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To my children, for giving me a reason to be a better person. May you always make wise choices. 

To my husband, for giving me the opportunity to be whatever I want. Thank you for staying up late with me. 

And to Ashley, for being the first person to know. 
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To trouble, with my whole heart.
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“When did you get back?” I run my fingers through my mother’s willow tree, keeping my voice low and my head down. Long, green velvet leaves tickle my arms, and chills rush from the tips of my fingers through my elbows. 

“Just now,” he says, walking behind me, peeking between the willows. “I came here first. I haven’t been by my house.”

I glimpse over my bare shoulder, chancing a look. Thomas’ eyes are tired and his skin is colorless. His normally short blonde-brown hair is long and dirty, curling slightly over his ears. The black jeans his legs are in and the gray tee shirt his thinner-than-usual chest is covered with are brand new. 

He looks disgustingly beautiful. Perks of a sinner who has money. 

“Leigh, I said I was sorry,” he apologizes, swatting at tree branches. 

You always are. 

“It’s not like you’re my girlfriend.” 

I turn around and Thomas is closer than I anticipated. He’s almost touching me, surveying my movements with hopelessly dark, apologetic eyes and slumped shoulders. There’s a cigarette behind his left ear, and I know he carries a more disgraceful addiction in his pocket.

“You’re right,” I argue. “I’m your victim.” 

“I’ll always want you,” he whispers, brushing his nose along the ridge of my jaw. 

His sudden proximity is overwhelming after time apart. I don’t have a moment to adjust before he takes my hand and presses my palm against the pulse point in his neck. 

“Do you feel that? Do you feel how fast it beats?”

I do.

“You make my heart flutter, princess.”

I feel it.

He’s further gone than he’s ever been, and his eyes are imperceptible black, but love’s pulse is as sure and quick under my touch as it’s always been.

This, I know.

Thomas removes my hand from his neck and kisses my knuckles. He flashes his curved smirk, turning my butterflies to pins.

“You’re high,” I whisper.

“I am.”

He smiles.

I move away from him, extending my hand to tickle the willow. “Were you with her?” 

“With who, Bliss?” he asks, losing the grin. 

I laugh. And not because this is funny, but because this is pathetic.

“Don’t call me that,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief before turning away. 

Unimpressed with my built walls, I feel him studying my every move and detail trying to find his way in. It’s surreal to be able to smell him again: dank green grass and Double Mint. I’ve tried hard to forget this scent, but I used to love it on my own clothes, in my hair, all over my skin. I used to savor it.

That was before.

I close my eyes, imagining for a moment that my heart isn’t broken, that he loves me as much as I love him. I try to convince myself behind shut eyes that Thomas doesn’t continuously choose drugs over me. I play myself a fool by believing one day it will only be him and me.

“What do you think?” I cry, brushing tears away as they fall. 

His silence slaughters. 

“What do you want to hear?” he finally asks softly. Thomas reaches out, claiming me. “Who do you want me to be?” 

Whispers of forever and outcome touch the spot below my ear with his lips. “When you turn eighteen, everything will be different, Leighlee.” 

Excuses. 

Like he never left.

But he did.

“You look pretty in this dress. Let me take it off and love you,” he begs, declares, and promises. “Let me be with you.”

I know he loves me. I never doubt his love. I doubt his intentions and respect. I distrust his motives and allegiance.

Love?

I smother in dictating love.

He’s loves traitor.

“My parents are home,” I say.

Thomas leans down and kisses the side of my throat, running his hand up the back of my white dress. He tugs the hair at the nape of my neck. “What did you do while I was gone?” he asks, his voice calm as tension rolls through him.

I laugh sorrowfully in his arms. “You mean, who was I with when you took off for over a month?” 

Thomas groans in my ear, pulling my hair a little harder. He tightens his fingers into a fist and presses his nose to my jaw. “I swear to God.” He breathes. “I’ll kill him.”

I grip onto his arm and dig my nails into his skin. The bricks stacked higher every night he was gone, and like that, I crumble. 

“No one,” I say, moving my hand underneath his chin. Forcing him to look at me, I hold Thomas by his face. 

This isn’t the boy I grew up loving; this is a man who brings me along for his ride.

“Because I love you.” I refuse to allow fear into my voice. “Because I love you, nobody else will ever touch me. Even though you are constantly touched.” 

He closes his eyes, shaking his head with a small smirk. We’re still pressed near. I can feel his words on my skin. “I haven’t been with anyone.”

My heart cracks, and I hate him for this.

His eyes open, and I miss blue.

Thomas’ grip on my hair loosens, but he gathers me completely to his chest. I’m held until everything I’ve heard and felt, wondered and worried, decided and became in his absence, dissipates. He holds me until there is nothing between us but my dress and his shirt.

Love is fucked-up, but love is all there is.

Thomas flattens his right hand against the small of my back, pressing and keeping me close. He drags his nose slowly up the side of mine and kisses my top lip.

“Come with me,” he whispers. 

I breathe in his words, and when I exhale my reply, it’s easy.

“Okay,” I say.

And it doesn’t feel a thing like falling. 
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“Walk close behind me, Bliss. We’re almost there.” Mom looks down at me, silhouetted in front of the morning sun. “You’re having a banana Popsicle for breakfast?” 

“You told me to grab something.” 

“Morning foods, not sugar,” she says. 

I shrug, breaking a piece off with my teeth. 

Mom rolls her eyes and softly squeezes my hand. “Come on. We’re going to be late on your first day.”

My brain freezes as I’m lead toward the front doors of Sam Case Elementary School. Holding the Popsicle between my lips, I push the palm of my hand against my forehead and groan in fake pain. Maybe I can get out of this. 

“You’re not missing school, Leighlee,” Mom responds right away. 

“Do I have to wear this name tag?” I flick the red and white “Hi, my name is” sticker on my top.

Mom’s blondish curly hair sways in the wind, and I can smell her citrus shampoo in the air. 

“Yes,” she answers. “You want everyone to know who you are, right?” 

My dad promised everything would be okay, but I didn’t want to move here. I miss my old school in Nevada, with my old friends and my old teacher. I miss the warm air and the sandy ground. Everything in Oregon is … grassy, but I don’t say anything. The small town and the nearby beach aren’t bad. 

“Wait here. I’m going to run in and grab some paperwork.” She tries to act cool and easy. I’m Mom and Dad’s only child—their Leighlee Bliss. But they worry too much. I’ll find friends. Maybe I’ll tell everyone my dad’s a judge now. If they’re not nice to me, he’ll have them arrested. 

Mom disappears behind double doors, and I’m supposed to stay put, but I can hear them—other kids. With my pink backpack high on my shoulders, I step in a puddle of water, soaking my clear jellies as I lean one hand against a tree and peek around the building at all of my new classmates. 

I stand directly in front of the school’s entryway, about to be thrown into the lion’s den. And all I ate for breakfast was a banana Popsicle.

Bad choices.

“Do you think that there’s one single person in this entire town who’s not going to love you, Bliss?” Dad asked last night.

“Your new best friend is waiting to be found,” he swore.

“Yeah, right,” I grumbled.

“I’m serious, Leighlee. There’s someone in that school who was born to be your friend.”

“Just one?” I smiled.

But is one person born for another? 

“Hey you, in the purple dress, move!”

I turn around and skip out of the way as a crazy person zooms past me on her skateboard, almost taking out my toes. She skids to a halt and kicks up her board before stomping in my direction.

“You almost killed me!” the girl shrieks. She closes the distance between us. “Don’t stand there anymore.”

“Okay,” I say, leaning back against the fence. “I’m sorry.”

With crystal clear blue eyes, she’s chocolate chip cookie and playtime scented, sweating and red in the face like she’s been in the sun all morning long. Fidgeting in a jean skirt, her top is brand new and pink but stretched out at the neck. Her shoes are filthy, and the right one is wrapped in duct tape. There’s a bow in her long dirty-blonde hair, but it’s there because someone told her to wear it; I can tell by her discomfort. 

“I didn’t mean to almost kill you,” I say. 

She tucks her board underneath her arm and tilts her head. “Are you eating a Popsicle for breakfast?” 

“Yes.”

“That’s cool. I wanted to eat cake for breakfast, but Mom said no. Your mom is probably waaayyy cooler than my mom. Lucky. You’re lucky. I’m Rebecka Castor.”

She’s a capsule of energy and I can hardly keep up.

“I’m Leighlee McCloy.” 

She studies my name tag with squinted eyes. “What kind of name is Leelee? Is it French or something?” 

My cheeks redden. No one ever gets my name right on the first try. “It’s Leighlee. Lay-lee. It’s American.” 

“Sorry I almost ran you over.” Rebecka kind of, sort of blushes. “I was going fast because my brother was being mean, and I wasn’t paying attention because my mom made me wear this…” she tugs on the end of her skirt “…and then I looked up and you were there. It was too late to slow down, and you almost died.”

I shake my head. “I didn’t almost die. I moved, remember?”

Thoughts of death dismissed, Rebecka stares at my Popsicle. “Can I have that? I mean, are you going to eat the rest of it? I mean, because it’s melting all over your fingers.”

“Okay.” I hand it over. 

She smiles and one of her front teeth is chipped. “Thanks.” 

I have a feeling she’s going to polish off my breakfast in one bite when a group of three boys approach us. 

“Becka,” one of them says. “Give the girl her Popsicle back.”

He stops and the other two keep walking. Tall and obviously older, this boy looks a lot like Rebecka with darker hair and a bent smirk. He’s cute, I guess. I don’t know. I like his flannel.

“I gave it to her,” I say, bending my toes in my wet jellies. 

“Yeah, Thomas. She gave it to me.” Rebecka eats the Popsicle in one bite, like I guessed she would. “Shut up.”

“Nice skirt, Becka,” he teases, all mischief. 

Rebecka drops the Popsicle stick to the ground before she swings her skateboard at the boy’s head. Four dirty pink wheels spin and loose grip tape flaps. He dodges her playful shots at beheading, and they laugh, like it’s a game. 

Once they’ve made up, it’s time for introductions. “This is my brother, Thomas,” Rebecka reveals, pointing toward the boy with the same color eyes as her. “He swears he’s cool because he’s a sixth grader, but he sucks.”

Thomas pushes her. “I’m cool.” 

She scoffs, jumping back onto her skateboard. She does circles around me and Thomas.

“You’re new?” he asks, pushing his fingers though his longish hair. Light freckles sprinkle across his pointed nose. And eyebrows a shade darker than the hair on his head curve over the longest lashes and brightest eyes I’ve ever seen. 

“Today’s my first day,” I say with a shrug, trying to make it seem like it’s no big deal. 

“What’s your name?” he asks. 

I point to my name tag. “Leighlee Bliss.” 

I pull the tag off and crumble it in my hand. Only my family calls me Bliss. 

“Leigh,” I answer again, carefully enunciating Lay like I did for his sister. “My name is Leigh.” 

Thomas stares at me for a few moments. I follow his eyes as they look from the top my head, past my bony knees, to my still-soaked shoes. 

“I have to go,” he replies.

“Bye,” I voice too quickly, loosening my grip on the crumpled name tag in my hand. 

Thomas hesitates before he leaves. “I like the color,” he says. 

I look around, trying to see what he sees. There’s a few trees in front of the school, but they’re nothing special. I glance down at my purple romper, but I doubt it’s what he’s talking about. 

“Of what?” I ask. 

“Your hair.” 

“Oh.” I touch my soft curls. “My mom says it’s strawberry blonde. I let her curl it for me this morning.” 

He laughs easy, walking backwards slowly. “She sounds cool.” 

“She is,” I answer, stuck in place. My heart beats a beat I’ve never felt before, too fast and skipping. 

Boys are weird. 

“Bliss,” my mom calls out for me. 

I wave goodbye to Rebecka and run toward my mother. “Right here.”

Her face calms, noticeably relieved. “I got your class number. Where were you?”

I point toward the girl who almost ran me down. “Over there.” 

My new maybe friend is busy skating when an older man with a walkie-talkie approaches her. He points at her skateboard, berating my new friend with his finger at her nose, shaking it as if he’s saying “no, no, no,” and “bad, bad, bad.” He has to be a teacher or proctor. 

“Mom,” I say, skidding my feet on the concrete. She tries to pull me along. 

“What, Leigh?” She’s flustered, more anxious about my new school than I am, which is dumb. I’m the one spending the day here, not her.

I point toward Becka, and Mom understands because flustered shifts to amusement. “Did you make a friend?” 

Mom has faith in smothering and closely watching, but never shaming. She doesn’t believe in yelling, or spanking, or pointing fingers at children. My dad says it’s an outrage kids are hit at all. He won’t give details, but he’s a judge and a lawyer before that; he’s witnessed his fair share of “hit” children over the years.

My parents constantly remind me about the importance of making “good choices,” and “respecting my own body space.” That man is definitely not in his own body space. He’s being rude. 

“That’s it,” Mom whispers. The bangles on her wrist jingle and sing as she rushes us over. Her skirt floats behind her, and her curly hair bounces with her steps. 

“Do you mind explaining to me why you’re yelling at this little girl?” Mom releases my wrist and points a finger in the man’s face. “How do you like it, huh, huh, huh?”

Rebecka and I giggle while the bald man with the ugly glasses stumbles over his words. “Well, you see, she’s been told.”

“Your mom is cool,” Rebecka whispers, taking my hand.

Hers is yellow-sugar sticky, sweaty, and hot, but it feels like maybe she was born to hold mine.

 

BECKA AND I have the same teacher, and our desks are right beside each other. 

“What are you eating?” I ask, unpacking all of my school supplies from my backpack. 

She offers me her lunch baggie full of smashed dessert. “Mom said I couldn’t have cake for breakfast, but she didn’t say I couldn’t have it at all.” 

Once everyone is settled, Mrs. Perkowski, our fifth-grade teacher, introduces me to the rest of the class. A few look at me like I’m weird, so the sweat-scented girl next to me threatens them with her balled-up fist. 

“I got your back,” she says. 

During our first recess, I swing while she chases boys.

“I can’t run in this darn skirt.” Her face turns a light shade of red as she stretches out denim, ripping a few stitches.

At lunch, I share my turkey sandwich with her. She offers me some of her peanut butter and jelly. 

I meet some new friends.

Laura: she likes my purple romper, and I like her pink headband. I think she wants to be my friend, but we’re both equally shy. We’re in the same class. 

Oliver: he says hey and that’s it.

Jackie: she smiles at me, and I feel bad because I don’t tell her she has lettuce in her teeth. It would be rude to embarrass her in front of her friends.

Hal “Smitty” Smith: he’s best friends with Oliver.

Kelly: she demands attention from everyone. She’s close with this girl Katie, and I don’t think either one of them likes me. 

After we eat, Becka and I head to the playground where I see Thomas playing soccer on the field. On the sideline, a bunch of girls smile and giggle and whisper to one another. Becka throws Tater Tots at them. 

The blonde boy kicking the ball waves at the cluster of girls, but Thomas is in his own world. His concentration is unbreakable, and as he rushes down the other side of the field with a trail of followers pursuing him, his hair falls in his eyes. 

When he kicks the ball into the white net, the blonde boy jumps on his back, and another boy with darker hair tackles his knees until all three of them are on the ground.

The girls clap, still whispering and giggling. Only now they point at Thomas and his friends, and it’s odd to me. 

“Tater Tot?” Becka asks, popping one into her mouth.

I look away from her brother and into her eyes. She has the same freckles as he does and a small scar above her right eyebrow. I wonder if she’ll ever tell me how she got it. I wonder if she’s going to be my best friend, because I want her to be. I wonder if she thinks I’m strange because I stare at her deeply. I wonder if she realizes how hard it is not to look at her closely.

“No thanks,” I say, deciding that tomorrow morning I’m going to bring Rebecka her own banana Popsicle.

 

WHEN I get home the first thing I do is call my dad and tell him all about school. “My teacher was okay, but she smells like peanut butter,” and “Everyone liked my purple romper, so I think I’ll wear my pink one tomorrow,” and “I made this new friend but she’s kind of different, and she sneaks chocolate cake into school in lunch baggies.”

That’s where he stops me, saying he’ll be home from work soon.

When he walks through the door, I don’t give him a chance to settle before I talk about Rebecka Castor again. “She has a skateboard and a brother, but she has a skateboard!” and “She held my hand on the way to lunch today, and she threw Tater Tots at this girl because she said she was mean to her, and …”

My parents are happy that I’ve found a person to bond with right away. I kind of, sort of tell them about Thomas, but Dad gives me a funny look at the mention of a boy. I ask him about his day instead.

“It wasn’t as exciting as your day, Bliss,” he says. 

Becka and I become close in the weeks following the beginning of the school year. We’re best friends, and despite our differences, we get along wonderfully. I like Rebecka the way she is, and she deals with my girly tendencies.

Every day we have a sort of routine: Mom drops me off at the front of the school in the morning, and Becka meets me outside the gate where she can ride her board; I give her a Popsicle, and she gives me whatever junk food she finds in her house before leaving for school. Sometimes Thomas is with her, sometimes he’s not.

At recess, Rebecka chases Smitty or makes fun of Kelly, and I watch Thomas play soccer. I’ve learned that his blonde-haired friend is Petey, who they sometimes call Pete, and the dark-haired boy is Benjamin, who they call Ben. 

They’re his Becka, and he’s their Bliss. 

I’ve only spoken to Thomas a few times. He hasn’t said anything more about my hair, which is a relief. I think about what I’ll say if he ever comments on it again, and everything I come up with is pretty dumb. “My mom said I can’t talk to boys,” and “Shut up, Thomas.”

As August, September, and a lot of October pass, I begin to think that he may never talk to me again. Not that I care, because I don’t. It just makes it more awkward when Thomas asks out of nowhere, “Why does your mom call you Bliss?”

He and Petey stick around with his sister and wait for me before class starts. I don’t particularly like the way Petey looks at me, but then again, I don’t think I like the way any boy does. Even Thomas, because sometimes he stares at me with those abnormal blue eyes and it’s scary.

They’re waiting for my answer, and I don’t want to tell them. I take a bite and chew my Twinkie—courtesy of Becka—slowly. When the first bite is finished, I take another.

Thomas’ eyes are set on my mouth, and Petey asks something like, “She’s a fifth grader?” 

Becka grows bored with my slow eating and rides her board around the parking lot. Thomas kind of mumbles something to Petey, and Petey sort of rolls his eyes before crossing his arms over his chest and sighs. 

When I swallow the last of my Twinkie, I’m sad because it’s gone. Mom doesn’t buy sugary foods. She says that they’re bad for my teeth, so I don’t tell her about my daily exchange with Rebecka.

“You don’t have to tell me, Leigh,” Thomas says so softly his lips hardly move. His eyes are ahead watching his best friend and little sister play around. He seems to be a little bit annoyed with Petey, only not.

“It’s stupid,” I whisper.

Thomas looks right at me and admits, “My family calls me Dusty.” 

“Why?” I ask.

He chuckles like he knows exactly why, only he doesn’t want to tell me. “I have no fucking idea.” 

I rarely hear my parents curse, so it’s outrageous to me that Thomas said the F-word freely. I should tell on him, but then I feel like it makes Thomas the sixth grader cooler.

“Bliss is my middle name.” I shrug my shoulders and try to control my blush. “My parents had a hard time having a baby, so when I was finally born, Mom said I was a blissful wonder.”

He smiles before sinking his hands into his pockets. 

During class Becka tells me they call Thomas “Dusty” because when he was little he overheard his dad say asshole. He repeated it over and over and their parents thought it was funny, declaring that his mouth was mini-foul—dusty, not grimy. However, his language only got worse over the years. Especially lately, she says.

“But it’s too late to call him Filthy, because he’s already Dusty,” she adds. 

 

HALLOWEEN IN Newport, Oregon isn’t any different than it was in Nevada; everyone at school is dressed up for the costume parade.

Kelly’s a ladybug in a short skirt. 

Becka says she’s “scandalous.”

I like the word.

Scandalous.

Smitty’s Freddy Kruger, and he’s been chasing my best friend around the basketball courts all morning. She’s dressed up like Michael Meyers but totally screams like a girl. 

“What are you?” Thomas asks, coming up behind me. His voice is close to my ear. He tickles my neck with his breath.

“What do you want, Thomas?” He jumps in front of me and I scream.

His face is smeared with white-gray makeup, and fake blood covers his clothes. Not too far behind him are Petey and Ben, and they look the same as he does, only not as scary. “You look like a princess. Is that what you are, Bliss? A princess?”

I push his shoulder. “I’m Sleeping Beauty.” 

“Aww, a pretty-pretty princess,” Thomas teases. He circles one my curls around his finger.

“Leave me alone,” I grumble, moving away from him again.

Petey leaps in front of me, waving his hands around like an idiot. I exhale, shoving him away from my body space as Ben tugs on my dress. I swipe at his hand and straighten out pink silky satin.

“Hey,” Thomas warns his friends. They don’t listen. 

“Petey, quit it.” I stomp my foot, but they only laugh harder. 

I start to cry.

“Bliss,” Thomas whispers softly. “Don’t cry, princess pie.”

I shrug him off. 

The zombie’s sister comes to my rescue and she’s angry. “Darn it, Dusty, look what you did.” 

Pretending to sob in order to make the walking dead feel terrible isn’t kind. Between Becka yelling at Thomas and him felling awful for making me cry, I slip my hands from my face and shout, “Just kidding!”

The joke’s on them. 

Petey and Ben chuckle nervously, but Thomas’ sharp eyes focus on me like he’s saying, “Game on, Bliss.”

I stick my tongue out at the teasing trio before I take Becka’s hand and skip away toward the Halloween parade together.

She wins Most Horrifying costume in the school’s contest.

I get a snack-sized Snickers from Oliver.

 

“DO YOU think your mom will let you come over?” Becka asks, taking half of my sandwich while I take her oatmeal cookies.

Turns out I have a massive sweet tooth that I was unaware of before I met this girl nine months ago.

I shrug, biting into the brown sugar gooey goodness. “Maybe.”

She trades me her white milk for my chocolate milk. “My mom said it’s fine if you spend the night. She said she’ll make dinner, which is weird because my mom doesn’t cook.”

I hold the cookie up. “She makes cookies.”

She rolls her eyes, opening my milk before her own. “No, Bliss. Mom buys these from the baker.”

“I’ll ask when I get home,” I say. 

“She’ll say yes,” Becka assures me with a mouth full of food.

Thomas comes by our lunch table and takes my milk.

 

MY HEART beats all kinds of rigid and quick. I chew on my bottom lip and pull on the ends of my hair. I’ve never been allowed to spend the night over a friend’s house before, but I’ll be in the sixth grade soon. It’s almost summer, and I’m old enough. 

“Isn’t there a boy in that house?” Dad asks, folding his newspaper. His bushy eyebrows come together. 

I stop playing with my hair. “Thomas isn’t a boy. He’s a brother.” 

The man who gave me life sits back in his black leather recliner, rocking a bit. He has a caseload on the table in front of him, and my mother at his side. 

“I don’t feel comfortable allowing you to sleep under the same roof as a boy, Bliss,” he says. 

Frustration burns behind my eyes. But the risk of waterworks does nothing for Judge McCloy. This may as well be his courtroom, and I may as well be some child crook. He makes decisions based on facts. It was that way before he was appointed to the bench last summer. 

“But Rebecka’s my best friend,” I remind him, fighting back tears. 

“She’s a good kid, Thaddeus,” Mom says, not completely confident in her own words. 

My father looks up. “I’ve met Lucas Castor, Teri …” he trails off, not saying another word. Their uncomfortable silence turns my stomach. 

Since becoming friends with Becka and Thomas, I can see how strict my parents are compared to theirs and I haven’t even met them. I’ve never wanted to yell at my mom and dad before, but sitting on this couch while they give each other uncertain half-looks, I feel like screaming. 

“Please let me spend the night with my friend,” I say steadily, keeping care of my tone. “It would mean a lot to me.”

I’ve replayed the one time I heard Thomas curse in my head over and over since it happened, but I’ve never had the courage to say it out loud. 

Fucking.

“I have no fucking idea.”

He licked his lips, adjusted his backpack, and ran his hand though his hair. He was sure of himself. 

Let me fucking go, Dad.

I want to fucking go to Rebecka’s, Mom.

This isn’t fucking fair!

I could never.

But when I think I can’t handle the indecision any longer, Dad clears his throat. He’s reached his verdict. 

“Don’t make me regret letting you go, Bliss.”

I stand up and scream. I jump up and down and clap my hands and do a little dance. I hug my daddy and don’t pay attention as he grumbles things about pre-teen boys and something called a chastity belt.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I squeal, taking off up the stairs.

“Leighlee.” Dad’s deep tone echoes off of the walls. “We’re trusting you.” 

“You can,” I quickly swear, packing my bag. 

 

ON THE car ride over, I can hardly stay in my seat. Dad doesn’t come along, but Mom drives with strict instructions: speak with parents and make sure the boy doesn’t look like a threat. 

They’re totally embarrassing.

After turning into Rebecka’s driveway, my mom looks around and whistles in awe. “This place is nice,” she says, mostly to herself.

It’s the nicest house I’ve seen in this small town. White with blue trim, two stories high, it’s surrounded by tall, beautiful trees. The lawn is an unreal green, and the orange, pink, and red roses surrounding the wraparound porch are perfectly bloomed. 

I smell their sweet scent in the air as soon as I get out of the car. 

“Hey,” Becka calls, running out from the side of the house. Her skateboard is in her right hand and her bangs are stuck to her sweaty forehead. 

“Just got here,” I say, lifting my backpack onto my shoulder. My mom waits at my side, greeting Becka with a smile and a polite hug. 

I’m not so brave. Rebecka smells. 

Barefoot, with dirty knees and breeze-tangled hair, my closest friend grabs my clean hand in her smudgy one. She leads my mother and I toward the house as the front door opens and a woman comes out. 

She takes my breath away. 

In a tight sky-blue shirt and black pencil skirt, her heels tap on the wood as she walks across the porch and takes the few steps down to the walkway where we wait. I see a little of Thomas and Becka in her features, but her hair is an unnatural shade of red, flawlessly curled and styled. 

She looks nothing like my mother. 

Within arm’s reach, she extends her hand to my mom and smiles. “You must be Teri.” 

Mom flattens her windblown hair before shaking Mrs. Castor’s hand. “Yes, and your name?” 

“I’m Tommy Castor. I’m sorry that my husband isn’t here. He’s stuck at the office.” Tommy glows charisma and charm. 

Rebecka sticks a finger in her mouth like she’s going to make herself throw up. 

Mom’s cheeks flush. “That’s fine. I wanted to make sure a parent was here.” 

“She’ll be fine,” Tommy promises, brushing my hair off my shoulder. Her touch is comforting and radiates richness. I’m infatuated. “Do you want to come in and look around before you go?” 

With a swift shake of her head, my mom declines. “That’s not necessary.” She kisses my forehead. “I’ll be back for you tomorrow, okay?” 

“Sure,” I reply. My heartbeat hurries and anticipation shoots through my arms. I’m ready for her to go. 

When she does, Becka and I sprint to the house. 

Inside the front door, I stop—stunned. I thought the outside was impressive. There’s art on the walls and a huge flat screen TV in the corner. Tommy has shelves full of books and large glass lamps on the wooden end tables. 

Thomas sits on the oversized couch. Petey and Ben are next to him playing video games, three cans of soda and a bag of chips beside their feet. 

I can see Thomas Castor’s toes, and it’s kind of, sort of weird.

“What are you doing here?” he asks. 

“Shut up, Thomas. Leighlee can spend the night if she wants to.” Rebecka stands in front of me, blocking my view. 

Thomas looks past her, toward me. “You’re sleeping here? Why?” 

Petey snorts, pressing on the control buttons too hard. I don’t think Ben’s realized I’m here. 

Rebecka’s about to attack when their mother comes in from outside with the mail in her hand. She looks over at Thomas and makes a disapproving noise with her lips. “Thomas, have some fucking manners and be polite.” Tommy halts and looks around. “And clean up this mess before your dad gets home.”

Thomas sinks into the couch. 

I smile. 

 

BECKA’S ROOM looks exactly like she told me it did: band posters and incense, silky zebra sheets and piles of dirty clothes. There are broken skateboards under her bed and candy wrappers on her nightstand. 

We sit on the floor in front of her queen-size bed, and I paint her dirt caked fingernails California Raspberry while she nods her head to the song playing from the stereo. I only have one of her hands done when her bedroom door flies open and three boys barge in. 

Petey snags my nail polish bottle, tossing it to Ben. He throws it to Thomas, who dangles it above my head. 

“Want this?” he teases, holding it between his pointer finger and thumb. 

“Yes.” I reach for it, but my best friend’s brother is faster than me. 

Mischief takes a few steps back. Becka tries to go after him, but Petey and Ben pin her to the ground and tickle her sides until her face turns every shade of red. 

“Think you can catch me?” Thomas taunts, turning and running out the bedroom door. 

I chase him down the hall to a part of the house I haven’t seen yet. The thief opens the last door on the right and disappears inside. I don’t realize it’s his bedroom until I’ve followed him in and I stand alongside his bed. 

Bad choice. 

“What’s the matter, Bliss?” he asks, laughing. Thomas sits at his computer desk, spinning himself in circles. 

“Give it back,” I demand. 

He shakes his head, smirking. “I think I’ll keep it, strawberry blonde.” 

With my hands on my hips, I scowl. The last place I should be is in this room, but I’m not going without my nail polish. “Let me have it.” 

Thomas stands, throwing the small glass bottle into the air before catching it. His hair moves out of his eyes and I can see how alive they are. 

“Say please,” he says. 

“Please.” 

He steps closer. I can’t breathe. 

“Say it again, L.” 

I’m about to speak up when—

“Dusty,” someone says from behind me in a deep, all-authoritative tone, “give the girl her nail polish back.”

I spin around, coming face-to-chest with a tall, compelling man. His dark gray suit is seamlessly pressed and his hair is perfectly gelled. He’s clean shaven, and he smells good. I see a lot of Thomas in his sureness. 

“Dad, this is Leighlee. Rebecka’s friend from school,” Thomas introduces me, pressing the nail polish back into my hand before he steps out of the room, passing me and his father.

“It’s nice to meet you, Leighlee.”

“Hi, Becka’s dad,” I reply, extending my hand like Tommy did with my mother earlier. He’s careful to cradle my lesser hand in his larger one. He doesn’t squeeze, but I can feel the muscle behind his grip.

His eyes aren’t exactly trustworthy, but they are caring.

“Call me Luke, sweet child.” He releases my shake and moves to the side with a slight nod. 

Thomas is posted in front of Becka’s door, like he might be waiting for me. He has his arms folded over his chest, and he stands like his life-giver, powerful and certain. 

Lucas pats my shoulder. His voice is positive and father-like. I feel enveloped in absolute affection, and I believe him without question when he says, “You’re welcome here anytime, princess.” 

I snap my eyes up at Luke, then back at Thomas, and I immediately understand. 

There’s more than one person in Newport who was born to be my friend.

There’s an entire family.
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Midsummer air smells like cotton candy, corn dogs, and just-cut grass. Flags and stars deck the fairgrounds, and parade music plays through the loudspeakers. From toddlers to grandparents, the entire town of Newport mingles around Becka and me as we walk toward the concession stand for funnel cakes. 

“Sorry, Dusty made us late,” she says, letting go of my hand to pull her hair up in the Fourth of July heat. “It took forever to find my shoe.” 

“Where was it this time?” I ask.

“In the cabinet with the pans, in the pasta pot.” Rebecka digs in the pockets of her cutoffs, pulling a twenty from one and friendship bracelets from the other. She stuffs the money back in and ties a pink braid around my wrist. When Smitty comes up while we’re waiting, she ties a black one on his. 

Once we have two golden-hot and powdered-perfect funnel cakes, we head toward a row of picnic tables behind the Milk Bottle Pyramid. Smitty sits with us, and it’s not long before Oliver catches up with us too. 

“Hey.” He sits beside me. 

“Hey,” I say back, swinging my feet under the table. My toes bump empty cups and plates, and a napkin gets stuck to my shoe. I shake it off, kicking it all at Becka. 

“Hey!” she shouts. I’ve paused my bite and so has she, but then she laughs and kicks the litter back my way.

With a cheek full of fried dough, she asks Oliver, “Is your dad doing the fireworks again this year?” 

“Yeah, with Hal’s. They’re working on them right now,” he says, smiling when the empty cup hits his feet. I shrug like it wasn’t me. 

 

AS THE sun starts to set, the boys take off to help with the display. Locusts and crickets start their buzzing, and even more people show up having waited out the heat. Coolers and lawn chairs blanket the grass while boys in baseball uniforms walk around like the stars of the show. 

I’m swirling leftover cake sugar with my pinkie fingertip, eating it little by little, when I hear Thomas’ voice pipe up over all the commotion.

“Rebecka,” he calls. Emerging from the crowd under a backwards hat, he’s easy to spot in white and navy blue baseball attire. 

“What’s up?” Becka asks as he walks toward us, and I dab another bite of sugar.

“Look.” He extends his right hand. Whatever he gives her makes her gasp. 

“Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh!” She bounces up and down in her seat, carefully looking between her closed palms. The blue in her eyes sparkles.

I lean in for a closer look, pushing myself up from the sticky picnic table. Becka’s holding whatever she has close to her chest like it might get away. I look up at Thomas, who’s kind of smirking, sort of beaming. He’s genuinely proud of himself for making his sister happy. 

“Hey, Leighlee,” he says, glancing between me and Becka. He wipes his bottom lip as he laughs, and it’s a sound that would be warm if sounds had temperatures. It’s not cold like when he’s with his friends and embarrassing me. This is different. Better.

“This is so cool. Where did you find him?” Becka brings her hands up to her face, opening them slowly to inspect what’s so cool.

“Down by the field.” Thomas leans forward, peeking between his sister’s fingers. His hat sits high enough above his forehead that some of his cut-short-for-summertime dirty blonde sticks out of the snapback. 

“What is it?” I ask, impatiently curious, leaning even closer. But then I see it, and I’m away from the table and hiding behind Thomas. Completely unsurprised by my reaction, they laugh while my heart bounces between my stomach and my throat. 

He brought her a little green lizard, and she’s holding it in her bare hands.

“It’s a baby,” Becka says in the closest thing to a cute voice I’ve ever heard her make. “It’s more scared of you than you are of it, Bliss.”

She lets it crawl around her palm and fingers, to the top of her hand, up her arm.

Thomas looks toward the field and turns his hat to face the right way. The game must be starting sometime soon; people are filling up the stands.

“I wanted to show you. And maybe scare Bliss a little,” he says, glancing from my eyes to my mouth. He smiles crookedly and focuses on Becka again. “You have to set it free.”

“I know.” She balances the little green living thing on her wrist. It looks slightly less gross on all her bracelets. 

Jumping out of the crowd, Ben calls for Thomas. He turns to head to the field.

When he’s no longer close enough to pluck the lizard from his sister’s hand and toss it at me like I secretly think he still may, I sit down next to her. I even lean in to look closer. We giggle and point out the spots on its back, watching it creepy-crawl for a minute or two before she sighs.

“Come on,” she says to it. “Let’s get you back to your friends.”

She nudges the lizard free at the edge of the grass while I toss our paper plates into the garbage. Becka laughs when we turn to face one another again. 

“Leigh.” She giggles. “Wipe the powdered sugar off your lip.”

I bring my hand up right away, and sure enough, sticky white powder comes off on the tips of my fingers. Licking my lips, I realize what Dusty was laughing at and rub my mouth until my fingers come off clean while we head to the bleachers.

Mom is sitting with Tommy, and Dad’s off to the side, talking with Hal’s father. I don’t know where Luke is, but Tommy doesn’t seem to mind. She’s smiling high and talking with her hands. From her pinned-up hair to her un-smudged makeup, she looks flawless even in this heat. Mom waves when she sees us, but she doesn’t look quite as at ease. She fusses with her dress and keeps touching her humidity-frizzing curls. She gets like this around Tommy, like she wants everything perfectly in place.

The field lights come on, turning night into megawatt day as we approach. Becka takes my hand. 

“Come on,” she says, and I follow her to an empty spot a few rows up.

I clap when the game starts, whistling as Petey steps up to bat. Becka boos playfully, but cheers while he swings and hits. The ball sails toward right field, and there’s not a single person who isn’t on their feet as he slides into third base. Called safe, Pete stands up and wipes clay from his knees. He waves and the crowd loves it.

After a few innings, we’re climbing down the bleachers to take advantage of the concession stand again. We order suicide sodas, coming up on Katie and Kelly on our walk back. The sun’s been down for well over thirty minutes, but they still have their sunglasses on.

“Morons,” Becka mumbles, throwing ice from her cup at Kelly as we pass.

The rest of the game is exciting. Ben hits a home run, Petey pitches, and Thomas doesn’t let anyone from the other team reach first base. Up by seven runs, their team eventually wins. All of the boys go onto the field to tag hands, and after the last two players have congratulated each other on the “good game,” Becka shakes my arm. 

“Look! Look!” She points as the big lights go down.

“Fireworks!” I grin widely.

I strain my eyes through the dark, looking for Thomas. I kind of expect him to come sit with us because, even though he’s always with his friends, it’s the Fourth of July and I think he should. 

The first deep-pop makes me jump. I feel the sound in my belly and look up in time to see yellow-green sparks burst open. They light up the whole sky, and the muffled shhhhpop sounds that follow after don’t startle me. Thumps and booms echo in my eardrums while more fireworks than I can count shoot up into the air and open like flowers on fire. The scent of smoke and sparks blows through the breeze, and excitement makes my heart beat faster. 

Bigger, louder flashes pop above us, and they don’t only light the sky. The baseball field is illuminated with every burst too. I spy a few players at the edge of the dirt. As another firework crackles open, its orange streams are so bright I finally spy Thomas in front of the dugout. He’s standing with Ben and Petey, who’s staring up at the display with Kelly. Even now, she’s still wearing her stupid sunglasses.

I don’t look up as the bursts grow louder and closer together. I’m watching how flecks of bluish-greenish light look on Thomas’ face. He doesn’t know I’m watching him, but when he smiles, I can’t help but smile too. 

People start moving out after the grand finale. I follow Becka under the bleachers. She has sparklers but excitement fades to disappointment when we realize when don’t have a way to light them. I twist the end of mine between my fingers while she looks around.

“I’ve got it,” Thomas speaks up, jogging in our direction after he sees us.

I shift my weight between my feet as he pulls a lighter out. I wonder where he got it and why he has it, but no one says anything as he sets fire to our sparklers. 

They catch with bright pink flames. Becka writes her name in the air with hers, and I write Bliss because Leighlee is too long. Thomas stands back until Petey and Ben come over. They’ve got sparklers, but they don’t write their names. As pink flames burn into yellow sparks, the boys act as if their sparklers are swords. They fight each other while Becka and I draw swirls, circling each other. 

Yellow burns from green to blue, and I can feel heat from my sparkler burning close to my fingers. I scoot my hand down to the end of the stick, not ready for it to go out. I’m spinning and drawing loops in the air when Becka screams. 

I turn around in time to see Petey help shake fading flickers from her hair. My heart skips, but she’s smiling fine, more than alright.

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” she insists, running from him.

With the last of my fire, I draw a heart. Rebecka draws an arrow. Puffing her cheeks, she blows, like she’s shooting her happiness through my sparkler heart, straight to me.

I feel it in my real heart.

 

A FEW days later, Becka’s up with the sun. While she practices ollies in the driveway, I’m sitting in her front yard. The morning light feels good on my face and arms, while warm grass tickles my bare feet and legs. I have flowers I picked with Tommy’s permission spread into piles around me: daisies, asters, impatiens, and hydrangea. 

I was making rings for us, but those were too hard. I switched to necklaces, but Becka said she won’t wear a flower necklace. 

“What about crowns?” I ask, twirling a stem around my finger.

Becka kicks a flip. “Yeah,” she says, not looking. “Crowns are cool.”

I start tying blooms together again.

Most mornings Tommy bakes cinnamon rolls from the can. Sometimes she’ll toast store-bought pastries, but it’s all sugar I’m not allowed to have at home. When she calls us for breakfast, I eagerly head inside, racing her daughter through the front door. Only when I see what’s waiting, my stomach flips uncomfortably.

I take my seat at the kitchen table across from Thomas. A glass of white milk is waiting for me next to a plate of eggs and toast. I force myself to smile. It’s impolite to not eat what you’re given, but scrambled eggs have always hurt my stomach. Not wanting to be rude or seem ungrateful, I pick up my fork and take a slow, little bite.

“You don’t have to eat them if you don’t want to,” Becka tells me, dipping a forkful of fluffy yellow eggs into ketchup.

Thomas looks up and their mom turns around from the counter. “It’s alright, sweetie,” she says, sipping her coffee. “Lucas doesn’t like eggs either. They give him heartburn.”

“They give me a stomach ache,” I explain, instantly more at ease. “Just when they’re scrambled, though.”

While Tommy offers me different kinds of cereal, her son rests his fork on the side of his plate and sets his blue eyes right on me.

“How do you like your eggs, Bliss?” he asks.

Tommy gives me a bowl of Fruit Loops and I smile thankfully.

“Sunny side up.” 

Later in the day, flower crown on my head, I’m drawing on the driveway with colored chalk, dusty up to my knees and elbows in pink, green, and yellow powder. It’s some of my best work, but Becka thinks it’s funny to skate over my periwinkle petals, and when Thomas comes out of the house, I give up altogether. 

“Hey, Leigh,” he says, crouching down beside me. Thomas picks up a piece of chalk. “You’ll be here tomorrow, right?”

I watch his hands while he draws a single white line next to my bouquet.

“It’s my birthday,” he continues, quieter. He draws a three next.

Thirteen.

Thomas will officially be a teenager.

I straighten my crown as I shrug. “Sure.”

 

MOM CARRIES Thomas’ gift bag, and I carry Becka’s. It’s not her day, but she’s my best friend. I insisted on getting something for her too. While Mom’s busy hassling with her hair and outfit, Rebecka answers the Castors’ door with flushed cheeks and the biggest grin.

She literally pulls me into the house. “The boys are playing some boxing game. Pete said girls don’t know how to play. I had to show him I could fight better than he could―”

She’s going ninety miles a minute, and I’m laughing as we enter the kitchen. The house is air-conditioned cool and smells like a combination of boy sweat and sheet cake.

“It took two tries, but Petey was a sore loser when I finally like, destroyed him. There’s cake,” she tells me, pointing toward the counter. “It’s blackberry cream.”

The birthday cake is cut and almost half gone. I can see the sticky sweet, dark blue lines of blackberry goodness between vanilla layers. I do want some, but I don’t understand. I know we’re not late. Did they sing “Happy Birthday?”

“What’s in the bag?” Becka asks, sitting down at the table with a drink of water.

“Oh.” I remember I’m still holding her present. “This is for you.”

She smiles like Thomas did when he gave her the little green lizard as she pulls a Danny Way tee shirt out of the gift bag.

“This is cool. And it’s not even my birthday.” She tugs it on over her tank top before drawing me in for a hug. “Thanks, Bliss.” 

“You’re welcome,” I say, hugging her back. “I’m glad you like it.”

“Like what?” Thomas asks. The birthday boy has his shoes off and his socks on under basketball shorts and a plain white tee. He looks flushed, but not like his sister. 

“This sweet new shirt that Leigh got for me.” She turns to show him. “It’s cooler than any of yours.”

“It isn’t even your birthday,” he teases, swiping his thumb along the corner of his cake and aiming to dot the frosting on her nose.

Becka sidesteps, ready to strike with a quick one-two, when the doorbell rings. 

“Dusty, get that!” Tommy calls from another room. 

With a grin and a pause, instead of smearing icing across his sister’s face, he licks it off his thumb as he walks away.

Being here is fun when it’s the two of us, or when Thomas is around making it three. I don’t even mind when Pete and Ben are over and we’re a party of five—but today is plain crazy. In less than an hour, the Castor house fills with party people. Adults take over the kitchen, and there are more boys in the living room than I can count. 

I recognize some of them from school, and others from the baseball team, but Thomas is the only one even halfway worth hanging out with, and it’s his party. He’s happily surrounded.

I probably shouldn’t be in a room full of boys anyway. Dad wouldn’t be happy, and Mom’s probably wondering where I am.

Plus, they stink.

I lean over and cup my hand over Becka’s ear so she can hear me whisper, “Boys are gross. Want to go outside?”

She nods. “Oh yeah.”

It’s hot out, but the fresh air is welcome. It smells like gardenias and charcoal, and the sun rays tingle my skin. Becka skates while I walk the line of flowers from the porch to the driveway.

