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Dedication


For every girl waiting for her first kiss, 
her first boyfriend, her first love . . .
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Chapter 1

AVERY



“You can’t just stand here, Avery. You have to get out there and flaunt it.”

I wasn’t quite sure what Kendall Jones, my best friend since forever, thought I had to flaunt.

“It seems a little late for all that,” I told her. “We only have a week left until we graduate.”

“Which is exactly why we’re here,” she said, removing the clip from her red hair, retwisting the curling strands, and securing them back into place. “Jeremy and I had our pick of three parties tonight. I knew this one would have the most people.”

Because it was totally without chaperones. Scooter Gibson’s parents were out of town and he had the key to his family’s lake house so here we were, standing out by a magnificent pool, catching glimpses through towering trees of the moonlight dancing across the calm lake waters. Laughter, screeches, the din of conversation, and raucous cheers as girls stripped before diving into the pool competed with music blasting from speakers on the patio.

“I feel like a party crasher,” I told her. “It’s not like I was invited.”

“You’re with us. It’s cool.”

“I shouldn’t have come.”

“You’re never going to get a boyfriend if you just stay at home.”

I had been staying at home more since Kendall and Jeremy Swanson hooked up over spring break. They invited me to go almost everywhere with them, but I often simply felt out of place.

Kendall wrapped her hand around my upper arm. “Look, Avery, I want you to have what I have. But if that doesn’t happen, you still need to go on a date. You can’t start college never having been alone with a guy. You’ll feel awkward.”

As though I could feel any more awkward than I did now, standing around, experiencing a rush of hope that I might find a boyfriend of my own every time a cute guy glanced my way, only to be disappointed when he turned back to his friends. I longed for some guy to think I was special enough to kiss.

At seventeen I wasn’t kissless but my one kiss had happened at band camp sophomore year. I still shuddered when I remembered the tuba player pressing his puckered, chapped lips to mine. We’d gotten trapped with a spin the bottle game. I’d thought I would be perceived as cool if I acted like I was up for anything. Instead I discovered that some things just aren’t worth it.

“You just need to get out there,” Kendall continued. “Let guys know you’re interested.”

How was I supposed to do that? Wish a flashing neon sign? Not that I thought it would make any difference. I knew these guys, and they knew me. If we hadn’t clicked after twelve years of being in school together, what made Kendall think it would happen tonight?

Jeremy was the newest kid in town, and it had taken six months for him and Kendall to start dating, although I noticed the sparks between them way before that.

“Yeah, okay,” I said with far more enthusiasm than I felt. “I can put myself out there.”

She gave me a quick hug. “You deserve to be as happy as I am.”

“Here we go,” Jeremy announced, rejoining us and handing us each a plastic cup.

Jeremy’s family had moved here in the fall when his dad got a job transfer. He’d been bummed about not graduating with his friends. He’d started hanging around with us, and the three of us grew close. One night when we were all planning to go to a movie together, I’d faked being sick because I suspected he liked Kendall as more than a friend, and I was in the way. That night he’d kissed her, and the rest was history.

“Mmm,” Kendall sighed, snuggling against him. “This tastes like an orange dreamsicle.”

It did, but it also had a little kick to it. I had a feeling that it wasn’t a melted ice cream bar. The two he’d brought each of us earlier had been strawberry something or other.

Jeremy slid his arm around her. He was tall enough that her head fit perfectly into the nook of his shoulder, like fate had made them to go together.

“Let’s dance,” he said in a low voice near her ear.

She looked at me, one brow arched. “He could be out there.”

“Who?” Jeremy asked, clearly baffled.

“The right guy for Avery,” Kendall said.

“Oh, yeah, he could totally be out there.” Jeremy shifted his gaze to me. “Just avoid the house. It’s make-out central in there. Don’t want someone to get the wrong idea about what you’re looking for.”

“I’m not even sure what I’m looking for,” I admitted.

“Someone nice like Jeremy,” Kendall said. “And you’ll have a better chance of meeting him if we’re not here. Have fun!”

She handed me her drink and they wandered off. Self-consciously I glanced around. Everyone else was already separated into groups, based on common interests—which usually involved gossiping about someone not in the circle. I didn’t really feel like barging in. But I also didn’t want to stand here alone like a total loser.

I ambled over to the nearest group of girls. They were giggling hysterically. While I’d missed the joke, I laughed, too, and tried to look like I was part of their gab-fest. Melody Long stopped laughing, which caused the others to stop as well, because she was the alpha in the group. Flicking her long blond hair, she turned ever so slightly and looked at me as though she was considering tossing me in the pool.

“Hi, Melody,” I said, plowing ahead, even knowing that I was about to ram into a brick wall. “Isn’t this a fun party?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you wired?”

“You mean feverishly excited about being here?” I smiled brightly, refusing to let on how much her barb had hurt. It wasn’t the first time someone had hinted that I might be a narc. “You bet.”

