced at me from over the rim of
his glass. “All right, so if it’s not my brother, then what’s the
problem? You don’t play for the other team, do you?”

I wrinkled my nose. “Fuller, this may be
hard for you to believe, but not every girl who turns you down is
doing it because they’re gay.”

His squint started off affronted but then
shifted rapidly into amusement. His shoulders jerked with a quiet
snort as he sipped. “Right, I forgot,” he said finally, setting his
glass on the bar. “You’re a good girl.” He chuckled again, I
hated the sound. “A real daddy’s angel, huh?”

I snarled at him, surprised at the warming
of my cheeks. So what if I was? Because I wasn’t the type to flit
from one guy to the next? Because I didn’t show my ass or cleavage
just to keep to a trend—that made me the abnormal one? Somebody to
be ridiculed and teased?

This couldn’t possibly have been his
juvenile way of flirting, could it? Like in elementary when the
boys would pinch the girls they thought were cute? I supposed I
wouldn’t really have known one way or another. I could barely
remember the last time I was on the receiving end of
anybody’s flirtation. Maybe I should have been counting my
blessings, flattered and giggly over this, or at least kinder in my
rejection. Instead, I felt pathetically naïve. When it came to high
school puppy love and actually putting myself out there, I was
entirely inexperienced. What would have been the point anyhow?
Living in a town like mine was like living in a glasshouse full of
uncongenial family members. Yeah, it could be fun at times, but
there were also periods where it was just plain awful—like when
looking for prospective soulmates. These were the same fools I’d
grown up with, the school mates I had once watched in the court
yard kicking each other in the groin just to see who could stand
it. They were the same boys who had once been front and center to
all of my ugly stages of adolescence. Part of me assumed that that
was just how we’d always see each other.

Maybe I was wrong.

Not that any of my classmates were as blunt
as Fuller, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t noticed the subtle
change over these last few months. One could easily fault me with
wishful thinking. I mean, it did resemble the typical ugly duckling
tale: girl loses forty-two pounds and expects to be crowned prom
queen. I knew better. All I became was fresh meat, which was a
delicacy in a small town. It was just like any time a new kid
joined our class of twenty, and everyone would pray for the
possibility of an attractive mate. The boys usually got their wish;
the girls outranked them by at least five-to-one. That was when the
games would begin. Mostly she was just competition for the first
few weeks, the girls nitpicking every flaw while the boys would
make a rivalry out of winning her attention. It wasn’t long until
she was old news though, just like the rest of us.

I’d never considered they’d eventually be
taking bets on me.

I might have looked a little different
lately, but I was still hardly the source of anybody’s wet dream.
Not leggy or bronzed, I wasn’t even set up with those unnatural
blonde highlights that almost every other girl had been sporting
that year. Still just ivory-skinned, brown-haired Aubrey. Clearly
not the girl you’d find boating on the lake in a bikini. Such
ideals were not made for somebody with a butt and hips like mine,
parts of me that no amount of dieting could reduce. If I’d at least
been taller … I wasn’t. I stood at least three inches shorter than
every single long-legged cheerleader I secretly idolized. It sure
made their effort to look down on me that much easier. Funny how
you can live in a small town your entire life and still sometimes
feel like an outsider.

It didn’t matter. Truth was, I never
expected to fit in. And the absolute last thing I needed my senior
year was to waste time and emotion on a little schoolboy who’d only
stick around until he got bored.

I blinked up at Fuller, nearly forgetting
that he’d still been watching me through his next long sip. I
forced a smile. There was a chance this man-boy simply enjoyed the
challenge more than he enjoyed me.

“You wouldn’t want me anyway,” I said
through a wry smile. “Right now even toilet paper is a luxury I
can’t afford.”

“You honestly think I’m looking for
something long-term?” His hand stretched out to touch mine. It made
me flinch. “Just talking one night, Aubrey. Jesus!” I could
feel my throat tighten when he shifted his stool closer. I could
smell the alcohol on his breath, mixed with a strange hint of mint.
Hm, he’d definitely brushed before meeting me. “I just want to be
your first,” he breathed carefully. “I won’t tell a soul.”

I didn’t even know what he expected me to
say to that. Holy crap! First … Ew! I wrinkled my
nose at him, yanking my hand free, readying myself for what it
might do next. Slap his face, punch him in the balls. Instead, I
shoved it against the bar, pushing myself off the stool. “You sure
are a romantic, Fuller.”