Birthdays here are different than they are with my family. If it was one of ours, Grandma and Grandpa would come to our house. We’d light candles and sing “Happy Birthday.” 

But there are no candle holes in Dusty’s cake, and no one here is old enough to be a grandparent. We don’t sing when Mom calls us inside, but Dusty does open his presents while we all stand back and watch. 

Thomas puts the hat I got him on right away. “Thanks, L,” he says, using only the first initial of my name instead of the whole thing.

“Still not as cool as my shirt,” Becka comments, talking over everyone. She elbows Petey in the side and takes cake off Ben’s hands, eating his last bite. 

 A couple of hours later, when it’s just the five of us again, we all dot her nose with frosting. 

 

JULY SUN shines into August, and August fades into September. Before I know it, summer is over and it’s the first day of school. Sixth grade. 

Thomas is in junior high this year, so it’s only his sister who gets out of Tommy’s car right before the bell rings. We’re in such a rush we don’t have time to talk before we go into separate classrooms. But we join again at lunch. 

We sit outside on the steps. I’m eating my banana bite by broken off bite, and Becka’s next to me, ignoring her apple sauce. She has one of her shoes off, and Smitty’s on her other side with one of his off too. They trade one shoelace each—her new white one for one of his checkered ones—before slipping their Chucks back on.

“They’re so … clean,” Becka grumbles. “Here…” she pulls a marker from her pocket and hands me her other new shoe “…write on it.”

I don’t know what to write, so I turn her shoe around in my hands. A minute ago, I thought they were perfectly clean, but as I look now, I notice there’s writing on the outside, along the bottom. 

Watch out for bed knobs.

“What’s this mean?” I ask. 

“I got a new bed when I was six. Thomas and I were jumping on it, and my foot slipped. I fell off and cut my face open on the corner of the frame.”

She points to the little scar in her eyebrow. 

“Six stitches.” She shrugs, pulling her re-laced shoe back on. “Thomas got in big trouble, though. He was supposed to know better because he’s older. Whenever I’m about to do something cool, he tells me to watch out for bed knobs, even if there’s not one a mile in sight.”

This girl is the toughest person I know. She almost cracked her head open and she told me like it was nothing.

“That’s crazy,” I tell her, looking down at his handwriting.

It’s a scary memory, but the last part of the story makes me smile—the part about Thomas telling her to watch out. It’s like this inside-code that no one but them know about.

I want inside-code-secrets, too.

Uncapping the marker between my teeth, I start by drawing a heart. Then, slowly and carefully, because it’s hard to write on the edge of a shoe, I write, I love you like banana Popsicles.

 

SEPTEMBER FADES into October. Sun rays that tingle turn into clouds that rain and winds that chill. Each day is colder and grayer than the one before it, and today is my birthday.

Mom hangs up crepe paper streamers and makes punch with juice and sherbet. She puts party favor bags together and bakes an angel food cake. Grandma and Grandpa can’t make it, but Dad agreed to let Becka stay over last night and to let me have more friends over today.

Laura shows up first, then Jackie. No scandalous Kelly, and no obnoxious boys. At least, until Tommy arrives. Her arms are full of presents when I open the door. It’s overcast outside, but she looks radiant. “Happy birthday, birthday girl!”

As Becka and I let her by, we see Thomas and Pete on the front porch. Zipped up in black and gray hoodies, they’re also holding presents. 

“I couldn’t carry them all!” I hear Tommy tell my mom.

“What are you doing here?” Becka asks the boys, crossing her arms. “Mom wouldn’t let you stay home after yesterday?”

“What happened yesterday?” I ask, glancing over at her.

“Dad caught them stealing from his liquor cabinet.”

Thomas’ blue eyes dip like they’re hiding mischief, but his smile is good even through the screen.

“It’s your birthday, L,” he says, disregarding what Becka said like it’s nothing. “Your choice. Are you going to let us in?”

I start to smile but hold it down. Without answering, I latch the door and turn my back. Becka whoops victoriously as I take a few steps. But I stop and look over my shoulder.

“Hey, come on,” Pete says, stepping forward. “Let us in.” He shifts the gift box under one arm and tests the door while his friend hangs back. 

Thomas is silently smug like he knows I’m playing, but there’s something in his eyes I can’t place. The way he looks at me makes my stomach flip, and my heartbeat kind of, sort of skips.

“No princess jokes,” I tell them. 

“You’re not a birthday princess?” Thomas teases.

I double back to the door like I’m going to open it to sock him right in his smile. 

“Leighlee,” Mom calls, making Becka and I both turn. She’s walking to us and opening the door. “Let them in. It’s cold outside.”

“Yeah, it’s cold outside,” Pete repeats as they step in. Becka pushes him as they pass.

Thomas smirks at me. “Thanks, princess kid.”

In a living room full of pink decorations and giggling girls, Dusty and Petey stick out like sore thumbs. They’re the only ones wearing black, but it can’t be their hoodies. As everyone else sings to me, Thomas puts his hands in his pockets and leans back against the counter. He doesn’t seem to mind all the family tradition, but Pete keeps shifting on his feet and looking around. Between camera snaps and compliments as I open my gifts, they talk in low tones mostly to each other. They’re polite when Mom offers them drinks, but if unruliness had a look and sound, it would be these boys: zipped up, under their breath, on the sly in front of everyone.

“There’s one last gift,” Mom says, picking up untied bows and torn wrapping. “Upstairs in your room.”

Jackie squeaks, and Becka takes off toward the steps. I chase after her. 

“Wait for me,” I call, laughing. “It’s my birthday!” 

I don’t mean to stay upstairs, but there’s a dressing table that wasn’t there this morning, and Mom’s filled it with makeup. I lose track of time with my friends, and when we come back down, Mom and Tommy are in the kitchen drinking coffee. 

“Where’d the boys go?” I ask, a little made-up and one-year-older blissful.

“They’re out back with your father.”

I peek out the window with Becka. Thomas’ baseball bag is on the ground, surrounded by yellow and orange leaves, while he bats and Petey pitches. My dad stands further out, wearing a glove I never even knew he had.

Shifty boys that stood out of place in my kitchen are laughing in my backyard now, and it makes me smile high.

People leave as the sun sets. The boys come in, and Tommy gives me a hug. 

“Thank you,” I tell her for the earrings and necklace and other presents I haven’t even opened yet. 

Rebecka sticks by me as our moms say goodbye. She sticks her tongue out at Petey as he walks up to us.

“Happy birthday,” he says, side-eying my lipgloss and offering his hand for a low five. I go to meet him for it, but he pulls away, making me miss. He laughs, but holds his same hand up for a high five he doesn’t back out of. 

As he joins his friend, Thomas pulls his hoodie hood up. His cheeks are red from playing in the cold, but the look he gives me makes me feel warm.

“Thanks for letting us crash your party,” he says. And then, lower for me, “Happy birthday, sunny side.”
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“I don’t know why she buys me this shit.” Rebecka tosses a pile of brand-new clothes across her room. “Do I look like this type of girl, Bliss?”

I smile and shake my head, blowing on my wet nails. “She’s trying to be nice.” 

“You don’t understand.” 

“What’s to understand?” I ask, cleaning excess color off my finger with the edge of my thumb nail. 

She huffs, kicking another pile of clothes. It’s Friday and we just got out of school. My mom and dad took the weekend off, deciding to actually celebrate their wedding anniversary this year. I’ll be with the Castors until Sunday. 

Dad wasn’t exactly sold on the idea of my being in the care of non-family members while they’re out of town, but he caved. Sometimes I don’t know what his deal is, and I’m not convinced that he likes Luke. I know for a fact that he fights some inner battle regarding Thomas.

But he’s just a boy. Thomas is like a brother to me.

“You’re too young to understand,” Dad will say. “You can’t trust a teenager’s intentions, Leigh.” 

Dads will do that, though.

So will Moms, apparently. 

When we got home from school today, we found a stack of clothes folded on Rebecka’s bed, courtesy of her mother. I was excited, running my fingers over the lacy-lace, silky-silk, and cottony-cotton. Becka threw a temper tantrum—one she’s still currently pitching. 

If there is one thing I’ve learned in the year I’ve known Tommy, it’s that she wishes her only daughter was more like me and less like … Rebecka. She forces the pinks, and the bows, and the jellies, but Becka isn’t a pushover. 

If it were all for me, I’d be one happy daughter.

“Do you want this stuff?” My best friend holds up a light pink sundress. “I’ll never wear any of it, and she…” Rebecka spits “…won’t take any of it back.”

I touch the surface of my nails to feel if they’re dry. Once I’m happy that they won’t smudge, I set my hands in my lap and give Becka a pouty lip. “I can’t take your new clothes.”

She blows her overgrown bangs out of her eyes. “Tell your pops I let you borrow them or something. Tell him I got them for your birthday.” She takes the dozen or so shirts, and the four or five dresses, and stuffs them into my overnight bag. “There, now they’re yours.” 

“My birthday was five months ago,” I say lowly. I don’t go without at home and if I ever need anything all I have to do is ask, but my parents can’t afford to get me these dresses and these shirts. Of course I want them.

“Leigh …” Rebecka rolls her eyes, beginning to speak, but she’s cut off when the door from down the hall slams shut, shaking the picture frames on her wall. I jump, and Becka singsongs, “Thomas is home.”

“What’s wrong with him?” I ask, slowly taking her clothes out of my bag while she straightens the poster hanging above her dresser.

“Hormones,” she replies with a shrug. 

I raise an eyebrow. “Hormones?”

“Mom says Thomas has teenage boy hormones. Something about growing hair in odd places and extra, misplaced testosterone. Whatever, it’s why he’s always grumpy.”

Stunned, I think about it for a moment and say, “Does that mean Petey and Ben are suffering from hormones, too?” 

Thomas is always grouchy, but so are his friends. No one can ask them to do anything without getting a dirty look or an ice-cold shoulder. Thomas talks back to his parents, and he’s always slamming doors: car doors, bedroom doors, sliding glass doors.

Becka scoffs. “God, yes.” 

“How long does it last?” I hope Thomas doesn’t grow hair on his knuckles like our gross school librarian. 

“At least through the seventh grade.”

My eyes open widely. “You mean Thomas is going to be grumpy for another four months?”

She nods. “At least.” 

“Do you want to go ask why he’s in a bad mood?”

“No, not really,” she says. On the floor, she’s literally using her foot to pack down the clothes so they’ll fit inside my bag. She pushes and shoves and rams until the seams stretch and the zipper snags on one of the dresses. It won’t close, but it’s good enough for her. “But we can.” 

 

THOMAS STANDS in front of his dresser with his back toward us, looking through his CDs. Fresh out of baseball practice, his hat is on backwards and his white pants hang low. He doesn’t notice that Becka and I have entered his personal space, though I wish he had. His hormones make him unpredictable, and I don’t want him upset that we’re here uninvited.

We sit on the edge of his bed and wait for him to see us. He switches the CD and turns the music up before flipping his hat forward and turning our way.

He doesn’t flinch. “Hey,” he mutters. 

The front of his baseball uniform is covered in orange clay dust and his lip is busted. Rebecka laughs, but I’m a little more concerned. I examine him from cleat to hat-hair; his knuckles are red and swollen, but besides the busted lip and dirty clothes, he seems to be fine.

Irritable, but fine.

“What happened to you?” his sister asks, flipping through a magazine she snatches from the nightstand. She lies back on his pillows, putting her dirty Chucks on his blanket.

Thomas pulls off his shirt and tosses it in the direction of his laundry hamper. I try not to look, but he’s in a white tank and his bare arms make it hard not to.

“I had a misunderstanding with that Jordan kid.” Thomas pulls out his computer chair and takes a seat. With the right side of his mouth curved up, he tosses a blue lighter into the air and catches it in the palm of his hand. “He’s an asshole.”

I’m used to his language—it’s a Thomas thing.

“Mom’s pissed,” Rebecka says indifferently. “She’s going to tell Dad.”

Thomas loses the smirk and drops his head back. He sinks into the chair and his knees part. “So what?” 

I don’t know when it happened, or if teenage boy hormones are to blame, but Thomas grew up. The boyish softness he used to have in his face has hardened and become so serious. He’s almost as tall as his dad, and there’s muscle in his arms that wasn’t there last year. His crystal blue eyes have deepened and lost the openness they had when he stole my nail polish and made me chase him into the same room we’re all sitting in right now. 

He’s too old for his age. 

“Are you staying the night, Bliss?” Thomas catches me off guard. 

“Yeah,” I say, shaking my head … watching, wondering.

Thomas nods, flipping the lighter between his fingers. “That’s cool. That beach party is tonight. Mom wants us to go.”

“Yeah, I know.” Rebecka rolls her eyes. “Dad’s firm is donating some money to the lighthouse. Which is nice, but they’re a bunch of asshole lawyers if you want my opinion.”

My eyes widen when she curses. 

“I should probably get dressed. I need to be the good child tonight.” Thomas stands up and his sister drops the magazine back onto the night stand.

With no respect for his bed, she walks across the mattress and jumps off the edge, landing on her feet. I follow behind her like a normal person, walking past Thomas with a small smile. I’m not surprised when he reaches out and touches a lock of my hair. 

Curling it around his finger, he tugs a little. “See ya, pretty girl.” 

I swat his hand away like I have many times before and push my hair over my shoulder. After looking down the hall to make sure Becka isn’t waiting for me, I lean against the doorframe in front of Dusty and ask, “Why did you get into a fight?”

“Boy stuff,” he says, leaving it at that. 

“Like what?” I ask. He doesn’t make me nervous like he used to. He doesn’t make me anything but curious. “Did he take your ball or something?” 

Thomas tilts his head back and laughs. I can see all of his teeth and the sound is real. 

“No, Bliss, he didn’t take my ball.”

I smile, wishing he would do it again—laugh. “Then what happened?” 

Thomas licks the cut on his lip and pauses before answering, “I got in a fight over a girl.”

I giggle because, what? 

Boyfriends and girlfriends are nothing new to me. I’ve heard Petey talk about the girls at their new school. Ben said Petey kissed Kelly once. I know that Smitty wants Rebecka to be his girlfriend, and I know Becka wants Smitty to be her guy, but because she’s her, she’s always telling him no. 

But I’ve never heard anything like this from Thomas. It’s kind of outrageous. 

“There is this new girl in school. Valarie,” he explains, sort of smiling. 

I scoff and Thomas laughs again, but not like before. He rushes the rest of the details. “Jordan likes her, but she likes me, and we got into a fight about it at baseball practice. That’s all.”

“Do you like her?” I ask, enticed. This is an untouched side of Thomas.

“What?” He chuckles, running a nervous hand through his wrecked hair. “I don’t know. Maybe. She’s pretty.” 

I suck in a slow breath. “You think she’s pretty?”

Thomas walks away from me, back toward his dresser. The song changes and his room fills with the low guitar and slow, smooth flow of “D’yer Mak’er.” My mom used to listen to this same song when I was little. With a ladle as her microphone and the kitchen as a dance floor, she’d rock her hips and flip her hair. 

Now this song will forever remind me of Thomas and this moment instead. 

“It’s not about her, Bliss. She’s whatever.” The lighter is back in the air, into his palm. Up and down, again and again. 

“Oh,” I say, pushing myself away from the door. I don’t understand what he means or what the heaviness in my chest is, but the idea of Thomas fighting over a girl he might like is … hurtful. 

As I turn to leave, Thomas says in his normal patronizing tone, “Leigh, you’re still the prettiest.” 

 

ON THE way to Agate Beach, I sit in my normal spot between Rebecka and Thomas in the back of Luke’s Mercedes. I’ve attended my share of fundraisers with the Castors. Lucas’ firm donates to the community and his family is expected to show up to these functions with perfect, happy faces. Sometimes that includes me. 

The Law Office of Lucas T. Castor is where you go when you need to fight for your freedom. Because he’s Portland’s most in-demand defense attorney, he’s busy and home stuff gets put on the back burners. That means Luke is only now hearing about today’s fight on the field. 

“You have no respect for authority,” Lucas scolds. His cheeks are tinted red and his jaw is tense. 

Thomas rolls his eyes. 

“If it happens again, I’ll pull you off that fucking—excuse my language, Bliss—I’ll pull you off that fucking baseball team, Thomas. We don’t have to let you play.” 

Tommy fixes her lipstick in the visor’s mirror as her husband and first born bicker. Uninterested, Rebecka passes me one of her earbuds so I can listen to music with her. I lean in and put it in my ear but stay zeroed in on father and son.

“You can’t stop me from playing,” Thomas replies, winking at me. He’s doing it on purpose. He likes to get under their skin. 

The hotshot attorney can’t control his thirteen-year-old child. Go figure.

“I swear to fucking—” Lucas stops, meeting my eyes in the rearview mirror. “I’m sorry, sweet girl,” he apologizes again. 

I wave him off. 

I’m used to this cussing too—it’s a Castor thing.

I smile and point to the bud in my ear. “I can hardly hear you,” I say loudly, pretending to speak over the music.

The power struggle continues until the car parks at the beach. Like a switch, game faces are on; Luke and Tommy smile, lit up and beaming pride and prosperity. 

“Pathetic, right?” Thomas whispers into my ear. He walks past me before I can reply, heading toward Petey and Ben. They wave. I wave back. 

Becka’s skateboard hits the pavement, and I follow behind her while she rides, happy to be out in the late February air. The ocean is relatively new to me, and nothing compares to the sound of the waves and the scent of the salt in the breeze. We didn’t have this in Nevada. 

The Yaquina Head Lighthouse is illuminated by huge spotlights presented to focus on the ancient structure. Area lamps brighten the sidewalks and a small portion of the beach. Caterers and a few dessert booths are open for business alongside the parking lot. There are arts and crafts for the kids and information tents about Newport and the lighthouse for everyone donating to the restoration fund. 

Becka loses her mind at the snack bar, ordering a large bag of kettle corn, a hot dog, and Red Hots. By the end of her dad’s speech about the importance of the lighthouse to both the city of Newport and the state of Oregon, his daughter’s finishing off her third cocoa. 

“Did you see the dollar signs in his eyes?” Rebecka scoffs, letting the chocolate from the bottom of her cup drip onto her tongue.

She has a cocoa mustache I wipe it away with my thumbs, only to have her grab my hand and lick off the last of her drink. “You’re insane, you know that?” I laugh.

“Hal!” Becka shouts over my shoulder, spotting Smitty. She has her not-really-boyfriend buy her another hot chocolate.

Sugar high and flirty, Rebecka chases Smitty down the beach shore while Oliver and I sit in the sand. The icy breeze coming off the water sends a chill through my entire body and I tremble. 

“Are you cold?” Oliver pulls off his black hoodie and passes it to me. “I’m not cold. It’s okay,” he promises. 

I slip my arms though soft cotton, and when my head pops out of the hole, I moan. Oliver laughs, but I sigh and sink into his lingering warmth. 

He looks at me with gentle brown eyes. “My mom says I’ve always been warm-blooded.”

I think it’s supposed to be a joke, but he’s sweet and simple. The sincerity of his face slays the small pun as fact, and I think his mom is right, because his hoodie is toasty warm. But that could also be because I’m abnormally frosty. 

My best friend and Smitty have taken their wrestling match right near the water, literally rolling around in the sand. When she gets some in her eyes, she screams. Hal looks terrified, and I rush to help. 

“Rebecka, stop blinking,” I order, prying open her fluttering, sand-filled eye.

“I can’t help it!” she shrieks, overreacting.

“Stay here.” I let her go. “I’ll get a bottle of water so we can flush it out.”

I leave Smitty and Oliver looking at Becka like she’s a wild person as I scoop my shoes from the sand and jog barefoot up the beach. The cold sand sinks beneath my toes, and my breath turns white in front of my face as I exhale. When I reach the sidewalk, I pour out my shoes and slip them back onto my feet, considering buying Becka a fifth hot chocolate because I know it’ll make her feel better.

But I hear my name. 

I know it’s Thomas even though I can’t see him.

Standing under the orange glow from the streetlamp, I look around. Everything is pitch black, besides the parking lot and the marina. 

Then he’s under the same orange lights as me. 

“Hey, princess,” he says. His voice is lazy and slightly slurred. He comes a little closer, scoping out Oliver’s hoodie. “Whose is that?” 

Before I can answer, Petey and Ben come stumbling out from behind the marina, and something is definitely off with all three of them. 

The boys flip and tug on my hair and hug me too close. Petey picks me up and spins me around. He smells funny, but then again, that’s Petey. Thomas stands back with a curious grin on his face. His hands are in his pockets and his hair’s a lot messier than it was when he first got here. As if reading my mind, he pushes his fingers through it, showing me how it got to be in such disarray.

When I’m able to push Petey and Ben away, I straighten out my hoodie and fix my hair. “What the heck is wrong with you guys?”

“Come with us, Bliss,” Thomas says.

Pete looks at Thomas like he’s misplaced his mind; Thomas looks at me like Pete doesn’t exist. 

“It’s time to pop your princess-pink bubble.” Dusty eyes Oliver’s hoodie again. “Obviously.”

I nervously laugh, crossing my arms over my shoulders. “What does that mean?”

Thomas is right in front of me. The scent from Petey is stronger on him: roasted marshmallows, summertime, and cake, dark rain and wet grass. He smells sweet, but wrong. 

Thomas smells unlawful. 

“It means that everything isn’t cut and dry.” He smirks again, close to my face. He’s looking at my lips, my nose, and my eyes. “I want you to come out for a little while. We don’t pull wings off butterflies. I swear.”

“Why are your eyes red?” I lean into him, placing my nose right above the collar of his flannel. I close my eyes and inhale. “What’s that smell on you?”

“A little pot,” he answers with his lips right above my ear. I breathe in, meeting his eyes. They capture and impound. I couldn’t look away if I wanted to. “Come hang with me, Bliss,” he whispers, moving a strand of my hair behind my ear.

“Little sister better not snitch.” I can feel Petey’s dirty look without actually looking at him.

Thomas licks his bottom lip and shakes his head, finally turning away from me. “She’s not going to tell.” 

As Ben, Thomas, and Petey walk out from under the orange-lit light, though I know better, I follow. The closer we get to the backside of the marina, the same smell on Dusty’s clothes and skin is harsher in the air. It burns my eyes. 

Thomas stops, waiting for me to reach him, and it isn’t until now that I realize how separated and away he is. He won’t look at me, and when I do catch his eyes, he’s absent.

“Bliss,” Thomas says. He’s looking everywhere but at me. “You can’t say anything to my parents about this, okay?” 

I shove my hands deeper into Oliver’s hoodie pockets, wondering if it was a bad idea that I left Rebecka behind.

Between our silences, further down the alleyway behind the marina, I hear a girl’s laughter and recognize it immediately as Kelly’s. A cloud of white smoke floats above a group of people who glow under a bright white security light attached to the blue stucco building. 

If my parents knew I was here, I’d be in major trouble. 

“I won’t,” I say. 

As soon as we approach his friends, I notice her right away. 

Thomas doesn’t introduce us or acknowledge her presence. He doesn’t have to. I’ve never seen her before, but it takes only one look at the beautiful brunette smoking a cigarette to know she is Valarie. 

I pull on Thomas’ sleeve, but he’s messing around with Ben. Every move they make is sluggish and exaggerated. At their side, Petey has his hands deep in his pockets, and he’s looking around like something might jump out of the dark and get him. Kelly and Katie won’t stop giggling, and between their laughter and Pete’s paranoia, all of this seems stupid to me. 

These people are crazy.

“I’m going to go find Rebecka.” I take a few steps back, about to make a run for it. 

“Wait up.” Thomas jogs after me. “I’m sorry, are we dumb?” 

“Why are you high?” I ask, stopping until he gets a little closer.

“I don’t know,” he says, brushing a hand through his dark-blonde hair. “We were bored.”

“Have you done this before?” 

He shrugs. “A couple of times.”

“Is that Valarie?” I nod toward the brunette leaning against the wall.

Thomas smirks. “Yeah, are you jealous?”

I blush hard, super cherry red with glitter-hard. “No!” I say too loudly.

Thomas points at me. “Leighlee Bliss is jealous. Do you love me, Bliss?” he teases.

Embarrassment burns me from the inside out, and I feel the heat from my cheeks spread down to my chest. “I don’t love you. You’re a brother. You smell like baseball sweat and dirty play clothes.”

He lifts his flannel to his nose and sniffs. “No, I don’t.” He looks at me. “Leigh, I don’t smell like dirty clothes.” He’s so, so serious. Too serious.

“Yes, you do.”

“No, come smell me. I’m serious, Bliss. Come smell me!” 

I run and he chases. Cold, salty air clears my sinuses and quick movement thaws chilled joints and muscles. My laughter floats well above the giggling idiots down the backstreet, and humiliation fades into playful joy. 

He going to catch me, and when he does, my best friend’s brother holds me close and forces me to smell his shirt. 

It’s vanilla and pot and nighttime and meadows and smoke and Thomas … just Thomas.

“You smell like trouble,” I finally say, telling the absolute truth. 

Thomas, a foot taller than me, looks down at my lips through bloodshot eyes and heavy eyelids. He reaches for my hair over my left shoulder and circles a curl around his finger. “Let’s go back.”

We do, and no one but Valarie seemed to notice we were gone. She approaches us with another lit cigarette between her right pointer and middle fingers. This girl is obviously too young to smoke, but it makes her look cool. 

She’s a lot like Thomas that way. 

“Hey, little sister,” she says, blowing nicotine smoke over her shoulder. “I’m Val. Petey told me who you are.”

I look over at Thomas and he’s dazed, still sniffing his clothes and smiling at me.

“I’m Leigh.”

“Bliss,” Thomas corrects. “I like Bliss better.”

“Leigh,” I say to Valarie. I only like my family and friends to call me Bliss, and this girl is neither.

Valarie’s smile is easy and her eyes are an arresting green—completely exhilarating. Her skin looks naturally tan, and her dark brown hair is long, slightly curled, and loose past her elbows. But it’s her self-confidence that makes her striking. She holds her shoulders back and her head is high. She knows she’s beautiful, but she doesn’t come off as arrogant like Kelly and Katie. Valarie seems forthcoming and accepting.

It’s thirty degrees out but she’s wearing a short jean skirt and an unfastened flannel. Her Chucks are kind of dirty and she has two silver chains around her left ankle. Her nails are painted a dark purple, chipped and bitten, and she smells like smoke and lily flowers.

Her lips are big and her boobs are big, and I want to hate her, but I can’t seem to.

“How about I call you little sister?” She reaches forward and touches one of my curls. “I wish I had hair like you. You’re pretty.”

I beam, absorbing her affection like sunlight. “Thanks.”

She asks a few questions about my relationship with the Castors, and I ask her about her family. I learn she moved here two weeks ago from California when her parents finalized their divorce. She and her mom live with her aunt in Newport. 

She lights another cigarette. “Do you want one?”

I shake my head.

“My dad is such a dick,” she says with the end of it between her lips. The fire from a lighter—Thomas’ lighter—brightens her face before she puts it out and sticks it back into her pocket. “He found a new family, and suddenly his old one wasn’t good enough anymore.” She shakes her head, exhaling smoke into the air. “Not like it matters, really. He never paid attention to me. I got a tattoo and my parents didn’t know. Do you want to see it?” She turns around and lifts the back of her shirt. On her lower back is a crimson, jade, and violet butterfly.

And I want to pull its wings off. 

I’m stunned, imagining a life where I could do whatever I want. I’m not allowed to walk around the block by myself, let alone be gone long enough to get a tattoo behind my parents’ back. My mom still tucks me in at night, but something tells me that Valarie doesn’t get that from her mom, and it’s sad. She’s too hard for her young age.

I’m surprisingly interested in Valarie’s stories. I have a feeling she has a lot of history and a lot of baggage, but when we hear skateboard wheels and a little voice shouts “Leighlee Bliss!” neither one of us make another move. 

At the end of the alleyway are three shadows: Rebecka, Oliver, and Smitty.

Thomas squints, and Petey squeezes Thomas’ shoulder, whispering something in his ear. And then I see what they see: B and Smitty are holding hands. 

“Bliss, are you down there?” Rebecka screams. 

I laugh, because come on, she’s screaming. 

Thomas pushes Petey off of his arm and walks in his sister’s direction. Valarie watches his every step with a silly grin on her face, like the drama that’s about to unfold all over Smitty is exciting to her. It’s probably all she knows.

It’s simple to move away from her. I wave my hand in the air and speed walk past Thomas. He calls my name, but I keep walking. 

“I’m right here,” I shout to Becka.

“Gosh,” she exaggerates. “I was looking all over for you. My eye could have fallen out by now, Leigh.”

I stick myself between Smitty and Becka and hope for the best. Thomas is aware of his sister’s not-really-a-relationship relationship, but he doesn’t seem too keen on the idea of her holding hands with the super cute and quiet shy boy.

“Let’s go,” I suggest.

“What? No. What are you doing?” She sniffs Oliver’s hoodie. “You smell like smoke.”

But it’s too late to explain anything because Thomas is here and he’s in Becka’s personal space, pushing her away from Smitty. Petey and Ben aren’t too far behind, so while Thomas mumbles ruthlessly in Rebecka’s face, I push Ben toward her brother and tell him to do something.

Smitty remains quiet, and Oliver looks confused, but it’s easy to tell they both feel uncomfortable with the grip Thomas has on Becka’s wrist. She’s tough, but she’s still a girl. When she whimpers and asks him to let go, Smitty shifts like he’s about to intervene. 

I place a shaky hand over Thomas’ grip instead. He immediately softens and loosens. His face remains hard and unwavering, but he lets up.

“What the hell, Thomas.” Rebecka pulls her arm away.

Thomas breathes out of his nose, more upset than I’ve ever seen him before. He looks pitiless with his cut lip and bloodshot eyes. His jaw’s tense and his fists are clenched. “Go find Mom and Dad, Rebecka.”

“What’s wrong with you? I was only looking for Leigh.” B sounds like she’s about to cry, and she never cries. Ever.

“Maybe you guys should chill out,” Valarie says out of nowhere. I didn’t know she was close by.

Rebecka faces her. “Who the fuck are you?” 

Everyone laughs and Petey, kindly—in an obnoxious way—advises Valarie to never mess around with little sisters. “If you’re smart, you’ll shut up, Val.”

She listens.

Thomas turns toward Smitty and sneers. “Keep your hands off of my sister.” 

Rebecka goes off, but Smitty keeps his cool. He smiles a little and sticks his hands passively into his pockets. 

Thomas and I are in the middle of this circle of keyed up boys and girls. Emotions run high and my hands shake. I don’t understand what’s happening, or why Thomas became so mad so fast, but it’s exhausting. I feel small compared to these people who act older. 

I keep hold of Thomas’ wrist, if only to keep myself still. He doesn’t notice, or he doesn’t care. He and his sister argue back and forth while Petey and Ben instigate and Valarie and Kelly gossip, bored with the squabbling siblings.

“Can we go?” I ask, interrupting.

“Yeah, go.” Thomas pulls his wrist from my hold. “I’ll meet you guys by the car.”

Becka and I are halfway down the boardwalk with Oliver and Smitty when Thomas, Petey, and Ben suddenly show up again. Thomas pushes himself between his sister and me, putting his arm over my shoulders. Petey takes Rebecka by her hips and rolls her forward while she screams excitedly.

She loves to be pushed, and Petey is always pushing her. 

“Say bye to your friends, Bliss.” Thomas turns us around. Oliver and Smitty don’t look too happy. As we walk backwards, I wave goodbye.

“Wait,” I say, stopping our walk. “I have Oliver’s hoodie.” I pull my arms out of the sleeves and Thomas pulls the sweater over my head throwing it at Oliver’s chest. I mouth an apology as Thomas tucks me back under his arm. He flips Oliver the bird and turns us back around.

“You’re mean,” I say.

The five of us drop the drama to eat greasy hamburgers and drink more hot chocolate. Becka figures out the boys are high and totally digs it. She thinks it’s hilarious. We eventually make our way down to the beach where Becka and Pete wrestle like she was with Smitty an hour before. 

“Do you see that down there?” Thomas asks, pointing to the end of the beach toward the bluffs. It’s practically on the other side of the shore, and I can hardly see what he’s pointing to, but when I squint hard enough, I can make out an old boat dock. “We should go there.”

“Now?” I ask.

“Not now. Later.”

“Okay.”

On the car ride home, Lucas smells weed and there’s a lot of yelling. This time I put the earphones on and try not to listen. 
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It’s easy to lose track of time in a small town. One day turns into another and another, and before I know it, summer’s back. Only this one comes with a lot of changes.

It’s the first week of June and my mom and dad let me spend a couple of days with Rebecka. We’re at her house and I feel like dirt. My legs hurt, my stomach hurts, and I’m abnormally cranky. Petey and Ben look at me from behind fingers shaped like crosses.

I say, “Do you go home?” 

And they say, “Do you?”

Thomas ignores me.

I’m lying in B’s bed, groaning, swearing that the world is coming to the end, when I feel it. I shoot out of bed and run to the bathroom, slam the door, and sit on the toilet. I look at my underwear and scream.

“What?” Rebecka barges in, squared up like she’s ready to fight someone. “You’re bleeding!” 

“What do I do?” I ask, more confused than afraid.

“Let me get my mom.” Rebecka runs out of the bathroom returning with Tommy two minutes later.

Rebecka points and Tommy says, “Baby girl, you started your period.” She offers me her hand. “Welcome to womanhood.” 

I start to cry. So does Rebecka. Tommy laughs, opening the cabinet and pulling out a stick with a string.

With a new pair of underwear around my ankles, my knees pressed together and my calves spread wide, Thomas chooses now to come and find out why the girls are screaming.

“I thought there was a spider!” He closes his eyes and stands in the doorway, laughing.

“Dammit, Dusty.” Tommy pushes him out and locks the door.

I can’t look him in the eye for week.

 

IT’S JULY and Thomas turns fourteen. I’m still eleven. I hate it.

There’s birthday cake and ice cream. I’m sitting at the counter with Rebecka when Thomas walks by and asks if I grew my brand new boobs for him, because if I did, he likes them.

“Probably my favorite present ever,” he jokes.

I think he’s high. He usually is.

But I did grow boobs.

It’s weird.

 

MY MOM won’t let me stay the night at Rebecka’s this weekend. She says I’m never home and my dad is grumpy. I’m growing up and he doesn’t like it. I wear a bra now—a real bra, not a training one. My mom bought me a white cotton one, but Tommy bought me a pink silky one.

My parents were mad.

It’s my beloved.

I can curl my hair by myself, and I wear mascara and lipgloss every day. I catch Thomas giving me funny looks sometimes. 

“Hey, Blissy-Bliss, why aren’t you here? You’re missing out.”

I roll my eyes and lie back on my bed. “Where’s Becka?” I ask into the phone.

“Where are your boobs?”

“Are you high?” 

“Yeah—hold on, here’s Rebecka.”

“Hello.”

“Your brother is dumb,” I say, wishing I was there.

“Oh, I know.”

 

IT’S THE last week of July and Thomas has Valarie over. She’s still pretty—prettier in the daylight. She’s still nice, and she’s still tan.

Rebecka hates her.

“Leave,” she tells Valarie. “Call me little sister again and I’ll rip your hair out.”

“Stop,” Thomas warns. 

“You have a slutty tattoo.” Rebecka doesn’t stop. “I despise you.” 

Thomas kicks us both out of his room.

 

IT’S THE first week of August and I’m school shopping with my mom. None of the clothes she purchases for me are as nice as the ones that Tommy gifted me the week before, but I don’t tell my mom this because I’m grateful. 

I truly am.

 

IT’S THE day before class starts and Mom invited the Castors over so we can all bid farewell to the summer together. Dad doesn’t see what the big deal is, but he’s happy that she’s happy, and I’m glad that they’re glad. 

Lucas and Dad sit on opposite sides of the dinner table. I’m beside my mom, and Tommy is seated across from us between Becka and Thomas. Mom cooked all day, checking and double checking to make sure everything looks and tastes perfect. She even went as far as buying fresh dahlias and asters to decorate the kitchen. 

Our plates are full and the wine is following between the adults. But no amount of food or merlot or flowers could hide the tension between my father, the judge, and Luke, the defender. Luke’s fascinating and he’s laying the charm on thick, but it’s apparent my father would never normally befriend a person like this slick attorney. I catch him rolling his eyes and hear him mumbling under his breath. He’s never handled arrogance well, but he’s doing this for his only daughter, and that means more to me than he’ll ever know. 

“This is good,” Thomas says with his knife in seared steak. 

My mother beams, starry eyed and grateful to fill a stomach. 

As dinner moves along, I look around the table and see the differences between my two families. Tommy is on her third glass of wine, and my mom has only sipped her first. Lucas is full of stories about the courtroom, and my dad only speaks when spoken to. Rebecka can’t be bothered with her fork and knife and eventually picks up her steak and eats with her hands. And Thomas, unlike himself, doesn’t put his elbows on the table or curse when he speaks. He’s polite and gracious and respectful. Halfway through dinner, he bumps my foot with his underneath the table and winks when our eyes lock. 

And I decide in this moment that if I want to keep this, I can pretend—I need to pretend—I can keep pretending for the sake of my mother and father that nothing is changing, that I will not change. My parents need to believe I can follow their lead and trust in their ancient rules and concepts. I need for my parents to be convinced that I will forever be their little girl. 

Even if I need to find my own way. 
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The gym’s crowded with every student and teacher for the Christmas pep rally. Coaches encourage. Cheerleaders cheer. The band clangs and honks and drums, and the other few hundred of us meander around until we find our friends and pretend to pay attention.

I rock to the toe-tips of my shoes, looking between profiles for Becka’s blonde hair.

“Leighlee Bliss!”

I turn around to the sound of my name in a friendly, familiar voice. Two bleachers up from the top, Jackie and Laura wave. Oliver sits by himself one row down, and Becka and Smitty are standing on the floor. She’s on her tiptoes, hood up, blowing raspberries in my direction. 

We’re supposed to stay on opposite sides of the gym, but the seventh and eighth grade kids mingle. Not that it matters to me. I’m sure the only worthwhile eighth graders I know have ditched, and are probably halfway faded by now. 

Faded—another word I learned from Becka to describe Thomas and his friends when they’re so high they can barely keep their eyes open. Higher than a few hits high, somewhere above stoned, when they communicate in nothing but laughs and mumbles.

“’Ello, love,” my best friend says with a pretend accent, blowing one of her raspberries on my cheek. She’s walking on light and energy; I can feel it. 

We illuminate each other.

Becka and I can hardly sit still. The closer the hands on the oversized clock edge to three, the more restless we both become to break free and get winter break started. I’m ready to be out of here and at her house, in her room, living easy.

Since Thomas ditched with his sidekicks, I wonder if he’ll be home tonight. I haven’t seen him since this morning, when he pulled my hat down over my eyes. 

I was at my locker taking off my coat and talking with his sister when he snuck up from behind and made everything go dark. I nudged my wooly-soft knit cap back up onto my hair in time to see him walking by with dumb and dumber flanking him.

“Hey, Bliss,” Thomas teased. Black hood up with white snow melting into it. As they kept walking, he flipped Becka’s scarf. “Punkass.”

That is the extent of our involvement with them at school. We’re in the same building, but our worlds are far apart and Thomas is good at making that unforgettable. I’m princess pie and he’s nothing but trouble. When he starts high school next year, we’ll be in two separate worlds entirely.

Turning to ask Becka what time her parents are heading out to dinner tonight, I pause as my girl crumples some small scrap of paper and tosses it into Smitty’s shaggy hair. As she does, dozens of knotted, braided, and chevron style friendship bracelets peek out from under her sleeve.

We’ve made and traded a thousand bracelets in the last two years. I keep mine safe in a little white box on my dresser, only wearing one or maybe two a day. But once you tie a bracelet on Rebecka’s wrist, it’s not coming off. What catches my eye now is the connection I make when Smitty plucks the paper from his hair and flashes the corner of his grin over his shoulder at my girl.

As she feigns innocence, and he tosses the paper right back at her, I notice a black and white bracelet around his right wrist matches the newest on B’s left.

Tomboy Becka has come a long way from chasing Freddy Kruger around the playground.

It makes me think of orange lamp light, Newports, and two anklets. Scanning the gym as we finally head toward the hallway and freedom, I realize it isn’t Thomas and his friends that are gone. Valarie isn’t here either.

Thomas certainly doesn’t wear a bracelet around his wrist from her or anyone, but I’ve learned a lot from watching Becka and Smitty. Mainly: labels don’t mean much, but secret details do. I’ve seen Valarie’s ponytail holders on Thomas’ floor. I’ve also seen her pull his lighter from her pocket, but if you asked either of them, they’d deny being a couple as quickly as Smitty and Becka.

Pulling my wooly pink hat and pink wooly scarf on first, I layer my pea coat on next and reach into my locker for my backpack full of sleepover supplies. Becka and I head outside, and Tommy is waiting for us in her car. We stop for Chinese food on the way home, ordering extra for Thomas and Petey.

Becka and I are at the kitchen table, about to open fortune cookies, when Tommy comes in. 

“I want you to call me if Thomas tries to bring his friends in when they drop him off tonight,” she says, fastening diamonds to her earlobes.

“Why?” her daughter asks.

“The assistant principal called me again today,” Tommy answers with an unsurprised and sarcastic smile. 

There’s a lot Thomas gets away with scot-free. Unlike my house, he and Becka are given freedom by their parents. They barely have boundaries, but he pushes more against the ones he can find all the time, and I don’t get it. 

“He stuck a note in some girl’s locker. Kelly?” Tommy asks, shaking long bronze waves out, making the bangles on her wrist clink together. 

Becka snorts. I break my fortune cookie without meaning to, but I laugh because, really? Kelly?

“Yeah, and?” B prompts her mother.

Tommy shrugs her shoulders like she doesn’t know what to make of it except for the fact that Thomas is in trouble, again. 

“Her mom found it yesterday and Kelly told her Thomas did it. It’s not his handwriting, but the cameras show him putting it in her locker. And since he told the principal he wanted to talk to Portland’s finest defense attorney instead of saying who actually wrote it, this is his second warning.” She shakes her head with a disappointed sigh. “He’s got two days of in-school suspension after break.”

While half of me wants to laugh at what the note probably said, and at the image of Thomas being a wise guy right to the face of authority, the other half of me sees how frustrated his mom is. Silently wishing he’d straighten up before Luke’s recent threats of military school become a reality, I read my fortune.

Do what’s right, not what you should.

I toss it on the table as the phone rings and Tommy answers it. Becka nudges my elbow, nodding toward the stairs. I grab my backpack and follow her up. 

“I wish it was summertime,” she says, flopping onto her bed and looking out the window upside down.

While it starts to snow again, we flip through magazines. Her sea-green nail polish is chipped, visual evidence of her badassery, and when I pull a bottle of dark blue from my bag, she agrees to let me paint them. I stretch my legs out, wiggling my toes in toe socks while she gets the remover from the bathroom. As she gets back, I hear the front door open downstairs. Her eyebrows raise, and with a sneaky exchange of glances, I slip off her bed and we step out into the hall. 

Peeking over the bannister, I catch Thomas—a glimpse of his brown-blonde hair going every which way as he drops his snow covered hood. He’s out of sight then, and his mother’s voice is chilly-calm from the living room.

“Do you have some explaining you’d like to do?”

If I were him, I think I’d hate that question. With all the rules Thomas breaks, it’s like a trap.

“You’re smarter than your friends,” Tommy says. “Act like it.”

“You’ve got a lot of room to talk,” he tells her casually. 

“This isn’t about me.” Her voice raises. 

“Yeah,” Thomas replies, no shift in his laid-back tone. “Sure”

“Look at me when I’m talking to you. This is your second written warning—”

“Calm down,” he interrupts. “It’s not a big deal, Mom. Have some wine.”

It’s dead silent and I feel my heart drop to my stomach. I’m used to Thomas’ defiance and audacity, but I can’t believe he said that.

“Go!” Tommy shouts, making me and Becka both jump. “I can’t even look at you.”

We trade glances at the sound of Thomas’ steps, and even though his mother told him to leave, her heels click like she’s following him.

“You can tell your father about it this time,” she continues, threatening and desperate sounding. “Since it’s no big deal.”

“Whatever,” he mumbles.

“What was that? Thomas Levi, turn around and answer me right now. I swear to fucking God—”

Becka and I scoot back to her room, and before my best friend closes her door—slowly, carefully to keep it quiet—I hear Thomas mumble something. I don’t think Tommy catches it, but I do.

“I can’t wait to get out of here.”

He slams his door, and behind Becka’s, I hear his bag hit the floor on the other side of his room.