Blinking, she stared at me blankly. It was the same look she wore when we had a pop quiz in history.

“One of the definitions for wired is feverishly excited,” I explained, realizing too late that I was making the situation worse, doing my Merriam-Webster’s impersonation. After drinking two fruity somethings-or-other I was finding that my mouth could work without any social filter.

Jade Johnson stepped in front of her. “She means wired like recording stuff for the cops.”

“Why would I do that?” I asked, knowing exactly why they thought that and hating that they distrusted the police, that they distrusted me.

As Jade moved in, reminding me a little of a pit bull, she brought with her the fragrance of recently smoked weed, which explained why they were so paranoid. “Because your dad’s a cop,” Jade said, as though I didn’t know what he did for a living. “I think you need to strip down so we know you’re cool.”

“Yeah,” Melody said, brightening as though she’d finally figured out an answer on the pop quiz. “You need to show us you’re not wearing a wire.”

I thought about pointing out that my clothes—white shorts and a snug red top—weren’t designed to hide much of anything. Instead, I just said, “Not going to happen.”

Spinning on my heel, I walked away, their laughter following me, and this time I was pretty sure I was the joke.

I passed a group of three couples, but I wanted to avoid twosomes since I would stand out as someone no guy was interested in being with. I spotted two girls and a guy talking. They seemed harmless, but as I neared they began wandering off toward the house. Following after them would have made me appear desperate to be included.

Then I spied Brian Saunders leaning against a wooden beam that supported one corner of a cedar-slatted canopy. He was alone. I created a zigzag path to get to him because I didn’t want it to seem obvious I was beelining for him in case he walked away before I got there. When I was three steps away, he was still there, drinking a beer. I noticed a few empty bottles at his feet and it occurred to me that he was still standing there because he was too unsteady to move away. But I was here now.

“Hey,” I said brightly, moving in front of him so he blocked the view of the kissing couple stretched out on the lounge chair beneath the canopy.

For a moment he furrowed his brow, blinked, and I was afraid he didn’t recognize me.

He blinked again, scowled. “I’ll get to the problems tomorrow.”

What was he talking about? Then I remembered that I’d given him an extra assignment to work on the last time I tutored him. “Oh, I don’t care about that.”

He brightened. “So I don’t have to do them?”

“They’re always optional, but if you work them out then you’re more likely to learn the material—God, could I sound any more geekish? I’m sorry. I didn’t come over here to talk algebra.” Please don’t ask me why I came over. Eager to look like I belonged wasn’t a much better reason.

But he seemed to have forgotten I was even there as he took another sip and shifted his attention away from me. “Do you think Ladasha likes Kirk?” he asked.

I turned in the direction he was looking. I was hardly the one to tutor him in love, although his question seemed to be a no-brainer. Ladasha—who actually spelled her name La-A—always got the leads in the school plays and was moving to New York after graduation to pursue acting. At that particular moment, though, she was in the pool with her legs wrapped around Kirk’s waist like he was her life preserver. “Uh, probably,” I finally answered.

“She is so amazingly beautiful,” he said.

“Yes, she is.” She was probably the most beautiful girl in our graduating class.

“I’m going to tell her,” he said, and staggered away, leaving me feeling even more self-conscious, as though everyone would figure out that I couldn’t hold a guy’s attention for two minutes.

Sighing, I returned to the spot where Jeremy and Kendall had left me so that at least they could find me easily. No way I was going looking for them. I wasn’t sure all they were doing was dancing. Their relationship had seemed to have gotten intense fast. I was happy for Kendall. She deserved a great guy like Jeremy. He was the one who got invited to the party, and he’d included his girlfriend’s best friend. A lot of guys wouldn’t be that thoughtful. I’d come because senior year was supposed to be memorable, although at that precise moment I felt stupid and uncomfortable standing all alone while holding two plastic cups filled almost to the top. I chugged down Kendall’s. Maybe with a little more alcohol, I wouldn’t be bothered by the fact that since I’d spent way too much time studying and not enough partying, I didn’t know any of these people well enough that they were going to include me in their little circles.

It had been that way for most of high school. I had so wanted to fall in love, or at least in like, before I graduated. Now I needed to admit that wasn’t going to happen, but that was okay. The sea at college would contain a lot more fish, and no one there would know my dad was a cop. He wouldn’t be coming to the university to hold assemblies with the theme “Dare to Say No.” I loved my dad, loved that he was one of the good guys, but my dating life sucked.

That would all change at college, I was sure. I’d meet someone fantastic and fall in love. That had always been my plan, what I’d dreamed of when no one invited me to dances. I was going to be a late bloomer but I was going to bloom spectacularly.

Glancing around, I spotted a trash can a couple of feet away. I crushed the cup and lobbed it—

Missed. For some reason it irritated me. I should be able to hit a trash can. I wandered over, bent down to pick up the cup. The world spun and I staggered back a couple of steps.