“What? I’m not your type?”

“No married man is.” I whirled back around,
enveloping myself in the maddening crowd. I’d rather have been with
them anyhow. Enough with Fuller’s games. I was there for Kailee,
not this. I grit my teeth when I felt him falling in step behind
me. I swore I’d throw a punch if he touched me one more time, even
if by mistake.

“Just for the record,” he huffed, catching
up fast thanks to his much longer stride. “I’m not married
yet.”

Is he serious? “And just for the
record, I’d absolutely rather do anything else in this world than
have sex with you.”

“Ouch, jailbait.”

“No, really. I’d rather slide down a
mountain of spikes and land in an ocean of acid than have sex with
you.”

“Got it.”

“I’d rather gnaw off every one of my toes,
than have sex with you. I’d rather eat a pinecone—and then poop it
out—than have sex with you.”

“Um, aren’t we supposed to be looking for
your cousin?”

“Hold on, I’m not done yet. I’d rather have
a ketchup-dispensing naval and pencil-sharpening nostril, than have
sex with you.”

“Would it be easier if I left you alone with
your tirade?”

“I’d rather rip off my arm and have to hit
small puppies with it than have sex with you. I’d rather get that
cosmetic surgery to split my tongue and grow a nose on my
forehead…”

“I guess the fact that the plane from New
York is debarking means nothing to you?”

I glanced up at the new group of people
herding in from the corridor and felt my heart accelerate. There
she was, just as I remembered. Kailee had always had such petite
pixie-like features, right down to the black cropped hair and
weightless stride. Though she had turned twenty-one last November,
she still looked as though she could be in my high school. Her skin
was whiter than usual, whiter even than mine, but her eyes were
still just as blue.

Seeing her again, it was like the first
trickle of a hot shower after a long hard day, being submerged with
aloe after a sunburn, Thanksgiving dinner and Christmas morning all
at the same time.

She skipped into a buoyant sprint when she
caught my eye, bag falling off her shoulder, skinny arms all but
suffocating me in their startling power. “Hey, kid! I almost didn’t
recognize you.”

“I was about to say the same.”

She laughed timidly as she pulled back to
find her bag. “It’s my haircut. Too boyish?”

“Hardly!”

She scooped up her bag and handed it to
Fuller. “Such a gentleman,” she teased. There was only the one. Had
she worn regular-sized clothes, it might not have all fit in the
back of his Sunfire.

She draped her arm over my shoulder as we
strolled through the busy crowd toward the parking lot.

“I’m sorry I missed your birthday. I wish I
was here for it. I meant to call.”

“Well, it was a pretty big deal,” I
mocked, forcing myself to slow down to her pace. “I mean, the
government did close down for the day. Flags were flown at
half-mast.”

“Aubrey—”

“The pope conducted a liturgy on the event.
Several heads of state were present. They brought the
balloons.”

“A girl tries to make a simple apology,” she
droned jeeringly. “It was a big day for you. I don’t know
how I let it slip by.”

“We went out to dinner and got an ice cream
cake. You missed nothing.” I knew what she meant though. I had been
waiting for this day to come for so long—counting down years,
months, and weeks. Now that it was here, I felt entirely
dissatisfied.

Turning eighteen was supposed to mean
something. I could officially vote, be married, open a bank
account, and get a tattoo. Heck, I could finally buy a lotto ticket
or even join the military. It was as though the world was finally
letting me be part of it. Though, on the other hand, did I really
want it to? Being legal also meant that I could be tried as an
adult, get a jury summons, and no longer be my dad’s financial
obligation, which included insurance and education. In fact, if my
dad wanted, he could kick me out tomorrow. It was like being in
limbo. Somehow I’d morphed into an adult full of responsibilities
and high expectations. But at the same time, I was also still just
a kid, with all of the restraints that came with it.

“So, no Paige or Uncle Freddie today?” she
asked when we made it to the car.

“Paige is hanging out with her friends
today. For some reason she thinks twelve is the new sixteen, it’s
all about makeup and boys now. And Freddie, I mean, Dad’s
working.”

“Surprise, surprise.”

“I know.” I climbed into the two-door coupe
after her and pulled the door shut. I could barely remember the
last time my father wasn’t buried with work. Sometimes I
worried he used it as mere distraction. From what though? Me? Our
past? “He’ll be home tonight though.” I sighed. “Believe it or not,
he’s been looking forward to seeing you.”