My heart’s beating hard and fast. I look around at the floor instead of at my friend because I don’t want her to feel any more awkward than she probably does. I lean against her desk and press my lips together, chipping at pink nail polish I painted on this morning.

Becka shifts in my peripheral vision, and I look up.

“I’ll be right back.” She opens her door, and when she leaves me alone, my stomach twists uncomfortably.

It’s not the argument with his mom or his door slamming and bag throwing that’s unsettling. It’s not the trouble he insists on always being in or wondering how Luke is going to react when he finds out. It’s the last three words he said that hang in my head and churn my stomach. 

Out of here.

Becka returns with a bag of cotton balls, and I remember I was going to do her nails.

“Forgot these,” she says, shrugging her skinny-strong shoulders like it’s all good. 

Swallowing my nervousness, I follow her lead and sit down across from her.

 

WHEN LUCAS gets home later that evening, he doesn’t come in. Tommy calls her love up the stairs before she leaves. We call ours back down in harmony, but Thomas says nothing. The bass thumping from his room is loud enough he probably doesn’t hear anything else.

“I’ve got the munchies,” Becka says, holding her hands out and looking at her freshly painted tips. “Want to go downstairs?”

“Sure.”

While she raids the pantry, I pick out movies. Halfway through the first Back to the Future, Thomas shuts his music off. The three words I’m trying not to think resonate in my mind. I push at them, but they push back.

Out of here.

They make me feel sickly-nervous. Worse than scrambled eggs. Worse than the first day of school in a new city. The thought of Thomas running away—

Without a second to wonder why, I go instantly from nervous to scared. It creeps like icicle-drips down the back of my neck. Thomas is tough, but he’s not a grownup and the world is dangerous. My parents keep me from the dark parts, but I know enough. Newport is a nice town, but criminals and creeps exist everywhere, and they’re ruthless. They’re cold.

Thomas isn’t like that. He’s warm. He’s a foulmouthed boy with some unseemly hobbies. He has zero respect for authority, but his heart is good. I can hear it when he laughs. It’s in the way he’s always watching out for his sister and me, and how sometimes he kisses his mom’s cheek for no reason at all. His goodness reveals itself in sparkler-sparks and stolen cartons of milk.

We’re almost to the end of the sequel before I hear his footsteps on the stairs.

“Hey,” Becka says quietly, watching her brother come around the sofa and sit down in the chair to my left. 

I glance up as I reach for a piece of licorice from our spread of snacks covering the coffee table.

“Hey,” he says to both of us. His feet are bare and he’s wearing black sweats, a plain white tee, and his hair has obviously been towel dried after a shower and pushed around by his fingers. His mood seems twice as light as it was earlier, but the calm after the storm is often as unpredictable as the thunder.

 “Alright, come on,” Becka starts. “You wrote Kelly a dirty love note?”

Thomas snorts, shaking his head as he drags his hand down his face. He glances between us and the television. 

“Fuck no,” he says, holding his hand out when she picks up the bag of Twizzlers. “Petey wrote it.”

Holding one between her front teeth, B pulls two more pieces of licorice out and hands them to me. I keep one and pass the other to Thomas. Taking a tiny bite, I glance between Doc Brown and the delinquent boy with summer-sky blue eyes.

“I knew it.” Becka taps candy against her lips, chewing a bite. “What’d it say?”

He kind of chuckles, taking a bite of licorice before he continues. “We got stoned Wednesday and he wrote some stuff he wanted to tell her but he was too pussy to give it to her himself.”

Rebecka doesn’t ask why he didn’t tell the principal it was Petey who wrote whatever was inappropriate, neither do I. What I want to ask, what’s taken over my brain, is if he’s going to run away. But I don’t have the heart to bring it up. Thankfully, his sister keeps asking questions.

“What are you going to tell Dad?”

He shrugs. “Whatever. What’s he going to do, ground me?”

“I’m just saying, last time he said—”

“They’re not going to send me to boot camp, Rebecka.” He cuts her off with a half-assuring, half-don’t-be-ridiculous look. “If they were, Dad would have done it last week when he found my bag.”

Our jaws drop in sync. It makes him laugh.

I know Dusty smokes, but there’s something about knowing he had it on him—that he carries it and had it here—that kind of makes him cooler. 

“Dad found a bag on you?” Becka asks. “What’d he say?”

Thomas smirks, unaffected. “That it was better than the shit he smoked in college.” 

While I’m sort of taken aback by the thought of Lucas ever smoking pot, his daughter scoffs, annoyed. 

“Give me another piece of licorice, Bliss.” His low tone is summertime warm and his blue eyes are crystal clear persuasive. I take two more pieces out and pass one to him. 

While the movie plays, I watch Thomas lean back, letting his head rest against the overstuffed chair. He bends one of his knees and stretches an arm over his head; the other rests across his stomach. It makes him look careless and older than fourteen, but his ease and proximity replace the worry in my nerves with a Dusty-steadied heartbeat. 

I stretch my legs, popping my toes against the cushions, and curl up contentedly. I don’t realize I’ve nodded off until I hear Thomas say my name.

“Leigh.” His voice is low pitched and his hand is light on my shoulder as he nudges me awake. 

I open my eyes to a flash of headlights in the driveway. The television is off and Becka’s passed out on the other end of the couch. I lean up onto my elbow as Thomas turns.

“See ya.” He heads toward the stairs before his parents come in. 

Worry and wonder return to me as he leaves, but I can’t blame him. If I were in his shoes, I’d probably do the same. Becka wakes up as her parents come in. Lucas kisses our foreheads and says goodnight while Tommy lingers for a few minutes. She picks up our snacks, telling us about his client’s awful hair plugs and his wife’s red lipstick on her teeth before we head upstairs. 

Ever the odd couple, B and I slip into bed like opposites that complement each other. She sleeps in mismatched socks, while I love the slide of sheets along my bare feet.

“I love you like smashed chocolate cake,” she tells me with a yawn. 

I smile in the dark. “I love you like little green lizards.”

We turn together, getting comfortable under blankets and on pillows that smell like both of us. I sink into familiar softness and let my eyes close, but they don’t stay that way.

They adjust to the dark as sleep doesn’t come. I turn onto my back. I flip to my other side. Winter moonlight glows through her curtains, outlining everything in silvery white as I stretch out and curl up. 

What Thomas said about getting out of here twists around my mind and tightens my stomach. The rest of his family doesn’t seem worried, and I try to tell myself it was frustration coming out in words I haven’t heard yet. But it doesn’t work. Long after Becka’s snoring, I’m wide awake: fidgeting, uncomfortable, and restless. 

Careful in the nighttime stillness, I open her door to find the hallway as dim and silent as her room. The whole house is sleepy silent.

Except Thomas.

Light glows under his doorway, and I hear the muffled hum of his television as I pass his room. With the bathroom door closed with me inside, I don’t know if it’s the cool water I touch to my face or the fact that he’s awake, but I feel better. I pat my face dry, and the apparent cure to my apprehensions is suddenly unmistakable in my mind.

I consider hesitating.

I think about my parents. 

I should probably go back to my best friend’s room and try to sleep, but I can’t do it. I don’t want to. 

I tiptoe the quietest steps down the hall toward Thomas’ room instead of Becka’s. By the time I get to his door, my heart’s fluttering. Uncertain but enlivened, I tap against white painted oak as lightly as I can. The television on the other side of it gets turned down, and it’s the exact encouragement my nerves need. The doorknob feels like cool assurance and validation as I turn it and open his door.

Thomas is in bed, on top of the covers, leaning against his headboard in the same clothes he was in earlier. He sits up straight, questioning me with anxious blues.

“I can’t sleep,” I whisper, closing his door.

“Where’s Becka?” he asks. “Do you want me to get my mom?”

“No.” My cheeks heat with embarrassment. “Becka’s fine,” I tell him, pulling my hair over my shoulder, fidgeting with the ends. “I can’t sleep.”

Thomas looks as unsure as me, so I let go of strawberry blonde strands and sit in the same spot on his bed where I’ve sat a hundred times before. I feel sort of dumb for startling him, but my nerves have calmed and I don’t want to go back to tossing and turning in Becka’s room. 

“Can I … like, watch television with you?” I ask.

His eyes soften and he nods. It’s easy. It’s me and Thomas. 

I climb up and pull the covers back while he changes the channel. I curve my arm under a gray pillow. It’s cool on my cheek and I can smell him—sweet grass, trouble, smoke, and vanilla. There’s a matching gray comforter on top of black sheets making me feel cozy-safe and sleepy-comfortable.

We don’t talk, but it’s not awkward. We just watch TV.

 

“BLISS,” THOMAS whispers.

I stretch my arms and legs under warm bedding that smells like pure, unreserved mischief. It’s familiar and welcome, and I don’t want to open my eyes yet.

“Hey.” The bed shifts and I feel his hand on my shoulder, nudging me gently from my Dusty-reverie.

Early morning light glows through his curtains and there’s enough that I can make Thomas out. Still on top of the covers, still in his same clothes, he’s leaning on his elbow and looking down at me. His hair’s a fuzzy flurry of dark blonde goodness, and his sleepy blues are kind. I’ve seen him like this at the breakfast table, but this is better. 

Thomas’ just woke up look is dreamy.

“It’s early,” he says, his voice is deeper than usual, slack and heavy and inviting. Winter sunrise backlights him as he smiles a half smirk. “You need to get back to Becka’s room before she wakes up.”

I’m reluctant to pull the blankets down; my hair probably looks crazy. I’m surrounded in warmth and peace of mind I don’t want to leave, but Thomas’ tired smile is equal parts assuring and heartening. It’s enough to make me nod and get up.

I walk softly to his door and turn the handle with both hands for extra-cautious quiet. I peek out into the hall to be sure all the doors are still closed before I look back over my shoulder.

“Thanks,” I whisper, meeting his early morning blues once more before I slip out.

With his door closed behind me, the rest of the house is silent. Lucas and Tommy are still in their room, and Becka’s snoring her little snore when I re-enter hers. I’m safe, uncaught—my middle of the night acts unknown—and there’s a rush of fluttering in my stomach. It tickles and tempts, and I wonder if this is how Thomas feels every time he gets away with breaking a rule.

I curl down and snuggle up into Becka’s checkered pillows and neon green sheets, but I smell like vanilla and the woods and trouble.

And I kind of love it.

 

LIFE IS easy, and it goes on. Between returning to school, homework and midterms, and weekends with my best friend, ice-cold winter melts slowly into slick-bright springtime. It’s finally warm enough to wear dresses again, and Becka put new hot pink wheels on her board this afternoon.

It’s after one in the morning on our first night of spring break, and after a day spent in the sun, she’s passed out hard. 

I’m far from sleepy.

Lucas and Tommy are across the street with their neighbor friends, and Ben, Petey, and Thomas are down the hall. With no other sound except for Becka’s ceiling fan, I can hear them laughing and carrying on. 

I flip onto my back, wondering what they’re doing. 

As winter clouds have faded away for clear skies, the boys have grown taller, sneakier, and more rebellious. When they do go, I’m pretty sure they go to school high, because they’ve started to wear their sunglasses all the time—whether the sun is shining or not.

Valarie wears hers all the time too. “Because when you’re cool,” she told me, “the sun is always shining.”

I stretch my legs out and pop my toes under the blankets while my thoughts drift.

Valarie’s nice, even to Becka who never stops antagonizing her. She taught me how to fishtail braid and always offers me a piece of gum. I want to like her. Sometimes I feel like I do, but we’re different. She lives in a world I can’t imagine. 

She and Thomas still deny they’re a couple, but she wears his old Ray-Bans. I’ve seen Dusty written on her left palm in black ink, and he takes the phone to his room and closes the door when she calls. 

I roll my eyes in the dark. I close them and bend my knees, unable to get comfortable.

Thomas’ hormones have ebbed, but every time his door slams, I still wonder if he’s going to run away. Some of the fights he has with his parents make me certain he’s going to bolt for the front door instead of his own any day now.

I haven’t snuck back to his room since the night I spent in his bed, half because I’m scared of getting caught and my parents never letting me come back here, and half because of how embarrassed I’d feel if he told me to leave. But to say I haven’t thought about it would be a lie, especially when I get this restless.

I should count sheep, but I push blankets back instead. I get out of bed, pull one of B’s tees over my camisole, and retrace my actions from months ago. 

In the hallway, the sounds coming from Thomas’ room aren’t as muffled. As I tiptoe to the bathroom for a drink, I hear Ben’s laugh and Petey insulting him over video game gunshots. I don’t understand why boys enjoy trash talking, but with the bathroom door closed behind me, I smile. The nearness of their chaos and crude camaraderie is composing and familiar, like home.

Filling the little cup next to the sink, I take a few sips and look at myself in the mirror. Sun freckles have come out across my nose and cheeks, and when I turn to the side and look at my profile, I notice that Becka’s shirt looks different on me than it does on her. My small curves are subtle, but I can see them under faded black cotton. I’m not as tall or tan as Valarie, but I’ve grown.

I pour what’s left of the water into the sink and return the cup, flipping the light back off as I open the door. As I do, Thomas’ door opens.

Petey steps one foot into the hallway but keeps his other in Thomas’ room, facing his friends.

“Look.” I hear Ben chuckling. “You’re doing better paused than you were playing, loser.”

“Would a loser have fingered Kelly behind the bleachers today?” Petey replies, causing my eyes to widen and deeper snickering to echo from Thomas’ room as he turns.

Floored and instantly pink-cheeked by what he said, I’m caught.

“Hey, princess Blissy-bliss,” Petey says. His grin is goofy and his steps look clumsy-heavy. “Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

I sigh and cross my arms. “Isn’t it past yours? Aren’t you supposed to turn into a gremlin?”

“Maybe.” He walks toward me. “Wouldn’t that be cool?”

“Shut my door,” Thomas calls from his room.

His best friend snorts, ignoring him and reaching for my hand. 

“Come on,” he says, tugging me from the bathroom doorway and dragging me to Thomas’ room. I peek around his shoulder as both boys look up.

“Look who doesn’t turn into a pumpkin after midnight,” Petey teases. 

Thomas’ blue eyes are dark and mellow-elated as he sits up straighter. It reminds me of the last time I came here in the middle of the night, and I feel silly.

“Hi.” I wave.

It’s quick, but Ben sits up and asks Petey, “I thought you we’re getting food?”

Thomas’ eyes flick from mine to his friend’s loose grip above my wrist. 

“Oh yeah,” Pete remembers. He lets go and heads back out while Thomas shoots me a grin. It’s the same one from the morning he woke me up. The one he slips me in the hallway at school when no one is looking.

Sitting up against the foot of his bed, he scoots over. “Come sit by me, Bliss.”

Next to Thomas, every concern about getting caught disintegrates. Every apprehension, misgiving, and nerve ending is nothing compared to the excitement of being included in their up-all-night mischief.

Their unrest isn’t the same as my restlessness. Petey returns with snacks, and all they’re doing is stealing cars and beating up cops on screen, but it’s behind Thomas’ closed door, and it’s thrilling. 

They’re also sharing a big, green glass bottle amongst themselves. Jameson, I think the off-white label says, and it’s more than exciting. It makes my conscience tingle and my heartbeat deepen.

While they pass the controllers and the bottle, I silently hope it isn’t from Lucas’s cabinet. I don’t ask, because I don’t want to sound like the annoying little sister in a room of cool kids, but I can feel my sense of right and wrong challenging how good being bad feels.

Stretching my legs out in front of myself, I glance at Ben from the corner of my eye. His cheeks are rosy-pink and he’s slouched further down than he was when I came in. Petey can’t stop laughing, even when he mentions feeling woozy. Their lids are low and their shoulders are slumped. Their movements are uncoordinated and their smiles ridiculously lopsided. Even Thomas’ smirk looks plastered on his face.

The boys are drunk.

Part of me fights to keep from giggling, and part of me wants to go get Becka so she can see. Another part of me is instantly wary, and yet another part is undeniably curious.

As Petey’s character dies, he passes the controller to Ben and picks up the Jameson. After pulling two gulps, he nudges the bottle in my direction without looking over. Like it’s no big deal. Like it’s nothing at all, but I’ve never felt pressure to be cool as I do in this moment.

I take the bottle with both hands, and Petey laughs.

“You’re such a fucking girl, Leigh.” He reaches gracelessly over, showing me how to hold the bottle by its skinny neck in one hand.

In my peripheral vision, Thomas turns away from the television and toward us.

“Wait.” He sets the controller down mid-game.

“Hey, come on. What the fuck, you pussy—” Ben laughs.

Thomas doesn’t reply. His crooked smile curves higher as he focuses on the bottle and me. “Wait for me, L,” he says, scooting back and adjusting his posture, causing our shoulders to bump. The contact encourages my confidence, and I read the label to further distract myself from pressure.

Triple distilled.

Irish whiskey.

40% ABV (80 proof)

I bring the bottle to my nose and regret sniffing immediately. The scent burns my sinuses and prickles my nerves. The little hairs on my arms stand up and my stomach dips. I feel Thomas’ eyes before he takes the whiskey from me. 

“It’s okay,” he tells me softly, like he senses my hesitation. 

I press my lips together, looking at stitching in the bottom of his tee shirt and the copper teeth of his unzipped hoodie zipper. He won’t make fun of me if I don’t take a drink, but I still want to anyway. 

“I know,” I say, meeting his sincere but triple-distilled dark blues. “I want to.”

The corners of his smile hem in and sort of harden. He doesn’t take his eyes from mine, and his voice is as low when he speaks again. 

“You don’t have to,” he insists, sounding as sincere as he does serious, like maybe he’d actually rather I didn’t.

“I want to try it,” I return with matching insistence, shaking the tension off and reaching for the contraband in his hands.

“Okay,” he says. “Okay.” 

Holding the Jameson by its neck like Petey showed me, Thomas takes a drink and turns his body more toward mine. Our shoulders disconnect, but our knees bump. I lift my hand to take my turn, but he brings the bottle up for me. 

Holding the green glass above my mouth, he whispers, “Last chance.”

I shrug it off with closed eyes and an open smile. I tilt my head back, and he tips the bottle to my lips. He pours slowly, and liquor hits my tongue like a splash of fire.

It’s the worst, most disgusting thing I’ve ever tasted. 

My face contorts into an absurd expression as I swallow. The bottle’s gone the second the Jameson is down my throat, and I’m coughing. I blink and exhale all the oxygen in my chest out my mouth, letting fresh air hit my tongue in hopes it will take away the rotten tasting burning feeling.

“Here. Here, Leigh,” Thomas says, one of his warm hands touching the outside of mine while he nudges a cool can against my palm with his other.

My eyes water as I look at him, regarding me with a mix of amusement and pride and responsibility. It’s all too much. I drop my lids and take a big drink of 7UP. It helps the sting in my chest, so I take two more, slower, and when I open my eyes again, Thomas is still looking at me.

He doesn’t say anything as I swallow a hiccup and breathe out through pursed lips. He watches, and his attention, the way his blues feel like weight, like gravity—the involvement and accountability he looks at me with—makes me feel a little crazy.

And I like it.

 

TWO WEEKS later, I’m back in Thomas’ room, helping Becka search for her shoe. 

Today is April Fools’ day, which also happens to be her birthday. She’s turning thirteen before me, but I’m too excited to be jealous. Birthdays are always great days. 

“Thomas, you stupid boy.” She kneels next to his desk, digging around.

He’s told her it’s not in here, but she’s been looking for the better part of an hour. Wherever her left Chuck Taylor is, Thomas has hidden it well this time.

“Rebecka Marie, man, come on,” the hazy-eyed hider says as he steps past where I’m standing in the doorway watching. Tossing his jacket on his unmade bed, he laughs. He’s in a good mood, but what he’s actually saying is clear: get out of my shit.

“Give me my shoe,” his sister demands. 

Thomas smiles crooked at her, then over at me while she goes back to tearing his room apart. “Maybe Jameson here can help you.”

Lucky for me, Becka’s too busy double-checking under his bed to notice what he said. But that doesn’t stop my cheeks from tingling with heat. I know they’re pink, and it’s not the blush I swept across them this morning. I move my right hand under my chin, back and forth in the universal oh my gosh, shut your mouth and stop talking right freaking now motion.

Thomas’ grin breaks into a chuckle so deep my pink cheeks turn red.

“See you, strawberry blonde.” He walks by, flipping one of my low-pulled pigtails over my shoulder.

Half an hour later, Becka and I are sitting on the couch watching a Rodney Mullen documentary. We each have one shoe on, one shoe off—mine out of sympathy, and hers because she still can’t find it. While the godfather of street skating kicks a helipop heel flip on the screen, Tommy opens the front door carrying a tattered Converse All Star in one hand and two pizza boxes under her other arm.

“This was in the mailbox,” she says, dangling the shoe from its dirty string. She smiles as she drops it into her daughter’s lap. “I believe it belongs to the birthday girl.”

Thomas’ laugh carries from the kitchen.

He and Lucas join us at the table for dinner, and people start showing up afterward. Jackie arrives first, then Oliver and Smitty come together, followed by Ben and Petey. My parents come too, and the neighbors from across the street. There are no candles or singing, but there is ice cream cake and a mountain of gifts—including a massive new stereo for the birthday girl’s bedroom.

Smitty tucks a mix CD into her backpack when she’s not looking. When they’re talking without words a few minutes later, Petey sticks his finger in her cake. She’s not amused with the hole he leaves, but it’s an all-around good party.

“Thirteen is going to be awesome,” she tells me with sugar-high blue eyes. “Hurry up and get older so we can be teenagers together.”

“Hurry up, October,” I agree, raising my cup into the air while she raises hers to toast it.

“But not too quickly,” Mom chides from across the room. People laugh, and her pitch is playful, but I recognize the reluctance and preservation underneath it. 

I tap my cup to Becka’s and gulp my punch, pretending I didn’t hear her.

As the sun starts to set, we ditch obnoxious older boys and boring grownups to head outside. The Castors’ backyard is wide-open green grass and new-flower blooms everywhere you look. The breeze carries the scent of cookouts and honeysuckle, and fading daylight colors everything in gold and shadows.

As night darkens around us, talking and trading jokes turns into a playful push over a punchline, and a playful push turns into tag. It doesn’t take long after that for tag to turn into hide-and-seek, and that’s a game I can play. I’m an excellent hider.

With the antique birdbath in the middle of the yard as base, Becka’s it first. She finds and catches Smitty, who catches her back. Then she finds and catches Jackie, who also catches her back. The same with me, and Oliver. Everyone she finds and catches, gets her right back. It’s her birthday after all.

Snuck down next to Tommy’s huge peony bushes, surrounded by the sweetest, floweriest smell, I can see Becka searching for us. If the sun were still out, I could probably be seen too, but the moon is only a thumbnail shape tonight. Everything is outlines. 

While B edges closer to where Jackie is hiding under the deck, I rock onto the toes of my Mary Janes, ready to break for home base. I almost jump up, but the patio door slides open and catches me off guard. I crouch quickly, petals and leaves tickling my bare legs as I crane my neck to see Thomas, Petey, and Ben step outside.

They’re all laughing—really laughing. Their steps lack measure and direction, but carry aloof boldness and sway. When the wind blows, I can practically smell the smoke rolling off them.

Ben points out Becka, and all three of them chase her. Thomas catches her first, and picks her up to steal one of her shoes. She runs after him, taking her other shoe off and throwing it at his feet when she can’t catch up. Petey tags her next, and she chases him too, the grass and dirt under nothing but her socks not fazing her in the least.

“Where’s your friend?” Thomas asks, messing up his sister’s hair as he walks past her, looking around.

I tuck myself further back into the flowers as I watch him from my secretly safe distance.

“Ollie, Ollie, oxen free! I’m going to find you, Bliss!” he calls out with a smile that flashes his teeth in the thin moonlight.

While everyone else runs from their hiding places, I crouch lower as Thomas walks around. He stretches his neck and scans the perimeter, and the closer he gets, the further back I hide. My smile curves higher with each of his steps, until I have to cover my mouth with both hands to keep my giggling in.

“Am I getting warmer, L?” he asks, his black on black Converse treading closer. In three or four more steps, he’ll find me, and the thought makes my heart pound.

Popping up from the peonies, I take off as fast as I can, laughing from down in my belly as I dash right past Thomas. But I’m no match. His legs are longer than mine, and the birdbath is forever and a day away.

“Run, Bliss!” Becka shouts, grinning from ear to triple-pierced ear, jumping up and down.

It’s difficult to run in a dress, though, and harder to run because now I’m laughing too. I peek over my shoulder, and Thomas is close. Too close.

I push myself to go faster, but he reaches both hands out and picks me up by my waist. For a few seconds, I’m flying. My pulse soars and I laugh freely into the night air. Thomas grips onto my sides, spinning me while he laughs too, and the sound is deep and rich and full in my ear.

It’s over before I’m ready for it to be. I’m back on the ground on my own two feet, trying to balance as he takes his hands from my sides.

Casual and cool and stepping away, he whispers, “You’re it.”
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“What did the note say?” I ask for the third time, picking at the corner of Thomas’ pillow. 

Beige wool carpet is scratchy under my bare legs, and the messy ponytail at the top of my head is heavy and lopsided. 

The boys share a look and Thomas sighs, frustrated with my nagging determination to know about the tasteless things Petey wrote to Kelly. I’ve been warned twice to mind my own business, but they bring it up in ways that I don’t understand in front of me. I feel like I have the right to be in on the joke. 

“Leigh, you don’t want to know …” Pete starts. 

I cut him off, speaking firmly and clearly. I don’t want to sound like a child. “How do you know what I want?” 

But that’s exactly how this makes me feel. 

“You wouldn’t understand,” Petey says. He checks with Thomas for confirmation that he’s right: I’m too young. “How old are you anyway, like, twelve?” 

Dusty nods. 

“I’ll be thirteen in three months,” I argue.

“Jesus,” Thomas mumbles under his breath. “You shouldn’t be hanging with us, Bliss.”

He’s right, but this is our thing.

Our secret.

Mine and theirs.

I don’t know when it became a routine, but I’ve managed to bury better judgment and put aside warnings about boys, alcohol, drugs, and bad choices, and spend at least three summer nights a week with these guys after my best friend drifts off to dreamland.

I don’t even knock on Thomas’ door anymore. I’m allowed in.

Most of the time I’ll lie in bed while the boys pass around a bottle of stolen liquor or gather near the window that faces the backyard to smoke weed. They’ve let me play video games with them, but Thomas gets irritated with my lack of simulated-car-thieving knowledge, so my turns are few and far between. 

No one mentions our late night hangouts to Rebecka. It’s an unspoken rule that stays between us. 

“I’m closer to thirteen than I am to twelve. I’m not that young, and you’re not that old, so shut up.”

“I’m fifteen,” Thomas replies, smirking like he knows everything. 

“You turned fifteen two weeks ago, Dusty.” I fall back into the corner between his bed frame and nightstand and hold his pillow against my chest. My eyes start to burn, but I won’t let these boys make me cry. 

“What’s the matter?” Ben singsongs. His dark-brown eyes are whisky-heavy and his smile is wider than normal. 

Thomas picks up the controller and starts his video game back up, ignoring me. 

“What did the note say?” I ask one more time. Sweat dampens my hairline and a small drop drips down my lower back. The air conditioner is on, but there’s something about three teenage boys that makes a room hot. 

Petey and Ben look at each other, like they’re actually considering revealing the truth. Thomas curses and drops his controller at his feet. He lights a cigarette and opens the window across the room. Dense white smoke bleeds out into the murky night. With some fresh air, he lets in the scent of the trees and wet grass, masking the smell of sweaty boys and booze. 

“You should probably go to bed, Bliss,” he says, blowing out into the summertime air. 

He smirks when I glare.

“Come on, princess pie, it’s past your bedtime,” he taunts. His normal bright blue irises are dim. 

“Little girl,” the jerk adds when I don’t react to the condescending way he calls me princess pie.

It’s usually soft-spoken when he says it. 

“I don’t want to,” I say, sounding exactly how he wanted me to sound: young. 

Thomas turns his back to me, leaning his arms on the windowsill. His mission to torture me is accomplished. 

But Ben isn’t so serious.

“Still want to know, Bliss?” he asks, backhanding Petey in the chest once he starts to protest. 

I sit up and cross my legs. “Yes.” 

The dip-twins come a little closer. Petey’s blonde hair falls in his eyes, and when he shakes it away, I’m reminded of a little puppy dog. The bottom of Ben’s white socks are dirty and his cheeks are flushed. 

“Tell her.” Ben elbows Pete.

“You tell her.” Petey elbows Ben.

“It was your note.”

“You want her to know.”

“Kelly’s your girlfriend.”

‘“No, she isn’t.”

“That’s what she told Val.” 

I hold onto Thomas’ pillow, hiding my smile in its gray case while its owner winks at me, flicking his cigarette outside. 

“I’ll tell her,” he offers, shutting the window before sitting in front of me between his friends. “You can’t tell your parents, Bliss.”

“I won’t,” I answer right away.

Thomas belly laughs with his boys. “I can’t believe you want to hear this, princess.”

Feather soft.

“I won’t tell. I promise.”

 “That’s good,” he says. “Your parents wouldn’t let you over anymore if they knew I was contaminating your innocent mind, L.”

“They won’t know. I’m careful with my words.”

Thomas leans forward, circling a piece of my hair around his finger. He drops the lock and places his mouth right above my left ear. With his hand on my shoulder, this boy’s breath tickles my neck. Then, carefully, he tells me what the note to Kelly said.

I’m stunned stupid and shocked.

Thomas moves away, taking in my face: big eyed and drop-jawed. All three boys burst out in laughter louder than they have all the nights we’ve been together combined.

“Wait, that happens?” I ask, totally confused. 

They pause for a moment to check if I’m being serious, and then laugh even louder than before. 

“You can put that there?”

 

“REBECKA, DO you know what a blowy is?” I sit on the front porch with my elbows on my knees and my face in my palms.

Becka skateboards on her front driveway, barefoot and dirty faced. She giggles, kick-flipping her board. “Where did you hear that from?”

“I heard it on TV,” I lie.

My best friend rolls over to me. She sits on her board and peels back the grip tape. “I don’t know. I kind of do.” Her sweaty cheeks are sort of pink. “Why?” 

I shrug my shoulders, sitting down in front of Rebecka. I lean back against her chest; she moves us back and forth in small strides. “No Reason. I thought it was weird.”

“It is weird. And gross.” B wraps her arms around me, pushing us down the driveway. I pull my feet up as Becka circles her legs around my waist. We scream into the damp summer wind, holding onto each other tight. And when we get to the bottom of the hill, we walk back up and do it again.

Rebecka tries to convince me to go alone. It’s not happening.

“I have a helmet, elbow and knee pads,” she insists, blowing her bangs out of her eyes.

“Knee pads?” Thomas asks from the other side of the front screen door. “Little young, aren’t we, princess girl?”

My eyes open wide, but it’s Rebecka who screams until a bluish vein pops out on the side of her neck. “Shut up, Thomas! Go smoke a joint or something, you fucking loser.”

“Rebecka,” Tommy yells from somewhere inside of the house. “Language, please.”

I’ve been doing stuff outside with Rebecka all day—flip-flops and dirty hands weather. We went hiking through the woods, stuck our feet in ice-cold mud, and washed our faces in the stream behind the house. I’m dirty and probably smell how I look. I pull at the ends of my jean shorts and snap my bra strap back onto my shoulder as Thomas and his stupid friends join us in the driveway. 

Thomas looks at my feet, shaking his head, smiling. I curl my toes, hiding the little bit of grubby. 

“You have something …” he starts, licking his thumb and reaching toward my face to rub off some of the afternoon. 

I smack his hand and try to get away, but he chases me to the garage, around the house, alongside the driveway, and up the front porch where he finally catches me. 

“Let go. Let go,” I beg, twisting and kicking in his arms. 

With my back against his chest and his left arm around my stomach, holding me close, Thomas obnoxiously licks his thumb again and rubs on a spot along my jawbone. “You’re dirty, little girl,” he jokes, scrubbing too hard. 

Dusty-spit aside, he smells good. This boy smells like his dad. And he’s dressed, like he’s leaving. 

Bending out of his hold, I wipe my face off and plop down on the porch swing, tired of being chased. Thomas sits beside me, tired of chasing. 

“Where are you going?” I ask. 

“Out,” he answers.

I was kind of hoping he would stay home tonight. Disappointment must show on my face, because Thomas tickles the spot beneath my ear. “Smile, it’s a rule.”

I do. I smile. 

“A rule?” I ask. 

I can see the color redden his cheeks. “Yeah, rule number one is that you have to smile when I’m around.”

I use my dirty feet to rock the swing. “Fine, but I have a rule for you.” 

“What is it?” 

“You have to always tell me where you are,” I say. 

“No.” 

“Yes.” 

“It’s not the same, Leigh.” Thomas uses his Chucks to move the swing. 

 “It’s still a rule.” I shrug. “And rule number three is that you have to follow rule number two, no matter what.”

“Fine, then rule number four is that you can’t wear another boy’s sweater.”

Oliver’s face flashes through my mind. 

“But what if I’m cold? Or if I spill something on my shirt?” I ask, jokingly elbowing him in the side.

“I’m serious.”

“Okay,” I reply, dropping it. 

A soft awkwardness settles between us, but it’s not completely uncomfortable. Thomas pushes the swing, and I lean my head back and close my eyes. Everything behind my eyelids turns red. The sun feels good on my skin, I extend my legs and stretch my muddy toes. Sweat forms at my hair line, but I could sleep in this warm light. 

“I’m going to Valarie’s.”

I open my eyes and everything is distorted and blurry from the sun. Thomas looks at me but turns away, patting his pockets for a cigarette pack. It’s out of habit; he won’t smoke with his parents around.

An old Toyota pulls into the driveway, and Tommy comes out onto the porch holding the house phone. “It’s your mom, Bliss,” she says. 

I accept the telephone but wait to speak. 

Stopping the swing with his foot, Dusty stands up and runs a hand through his hair before kissing his mom on the cheek. 

“See ya,” he whispers to me. 

Thomas takes the few steps down the porch and walks toward the car. Ben and Petey follow him, slipping into the backseat. Valarie is in the front and her mom is driving. As they back out of the driveway, Rebecka flips them off. 

“Hi, Mom,” I say into the receiver, purposely lightening my tone. My heartbeat feels like it’s in my throat. 

“I want you to come home tonight.” She’s defensive, but I don’t want to go. Not yet.

“One more night, please,” I say loud enough for Tommy to hear. Her eyes are gentle. She touches my face, wiping the same spot Thomas tried to clean.

Mom exhales. “You’ve been gone for two days, Leigh. What are you doing there that you can’t do here?” 

Desperately, I meet Tommy’s thoughtful expression with my panicked one. She holds out her hand for the phone and I easily hand it over. 

“Hello, Teri.” Her voice is calm. “I should have called you earlier, but I ordered pizza for the girls. I don’t have a problem driving her home in the morning.” 

A few seconds pass where Tommy nods her head as if my mother can see her, and then a wide smile spreads across her face. I know I’ve gotten my way. 

She winks like her son. 

I place the phone back on my ear in time to hear, “Don’t ever undermine me like that again, Leighlee.” 

I screen my excitement and say, “Okay.” 

 

AFTER A full day under the summer sun, my hair is more strawberry than blonde, and I’ve earned freckles across my nose and cheeks. The top of my shoulders are burned a light pink, and my hunger is bottomless. 

“We should make cream soda floats after this,” I say, filling my face with cheese and tomatoes. My best friend and I are stomach-down on the floor with our plates in front of us. 

“Okay,” Rebecka agrees, making faces at the TV. “Are we really watching this shit?” 

“It’s my second favorite movie.” I laugh, defending it. “It’s cute when they save the turtles, and then the boy comes clean about burning down the church. It’s sweet.” 

Becka blinks at me like I’ve gone mad. “I threw up in my mouth a little.” 

I see Thomas in her smirk, and it puts that beat right back in my throat. 

“What’s your first favorite?” she asks. She bumps her foot with mine. 

“The Wizard of Oz.”

“You are such a girl.”

“What’s yours?” I ask, knowing it’s going to be something scary or boy-like.

“Terminator II: Judgment Day and Miss Congeniality, but if you tell anyone I’ll kill you while you sleep.”

I die laughing.

Around midnight, we head up to bed and crash above the blankets.

We never make the floats.

 

“LEIGHLEE.”

I bury my face deeper into the pillow.

“Bliss.”

I roll into a ball, hiding from the voice.

“Princess-girl, wake up.”

I open my eyes. “Leave me alone.”

He laughs. I sit up and cover my sleep breath with my hand.

Thomas kneels on my side of the bed, holding a finger over his lips. “Quiet, little girl.”

I nod and mouth, “Okay.”

“Come outside with me. You’ll need this.” I take Thomas’ hand and slowly slip out of messy bedsheets. He hands me his blue baseball hoodie with Castor and the number one across the back.

I slip washed, worn cotton over my head, surrounding myself in his vanilla-smoke scent. The sleeves fall past my hands and the hem brushes mid-thigh. I feel protected inside what is his. 

“And shoes. Where are they?” Thomas asks, looking around the dark room.

I point to my jellies by the door.

Thomas drops my shoes at my feet, pulling the hoodie’s hood over my head. He takes my hand and leads me out of the room. “It’s kind of cold outside.”

Rebecka is dead to the world and the rest of the house is quiet. Lucas and Tommy are home; the light from their TV shines beneath their bedroom door. I step soft on my tiptoes as we pass their room.

“What time is it?” I ask, whispering. 

“A little past three.” Thomas turns on the kitchen light. “I just got home.” 

I squint against the light and yawn as I pull out a stool from the counter. The boy who doesn’t look tired, but absolutely high, poses in front of the refrigerator with his hands in his pockets. He seems apologetic, with tender eyes. And confused, with his bottom lip between his teeth. 

“I shouldn’t have woken you up. You can go back to bed if you want.”

I shake my head. “Do you want a cream soda float?” 

Thomas exhales. “Yeah, that would be awesome.”

We drink them outside in the woods, away from the house. It’s moonlit-dark out and I can hear little creatures crawling around, making their homes in trees and dirt. But I love the sound of Dusty’s voice between the stars. He leans against a tree, and I’m in front of him with my legs crossed.

He finishes his float and tries to drink mine, but I don’t let him. I’ve wanted it since margherita pizza slice two.

But Thomas’ sad faces are hard to withstand. 

“Is Valarie your girlfriend?” I ask, feeding him a spoonful of my ice cream.

He wipes off a drip of vanilla soda from his chin and swallows. “Why?”

“It seems like she is.”

“You think so?” he asks. 

“You’re with her a lot. She calls the house. She wears your sunglasses. You let her into your room and shut the door.”

Thomas smiles. “I let you in my room and shut the door, does that mean you’re my girlfriend, Bliss?”

“No.” I spoon some more ice cream. “But I’m different, and she’s pretty.” 

Maybe she tries too hard, but exactly how stunning Valarie is only becomes more obvious as time goes by. She’s sexy. And her beauty will always overshadow her flaws. 

“You’re prettier, Leigh. Trust me.” Thomas leans his head back against the tree, closing his eyes. “And she isn’t my girlfriend. It isn’t like that.”

“Why not? You kiss her. I saw you.” He has to remember.

It was the last day of school before summer vacation. Valarie was standing with her back facing the lockers, dressed in short shorts with Doc Marten boots. I remember thinking, why would she wear those boots with those shorts? Then she saw me and waved. I waved back, but she was … busy. 

Thomas was there, pressed against her. He kissed her on the mouth. 

I’ve seen my parents kiss—simple and guarded. And I’ve seen Lucas and Tommy kiss. They’re full of passion. They kiss with their mouths open, and they use their tongues. Tommy giggles between kisses, and it’s sweet. Lucas likes to kiss down her neck. 

Thomas didn’t kiss Valarie that way. He kissed her with his tongue, but it was outrageous and far from lovely. It was like he was mad. 

“I kiss her sometimes,” he says carefully. His voice brings me back to the now. 

“What about other stuff?”

“I’m not talking to you about this, Leigh. She’s not my girlfriend. I don’t—” He pauses. “I don’t feel anything for her. Not like that.”

“Then why do you kiss her?”

Both of his hands are in his hair. His cheeks are full of air. “Leigh, come on.” 

“That stuff in the note, do you do that?” I ask.

“Do I let her suck my dick?” he asks, standing up. It sounds dirtier being said out loud. “Is that what you want to know, Bliss? Why?”

“I’m only curious.” I stand up, too. I’m not afraid of him, not like everyone else is. This is only Thomas. 

“You’re little, Leighlee, stay little.”

“You’re fifteen, act fifteen.”

He turns away from me and flexes his hands into fists. He kicks a pointed rock across the dirty ground. It hits a tree and a bird flies from its branches. “You have no idea.” 

“About what?” I cross arms over my chest. Then it occurs to me, his sidekicks aren’t here. “Where are Petey and Ben?”

“Not here, obviously.” Thomas scoffs. 

“Where?”

“Home.”

“Why?”

He laughs, looking at me over his shoulder. “You’re annoying.” 

“You’re mean to me.” I sound young again. This is why he doesn’t tell me stuff. I’m only twelve. I’m a princess baby to him.

“Rule number four: no fighting in the woods after we’ve had cream soda floats,” he jokes in an attempt to ease the mood. His hands are slack at his sides. 

“Rule number five,” I say, sitting back down. “Never keep a secret from me.”

“Maybe.”

A tiny black ant runs across the top of my foot. I brush it off and say, “Rule number six: no lies.”

He shakes his head, smirking. “No. Rule number six: no promises.”

“Okay,” I agree easily. “No promises, ever.”

“Promise?” he asks.

“Promise.”

“And that’s it.”

“That’s the only one.”

 

THE GROUND becomes wet and the breeze starts to blow with the slowly rising sun. It’s been a long night, and I’m fading with the stars, yawning and forcing my eyes open. Dusty, comfortable and wide awake against the tree, nudges my foot with his. 

“Want to head back, little girl?” he asks with a small smile on his lips. 

I roll my eyes and stretch my arms out in front of me, expanding tired muscles. “Rule number seven,” I say. “You can’t call me little girl anymore.” 

He stands up and wipes dirt from his jeans before offering me his hand. As he pulls me up, he says, “Rule number eight: you can’t make a rule for everything.”

“Rule number nine: you can’t make a rule to censor my rules.”

“Okay, but rule number ten is we have a daily limit of created rules. Ten rules a day. That’s it. Five for me. Five for you.”

“Fine.”

He smiles bright in the dark. “Fine.” 

“You’re a jerk.”

Thomas bends down so I can hop up onto his back. “Jump on, Bliss.” 

I lean my chin on his shoulder and breathe easy on the walk back. His feet shuffle over damp leaves, and he slips in mud, barely righting himself before I fall off. I hold on a little tighter after that; if we go down, we’re going together. 

A heaviness sets in my chest as the Castor home comes into view. I tell my heart to calm, afraid Thomas might feel it against his back. He doesn’t mention it if he does. 

But he sees the fireflies before I do.

“Slip off, baby.”

Not to scare them away, I fall to my feet quietly, careful not to breathe too loudly. Thomas is able to sneak up on them, silently. He catches one between the palms of his hands, cupping it safely between ten fingers. 

“They’re never as bright as they are on TV,” he says, showing me the flickering bug. 

“You’re right,” I say. “But I love it anyway.”

“Of course you do,” he whispers, letting it go.
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It’s my thirteenth birthday and I can’t wait to be fourteen.

We don’t invite the Castors over to celebrate with us this year. I’m disappointed but don’t act so. It’s a school night and spending some time with my parents at my dad’s favorite restaurant isn’t bad.

“You’re officially a teenager, Leighlee. Do you feel any different?” he asks, scraping his fork against his plate, cutting through a rib eye. 

You have no idea how different I feel.

“No.” I smile, eating my chicken fried steak. “I feel the same.”

“Good, because you’re still my baby girl.”

While my parents talk about work and education and home, my mind wanders. School’s been in session for a few months and it’s strange not having Thomas around again. He’s in high school now. He likes it. He loves it. He seems to think I’ll like it there, too.

“It’s easy to get lost,” he told me a few weeks ago. 

“I’ll find you,” I said. 

He smiled and turned the volume up on the TV—his way of telling me the conversation was over. 

Ben and Petey don’t stay over as much as before, which leaves me and Dusty by ourselves more often. When I ask, Thomas comes up with a lame excuse as to why they boys aren’t around. But I think I know why. 

But this weekend will be different. I told Becka I wanted to watch movies, but she scoffed and told me not to be stupid.