“Whoa, brainiac. Careful.” A strong hand gripped my upper arm, steadied me, and managed to send a shiver of awareness through me.

I jerked my head up to find myself staring up at Fletcher Thomas. Staring up at him because, at six foot three, he was one of the few guys taller than I was. The lights from the Japanese lanterns circling the pool barely reached him. It was almost as though he hadn’t quite escaped the darkness from which he’d emerged. His black-as-midnight hair was shaggy, long. His dark brown eyes were almost invisible in the night. Stubble shadowed his jaw, making him seem unreasonably dangerous, although his reputation managed to do that for him.

I was pretty sure that he would eventually end up in prison. When he bothered to make an appearance at school, he was usually sporting bruises or scrapes, grinning broadly as he said, “You should see the other guy.” He seemed to live for getting into trouble.

“Thanks, but I’m fine. I don’t need help.” Irritated, I worked my arm free of his grasp. How dare he mock my intelligence, which I doubted he had much of? As a member of the honor society, I was obligated to tutor at the school a couple of nights a week. I’d spent many a night waiting for Fletcher Thomas to show up for a math tutorial. He couldn’t be bothered, so if he didn’t graduate, he got what he deserved. “And there is nothing wrong with being smart. You should try it sometime.”

“Hey now, retract the claws. I was just trying to save you the embarrassment of a face-plant.”

“While insulting me at the same time. Or trying to. I’m actually quite proud of my academic record.” Could I sound any more like a snob? There went my mouth again, social cues disengaged.

He didn’t seem the least bit offended. His eyes were twinkling like he found me humorous, and that irritated me even more. I took a long swallow of my drink, hoping he’d take the hint and go away.

“You know that drink is about three-fourths whipped cream vodka, right?” he asked.

I licked my lips, savoring the taste. “So?”

“So the reason it tastes like candy is to get girls drunk.”

“I’m not drunk.” I took another long swallow to prove my point, even though I realized I was way more relaxed than I should have been standing in the presence of a guy who had a reputation for showing girls a good time in the backseat of a car. Although I’d never figured out the car part, since he rode a motorcycle. Maybe he took them to the junkyard and found some beat-up vehicle there.

“Isn’t this party a little wild for you?” he asked. “Figured read-a-thons were more your style.”

“Guess you don’t know everything,” I said.

“Oh, I know plenty, genius,” he said.

“I’m a few IQ points shy of being a genius. Your trying to goad me by referring to my intelligence is a little juvenile.”

One side of his mouth curled up into a grin and his gaze swept over me as though he was measuring me up for something that was definitely not childish. My stomach did this little tumble like I was back in gymnastics class—which I’d left behind during seventh grade when I’d shot up to a ridiculous height of five foot ten, well on my way to the six feet I’d finally top out at. Gymnasts are usually small, but then so are most guys in seventh grade. And eighth. And ninth. It wasn’t until tenth that some started catching up to me. I hated towering over them.

“You’re graduating first in the class, aren’t you?” he asked, surprising me with what seemed like genuine admiration in his tone. That and his smile made it hard to hold on to my annoyance with him.

“Third.” The announcement had come a few weeks earlier. “Lin Chou and Rajesh Nahar are one and two.”

“You got robbed.”

Was he sticking up for me? It was kind of sweet, but I also knew that I hadn’t gotten “robbed.”

“Not really. They’re way smarter than I am.” Which he would know if he was in any of our advanced classes. And I didn’t mind coming in third. It meant that I didn’t have to give a speech during the graduation ceremony, but my grades were still high enough that I could get into any state-funded college I wanted—and the one I wanted was in Austin. I’d been accepted a month ago. I couldn’t wait until mid-August when I could head down there and be surrounded by people who cared about academics and grades as much as I did. I took another long swallow of the dreamsicle.

He narrowed his eyes. “You should go easy on that.”

“I’m not a novice to alcohol.”

“So that’s not why you staggered earlier?”

“Just lost my balance.”

He brought a brown bottle up to his lips and gulped down beer. I hadn’t even noticed he had one until that moment. When I realized I was transfixed by the way his throat worked as he swallowed, I lowered my gaze and noticed how his black T-shirt clung to a sculpted chest, washboard abs, and hard-as-rock biceps. Suddenly I felt warm. Why was I noticing these things? I couldn’t deny that he looked hot, and while I’d come here hoping to catch a guy’s attention, I just didn’t want it to be some guy with whom I had absolutely nothing in common. I knew he’d been held back at least one year, so studying wasn’t a priority for him like it was for me. Fletcher tossed his empty bottle back into a bush.

“Don’t you care about the environment?” I scolded him.

“You’re not one of those, are you?” he asked.

Ignoring his question, I walked over to the bushes, crouched, and tried to see into the darkness, but I suddenly felt light-headed and dropped to my butt.