“Really? Huh.”

I snickered at her tone. It wasn’t exactly
shocking. Freddie had never been the poster boy for affection. A
few grunts here and there, an awkward hug on birthdays. I think his
buddies at the garage knew him better than the rest of us. And dare
I admit that I kind of preferred it that way? My little sister used
to poke fun at how alike he and I were. I didn’t think it was
necessarily a case of social anxiety or shyness—we both just hadn’t
the energy to force pointless interactions and unnecessary
conversation. Sometimes I wished others would abstain from verbal
pollution the way we had.

I flicked a glance at Fuller, who’d already
begun some vulgar rant on city traffic, and tried my best to tune
him out. One hour and forty-seven minutes to go. I wasn’t
lying at all about Freddie’s atypical enthusiasm to this visit. He
knew how much Kailee meant to me, and our family.

“Mondo invited us on his boat next week,” I
said in an effort to interrupt Fuller’s outburst.

“Mondo?”

“My friend from school. You see him every
summer at church.”

“Oh yeah.” Her recollection seemed
insincere, which surprised me. I decided not to press it.

“Tell me all the new stuff you’ve been
doing.” Her stories were always amazing: Concerts, Yankee season
tickets, shopping in the city.

Fuller snarled at my continued attempt to
drown out his tirade and turned up the radio.

“Not much,” she said quietly, gazing out the
window. “Just school and work.”

The music was too loud. “Nothing in
New York?” I switched it back to its original volume, despite
Fuller’s grumble. “You’ve been wasting a good city.”

She scoffed. “I’d much rather be here.” But
the smile was lost inside an absent gaze where the sun was just
beginning to sink on the horizon. It lit up the snow-capped
mountains with an orange glow, making everything to the west
resemble a work of art. Too bad we were heading toward barren east.
Quite a change from the city night life.

“We should have visited more,” she said.

After that, I wasn’t sure if she’d fallen
asleep under her dark sunglasses. She might as well have for how
quiet she was. That last murmur plagued me the rest of the drive.
Should have—past tense. This wasn’t her last summer visit,
was it? I bit my lip, staring out the windshield at the desolate
Colorado highway buzzing past. I wondered if Kailee had met
someone. Was she planning to start spending summers with
him? I suppose I’d selfishly hoped she’d be the one girl who
didn’t look at a guy until she was forty, but if she’d been
planning on settling down and having it all—the children, house,
and golden retriever—who was I to pout over lost youthful
summers?

By the time we made it into Sterling, the
car was stuffy. Maybe it was the unnerving proximity of Fuller, his
fingers on the stick shift grazing my leg with every change in
gear. Maybe it was Kailee’s silence in the backseat. I rolled open
my window and could taste the new moisture as we turned off the
freeway. Humidity was supposed to be a plague reserved for the East
Coast. I cringed at my hair when I glanced in the mirror. I was
starting to resemble Mufasa.

My house was never an easy one to find. It
sat in the middle of what always seemed the very last street before
civilization ended and tumbleweeds reigned supreme. It was one of
those quiet corners where every house looked exactly like the one
before it. And it didn’t help that most house numbers were hidden
behind well-trimmed hedges and fancy porch décor.

Fuller seemed to find it without trouble and
pursed his lips when he cut the engine. “Need a gentleman to walk
you fine ladies to the door?”

“If you can find a gentleman in this town,”
I teased, cracking the door open. “I appreciate the ride.”

Kailee climbed out after me, and I cringed
when I heard Fuller’s window rolling down. We’d just made it to the
yard when his head popped out. “My offer still stands, Jailbait!
Just promise me you’ll think about it.”

I shook my head at his audacity, flipping
him the bird over my shoulder. I could see him clasping his hand to
his chest, gasping with mock surprise as he pulled away.

Luckily Kailee wasn’t the prying type. By
the time I caught up, she was standing in what used to be the
attended to garden, staring up at the familiar old house. It was
the kind of dwelling that never changed, and by calculation never
would. It was the same one that Freddie and Camille had bought
nineteen or twenty-some-odd years ago and still looked just as it
did in my baby pictures worn only slightly with time. I was kind of
surprised he’d never sold the place after she’d left. Maybe it was
too hard on him to watch anything else go. It was no big secret how
much my mother detested this town. Maybe that was why I hid my own
aversions so well.