Her mouth is as bad as Thomas’. “We’re not watching fucking movies, Leigh. It’s your birthday. We’re doing birthday shit. Mom bought wine coolers.” 

Rebecka’s throwing me a small—secret-from-my-parents—birthday party. Everyone’s spending the night. One more day and this weekend is mine. 

Once our plates are empty and our stomachs are full, our waitress delivers a slice of chocolate cake with one pink lit candle on top to our table. She and the rest of the staff stand in a circle around my chair and sing their version of “Happy Birthday” to me. My parents watch proudly. 

I can’t help but wonder if they’d be this proud if they knew I sleep in Thomas’ bed every weekend. That we sometimes sneak out into the woods and play our very own games of hide-and-seek? Would Dad call me his baby girl if he found out that I like wearing Thomas’ hoodies as much as I like holding his hand? 

I wish that neither of my parents ever has to find out before blowing out the candle.

When we get home, I sneak the phone off the receiver and head to my room. My vanity is covered in birthday cards and flowers. Tommy had a bouquet of red, orange, and violet cosmos, the October birth flower, sent to me at school.

“Flowers a la Leighlee Bliss,” Becka said, kissing my cheek.

They make my room smell amazing. 

I brush my thumb over an orange petal before picking up the card Oliver drew for me. I open it up, looking back at a charcoal portrait of myself. I didn’t know Oliver could draw. But he’s amazing. 

It’s impossible not to smile as I think about the birthday I’ve had. There’s a new pair of pajamas from my mother lying on my bed. After pulling off the tags, I slip into the purple flannel pants and the matching top and creep into bed. I turn off the lamp and lower the ringer on the cordless. 

Ten minutes later, it rings.

“Happy birthday, Bliss.”

My heart skips a beat. 

“Thank you, Thomas.”

 

REBECKA SNAPS her thumb in front of my face. I’ve been daydreaming all afternoon. 

“My parents had me up late,” I lie. I was on the phone with her brother until after midnight.

Rebecka accepts my untruth, bunching her red sweater into a pillow-like ball and shoving it in my direction. She takes my algebra book and my incomplete assignment and starts solving my problems. 

“Catch some sleep, Leigh. We have a long night ahead of us.” The black cherry sucker she has in her mouth moves against her back teeth. 

I roll my eyes but don’t argue. Red cotton smells like friendship: pinecones and Love Spell—fresh. 

By lunch, my head is bearable, but still lack-of-sleep hazy. I can’t stop thinking about what’s going on between me and Thomas. We haven’t talked about why we keep what we do a secret, but the reasons don’t need to be spoken out loud. If his parents found out, they might feel obligated to tell my mom and dad. And I don’t want Becka to feel like I’m using her. She’s my best friend most of all, but I want to keep my time with Dusty. I won’t give it up. 

“Did you hear about your brother, Rebecka?” Kelly asks from across the lunch table.

She makes it impossible for us to forget she’s with Petey. He denies it, but we’ve all seen them together. It drives Rebecka wild when this girl pretends to know the boys better than she does herself. 

“I haven’t heard anything about Thomas. But Pete did bring his girlfriend to the house this week. She was nice, not slutty like you.” Becka shoves an orange slice in her mouth and smiles an orange-peel smile. 

Smitty snorts, looking at his girlfriend-not-girlfriend with an easy-to-read expression. She pulls the orange peel out of her mouth and throws it at Kelly. It hits Katie and she screams. 

“Now what were you saying about my brother?” she asks. 

Kelly’s hazel eyes well up and her porcelain cheeks blush. It probably doesn’t feel good to learn again and again that the person who you think is your boyfriend doesn’t return the feelings, but she does this to herself. All Kelly has to do is shut up and leave Rebecka alone.

“He had sex with Valarie, but you probably knew that,” Kelly says, knocking the orange peel off the table. 

Everything in me locks up. I don’t breathe. I don’t speak. The broken off piece of banana in my hand drops to my paper lunch bag, but the liar in me recovers quickly. I roll my eyes. 

“Don’t listen to her,” I tell my girl. 

But Rebecka’s terrible at hiding her true feelings. Anger spills from her in gallons. Before Smitty or I can do anything, my best friend has one of her dirty shoes on the tabletop and she’s launching herself at the instigator. Becka gets her in a headlock, but I can’t help feeling disappointed. 

I want to kill Kelly.

After my other half is hauled off to the principal’s office and Kelly is walked to the school nurse, I head to the girls’ restroom and drop my backpack on the counter. I stare at myself in the mirror long after the class bell has rung. My eyes roam over my speckled freckles, pouty lips, and pale skin. 

Unconvinced green eyes look back at me. 

I fluff my hair and pinch my cheeks until they’re bright pink, but I’m not this girl. I’m not hard like Valarie. Or sexy. 

I don’t know what part of me hurts or where it comes from, but I cry before wiping my face dry and standing tall. I’m important to Thomas. Valarie is someone I’ll have to deal with until … I don’t know. Until something. 

At the end of the school day, Tommy is out front waiting for me. “Rebecka isn’t allowed on school grounds until Wednesday, but she’s at home waiting for you,” she says.

I slip into the Mercedes, relieved. I’ve spent the last half of this day unsure if I was still having a party. “I didn’t think I’d be allowed over.” 

“Why, because my daughter can’t control her temper? She’s nothing compared to Thomas, and I wouldn’t let this ruin your birthday.” Tommy puts the car into drive and pulls away from the curb. 

If it was I who had been in a fistfight, I wouldn’t see the light of day for a month. But Thomas and Becka don’t fear their parents, and there’s no reason to. There are no consequences. 

Tommy and I chitchat a little on the drive home. She talks about her husband’s clients and how she hates their wives. “I have to go on these dinners and pretend to love these people. I’d rather stay home with my kids.” 

“That must be hard,” I say, captivated. I love to hear about her life. It’s fancy and far from what I experience at home. 

“It’s hard, Leigh. You have no idea …” She goes on and on and on. 

I’m spellbound.

Rebecka waits for me on her porch dressed in a band tee and boyfriend jeans. The studded black ballet flats she bought all by herself a few weeks ago are on her feet, and she points at them so I’ll notice. 

“It’s unfair,” she whines as I step onto the wooden porch.

I kiss her forehead and hold her hand. “You can’t hit people, girl.”

“But you heard what she said.”

I sigh, suppressing a bolt of disappointment that wants to burn me. “Yeah, I did.”

“Petey called her. He totally went off. She was crying.” 

The boys are always home before us, but today Rebecka beat us all.

“They’re here?” I ask, trying to look through the front door.

“No, they left a while ago. They’re meeting up with this guy Casper. I don’t know, but they’ll be back for your party.” 

It looks like autumn has exploded inside of the Castor home. Warm and soothing, the air smells like spice and eggnog. There are bouquets of flowers, like the ones Tommy sent to me at school, placed and blooming all over. The coffee table is topped with presents, and there’s a scarecrow holding a pumpkin in the corner. 

“This feels like Thanksgiving,” I whisper, holding tightly to Rebecka’s hand.

“Well, it’s not. It’s your birthday. Come look in the kitchen.” She pulls me along. Her mother stands in front of the oven like a pleased chef. “She didn’t make a thing. Don’t fall for it,” Rebecka jokes. Tommy rolls her eyes and admits she cooked nothing. 

On the counter, right next to the small chocolate fountain, are Rice Krispies treats, Twinkies, brownies, cupcakes, and cubes of fruit. Rebecka opens the fridge, and two four-packs of Bartles & Jaymes strawberry wine coolers sit on the top shelf next to the fat-free milk. 

“We’re going to have so much fun,” she promises.

It takes me an hour to drink my first one. 

I’m sitting at the counter sipping the last few drops between Twinkie bites when Thomas, Ben, and Petey come through the front door. Thomas and I make eye contact, and he smiles before heading upstairs taking three steps at a time. His friends hang around.

Petey hugs me from behind. “Little sisters aren’t little anymore. Happy birthday,” he whispers, kissing my temple. His lips are cold and he smells like pot. 

“Thank you,” I say before shoving the last of a Twinkie in my mouth.

Ben tugs my hair and says, “You’re still little to me.”

“Jeez, thanks,” I say with a mouth full of yellow sponge.

Once my bottle’s empty, Rebecka passes me a new one. She’s halfway through her third. My best girl’s cheeks are red and her eyes are tipsy-glossy. She’s bouncing all over the place, begging to skate in the house. Luke refuses, so she settles for a brownie she eats sitting on his knee. 

Thomas comes down stairs, mumbling a happy birthday as he passes and opens the fridge. The resident troublemaker pulls out the Coke. He lines up three red cups, pouring Captain Morgan in each one before splashing some soda on top.

“Take it easy, Dusty,” Lucas warns with humor in his tone.

“Sure, Dad,” Thomas says, taking a drink. Tiny carbonation bubbles pop from the top of his cup. “Are you ready to party, party girl?” he asks with a silly grin.

“I am.” Rebecka stands, taking her bottle and mine before jetting out of the kitchen into the living room. 

Petey and Ben are right behind her. Light and sort of tipsy on my feet, I’m next to follow. The front door opens and it almost smacks me right in the face, but Thomas pulls me out of the way by the back of my sweater. 

It’s the neighbors from down the street with a bottle of wine.

“They’ll be out of our way all night,” Thomas whispers, referring to the adults, releasing my sweater. He walks past me, sitting next to Petey on the smaller sofa. I sit next to Rebecka.

She hands me a small gift box. “Open your presents.” 

“But Smitty and Oliver aren’t here yet,” I say. 

“Do you need them to hold your hand or something, Bliss?” Thomas asks mockingly, messing with the stereo remote.

“No,” I reply, “but I don’t want to be rude.”

“Open your presents.” He never looks at me.

The house fills with breathy vocals and deep beats, drowning out all the smaller noises. The bass vibrates through my chest, launching adrenaline into my veins. Thomas looks at me now, smiling, smirking. He lifts his eyebrows and takes a drink from his cup.

I shake the box. Petey and Ben call me a cheater. Thomas looks uninterested. I know better.

Rebecka drops down in front of me, blowing her bangs out of her blue eyes. “Open, open, open! You’re going to love it.”

I unwrap the box and think, My parents are going to be mad.

“We all got one, look—” Rebecka pulls her cell phone out of her back pocket. “iPhones. It’s been hard keeping this a secret from you all day.”

I can hear my parents already:

You’re too young. You need to give it back. You’re our daughter, not theirs. You’re only thirteen, Leighlee.

Rebecka turns on my phone, briefly showing me how use it. “We programmed your contacts for you last night.”

I scroll through the numbers: Becka. Dusty. Luke. Tommy. 

Home.

Not my home. Their home. This home. 

I look over at Thomas. He types something on his cell phone, and my phone beeps. It says I have a message from Dusty. Rebecka laughs, complaining she wanted to be the first person to text me.

I check it. 

Hey, princess. 

And I know exactly what this means. 

It feels like too much, but there’s an entire table of presents left to open. Smitty and Oliver show up between a new pair of jeans and a dress my parents will never let me wear out of the house. It’s short with a floral printed bottom and an off-white sleeveless top—definitely one of my favorite gifts. Not only because it’s pretty, but because it’s unlike anything I own. It shows that I’m getting older. 

“Put it on.” Rebecka pushes me back on the couch and pulls off my black boots.

“Becka.” I laugh. “I can dress myself.”

She peels off my socks. I wiggle my toes. I painted them, and they’re pretty.

“Take her to the bathroom,” Thomas says, sounding annoyed. Petey and Ben have their eyes covered with their hands, but they’re both peeking.

Up on bare feet, Becka tugs off my black cardigan, leaving me in a white tank top. The dress goes over my head and down my waist. She takes off my tank and unbuttons my jeans, yanking them to my ankles where I kick them off. 

“You look beautiful,” my best girl gushes. 

I push my fingers through my hair, separating curls, and circle on tippy-toes. The skirt sways around me, brushing my skin. 

I want to look at Thomas, but I don’t. 

“One more, Leigh.” Rebecka hands me the last box. Inside is my very first pair of wedges. Jute and cream colored, they’re peep-toed and just high enough. I slip them on my feet and lift a foot to show everyone. This time I look directly at Thomas.

He smirks.

I run into the kitchen and thank Tommy a million times. Lucas puts his arm around my shoulders and introduces me to the neighbors as his third child, Leighlee.

“She isn’t mine, but I love her like she is,” and “She’s Judge McCloy’s, but I may have to take her from him.”

Back in the living room, Rebecka dances in the tissue and wrapping paper.

“Oh my gosh.” She stops, pointing a finger at me. “Let’s do a shot. Our first shots ever.”

Thomas lines up the glasses, and I count them, noticing that we’re two short. “Thomas, you need two more glasses.”

He looks at me briefly, then over at Hal and Oliver. “Oh. Do you guys want one?” he asks in a disregarding manner. Mischief dances behind his beautiful blue eyes. 

They both decline.

“To Leighlee Bliss on her sweet little thirteenth birthday.” Thomas winks, tossing his drink back. 

I smell the clear colored liquor before I set my lips on the rim, bearing sips. 

Rebecka takes hers and screams, “It’s like a liquid inferno!”

I feel warm and woozy after the shots, so I lay off the coolers. We sit around, laughing and joking. Somehow the fight at school comes up and Becka stops dancing long enough to reenact the entire thing. Although dramatic, she does a great job of mimicking the exact pitch of Kelly’s scream. 

Then the doorbell rings. 

“The Sluts are here,” Thomas says. 

Sabotaged by my best friend’s brother, disappointment kills my joy and settles heavy at the bottom of my stomach. We’re nothing but moments, but I thought we were more than this. 

Petey answers the door and Valarie’s on the other side holding a bottle of vodka. “Party’s here,” she says. 

“What is she doing here?’ Becka asks loud enough for everyone to hear. 

“No Sluts?” Petey slams the door in Valarie’s face. He’d send them home if Becka said so.

If I said so. 

“No,” she says. “Dammit, Thomas. Stop bringing your whore girlfriend to my house.”

Thomas smiles and drinks.

But this isn’t his party; it’s mine. I’m not afraid of her. I’m not afraid of him. 

“Let her in,” I say. 

My betrayer looks toward me over his cup. He called her because Oliver was invited; he thought I’d send her away. But he doesn’t get it. I don’t have sex with Oliver. I’ve never kissed a boy. This hurts me worse than Oliver’s presence bothers him.

“Sluts.” Petey opens the door and bows sarcastically. 

As if Petey didn’t insult her, Valarie comes in and hugs me before introducing her friend Mixie. 

 “Little sister, you look so grown up,” she says. Valarie smells like nicotine and beer. So does the girl she’s with. 

“Thanks,” I say, stepping back. I don’t want her to taint my dress. 

“It must be the clothes,” she says. “I mean, you’re only like, thirteen, right?”

“Yeah,” I answer with fake enthusiasm. She won’t ruin this night. 

Uninterested in the way the party is turning, I excuse myself and head to the kitchen. I pick a piece of pineapple from the fruit bowl and dip it under the stream of chocolate from the fountain. As richness touches my lips, Thomas walks in and stands on the other side of the counter. 

“I know what you heard today,” he admits quietly. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

He chuckles, finally looking at me. “I have no fucking clue, Bliss.”

“She shouldn’t be here,” I say, dipping a strawberry this time.

“I know.” 

Suddenly I’m not hungry anymore. 

“I have a couple of things for you. One of them is from me and the boys. Do you want it now?”

I shrug. “Sure.”

“Come on.”

Valarie and Mixie are talking to Oliver, and Becka’s busy sucking face with Hal. No one notices me, Thomas, and dumb and dumber head upstairs. 

In the room I spend stolen nights in, I sit on the floor while Pete, Ben, and my traitor sit in a semi-circle around me. The window is open and two of the three boys are giggling like girls. 

“Only a couple of hits. Don’t fuck her up.” Thomas places a joint in the corner of his lips and lights up with squinted eyes. 

Petey and Ben do the same thing.

“Happy birthday, princess baby,” Thomas says before taking a deep hit. 

All three of them hold the smoke in their lungs, coming a little closer, a little closer, and a little closer, until they are right in front of my face.

Thomas holds up his hand, counting: one, two …

On three they blow smoke in my face.

I gasp. 

They do it four more times.

 

“OH MY gosh,” I say, falling back onto the floor. 

“Dude,” Pete chokes on his hit. “She’s lit.”

While his friends move to the window, Thomas leans over me. 

I want to kiss him. 

“Are you okay?” he whispers quietly from above me. 

“I feel tingly.”

Thomas laughs, taking my hand. “Don’t say that to me, Bliss. You’re too young … you have no idea.” 

“Am I having a heart attack?” My heart is racing. 

“No. You’re too young,” he says again. 

“I’m thirteen,” I say, brushing blonde hair away from his forehead. 

“Exactly.” He licks his lips. 

“I can kiss you like she does,” I say, looking at him, biting my bottom lip.

“I know you can.”

Thomas sits up and I follow his motions, making sure he stays close. Conflicted, Dusty runs a hand through his hair and exhales a deep breath. He looks at me, but not for long. I’m not surprised or hurt when he gets up to smoke with his friends out the window. 

Outside and two stories below, Lucas complains about the ashes. 

 

WE’RE IN the kitchen. I’m starving. I’ve never been this hungry in my life. I’m eating all of the Twinkies and drinking soda straight out of the two-liter. 

“Will you make me a peanut butter and jelly?” I ask Thomas.

He does.

“Best sandwich ever,” I say, third bite in.

Tommy and Lucas come inside to grab two more bottles of wine. They take one look at me and laugh like the boys.

“Dusty.” Tommy smacks her son in the chest. “Your parents would kill me, Bliss.” 

“She didn’t smoke. Not really,” Thomas tells her, making me another sandwich.

I keep eating. Then I start laughing and don’t stop.

By two-thirty in the morning, Becka’s passed out facedown on the couch. Tommy takes her daughter’s flats off and covers her with a blanket. Lucas is in the kitchen with Petey and Ben, lecturing the slackers about “doing something important with your life,” and about “the importance of being important.”

He’s drunk.

Smitty and Oliver left, and the only ones who still want to party are the Sluts. 

Valarie sways and shakes her ass in front of Thomas, even though the music’s off. She tries to kiss him, but he pushes her away. “My parents are here, Val. Have some respect.”

She tries to start a fight. He tells her to leave.

Thomas and I wait for everyone else to fall asleep before we head up to bed ourselves. 

His room is cold from the window being left open. The faint scent of weed mixes with Thomas’ usual vanilla and trouble. I take my feet out of my brand-new wedges and slip under the covers in my dress, setting an alarm on my cell phone to wake us up at five.

Thomas changes out of his clothes. I don’t watch. “Set it to seven, baby. Everyone will sleep in.” 

He comes to bed holding a gift bag. “Here.” 

I smile like a lunatic and rip out the tissue paper. It’s his baseball hoodie. 

“Is it dumb that I gave it to you?” he asks, laughing, uncertain.

“No.” I get out of bed. “Turn around,” I say. He watches me for a moment longer before listening.

I tug out of my dress, lay it neatly on his dresser, and pull the sweater over my head. “You can look, but be careful because I’m in my undies.”

Staying over the blankets as I get under, he holds his hand out for me. I take it, and he plays with my fingers under the long sleeve of his hoodie, tickling my skin until I fall asleep. 

The alarm goes off at seven a.m. Thomas has his arm over me and I don’t want to move, but I do, taking my dress and shoes with me. Safe and sound in Becka’s room, I change into a pair of her pajamas and hide the hoodie at the bottom of my overnight bag. 

I smile brighter than the sunrise. 

I can’t help it. 
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“I’m glad it’s Friday,” Rebecka calls from the opposite end of the hallway. She pulls a sweatshirt down over her flannel. “It’s been so long.”

Other students head toward the double doors that lead to weekend freedom. Cold wind blows from the open exit, sending loose leaves flying above the crowd as I slip into my pea coat. It’s only the first of November, but fall’s only getting colder.

“I know,” I call back to my best girl. I wrap my scarf and button my toggles, all but bouncing with excitement. “It’s been forever.”

I left the Castors’ house Sunday afternoon. It hasn’t been a week, but it feels like more. I miss her room, her home, her brother.

“A week isn’t forever, Bliss,” I hear from behind me.

Oliver smiles warmly with a sucker between his back teeth. The stick rests in the corner of his lips, and his hands are in the front pockets of his jeans. Smitty’s with him, giving Becka sweetheart eyes as she pulls her beanie low over long blonde bangs and marches toward us like a punk rock soldier. 

“Oh, yes it is,” I say. 

He has no idea what it’s like to live with parents like mine. They flipped when I came home with a cell phone, and as a result, I’ve spent every minute of my free time being an extra Bliss-ful wonder. I had to promise Mom a girls’ day in the garden when I come home to get out of the house tonight.

Rebecka high-fives Smitty and looks at me with blue eyes that glint and elate. When she’s excited, she smiles to the sky and back, and takes everyone with her.

I pull her hood up and tug the strings until black cotton gathers tightly around her cheeks. She scrunches her nose and makes a funny face. “One week is like ten years in best friend time,” mine explains to Oliver like it’s a matter of fact.

“It’s true.” I put my backpack on. “I almost died of a broken heart in her absence.”

Oliver smirks. It’s cute, but I know a better one. 

“You can’t die from a broken heart,” he says.

Once again, he has no idea.

I lace-lock my bare fingers between Becka’s gloved ones. She brings my hand up and kisses the back of it for all to see, but the hallway’s nearly empty save for us, and I’m ready to go. I’ve waited all week for the freedom under her roof. 

“Actually, yes,” Becka says with certainty and confidence under her scrunched-up hood. “You can.”

 

AS SOON as we walk through Becka’s front door, I feel it. The air inside is warm, but more bitten and bitter feeling than outside. It doesn’t lift the cold from me, because before I can see what’s going on, I hear it.

“You can’t keep doing this shit, Thomas. How many strings do you think I can fucking pull?”

The silence Luke’s third-degree lecturing is met with weighs heavy on my eagerly beating heart. Tommy heads toward the commotion while her daughter wanders to the kitchen. I follow, but can’t help stealing a quick glance into the living room.

Thomas doesn’t look up as his mother approaches. He’s slouched with his long legs stretched out and open in front of him. His head is leaned back where his arms are draped across the back of the couch. His eyes are open, but he’s staring at the ceiling.

“You don’t let anyone push you around. I didn’t raise you to be a punk, but you don’t go off on everyone who looks at you wrong. And you’re done ditching school. I’m tired of this—”

“What happened?” Tommy asks in her husband’s pause.

“He broke some kid’s nose. While he was supposed to be in biology.”

“Dammit, Thomas—” Tommy Castor’s silk-soft, smile-sweet voice turns into disgust and exasperation faster than I can blink.

I’ve seen my parents angry. They drove me right back here to return the phone when they saw it, but they didn’t raise their voices. I don’t know that I’ve ever heard either of them yell, and they don’t use curse words. Not with other people or one another, and certainly not with me.

And, they’re consistent. 

Rules aren’t blurry at my house like they are here. At home-home, wrong is wrong. Drinking, drugs, fighting, it’s all wrong. Here, it’s okay to mix a few cocktails or smoke a little weed, as long as it stays here. It’s apparently okay to fight too, so long as someone else takes the first swing or really deserves it.

Maybe if I got into half the trouble Thomas does, I’d see a different side of my parents.

“Come on,” Rebecka says, grabbing sodas and a bag of chips. “Let’s go upstairs.”

I’m unable to keep from stealing another glance into the living room on our way upstairs. Tommy’s eyes are narrowed. She’s glaring at her son like she’s resisting every urge to wring his neck.

“How could you be so stupid, Dusty? What are we supposed to do when somebody finally decides to press charges?”

Thomas is laid back, wide open like a target while his parents throw questions at him he’s not meant to answer. He takes it, and all I can think is, every second he sits there is another second closer to him leaving. All this interrogation is making him to want to run away even more, even sooner.

He doesn’t care.

When we get to Becka’s room, my week’s worth of longing and anticipation feel like conflict and disappointment. Thomas being lectured, questioned, and threatened isn’t anything new. It’s becoming normal the older he gets.

With her door closed and her television louder than necessary, I can’t make out anything downstairs. I wait for his door to slam, or for his bag to hit the wall, or bass beats from his room to rattle Rebecka’s, but nothing happens. Afternoon fades into evening, and not knowing what happened, how trial and punishment ended, bothers me.

Did they all leave?

Was this fight so bad they finally carted Thomas off to boot camp without letting him pack a bag or say goodbye?

The thought makes my stomach ache all the way up into my chest.

When we head downstairs for dinner, Lucas and Tommy have left, but there’s light and music coming out from Thomas’ closed door. I feel better knowing he’s here, but not by much. Not really, especially once Becka and Smitty start texting. My phone’s in my pocket so I can feel it, but it never vibrates. 

I check it around midnight to be sure it hasn’t died. It hasn’t. And it sort of stings.

Maybe he’s still bent out of shape, but Thomas knows I’m here. He could text me something. Anything. There’s no rule that says he’s supposed to treat me differently than everyone else, but maybe there should be. Because getting into bed with Becka and questioning where I’m going to sleep tonight isn’t right. 

I’m supposed to be with him.

On my back, next to my fast asleep best friend, I watch the shadows on her walls while minutes pass.

Ten.

Fifteen.

I can faintly hear music coming from his room, and I want to go, but why should I?

He couldn’t even say hello to me.

I bend my knees and pop my toes under shared blankets.

After the first night I spent with Thomas, three months passed before I snuck down to his room again. Now, it’s a given: staying over with Rebecka means stolen nights with Dusty. We’re a world apart the rest of the time, and he rarely lets me forget it—until we’re in his room. Alone, we’re us: an innocent secret made of bad habits spread across his bed.

I cherish that. I crave it.

It’s what makes not hearing from him so disheartening.

 

ANOTHER TEN minutes pass. Fifteen. Becka’s snoozing hard after another half hour, and I think again about going. Thomas’ bad moods don’t deter me, but the thought that maybe he’d rather be alone—or worse—that maybe he’s on the phone with someone else, makes my stomach knot and my heartbeat feel strenuous. 

Another ten minutes pass. Luke and Tommy return home, and I hate what I feel.

Little sister.

Doubtful.

Confused.

I’m turn onto my side, about to get up and go when my phone finally buzzes under the pillows.

One new message from Dusty.

What are you waiting for, princess girl?

My stomach dips around knots and my heartbeat gives a little flutter, but I don’t reply. I darken the screen and take a purposefully slow breath. I lie in the warmth of his invitation for a minute, loving the way making him wait feels.

After taking my time pulling his hoodie on and my hair into a ponytail, I step stealthily down to the door I’ve wanted behind all week.

Thomas is posted in front of his window when I slip inside. Lit only by the glow of his desk lamp, he’s barefoot under black sweats and wearing a plain white tee. His room is warm. It smells like soap and smoke, and sounds like summer in the middle of fall thanks to the acoustic guitar drifting from his stereo. The corners of his lips turn up when he sees me, and all my anxiousness and doubts are gone.

Taking in my sleepwear, his low-lidded blues beam.

“What took you so long?” I ask, half playing, half serious, all softly—trying to feel out his mood.

Thomas brings the joint back to his lips. As he pulls a hit, the sight of his cracked-open, bruised-up knuckles makes my heart skip a beat. I want to ask him about the fight, but he looks like he has something to say.

He blows smoke and tosses the roach out his window. When he closes it, no chill lingers as he steps toward me. The closer he gets, the warmer I am. 

Toe-to-toe, but nowhere near the same height, I look up. I want an answer, but Thomas regards me with arched brows and eyes that are equal parts high, sincere, and confident.

I’m about to prompt him—don’t ignore me all night—but he smirks. Exhaling a laugh that’s all breath, he steps past me, turns off his desk lamp, and takes my hand.

The way it feels in the dark is beyond compare.

He leads me to my side of his bed without a word. I climb in, trying to untangle sheets and blankets that smell so good I all but hum as he slides in behind me. He helps me with the covers and turns my body, carefully but surely bringing my back to his chest.

Surrounded by cozy-cool sheets, Thomas wraps his arm around me and makes my heart pulse deep eager beats. All my confusion, everything I wanted to ask and say, dwindles away. There’s nothing but his arms, his strength, the feel of his breath on my neck—him. Just him.

I smile secretly and wonder if he can feel my heart, because I can definitely feel his. It’s beating steadily between my shoulders, and I want more of it. More of this. I want this all the time.

Thomas finds my hand under his blankets. He gathers me a little closer, and it’s overwhelming—the effect this touch has on my pulse. In front of me, he curves his fingers between mine and my heart beats so deeply I hear it in my ear drums. I taste it on the back of my tongue, and I feel it in my palm.

“Don’t do that again, baby,” he tells me softly. I hesitate but loosen my fingers, worried I’ve hurt his cut up knuckles, but he brushes his thumb across the top of my hand. 

“Don’t make me wait for you,” he says, and I understand. 

Shifting our hands, I cover his with mine and close my eyes. I fall asleep softly touching around split-cut knuckles and savoring our secret in the dark.

 

THREE WEEKS later, I’m in my mom’s living room, eating a second slice of pre-dinner pumpkin pie, wishing I was sipping hot chocolate in front of the Castors’ fireplace instead.

It’s Thanksgiving and Dad’s parents are visiting. Being anywhere but here today and tomorrow goes without saying. I play my part and it’s not terrible. I’ll be free again on Saturday, but that feels a million years away.

At the table, we take turns sharing thanks. Bliss is one of the many things Mom and Dad both say. I don’t share all of mine out loud, but I’m thankful Grandma and Grandpa are here. I’m thankful for both my families. My parents are irreplaceable, but I love Lucas and Tommy, too. 

I’m thankful we moved to Newport, and that Dad was right about me making friends.

I’m more than thankful for Becka. She’s my partner and my accomplice, and my best friend above all.

Between bites, I smile to myself. Deep down, I’m more than thankful for Thomas. 

As insistent as he is on me acting my age, Thomas treats me like more of an adult than anyone, because we share the biggest secret. Our trust in each other goes somewhere beyond best friend trust, and I’m doubly thankful for it. 

I’ve found a friend for life in Thomas, like I have in Rebecka. I don’t know how we survived before we met. My life feels like it was so blank before them.

After dinner, while I’m helping Mom clean up, Grandma turns to me between dishes.

“Anything extra special on your Christmas list this year?” she asks.

“New snow boots,” I say instead of more freedom, a few chances, and a little faith from the people who gave me life. “Gray ones, with extra grip on the bottom.”

When I pop the wishbone later with Grandpa, I secretly ask for Thomas to stay in Saturday night. I miss him. I miss the breath-shallowing, pulse-deepening, undefinable and overwhelming way our borrowed time makes me feel. I miss his laugh and his bed, and his just-awake face and sleepy voice. I miss the soft tone he uses when he calls me baby, and holding hands in the dark, and the way he looks at me in the morning. I miss his arms, and his heartbeat, and … him.

Stuffed and sleepy, I say goodnight and head up to my room. With my door closed and music turned on low, I change into pink and ivory striped pants and the matching tank top before heading to my closet. I grab Thomas’ hoodie from its hidden corner and pull it on over my pajamas.

It’s losing its woodsy-vanilla-trouble smell, but with the hood up and deep breaths, I still get hints of Dusty.

I think about texting him, but I don’t know what to say. Flipping off the overhead light, I turn on my nightstand lamp and open The Giver.

My lids grow heavy after a few pages. I can’t help it; I’ve got Thomas’ sleeves pulled down around my fingers and my fabric covered fingers pressed to my chin and lips. The sleeves are soft on my skin, and the smell of trouble all around my senses lulls my consciousness and sends my sleepy curiosity to a place it’s never quite gone before. 

When the idea of taking my tank top off from under his hoodie first occurs to me, I pause under a wave of shyness. I feel sort of silly.

But, I’m alone in my room. It can be my own secret. No one will ever know.

Sitting up, I tug the sweater and my sleep shirt both off.

Momentarily topless, I separate dark blue baseball cotton from light pink pajamas, and toss my tank top toward my closet. Biting the bottom of my smile, I slip my arms back into his sleeves and pull the sweatshirt back over my head.

Thomas’ hoodie on my bare skin is better than anything I could have imagined. It swallows me in cozy weight and feels like trusty shelter. Bringing the hood up, I lie back down and stretch my arms across my bed. Warm, worn cotton slides with my movement, brushing along my stomach and chest and delicate places. 

It thrills and captivates and teases. So, I take hold of the bottom edge with both hands. I give the littlest tug, so I can feel that again.

I press my lips together to keep from gasping as soft fabric skims and tickles across sensitive spots. My skin feels tingly and tight, like when I’m cold, but this is different. My cheeks blush, and my pulse picks up, and my hands repeat the little pull movement again all on their own.

Turning my face into the hood, I close my eyes. Everything is Thomas, everywhere. I stretch and shift, making the well-worn material slide in a way that tightens the tickle-tingle all over and under my skin until it feels so good it almost hurts. 

The cotton caress thrills sort of amaze me, and I turn to my side and reach for my phone. I text Thomas:

I know you know I love it, but it’s Thanksgiving. I’m thankful for your hoodie. That’s all.

Tucking my phone under my pillow and turning my lamp off, I snuggle down into Dusty-scented warmth and brand-new sensations. I close my eyes and sigh, and a second later my phone vibrates. The words that glow in the dark light my whole world up.

You should be next to me.

 

GRANDMA SENDS my new boots in the mail two weeks later. They’re waiting for me when I get home from school, and once they’re on I don’t ever want to take them off.

“They’re like armor,” I explain to Thomas in my quietest voice. I said goodnight to my parents hours ago, but I’m still careful. And I’m still wearing my boots. 

“They’re invincible. Like, I can walk on or through anything with them,” I continue, tapping the toes together on top of my bedspread.

Thomas laughs, all breath and lungs and beautiful. “They’re boots, baby.”

He’s a boy. I don’t expect him to fully understand the greatness that is snow boots, but I love hearing him laugh. So I keep going.

“No, they’re not. They make me invulnerable,” I insist, pulling his hood up and wishing I was with him. “I’m untouchable in them. Unconquerable.”

He laughs around a hit, and my heart flips trouble-flattered beats.

 

I CAN’t be anywhere but home on Christmas Day or Eve, but Mom agrees to let me spend the night before that with Becka. It’s the treacherous thick of wintertime and there’s snow on top of ice in every direction, making me extra thankful for super boots.

Tommy picks us up after school, and I couldn’t be more excited to exchange gifts with my girl. 

Or maybe I could.

Maybe I’m just as excited to see Thomas. I brought a gift for him, too, but mostly I’m looking forward to being with him.

When we get inside, Becka kicks her boots off in the entryway. I keep mine on as I follow her upstairs, and it’s a good thing I do because as we round the top of the steps, Thomas’ door opens.

Jacket half-zipped, hood half-off, barely resting on her hot-pink streaked ponytail, Valarie steps into the hallway and knocks me totally off my guard. She’s grinning high, and I feel like the floor is going to bottom out from under me.

“Hey, little sisters,” she greets, popping a loud bubble with her gum as she passes us. She smells like pot and looks too good in holey kneed jeans. She’s so pretty it makes me hurt. She’s so pretty it turns my stomach.

“Go die,” Becka snaps, within earshot before Valarie closes the bathroom door. 

Not wanting to stick around, B grabs some CDs and we go back downstairs.

When Becka says, “Mom, take us to the mall. We can’t say here. We’ll catch something,” Tommy ineffectually scolds her daughter, but takes us anyway. 

We aren’t in the car five minutes when my phone vibrates in my pocket.

Where’d you go, kid baby?

I put it back in my pocket without replying, and I don’t take it out all night. When we get home hours later and get into bed, I still don’t say anything to him. 

Because what is there to say?

Because why is he putting me in this position?

Because what am I when he has her?

Blowing a slow breath out, I turn onto my back, into the same position I was in months ago: knowing he’s home, but unable to decide if I should go, and why.

I close my eyes under Becka’s glowing rope lights. 

Everyone was in Thomas’ room this afternoon, not just Valarie. I heard Petey laughing, and Mixie, and Ben. But seeing Valarie open his door like that …

I tell myself it doesn’t matter. It’s not like anything was going on with everyone there, but it doesn’t work.

Because it does matter.

I turn onto my side and breathe through frustration.

Thomas is fifteen years old and his own person, with his own life. How he spends his time, and who he chooses to spend it with, is his business, as mine is my own. It shouldn’t concern me. It shouldn’t matter, because even though Valarie gets parts of him that I don’t, she doesn’t get the best parts. 

She doesn’t have his hoodie or his respect. She doesn’t get all-night phone calls, or to fall asleep in his blankets with his arms and his heartbeat, and she doesn’t get to wake up with—

My next thought makes me feel sick. On my back, I go dizzy. My throat and nose burn inside, and my heart kicks my ribcage. I push blankets down and get out of bed as silently as I can, trying hard to shake the thought that hurts more than anything.

I refuse to think it. I can’t.

They haven’t. They couldn’t.

He wouldn’t.

Pulling my hair over my shoulders and taking a deep breath, I reach for my snow boots instead of the gifts we’re supposed to exchange.

I don’t care.

It doesn’t matter, my brain tells me. He doesn’t care about her, not like he cares about you. He thinks you’re prettier. He says so all the time …

But it does matter.

They can’t do this, not here. This matters. This is mine.

When I get to his door, his light is still on.

I hesitate in between it doesn’t matter and it matters so much. 

Because this room isn’t just Thomas’ anymore. 

It’s where our secret lives.

Breathing in, I wrap my shaky hand around his door handle and turn.
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Fully dressed, Thomas is low lidded and bright eyed, smoking a clip at his window. Leaning against its sill, he looks up and his good mood drifts with the freezing breeze coming in. The cold permeates my resolve, and his easy disposition surrounds me where I stand.

Meeting his eyes across the short distance, I close the door and lean against it. With a look that doesn’t last and defines him—reckless, incorrigible, irresistible—he pulls another hit and blows it out into the night. In my peripheral vision, I notice his bed is still made.

The relief is minimal.

Thomas returns his hooded blues to me, and when he laughs, I know it’s at my boots. 

“We going somewhere, strawberry blonde?”

I can’t answer. I feel ridiculous. I feel our age difference. I rushed to get here, but I feel like I’m Dusty’s little sister’s idiot friend. I feel out of place.

I move away from his door, toward him. The air is colder with every step closer, but that’s where he is—that’s where I go. I lean against the other side of his open window, facing him. We’re close, but the space between us is made of winter wind, inconsistency, and guesswork. 

I hate it.

“How was your night?” I ask, but my empty voice echoes off his walls. It feels dishonest in my throat, and I know instantly and undoubtedly that I can’t fake things with him like I do with everyone else.

“Wait—” Thomas blows another hit and stands up straight. He towers. I make myself look up.

He tosses the roach outside and points at my boots. “Did you put those on because you were coming here? To see me?”

My heart sinks like a frozen stone into my sick stomach. I’m embarrassed, and I want to tell him to stop being a stupid boy so I can stop feeling like a crazy girl. 

Thomas cuts a frustrated breath out through his nose and walks to his dresser. He pulls the top drawer open, and with his back to me, he says, “You don’t need your boots in here, Bliss.”

There’s seriousness in the words themselves, but he doesn’t sound mad. His tone matches his carefree mood and lax posture.

I cross my arms against the cold. I want him to be right. I want to feel right, but I don’t. And I don’t say so, because I don’t want to sound like a kid, but I don’t want to take my fucking boots off.

“My feet are cold.” They’re not.

Thomas is still searching through his top drawer with his back to me. “Bullshit.”

When he turns around, he’s holding a red-wrapped gift box. There’s a smile at the corner of his lips.

“Take your boots of and sit down,” he says. “It’s our Christmas night, right?”

He steps toward the foot of his bed, and my nerves gut my stomach with anger the closer he gets. I cross my arms tighter. I look at the carpet, his shoes, everywhere but at his bed or him.

“I don’t want to sit down,” I say truthfully.

Thomas laughs. “What the fuck, baby?”

My whole body is freezing because I’m in front of the window, but I don’t want to move. I don’t want to be on his bed if she’s been in it. I don’t want to be anywhere near it if they’ve—

I can’t even think the stupid word.

Between that and the cold all over me, I shiver. Thomas is still holding the gift box, and his brows arch together. His light blues aren’t as easygoing anymore. There’s concern and confusion under hooded lids, and he’s looking at me like he cares. 

“Why are you with Valarie if you don’t like her?” I ask.

His shoulders fall as he turns his eyes to the ceiling. He takes a breath, and his fingers shift their grip on the gift. 

“I’m not with her,” he says calmly, dismissively. “I thought we were doing presents?”

He tosses the box onto his bed and reaches his empty hand out for mine.

“No.” I pull my hand away before he reaches it. “I don’t want to sit there with you.”

Thomas looks at me like I’ve burned him, the way he takes his hand and buries it in his pocket.

“Bliss, what’s the matter? You don’t want to sit where?”

“On your bed.” 

The quiet seconds that come after make me think of the ocean—how it can swallow you up, no questions asked.

This boy’s brows dig closer together. He looks over his shoulder at his bed, then back at me, and he opens his mouth to say something, but then I see him understand.

My ice-cold cheeks burn figured-out pink.

“That’s what you’re … You think—” he starts and stops, blinking his eyes like he can’t believe it. He pushes his hands through his hair and drags them down his face, resting his fingertips on his chin as he starts again, carefully composed.

“Not even one time,” he says simply. “Not ever.”

Needy-hearted, I breathe around twisted, knotted nerves that won’t let me go. When I make myself look up again, Thomas’ eyes are waiting.

“Bliss, I don’t …” 

I know he’s trying to be patient. He’s all fucks and half phrases, tensed shoulders and clenched jaw, and he doesn’t know what to do with his hands.

“I can’t—I don’t even let her sit on my bed. You’re the only—”

He pauses, and he might never admit to it, but I can hear the hurt in his voice, and it makes my heart and stomach and all of me feel terrible as he looks away. He turns around, emptying his pockets out onto his dresser, and the way he breathes makes him stand straighter as he faces me again.

“I’ve never let anybody else in my bed, okay?”

It’s the truth. I know because my heart beats harder. I shiver between the wind and needing him.

“Will you please give me your hand?” he asks, and I look up. It’s only now that I realize he’s waiting. That he’s been waiting since I said no. 

Too frozen to do much else, I nod.

Thomas clears the three steps between us, and I take one away from the window. When he reaches for me this time, I don’t pull away. I meet him halfway.

He touches his warm hand to my ice-cold one and pulls me immediately into his arms and completely to his chest. 

“Baby, baby, baby,” he whispers, his voice and strength enfolding me as he picks me up. With one arm around my middle, he closes his window with his free hand. “You’re freezing, girl.” His whisper melts down my neck, and he wraps both arms around me now. He rubs my back, and I breathe out. Shaking and nodding, I hold on.

“Don’t ever pull away from me like that again, L.”

“I won’t,” I promise. “Rule forty-one.”

Setting me on my feet, Thomas takes off his sweater and wraps me in heavily-warm heather gray cotton. He zips it all the way to my chin, pulls the hood up and tugs my red-blonde ends out. His blues are genuinely open and unclouded, and I know that nobody else gets this part of him. Not Rebecka. Not his parents. Definitely not Valarie. Not even his boys.

“This is ours,” he says, kind and clear-eyed in a moment of no nonsense.

It feels immense, whatever this is. Like a cliff, but also like home base—unstable, but essential. Like beginning and like always, and I want to keep it—this—for always.

“Rule forty-two?” I ask.

This boy pulls another one of my curls out and picks me up by my hips so he can set me down on the edge of his bed. “More than that,” he tells me.

I crinkle my brows and watch his eyes as he leans closer, picking up my left leg by my snow boot covered ankle.

“Like a law?” I ask.

Thomas laughs as he pulls my boot off and tosses it to the floor with a thump.

“More than that,” he says again, reaching for my right boot and removing it, too. 

Butterflies that have replaced the knots in my stomach flutter all the way up behind my smile when he tucks my bare feet under his leg for warmth. “Just the truth.”

 

I MAYBE live for Fridays.

For a few years now, they’ve been my favorite day of the week. I’m sleepy-happy quiet in the mornings, but Fridays I’m bouncing-ecstatic inside.

Today is no different. 

It’s Friday morning, which means I get to see Becka. And the thought that comes with it as natural and eager: I get to see Thomas.

The smile I woke with curls a little higher.

Freshly showered and wrapped snug in a towel, I work another one through my hair and breathe in sweet cinnamon pancakes and fresh coffee on my way back to my room.