Fletcher hunkered beside me, balancing on the balls of his feet, his forearms resting on his jean-clad thighs. How did he manage that? I’d bet money he’d already swigged down way more than I had. “You okay?”

“Yes, just—” I realized that I’d finished off my drink. Everything suddenly looked far away, like I was viewing it through a tunnel. The cup slipped from my fingers and onto the grass.

“You need some fresh air,” he said.

“We’re outside,” I pointed out. “It doesn’t get any fresher than that.”

His fingers folded around my elbow and I was struck by how large his hand was, how strong, how warm against my skin. With no effort at all, he helped me to my feet. “It’s better by the lake.”

He curled his arm around my shoulders, pulled me in just a little, and I had this insane thought that we fit together like pieces of a puzzle. I liked his height compared to mine. He made me feel normal, when I often felt like a giant. He guided me over the uneven expanse of land that led down to the lake. When we reached the bank, he didn’t release his hold, and while I wouldn’t admit it to him, I was grateful because suddenly nothing seemed solid beneath my feet.

I knew I’d had too much alcohol too fast on a too-empty stomach. Snacks weren’t nearly as abundant around here as the drinks.

“Take a deep breath,” Fletcher ordered.

I did, and I could smell the brine of the lake, the sweetness of the wildflowers, the dankness of the dirt, and Fletcher. His was an earthy fragrance, nothing artificial, all male. With his arm around me, he was overpowering my senses, until he was almost the only thing I was aware of.

“Better?” he asked.

“Yeah.” There did seem to be more air here. I could hear the breeze stirring the leaves in the trees around us, feel it wafting over my skin. I turned slightly in his embrace until we were nearly facing each other. His nearness was making me dizzy. His hand came up to cradle the back of my head, and he settled my face into the crook of his shoulder. I had that same crazy faraway thought that we fit. I could hear his heart pounding—felt it thumping through his chest, sending tiny little shivers over my face.

“Don’t drink if you can’t handle your liquor,” he said, his voice low enough that it didn’t disturb the chirping crickets. “There is always some guy willing to take advantage.”

“Like you?” I asked.

“Exactly like me.”

I didn’t know why I had this crazy thought that if he leaned down to kiss me, I wouldn’t object. He had a reputation for being an amazing kisser. But he wasn’t leaning in. Was I really so unappealing that even a guy with no standards wouldn’t at least try? Still, I felt obligated to say, “Taking advantage of me would be stupid. My dad’s a cop. He carries a gun.”

“I’m well aware.”

I thought I heard sadness, secrets, in his voice, but that made no sense. Nothing made sense. I was having a difficult time thinking, trying to remember why I was out here at the lake with Fletcher Thomas. The world was spinning, fast, so terribly fast, from his nearness, his scent, his warmth—

No, I realized with horror. Not from anything to do with him. From the vodka and whatever else had been mixed into the drinks. I shoved myself away from him and, to my everlasting mortification, I hurled.

Okay, so I’d lied earlier. I was a novice at drinking. I’d had a few sips of beer at other parties, but when your dad keeps a Breathalyzer kit in his car, it’s not a good idea to come home in a state that might cause him to use it.

A large, warm hand came to rest lightly on my back. It traveled up my spine and down.

“Breathe deep.”

“Deeply,” I forced out through my tingling mouth.

“What?”

“Deeply. Adverbs follow verbs.”

“Seriously? You’re giving me a grammar lesson in the middle of your barfing?”

With as much dignity as I could muster, I straightened. “I’m finished.”

And horrified that I’d made such a spectacle of myself in front of him.

“I’ll give you a ride home,” he said.

Everything in me screamed, “Bad idea!”

Or maybe I was screaming it out loud because he said, “Look, I won’t take advantage of you being drunk. Besides, your dad has a gun.”

With a wry smile, I peered over my shoulder at him. The world wasn’t spinning as fast, but I still felt awful. I wanted to go home. I could probably find Kendall, talk her into leaving the party. Jeremy would take us to her house, and from there, I could walk past the six houses to mine. But why spoil her evening just because drinking too fast had spoiled mine?

“You’ve been drinking,” I pointed out. On second thought, so had Jeremy. I was going to have to call a cab.

“I’m fine to drive.”

Bad-boy Fletcher, not drunk? I didn’t think so. I backed up a couple of steps. “Close your eyes and walk toward me in a straight line.”

“Any line I walk is going to look crooked to you, because you’re the one who’s drunk.”

That was probably true. Maybe. I was finding it hard to think coherently. And I didn’t really want to explain arriving home in a cab. “Yeah, okay, I’d appreciate it.”

He gave me a long look and that corner of his mouth hitched up again. “So . . . are you a novice at riding a motorcycle?”

I considered lying, but I was past the point of thinking anything I did was going to impress him. Not that I wanted to. “It’ll be my first time.”

His grin grew wider. “I like taking girls on their first ride.”