“Home sweet home.” Kailee’s eyes flicked
absently to the open forest trail that led behind the house. It had
been years since either of us had ventured that far. We both knew
the reason, even if we never dared to say it out loud.

“It’s not there anymore,” I said quietly. I
wished she would have forgotten by now what had happened all those
years ago at that tree house. I wished we both could. “The whole
thing. It’s gone.”

“Freddie tear it down?”

I shook my head. “That tornado a few months
ago.”

“Oh.” She inhaled gently, absorbing
everything in a slow and quiet breath. “Well, we didn’t need it
anyway, right?”

She turned back around, and I smiled weakly
despite the drumming in my chest. “No.”


Chapter Two

 


An Old Friend

 


The convoy was already filling by the time
my Saturn pulled into the church parking lot. I sighed as I cut the
engine beside Fuller’s Sunfire. Apparently there were a whole bunch
of us meeting up for Mondo’s boating trip, not just the few seniors
that I had thought.

I still didn’t know why I’d agreed to this.
Water, boats, and clumsy Aubrey were never a good mix. At least
Freddie would be pleased. He always did tell me that I should be
hanging out with my school friends outside of school. But I had a
feeling this was more for Kailee. She had always been the social
one. Not that you’d know it by looking at her. She’d been so
sluggish ever since the airport, no longer up for our typical
morning jogs, or shopping, or even the late-night video games with
Paige. She and I always enjoyed church, but yesterday morning she’d
barely seemed interested at all. Sundays were our one chance to
dress up, even if for Freddie that only meant replacing his blue
jeans for black ones. It was also the one day in the week that
Freddie closed his shop and we could all be a family. Until now,
Kailee had always enjoyed that as much as I had. Deep down, I
supposed that I was kind of hoping that this boating trip would
somehow bring my summer sister back.

Kailee and I chose the small group huddled
over by Mondo’s Isuzu, where I planned to blend with a group that I
didn’t know very well other than that they made decent company.
Friendly enough, and they didn’t bother with small talk. The others
that were scattered around the lot I knew even less, most having
graduated somewhere between Eli’s class and mine. And then there
were the older stragglers, like Fuller. He stood out more than the
rest, or maybe that was his fiancée, Brooke Steele. The girl didn’t
know how to blend. Leaning back on one of the pickups, she
plucked the cigarette from her glossy red lips and exhaled a
perfect ring of smoke. Crap, she even made fumes look cool.

I really didn’t know what to make of their
relationship at all. Brooke was my age and already engaged. I
wondered if the ring was just some kind of publicity stunt to get
us all gushing. Either that, or he’d managed to knock her up. Women
all over the world would pay good money to see that tiny, perfect
girl fat.

I wrinkled my nose at something she said to
Fuller that made his eyes snap up at me. I thought she might have
been mouthing “Puffer-fish”, but it was hard to tell. I did,
however, catch the smile behind her smoke.

So it’s going to be that kind of
outing.

I hated that nickname even more than I hated
Jailbait. She started it junior year after I lost the
weight—her clever little link to the creature’s ability to appear
large and then deflate. Paige used to say Brooke was just jealous.
That was unlikely. The girl was as thin and stunning as a
supermodel, albeit a little too short to make it big. Born with the
stage name Brooke Lynne Steele, she was a beauty pageant has-been
whose only moment in a crown ended before her thirteenth birthday.
That barely put a hold on her superiority to the little
people though. And she was especially arrogant about her hair,
could barely keep her hands off of it. Why would she? It was long,
blonde, and perfect. She was the textbook Playboy Bunny.

“Aubrey.” Mondo sounded surprised. “How long
you been standing there?”

Should I have been insulted that I went
unnoticed, or proud of that? I looked him over and couldn’t help
squinting with mockery. Khakis, blue button down, and enough hair
gel to withstand a tornado. That was how he always dressed, even
for a day on the water.

“I hope you brought your bathing suit,” he
said cheerfully. “It’s getting damn hot damn quick!”

His friend, Alison, gave him a nudge.
“Armando! We’re in the church parking lot. Don’t say damn!”