I’m a firm believer that the right music is essential to any morning being a good one, especially an earlier than normal one. Door closed, I turn the Beatss with two s’s mix that Rebecka made specifically for the New Year on and up. Not too loud, just enough to feel the drums and beats and bells as I move to them.

I pull light pink unders up my legs and clasp-strap the matching bra, glancing over at my boots.

Wintertime has snow-slicked the whole world for miles in every direction, and my boots are my grace-givers. They do for my sense of balance what delicate lace does for my confidence. Secure in one and secretly sexy in the other, I feel less like an awkward kid and more like a teenage darling every day.

Tight, dark denim tugged up over pale pink courage, I slip into a cami and a cardigan, wooly socks, and super boots. I shuffle-shuffle drumbeat-step to my dressing table where I curl my hair and shimmer my eyelids. By the time I’m finished and grabbing my packed-last-night bag, I all but skip downstairs still moving to the beat.

Mom drops me off at school and reminds me to call if I need anything, and she emphasizes anytime.

While I’m at my locker, Becka runs and skids down the eighth-grade hall as the bell rings. She trades me a handful of Lemonheads for two of my Pixy Stix.

“Where was it this time?” I ask, each of us walking backwards in opposite directions.

“In the fucking refrigerator. In the vegetable crisper!” She laughs, attempting to pour the stick out onto her tongue, but blue sugar dust flies everywhere. 

“You need to start keeping your shoes under lock and key.” I have to turn to go up the stairs.

“I know! Such a fucker.” My girl flashes an easy-bright grin. She’s every bit as in love with Friday mornings as I am. 

A few minutes into algebra, I crunch Lemonheads between texts from her brother.

Morning, sunny-side girl.

Morning, trouble-maker boy.

I slip my phone back onto my lap. I know I’m not supposed to have it out during class, but this is when Thomas almost always texts me. 

You coming over tonight?

No, I thought I’d stay home and work on some extra credit reading.

I watch the PowerPoint presentation going on in the front of the room, but I’m picturing Thomas sitting in the back of one of his classes. Or leaning in the hallway. Or hanging out in the parking lot, pausing whatever he’s doing anywhere to text me.

As all good kids should on Friday nights, his text says.

I tart-smile around a fresh Lemonhead. 

Like I’d be anywhere else on a Friday night, I reply.

I consider putting my phone away, but decide to change the subject.

Is my hoodie ready yet?

Later Christmas night, after I was barefoot and warmed up, I snuck back down to Rebecka’s room. I returned with his gifts … and his baseball sweater.

“Isn’t it kind of rude to return a gift to its giver?” Thomas asked, brown eyebrow lifted over curious blue.

“It is,” I said. “Obviously, that’s not what’s happening.” I handed over the hoodie that smelled more like me than him and brushed loose strands of strawberry blonde out of my face. “Make it smell good again.”

The left corner of his mouth curved up. He checked his smile like he was way too cool for it. “What?”

“You know…” I shrugged “…like a dusty delinquent.”

Untying the ribbons on the gift I’d handed him without looking away from me, he asked, “You think I smell good, Bliss?”

My very own pair of Ray-Bans were in the gift box he’d given me, and I put them on in response. I couldn’t hide my smile, so I leaned back in his bed and showed him my middle finger. “Shut up, Thomas.”

That was almost three weeks ago. I’m ready to have my hoodie back now.

Did you get knee pads yet?

I hide my blush behind my left hand and go back to taking PowerPoint notes.

Friday hours take longer than any other day of the week, but eventually I’m in the backseat of Tommy’s Mercedes with freedom and elation coursing through me. We’re on our way to the mall in Toledo, but my best friend has other ideas.

“You know…” she nudges her mom’s elbow and looks at her with sneaky-glinting highly hopeful blues “…there is a tattoo shop right down the street. They’ll pierce my lip for free if we buy the jewelry …”

“Sure.” Tommy nods. She flashes her daughter a yeah right smile, and even her sarcasm is pretty. Her eyes glint and her smirk reminds me of her son. “And maybe your father won’t snatch it right out of your gorgeous face.”

Rebecka settles with a pout and another two holes in her left ear. There’s still only one in her right, and I love that the only standards of beauty she wants to live up to are her own.

While her ear’s in the piercing gun, I secretly sort of wish my mom was here. I could maybe get a second hole in each ear, too.

Mom hasn’t been too keen on spending time with Tommy recently. They’re not unfriendly, but things haven’t been the same since my birthday.

The wish passes as we head to the movie theater. Smitty and Oliver are there, and I’m okay with not having new holes punched through my ear lobes, and with Mom and Tommy not being the best of friends. I’m an entire city away from home, getting and doing things that Mom and Dad have no idea about. I’m carefree and happy, and more grateful than anything.

We get back to Becka’s house a little after eleven. Thomas is out with his friends. Luke’s in Portland for the weekend, and Tommy heads to their bedroom for the night. Rebecka and I basically have the place to ourselves. 

After an hour on the couch, Thomas still isn’t home, and we’re tired. I want to be awake when he gets back, but I’m worn out. 

I tuck my phone under my pillow in Becka’s room and try to stay awake through my yawns, but my eyes refuse to see things my way.

My screen glows 2:13 a.m. when the buzzing under my cheek pulls me from sleep.

Wake up, girl. 

My smile stretches awake seconds before every other part of myself and my heart flutters for the part of Friday I’ve looked forward to maybe the very most.

Blinking dreamy sleep from my eyes, I text back, I’m on my way.

 

THOMAS MEETS me in the hallway with his hood still up. 

His grin is crooked and the confident way he usually moves is sort of uncoordinated. With barely open eyes and the most deviously high smile I’ve ever seen, he takes my hand.

“Hey, drunkface,” I whisper, loving how warm his fingers are between mine.

“What?” He fills his tone with innocence as we enter his room and he closes the door. “I’m totally straight.” 

“Drunk, drunk, drunk,” I tease, watching him push his hood back and fumble a little. His blonde hair’s a mess, and his cheeks look warm with overindulgence. His tipsy blues wander, unable to focus, and he laughs, patting his pockets.

“I’m not drunk,” he lightheartedly misleads. “Just a little faded, baby.”

We talk about our days and nights while he breaks pot up on his geometry textbook. I’m relaxed, but far from sleepy, and I’m fascinated by things I know I’m supposed to stay away from. I watch closely as he sprinkles green grass into the open fold of thin white paper and then touches the tip of his tongue to the corner. He lightly licks from one end of the joint to the other, and I watch the paper turn translucent. I watch his eyes and his fingertips and his lips …

Dusty may be my best friend’s brother. 

He may be two years ahead of me at all times.

He might even be a drunkface hoodlum right now, but the sight of him sealing a joint with little licks and careful fingers does unspeakable things to my butterflies.

My heart pulses a Thomas-inspired beat, and I feel a tickle-tingle all over. If I had his hoodie on, I’d snuggle deeper into it, but I don’t. This troublemaker has it on, and there are no words for how good it’s going to smell when I get it back.

I tuck the thought away and rest my hands on my stomach, fidgeting with my pajama top’s bottom button. While Thomas doctors the end of the joint, I fingertip a circle around my belly button through sleep cotton.

Mom would back-flip if I even asked. No way she’d ever let me.

But that doesn’t make the thought go away. I can’t help imagining something small and sparkly in my own little button.

“You okay over there, L?” Thomas asks without looking over.

“Mhmm.” I nod, feeling caught and sort of silly. I move my fingers up to the next little bit of pearl. “Buttons are precious,” I say.

The left side of his mouth curves up. “You’re precious.”

I silently swoon a little at his sweet ease and familiarity. While he sets the joint down next to where there’s still grass on his textbook, I go back to my buttons. Thomas pulls another paper from the pack and folds it to fill it. 

“Tell me what you’re thinking, girl.”

The only things on my mind are tiny diamonds and sapphires, and the beautiful way he rolls a joint.

“What if I get my belly button pierced?” I pose, lifting the very bottom of my shirt up to look at said button.

Thomas smirks. I look over and he’s not looking, but he’s shaking his head. “Don’t do that.”

“What?” I ask, the tingle all over my skin digging somewhere deeper as his fingers press and roll white and green. “Just a dainty little thing. Nothing crazy. A tiny little diamond.”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” he says. His lips curve up again after sealing the second joint. His tone is undemanding, but it doesn’t change what he’s saying.

“Why not?” I don’t understand why he’s against the idea. Or why he cares. I’m pretty sure Valarie has hers pierced. Isn’t that what he likes?

Thomas’ reply is unedited. “I love your belly button the way it is.” 

He twists the end of the joint, caught up in prudent, prohibited work. I don’t think he realizes what he said. 

My heart beats pure, unbending sunshine. I glow bright. I tremble with invincible joy, and I can’t believe what came out of his mouth. I sit up a little straighter and dig my toes under his leg for warmth. I set my eyes on his too gorgeous for his own good profile and wait for him to catch up.

When he looks at me, Thomas’ smirk grows into a wholehearted smile. He sets the joint down and rubs my right ankle. His touch makes my pulse rush.

“What?” he asks, faded, dark blue, and curious.

No way am I going to let this slide. 

“You love my belly button?”

Dusty’s drunk-blushed cheeks turn a little darker. He glances down at my pulled up shirt, my exposed belly button, and then back up to my eyes. 

“Rule number … whatever. That’s my belly button, Bliss.” 

“You can’t have my belly button,” I almost squeak. 

“I can. It’s a rule. You can’t say no.”

With a totally smitten heartbeat, I shake my head and sit up on my knees. Eye to eye, smile to smile, my pajama covered kneecaps touch the denim of his left leg, but I don’t feel like his little sister’s friend in this moment. I feel closer to his equal than I ever have.

“You said you loved my belly button,” I remind him. “You said ‘love,’ Thomas. Love,” I drag the word out. “Does that mean you love me?”

He moves his geometry book to his nightstand and sits up onto his knees, too. I look up, and his eyes are steady on mine.

And then he says, “Of course I love you.”

I feel my lips and my eyelids, my heart, and the deeper place my tingles reside all open a little bit wider.

Thomas’ voice is soft and kind when he asks, “Don’t you love me?”

Pressing my lips together to contain all my joy, I nod. I can’t deny it. I feel like I’ve loved this boy for forever. It explains everything. It feels like everything. 

“Of course I love you,” I tell him.

Thomas leans down a little, bringing us closer together. I feel surrounded with his vanilla and trouble and love, and when he breathes, I want to lick his lips

“You love me, too?” he teases back, drawing the word out like I did in his light and air-soft voice.

I nod again and feel his left hand on the small of my back, right before I feel his other on my stomach. It’s easy and barely a touch at all. He’s gentle, but he’s not kidding.

“Tell me it’s mine,” he whispers.

I giggle at the thought of giving in, of him wanting my belly button, and I shake my head. It’s silly. He can’t own a part of me.

But then he nudges me back.

And I’m not surrounded, I’m bound, twisting and laughing and giving love all I’ve got.

The longer we laugh and shush, and tickle and tangle, the more positive I am that Thomas already has part of me. Like I have part of him. It’s bigger than my bellybutton—it’s underneath my skin. It’s limitless. I don’t have a word for it. It’s his. 

It already was.

I rollick and roll under him, cracking up as quietly as I can into his pillows as he tickles under my ribs. “Okay!” I giggle-whisper, helpless. “Okay! Okay!”

Thomas eases up, grinning all the way to his lit up blues. He has me pinned and is pressing his hand over my belly button once more, this time under my shirt. 

“Tell me it’s mine,” he says again, laughing softly. 

I wonder if it’s because he feels it, too, this—this thing that’s ours that I don’t have a name for but feels like everything.

Turning my head to the side and pushing my ridiculously tangled hair out of my face, I reach around his hand. I press mine to his stomach, over his hoodie, so he knows how I feel.

“Tell me yours is mine,” I say, still catching my breath.

Dusty laughs, the head back, full body laugh that I can never get enough of. He brushes his thumb back and forth over my skin when he looks back down to my eyes. “Okay, Bliss. Deal.”

It’s strongest right under his hand, but my heart beats everywhere.

“Deal.” I agree. “My belly button is all yours.”


[image: ]

“What are you doing?”

“Eating candy corn.”

“Why?”

“Because I love it.”

Thomas laughs through the phone. “It’s March. Where did you get candy corn, princess?”

“It was a gift from a friend.” 

There’s a distinct order when consuming candy corn: white, yellow, orange. Any other way is simply unacceptable.

“Becka?”

“Nope.” White.

“Laura?”

I chew off the yellow. “Guess again.” 

“Who?”

“Oliver,” I say, popping the orange in my mouth. Waxy sugar breaks apart between bites and dissolves on my tongue, satisfying my sweet tooth, but not my sweetheart. 

“Oliver gave you candy corn?” There’s a smile in his tone. 

I sit up in bed, slipping under the cold covers. “I mentioned they’re my favorite.” 

“I thought Twinkies were your favorite, Bliss.”

I smile into my blankets. “Twinkies are my favorite spongy-sweets, but candy corn is my favorite classic candy.”

“Good to know,” he says. “But tell Oliver that I said if he buys you candy corn again, I’ll break his fucking hands.”

“I told him I like Coke slushies, too, but he didn’t buy me one of those. He said it was too cold out. Not that I care. I’d freeze for Coke slushies.”

“You’re going to get a cavity, baby, with all of the sugar you eat.” Thomas sounds absent-minded. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s rolling up.

I switch my cell phone to my other ear, sinking further into bed. “I was deprived as a child.”

“You’re still a child, Bliss.” 

The flick and spark from his lighter sucks me right into his room. I can see what Thomas looks like with white smoke seeping from between his lips. I close my eyes and picture his, red and heavy lidded. 

“I wish you were here,” he says quietly, taking a hit. I know exactly what the curve of his smirk probably looks like right now: a little bit crooked, a lot of troublesome.

“Me too.” He’s clear to me. I can practically smell him. 

He’s coughing now, and I’m rubbing my lips against the cotton collar of his hoodie. “Where the fuck is my water?” 

“Look under the bed,” I say, pressing my cheek against the inside of the hood.

“Baby, I’m going to…” Thomas coughs “…put the phone down for a second.” The phone drops.

I listen while he searches around his room, struggling to take a breath. But when there’s a knock on my door, I drop the phone and hide it under my pillow. I quickly pull my hood off and jerk the blankets over my chest before calling out that it’s okay to come in.

Mom’s a silhouette in my doorway. “You’re not asleep yet? It’s after ten, baby.”

“Almost,” I lie. Adrenaline pours through my veins, sending a rush that’s near impossible to contain exploding through my body. My hands shake with excitement, and I hope she can’t see the hint of a smile on my face. 

“You can come sleep with me and Dad.” Her tone is expectant. My mom likes to cuddle, but I haven’t slept with her since I started spending my nights on the phone with Dusty. 

“I’ll stay here,” I say, drawing a yawn from my lungs. 

She nods and goes, shutting my door with a quiet click. 

Buried beneath blankets, I press the phone to my ear. Thomas doesn’t realize I’m back on, so I listen to him smoke: light, inhale, exhale, sigh, laugh. Hearing it is almost as good as actually seeing his lips around the end of a joint. 

“I’m back,” I whisper. 

“Beautiful, beautiful, baby Bliss. Baby, baby Bliss.” He’s laughing, taking a hit.

My dad’s a juvenile court judge. Our dinner table talk usually consists of him complaining about the kids he sees coming in and out of his courtroom. “It’s an epidemic,” he says. “Children Leighlee’s age using drugs.” And it always ends with, “Bliss, never give into peer pressure. It always starts with a little grass.” 

Maybe it is some kind of sweeping epidemic, but weed doesn’t sway Thomas the way my dad claims it does other people. It soothes Dusty. It makes him funny and honest and tolerable. 

Judge McCloy doesn’t know everything. 

“I thought about you all day,” Thomas says lazily. “I miss your face. I miss your candy wrappers all over my room. I miss your cold toes on my legs under the covers.”

“Oh, yeah?” I grip the phone tighter, pressing my knees together. The sound of his low voice sends chills up and down my arms. I bite my bottom lip and curl my toes. 

“Come over,” he exhales. 

I roll onto my side and turn my face into the hoodie’s hood, inhaling the faint scent of vanilla. I’m lit up, full of crazy butterflies and overriding happiness. This boy makes me smile bright. 

“I’ll take my mom’s car. I’ll come get you.” He’s only half kidding. “Say yes.”

“You’ll drive high?”

“I’m not high.” There’s a moment of silence before he chokes on his laughter. “I’m so fucking high.”

I revel in his tone, and his voice, and his silly, half-slurred words while I lie in the dark pretending he’s close.

“I’m hungry, Leigh baby. If you were here, I’d probably eat your elbow. I’d eat your—”

“Thomas,” I cut him off. “Tell me a secret.”

“I love you.”

 

THE NEXT weekend I’m at the Castors’, waving my hand in front of Becka’s slumbering face, but she’s truly dead to the world. Long blonde bangs are over her eyes, and she fell asleep with a piece of cinnamon gum in her mouth. Instead of waking her up so she can spit it out, I tiptoe away. 

When I creep to Thomas’ room, he’s sitting at his computer desk smoking a cigarette, flicking ash into an empty soda can, talking on the phone. He speaks in hushed tones and quick one word answers. I can’t hear everything, but going by the tension in his shoulders and the worry on his face, something isn’t right. 

I sit down on his bed but end up getting under covers because an hour passes before he hangs up. He scratches his forehead and explains before I have a chance to ask. 

“Pete’s mom’s a drunk.” He clears his throat, rubbing his eyes. “He doesn’t know where she is, and she didn’t pay the heating bill.” 

I glance over his shoulder toward the open window where outside the ground is covered in ice. Bare tree branches are windblown and frozen, and the stars are hidden behind clouds because snow’s in the forecast. 

My heart sinks for the cold boy. 

“Is he coming over?” I ask. 

“He’s staying with Ben. I’ll ask my dad for the money in the morning, or I’ll give it to Pete out of my account.” 

On top of a weekly allowance from Luke, Thomas and Becka were given large inheritances when their Nana Castor died a few years ago. Old oil money or something. They technically can’t touch the funds until their eighteenth birthdays, but an exception has to be made when your brother-like-friend is without heat. 

“Where is she?” I ask in a small, hopeless voice. 

Thomas stands and stretches his arms over his head, lifting the hem of his white shirt above the waistband of his jeans. He falls into bed next to me and leans against the headboard. I give him my hand and he plays with my fingers. 

“It’s Friday,” he answers. “Pay day. She’s probably blowing it at the bar.” 

“The one she works at?” I ask, taken aback. The thought of going without a basic necessity is outrageous to me. I feel both sorry and angry for Petey. 

“Yeah. She won’t be home until it’s gone.” 

Everyone knows Pete’s dad took off when he was six. I don’t see much of his mom, Rachel, but I’ve met her a couple of times. She’s nice. Edgy with long, curly blonde hair and big brown eyes. Her son by no means talks bad about her, but it makes sense why he’s over here often. 

Lucas and Tommy are natural providers. They’d never let Petey go without easy things like warmth and love. 

In quiet whispers, with our legs tangled and our bodies close, I keep Thomas talking. Our conversation shifts from one friend to the other—Ben. 

Loyal Italiana, his parents are straight-off-the-boat and older than other parents for our age. Not only is Ben the youngest, but he’s also the only boy out of four kids. He’s treated like a king under his roof. His parents are completely oblivious to what Ben does and doesn’t do.

“He gets away with murder,” I whisper, slowly fading under the tone of Thomas’ voice. 

“We all do,” he says, hiding his face in the crook of my neck. I feel his lips on my skin—not kissing me, just there. 

 

“I HATE that bitch,” Becka throws a half-bitten celery stick at Kelly as she walks by.

I roll my eyes, pulling my knit beanie down my head a bit further. My nose is red, fingers frozen, and my toes plead for mercy inside my wonder-boots. It’s an unnaturally cold March evening in Newport, but the frosty-fringed air couldn’t keep me away.

Petey’s on the pitcher’s mound while Thomas is on first base, and Ben stands out in center field, spitting sunflower seeds onto the grass. Tommy gave up twenty minutes ago and is watching the game from the car. But there are a few diehards out here, like me and Rebecka. And Kelly, Katie, Mixie, and Valarie.

The Sluts.

Becka hands me a celery stick from her baggie. I take it, snap the end off, and consider throwing the other end at the back of Valarie’s head. She wouldn’t say anything if I did. She knows better.

“Want to go to the car with Mom?” my best friend asks.

I shake my head. We have to be here for the boys, especially Pete. 

Looking at him now, arrogant and perfectly posed to pitch the next ball, I would never imagine he’s living a nightmare. 

He strikes the batter out.

“The boys are up.” Becka nods toward the nine players running in. My eyes sting from blink-less daydreaming.

Thomas takes a seat in the blue plastic chair set in front of the dugout. Eating sunflower seeds from the palm of his hand, his hood is up and the heels of his cleats dig into orange dusty clay-dirt. He calls out batting tips to his teammate swinging at home plate. 

He doesn’t look my way, and I don’t call his name.

We can’t.

But we know.

However, a couple of rows below us, Valarie whistles and calls out Thomas’ number. She leans into Mixie, saying loud enough for everyone to hear, “He looks good in those baseball pants, but better with them off.” 

The disgust I feel burns my frigid cheeks and blisters my swift-beating heart. The thought of her touching him blackens me from the inside out—I’m on fire. 

Becka scoffs. “Gross.” 

Uneasy, I shift in my seat but give no other sign to how I really feel as Valarie goes on and on about the boy I love. I act sympathetic for my friend, who has to sit through a play-by-play on what an awesome kisser her brother is, but inside I’m dying. I want to scream bloody murder, not pat Becka’s hand and tell her not to listen. 

“Slut.” My girl chucks a celery stick in Val’s direction, hitting her in the back. 

As the green vegetable falls between the bleachers onto the cement floor below, Thomas finally approaches the gate between the stands and the field and beckons Valarie over. Beaming and overconfident, she shoots to her feet like she’s won some sort of prize. The closer she gets to him, the more pep she has in her step, and the more I want to fall between the benches. 

I absently rub the top of Rebecka’s hand when she turns hers over and captures my fingers, stilling my movement and my heart. 

“Ben’s up,” she says, nodding toward our dark-haired friend. 

I tell myself to ignore what’s going on in front of me and pay attention to the batter, but it’s impossible; I’m drawn to Dusty. 

Valarie nearly has her nose pressed to the chain-link fence with her arms crossed defensively across her chest. Thomas spits out the last of his sunflower seeds and wipes his hands down the front of his pants. He speaks lowly so only Val hears him, but I can tell by the way he points his finger and the stiff posture of his shoulders and hers that their conversation is not pleasant. 

She doesn’t say another word for the rest of the game.

 

“BECKA?”

“Yeah?” 

“Do you love Smitty?” I look over but only see her small body covered in big blankets, cradled by huge pillows. 

“Yes,” she says breathlessly. “I do.”

We face each other, kicking the bedspread and throws out of our way. She scoots closer until our bare knees touch and I can smell the mint toothpaste on her breath. Light and feel-good vibes roll off of her in waves, and it’s impossible not to drown with her. 

Secretly, I know how she feels—to be in love. 

Love. 

Fucking love. 

Love feels like tingles and sunrays. 

It’s a tightness in my chest and an extra beat of my heart. Love is completeness—sappiness. Better than the best chocolate ever. 

Love gives me tickle-chills and super high, high, high smiles. It keeps me from sleeping. It makes it hard to breathe, blink, care.

Love is indescribable, cumbersome, silly-selfish, consuming, life-changing, goose bump-giving, knowing-all-the-words-to-the-song exciting, I-can’t-think-straight-without-him overwhelming, sigh-swooning, laugh-out-loud-for-no-reason anxious. 

It’s fun and always near. 

It’s a rule-causing, jealousy-inducing, leg-kicking, dream-giving, wonderful, filling, shake-trembling, wonder-where-you-are-always obsessive, necessary, requiring, joyful flow.

Our love is secret-keeping, late-night sneaking, gift-giving, cream-soda loving, vanilla, trouble, and princess-pie-dusty incomparable.

His love is locked around my bones.

His love is forever-never-leaving. 

Thomas’ love for me is simple. 

It’s for us and no one else.

I want to tell Becka all about it. I want to scream, “I’m in love, too!” 

But instead, I ask, “What does it feel like?”

“It’s hard to explain.” Rebecka blows her bangs from her eyes. She’s all nervous energy and bounce, and she shifts closer until we’re nose-to-nose, heart-to-heart. Love-to-love. 

“Try.” 

“Okay,” she sighs with upturned lips. “You know when you make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and it’s so good, you smile through the entire thing?” she asks. 

I nod.

“And it’s too good to eat too fast, so you eat slowly and steadily because you know that once this sandwich is gone, if you make another, it won’t be the same.”

I nod.

“You eat all around, munching on the crust first, going nowhere near the middle.”

“Yeah,” I say. 

“Now all you’re left with is the center of the sandwich, so you wait a few moments to eat it because it’s going to be the best part. It’s thick with chunky peanuts, and the jelly is sticky-stuck on your fingers.”

I nod. 

“Finally, you pop the last bite in your mouth and it’s better than you imagined. It’s the best bite ever. It’s a never-again sort of deal.”

I nod.

Rebecka smiles. “Well, love feels like that.”

After Becka and I re-bury ourselves beneath down feathers and heavy cotton, she has her foot in my back. I have my elbow in her neck, and Thomas wakes me from a deep, hot slumber. 

“Come with me,” he whispers, pulling me out of bed with no regard for the sleeping girl beside me. 

It’s a quarter to four and I’m half-awake on the sneaky walk to his room. Dusty didn’t come home after the game, and now that I see him, sloppy-walking, weed-scented, and slur-speaking, I don’t need him to tell me where he was or what he was doing.

As he pushes open his door, I say tiredly, “I can’t stay. It’s late.” 

He casually replies, “Try leaving me. I dare you.” 

I stay.

We lie in bed and his phone rings. He ignores it at first, but after a while Thomas can’t pretend it’s not happening. “Leave me alone,” he finally answers before chucking it across the room.

“Who is it?” I ask.

“Valarie,” he answers, quick and uncaring. He circles his finger around my hair. 

“Why?” I sit up. 

Thomas pulls me back. “Why what, Leigh?”

“Why is she calling you at four in the morning?” I try not to sound insecure and untrusting, but it’s hard. With Valarie, it’s hard.

He doesn’t answer me.

With this, it’s hard.

Thomas touches inside my bare knee with his fingertips, trying to distract me. “Close your eyes, sleepy baby.”

“No.” 

He squeezes my thigh roughly, groaning in my ear. “I’m not doing this with you, Leighlee.” 

“You have to,” I say in a soft voice. “Because you owe me. Because you love me.”

He’s off the bed before I can say another word, and I don’t know where things went wrong. Why the sudden shift? Because he’s lit? He’s always lit. This is something else. Something more. Something worse.

“You sound like a fucking child.” He pulls his black hoodie over his head. His shirt comes up and I can see his back, and I’m like, what? What? WHAT?

“You wouldn’t.” My hands are over my mouth.

Thomas pats his pockets, looking for cigarettes. He stumbles. He’s drunk. He’s a lot of things.

“Wouldn’t what?” His spark lights up his room as he sits on the floor against his dresser, waiting for me to answer.

I move to the edge of the bed. Thomas takes a drag from his smoke, looking older than fifteen, making me feel exactly thirteen. 

“Your back,” I say. 

His eyes are bloodshot and his undershirt is stretched out and yanked at the neck. He brings his knees up and drops his head back, unable to hold it up any longer. Figuring out the reason for my misery can’t be easy through the cloud of his own haze, lazy and drunk-mellow. 

Meanwhile, my heart is shattering.

I shake my hands out and rub them up and down my thighs. My jaw aches. I want to cry.

Then.

Then.

Then he gets it.

Instantly wide-eyed and aware, Thomas tosses his cigarette out the window and kneels in front of me, wrecked. 

“It didn’t mean anything,” he swears in a broken voice. An unsteady hand tries to touch my face; I smack it away. 

I thought love made things different and included all of the normal amenities, like not sleeping with other people. 

If he’s in love with me, why does he need her?

I’m here.

I’m love.

What is she?

Last bite of a peanut butter and jelly? I’m stupid. 

Love is childhood-taking. 

My thirteen-year-old heart is going on one hundred. 

I grew up. 

“Bliss. Please.” On his feet, unsteady, unstill, this boy is crazy. Hot, cold, love, loveless—faded. Thomas has his hands in his hair and he’s pacing, back and forth, fast and slow. “Get the fuck out if you don’t like it.” 

He’s in my way so I can’t leave. 

“Leigh, I’m sorry. I got caught up. I had to. What was I supposed to do?”

He puts his hand over my mouth so I can’t answer. 

“You’re not my girl. I’m not your boyfriend.” 

I push him away. He reaches for me. 

“I didn’t mean that. You know I didn’t.” 

I know. 

It’s six in the morning and I can’t cry another tear. Thomas sits on the edge of the bed with his back to me. His face is in his hands and his elbows are on his knees. The alarm on his phone goes off, and I’m supposed to go slide back into bed with Rebecka before she wakes up, but I can’t move.

Love is draining.

“I don’t want her here anymore.” 

“Okay,” he answers lowly. The fake bravado he came home with is all gone. “It’s a rule.”

“It’s not a fucking rule, Thomas; it’s a deal breaker.”

 

DUSTY IS easy to forgive or I’m easy to convince. Either way, I haven’t seen Valarie at the house once since I told him how I felt. They’re friends, and I hear things about them sometimes—things that make me cringe, things that make me roll my eyes, things that make me a little bit crazy—but he swears it’s innocent. 

We’ve moved on. But it’s different. I’m a little harder and he’s a little sneakier. 

Love turns a blind eye. 

And it’s unpredictable. 

On her mom’s front porch steps, my best friend, with her new passion for heavy black eyeliner and red, red lips, carefully eats a caramel apple, cautious not to ruin the work she had done on her chipped tooth last week. I was both stunned and saddened she had it fixed, but we’re growing up, and suddenly she cares about how she looks.

“I’m fourteen,” she says with a numb mouth and perfect smile. “Fourteen-year-olds don’t have chipped teeth.” 

I give it a month before she knocks it out again. Because apparently, fourteen-year-olds still attempt gravity defying tricks on their skateboards. 

“Hold this.” She passes me her apple and jumps on her board to join Smitty and Oliver in the driveway. 

We celebrate her birthday. Without cake. Without the party. Just us. Just friends. Lit only by the porch light, it’s cool and crisp among the darkened trees. Laura and Jackie move in small strides on the porch swing, sending creaking sounds out to echo with the clash of wheels hitting the pavement. 

It’s a good birthday night. When Becka stumbles, and Hal keeps her from tumbling and breaking her face like I predict she will, he says, “Be my girlfriend.”

And because he’s asked her about half a million times, when she says, “Sure, whatever, Smitty,” we’re all happily surprised. 

With Smitty comes Oliver. It’s always been that way. They’re best friends—inseparable and compatible, both quiet and likable. I’ve never paid attention to chitchat, and though Oliver is dating this girl Erin, our friends think he and I would make a cute couple. 

“You guys should kiss,” Becka taunts, pointing between us. 

He stands back with his hands up in surrender, red-faced and lightly laughing, while our pals try to hook us up. 

It’s the exact moment Thomas and the boys come out of the house. 

“Hey, Dusty, little girl Bliss has a boyfriend,” Petey calls out, hooking his arm around the back of Oliver’s neck, holding him in a headlock. Oliver tries to pry Pete’s fingers away but stays calm as the teasing persists. 

“Is that right?” My boy glares down from the porch, right into my eyes. “Who’s the sucker?” he asks, sipping from a bottle of water. 

“Little girl. Princess kid,” he adds, going back inside before I can react. 

An undeserved guilt weighs like mad on my heart, killing the fun factor. I give it ten minutes before I follow him into the house, telling my friends I need a sweater. 

“Yeah, well, it is thirty degrees out here and you are in a dress,” Becka teases as the door closes between us. 

The light in the kitchen is on, but the living room is dark and empty. My heart hammers against my chest, raging and racing, sending an edginess through my limbs. I take the stairs slowly to the top; I can’t barge into Thomas’ room and demand he speak to me, but I won’t spend the rest of the night filled with anxiety. 

I lose my nerve when I see Dusty’s bedroom door is closed. Gunfire and blasts followed by overexcited boys who spend too much time playing video games booms through the hallway from behind shut oak. It’s one thing to go in there when everyone in the house is asleep, but another to do it when my best friend is right outside. 

With a sigh and a little less enthusiasm, I go to the bathroom to wash tacky candy apple from my fingers. 

I open the door to find it occupied.

Feet parted, head down, Thomas zips his pants as I slap my hands over my eyes and quickly back out of his body space. 

“Sorry!” I say, panicked and scrambling. 

He captures my hips, pulls me into the bathroom, and locks the door. Mischief lifts me onto the cold granite countertop and pushes my knees open to fit his hips between my thighs. Jars of moisturizer and bottles of perfume fall over and roll to the floor, and the heels of my feet hit the bottom cabinet. 

“Hey.” Dusty tilts my chin up. I breathe him in and die a little. “Where’s your boyfriend?” 

Drowning in fog, mislaid in his high, Thomas’ eyes dip while his hands slide from my knees up the lengths of my thighs. His fingertips run under the hem of my dress and brush along white cotton underwear, lighting me up. As I lose air, my dress strap falls down my shoulder. My boy pushes it up before touching his warm palm to my scorching face. 

“Why are you dressed like this?” he asks, rubbing the back of his fingers down the side of my throat. “You don’t like the kid, do you?”

“Oliver?” I ask, breathless and shaky. 

Thomas hooks his finger under my flowery neckline and pulls until stitches stretch and break. I get chills. 

“Could you love him like you love me, Bliss?” he asks softly, looking everywhere but my eyes. 

Love is skeptical.

“I don’t love him at all.”

I drape my arms over his shoulders and pull him closer, sliding the back of my calves along the back of his. He’s warm through his thin shirt, sweat and weed tinged. He kisses my forehead, and I wonder if I should ask him why he smokes. 

“Stay away from him,” he says evenly, silencing my thoughts. 

With his help, I slide to my feet and fix my dress while Thomas watches. Like knives, his razor-sharp look slivers from my ankles to my lips. 

I spin at his request and laugh as he says, “You’re gorgeous, girl.” 

 I blush and gush and know he’s telling the truth

When I’m heading downstairs, he calls out, “Put on a sweater before I break his face.”

Love is relentless. 

 

“WHY DON’T you touch me?” I ask, slipping my fingertip between his lips. 

After midnight, alone in his room, Thomas smokes a joint and I’m on his lap, feeding him candies between hits. There’s a lot about boys I’m unsure about, but I’m not stupid. Barely dressed in small sleep shorts and matching tank top, my legs are draped over his and my chest is near enough that he can probably see through my shirt. He doesn’t look. 

He smiles sweetly, avoiding my stare. “Shh.” 

“Becka and Smitty kiss; I’ve seen them. And you …”

“Shh.” His eyes are fire-stricken. Thomas’ cheeks go red and his calm demeanor is slowly fracturing. “Please.”

Disappointed, I close my eyes and fight against building frustration and anger. When I open up, my boy is smoking, as if I’m not seething in his lap. He blows heavy white smoke over his shoulder, and in a moment of surprise, stands up with me in his grip. 

Love is easy laughter and swift-beating hearts. 

I circle my arms around his neck and hook my ankles around his lower back as he falls into bed, between my legs. He flattens his palms on the mattress, and I hold onto his sides as he kisses my forehead and then my neck.

“What we have is good, Bliss,” he says. “I know you hate when I say this, but you’re young.”

“I am—”

Thomas sits up on his knees. “This is where I try to be a gentleman and tell you that we have plenty of time for all of this other shit later.”

I playfully kick at him and he captures my foot, massaging cold toes. 

“Come on, Bliss. Tell me to be a gentleman.” His eyes are half-pleading, half-pressuring. He looks young. He looks hesitant. He looks his age.

I smile sweetly and whisper gently, “Be a gentleman.”

Dusty lifts my left foot and kisses the inside of my ankle before dropping to the bed beside me. The TV’s on but it may as well be static. My mind races, body lights up, and I don’t know what to do with myself. It burns in the pit of my stomach, tickles sensitive skin, and aches in precious spots. It reddens my cheeks and makes breathing hard. It’s a craving that sparks when I think or see or touch Thomas. 

“What are we?” I ask, clearing want from my throat.

Sitting up, he turns down the television and holds a pillow over his lap. “What?”

“We’re together, right?”

“Right now?”

“You know what I mean,” I say. 

He shifts uncomfortably, running a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I guess, Bliss.”

“What does that mean?”

Our age difference is an easy target and better excuse, but this secret is the Hangman’s noose, and our acts are down pat. We’re star-crossed, but that doesn’t mean we’re any less real. My relationship with Thomas is a betrayal to my friendship with Becka. I lie to her every time I slip out of her bed and into his. I lie to her every time I touch him, ache for him, or tell him I love him.

We’re dishonest with everyone. It needs to be worth it. 

“It means that I love you, but—I don’t know, Leigh.” Thomas gets out of bed and lights a Parliament by the window. “Do I really have to be your boyfriend? I thought this was good, Bliss.”

“It is.” 

“Then what?” He flicks ash out the window. “We’re already complicated.” 

“I know,” I admit. 

“You’re my safe spot.” Thomas shuts his window and sneaks back into bed, pulling us both under the covers. “You have my heart. There’s nothing else.”

 

“YOU’RE NOT going.” Lucas drops his fork onto his plate. “I’m lenient, but I’m not that fucking lenient.”

“I’ll come home.” Thomas presses. “It’s not a huge deal.”

There’s a party at Pete’s for Ben’s birthday, but Lucas doesn’t want Thomas there without an adult around. The attorney’s son isn’t taking no for an answer and has been giving his parents a hard time all evening. 

“Thomas, your dad said no,” Tommy adds. She takes a drink from her wine glass, distant. 

Rebecka and I share a look from across the table. She smiles shyly. Thomas’ attitude toward his family has deteriorated rapidly in the last four weeks. He’s smoking all of the time, and if he isn’t smoking, he’s drinking—or both. His sixteenth birthday is next month, and I don’t know what kind of door it’s going to open, but I can feel it’s going to be dramatic. 

It’s in the way he talks: “When you’re eighteen, Bliss, we’re out of here,” and “One day we won’t live in this fucking town with these fucking people.”

At least I’m included. We’re completely in love and completely taken, and I find security in his words.

He’ll never go anywhere without me.

“I’m going.” Thomas drinks the rest of his soda and leaves the dining room.

The table is silent with the resident troublemaker’s exit. Tommy pours another glass of wine. Becka shoves her plate away, and Lucas pushes his chair back to follow his son. 

“Who do you think’s driving you over there?” His voice is nothing less than demanding.

“Valarie,” Trouble answers. His voice carries from the living room. 

“You’re not leaving this house with that girl.” The power and finality in his tone stops my heart.

I keep my face calm, taking a bite of my salad.

“You can’t tell me who I can be friends with, Dad,” Dusty answers. 

As Tommy lifts crystal to her lips, Lucas yells, “Do I look fucking stupid to you, Thomas? Do I look like I was born yesterday?”

There’s a pause and a chuckle. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

“If you get her pregnant—”

My stomach twists. 

Becka’s head drops. 

Tommy looks unsurprised. 

“What?” Thomas asks, lowering his voice. 

Lucas lowers his voice, like he realized his first born is only fifteen. “Valarie’s the type of girl who would do anything for a way out.”

After a few seconds of nothing, Thomas finally agrees. “I’ll stay home.” 

 

I DON’T rush to the bedroom down the hall after my best friend falls asleep like I normally would. The latest argument with Dusty weighs deeply on all of us tonight. I hear stories and watch TV—I know teenage girls get pregnant, and sometimes on purpose. I’ve learned a lot about the realities of human nature since befriending Rebecka and becoming close with the rest of her family. I’m not as protected from the world as my parents believe I am. 

But the thought of Valarie getting pregnant makes me feel sick. 

Despite the things I hear, dodging the truth is easy when it’s avoidable. But in a few weeks, Rebecka and I will be in high school. It’s one thing to pretend in front of our family, but it’ll be a whole new danger to do it there, especially with thoughts like this running through my head. 

Twenty minutes after midnight, I leave the warmth of Becka’s queen and tiptoe down the cool, quiet hallway. There’s not a source of light in the entire house. Luke and Tommy went to bed before us. They’re in their room, but the usual pale glow from their TV is absent under their door. And Thomas’. 

He isn’t here. 

I carefully close the door behind me and face his vacant room. Shutting the open window, I breathe warm air into my hands as I turn toward his bed. Nothing is out of place or missing. The blankets on his side of the bed are overturned, and the shape of his head is still imprinted on his pillow. His parents don’t know he’s gone. He must have left after they went into their room. 

At home in what is his, I crawl under his sheets and bury my face in his scent, chasing away thoughts of Valarie. 

And I wake with Thomas between my legs. 

“You’re here,” he whispers against my skin, kissing my neck. His voice is heavy, dripping desperation.

I naturally circle my arms around him, smiling as he moves his hands over me stroking my arms, gripping my sides, squeezing my thighs. His nose brushes along my collarbone, and his lips sweep across my chest. 

“You feel so good, Bliss,” he whispers incoherently, grazing his teeth across the top of my shoulder. 

“Thomas, what are you doing?” I ask sleep-silly.

Leaving me empty and nearly out of my mind, he gets out of the bed and takes off his shoes and kicks them across the room before unzipping his sweater. His eyes wander from my face, to my legs, to my stomach, to my toes while his sweater falls to the carpet. 

His eyes are a different kind of restless. 

Grabbing the half-full water bottle from his night stand, he takes off the top and drops it to the floor. He drinks the water in one gulp before tossing the empty plastic across the room. Before climbing back into bed, he removes his shirt. 

“I love you,” he whispers. 

His palms are on my stomach, pushing my shirt up as his hands feel over my bra. His words burn. His touch excites. My cheeks glow. My fingers tremble-move. My toes curl into bed sheets. My knees shimmy and wobble, and my voice is stuck, trapped in my throat.

The painful ache is back, killing me softly.

“Tell me you love me, Leigh,” he says, kissing down my arm.

My voice is small and made of our secret. “I love you.” 

Thomas’ chest is abnormally warm, and as I slide my hand from there, down his side, and rub my palm across his lower back, he burns. His eyes close under creased brows, and his lips are swollen red. He whispers words I can’t make out—words about love and beauty and purpose, that give me goose bumps and chills. Closing my eyes, I focus solely on the way his muscles stretch and flex and contract beneath my touch. 

Love is strong.

Thomas grips the bed sheets beside my head. He groans into my neck, carefully nibbling on sensitive skin. “I’m fucked, princess. You have me so fucked-up.”

“Your heart is beating fast,” I say, because it is. I can feel his heart-pulse in my fingertips, swift, smooth—too fast. 

He kisses inside my knee and on top of my foot. He rubs his cheek the along the inside length of my leg, and when he nears my center, we both shift and breathe harder.

Fading into nothing, weightless and exposed, I sink into gray cotton and die by his touch. 

“Never, never, never,” he whispers. “My girl—my princess girl,” he says, trickling his fingers down my rib bones. “Baby, baby, baby.”

My legs are open wide. He’s over me. Hovering.

“Thomas,” I whisper, overcome and delirious. 

In one swift move, Thomas’ entire body shifts. His lips are on my lips—warm, full, hard. And his center is pushed against my center—hot, brimful, deep.

I cry out against his lips. My back arches. My fingertips dig into the mattress. The ache intensifies, engulfing my entire body in its tingle and burn.

Love is unending. 

With only our clothes between us, Thomas thrusts against me a second time.

My hands grip onto his sides.

I cry out.

When his tongue touches my bottom lip, I’m gone—all other sensation completely numb except for the taste and feel of his tongue in my mouth, sweet-everything and permanently bound. 

My knees fall painfully open to fit him—to get him more near.

Thomas kisses me over. And over. And over. 

He kisses me like Lucas kisses Tommy.

He kisses me all night.

He kisses me until the alarm goes off.

Then he kisses me hello before I leave his room.

Because love is never saying goodbye. 
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I knew they were going to give me this piece of shit; it’s been on the side of the house for the last seven years. 

“This is great,” I say, acting surprised anyway.

I’m grateful—I’m not a complete asshole. 

A couple of months back I noticed my dad had put new tires on this beast. I asked him what the deal was. He smiled and said he didn’t know what I was talking about. For being a lawyer, he’s an awful liar.

A paint job wouldn’t have killed anyone.