I flushed. I didn’t want to think about how I was one of many he’d given a ride to. Besides he was just being nice because he knew I wasn’t feeling well. It wasn’t like he was interested in me or anything. I’d just hurled in front of him, after all.

As we walked toward the front of the house, I tried to fire off a text to Kendall to let her know I was leaving. It was easier than trying to find her. Or it should have been. My fingers kept hitting the wrong keys. Normally I could text and walk at the same time. Not tonight. I staggered to a stop and started over.

“What are you doing?” Fletcher asked.

“I need to let Kendall know I’m heading home so she isn’t looking for me later. Dang it! Stupid autocorrect.”

“Dang it?” He chuckled. “Such harsh language, Grandma. Give it here.”

He plucked my phone from me. In spite of the fact that his hands were much larger than mine, his fingers thicker, he didn’t seem to have any trouble typing. I heard the swoosh of a message being sent. He handed the phone back to me and I glanced at the screen.



Hot guy giving me ride. Catch U l8r.



I released a tiny shriek. “That’s not what I wanted to say. And you’re so not hot.”

“It’s eighty degrees out. Course I’m hot.”

His hand rested lightly on the nape of my neck, and he led me over to an assortment of coolers near the patio. Some guys standing nearby hooted, whistled, and gave him a thumbs-up.

“What’d you do?” I asked.

“What?” Fletcher asked.

I made a half-wave toward the guys. “They seem excited for you.”

“They’re drunk idiots. They get excited about everything.”

Ignoring them, he reached into a cooler and handed me a bottle of water. As we continued on, I swished water around my mouth and spewed it out a couple of times before drinking. It was nice to get rid of any lingering aftertaste from my embarrassing performance by the lake. When we got to where his motorcycle waited, he took the bottle and dropped it into a nearby trash can.

“The environment thanks you,” I told him.

“Don’t make a big deal out of it. It was right there.” Fletcher lifted the helmet off the seat and held it out to me.

“I can’t wear that,” I said. “It’s yours and if we crash—”

“We’re not going to crash.” His voice held impatience, his hands not so much as he worked the helmet over my head and secured the chin strap. He straddled the bike and patted the area behind him. “Come on, Einstein. You can figure this part out.”

Yeah, I could. I settled in behind him. Reaching back, he took my hands and pulled my arms around him. He was so sturdy, all muscle and sinew. Not an ounce of fat. I really wished I wasn’t noticing that. It made me sound breathless when I gave him my address.

“Got it,” he said. “Hold on tight.”

“Tightly,” I corrected.

“Whatever, Hemingway.” He fired up the bike and the roar rumbled through me. He revved the engine, and I cringed with the realization so much power was beneath us. “Ready?” he yelled.

I tightened my hold, locked my fingers together so nothing could separate us, nodded, then realized he couldn’t see that so I yelled, “Yeah!”

He took off, and I clung to him as though I’d never let him go. I heard his deep laughter echoing around me, felt the wind rushing over my face. The force of it sobered me. I figured this was why he liked giving girls their first ride, because it was at once both terrifying and exhilarating and caused them to hang on tighter. I was acutely aware of the scent of him filling my nostrils, the warmth of his skin seeping through his clothes.

As the world whizzed by, I snuggled more closely against him. It was hard to believe that I was here—on his bike. We were on the opposite ends of almost every spectrum known to man. Or at least every “Who’s Your Perfect Match?” quiz I took in teen magazines. He would be at the bottom of the list. I wanted someone smart, motivated, nice—

I furrowed my brow. He’d been nice tonight, sticking around when I got sick, giving me a ride home. Straight home. We arrived long before I was ready to give up the experience of riding a bike.

Fletcher pulled into the driveway. I peeled myself away from him, swung my leg back, and scrambled off the seat.

“Fun?” he asked.

I released a small laugh and smiled. “It was awesome.” Much steadier on my feet now, I unbuckled the helmet and held it out to him. He took it and set it down, then gently cradled my cheek with one hand and stroked my lower lip with his thumb.

“You’ve got a nice smile,” he said quietly, as though he was totally surprised by it.

Suddenly I was feeling dizzy again, but it had nothing to do with alcohol, and had everything to do with the way Fletcher was studying me as though he was going to be tested about every facet of my face Monday morning at school and would have to draw it from memory. I knew his reputation, knew girls fell over themselves if he snapped his fingers, and I wondered why he’d approached me tonight. Did he have a secret crush on me? Had he thought tonight might be his last chance to make a move? Was he going to kiss me? Did I want him to? Yes, yes I did.

He sat there so still, the engine rumbling. And the way he was looking at me . . . No guy had ever looked at me so intensely, with such a magnetic pull. Right then, I was pretty sure that he wanted to kiss me. That something special, magical was happening between us.

“I’ll wait,” he said, and it was like a moment from a movie. I’ll wait until you’re ready. I’ll wait forever. I’ll wait until you’re finished with college. I’ll be right here.