I laughed in quiet amusement. I guess I
liked Alison, where acquaintances were concerned. She was a quiet,
plain-looking girl with a wide face that sometimes gave off the
illusion that she’d likewise have a wide body. She didn’t. With the
exception of her cheekbones, she was actually quite slim. And I
couldn’t believe the fake stumble that gave her the opportunity to
grab his arm. Ick. I didn’t know why high school crushes
made me gag. Maybe because I just didn’t see the point. Who really
found the love of their life at sixteen?

“You want to ride with me?” Mondo asked,
opening the backdoor to his Isuzu.

I didn’t miss the shadow of a glower on
Alison’s face and decided another bitter rivalry wasn’t worth it.
Instead, Kailee and I rode with the coolers in the minivan.

It was about thirty miles to the nearest
lake and another twenty minutes for Mondo to pack his parents’
boat. It was much larger than I remembered, but still a discomfort
with the number of bodies.

“Have you ever tried tubing?” he asked,
pointing out his supply of death traps in the back.

“Oh yeah, letting you drag me behind your
boat has always been on my bucket list. It’s right up there next to
doing burpees on top of a cherry bomb.” There was a strange sort of
pole in the mix with a tiny seat on top. I touched it awkwardly.
Knee boarding. I could only imagine the bodily damage.

“You’d be wearing a life jacket, wuss.”

“Don’t bother,” Fuller snorted as he climbed
on from the floating dock. “Our little Aubrey is petrified of
trying new things.”

I clenched my jaw at his incorrigible grin.
Was this still about me trying him?

“I’ll give it a shot,” Kailee said, coming
up behind us.

Mondo threw an arm over her shoulder. It
made her seem even frailer than she had before, as though he could
break her. Good God, what would the water do? “Glad to see at least
one brave soul.”

Before I could suggest otherwise, they were
sauntering to the back of the boat. Coolers of soda and beer were
soon open and an iPod hooked into the boat’s sound system. Music
hit the water with a beat that rippled in little wavelets.

They chatted, some danced, I watched in an
awkward self-hug until I remembered the paperback in my purse.
Finding a comfy bench-seat, I only had time to read the first
paragraph before a strange shift pulled me back inside the boat of
rowdy classmates. I wasn’t sure what exactly had alerted me. Not
the music, or even the chatter, it was just something I could feel.
Like a presence or aura that sort of stilled the partyers. It was
so thick in the air, it might as well have been a stench. What
exactly would discomfort or fear smell like anyway?

A movement flashed in my peripheral and I
twisted to glance at Fuller, now stopped short in front of me. Was
somebody on the docks? Maybe it was the police in response to all
of the loud music and underage drinkers. Great, Mondo will
probably get the bulk of the punishment, and it wasn’t even his
cooler. Then Fuller looked down at me with a puzzled
expression. It made it seem as though whatever had caused this
turmoil had to do with me.

That would be a first.

I climbed up onto the bench. My first
Freddie-approved outing of the summer, and it was probably about to
get broken up by perturbed security.

I was about to yell at the idiot with the
iPod to shut off the music when I suddenly spotted him, the only
one who could have possibly caused such a disturbance. Eli Calhoun
always did tower over the rest of us, even now as he slouched
against the dock’s wooden post.

My heart jolted. Eli’s back! So,
wait, what was with Fuller’s ambiguous look before? I forced my
eyes away from Eli and back to the faces of my classmates. For a
moment, I was startled by their wide eyes, the subtle shifts
backwards, and the curious whispers. It wasn’t like they didn’t
know the boy.

Then I understood. Because to them, after
three years in the joint, Eli was actually a threat. I could
barely wrap my head around that. What did they think he was going
to do—pull a double-barrel out of those faded jeans?

Worming my way through the cowards who were
once his friends, I climbed off the boat, watching his face
carefully as I drew nearer. I wasn’t sure if it hardened when he
saw me, or if it had always been that way. I stopped a few yards
back, seeing now what had been so startling to those who’d been
blocking me. He’d changed quite radically since the last time I’d
seen him. His hair for one—still that soft shade of honey blond,
but what had always been buzzed in high school was now shaggy and
loose around his face. That wasn’t what deterred me though. It was
the youthful spark in his baby blue eyes, now gone, and the labored
haze in its place. It was the hard lines that subtly tightened the
face that used to be so open and friendly. It was the fact that he
was no longer a teenager. Not the kid from Oregon with whom I used
to fish and hike. He had to be twenty-one years old by now. This
was a man I didn’t know.