Mom stands back, forcing a smile. She hates this car. It embodies the days before my dad was successful, when our family wasn’t fucking picture perfect, tortured with overwhelming school loans, unplanned children, past due notices, bitchy mother-in-laws, and late nights at the office. 

My parents play a good game now, but it wasn’t always ideal. Mom was an eighteen-year-old waitress who entertained a higher education by taking an English class or two at the community college while she decided what she really wanted to do with her life. My dad relocated to Oregon from Texas to work on his law degree. They met, dated, moved in together, and got pregnant with me in a little over a year.

The server and the law student got married two weeks before I was born.

One unexpected pregnancy is shitty, but workable. A second one is fucked-up and unmanageable. They won’t admit it, but things went from bad to worse once Rebecka was born. We lived in a one bedroom apartment in Portland with less than nothing to call our own. Mom couldn’t work, so Dad had to. Keeping a roof over our heads and diapers on our asses was a lot of pressure for a couple of twenty-somethings, and in no time at all, my mom became resentful and my dad was bitter. He refused to give up on his future, and she no longer had one that didn’t include bottles and potty training. 

All that’s left of that imperfection is this piece of shit Audi. 

And everlasting emotional damage. 

“I hope you weren’t expecting something else. This is your first car, Dusty. It’s supposed to be fucked-up.” Dad smiles, handing over the keys. I snatch them from his hand and unlock the creaky door.

At the edge of the driveway, Leigh stands with her hands behind her back. I wink so she knows I see her and get in the car.

Becka taps on the passenger side window. “Let me in.”

I reach over and unlock the door before adjusting the review mirror. “This is good, Dad.” 

“Will you drive me and Bliss to school?” my sister asks, looking into the back at sun-damaged leather seats.

I don’t know if she’s thinking what I’m thinking, but we used to sit in the back of this car while our parents fought, before the leather was cracked. I wonder if she remembers how hard the door slammed when Mom got out on the side of the road after she accused our dad of having an affair.

Does she remember the screeching tires as Mom pulled out of the driveway later that night after she found out her fears were true? Or how cold the car was when we were woken up at three in the morning to go home from some hotel when our dad promised it wouldn’t happen again?

I do.

I remember it all.

My mom tells everyone I’m called Dusty because I overheard my dad cussing and repeated what he said—not true. I heard her. I was four, sitting on the couch watching Saturday morning cartoons. Mom was holding Rebecka on her hip, and Dad had just gotten home from school.

Their actual argument is fuzzy, but I remember my mom’s livid face. Her hair was messy and she had her hand on her lower back like it hurt. My dad sat at the kitchen table with his face in his hands. 

He said, “I’m trying, Tommy.”

And she said, “You’re a fucking asshole.”

Are kids supposed to remember shit like that?

“I’ll drive you guys,” I say, shaking the gear shift. I look out the windshield toward Leigh and my mom, whose grimace has been replaced with a smile so large it battles the sun for brightness.

My girl has that effect on us.

She’s the friend my sister needs, the daughter my mom wants, a child my dad doesn’t feel guilty about, and the reason my heart beats. Leighlee Bliss is the pièce de résistance. She’s our saving grace. She’s my pulse and my nervousness and my … everything. 

“You’re not driving anyone anywhere until you get a license,” Dad says quietly. “The last thing I need is for you to get caught and we wind up in front of Judge McCloy.” 

“Dad.” Becka’s eyes open wide. “She’ll hear you.”

Dad reaches over me and starts the car. “No, she won’t,” he says, checking the mileage. “I’m keeping track, Thomas.”

“Whatever,” I mumble.

“Watch it, kid. Just because you’re sixteen doesn’t mean I won’t smack the shit out of you.”

 

“I DON’T want you to go,” Leigh whispers, forking her piece of cake. The red icing stains her lips and teeth light pink. 

“I know.”

“Then don’t,” she says. 

I smile and tug on her earlobe easily. “I’ll be back.”

Strawberry blonde sets her plate on the nightstand and falls back onto the pillows with her arms crossed over her chest. She’s pouting because I’m leaving her alone tonight. Petey’s mom is working late. He’s throwing me a party. I can’t miss it.

It’s my birthday.

“I’m going back to bed with your sister,” she says as I walk over to my closet. 

I close my eyes, grasping for patience. I went through this same thing with my parents two hours ago. I did the birthday thing with them. I ate the cake and smiled at the car. I did everything right, and the moment I asked if I could go to Pete’s, I was shot down.

“Have the party here,” they said. 

They’re cool with the drinking and smoking, as long as it’s with them. But I don’t need my mom and dad around like they’re my friends. I want to hang with my boys and come back to my girl.

They’re forcing me to go behind their back. 

I pull a black and red flannel from the hanger and slide it over my white tee, buttoning it up and not saying a word until I’m placing a black flat-billed hat on my head. “Don’t do this.” 

“Why don’t you want to stay here?” she asks, so childlike my guilty conscious pangs. 

I search around my room for the car keys. “And do what, Leigh?” 

She shrugs.

“I’ll miss you,” I say, twirling located keys around my finger. 

I’m not supposed to fall in love with Bliss. My idea of love is distorted. The only example I have is my parents’ relationship, and they spent the first ten years of my life cheating, yelling, and crying. They used my sister and me as leverage in their battles, and their supposed love as a weapon to one-up each other. 

It’s different now, though. Resentful and Bitter are passionate and considerate of one another. It’s them against the entire world, and I want that with Bliss someday, I guess. But I can’t unlearn what I know. It’s been hard for me to forget how they were in the beginning. Leighlee is protected from feeling like that, but I’m not. 

But we’re attached in ways I can’t comprehend. While everyone else expects me to fuck up or waits for me to help them out, she just loves me. And I’m reckless enough to let her. 

She’s my softer side, and I’m her motherfucking monster. 

“Bliss, come on.” I drape the blankets over her legs, tucking her in so she’ll stay, but she kicks them completely off the bed.

“You’re acting like a kid,” I say, rubbing the palms of my hands over my face to keep from getting upset.

Too late.

“But that shouldn’t surprise me, right, princess?”

Leigh sits up, dangling her legs over the side of the bed. “Don’t be mean to me.” 

“I’m not. You’re a baby. Tell me I’m wrong.” I light a cigarette and lean against my computer desk.

She has a fistful of bed sheets, and her cheeks are starting to burn. I’m making her sore. She hates it when I call her out on her age. That’s why I do it.

“Say it, Bliss. What’s on your mind, little girl?”

“Shut up, Thomas,” she whispers.

“Why? Do you want me to stay home and color with you, sweet girl? Maybe we can braid each other’s hair and tell fucking secrets.” I flick the cigarette butt out the window. “That’s what my sister’s for, Leigh. Not me.”

Love is mean.

 

I’M NOT out of the driveway before my phone rings.

“I’m on my way, Pete,” I answer.

“Your parents let you out of the house?” I can hear voices and laughter behind rhythm and flow.

At the end of the driveway, I flip on my headlights and turn onto the main road. “I waited until they went to bed.” 

He laughs. “Whatever, bro. Get here. Sluts are on their way.” 

“See you in a few.” 

With my left wrist over the steering wheel, I hold my cell phone in my right hand after hanging up. This birthday has been quiet compared to the last couple. For breakfast, the girls made me pancakes that tasted like cardboard. I watched my sister skate for a while with Leighlee at my side. My parents gave me the car with a full tank of gas. I kissed L when no one was around, and blew out sixteen candles after making a wish. 

Watching the road, I dial Leighlee’s number, but she doesn’t answer.

“You can’t be mad at me on my birthday. It’s a rule,” I say to her voicemail. 

I park behind Valarie’s car on Pete’s oil-stained driveway. 

My best friend lives on the wrong side of town, and like all of the other homes on his block, his house is run-down. The fence around the yard is broken and the grass is dead. The inside isn’t better. It smells like Aqua Net and roach spray. The furniture is used and mismatched. The walls have holes and the carpet is dirty. 

Right before I walk into the house, my phone beeps with a message from Bliss: It’s after one. It’s not your birthday anymore.

Petey opens the front door and moves aside so I can walk in. “How long have you been standing out here?” 

Behind him is a house full of people, who, with the exception of Ben and Pete, don’t care about me. They’re here to get drunk, lit, fucked … They’re not here to celebrate my birth. I did that earlier, when and where it mattered, where my heart is. 

I slip my phone into my back pocket. 

“Casper’s in the kitchen,” Pete says in my ear before hugging me, wishing me a happy birthday.

“It’s after one, Petey. It’s not my birthday anymore,” I say, taking his bottle of Jack and tossing a swig back.

It hurts.

Love fucking hurts.

“Whatever. I got you something, come on.” I follow Petey through his small living room, saying hey to whoever. 

Ben’s smoking a bowl, sitting on Petey’s mom’s broken kitchen table. He stands up with a lungful of smoke, hugs me, and chokes out, “Happy birthday.”

After a while, Leigh’s still on my mind and my phone’s burning a hole in my pocket. The commotion all around does nothing to make any of it go away, so I take the blunt from Ben and drinks from Petey. 

He nudges me with his elbow, nodding toward Val, Kelly, Mixie, and Katie. “They’re fucked-up,” he says, glancing from the Sluts to Casper. 

On her knees with her hair pushed over her shoulder, Val has a rolled up dollar bill in her hand. She leans over the table, placing the bill at her nose, and closes her eyes before swiftly snorting three white lines like they’re nothing—like she does it all the time.

“Oh, shit!” She laughs, falling back onto her calves with her eyes still closed. She drops the bill on the table and rubs her nose. “Fuck,” she says lazily, finally opening up.

“That wasn’t your first time, you fucking liar.” Casper laughs. 

“Yes it was,” Val insists, slapping him in the chest.

She is a liar.

“Is that coke?” I ask Petey quietly.

“Yeah. I guess Casper’s selling that shit now. Gave the Sluts a try for free.” Petey hands me the bottle. I take another drink.

My pocket still burns.

Forever the follower, Kelly goes next. She sneezes and blurs her lines, and Casper gives her shit about it and her friends laugh at her. With watering eyes and shaking hands, she tries again, but it doesn’t go better than the first attempt. Uneasy under harsh stares, she does it a third time. 

Between Petey and Val, Kelly must be full of regret. 

“Birthday boy!” Valarie shouts. She hurries over, wide-eyed and rubbing her rubbed-raw nose. 

I give her a one-armed hug and step back. 

“You’re a coke slut now?” Petey laughs, throwing his head back. He’s fucked-up, which is where I need to be.

She rolls her eyes, braiding the ends of her hair. “Hardly.”

Ben blows smoke in Val’s face; she punches him in the arm. On her other side, Casper laughs.

V introduced me and the boys to Cas at the beginning of the school year. Up until now, he’s been strictly bud—small-time, dime bags and stuff. He sells a few pills, and he hooked me and the boys up with E a few months back, but this hard shit is new.

He’s a skinny motherfucker, but the girls dig him. Especially Mixie. Probably because he has the drugs. He’ll be a junior this year, so I don’t have to worry about where I’m going to buy for a while. He says he’s going to college after high school, but he won’t. Guys like him are lifers in a town like this. His dad drives a truck, and his mom works at the bank. He isn’t going anywhere.

“Happy birthday.” He drops a bag into the palm of my hand. “It’s on Petey,” he says, draping his arm over Mixie’s shoulders. She’s kissing his neck, gripping onto his shirt.

“Sweet.” I open the baggie and inhale.

“Roll a Philly—let’s celebrate.” He pulls out a chair where the girls were doing their dirt. “Unless ...”

“I’m good with the green, Cas.”

I’m cutting open a cigar when Valarie sneaks up behind me and covers my eyes with her ice cold hands. “Guess who?” she whispers into my ear.

I smile, setting the cigar and the blade down. “Stop messing around.”

“Only if you promise to share.”

I shrug. “Whatever.”

Valarie sits on my lap and leans her head back on my shoulder. Hot and tacky, this girl smells like cigarettes and feels like raw energy. In slow circles, she rubs herself against me and breathes deeply. 

It’s fucking gross.

“Touch me, Dusty,” she says, totally faded. 

Petey snorts, and Ben hides his face in his hands and laughs, so lit his eyes are hardly open. Kelly and Katie share the same look as Valarie—spun. Mixie straddles Casper’s lap, literally dry fucking him in front of us all while he winks from over her shoulder. 

I push hot and heavy off my lap and roll my gift.

 

THREE HOURS later, the room spins. Unfazed, moving with the thump of the stereo, Valarie’s back on my lap and I’m holding onto her hips to keep the room still. The swift sickness of too much alcohol and the rush from just enough hits fight inside of me, and I think of Bliss to keep calm.

“I have to go,” I mumble. 

In only black lace underwear and a neon green bra, Valarie scoots up my legs. “I haven’t given you your present yet.”

“I don’t want anything from you, V,” I say. 

I feel trapped and don’t see or hear any of my boys around. I move Valarie off and pull my cell phone out of my back pocket. It takes a second for my eyes to focus.

Nothing from Bliss.

“I have to go,” I say again, standing up, but Valarie pulls me down. 

She’s messy, persistent, and like me. When her mouth collides with mine, this dry kiss tastes wrong, but I touch Val to escape regret. 

Leigh won’t be in bed when I get there. 

I messed up. 

I kiss Valarie until she pulls away and cries out, digging her nails into my shoulders. She’s on her back, and I’m between her legs … We’re in a living room full of people.

She’s not Leighlee.

But if my girl wanted me home, she should have picked up. 

Fuck her. Fuck Bliss and her candy wrappers, her cold toes and soft snores and warm sleepy touches. Fuck her knocking on my bedroom door and sleeping in my bed when she isn’t supposed to, and for doing it night after night. Fuck her for being beautiful and soft and heartfelt, and for caring about me. Fuck her for making me feel guilty about being what I am.

I can’t help that I’m emotionally stunted.

That’s why I’m good with Valarie. She’s easy. Painless. There are no expectations or sweet moments. I fuck her and I’m done. There are no lingering afterthoughts or twisted feelings of responsibility and devotion. 

Love is corrupt.

Love is lying. 

Love is hard work. It’s suffocating and using. It’s head-fucking and soul-ruining. It’s apprehensive and back-stabbing, passionate and chilling. It’s smile-giving, but neck-breaking. It’s not worth it, but it’s worth it. It’s everything I thought it was, and everything I know it’s not.

Love is always supposed to understand, but love is at my house, ignoring my unease.

Love is supposed to be effortless.

Love is supposed to be loyal. 

But love is love’s traitor.

 

I DON’T remember leaving the couch, but I’m in Petey’s bedroom now, and it’s hotter and darker than the rest of the house. 

I touch my chest over my out-of-control beating heart and lift my head. My legs are hanging off the side of the bed, and Valarie’s between my knees, lowering my zipper. I want to tell her to stop, but my voice won’t work. 

I pat my pockets, looking for my phone.

Nothing from Bliss.

I push Valarie away from me.

She laughs, and she isn’t alone.

“Happy birthday, boy,” Valarie whispers seductively—crudely—before kissing Mixie.

The room starts to twist.

Valarie side-eyes me as her lips move with her friend’s. Mixie kisses her neck. She touches her breasts while Val unbuttons my jeans and pulls them down just enough. She reaches in my boxers, wraps her cool hand around my dick, and pulls it out.

“Val, stop.” 

But her mouth is on me. I fall back and clench my teeth, closing my eyes and griping onto blankets.

She takes me deep, deeper, deepest.

My stomach turns.

“Stop. Stop. Valarie, stop.” She does, but she has it all wrong.

The girl who had her mouth on me giggles. “Too much?” 

She climbs up the bed and holds my wrists to the mattress. I open my eyes in time to see Mixie put her lips where her friend’s were first. I drop my head back and breathe through my nose, thinking about my everything. 

Love is in the little girl with the yellow Popsicle. 

Love is watching the fireworks in her eyes.

Love is a strawberry blonde, liar, tease-baby, princess-girl, torture. 

I’m off the bed and outside, emptying my stomach into the street.

 

MY MIND is empty and I have no idea how I made it home, into my sister’s shower across the hallway from her room. Cold water rains down on tainted skin, pooling at my feet before slowly seeping down the hair-clogged drain. Lemon sage shampoo is my only option, and the citrusy tingle is welcomed by my dull senses. 

Discarded, soiled clothes are piled on the floor. I step over them, wiping the foggy mirror with my hand. As condensation drips, blue eyes are unforgiving, and I think to myself, I am not this person.

But I am exactly this person. 

I’m a letdown. 

I pass my sister’s bedroom door with a heavy heart and head toward my own. Disappointment is thick, and as I walk into my dark space, it takes everything in me not to unmake our secret, go to my girl and scream, “You are not allowed to abandon me!”

But then I hear her snore, and when I turn on my desk lamp, I see her sleep.

“Wake up,” I whisper, kneeling beside the bed. 

I slip in near her and kiss her neck. I kiss her lips. I kiss her hair. I kiss her fingers. I kiss her wrist and the inside of her elbow.

“Bliss, wake up.” I drag the blankets away and climb over her. She’s sleepy-warm and smells like she should: me.

Slipping black cotton shorts down her legs, I drop them off the side of the bed and kiss the inside of her knee. 

She smiles.

I roll onto my back and bring her with me. Laying her cheek on my chest, she asks if I had a good time.

Love is fighting a losing battle. 

Leigh kisses the spot where my throat meets my jaw bone when I don’t answer. She sits up, straddling my lower stomach, but she doesn’t circle her hips. She’s not like that. She’ll never be the girl on her knees in front of white lines. She’ll never have dilated eyes and a drug-dry mouth. 

She’ll always be this.

Love is reassuring.

“I missed you. I called.” My eyes burn. I feel like fucking crying. This relief is overwhelming.

“I was sleeping,” she whispers in the dark. “I’m sorry I got you upset.”

We’re quiet, and it’s okay. I can be here, doing this, with her, forever.

“Thomas?” Leigh’s palm is on my chest. “We only have a little while.”

I open my eyes and she’s pulling her white sleep top over her head. She carefully places it on the bed beside me and covers her face before sighing and showing me herself completely. I rub slow, soft circles on her stomach with my thumbs, studying her chest, her face, and the way she breathes. I touch her pink lace bra, and Bliss smiles.

Long, red-blonde hair falls over her shoulder, framing beauty at its most untouched. 

Love is brave.

“I thought we could try,” she says softly.

Sitting up, keeping her on my lap, I kiss the top of her shoulder and hold her close. She places her arms around my neck but doesn’t push her chest against mine or hug too tightly. Baby is soft-spoken-flawless, and I like the way her skin feels brushed, laid, and pressed against mine. I rub my cheek along her arm and glide my lips up her neck until they hover over hers.

Love is perfect.

“Can we stay like this?” I ask, kissing the corner of her mouth.

“I thought—”

“We will,” I promise without promising, kissing her lips to keep her from insisting. “Not tonight. I need this more.”

Leigh tickles the nape of my neck with her warm fingers, reminding me, “Be a gentleman, Thomas.”

My girl plays with my hair and whispers against my skin. She laughs while we kiss and sighs when I breathe into her hair. She touches me until I fall asleep and rubs me rested. Bliss leads me to contentment and promises me forever.

And I believe her.

Because love is a lot of things, but above all, love is what we make it.

And we’ll make this never ending.
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I’m stressing over something I can’t control.

Everything I see, every conversation I hear, every song I start to sing along to reminds me of the person I think most about. Like the universe is trying to tell me something, the world and all my thoughts constantly circle back to him.

Loving Thomas is everything in my life reduced to my heart’s worries and desires. Love for him doesn’t listen to logic, practicality, or consequence.

It’s a lot like him in that way, our love. It wants what it wants, when it wants it. And when it wants, it needs.

Alone between sheets that smell illicitly sweet but don’t quite feel like home without him, I close my eyes and try to sleep, but my mind circles back to my stress-thought: Dusty.

I know he’s bad news. He keeps the details from me, but I’m not blind or deaf, and I’m not, not paying attention. I love Thomas, but I do so knowingly. I can feel the hold our love has on my entire life. This permanent and colossal feeling. Astronomical and boundless. 

Binding. 

And stupid.

This is so, so stupid.

It isn’t normal.

Becka and Smitty are normal. My too-constricting parents are normal. Even Lucas and Tommy Castor are normal.

This—lying here all alone while only one person in the world knows where I am, and that person is out doing who knows what with I don’t even want to know who—is not normal.

But that doesn’t make leaving this bed any more appealing. 

I want to be here when my missing boy gets back. A handful of secret hours before the sun comes up every few days is all we get. It’s irresponsible to stay and to keep staying. We risk losing each other, and I chance my friendship with Becka too, and completely undermine my parents’ trust. I know that being half of this huge, all-consuming secret isn’t smart. 

Or fair.

I know.

But I love how I feel when I’m with Thomas. I’m sorry it’s unfair to everyone else in our lives, but I don’t want to be smart. This person is right for me. I want the so-enamoring way he kisses in the dark and the way he wakes me before first light: all sleepy whispers and uneager-to-let-go arms. I want him here now, under these blankets, touching me with his nose, his cheeks, his chin, brushing my bare skin with his lips.

My love for this tremendous secret is equally tremendous, and here in our safest place, love is stronger than worry. It’s comforts and eases as I curl down into Thomas’ blankets and slowly drift.

 

HE’S BOY-SOAP clean and refreshed warm, pulling me close. He’s above and all around—breath and lips at the corner of my mouth, and I wake to the hint of blood.

“Thomas—”

“Shh.” He brings the covers up around us, over our heads like a makeshift tent. It’s pitch-black, but I know he’s smiling. I feel it in the way my pulse flutters quickly and rushes deep, and then I feel it when his lips touch mine. His top one is cut. 

“What happened?” I ask.

Thomas kisses breathless laughter down my cheek to my neck. “I was fighting for your honor.”

But my honor doesn’t need defending. My innocence isn’t a question. This is how Dusty tells me he’s not going to tell me anything at all.

“Let me make you an ice pack,” I say, bringing his right hand to my lips and kissing knuckles that are rough with cuts and hot with hurt.

“No.” He pushes the blankets back and breathes from my skin instead, and I can feel his strength. I feel what he could do if he wanted to, how he could hurt another person if that was his intention. 

Thomas is capable of total destruction. 

“You’re soft, sleepy girl.” He slides his hand under the bottom of my sleep shirt. “Let me take this off you?”

Lost in loving, I nod. His sheets are smooth on my back and his tee shirt is thin between my stomach and his. He brushes his fingers and palm up my naked sides, giving me his lightest touches. I tilt, and he leans, and we kiss.

The taste of violence lingers on his top lip, refusing to let me forget that we’re from, and we live in, two totally different worlds. 

“You shouldn’t fight,” I whisper under his lips.

It’s dark, but I can feel this boy grin against my cheek—he knows, like I know.

He rubs his thumb along the bottom of my bra, over my ribs. “You shouldn’t let me take your shirt off,” he counters, touching his lips to mine again, opening my smile with his.

Closing my eyes, I hold on with both arms around his neck. I yield to love and feel my whole body roll like a ribbon under the weight of his kiss. 

“I miss you when you’re gone,” I whisper when we’re out of breath and my heart’s beating crazy. “I miss you everywhere.”

Thomas brushes his lips right over it. “I know.”

It beats harder for him.

I tickle-tingle deeply for him.

His silhouette is cut out of dim streetlight glowing through his window. His eyes are closed as he drags his teeth lightly over my heart, but mine are open. I can see my skin turn white and then pink before he presses his lips softly over the beat that’s so intense I feel it around my lungs, in every breath.

“You shouldn’t go places I can’t,” I tell him in the mostly dark. “It isn’t good for either one of us.”

Lifting his head, he covers my lightly marked-up chest with his hand. 

“I know, baby,” he tells me, concession softening his quiet voice. “I know.”

 

“MOM, WHERE are my earrings? The little pearl-drop ones?”

“They’re in the bathroom with your necklace.” Mom peeks into my room on the way to hers with a reassuring calm-down smile.

“Thanks.” I pull my dress from my closet. I am calm. It’s the first day of high school and I want to wear a very specific outfit.

I’m nervous, but knowing Becka and everyone else will be there calms most of my nerves. The ones it doesn’t calm, can’t be.

Being back in the same school as Thomas means having to see things I’d rather not. Namely, Valarie. I spent more time at the Castors’ than she did over the summer, but I’m not misled. I know she still gets parts of him that I don’t. She gets to have what I only sometimes get to feel, but I can’t avoid school because it’s one of the places mine and Dusty’s worlds overlap.

I slip into my white eyelet sundress and tie the bows of my espadrille wedges. I comb my fingers through still warm curls, brush blush on my cheeks, and dust my eyelids. 

I wish I could ride with Becka this morning, in Thomas’ backseat, but my parents would never allow it. Asking would raise issues I’m not ready to bring up. 

Maybe next year. 

I shake off what I want and can’t have before I head downstairs. Mom’s waiting with an egg white omelet and a white rose. Dad comes in as we’re finishing breakfast and kisses her head first, then mine.

Mom hugs me. “Have a good first day, Bliss.”

I kiss her cheek and tuck the rose into the loops on the front of my backpack. “Thanks, Mom.”

When we pull up to Newport High, there are groups of kids waiting outside the doors, but no one I recognize. 

Shades on, I walk around the building I’ve never been in and find a sunshiny spot on the sidewalk to wait for my girl. She texts me a minute before the bell rings. 

Don’t go in without me!

The bell rings, but there’s no way I’m entering without her. I soak up the late summer sun rays while I wait, and a few minutes later the old Audi Quattro turns into the back lot. Rebecka gets out of the front seat with her long, blonde hair pin-straight and her lips candy apple red.

“Nice dress, princess girl.” She laughs as she gets closer. I tap-heel-tap across the concrete to meet her halfway. Her brother still hasn’t gotten out of the car.

“Nice lips, punk baby.”

Over Becka’s shoulder, the Audi’s driver’s side door opens. Thomas gets out with sunglasses that match mine, only his are probably covering a hangover, or high eyes.

Becka hooks her arm through my elbow, and we head inside. I hope her brother looks at me before the door closes. I wore this stupid dress for him.

 

BETWEEN CLASSES, the hallways are packed. People are loud and inattentive, and it reminds me of what Thomas said, about how you can get lost.

I kind of keep an eye out for him, but watching my footing in the crowd is a more immediate priority. The only familiar face I catch is Oliver’s, but in all the commotion all he gets to say is, “Hey.”

I smile and say, “Hey,” but that’s it.

 

I’M LUCKY enough to at least have lunch with Jackie. We walk together to the cafeteria, and when we get into line, I spy Ben smiling high and talking low to a group of giggling girls. He doesn’t look up as we pass, and his two best friends aren’t with him.

Nobody comes by and steals my milk.

 

AFTER LUNCH, I head to the third floor for French. With every step up, I regret my foreign language choice a little more. 

I knew when Becka said, “Que pasa with that? Who takes French?” that I made the unpopular choice. There will probably be all of five people in the class, and the chances of me knowing any of them are slim to zero. 

But French sounds so pretty.

Blowing my halfhearted regret out, I hug my binder closer to my chest and open the classroom door. What I see once I’m inside confuses and shocks me.

I wish I had my snow boots.

I could take them off and throw them at her perfect fucking face.

“Hey, holy shit—hi, little sister!” Valarie waves. A girl I don’t recognize sits next to her, but Valarie’s the only one who looks at me.

Every cell in my body repels her. Even from halfway across the room, I can feel it. 

“Hi,” I offer, looking around at the six other students. “I thought this was a freshmen level class.”

“It is. I took Spanish last year. I wanted to switch.” She tucks strands of black behind her triple pierced ears.

I push scratch marks and kisses, and every awful, stupid, sick touch I’ve ever seen her lay on Thomas out of my mind.

“Why?” I ask, detached. 

Valarie shrugs, batting her purple-glittered lash-lids slow and showy, like she’s caught up in some kind of romance. “French is the language of love, right?” She sighs dreamily. “L’amour.”

She’s a nightmare.

“C’mon, come sit with me,” she insists, taking her backpack out of the seat on her other side.

I would rather chew glass. 

“Leighlee belle-fille,” some sweet voice behind me speaks up, saving me. 

I turn to find Daisy Howard, self-proclaimed weirdo extraordinaire, in purple tights and a brown jumper dress. From tortoise shell glasses, she looks at me with huge, hopeful hazel eyes. “Parlez-vous francaise?”

I wonder if she can see my grateful relief. I don’t really know Daisy, but I’ve never been happier at the prospect of getting to.

“Un petit peu.” I smile and hold my thumb half an inch from my index fingertip to show a little bit. Daisy smiles with total sincerity. Glancing my goodbye to Valarie, I sit down a few seats over, next to my new friend.

When class starts, Valarie’s presence is easy to ignore, but when the bell rings, I’m slammed with it all over again. Her phone is in her hand as she walks out into the hall.

“Later, little sis.” She beams, sure to make eye contact again.

I don’t want to look into her eyes, but I do. And because I refuse to let her dishearten me, I say it, too. “See ya.”

It’s not enough that she’s in Thomas’ world. Now she’s in mine too.

 

AS I’M finally approaching my locker at the end of the day, Petey walks by and messes up my curls. There’s a tall, skinny boy with him that I don’t recognize but feel like I should. Between their playing around and all the commotion, the taller boy steps on my toes. 

Pressing my lips together to keep my cries down—because, ow—I breathe out through my nose.

“Sorry,” the skinny, sort of familiar boy mumbles over his shoulder as they pass.

My locker sticks on the first try.

And the second. 

I hit it with the heel of my hand.

On my third try, I realize I’m using last year’s combination. When I turn the right numbers around, the door opens. With a long exhale, I pack up and scan the emptying hallway for a friendly face. When I don’t see one, I turn back to my locker to check that I have everything.

I don’t.

On the floor of my metal book closet, folded unevenly, is a piece of notebook paper with torn spiral edges. Looking around before bending carefully and picking it up, I glance around one more time before I unfold it.

It probably shouldn’t make everything better.

But it does.

No name is signed to the note, but there doesn’t need to be. I recognize the sharp script-scratch from secret Christmas and birthday gifts with Leighlee Bliss written on them.

Biting my lip to keep from smiling entirely too obviously, I stare down at the words written only and totally for me.

You look good enough to eat, princess pie.

 

THE LONGER I’m in high school, the more I feel like we’re all right back in junior high.

The boys are just as obnoxious, and Becka and I are little sisters again. The treatment is the same. The difference is the sight and the sound.

All of the boys are filling out. Petey, Ben, and Thomas are taller and broader-shouldered by the day. Their hands look stronger and their laughs sound deeper.

It’s weird watching Tweedle Dumb and Tweedle Dumber interact with girls. Kelly wears Pete’s flat-billed snapback, and he flips up the back of her cheer skirt in the halls. It’s obvious they’re together, even if they don’t hold hands.

Ben’s a different story. I’ve seen him hold hands with Heather. And Elise. And Sofia. And Zoe. Last week, Benny boy had his arms around April and her best friend Holly—one on either side of himself—and neither of them seemed to mind.

Thomas is still their hotheaded leader. He stands the tallest, but he stands alone. He wouldn’t be caught dead with his arm around a girl or with a smaller, softer hand in his. Not in the hallways. Not where everyone can see, but that in no way means he isn’t every bit as much of a dog as Ben is. Or even more attached to one girl than Petey is. Thomas gets the whole cake, the ice cream, and gets to eat it all, too.

I know this.

I’m in the girl’s restroom right now, knowing this for a fact.

And it’s torture.

“I told my mom it was cramps, but … like, oh my God. I couldn’t even walk.”

“I thought he was with Valarie?”

I hear Clarissa, the girl who couldn’t walk, scoff. Behind my screwed-shut eyes, I can picture her rolling hers. 

“Apparently Valarie isn’t doing it for him.”

I can hear her pride at being chosen to be used, and I don’t know how to handle it. Valarie is one thing, but this …

I feel stuck and mangled, and broken-hurt. I’m angry enough to put my fist through the stall wall, and at the same time I feel jealousy that makes me want to crawl in a hole and disappear. 

“Val’s fucking broken in. She probably can’t even feel him when they do it.”

I cover my mouth with both hands to keep from crying out loud.

“I don’t know how anybody couldn’t. Even Valarie.” Clarissa drags from her cigarette. “Dusty’s got something crazy pent up inside him.”

“Rissa!”

Her friend mock-chastises her. They laugh like they should stop talking, but they don’t, and my heart kicks me from the inside.

“What?” Her cigarette smoke-wrapped innocence sounds exactly like what it is: cheap and fake. “It’s not like I told you how big his dick is. I’m just saying.”

Across the bathroom floor, Clarissa shifts her feet and stretches her legs a little.

“Like, I still feel him …”

This can’t be real.

I want to break through the door and tear at her. I want to shrink into nothingness. I want to find Thomas and scream at the top of my lungs, because how can he not know? How can he not understand how horrible this is for me?

Tears slip down my cheeks, collecting along my hands while Clarissa and her friend laugh between drags.

“Are you going to Casper’s on Friday?”

“I don’t know, maybe.”

“Thomas might be there.”

“Exactly.”

I can’t take it.

Girls talk and a lot of girls lie—I know this because I’m a lying girl—but I’m better than this. Even if everything this girl is saying is true, I’m still better than her and Valarie because I’m not deceived.

I love Thomas with my eyes wide open.

Just as well as I know the sound of his heart, I know that sex doesn’t equal love or respect. I know this prudent, adoring side of Dusty that no one else even thinks he’s capable of, and I know as well that there’s nothing I can do to stop him from being him.

Love is figuring out how to deal, and the trick is to keep moving, keep breathing.

I’m a liar, but I refuse to be the crying girl hiding in a bathroom stall.

Exhaling through pursed lips, I rub my tears from my cheeks. My knees shake as I stand, but I force them to work. I square my shoulders and chin-up and open the door. I leave helplessness behind and look Clarissa right in her defiled, deluded, sucked-in and used-up eyes. I give her a smooth smile and head to the sink to roll on lip gloss like none of this means anything, because I know Thomas and I are a breathing, aching, love-twisting contradiction. 

I know that no matter what I hear or say, or how absent he is or who he’s been with, this is what we do: endure and subsist between stolen hours. We’re wholly irreconcilable and impossibly necessary. Everything else is meanwhile, insignificant. All of this is irrelevant and time-biding until we can just be us.

A single heart beating discrepancy.

Equal parts absurd, off-limits, and inevitable.
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The snow stops, but the winds in the middle of January are brutal. Becka’s dressed the part in an oversized lumberjack hat with floppy-furry ears, waiting for me on the porch swing. When Mom and I pull into the Castors’ driveway, my girl waves and gives me the biggest smile. She can hardly contain her excitement.

Rebecka and Smitty almost had sex last night.

“Oh my gosh, L,” she says, beaming. My mom disappears down the street and Becka claps her mittened hands together before taking mine as I climb the porch steps. “Oh my fucking gosh, come on!”

We’re barely through the door, and I’m not moving fast enough. She’s kicked her Chucks off and reaches for my right boot while I’m taking off my left.

“Morning, Bliss.” Tommy yawns on her way to the kitchen in a silky white robe. While her daughter’s fighting with me over my boot and rushing me out of my coat, she starts brewing coffee. The scent of hazelnut and vanilla fills the house, and I love it. 

“You guys want some breakfast?” Tommy asks.

“No,” Rebecka answers, dismissing her completely. The second I hang my coat on the rack, B grabs my hand. “Come on, slow poke.”

Seeing her tickled boy-crazy is a trip. She hasn’t been this pumped about anything since landing her first inward heel flip a few months ago. 

“I can’t … Just wait—” She stops abruptly, almost running into her brother at the bottom of the stairs. “Move it, Dusty.”

Thomas’ tired smile and hardly open eyes awaken my butterflies, but Becka doesn’t give us a chance to linger. While she takes steps with unconquerable swiftness, I share a quicker glance with my boy. His dreamy blues flirt and make my pulse flutter, and it’s more than we’re allowed, but not close to enough.

In Rebecka’s room with the door closed behind us, she turns her stereo on way up and jumps onto her bed. I think about dangerous knobs, but there are no hard corners here.

“Tell me.” I jump up with her. “Tell me everything.”

Rebecka grins and stretches out the neck of her black shirt, exposing skin. “Voilà.”

The top of her shoulder to the base of her throat is dotted with misshapen purplish-red hickies. My eyes open wide, and then I’m up, yanking her shirt down further to get a closer look. I think about the way Dusty drags his teeth over my chest sometimes, but this is different. These are deep pink kiss-blossoms made only with lips and tongue and love.

“Not even the half of it,” she says, touching her lips. Baby blue eyes brighten before she closes them and exhales with measured slowness. “Not. Even. Half.” 

I sit back on my calves and start to ask, “Did you see his …?”

Crazy in love shakes her head and opens her eyes. She actually blushes. “Not really. I felt it, though.”

I can’t imagine.

She plays it cool, tucking jump-messy blonde hair behind her left ear and adjusting her hat. “I kind of, sort of … let him finger me a little.”

My eyes go from wide to insanely wide.

“Okay, a lot.”

“Becka,” I say from behind my hands while she covers her face with both of hers, melting into titters and flutters.

“I saw stars, Bliss.” She giggles. Like a girl. “Best first orgasm ever.”

I fall back on my bottom, stunned, but not really. They’re dating. They’re in love. They’re legit. I’m not so much shocked as envious.

“It’s like Christmastime,” she continues. “It’s like all the lights, and warm cookies, and hot-hot chocolate, and surprises, and snowflakes on your eyelashes, and that feeling when you first get home, when you go from being so cold to so warm—and love, all around, everywhere.” 

She talks fast and I’m following her as best as I can, but my thoughts drift to Thomas and what he won’t give me. 

“It’s like Christmas spreads through your whole body, heart, and soul, and then it bursts open like the Fourth of July in your chest. And your belly. And your fingers. And toes.” 

She tickles my sock-covered toe tips and sighs the happiest, absolutely most relaxed sounding sigh ever. “It’s like fireworks. Everywhere.”

I smile with her, but I can’t follow where she’s gone. 

“Wow.” I breathe out.

“Seriously, Leigh. Let a boy put his hands in your pants so we have orgasm stories to trade.”

I look around her room and feign shyness.

“Come on.” She nudges my knee. “Don’t you want to kiss boys? You’re so pretty, L. What are you waiting for?”

It suddenly seems amazingly lucky we’ve avoided this conversation for as long as we have. I can’t tell Becka there’s a boy I kiss, or that he’s making me wait for Fourth of July on Christmas because he thinks I’m too little. 

Hopped-up-on-first-orgasm-endorphins, Rebecka smirks. “Let Oliver do it.”

My thought process stumbles and I laugh. “What?” 

“He would,” she insists. “He’s probably dying to.”

“No way.” I shake my head, not considering it. “Oliver’s with Erin, and …”

What am I supposed to say? 

I could never.

I don’t want to. And if I did, I’m Thomas’.

I start again. “Maybe I’m …”

Think, Bliss.

“What?” Becka lifts her brows.

“Maybe I’m saving it,” I say, keeping shy pride and unquestionable innocence in my tone. “Myself, I mean. I’m saving myself.”

“Well, isn’t that sweet?” Becka teases, keeping one of her brows raised like she’s not certain. But then she drops it and narrows her eyes. “Virtuous and pristine Leighlee Bliss. Silly little virgin girl.”

“Hey.” I hit her with a pillow.

“Such a prude,” she taunts, hitting me back.

While we play back and forth with her pillows, I think this can work because I’m not lying to her. I am saving myself for someone special. This is a real part of who I am, and who I have to be.

The boy I love is making me.

“Okay, okay,” I say, giving in. “You’re still technically a silly little virgin too, you know.”

Becka tosses her hat back and shakes out tangled blonde hair and says, “But not for long. And don’t worry. I’ll let you live vicariously through my awesome love life.”

Rebecka’s in love.

Rebecka’s going to have sex. Soon.

And I’ll be stuck on first base until I’m eighteen.

We both fall onto our backs and stare up at dim yellow-white rope lights, wordlessly relaxing in her contentment. I lean my head on her shoulder; blond flyaways tickle my nose while I listen to my heart and her breathing.

“Are you nervous?” I ask after a few seconds.

She absently plays with my fingertips. “Kind of. I guess I am, because what if it hurts or whatever. But …”

“But?”

“It’s Smitty,” she says, like he’s the answer to everything. “Hal cares about me more than himself. He’d do anything for me. Love’s like that, you know?”

I want to tell her I do know.

But I don’t.

And it makes the beating muscle in my chest pinch with hurt.

“He loves me the same way I love him,” she tells me. “Maybe that’s dumb. But we go together.”

The hurt in my heart pulls while she brushes her thumb over my nail beds.

“Don’t worry,” she says a second time. “You go ahead and save your innocence, Princess Bliss. When you find the right frog for the job, you’ll know.”

Her wording makes me smile, and in the next second, the soreness in my chest grows into a different feeling altogether.

“Dusty!” Tommy calls from a floor below us. “Get the girls and come have breakfast.”

When my best friend’s brother knocks and opens her door, his hair is still a morning mess. He’s not dressed, but his smirk is wide awake and his eyes are clear. I want to wrap up in the feel of his good, good mood and kiss his lazy, upturned lips. 

“You guys coming or what?” he asks. 

“Yeah, yeah.” Rebecka waves him off as we get up, but he lingers against the door frame. She passes him, and as I do, this boy curls some of my messed up red-blonde around his fingers. 

“Morning, sunny side.” His smirk makes me sway, and the sight of his lips makes me feel like making out until our lips bleed. When he turns away, I want to jump on his back and kiss, kiss, kiss him until he pulls me around.

But love is unallowed.

We’re glances, secrets, and a fraction of a touch from the top of his bare foot to sole of my socked one under the breakfast table. 

We’re tenuous and insubstantial. We’re fragments. We’re hopeless, but I’m thankful when Thomas winks at me between his dad passing his mom the orange juice and his sister blowing bubbles in her chocolate milk. 

Fragments are more than hopeless could ever ask for.

 

THE END of February warms the world up little by little, so I trade snow boots for ballet flats and navigate Newport High with awareness and confidence. I refuse to be intimated by things I overhear. 

I see Thomas in the halls every now and then, and he occasionally acknowledges my existence with the same kind of little sister attention his friends show me. It’s equal parts annoying and not enough, but still more than he gives any other girl in school. 

On the upside, I have lunch the same time as Becka this semester. 

We’re sitting in our usual spot in the corner of the cafeteria, on top of the table with our feet on the chairs. White wintertime daylight pours in from the windows behind us, and the spacious room is crowded with teenagers. It smells like chili and cinnamon rolls and sounds like obnoxious chaos.

While my girl stirs the fruit on the bottom of the yogurt cup she brought from home, countless bangles dangle over hemp-twisted bracelets. 

“So,” she starts without looking up. “I know tomorrow’s a school night, but do you think your mom would let you stay over?”

I shrug, sorting through a palmful of Skittles. “I don’t know. Why, what’s up?” 

She’s hiding something and the longer I look, the harder it is for her to keep it down. Bringing her hand up, she coughs to clear her throat. I go from curious to eager. “Becka, what?”

“I should have asked if you were doing anything.”

“No.” I do a quick mental check. Pretty sure I’ll do homework, have dinner, and go to bed, where I’ll maybe stay up and talk to Thomas on the phone. “I’m not doing anything.”

While she takes a bite, I look at the tables and walls around us, all decorated with red and white bulletins and pink construction paper hearts.

Of course.

The boy I kiss would never make those kinds of plans.

“It’s totally stupid,” Becka rambles. “It’s dumb. Because we’re boyfriend and girlfriend or whatever. It’s another day of the year that card companies decided to capitalize on so that—”

Facing her, smiling the smile she won’t dare set free on her own lips, I lower my voice, but my excitement for this is uncontainable. “No way, Rebecka Castor, you have plans for Valentine’s Day?”

She rolls her eyes. 

“You do,” I say, thrilled and anxious for her. 

“Okay, okay.” The same blush from over a month ago colors her cheeks, but she plays it off. “It’s nothing. Smitty happened to casually mention that his parents will be gone for the night.”

“Girl…” I take her yogurt so she can’t avoid the excitement any longer “…is this it?”

“No. Maybe. I don’t know … Maybe.” She meets my eyes and I see it. Her blues glow anticipation. “My parents are lax or whatever, but no way would Dad let me stay the night at a boy’s house. Especially tomorrow. And I’ve never snuck out before, and if you’re there, they’ll never suspect anything.”

“Totally,” I tell her. Someone should get to enjoy the holiday. “Of course I’ll come cover for you. We’ll figure something out.”