“Till you get inside,” he finished.

I snapped back to reality.

Obviously I had not sobered at all if I thought Fletcher Thomas was going to wait for me any longer than two minutes. Or that he was even contemplating kissing me. Or that anything special was developing between us. As I backed up, his hand slid away, and I felt this pang of grief, as though I’d lost something. What was wrong with me?

“Uh, thanks for the ride,” I said.

“Anytime.” He didn’t smile, just studied me somberly as though I’d somehow disappointed him.

“Be careful driving,” I said, backing up another step.

“Always am.”

I took two steps toward the house, stopped, swung back around. “Do you even know my name?”

“Einstein.”

I growled. He didn’t know my name, didn’t know who I was. He’d just seen a girl . . . only he hadn’t made any moves. I was pretty sure I was going to be mortified when I was sober.

Then because I really didn’t want to leave and I wasn’t sure why, I turned on my heel and rushed toward the front door. I took the keys from my pocket, fumbled with them, and had to try three times to get the door unlocked. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me, leaned against it, and waited a minute, two, three—

Finally I heard Fletcher throttle the engine and leave.

And nearly jumped out of my skin when my cell phone barked. Kendall insisted I use that ringtone for her since she loved dogs.

“Yeah?” I whispered, trying to slow down my heartbeat.

“Where are you?” she asked harshly.

“Home.”

Mom stepped out of the family room where she’d probably been watching TV while waiting for my return. She always tried to be casual about it, like she couldn’t wait another day to watch a particular movie or show, but I knew she was just concerned when I was out late at night.

“Hold up,” I said to Kendall. I smiled at Mom and said unnecessarily, “I’m home.”

“Did you have fun?”

“Oh, yeah. I’ll tell you about it tomorrow. I’m heading to bed.”

“Sweet dreams.” I couldn’t help but smile, because I had a thousand memories of her saying those words to me. She’d probably say them when I was fifty. And they would still fill me with a sense of warmth and security.

Heading up the stairs, I returned my attention to Kendall. “Didn’t you get my text?”

“Yes, but it did not say the hot guy was Fletcher Thomas.”

“How do you know who it was?”

“Someone saw you leave with him. God, Avery, your reputation is toast.”

“Nothing happened.” I stepped into my bedroom, closed the door behind me, crossed over to my bed, and flopped backward onto it.

“No one is going to believe that. Everyone knows he doesn’t give girls free rides.”

“Well, he did tonight. I drank too much. Threw up. Trust me. The most desperate-to-get-laid guy at school would not have found me attractive. And Fletcher isn’t desperate.”

Silence. I could almost hear the wheels turning in her head. Finally, she said, “Nothing happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Wow, that’s not the Fletcher I know.”

“Do you really know him?” I asked.

“I know his reputation. Same thing.”

Was it? Before tonight I would have agreed with her, but now I wasn’t so sure. Because if he expected something in return when he gave a girl a ride—even if it was only a kiss—why hadn’t he tried to collect from me? Why was I bothered that he hadn’t? “Where are you anyway?” I asked Kendall, trying to get my mind off these disturbing thoughts.

“In the car with Jeremy. I got worried when I heard about who you’d left with. Why didn’t you come find us?”

“I didn’t want to ruin your fun. Sounds like I did that anyway.”

“No. Jeremy was getting hungry. We’re going to hit an all-night breakfast place. Want us to stop by and get you?”

“Thanks, but I’m really tired.”

“Okay, I’ll see you at school Monday. One more week.”

I grinned. “Yeah, one more week.”

Setting the phone aside, I stared at the ceiling. I tried not to think about Fletcher, but suddenly he was all I could think about. I’d never really talked with him, but he was kind of funny, and I’d actually enjoyed bantering with him. Although I couldn’t figure out why he’d approached me. I was known as being the good girl of school. Had he seen me as a challenge?

Suddenly I was confused. I hadn’t wanted him to put any moves on me, but my pride was a little hurt that he hadn’t. Even the bad boy of Memorial High didn’t want to kiss me.

With a groan I rolled over and covered my head with a pillow. Graduation could not come soon enough.





Chapter 2

FLETCHER



I did know her name.

I’d known it since sophomore year when I’d gotten held back because I’d missed too many classes to meet the state requirement for attendance. Even when the counselor warned me that I couldn’t have any more absences, I hadn’t cared. I’d been too embarrassed to show up to school with bruises.

When I was a sophomore for the second time, I’d spotted her in the hallway, all bouncy and happy. Pretty in a simple way. She didn’t paint her eyes or her lips or her cheeks. She didn’t look like a plastic doll. She appeared real and touchable.

She’d said hi to me in the hallway as though I didn’t have a reputation for trouble, as though I wasn’t a year older than everyone else in the class, as though I mattered.

But then slowly the wariness crept in. I knew she was hearing the rumors, accepting them as truth. The smiles and greetings became fewer. Then they were completely gone.