I could still feel the others behind me: the
heat of their stares, the chill of their whispers. I could tell
that none of them were comfortable having me so close to a felon. I
didn’t give them any hint I was aware of them. My eyes lingered on
his face, at the familiar blond speck that always stood out in the
corner of his long black lashes. This was something everyone else
seemed to shy away from. That rule about never looking a predator
in the eye came dragging through my mind. But that was silly. Never
mind this physical adjustment, and the rumors, and the past—this
was still my Eli, wasn’t it?

A strange sense of relief flushed through me
at the memorable scent as he kicked off the post and moved closer.
Sweat, body wash, and Eli. Something comfortable and familiar, one
he could patent as his own.

He looked me over unsubtly. No doubt he
wasn’t the only one who’d changed.

“Wow.”

That was all he said. Just that one
word.

The inconsistent set of emotions that came
with it were startling. Joy diluted by anger. He was here, my best
friend … who hadn’t spoken to me in months. And, crap, that was
all he had to say? After all this time?

I stood like that a moment longer,
immobilized, my mind racing. Why wouldn’t he have told me that he
was coming home? All those tiring letters about books and movies,
the phone calls where he asked about my schooling, and weather, and
nothing more. All of that and he couldn’t have once mentioned
this? Did he not want to see me?

Ugh! Jackass!

Anger eventually disabled the joy, and I
couldn’t stop my legs from moving toward him. I wanted to punch him
in the temple, stomp on his foot.

My jaw tightened instead, and I forced a
deep breath before speaking through my teeth. “I must have missed
the letter telling me you were coming home.”

“Aubrey.” There was a slight reprimand in
his tone that I did not appreciate. Like the chastising of an upset
child. Seriously? He was about to act like the rational one
here?

I breathed deeply, nostrils flaring against
my will. “What, no time in the clink to give me a heads up?”

“Um, no, actually. It happened kind of fast.
Not to send a letter at least.”

“Phone call? Post card?” My face grew sour
with his condescending grin. “How about a text message?”

“Well, I tried a smoke signal, but the damn
COs took away my matches.”

My jaw tightened against the smile, and he
sighed with amusement. Stupid, lovable Eli. He was like some kind
of addiction; how could I possibly stay mad when the withdrawal was
almost over?

“Well?” He shifted forward. “You going to
stand there yelling, or give me a hug?”

I was frozen for a second, and then his long
arms wrapped hesitantly around me. “Crud, you’ve melted,” he said,
squeezing until I heard cracks.

It was strange being okay with this. I
wasn’t one for physical displays, but Eli was too easy to give
into. Hugging him though, it made it even more obvious how much
he’d changed. Hard, thick. I had to crane my neck just to see his
face. It was like a child in the arms of a grown-up.

“You always been this big?”

He patted my head. “You always been this
small?”

I pulled away quickly, laughing with him
despite the others still watching from the boat. I could only guess
what they were saying behind those cautious whispers and expectant
stares. I was positive at least some of them had been hoping for
more drama to relieve the town’s monotony like his arrest once had.
I rolled my eyes.

“You chose a helluva party to crash.”

“Well, you know me. I don’t do subtle.”

I shivered at the memory of what got him
into this mess to begin with. “There’s been lots of rumors, you
know—small town and all.”

“Aubrey, if I spent half the time as you
women do worrying about what every asshole was saying about me, I’d
never get out of bed.”

I shook my head.

“Though of course you do have your
reputation to protect.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Jeez, look at
you. You should be up in a tree baking cookies. I’ve never seen
anybody so … innocent and puny.”

“Excuse me, we don’t all get the same time
in the yard that you do to work out.”

He scoffed. “Um, used to. And low
blow. You’re kind of a smartass, little girl. Starting to take
after your—” He cut himself off, and I looked away, trying to think
of anything other than what he’d been about to compare me to. I’ve
spent years convincing myself that I was nothing like Camille.

We faced each other in silence for a long
moment. I could see in the corner of my eye that others had begun
to notice, not just the kids on the boat. I also saw that Mondo had
climbed onto the dock behind me, and Fuller was with him, hand on
his shoulder. To keep him from intruding on what exactly? Our
conversation, or the drama?

I bit my lip, taking a small backwards step.
Eli didn’t follow, just leaned back on his heel, unsure.

“Well?” I said with an exasperated shrug.
“You coming or what?”

His amused little smirk from the spectacle
he’d caused now became a chockfull grin. “Let’s do this.”