“Thank you, love.” She leans against my shoulder. “I’d do the same for you.”

I kiss the top of her head, but my heart splinters inside because that’s the thing.

She’ll never have to.

 

CONVINCING MY parents to let me stay elsewhere on a school night is no easy feat. When I try to after dinner, Mom gets all dramatic and confesses that she had a surprise girly movie night waiting for the two of us. It takes not only explaining that she can’t be upset with me for ruining plans I didn’t know existed, but pulling Dad into it too. 

When they don’t work in his favor, he’s a fan of the facts.

“She’s a good kid, Teri,” he says. “She’s making straight A’s and it’s one night with her friend. She can stay home Friday.”

It’s not part of my plan, but I nod along.

“Besides…” he smiles, touching Mom’s hand “…it could be nice to have the house to ourselves tomorrow.”

Mom giggles. 

I scream.

And they concede.

 

IN DEFIANCE against Cupid, I neglect all the pink and white in my wardrobe in favor of black this morning. I pin strawberry blonde up so my ends are untuggable and opt for smoky shadow instead of shimmer.

Dusty isn’t the only one who can ignore a whole day dedicated to loving.

At school, kids are buying red roses from the student treasury table, and the ones who aren’t paired up are ignoring the idea of romance blatantly. Everyone’s love-stupid in their own way. Everyone of course, except for Thomas and his friends.

The boys not only blow the holiday off, but have apparently skipped school altogether.

Kelly doesn’t seem bothered. She walks around with lit-up eyes that say Petey took care of her. And when I get to French, Valarie’s wearing black.

I wish I could change my clothes.

At lunch, Becka shows up with two Ring Pops. 

“They’re from Smitty,” she says. “For us. He knows who my real valentine is.”

“Good thing,” I tease, sliding the grape sucker ring onto her finger before she puts the cherry one on mine. “Are you excited?”

“Maybe.” She shrugs. “Okay, maybe a lot. A lot.”

It’s funny and wonderful, seeing her enamored.

The rest of the day passes fairly normally. I don’t hear from Thomas, and though I didn’t really expect to, maybe I hoped to. It was with the smallest, deepest part of my secret heart, but it stings. 

I’m mad at him.

While we spend snuck nights growing closer, we spend days slipping further and further apart. And the older he gets, it’s happening exponentially. Thomas will be seventeen this summer, and what then? We are who we are, but where does that leave me when I can’t reach him?

Taking my seat in biology with a sigh, I swallow bitterness and push love from my mind.

“Hey,” Oliver says, setting his pen and pencil down on the table. There’s paint on his hands, sunshiny yellow, streaks of white, and a million hues of red. “I know Becka’s your Valentine.” He pulls a pack of Fun-Dip from his backpack. “But happy corporate holiday.”

“Thank you.” I lean my head on his shoulder and hug his arm as he sits down. He’s solid under his long black sleeve, strong. I tear the corner of the envelope packet, opening the blue powdered sugar first. “I haven’t had Fun-Dip since I was like, a kid.”

He laughs through his perfect smile. It’s the sound of selflessness, and it makes me feel warm down to my bones. I lick the stick for a dip of sugar, and we open our books as class starts.

“What’d you get for Erin?” I whisper a little later, once the teacher has sat down and left us to our microscopes.

Oliver looks at me with dark brown irises that could never lie. There’s real endearment there, and I can’t help remembering what Becka said a few weeks ago. About him like-liking me and dying to make me Christmas-explode. I push the thought away when boredom permeates his look.

“Some roses or whatever,” he answers.

I watch him set up our slides and check the microscope. He marks notes on our worksheet, and I dip another sugary lick before biting the stick. 

“Pretty overrated, right?” I ask.

Oliver shrugs. “Sure.”

After class, Smitty and Becka find us in the hallway. Her Ring Pop is long gone and her eyes might as well be big pink cartoon hearts.

“Fun-Dip!” she says, glancing between Oliver and me before draping her arm over my shoulder. She leads us ahead of the boys, and I put my arm around her waist, offering her some of the candy I’ve been pinkie fingertip dipping from since I finished the stick.

“That was nice,” she says, declining and then side-eying me. “And thoughtful.”

“Shut your face,” I tell her. “He got his girlfriend flowers. Fun-Dip is nothing.”

“Everybody gets flowers,” she says. “That shit’s basic. Required. Like, standard.” She looks at me as we walk, waiting for me to get it. “You mentioned Fun-Dip at the movies a month ago, genius.” 

I remember, and the realization must show on my face because it makes Rebecka laugh. She chooses now to dip her pinkie in my sugar and winks at me as she takes the lick from her fingertip. 

“Told you,” she teases. Then she turns around and grabs Smitty’s business.

He chases her down the hall à la middle school memories, and I’m left with a boy I can no longer deny has a bow and arrow for me.

 

OUTSIDE THE school, Tommy waits for us with the same look in her eyes as all the couples at school. I’m over it.

“What are you glowing about?” Becka asks as she buckles up in the front seat. I slide into the back as Tommy starts to drive.

“Your father cleared his evening and booked hotel reservations,” she explains. “He’s at home getting ready now.”

Which means Lucas either really did cancel all his commitments on a whim, or has been secretly planning this surprise for a while. Either way, if I was Tommy I’d be glowing too. Because how romantic.

Then Becka passes me a box of Turtles over the seat, which are also from Lucas. 

“They’re Mom’s favorite,” she says. 

I’m over it again. 

Love makes me moody.

“I left my Visa on the table for when you guys want dinner. Don’t wait up,” Tommy teases as we pull into the driveway.

Becka’s too distracted by whatever Hal texted her to be grossed out. By the time we get to her room, her excitement has doubled with the fact that her parents won’t be home. She can leave sooner now, and easier. I sit on her bed while she changes a few times, telling her yes to this shirt, no to that one, but inside I’m bitter.

I glance at my phone while she digs through her closet. I haven’t heard from Thomas all day. Valentine’s has never been a thing before, but he loves me now. It should be different. 

When Rebecka emerges again, she’s in another band tee, one with the neck cut so her skinny shoulder and purple bra strap are snowing. 

“You know,” I tell her, “you could always wear one of those dresses that still has the tags on them. Easy access.”

 

AN HOUR-ISH later, Lucas and Tommy have left and Rebecka is about to. We’re on the couch, and she’s in the same outfit she started in.

“Are you sure you don’t mind doing this?” she asks, twisting her bracelets around.

“Ask me one more time, B,” I warn. I’m kidding, mostly. I love her, but I’m done with all this. The swoony getaways, the stupid heartthrob eyes, Ring Pops, Fun-Dip, being blown off—I’m drained. I’m jealous. And I’m ready to show Saint Valentine both of my middle fingers. 

I need … something.

“It’s fine,” I tell Becka. “Seriously, truly. I’m going to raid all that candy your mom said we could have and watch TV my parents never let me watch. It’s fine.”

When she’s quiet, I feel bad. I should be happy for her.

“Besides,” I add, “someone has to show me the way.”

She smiles, and outside, Smitty rolls up in his brother’s car.

“Thank you, Bliss.” She hugs me. “Seriously truly, thank you.”

The old green Pontiac in the driveway beeps twice.

“Go.” I nudge her.

“I’m going. I love you. Do wait up,” she says. “I’ll be back with important lessons.”

Then, she’s out the door.

And I’m alone in the Castor home.

Some of my annoyance lifts without the burden of anyone to hide it from, and I shift my weight from foot to foot before going to the kitchen. The sight on the table is unreasonable. There are balloons and roses and boxes of specialty confections piled two and three high. 

I turn around and head upstairs.

Afternoon sunlight illuminates Thomas’ room. His desk is cluttered, but his bed is made. There’s a basket of clean laundry next to it, waiting to be put away and giving vanilla and trouble tinged air hints of fresh fabric softener. Normally, it’s disappointing when I come to this place and find myself alone—and I knew he wouldn’t be here—but just like that, I feel better.

As I approach his bed, I notice that black sheets are sticking out crookedly from the corner of his gray comforter. They’re a slept-in mess underneath, and I smile as I turn around, falling back onto his mattress.

Knowing I’m the only girl who’s felt his sheets and heard the soft slide-sounds they make when we twist between them in the dark turns my frustration to flutters. When I tilt my face toward his pillows, I smell pot and powdered sugar together, and it makes my heart beat fuller and faster. 

I love how safe this place is. I love that it’s only ours.

Bending my knees and pressing my legs together, I spread my arms out, feeling my way across cool cotton before bringing them back to myself. I slip my hands under the edge of my sweater without hesitation, covering my belly button and closing my eyes.

It’s heart-risking and sanity-destroying, but I really do belong to Thomas. Belly button. Heart. Soul. All of me, is all of his. I have this sense that I should be wary, but nothing in the whole world makes me feel like he does. 

Turning a little, breathing deeper, I draw small circle shapes around my belly button and the bottom of my stomach. I think about the way his breathing changes when I touch him and the bare sounds he makes when we kiss. I trace the edge of my jeans and think about his weight against my hips, and I feel warm. All over. Inside and out.

Brushing only the tips of my fingers underneath denim, I follow sweetly, spreading heat with memories that incite my heartbeat. I forget today and replay our first kiss, so lost that when my back pocket vibrates, I nearly jump off the bed. 

“Shit—” I say out loud. Thomas’ face lights my screen, and my cheeks burn hotter. My pulse thumps hard in my chest, and my phone keeps buzzing. 

Blowing slowly measured breaths out, I pull myself from daydream lushness and back to reality.

“Hey,” I answer evenly. 

“Hey, princess kid.” Smoky dark and high lighthearted, Dusty’s voice fills my ears and goes straight to my pulse, more than my own thoughts or touch ever could. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing.” I stare up at his ceiling. “What are you doing?”

“Thinking about you,” he says, his tone mellow and glad. The sounds of traffic and outside fill his pause, and I know he’s driving. “What are you doing right now? Are your parents home?”

My eyebrows lift and crinkle, and I glance at my screen for the time. It’s almost six. I’d be sitting down to dinner if I was at my house.

“Yeah, they’re home,” I tell him. “But I’m not.”

“Where are you?” he asks over breeze-muffled music.

“Guess.”

He laughs lightly. “Are you with my sister?”

“No.”

“Daisy?”

“Nope.”

Thomas laughs again, deeper this time.

“Go ahead, baby,” he says, and I can see his smirk so clearly in my mind. “Tell me you’re with Oliver so I can lay that motherfucker out.”

It goes right to where all my butterflies are, simultaneously feeding and increasing the precious ache he gives to me. My eyes are on his ceiling, but my fingers are back on my belly button, and I can see him, driving with the heel of his left hand, leaned back in totally cocky confidence. 

“I’m not,” I tell him softly.

“Good,” he says. “I want to see you.”

“Me?” My heart skips.

“No, Cupid,” he teases. “Yeah, you. You’re my fucking girl, aren’t you?”

I keep my voice steady, but anticipation opens up like a wild thing inside me. It’s a twitch in my fingers and a tightness in my chest. It makes my stomach dip and flip, and my mind becomes one-tracked.

“Yes,” I tell him.

“Where are you?” he asks again, wind whipping around his voice as he shuts his car door. The sound echoes. He’s here, outside, and the thought of surprising him lights me up.

“Where do you want me to be?” I ask in turn, bending and unbending my legs.

I hear his keys. “Right now?” 

The front door opens, and the eagerness in me that’s taken over doubles.

“In my bed,” he answers after a pause, stoned sincerity making my craving heart and impatient ache tingle. “Underneath me. Holding on.”

My blood burns under my skin, through all my limbs, everywhere. I half-hum and press my palm against the bottom of my stomach.

“Come on, L. Where are you?”

I hear him a floor below me, shuffling around, taking too long. 

“Come find me.” 

For one, two, three beats, Thomas is quiet. Then he hangs up, and the sound of his footsteps taunt hard pressed passion. My heart rate rushes and my fingers close anxiously around nothing as I pull my hands up from touching. I bend my knees again, exhaling as he opens the door.

Upturned lips and breathtaking blues that are hooded with juvenile delinquency and surprised satisfaction make me smile. Sweater unzipped, backpack on one shoulder, trouble holds his sunglasses in his left hand and pushes his hair back with his right.

“Where’s Rebecka?” he asks, closing in on me.

I hold his eyes. “With her valentine. Where have you been?”

“Around,” he says, grabbing each of my ankles and straightening my legs out. I slip from my elbows to my back, giggling as he brings me to the edge of his bed so my calves hang over and my feet dangle.

Brushing each of his hands up my legs, curving them behind my knees, he asks, “How much time do we have?”

Flat on my back as he stands above me, I bite my lip to keep from smiling as high as I want to. I love him from this angle. I want to savor this. When I don’t answer right away, Thomas strokes my kneecaps through my jeans, and I curve my ankles around the backs of his legs. 

“How much time do we need?” I ask, kind of playful, sort of completely serious.

“All of it,” he answers, looking at my mouth. He looks at my chest and my hands, and back to my eyes, narrowing his like he’s searching for something. His smirk lifts on the left side, like he’s found it. “What were you doing when I called?”

Dropping my lids, finding his hands and curling my fingers with his, I fib. 

“Nothing.”

But his grip tightens, and he tugs me closer. He leans over me, and blues that look like they know the truth are impossible to hide from. Bringing my legs all the way around him, he holds me under his eyes and lowers his voice.

“Tell me what you were doing in my bed without me, Bliss.”

I cross my ankles behind him, trying to get him more near as my heart opens up. 

“Thinking of you.”

Sliding his hands up my thighs, Thomas leans closer, coming all the way down until his lips are on my lips and his chest is right above mine. He kisses me softly, barely parted and sweet, lifting away before I’m ready.

“When’s Becka coming home?” he asks, standing up while my pulse clamors and my longing is left in want. 

I sit up, securing hair pins that almost came loose. “I don’t know. Late probably. She’s going to text me when she’s on her way.”

Sitting down on the edge of his bed and grabbing his backpack, Thomas says, “Okay.” 

He unzips one of the pockets, and as I shift onto my knees beside him, he pulls out three black and multicolored packets. I look up at the boy in front of me, and I can feel the excitement coming off him as he spreads various blunt wraps out in his hands. I think about right and wrong, and I can almost taste the thrill that courses through me.

“I got strawberry-kiwi, cotton candy, and vanilla,” he says, offering them to me. He looks up, and I get it.

Thomas smokes with ZigZags or Phillies, nothing like this. He bought these with me in mind. It’s Valentine’s Day, and he’s putting the most Dusty-perfect gift in my hands. Looking over each of them, the choice is a no brainer.

I hold the vanilla one up, and Thomas smiles. He opens his window and turns music on low, and as he sits down next to me and starts breaking up on his history book, I watch closely.

All rolled up, he hands me the finished product. While I bring it to my nose, inhaling dark vanilla and dank trees, he stands and tugs my right sock off. 

“Hey!” I wiggle naked, pink-painted toes. He grabs my left foot and tickles my sole. “Stop that!”

“Come here,” he says, tugging me by my ankle like I weigh next to nothing. At the edge of the bed, he pulls off my other sock and I raise my eyebrows. 

Slipping his hands under the hem of my sweater, he pushes it up. I lift my arms so he can bring it over my head, leaving me in a camisole. I want this, but when his fingers slide to my jeans, I don’t understand. 

“Thomas?”

Meeting my eyes, he undoes the button under his thumbs, and my heart thumps fast and hard.

“You can’t go back to your parents’ house with this smell on your clothes,” he says, brushing his fingertips over the same skin I was touching before he got here, right where my craving is tightly concentrated. “Your dad wouldn’t let you come back. I’d have to break into Judge McCloy’s house to see you.”

The thought only increases how good this sneaking feels.

We sit across from each other on the middle of his bed, my bare knees touching his denim covered ones. Sunlight from his window heats my skin and makes his hair and hands and face look touchably warm. My conscience prickles as he brings the blunt up, but once it’s on his lips and he’s setting fire to the end, puffing hits back-to-back, making the cherry burn bright, my sense of right and wrong is overwhelmed with floating smoke and the sound of his inhale.

Smoldering slow and steady, he takes a longer, deeper pull and blows it up toward his ceiling. This boy makes it look easy, and sexy, and when he passes it to me, I want to look that smooth too.

“I just … breathe it in?” I ask, holding the contraband between my thumb and fingertips.

“Pull until you feel it right here,” he says, patting the front of my neck. “Then when you do, stop and take another little breath and hold it.”

Thomas brings the blunt up so that his fingertips touch my lips. His eyes don’t leave mine as I slowly start to pull smoke, and I feel him watching as my own lids dip. I don’t feel anything in my throat, so I pull a little harder, and then it’s there, like he said it would be. 

Leaning back with a quick gasp of air, I hold my breath until it’s impossible. Smoke seeps thinly from my lungs, and when I lick my lips that taste like vanilla, I do it again.

I cough the second time, but we’re both laughing. At some point, I climb onto his lap, where I blow puff-clouds of smoke upward, and he exhales his all over me. He holds the blunt to my lips for each hit, and I hold onto him.

Smoke and sunlight and mellow guitar chords float around us. Thomas runs his nose along my neck, and I can’t keep my hands out of his hair. It’s brushy-soft between my fingers, and his scalp is warm. I think I could fly on how good he feels, but his left arm remains around me at all times. I’m safe-kept, and loved, and high. 

Time drifts with the breeze. We shift onto our sides in his bed, covered with nothing but this heightened sense of connectedness, and I swear I can feel the earth moving.

“Baby,” Thomas whispers, touching my hair, kissing my cheek, my chin, my neck. “Baby, baby …”

Somehow, the blunt ends up in my hand and lifting it to his lips comes naturally. He pulls a deep hit before taking it from me and setting it on his nightstand. Tilting my head back, he presses his thumb in the corner of my mouth, and I part my lips for him. Forehead on mine, lips to lips, he breathes his smoke into me.

What I can’t take floats around and between us, and my awareness feels like swimming. Our lips brush, but we’re not kissing. His forehead rests on my own, and when I wrap my arms around his neck, trying to bring us closer, he plants his hands firmly above my shoulders. He slides his nose along the side of mine, and it’s here: the ache that he gives but won’t give in to.

Gripping his sleeves, breathing faster, I arch and stretch and whisper, “Touch, touch, touch …”

His hands stay, but he kisses me and my heart beats overwhelming love. It floods all my senses, overwhelming me everywhere. There’s nowhere I can’t see or smell or taste him. The feel of his denim on my bare legs is everything in one second, and then it’s the strength in his arms, holding himself above me, the weight of his lips on my skin, the sound of him breathing. I can hear it as clearly as I can hear my own, and the birds outside, and the music, and his phone.

Ignoring the sound, Thomas moves the strap of my camisole aside, kissing my shoulder until the ringing stops. But it starts again, and I hate it. I’m underneath him, wide open in love, but all I can suddenly think of is Valarie.

“Stop,” I tell him, my voice vanilla-smoke raspy and not half as strong as I need it to be. “Your phone, stop.”

Pulling away abruptly, this boy plucks his phone from his back pocket, pops it open, jerks the battery out, and tosses all the pieces across the room. He looks down at me with eyes that tell me I should know better. That this is love and none of anything else matters, but it’s too late.

Knowing doesn’t bring the mood back.

 

STILL BLAZED and ill-tempered, I lean against Thomas while he flips channels. I don’t want to feel like I do, but I don’t want to fight, so we sit.

Picking at the bottom of my sweater, I remain silent until he can’t take it anymore.

Shutting the television off, he sets the remote down and nudges me up. 

“Come on,” he says, grabbing his hoodie. “Get your shoes.”

 

FRONT WINDOWS cracked, we’re relaxed in the back of his parents’ old Audi and it feels good again.

“Caffeine isn’t good for you, you know,” Thomas says, glancing over. 

The sun has set and the purple sky and the Yaquina lighthouse paint my temperamental troublemaker in soft hues. The scent and sounds of the sea drift in with the breeze, mixing with smoke from the blunt he’s relit and the low melodies of Citizen Cope singing about a girl that won’t give in and he’ll never let go of.

Taking another drink of the coffee he bought me, I shrug. I don’t know what he said to get the baristas to make a pumpkin spice latte in February, but cinnamon and caffeine fill me with warm relief. 

Under his breath and around a hit, Thomas chuckles.

“It’s bad for your bones and skin,” he says, smirking as I tuck my toes under his leg. “And your heart. Uncontrolled beats are a prelude to heart attack, princess.”

I roll my eyes and laugh some, because I do feel them. I felt them earlier in his bed, and before that, when I was thinking of him. My unsteady heartbeats have nothing to do with coffee.

“Bring on the palpitations,” I say before taking another drink, letting Dusty lecture me about bad habits, as if I’m too young to understand irony.

“I’m serious,” he continues, smoking up and blowing out. “Your body will build a tolerance. When you feel it’s becoming bad for you, you’ll want more. You’ll need more. Caffeine’s a drug, Leigh.”

I laugh. I can’t help it. Maybe I’m still high.

“Oh yeah?” I ask. “Like pot?”

This boy blows a cloud of smoke up, and I watch it swirl-spread out across the car’s ceiling.

“Pot’s from the earth,” he says, puffing smoke rings while I wrap both hands around my cup, absorbing its warmth through my palms. I inhale the cream-sweet scent of cinnamon and nutmeg and ginger, and it may be full of stimulants, but I feel calm.

Thomas’ presence is the best Valentine’s Day gift. Candy is nice, and candy flavored blunt wraps were thoughtful, but this is what I wanted most. Just us.

“Pumpkins are from the earth,” I say. “And coffee beans.”

“You think there’s real pumpkin in that?” he asks. When I can’t do more than smile and stare at his lips, he sits up straighter.

“Caffeine’s an analeptic. It fucks with your impulse control and your insulin resistance.”

I laugh because, “What?”

He pulls a hit. “That shit will give you stress hormones, Bliss.”

“How do you know all this?” 

“Baseball.”

We’re quiet for a second, looking at each other. His carefreeness is back, but his smile is understated.

“You sure you’re not worried it’ll stunt my growth?”

Between licking his bottom lip and bringing the blunt back up, Dusty glances at my chest without a stitch of modesty.

“You’re growing up fine, girl.”

My cheeks heat, and I hide my smile with another drink. 

After I’ve finished my coffee, Thomas offers me the blunt. When I decline, my actual addiction leans into me, nudges his hood from my head, and exhales his smoke all over my neck. 

The playful punk that was lecturing me is gone. This honest to a fault, recklessly unflinching, too-beautiful, fated youth is a person only I know. This is my person. 

He tosses the blunt out the window while I drop my empty cup to the floorboard, and we shift together. We kiss open and deep, claiming and binding. We kiss the way I wanted to earlier, with eyes closed and hearts open, and I know the real drug is here. It’s between us and inside us.

It’s the way he opens my lips with his lips to kiss me deeper, and the way my pulse feels like his name is in my veins.

It’s the way I can’t stay hurt or mad or jealous, and the way he can’t stand for me to.

It’s the craving that never goes away, the need for more that grows as we feed it. It’s the tolerance he was talking about and knowing he’s right. 

It’s this, our secret.

We’re the drug.
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“Thomas, wake up.” 

My hangover-heavy eyes snap open at the sound of my mother’s disapproving voice. I sit up, panicked, squinting against harsh sunlight and a throbbing headache. The sickening taste of flat beer and nicotine lingers in my mouth, making it hard to swallow, but Leigh’s side of the bed is empty, easing my drunk heart. 

I fall back, covering my face with Leighlee’s sweetheart scented pillow. 

“What do you want?” I ask, each syllable more painful than the last. 

Mom jerks my small salvation away and tosses the pillow across the room. The potent aroma of her high-end perfume turns my stomach. I don’t know how she’s up and dressed when the world is obviously ending. 

“It’s after two. Get up before I call your father,” she says, throwing dirty clothes from my bed to a pile on the floor. “You’re a pig.” 

“Sorry.” I rub my hands over my face. The smell of cigarettes between my prints is worse than the scent of her cruel fragrance. 

The woman who gave me life walks around my room, stacking dirty plates on top of each other, tossing out empty soda cans, and scoffing at the cigarette burns on the carpet below my window. 

“You’re a piece of work, you know that?” She kicks a pair of pants into the growing stack of crap that needs to be washed beside my bed. “I know you took the car out last night, and you’re lucky I moved it before your dad saw it parked on the fucking lawn.”

“I went over to Petey’s. His mom—”

She holds up her hand, stopping me. “I don’t give a shit about Petey. You’re drinking and driving, and you’re taking the car when you’ve been told not to. Do it again and the keys are mine.” At my dresser, pulling out random, mismatched clothes, Mom throws them at me. “Get up. You’re a horrible example for your sister and Bliss.”

I smile to myself. 

She has no idea.

My doting mother is halfway out the door when she stops and actually looks at me. “You know, if you get in any real trouble, Judge McCloy won’t allow Leighlee over here anymore.” 

I can translate the threat in her tone: fuck up your own life, but not hers—not mine.

“Got it,” I say. 

She slams the door, splitting my piercing skull. I roll over to my stomach, spreading out on cool, void of meaning sheets. Last night is blurry. The boys. The Sluts. Maybe we were at Pete’s. I have zero recollection of the drive home. 

But I remember love. 

I remember what her lips tasted like: powdered sugar and need.

Baby was brave and rolled me over, straddling my hips. She blushed, caught. And I laughed, amused. The mini powdered donuts wrapper crinkle, crinkle, crunched as I pulled it out from under my back. 

“How many times do I have to tell you not to eat in my bed, baby Bliss?” I asked. 

I smile at the memory of her little moans, and somewhere between closed-tight eyes and rocking hips, I fall asleep again. I don’t wake up until my powdered-sugar princess is back with me.

“Shh …” L presses her finger to my lips. “I can’t stay,” she whispers in the low light coming through my bedroom window.

“Where’s my sister?” I ask quietly, gripping onto Leigh’s sides, moving her under me.

“She’s outside. Smitty dropped by.” My girl’s breathless. Love’s eyes are wild and her cheeks are rosy, reddened as she eagerly moves herself against me, firm and deliberate. 

I press my lips to her neck, kissing her pulse point before opening my mouth and pulling thin skin between my teeth. Leighlee’s warm where she’s made me hard—baby came in here on a whim, but she had no idea what she was walking into. 

There’s thrill in this secret. 

“No marks, Thomas,” she says faintly.

My lips curve into a smile along her collarbone. I pull down her top and breathe over the pink lace layering her slight breast, tempted to rip the bra off entirely. I know she wants me to, but I don’t. My hips still and my thumb doesn’t brush; my lips don’t kiss and my mouth doesn’t cover.

Leigh’s chest rises and falls tensely—timidly. She’s sure, but so uncertain. She’s never shown herself to anyone before … I’d know if she had. 

This is the nervousness of a little virgin baby princess. 

She doesn’t realize what I could do to her, but she’d let me anyway. Leigh wants me enough to give me anything. She lets me fuck with her head—she’d let me fuck her body simply because she loves me. 

That’s our deal. 

I could move baby-pink delicates over and slide my dick inside her if I wanted to. I could roll and ride and push until she cried, and nothing I did would shelve her trust and love. She would think it was supposed to be that way, because it’s me, and the judge’s daughter doesn’t know any better. 

Sometimes I forget she’s only fourteen. 

But no matter how badly her body feels ready, I want to preserve her innocence a while longer. 

Descending slowly down untasted skin, I kiss Bliss’ stomach over her dress. My lips press to the inside of her thigh, appreciating how untouched and brand new every inch of love is. She’s nothing like anyone else I’ve been with. Valarie doesn’t look or feel this way. Valarie incites and spreads like a slut. She scratches like a bitch and fucks like a whore. She sucks dick with experience, and screams dirty words while she fakes coming because she thinks it’s what she’s expected to do.

Someone taught her to be that way.

With my face close to Leigh’s center, small, bare heels burrow into my bed, and she arches her back and bites her lip to keep noiseless. The taste of her skin is easy on my tongue but hard on my resistance. I suck until she’s twisting and kiss the purple spot when I feel she can’t take any more.

Moving back up her body, I whisper into her ear as I touch the side of her throat with the back of my fingers. “I can’t mark you here…” I press my palm over the bruise my mouth made on her skin “…but I can here.”

She draws in a slow breath. “Okay,” she whispers, rubbing the inside of her thighs along the outside of mine. “Okay.” 

Leighlee is two and a half years younger than me, and outside of this room, I have a whole life she doesn’t know much about. The drugs, the sex, the parties. At night, she’s tucked in tight, and I’m out getting my dick wet and my head fucked-up.

She hears shit—rumors or whatever. I knew once she was in high school it was going to be harder to lie to her, and easier for her to find out about me and other girls. Especially Valarie. Leigh believes almost anything I say to her, but she’s wary of Val. It’s probably why L pushes this sex shit so hard. In her mind, it’s probably a cure-all. 

“We can do it, if you’re fast.” Her tone is courageous, but the tremble in her fingers lets me know differently.

What will she do if one day I just fucking do it?

Because I won’t be able to stop myself.

One day, I’ll fuck her.

“Right now?” I ask, pushing my hard dick along her soft, too warm middle.

Her breath catches, but she leans her head back, opening up her neck for me. “Be fast.”

She’s clueless. 

It’ll take time to fit inside her. She’ll cry—she’d probably ask me to stop.

I won’t. 

But to have her offer it up, over and over … 

Grinding against her with nothing but cotton between us, there’s bottled up want and caged need in the pit of my stomach—turning, crushing, building. I’m a ticking time bomb; I’m coming for this girl. 

Leighlee cries out and curves her back away from the mattress. Her legs are spread, parted wide. Her arms are motionless at her sides, and pouty lips are open enough to breathe in and hold it. 

“Fuck.” I groan, rolling to my back and pushing down on my dick. 

Denial is not effortless. 

At my side, Bliss gasps and her cheeks are beyond flushed. “Oh my God, what was that?” she asks, squeezing her thighs together. 

Touch yourself, baby, I want to tell her. Touch yourself and come.

I correct her dress instead and sit up, pulling at the ends of my hair. 

“Thomas.” Leigh moans, searching for something to help her ignite and burn.

I almost turn around and do it, but the knock on the door comes first. Then the handle jiggles. It’s locked.

“Open up and look what Hal brought for me,” my sister shouts through our oak barrier. 

Leigh shoots upright with her hands over her mouth, panicked and tense.

“Hold on,” I call out, not at all worried. 

I pry love’s hands away from her face and kiss tight knuckles before lifting her from the bed and carrying my girl to my bathroom shower. “Stay quiet, strawberry blonde.”

“Thomas!” She giggles. 

I shut the bathroom door and put my shirt back on before I let Rebecka in. “What?” I ask, crossing the room, opening the window so I can smoke.

“Look,” she says. For a moment, she’s the excited little girl who smells like sweat with a chipped front tooth following me and my friends around. 

I have no idea what it is. “Why are you showing me this? Where’s your friend?”

“It’s a Chia Pet. And she’s probably out back catching butterflies. I didn’t see her in my room, so I came here.” Rebecka sits on my bed—the same bed I was dry fucking her best friend on—and presents her clay cat head.

I step to my sis, taking the figure from her hands. I look at it, decide it sucks, and kick her out of my room.

“Leigh will like it,” she says as she leaves.

As soon as the door clicks shut, Bliss appears, tiptoeing from the bathroom. She climbs on my lap, as if Becka didn’t almost catch us together, and asks, “What was that? What was happening to me? It felt … like …” Her smoldering eyes search mine, looking over my face for the answer. “It felt like I was on fire … inside.”

I don’t hesitate to slip my hand between her thighs, under her dress, over my mark. “Here,” I ask. “Did it tingle here?”

“Yes,” she whispers, smiling shyly. 

I don’t answer. This little girl doesn’t need to know. I don’t want her to have it yet. 

 

SOMETIME LATER, when March sun sets and the moon rises, Becka, Bliss, and I head to the back patio and eat pudding cups, circled around the seeded cat head while the sprinklers in the yard humidify the air and dampen our faces. 

Leighlee licks chocolate from the corner of her mouth, and I think I might stay in tonight. I want to be around my girl. 

But when the sprinklers turn off and Becka swipes at the bottom of her cup with her finger, the doorbell rings and Bliss’ expression swings from careless to careful and drains of color, guilty. I know who’s here.

The fucking sweater giver.

Laid-back ease below the stars shifts to heavy edginess under the blackened sky the moment Smitty and Oliver come around the side of the house. I don’t have a problem with the quiet one, but I hate that other motherfucker. 

“Your mom told us you were back here,” Hal says quietly. My sister’s boyfriend shoves his hands in his pockets and waits at the bottom of the steps to be invited up. 

Oliver stands back, not as timid, not as cool. He lifts his cap from his head and runs his hand through his hair, watching me from under its bill as I drop my pudding cup and spoon to the table and stand up. 

“Later, kids,” I mumble indifferently, patting Bliss on the top of the head as I step by and walk away. 

Entering the kitchen through the backdoor, Mom’s at the wine rack, pouring herself another glass. Makeup free, the face I grew up loving beams as she turns to see me, troubled but happy she’s near. 

“You’re here.” She smiles, handing me what’s left in the dark bottle. 

“No plans,” I say, taking a bitter drink. 

Mom rests against the counter beside me. Her dark red wet hair smells like ginger, and her lips are stained nightcap-violet. Tommy Castor may seem bold outside of these doors, but it’s forced. Confidence is easily spent when your dreams die and your husband cheats with his prettier, skinner co-ed. She suppresses a rocky past with a couple bottles of wine, nightly. 

“I’m sorry I’m such a shitty kid,” I say, smirking as she rolls her eyes, not trusting a word. 

There was a time when I stood where her silk robe sways at her knees. I’d reach up, needy for her attention, and say, “Hold me.” 

Taller and stronger, I do the holding now. 

“I love you,” I say, relaxing my chin on top of her head. Mom lowers her back onto my chest and sighs, holding my arm under her collarbone. 

“I know you do, Dusty,” she says with breath that smells like berry and liquor. 

Gripping a little tighter, I lower my mouth to her ear and whisper, “You should tell Oliver and Smitty to leave because they suck.”

Mom laughs out loud and spins in my arms, pushing me playfully. Her drunk eyes are low and unwound, pretense-free. 

“Be nice to your sister’s boyfriend, Thomas,” she says before sipping the last of her drink. 

“Is that little prick here again?” my dad asks, flipping on the kitchen light. 

Surprised by his sudden presence, my mom and I both jump, and then we laugh. 

“What?” he says, holding up a box of cereal. “I got hungry.” 

We sit at the kitchen table, under a dimly lit low-hanging chandelier. Dad’s slurps milk. Mom takes small bites, and I’ve let lucky marshmallows go soggy. Eating isn’t possible while my girl’s outside with another guy. The gnawing ache in my chest is almost painful enough to make me say forget it and tell everyone Bliss was made for me. 

Cowardly, I’m in love with her. 

It’s not her father that makes me apprehensive. There’s no doubt he’d toss me behind bars for touching his underage daughter, but that’s what my dad’s for. If her parents tried to keep Leighlee away from me, I’d fight them until I was bloody knuckled and halfway in the grave to I found her.

Despite that strong feeling about her, and instead of making us real, I choose to lie and hurt us both. But there will be a day I take her away from here, and it’ll be different. It’ll be us.

That’s our deal.

 

WHEN MY phone rings upstairs, it’s welcomed. 

Mom caresses my hand, excusing me from the table as if I need her permission to get up. I slide my chair back and head to my room. My cell is on the nightstand beside my bed, next to my pack of smokes, lit up and vibrating. 

“What’s up, Pete?” I answer.

“It’s my mom,” he says. 

Twenty minutes later, I’m dressed and smoking a cigarette, ready to go. When I flick the butt out the window to the patio below, knowing Bliss and her friends are down there, I only hope it burns Oliver’s eyes so he can never see my girl again. 

“Asshole!” my sister yells as I shut the windowpane. 

To my surprise, love notices I’m leaving. 

“I thought you were staying in tonight,” Leighlee asks, meeting me at my car. 

“Something came up,” I say, looking past her. “Go back before my sister comes over here.”

“She won’t.”

I kiss her forehead and get in the car. “I have to go, princess.”

 

FRIDAYS ARE bad for Petey.

Paydays.

His mom wastes her entire check at the same bar she works hard to earn it from and doesn’t normally come home. If she does, it’s in this condition: facedown, in her own puke. 

“I can’t get her to wake up,” Pete says, walking around the living room, trashing empty booze bottles. “She’s breathing, though.”

He’s thrown a sheet over her, but I can tell Rachel doesn’t have any clothes on beneath it. It’s upsetting seeing her this way, because she’s always been a drunk, but she hasn’t always been pathetic. 

The house is beat and smells worse than it looks, so I take the trash bag from my boy and finish picking up while he straightens out the furniture. We step over Rachel, working our way through the rest of their home. I wash dishes while Petey cleans the bathroom. He runs out gagging, ready to kick his drunk, passed out excuse for a parent before going back in with a blue bandanna tied around his nose and mouth. 

Having left her for last, we stand beside his mom, looking down on her limp body.

“You take her hands, and I’ll take her feet,” Pete mumbles, pushing her onto her back. The cover falls away and we both see everything.

Unable to stomach embarrassment for either one of them, I pick up the tattered sheet to cover her again, but Petey rips it from my hands, tearful. 

“Fuck her, Thomas,” he cries because of his mother, like many times before. “Let her wake up like this so she knows.” 

My heart breaks for him. 

Drunk weight is dead weight, and we struggle to get her down the short hall to her bedroom. Pete drops one of her legs and spits words to his mom she’ll never hear.

“Leave her,” he says with red-rimmed eyes and a quivering chin. 

“Come on,” I say gently, hooking my arms under hers. “Help me out.”

Once she’s safely in bed, I head out for fresh air and a smoke while Petey cleans up the bile his mom was sleeping in. But when I hear him dry heave, I go back in to help out. It won’t be the last time. 

It goes without saying that we take it to the grave.

 

MONDAY MORNING arrives after a hazy weekend, and I haven’t seen or heard from my girl since I left my place Friday night. Not from a lack of trying on my part—I’m being avoided. 

Driving into the school parking lot, I find a spot and turn off the car. Rebecka gets out and heads straight to class, blowing me a ruby kiss as she goes. Instead of trailing in behind her, I stay back and wait for Judge McCloy to arrive with his daughter. She can’t dodge me forever. 

I deserve Leighlee’s anger, but I don’t accept it. 

When Thaddeus’ silver sedan pulls in, I grab my backpack and follow Leigh through the gates. If she knows I’m behind her, she doesn’t let on. Her red ballet flats make a light squeak on the cheap linoleum floor as she walks easily, not rushed. Head down, yellow-soft curls falling over her shoulder, she hugs her black folder to her chest. 

Love doesn’t notice the way girls look at her with envy, and the boys with want. But when they see me, they look away.

She turns the corner, and I’m right behind her, ready to pull her to the side. I’ll make something up. I’ll tell her I’m sorry and that whatever she heard isn’t true, and if it is, I don’t remember. 

But I don’t get the chance to lie to her. 

“What the hell, Thomas,” Valarie punches me in my chest, shoving my shoulder into some lockers. “You slept with Mixie? Seriously?”

I stand straight and right my backpack, unable to keep my eyes from Bliss. 

She sees me now. 

She hears me now. 

Petey and Ben run down the hall, too little too late, with the Slut in question not far behind them. Valarie’s in my face with red eyes, like she’s been crying, as if she’s able. She wants me to argue about this with her in front of everyone and make a scene. This girl I don’t love wants to show Mixie that I’m not hers to fuck.

But that’s not our deal.

With my best friends walking up, the Sluts waiting nearby, and Leigh watching, I say, “So?”

Val hits me again.

My friends laugh.

Leigh walks away.

I didn’t have sex with Mixie. She sucked my dick on the back porch. From the look on Leigh’s face, she knew, and I need to find out who’s filling her in.

 

LITTLE SISTERS are untouchable. 

This rule seems to apply to everyone in school except for two people: Smitty and Oliver. 

When I see Leighlee in the halls between classes, she’s with him every time, shoulder-to-shoulder, too close for my comfort. It puts me in a bad mood, and by the time lunch is over, half of the day has passed and she hasn’t replied to a text or the letter I dropped in her locker. 

 “Are you coming?” Valarie asks. 

The same girl who hit me waits for me. The cafeteria is slowly clearing and no one wants to go back to class. As I watch Oliver walk love out through double doors, with his hand on her lower back, I know I won’t be going at all. 

I stand from the table and sling my backpack over my shoulder. I walk past Val and say, “See you later.” 

With my head low and my hands in my pockets, it’s all I can do not to crawl out of my own skin. I’m trapped within myself; shame hammers against my heart, opening it up and hallowing it out. Regret eats me alive, starting with my lungs, making breathing impossible, while misery twists my stomach, aching and agonizing. 

None of it hurts more than the loneliness settling deep into my bones, leaving me drained without Bliss. 

“Hey.” 

The sound of her voice trickles down my spine and I turn around. 

“Hi,” I say. My own voice carries off of the lockers. 

With the exception of one late freshmen running into class, Bliss and I are alone. Misery and loneliness back off, but shame and regret rejoice. 

I tilt her chin so our eyes meet. For the half-second she lets me, I see the pain of betrayal set in her green irises—because of me. Without hesitation, Leigh smacks my hand away and drops her eyes to the floor. 

“Want to get out of here?” I ask. 

She shrugs her shoulder. “Sure.” 

I’ve ditched school enough times to know the faculty doesn’t notice who’s coming and going, but the thrill of our escape excites Leigh. When all that’s left between us and the car is the parking lot, I drop my lips to her ear and say, “Run.”

Color darkens her cheeks and her mouth curves into a smile. With our fingers laced, I pull her behind me, sprinting between cars and rushing toward stolen freedom. I fake nervousness and pretend I can’t get the key in to unlock the car door. Leighlee bounces up and down, full of thrilling anxiety. 

“We’re going to get caught,” she says, laughing. 

Once I open the creaky door, the first-time ditcher climbs into the passenger seat and sinks down. Baby thinks she’s hiding, but as I walk around the front of the car, I can see the top of her head. 

She could never hide from me anyway. 

Our drive is quiet, but careful. I don’t go over the speed limit or switch lanes without using my blinker. My hands are at ten and two, and our seat belts are buckled and tight. Getting pulled over during school hours is the last thing I need to happen. 

Leighlee relaxes when I drive into the Agate Beach parking lot. She doesn’t ask why we’re here, and I wonder if she remembers the last time we came to this place together. She was standing under the orange light when I saw her and I couldn’t stay away. By the end of that night, I’d chased love around, made her smell my clothes, and scared her boyfriend off. 

Down shore, the lighthouse stands tall on top of the bluff. The ocean breaks against the rocky cliff. My girl unbuckles her belt and gets out of the Audi without a word. 

It’s not until we’re walking toward the beach that I ask, “Remember this place?”

She looks toward the abandoned, sea-soaked boat dock and nods. “Yeah.” 

Under the warm sun, on top of the sand, close enough to the ocean to feel its salty spray on our faces, Leigh and I sit side by side. I feel better with her near me, but it’s obvious she’s fighting some internal battle and her mind is far away. Strawberry blonde hair swirls in the wind, catching on her lipgloss, and blushing cheeks have gone pale. The sharp betrayal she had in her eyes before has been reduced to unhappiness. 

“I didn’t mean—” The lie forms smoothly. 

“It’s amazing here,” she says, cutting me off. 

Love falls back onto the beach, extending her arms in a back and forth motion, making a sand angel. I drop beside her and kiss the side of her mouth. She starts to cry. 

“It’s like Kelly can’t wait to tell Becka everything about you. She’s not hurting her, though. She’s hurting me.” Leigh wipes her tears away, trickling sand on her cheeks. “I can’t stop you from doing it, and I can’t stop her from telling me.” 

She lets me kiss her softly salted lips, and forgiveness is sweet … but sweetness turns bitter. 

Desperate hands move to unbutton my jeans. She’s mad for it, climbing onto my lap, circling maturing hips against my hard dick she knows nothing about. 

If she asks me, I’ll fuck her on this beach to feel the connectedness we starve for. 

“Bliss …” I say. 

To be inside of her …

“Fucking you won’t take it away,” I whisper regretfully.

“Why them and not me?” she asks, warring against my weak resistance with tears in her eyes.

I sit up and hold her arms back by her wrists. Crudely, knowing what her reaction will be, I say, “Do you want to see my cock?”

Bold, she holds my stare. 

I move her hips in a slow, slow circle, letting her feel how hard I am. “I want you to, Bliss. Then I want you to put your pretty lips around it.” 