I didn’t know why I’d come to her rescue tonight. The irony was that she’d never realize that I had. Which was probably for the best.

Most girls loved when I gave them attention. But not Avery Watkins. She was smarter than four hundred and forty-eight people in our graduating class. And she threw around fancy words like novice. She was probably waiting for Mr. Right—someone equally good, naive, and smart, which I definitely was not.

We hadn’t had many chances to talk over the years. Had no classes together, and other girls were usually occupying my time in the hallways. I hadn’t expected Avery to stand up to me the way she did. Or maybe it had all been the booze talking, making her daring.

Didn’t matter. It wasn’t like we’d be crossing paths in the future.

I needed to stop thinking about her, figure out what I wanted to do for the rest of the night. I could always go back to the party, but it had been kind of boring, and none of the girls there had really caught my interest.

Except for Avery. And here I was thinking about her again. Her long, willowy body, the way her head fit in the crook of my shoulder, the way I could slip my arm around her without having to hunch over. I liked that she was tall. I liked the way her blond hair caught the moonlight. There hadn’t been enough light for me to see the color of her eyes, and I’d never paid particular attention before. But I’d still seen the irritation in them when I first approached her—and the sparkle when she climbed off my bike.

The sparkle made me want to kiss her. I almost had.

What a mistake that would have been.





Chapter 3

AVERY



The next morning, when I woke up, before I even opened my eyes, I felt like I was being tossed by great rolling waves. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, but the sensation wouldn’t stop. Taking a deep breath, trying to center myself, I realized it was only my bed moving. I groaned. My head was way too fuzzy and my stomach could not handle this movement.

“Hey, squirt, stop it,” I ordered, glaring at Tyler. His dark hair did a couple of extra flops into his eyes even after he quit bouncing next to me on the mattress.

“Time for lunch.” He gave me a big-toothed grin. “Dad’s grilling.”

I shifted slowly until I was sitting up and scrubbed my hands over my face. “Shouldn’t you be out there helping him?”

He jerked his head up and down, but his big brown eyes were sparkling with mischief. “His summer project is here.”

Every summer my dad fostered an at-risk kid, helped them to see that life could be better than what they’d had. It was how I ended up with a brother eleven years younger than me. Tyler’s mom had been into drugs. He lived with us a couple of summers ago, stole our hearts, and my parents adopted him. Usually, though, we only served as a halfway house.

“Girl or boy?” I asked, because I could tell Tyler was bursting with the news. Usually Dad waited until school was out. Maybe he wanted this kid to see my graduation as an example of what one could do. Who knew? All I really knew was that I felt too rotten to make nice to some little kid I’d never met before.

“Boy.” Tyler beamed. Then he scrunched up his face. “Doesn’t say much, though.”

“You were quiet when you first came here,” I reminded him. “He just needs to get used to being around us.”

He shrugged his bony shoulders. “I guess.”

Reaching out, I ruffled his dark hair. “It’ll be okay. Now I need to get dressed.”

“’Kay.” He slid off the bed and grumbled, “I don’t think he’ll play with me.”

“He may have never had toys or friends. We’ll teach him.”

He wandered out of the room and, as usual, failed to close my door. As gingerly as possible, I clambered out of bed, shut the door, and headed into the bathroom that separated my bedroom from Tyler’s. Briefly I wondered why anyone thought drinking alcohol was a good idea.

I turned on the shower, stood under a stream of hot water, and let it wash away the cobwebs. As I began to feel like maybe I wasn’t going to die, my thoughts drifted to my last moments with Fletcher. Did he ever get within a foot of a girl and not kiss her? So why hadn’t he kissed me?

Pressing my forehead to the tile, I wondered if I could be any more superficial—wanting a kiss just so I could say that I had one that wasn’t prompted by a dumb game. But it had been more than that. For a few seconds after I got off his bike, it seemed a connection was forming between us. I really thought he was going to kiss me, that he wanted to kiss me. To my utter mortification, I had wanted him to kiss me. But why would he when I’d barfed in front of him?

I had to have misread him. He probably had no desire whatsoever to kiss me. I could only hope that I hadn’t stood there looking all doe-eyed, like I was waiting for him to make a move. Thank goodness, I would probably never ever cross paths with him again. We had no classes together, and we had only one more week of school. The odds were in my favor that I’d never see him again.

Last night could be forgotten, would never come back to bite me in the butt.

I got out of the shower. After drying off quickly and pulling my blond hair back into a ponytail, I slipped into white shorts, a purple tank top, and sparkly flip-flops. Then I headed downstairs.

I always looked forward to Dad’s summer projects. In his line of work, he encountered a lot of kids with less than stellar parents. Even so, being taken away from your family and familiar surroundings—no matter how much they might suck—wasn’t an easy thing. The unknown was scary, so we worked to make the kids feel secure. Usually they were preteen. Dad would get them on a baseball team. Mom would take them clothes shopping. Tyler taught them to rock at video games. I took them to museums and parks, read to them, and offered them a sisterly ear whenever they needed it.