He was far more confident than I would have
been in his shoes. I could see Mondo gnash his teeth together as we
walked toward his boat side-by-side. Some quote about the lion
never losing sleep over the opinions of sheep played through my
mind as we trudged up into the hostile lair.

****

It probably was not until the bonfire was
lit that I felt like I could breathe again. It wasn’t enough that
Kailee had to insist on riding that deathtrap on a pogo-stick, or
that the group was still treating Eli as though he were some
mass-murderer. The real cherry on top came from Fuller and Brooke,
who just had a way of making my blood broil. I was glad to be off
the boat, glad that the outing was soon coming to an end.

“Did you have a hotdog? Have a hotdog.” Eli
was already shoving it in my face before I could object.

My nose crinkled at the smell of pig meat,
fighting the nausea. “You forget about the last time I ate a
hotdog? Our campout vomit-fest?”

“That was probably the last time you ate in
general.” He gazed at me impassively. “Don’t make me force feed
you.”

“Oh, I get it. So you can bulk up and it’s
considered healthy, but if I slim down it’s because I starve
myself?”

“Right. And if he sleeps around he’s
a player, she does it she’s a whore. Blah, blah, blah. Can
we not make this about sexism?”

“You’re grouchy. Not the best tactic for
preserving a bond with your only friend in town.” I folded
my arms with theatrical oomph and watched the hard line of his
mouth reluctantly soften as he tried and failed to stifle the
grin.

“Fine, I apologize.”

“For being mean, or suggesting that I’m
bulimic?”

“Firstly, I wasn’t mean. Second, I was
suggesting anorexia. Completely different ailment.”

“I think prison has hardened you, my
friend.”

His lips pressed into a hard line. “Just
eat,” he mouthed, eyes squinting with humor.

I smiled sweetly at him and took the hotdog.
This time he didn’t smile back, just continued watching until I
reluctantly put it to my lips. I didn’t realize how hungry I was
until I tolerated the first bite and went back for another.

We ate our dinner mostly in silence, not
just Eli and I but the entire crew. It wasn’t until Mondo proposed
a ghost story, his effort to bring back normalcy to the campfire,
that the group seemed to rouse.

Was it really fair to blame Eli for their
discomfort though? I’d much sooner place guilt on the Sterling
newspaper and Red Hat Society. The knots that filled my stomach,
thinking of their blatant lies, diminished all hope of an
appetite.

I tried hard not to see Eli’s glare when I
tossed the bottom half of the hotdog behind me. Chill out, Drill
Sergeant. I’ll have a couple s’mores later.

Luckily Mondo’s terrorizing tale disrupted
any hope of further argument. “Don’t be afraid,” he said, moving in
a slither around the fire. “Even though this story is true!”
He grabbed Alison from behind, who squealed at the same time that
Kailee did. Eli and I exchanged blasé glances.

The fire crackled as Mondo straightened and
cleared his throat—the perfect introduction.

“It’s a story that actually happened, and
not long ago.” He furrowed a brow at a few snickers. “Hey, I swear
to God! Shut up. It happened to my cousin’s sorority sister’s
brother.”

Sounds legit.

“He was babysitting for the first time that
night. The family had two daughters, six and three. Before leaving,
their parents told him about their children’s imaginary clown. By
the time dinner rolled around and he went to the basement fridge to
retrieve drinks, he noticed a very large toy slumped against the
wall. It’s the clown doll, he thought, the children's
'imaginary friend'. He didn't think much more about it and
headed back upstairs. When he discovered he'd brought up the wrong
beverage and went back down to replace it, the clown toy had been
moved to another part of the basement. Hurrying back up the stairs,
he locked the basement door, and called the police.”

“Don’t even tell me that the kids got
eaten,” one of my classmates said with a sly grin.

I had been more involved in the story than I
thought and found it reassuring to be pulled back out, to watch the
dying fire.

“No, they didn’t get eaten,” Mondo said.
“But when the police did arrive, they were shocked to find that a
midget dressed as a clown had been sleeping in this
family's basement for two weeks! He had been living
off the food from the refrigerator, and he claimed that he had
dressed as a clown so that the children would not be frightened of
him.”

The campfire stilled. It was as though we
were holding our breath in unison, and it lasted too long.

“B.S.,” one of the boys mumbled, breaking
the stupor. “That didn’t really
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