I hit the entryway and bounced through the dining room into the bright yellow kitchen. Sunlight streamed in through the windows. I could hear Mom’s laughter outside. I opened the door that led onto the back deck and staggered to a stop—

Stared up into familiar brown eyes, although one was decorated with a mosaic of dark bruises that hadn’t been there when he’d given me a ride home the night before.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, totally confused. He’d ridden off—without giving me a kiss. I was never supposed to see him again. Ever.

“Fletcher’s staying with us this summer,” Dad said.

All the breath left my body. Fletcher Thomas was Dad’s project?

How had that happened? If he were a little kid, I would smile, hug him, and tell him that I was glad he was here. But this was Fletcher. A guy who had seen me at my worst. A guy who attracted trouble.

Keeping his eyes on me but shifting his stance, Fletcher looked as though he didn’t know what to say any more than I did. My parents were studying us, and Tyler was looking up at me with expectation. I was supposed to be setting an example for him, so I smiled brightly and said, “It’s . . . great to have you here.”

His eyes never leaving mine, he said, “Thanks.”

But what I heard was, “Liar.”

Mom touched his shoulder. “Why don’t you relax by the pool while we finish getting lunch ready?”

He shifted his gaze to her. “Thanks.”

That seemed to be the extent of his vocabulary this morning. Not that I blamed him. I felt like I had dropped into an alternate universe. He probably felt the same. He gave me one last glance before heading for the pool. Mom took Tyler into the kitchen, since it was his job to help her get plates and condiments together. Dad wandered over to his grill. I followed Dad.

“He’s eighteen,” I told him as the burgers sizzled while he turned them, the smoke rising to tease my nostrils. “Legally an adult. Not your usual summer project.”

“He’s not a project,” Dad said. “We’re just providing him with an opportunity to get his act together. He’ll stay in the FROG.”

The FROG was our nickname for the apartment over the garage or, as Dad had designated it, Free Room Over Garage. Visiting guests usually stayed there, so they could have a little more privacy.

I glanced over to where Fletcher was sprawled on a lounge chair by the pool. Even though he looked relaxed, I could see his muscles were bunched with tension.

“How well do you know him?” Dad asked.

I jerked my attention back to blue eyes the same shade as mine. I didn’t want to reveal how well I’d gotten to know him last night, because I was pretty sure that Dad wouldn’t approve of how Fletcher’s bringing me home had come about. I shrugged. “We go to the same school, don’t have the same classes. I’ve seen him around. What did you arrest him for?”

“We’re not going to discuss how he came to my attention.” Dad flipped a burger onto a bun. “Make him feel welcome.”

My first instinct was to pull my cell phone from my shorts pocket and text Kendall. She was not going to believe this.

Instead I wandered over to the pool and sat on the edge of the lounge chair that was next to Fletcher’s. He was sporting sunglasses now, but I could still see his bruises fanning out over his cheek. “I should see the other guy, right?”

One corner of his mouth hitched up slightly. “Relax, Big Bang. I won’t be staying long.”

It took everything within me not to growl. I wasn’t ashamed of how smart I was, but it didn’t define me. “If that’s a reference to The Big Bang Theory then I guess you would be Penny.”

The curl of his lips hiked up a little higher. “Well played.”

I took satisfaction in having bested him. He was the last guy in the world that I cared about impressing, but somehow he totally messed up my thinking.

“Say, listen, you didn’t mention to my dad about last night . . . um, you know, the drinking?” I had no success not squirming.

“I’m not a snitch.”

“Okay.” Not that I thought he was, but what did I know about him? “So why did you say you wouldn’t be staying long?”

“Got plans.”

“What? You mean after graduation? What plans?”

“Heyyyy!” Tyler catapulted himself at me, nearly knocking me off the chair. I was used to his rambunctiousness, though, so I was able to quickly right myself. Scrambling behind me like a little monkey, he peered at Fletcher. “What happened to your eye?”

Fletcher adjusted his glasses on the bridge of his nose. “Got into it with a werewolf.”

“Really?” Tyler asked eagerly.

“No,” I said. “Werewolves don’t exist.”

“They might.”

“They don’t, and you’re not supposed to ask questions about someone’s ouchie.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s not polite.”

“I got an ouchie, too.” He stuck out his leg to reveal a Spider-Man bandage on his knee.

“Looks like it hurt,” Fletcher said.

Tyler nodded solemnly. “I cried. Did you?”

“Nah. Didn’t hurt that bad.”

“You want a Wolverine Band-Aid?” Tyler asked. “It makes ouchies go away.”

















































OEBPS/images/9780062330727_Cover.jpg
TROUBLE FROM
THE START
Rachol, Howithome






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
TROUBLE
FROM
THE START