She finally looks away, pulling on her wrists.

“Come on, princess. Let me make your virgin pussy bleed right here on the sand.” 

“Fuck you.” Leigh pulls hard. I let go of her wrists.

“No, Leighlee, fuck you.”

A single tear falls down her freckled cheek. 

“Don’t you get it, baby?”

“What’s there to get?” she asks.

“That I love you.”

“Well, you have a shitty way of showing it.”

I smirk. “That doesn’t make it any less true.”
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Love is an insane deal. 

A few weeks have passed since the first time Leigh and I ditched school. After taking Kelly to the side and very nicely asking her shut the fuck up and keep my business away from my little sister and her friend, my girl and I have returned to the normalcy of our secret. 

With some time spent low-key making things up to love, I’m restless, ready to get faded and party. Killing two birds with one stone, I’ve been on my best behavior, so my parents are happy and letting me take the car out tonight. Polished-off, sticky booze bottles, half-smoked cigarettes, and ashes clutter my computer desk. Ben’s on the floor, rolling up on my geometry book, and Petey’s in the bathroom, brushing his teeth. 

I swallow a couple of blue pills I stole from my mom’s medicine cabinet with red wine I took from the kitchen. She won’t notice any of it’s missing. It’s not the first time I’ve lifted from her prescription supply, and in the morning, she’ll think she drank the merlot. 

With a light head and numb limbs, I grab my keys from the top of my dresser and slip my hoodie over my head, keeping the hood up. 

“Ready?” I ask my boys. 

Pete rinses his mouth out, wipes his lips dry on the top of his forearm, and winks at himself in the mirror before stepping out. Ben pockets our joints, and we head downstairs. 

Bliss is on the couch, watching TV in an otherwise dark and sleeping home. 

“Can’t sleep, little sister?” Petey asks. He opens the front door and steps aside so Ben can pass. 

Lit by the oversized television, Bliss is painted in reds, greens, and blues. She’s chewing on a stick of licorice with a can of vanilla soda between her knees. 

As if leaving after midnight isn’t anything out of the ordinary, Leighlee answers Petey in an indifferent tone. “Nope, and Becka’s been sleeping for hours.” 

Once my best friends are out the door, I make up some excuse about forgetting my wallet and toss them the keys to warm up the car. I shut the door and lock it just in case. My girl, clingy and desperate to make me stay, circles her legs around my hips and grips onto my shoulders. 

“I’ll be here when you get home,” she says reluctantly. Her nimble fingertips caress the back of my neck before she sinks back into the couch, bundling below soft blankets that I should be underneath too. She turns up the TV, slyly dismissing me, and I take the hint: go before love makes me stay. 

“You better be,” I say as I leave. 

I don’t realize how fucked-up I am until we’re on the road and dashed yellow lines start to curve. Rubber hugs tar, and I try to keep the tires straight, but my clammy palms turn the wheel with the bend of the dividing stripes. Compromised eyes look down at the speedometer; I’m going ten miles under the speed limit but it feels like flying. 

Uppers contend with downers, and my heart can’t decide if it should beat fast or slow. I drop my hood back, swerving into the oncoming lane without both hands on the wheel. Seeking better awareness of the highway in front of me, I shake my head and straighten my posture, inhaling a deep breath. My phone starts to ring in my back pocket. 

Riding shotgun, Petey’s talking to his lady on his cell. 

“Don’t answer that,” he says. “It’s Queen Slut.” 

I veer a little to the left.

“No, you’re not a slut, babe.” Petey laughs into his receiver. “Your friends are.”

Ben’s in the back middle seat, lighting up, making his mellow reflection glow orange in the rearview mirror. Thick white smoke fills the cab of the car, obstructing my shifty eyesight. 

Out of nowhere, concealing subtle worry about my safety and theirs, I start to laugh, and then I can’t stop. Lightness pushes away anxiety, and I’m happy, free. 

My phone starts up again. The car swings to the right. 

“Someone tell the Mega Slut to stop fucking calling me,” I say, laughing. My headlights shine on the wrong side of the street.

In what feels like the blink of an eye, we’re not in Newport. We’re on some old, bumpy road I don’t recognize. I look over to ask Pete if he knows where we are only to realize he’s speaking to me. 

“What?” I ask, shaking my head. My heartbeat pounds, drowning out nonsense. 

Receiving a call, I let go of the wheel to reach into my back pocket. The Audi swerves to the left, and Pete grabs the steering wheel. 

“Hello,” I hear myself say. 

“Where are you?” Valarie asks. She keeps talking, but I hang up. 

Certain I’m lost and aware I’m too high to be driving, I slow the car down and try to keep four wheels straight. Moving my heavy eyes up to the rearview mirror, I see Ben, stoned and sitting back with no expression, absent. Pete’s smoking the joint by himself now. 

“I have no idea where we are,” I admit. Fear crawls like spiders up my arms, and nervousness strokes down my spine. 

“You’re kidding,” Petey says. Forever the paranoid one, fright coats his tone. “What, dude? What? We’re lost?”

Humored by his friend’s paranoia, Ben snaps out of his momentary coma and starts to laugh, falling across the seat with his hands over his stomach. 

It’s infectious. 

“Dusty, pull over,” Pete says. His eyes are wild. “Pull over, Thomas.” 

It’s all fun and games until he actually opens his door, ready to jump out. 

Reaching over to save his life, I lose control of the car and we go into a spin. Trees, highway, trees, highway, trees, highway—headlights illuminate our demise. There’s no telling how many times the Audi turns before we slip off pavement into dirt and forest. Slanted and sailing, the windshield shatters and all four tires pop before we finally crash and everything goes black. 

 

WHEN I regain consciousness, the headlights have gone dark but the radio is playing a slow song. There’s smoke coming from the engine, and the steering wheel is bent to the right. No airbags. No clue where we are. No idea if my friends are alive or—

Petey’s fallen forward and is completely still. 

“Petey,” I say with a voice that trembles. The seat belt’s cut into his neck. “Peter!”

His head jerks up and I grab onto his arm. 

“Are you okay?” I ask, near hysterical. My hands shake. My vision shakes. My heart shakes. 

Nodding, my boy touches his bleeding throat. 

I look back for Ben. He’s sitting up straight with eyes wide open, stunned but okay. 

“We should get out of the car,” I say as realization of what happened slowly weighs down on me. 

Petey and I are able to get out through our doors, but Ben has to climb over the front seat. We’re cut up and bruised, and scared, but alive. 

Turning toward the car, it takes a moment for me to comprehend what I’m looking at. What used to be the Audi is destroyed. Its entire trunk is missing. 

Gone. 

Tossed thirty feet away.

With both of my hands in my hair, I kick my door shut and walk. Ben and Petey stay back, and I pace for what feels like hours. Once I feel like my mind is clear enough, I call the only person who can help me.

 

I’VE WRECKED the car outside Newport on Highway 20. It takes my dad less than half an hour to find me on the side of the road after I woke him up with a phone call no parent should ever get. 

I don’t need to direct him to the crash site; he follows the tire marks. 

Warm air blows from the heater, but I shake despite being put at ease in my dad’s presence. For his sake, I don’t cry and a word isn’t spoken between us until he pulls over and kills the car’s motor. 

“If anyone drives by, we are fucked. Fucked!” My dad gets out and slams his door shut with both hands, rocking the Mercedes. 

Following, I stand a few feet behind him with my hands in my pockets while he stares at what’s left of his old car. Ben and Pete are sitting against a tree silently, waiting for instruction. 

“Boys,” the lawyer finally speaks. “Go get in the car and wait for me.” 

Assuming that includes me, I turn to follow my friends but Dad calls me back. 

“You stay,” I’m ordered. 

He punches me in the chest, and I fall against the car. I’m not given a chance to recover the air knocked from my lungs before he lifts me by the front of my sweater, pulling me up to his face. 

“How could you be so stupid?” he asks. Dad’s cheeks are red from the cold and his eyes are black with anger. Brutality builds behind his fists, and I know better than to say anything. He jerks me away from the car and pushes me toward his. “Get out of my face.”

It’s forty minutes before the tow truck arrives, and I recognize the driver as one of my dad’s clients who must owe him. Hooking the car up to be dragged away from the tree takes a while. When Ben asks if we should get out and help, I shake my head. 

The Audi is towed in pieces and we drop my boys off at Pete’s. My mind keeps going back to the way the headlights flashed between the trees and the highway as we spun. The sound of blowing tires and crushing metal echoes in my ears. My chest hurts, but reality is twice as harsh and more painful.

Rebecka and Leigh are on the porch when we drive up to the house, shivering and bundled with blankets over their shoulders. I pull my handle on the door to get out, but my dad holds me back.

“What if one of you would have died? What would I have done if you were killed?” he asks, sadly. 

“I don’t know,” I say into the dark car. I look away from Leigh toward my dad’s silhouette in the seat beside me. 

He clears his throat. “You’re going to tell your mom it was an accident. Tell her you swerved to avoid a deer. Tell her whatever you want, but you will not tell her the truth.” 

“Okay.” 

“If Thaddeus finds out—” he begins, looking toward Bliss with regretful eyes, like he might lose her, too.

“He won’t,” I say. “She’ll never tell him.”

“You sure?” Dad asks, already knowing.

“Leigh would never tell.”

That’s our deal. 
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The entire school reels as rumors about the accident spread quickly in the six days since it happened. The story told about the deer has been so outrageously stretched, the truth won’t be known by anyone other than the persons involved and myself. 

Battered and bruised, the guiltiest party has been out of class all week and his absence only adds to the gossip. 

“Do you have any idea how many car accidents are caused by deer each year?” Valarie asks me and Daisy in French class. 

“Do you?” There’s wit in my tone I couldn’t bury if I tried. 

“A lot,” she says with actual concern in her voice. “They should be killed.” 

Daisy shakes her head, amazed by Valarie’s absurdity. 

“Deer?” I ask. 

I could smack her for being so fucking stupid.

Val shrugs, defensive because I’m not taking her seriously. “I’d rather have the deer dead than Thomas.”

“It wasn’t the deer’s fault. It was an accident,” I lie. The truth is, love didn’t hit a deer; he hit a tree because he was driving under the influence. 

Valarie’s concerned face softens, and she smiles. “I know Thomas is like a brother to you, but he’s more to me, Bliss.”

Instead of hitting her with my French book, I say, “Doesn’t he call you a slut all the time?”

“It’s a joke. It’s meant as a term of endearment, petite soeur.” She laughs. 

“Imbécile,” Daisy mumbles. 

Valarie turns forward in her seat as my phone beeps. It’s a two-word message from Dusty that changes my sour mood, and everything else. 

Birth control.

 

“HOW CAN you eat that crap?” Rebecka points to the Twinkie box on the coffee table. Things at her house are tense, so she came home with me. “You’re going to get cellulite.”

Rolling my eyes, I chew the last bite of spongy, processed sugar. 

“I’d get varicose veins and high blood pressure if I ate one,” she says. 

“You’ll never get varicose veins.” I laugh. 

“I’m thin because I skateboard and have lots of orgasms.” She scoffs. “You don’t, and you eat like shit. The world is a sad, unfair place, Leighlee Bliss.”

Thick as thieves, side-by-side on my mother’s couch, her knees are scraped and bruised, and mine are baby-soft and unhurt. 

“We’ve had this conversation, Becka,” I say, dusting crumbs from my hands. “I’m waiting for marriage.”

“Fourteen’s too young to make a decision that huge. Oliver’s only with Erin because you’re frigid,” she says with a mischievous smile. 

“Hey!” I smack her arm. Artist boy always comes up during these talks. “I am not.”

“Then let him kiss you.”

Dad walks in from the front yard and takes one look at me and Rebecka before he shakes his head. “Do I want to know?”

“No way, Judge McCloy, keep walking.” Rebecka holds her fist and my dad bumps hers with his as he passes us.

I elbow her, grateful my dad didn’t hear anything.

“You know,” Rebecka whispers. “I can give you an orgasm if you won’t let Oliver.”

My eyes pop open. Mom’s at the grocery store, but I look toward the kitchen to make sure my dad isn’t within range. 

“What?” I ask. 

She shrugs. “We’re best friends. I can give you Christmas explosions if I want to.” 

“Shut up.” 

“You shave your vagina, right?” She walks her index and middle finger down my thigh.

“Yes,” I whisper, sinking into the couch. 

“I’m not afraid of your china-muffin. I’ll touch it.”

“Rebecka.” I groan. 

She grabs my bare knee and laughs. “It’s what true friends do for other true friends. I want you to feel what I feel, that’s all.”

Dad strolls by with a glass of ice water at his lips, hurrying back out the front door where it’s safe from teenage girl talk. Topics such as bras and menstrual cycles make him uncomfortable—birth control might give him a stroke. Which is why I went straight to my mom after school today.

The conversation was strange.

“Mom, I need birth control.”

“Bliss, you’re fourteen.”

“It’s not like that. I have really bad cramps and heard birth control pills will help.”

“Cramps?”

“And pimples.”

“You don’t have pimples, Leighlee.”

“But I will.”

“I’ll ask your dad.”

“Mom, Dad’s afraid of tampons. He won’t understand birth control.”

“I don’t keep secrets from him.”

Then I pretended to cry. “You don’t understand how it feels to be me!”

My appointment is next week. 

“Or I can buy you a vibrator,” Rebecka suggests.

“You’re embarrassing me. Stop.” I kick her feet off the coffee table.

She catches me off guard and she slips her hand under my dress. Between thighs I clamp together, Becka grabs my precious, untouched middle.

“I told you I wasn’t afraid of your vagina.” She laughs, wiggling her fingers. 

 

LATER THAT evening, the house smells like garlic bread and Mom’s setting the table. I haven’t moved from my spot on the couch since I got home from school. Thomas shows up to pick up his sister as the timer on the oven goes off. While my heart beats in my throat, I let my dad answer the door.

It’s obvious this boy hasn’t left bed all day, with his sleepy red eyes and messy hair hidden under a hat. In basketball shorts and a plain white tee, Dusty walks politely beside the arm of the couch, close enough for me to smell the faint scent of soap on his skin, but distant enough not to cause any suspicion. 

Dad pats him on the back as he moves past our guest and toward the recliner. Thomas winces in lingering pain. 

“A deer jumped out in front of you?” my father asks, rocking back in his chair, permanent suspicion laced through his tone. 

“I’m still kind of sore,” love answers instead of lying to a judge. 

“I bet,” Dad replies, straight-faced. 

Protective, disgusted with my dad’s blatant distrust and disregard for Thomas, a spark of defiance burns inside of me. Regardless of the circumstances, he’s a kid and he could have died, and Dad’s known the Castors long enough that it should affect him in ways other than doubt. 

There’s no justice in being a dick. 

“Thomas, I didn’t know you were here.” With a reaction opposite of her other half, my mother carefully wraps the wounded in her arms. “I’m glad you’re okay. You scared us.” 

A sucker for warmth, Thomas sinks into her embrace. “I’m sorry,” he says. 

“You’re staying for dinner, right?” she asks. 

“What did you make?”

“Chicken Parmigiana,” Mom answers, rubbing the back of his shoulder. Her hair is up and messy, and she has her glasses on, making her eyes look larger than normal.

“You made it by yourself? It didn’t come out of a box?”

“No, Thomas. It didn’t come out of a box.” Mom laughs.

He’s the first one at the table and the last one to leave.

 

AFTER A weekend spent at home, things return to normal come Monday when Thomas comes back to school. I dodge the restrooms between classes, and we both act like we don’t mean anything to each other. 

Trading books at my locker, Becka walks up and sighs. “You know that end of the year dance?” 

“Yeah,” I say. 

A piece of folded up paper falls out from my locker as I pull out my biology book. My heart drops with it, and because my hands are full, my best friend picks it up before I can. 

As she unfolds it, she says, “We’re going.” 

“Sure,” I agree absentmindedly, reaching for the sheet of notebook paper. She twists away from me and reads what’s written on blue lines. 

Her expression is unreadable, and my stomach is full of lead. 

Rebecka crumbles up the note and throws it at me. “You’re an idiot.” 

I bend down and pick it up as she walks away, quickly flattening out what she was never supposed to see. What I thought was a note from Thomas is only a letter I started but never finished to her about the perks of waterproof mascara. 

“I’ll wear a dress to the dance if you let Oliver finger you in the bathroom,” she calls from the end of the hallway.

I’m mortified, but it’s better than being caught.

 

INSTEAD OF listening to the lesson about the theory of evolution, I search the internet for dresses and updos. By lunch, I’ve decided I want to wear black, and I definitely want my hair up. 

“We’re going to the dance as a group. No dates,” Oliver says. 

I bite into a sour green apple and nod, swiping through pictures of curls, braids, and twists on my phone. 

When the bell rings, I pocket my cell and rush toward French with thoughts of my first school dance twirling through my head. Contemplating shoes, I hear my name called and search the Language Arts hall for the source. 

Brandon Miller, a senior guy with a heartbreaker’s reputation, walks my way. 

“Did you call me?” I ask, unsure. 

“Yep,” he says, smiling like a chump. He’s cute with dark brown hair and light brown eyes, tall and jock-boy fit. 

“Do you need something?” I lift my backpack up my shoulder. 

“I was wondering if you’re going to the dance this weekend.” Charming, Brandon stands arrogant with an innocent flair—like a player who’s never tasted rejection. 

“I think so,” I answer, curving my lips. 

He steps a little closer. I smile a little higher.

The fool probably thinks I’m grinning because he’s showing me attention, when I’m really smiling because—

“Brandon, how’s it goin’?” Petey leans against the lockers at my right side while Ben leans on my left.

Brandon isn’t fazed until he sees Thomas across from us. Wisely, the heartbreaker puts a little distance between my body space and his. 

“Just asking if Leigh’s going to the dance.” Brandon stands tall, not about to be punked by three sophomores.

“Yeah, she’s going,” Petey says. “She’s my date.”

“And mine,” Ben adds.

“What about you, Dusty? Is Bliss your date?” Pete asks over Brandon’s shoulder.

“Yeah, she’s my date,” mad love says with his eyes locked and loaded on the back of Brandon’s head. 

How could this guy not know?

Little sisters are off limits. 

The confrontation gains a small audience, and Brandon looks around, completely surrounded. Ever the enchanter, he smiles an award-winning smile and says, “See you later, Leighlee,” before he walks away. 

So does Thomas, without another word.

I walk to class with Pete’s arm over my shoulder and Ben carrying my books. Valarie’s behind us, and she tries to talk to them, but they ignore her and lecture me on bad boys with bad intent.

“Let us know if he bothers you again,” Petey says. Ben hands me my books, and they go. 

In class, Val isn’t pleased.

“You’ll always be their little sister, Leigh,” she says. “It’s not like Brandon Miller would actually want to, like, date you.”

Daisy leans over the desk toward her, and says, “Je te déteste.”

When the bell rings, Valarie doesn’t leave before saying her peace. “It’s funny Thomas said he was your date to the dance when he’s actually going with me.”

I exit the room weighing how badly my grade would suffer if I ditched French for the rest of the year. Dealing with her doesn’t seem worth it, until worth it sneaks up behind me and pulls me through the doorway of an empty classroom. His hand drops from mine, where he interlaces our fingers and holds tight.

“Hey, princess girl,” he says, truly smiling.

“Hey, yourself,” I answer, combating my own smirk.

Safely hidden, I push myself against him and bury my nose in his neck, lifting up on my tippy-toes to be more near.

“Are you okay?” he asks. 

I shake my head. Thomas opens up the schoolroom door and pulls me in, shutting it behind us. Thick, cream-colored blinds are pulled down, and the air smells like dust. There are a few stacked desks in the center of the room, and a teacher’s desk at the front. An out-of-date chalkboard is clean, and the walls are bare, abandoned. 

Lifting me like I weigh nothing at all, Dusty places me onto the rickety wooden desk and says, “Tell me what’s wrong.” 

“I don’t want to be with you anymore,” I reply, uncertain of myself. 

Thomas smirks and vibrant blue eyes burn. 

“I’m serious,” I say. “I hate you.”

“Bliss.” He sighs, running a hand through his hair. 

His callousness opens me and spills repressed resentment. “I know you were with Clarissa,” I cry. “I know you’ve been with Valarie and Mixie and Katie. Val said you’re going to the dance with her—”

“Shut up, Bliss. It’s a rule.” He tries to sound playful, but his warning undertone is more than obvious.

I slip off of the desk, grateful that my feet are strong and steady, and dust off my dress. I look for my bag, and when I find it, Thomas kicks it across the room.

“Why did you do that?” I ask, kicking his.

“Say you promise.” He holds me in place by my arms and pulls me closer. I try to back away, but he doesn’t let me. “Say you promise, and I’ll think about believing you don’t want me.”

We don’t breathe. We don’t move. We stare. 

His hold on my arm is binding, and I’m reminded that his coltish posture isn’t how he feels about what I said. There’s an underlying message in this firm lock: I’m not going anywhere.

“I wasn’t with Clarissa, and I’ve never been with Mixie or Katie,” he says, letting me go. 

I’ve been taught that relationships are supposed to be built from trust, but we’re a walking untruth—solely made from love. What kind of person does it make me if I accept words I know are lies? Because I know they are. He’s absolutely honest with me about everything but loyalty. 

“People say shit about me,” he deceives a little more. “But that doesn’t mean it’s true.”

I nod reluctantly. 

“Do you still hate me?” he asks. 

I shake my head, but I say, “You’re no good for me.”

He tilts my chin up. “Well, it’s too late for all that shit.”

Dismissing his sarcasm, I move away and search for my backpack, fearful of becoming so pathetic I won’t be able to look at myself in the mirror. It’s one thing to accept lies, but I’d be pitiful to believe them. And if love isn’t as confident as he pretends to be, he should feel worse for being a liar. 

I do. 

Covered in dirt, my bag’s lodged in the corner of the classroom. I’m wiping away dust bunnies when Thomas grabs it from my hands.

“I’m not going to the dance with V. She asked if I was going. I said sure. That’s all,” he says. 

I look up at the ceiling, refusing to meet eyes I’ll drown in.

“Princess girl,” he says softly. “You can’t be upset with me because Valarie’s a cunt.” 

My jaw drops and Thomas laughs loudly, filling the room with his beautiful, heartbreaking sound. 

 

“EARTH TO Bliss.” Rebecka snaps her fingers in my face. “Are you daydreaming about cocks? I look like that when I daydream about them, too.”

I blink dry eyes and focus on my best friend. 

Since losing her virginity, there’s experience in her expression. She knows things. She’s felt things. Rebecka’s lived more than I have.

And I thought I wanted it, but I’m not sure anymore.

“Seriously, L, what’s going on?” She sits next to me on the curb. It’s Friday, and we’re out front waiting for Tommy to pick us up from school. 

“Nothing,” I say, extending my legs, loving the red-blotched burn I’m getting from the sunshine.

After our fight on Monday, Thomas has been surprisingly close in a much-needed-suffocating kind of way, but I know it’s temporary. When his guilt about lying to me subsides, things will go back to normal and it will happen all over again. 

It’s killing me. 

“You’re lying, and Brandon Miller is looking at you.” Rebecka stands up, dropping her board on the pavement. 

“Ignore him,” I say, turning my face toward the impending summer sun. 

“I totally saw him and Valarie sucking face,” Becka says, rolling by. “I told Thomas, but he didn’t care.”

There’s no way of knowing if Valarie’s likes Brandon or not, but they’ve been fooling around and it’s weird—he’s generically perfect, and she smells like cigarettes. Despite kissing my worst enemy, heartbreaker boy hasn’t given up on me yet. Ben and Petey chased him away a couple of more times, but Brandon caught me between classes yesterday. Brilliant and tempting, he’s gorgeous and annoying. 

“Go to the dance with me,” he asked. 

I crossed my arms over my white top and smiled. “I have three dates, remember?”

He rolled his eyes. “What’s up with those guys, anyway?”

“Trust me, Brandon,” I said. “You don’t want to find out.” 

When Tommy shows up, my girl and I slip into her car. The concerned mother asks the whereabouts of her only son. 

“I don’t know,” Rebecka says.

And I shrug, because neither do I.

Hours later, the moon is out and Becka has her window open, letting in the cool night breeze. We’re in pajamas with facemasks on, shrinking our pores so we’re flawless at the dance tomorrow night. My best girl has her feet in my lap while texting her boy, and I’m painting her toes Bogota Blackberry pink, trying not to think about mine. 

But when my phone vibrates, I know it’s him. 

“Going potty,” I lie, taking my phone into the bathroom across the hall with me. 

Green clay washes away from my face with warm water, and I leave the faucet running while I return Dusty’s call. 

“Baby, baby, baby,” he answers, sluggish and evidently high. “What are you doing, strawberry blonde?” 

I sink to my bottom and cross my legs. “Getting ready for the dance with your sister.” 

“Is that boy taking you?” he asks, unspecific, but I know he means Oliver. Brandon Miller’s asked me to be his date more than once, but it’s the selfless kid who gave me his sweater when I was cold that Thomas fears.

Trouble’s concerned about what I’m doing, but I’m home, safe and sober. He needs to worry about himself, out there, uncontrollable and stoned. 

When I hear Valarie’s voice in the background, I’ve had enough of him and his bullshit this week. I hang up. Powering off my cell, I stand to my feet and open Becka’s medicine cabinet, knowing I’ll find something to numb the hurt in my heart. An over the counter sleep aid in a red and white bottle seems safe, so I pop a couple. 

When we go to bed, I dream about a delinquent with eyes the shade of Heaven.

 

“READY TO get your dance on, Bliss?” Becka shakes me awake. 

It’s easy to hide from the morning’s glare under the blankets, but skater girl’s intensity isn’t easy to avoid. 

“Oh, come on you sad, angst-filled teenager. Lighten up. Want to take a shot?” she asks. 

I pull the covers below my eyes and nod.

Becka pulls the tequila from her father’s liquor cabinet, and I take a lime out of the fridge, slicing it into fours. She’s pouring us a double when her mom saunters into the kitchen. The epitome of stunning in a red dress and black platform heels, Tommy’s high-class and knows it.

“What are you girls doing?” she asks, grabbing her keys from the counter. 

“Leigh’s in a funk,” Rebecka answers, bothered that her mother hasn’t noticed my obvious funk.

“In that case, carry on.” Tommy smiles and winks. “But don’t go overboard.” 

Becka and I take three shots and hardly wince. I’m getting better at this stuff.

I soothe myself with a couple Twinkies and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and my best girl doesn’t give me a chance to breathe before she wants to start getting ready. 

While she’s in the shower, I turn on my phone. 

My boy is madness in text after text, voicemail after voicemail. In one message Thomas swears he’s coming home to kick down Rebecka’s bedroom door, and in the next he’s sorry and he loves me, and please answer, baby.

Clearly, he isn’t sorry enough to actually come home. 

Lying back on Becka’s bed, I call him back. He picks up after the first ring.

“I said I was sorry,” he mumbles.

I twirl strands of hair between my fingers and say, “I heard.”

“You tortured me last night, little girl.” 

I don’t have anything to say to that. 

“Did you get my voicemails?” he asks, shuffling like he’s getting out of bed. “Ignore the bad ones, but pay extra attention to the ones where I say I love you and need you, and I want you, and please stop breaking my heart.” 

His tone is amusing, and I can hear him peeing. “I’m holding my dick, Bliss. Should I stroke it?”

I laugh loudly and it feels good. 

“I’m sorry, okay?” he apologizes, sounding genuine. 

“Okay,” I say. 

“I’ll see you in about an hour,” he tells me. 

When Becka gets out of the shower, I get in, washing away the last bits and pieces of my bad mood. Soapsuds flow down my arms and legs, into the drain, while the smell of lavender and lemons spike my giddy nerves. I brush my teeth and think about how Thomas loves me. I think about the voicemails and the text messages he sent last night. I think about how crazy and sporadic they were, and how crazy and sporadic he is. I think about how passionate he is, and I’m crazy for loving him, but I’m passionate, too. 

Rinsed and clean, I step out of the shower and look at the shape of my body in the mirror. I’m not one-dimensional anymore. My thighs aren’t skinny, and my hip bones and collarbones don’t show. There’s a nice curve from my lower back to my bottom, and my waist has thickened.

Someone knocks on the door as I’m wrapping myself in a pink towel. 

“Hold on.” I quickly brush through soaked strawberry blonde. 

There’s another knock. 

“What?” I open the door with playful impatience, expecting Becka and finding Thomas.

With sleep lines on his face and messy hair, the boy I love looks tired. He smiles as he rushes in, locking the door behind him. I’m kissed with a mouth that tastes like liquor and toothpaste and lifted up onto the bathroom counter. 

Hurried lips move down my throat. I tell him not to leave a mark, and he tells me to shut the fuck up. Thomas presses himself between my legs, and I can feel his nylon basketball shorts pushing against my bare middle. I bite his shoulder to keep from making a noise and circle my arms around his neck while he unwraps my towel.

I shift. I fidget. I close my eyes. 

“It’s okay,” he whispers, pushing the pink terry cloth down.

My entire chest shows, and he can see me—he is seeing me.

“Open up, Bliss,” he says, sweeping his lips across my cheek. 

Nervously, I lift my lids. Love smiles. 

“My pretty girl,” he says softly. “My princess girl.” 

Thomas brushes his thumbs over my nipples, and I suck in a breath. His touch feels like I have a million little butterflies fluttering their wings beneath my skin. 

Tender, mellow, and conscientious, this touch crosses lines. 

Dropping to his knees, Dusty lays his head in my lap and closes his eyes. I run my fingers through his hair and tell him about things that are not important, like how Rebecka and I took shots, and how I swallowed a sleeping pill last night, and how my mom is making me wear this stupid yellow dress to the dance when I wanted to wear black.

“You look good in yellow,” he says. 

Precious, never-enough time slips away and eventually Thomas stands up and presses his forehead to my shoulder like it’s crushing him to let me go. My boy’s gentle lips brush up the side of my neck, caressing me until I feel kisses curve into a smile. 

“What?” I quietly ask, under his spell. 

“Sorry about your neck.” He chuckles. 

Pushing him away, I turn toward the mirror. 

“Thomas,” I whisper harshly. “You did that on purpose.”

He moves my drying hair to the side, inspecting his illegal mark. “You can hide it if you leave your hair down.”

Our eyes meet in the mirror. “Thanks a lot, Dusty.”

Stunning in a pink halter dress, the way Becka wobble-walks in heels is laughable. The girl who flip-kicks and nosegrinds her skateboard on the regular holds onto the railing and takes each step down the stairs cautiously. 

“Oh, come on, it isn’t that bad,” Tommy says. She snaps a picture of her daughter.

This dance is supposed to be laid-back, but by the way my mom and Tommy are treating it, you’d think it was a red carpet gala. 

When Smitty and Oliver show up, it only gets worse. 

We’re forced to take family photos, group photos, and couples pictures in front of the Castors’ mantel. I’m paired up with Oliver despite my insistence that he is not my date. 

Thomas was only home long enough to shower and change his clothes. He slipped out the front door while Becka and I were with his mother, deciding what to do with our hair. Since he left his purple and blue kiss mark on my neck, wearing it up was no longer an option. I settled for sleek and straight. 

Despite his absence, I worry he’ll see the pictures of me and the boy I swore wasn’t my date and get the wrong idea. 

“We’re just friends,” I say, irritated as my mom tries to get us together for another picture.

Ever casual and calm shrugs. “It’s cool,” he says. 

“He’s cute,” Tommy tells me on the sly, checking out Oliver. She then slips her finger under the cap-sleeve of my yellow dress and says, “I thought you were going to borrow something from Becka.” 

My eyes sweep over to my mother, who’s snapping pictures of Becka and Hal with an outdated, windup camera. The disappointment in my expression must be answer enough for Tommy. She rubs my back sympathetically and tells me I’d look beautiful in rags. 

As far as I’m concerned, I may as well be wearing them. 

Before we leave, I make sure my best friend has her oversized purse. My mom can force me to wear a knee length, lacelike dress I would have liked two years ago out the door, but she can’t make me to stay in it when she’s not around. 

“Have fun,” Mom says as we start to pile into Tommy’s car.

“I will,” I say. 

“Call me if anything happens.” She kisses my face, smudging my makeup. “You have so much blush on.”

“Stop.” I move away, trying not to be deliberately disrespectful, but I look pretty with bronze blushes and light pink lipgloss. 

The stern look my mother gives me makes me feel small and embarrassed in front of my friends. A sickening bitterness for the people who gave me life turns my stomach, and it’s been this way for a while. I’m claustrophobic under their ancient concepts and expectations and suffocating in their tight restraint. 

The dress I wanted to wear is not too mature for me; it is gorgeous, and I would have looked beautiful in it. 

It all makes me want to scream.

But I play my part.

 

THE SHORT drive to school offers me the chance to calm down. Resentment is exchanged for eagerness, and after a quick farewell to Tommy, Becka and I leave Oliver and Smitty behind and run through deep beats and easy lyrics toward the gymnasium’s restroom to change. 

Let loose, my girl kicks off her shoes and I slip into them, feeling more like myself. She helps me unbutton yellow lace and helps me into the black, curve-hugging Bodycon dress that fits perfectly over my curves and covers enough with the high neckline. 

Becka wolf whistles. “Holy shit, Bliss. You’re hot.” 

More confident than I was when I left the house, I turn toward the mirror to fix my makeup while my girl bends down to tie her Chucks. I redden my lips and apply so much mascara my eyelashes feel heavy, but my green eyes glow. B thinks my hair should be bigger, so she teases it with a round brush. 

It gets stuck. 

“Rebecka!” I shriek.

“Oops.” She laughs, biting her bottom lip. “I’ll go find help.” 

Pulling on the brush makes it worse, so I stand in front of the mirror with too much makeup on and too much skin showing, and I laugh. 

My heroine shows up with Jackie and Laura, and mercifully, they’re able to out-maneuver and unwrap the brush without pulling hair out of my head. When we’re all teased, bumped, and polished, we take a few photos and hide our bags in the back before making our entrance to the dance. 

Basketball and sweat scented, the gym is still a gym, transformed into a tropical paradise that’s complete with paper palm trees and virgin piña coladas with coconut extract. Teachers and other chaperones with plastic leis around their necks eat stale cookies and keep a close eye on the crowd of dancing teenagers. The music—loud, upbeat, and censored—pulses through my legs, rattling my bones. When the smoke machine goes off, puffing unpleasant smelling fog, I smile. 

“Come on, Bliss,” Becka shouts over the music, leading me out to the dance floor.

I’m not a great dancer, but in these shoes, anything’s possible. Blue, green, and yellow lights flicker across the gym as I dip, rock, and sway. Becka’s hands are on my hips, and when the beat allows, we go low.

Everything else falls away. I’m just a girl having the time of her life. 

We’re dancing to a song about finding love in a hopeless place when I see Thomas sitting at a table with his hood up, sipping from a bottle of water. Surrounded by his friends, I can tell by their too-loud laughter and over-exaggerated movements that they’re high on something, and whatever they’re drinking isn’t virgin. 

When our eyes meet, I flip him off and keep dancing. 

I’d all but forgotten we’d come with Oliver and Smitty until they show up with leis. Oliver places purple plastic flowers around my neck and says, “Welcome to paradise.” 

“Where’s Erin?” I ask, brushing my fingers over his gift. 

He answers, “I like your dress. I liked the yellow one, too, but—” 

Fanning my face with my hands, I cut him off and ask, “Want to get something to drink?” 

Cool and calm nods. 

Before I take a single step in the direction of the refreshment stand, my heartbeat skips and I sense Thomas close by, right behind me. 

“Dance with me,” he whispers into my ear. 

My boy slides his hand under my hair to the back of my neck, pressing his warm fingers into the mark he left on my skin as he pulls me back. The spicy scent of liquor is heavy on his breath, and his hoodie smells like pot, but his blue eyes expose a different type of reckless—one I don’t know. Burning to the touch, Dusty takes my hand and spins me around, pulling me against his chest.

His heart is racing. 

“What are you doing?” I ask. 

“Dancing with my little sister’s best friend,” he says. “Isn’t that in the job description of the older brother?”

Unconvinced he’s not irrational and too high, I peek around the gym, past an uncomfortable looking Oliver. The Sluts are huddled together, staring at me with their ruler, whispering amongst themselves. Becka’s dancing with Petey and Ben, laughing while the boys twirl her between the two of them. 

“Are you trying to kill me with this dress, little girl?” Thomas asks.

“Maybe.” I beam. 

I glance over my shoulder as love clutches over his heart and leans his head back, pretending to die with a smile.

The song changes to something a little slower, a little older. Thomas solo-steps and snaps his fingers with no inhibition, and it’s the funniest thing I’ve seen in my entire life.

“My dad taught me that when I was younger,” he says, bringing me near.

“I like it,” I say, looking into low-lidded and dilated eyes. With my arms circled around tense shoulders, I finally ask, “What are you on?” 

With his lips above my ear, Dusty whispers, “Ecstasy.”

“Oh,” I say, shocked wordless. 

He closes his eyes and takes a breath, dropping his hands to my waist. “I want to feel you, Bliss.” 

“Then come home,” I whisper.

He shakes his head tightly, moving his hands back up my back. “I can’t.” 

Moving in small circles, the heaviness of the week weighs on me. There’s nothing easy about being with Thomas, or not being with him. It’s near impossible to look Valarie in the face every day knowing she’s had parts of my boy he won’t let me near. I lie more than I speak truth, and it’s all for this person who won’t come home with me. 

Stupidly, I cry. 

“Baby.” Thomas groans. “Stop.”

“I’m trying,” I say, accidently stepping on his foot. 

“Try harder.” 

“Don’t go,” I say quietly, drying sadness from my eyes on his hoodie. 

Hidden from reality in the center of the school gym, Thomas’ hand slides up the back of my neck, into my hair. Carefully gripping at strawberry blonde roots, he tilts my head back and exposes my neck. 

Brushing his lips over the possessive bruise, he whispers, “You should have worn your hair up.” 

The song hasn’t ended, but love moves away and lifts his hood over his head. He pats Petey’s shoulder as he passes, who reluctantly gives Becka back to Smitty.

At the edge of the dance floor, Valarie waits in a blue maxi dress with eyes that match Dusty’s. He drapes his arm over her shoulders, and once the rest of their group joins them, they leave. 

Together. 
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It’s the last day of school and I couldn’t be happier. Mom thinks I’m catching a ride to the Castors’ with Tommy, but she and Lucas left for a business trip this morning and won’t be home until after the weekend. Ben’s giving us a ride, and we’re halfway to his car when I remember I didn’t clean out my locker. 

“Take your time, Bliss. We’ll wait,” Petey calls, pushing Becka on her board while Thomas and Ben wait against the trunk of his BMW. 

As I hurry into the building, my white and colored-gem flip-flops smack on the bottom of my feet and my backpack bounces against my lower back. The hallways are mostly empty save for a few students getting those last signatures in their year books. 

At my locker, I drop my book bag at my feet and circle in my combination. The first thing I see is a folded up piece of notebook paper. I smile, reaching in for the secret. 

It’s a one word letter: summertime. 

Shoving the note into my pocket, I start going through old folders, older reports, and long forgotten assignments. I make a face when I find an old apple and dump everything into a trash bin. I’m almost done, pulling down pictures when I feel a tap on my shoulder.

I turn around with a handful of photographs and sigh when I see Brandon Miller.

“What’s up?” I ask, lifting my Jansport from the ground. “I thought seniors were finished yesterday?”

He grins, and it’s kind of, sort of odd, because he’s not supposed to be here. He’s graduated. He shouldn’t be talking to me.

“I had to pick up something from a teacher,” he says.

“Oh.” I don’t want to be rude, but I’m ready to go.

“So,” Brandon begins, “I was wondering if—”

The double doors I came in through five minutes ago open up. I smile. Brandon doesn’t. 

Becka’s on her board but jumps off and stands back while Ben, Thomas, and Pete walk toward me and the heartbreaker that doesn’t know when to quit. I straighten my backpack while my heart beats anticipation. 

Brandon takes a step back, and for someone who claimed not to be afraid of a few sophomores, he looks like he might be. 

Ten feet away, my gang of troublesome misfits closes in, but all I see is Dusty wearing a pair of knee length, black skinny cutoffs and a white V-neck. His old-school black and white Vans squeak on the floor as he approaches. Blonde-brown hair peeks out beneath the Yankees cap that’s set far back on his head, and his hands are slack at his sides, but I know. 

Wild love steps past me, hitting Brandon in the mouth with his closed fist, dropping him to his knees in one fluid motion. Thomas hits him again, solid and blunt sounding, and again, striking until Brandon’s on his back, pathetic in his attempt to defend himself. 

Dusty lifts the fallen by the front of his shirt. “How many times do I need to tell you to stay away from her?” 

He lets Brandon crumble into a ball before he kicks him. The sound of air leaving the high school graduate’s lungs levels my spine and leaves me speechless. Brandon’s lip is split and his nose is gushing, pooling on the pale tile underneath him. His perfect face isn’t so great anymore, and when he coughs, gasping for a breath, he sputters, and a drop of blood lands on my foot. 

“Do something,” I say, choking on syllables. 

But no one moves, so I take a step forward. 

“Stay the fuck back, Leighlee,” Thomas says without looking up. 

When Becka whistles and yells, “Security!” Pete and Ben finally step in, pulling Thomas away from the broken heartbreaker. But my fighter’s determined to make sure Brandon never forgets that little sisters are untouchable. 

When all three boys fall on the floor, I freak out. 

Between the blood, the loss of air, and the guards on their way, I scream. While Ben struggles with Thomas, Petey stands and slams my locker closed before scooping me up and running after Becka, who’s ahead of us, racing through the doors on the opposite end of the hall. 

But I’m worried for Dusty. 

Like some kind of psycho girl, I’m calling Thomas’ name as his best friend carries me away. 

“He’ll be fine.” Pete laughs, lugging me out into the parking lot. Harsh sunlight momentarily blinds both of us, and Petey almost falls. 

I scream. Again. 

Right before I really start to panic, Ben and Thomas come crashing out of the school building, laughing and running like their lives depend on it. 

Disarming the car alarm, Ben and Pete jump into the front seat of the Benz while Becka, Thomas, and I crash into the back. 

“Drive,” Dusty calls out, grinning, hyped-up and electrified. 

We lean to the left as Ben peels out of the parking lot, and when we’re clear of school grounds, we erupt in a bubble of nervous, adrenaline-filled commotion. 

Without thinking, I rub my fingers over love’s busted and bleeding knuckles and say, “Way to start the summer, Thomas.”

To which he says, “You have no fucking idea how good it’s going to be, Bliss.”
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Roman candles and Saturn missiles spark and whistle. Bigger fireworks light up the night with flares while smoke and the scent of black powder blows with the breeze. Dogs bark and locusts buzz while kids ride their bikes up and down the streets. As other families relax together, sipping lemonade and cold Coronas, I’m sitting on the roof, listening to mine tear itself apart.

“How could you not ask me about this?”

“Why? So we can do this? She’s fifteen for Christ’s sake. We—”

“Fifteen!”

“It’s a precaution, Luke. Climb off your fucking high horse.”

Dad found Rebecka’s birth control. I don’t like it either, but Mom’s right. 

“We give them way too much freedom.”

“And that’s my fault?”

There’s a glass-crash sound in the living room, and I know Dad threw his scotch. Mom would never think of wasting a perfectly good drink, even in anger. 

“She needs a lock on her door. They both do. I’ll show you fucking precaution.”

Mom’s quiet for a beat. I light a cigarette and smoke with my knees up and elbows across them.

“You want to start laying rules down now? So she can run away?”

The attorney is the quiet for a turn, and the opportunity to push him further isn’t wasted.

“So they can run away together, and she can scrape by in some ice-cold one bedroom apartment while he’s out sticking it to his secretary?”

Dad throws something else, or knocks it over, shaking the walls underneath me between more crash sounds and seething, hateful shouting. Dragging smoke slowly against my unsteady heartbeat, I stare at the other rooftops, but I’m not really looking.

I’m listening. I’m absorbing all of it.

Love can forgive, but life doesn’t forget. Especially with kids. 

Everything my parents were and are, I am. Good and bad. My dad’s determination and my mom’s warmth; his smooth talk and her nonchalance; a quick temper and a sharp tongue; excessiveness, jealousy—I’m all of it. Every one of their instabilities and all their resentment flows through me. I’m volatile at best, and this—

“Like that’s what I wanted, Tommy? Like any of this is what I fucking wanted?”

This is what I will be.

“I wouldn’t have looked at that cunt if you would have bothered changing out of your robe and showering once in a while, long enough to be a fucking wife—”

“Maybe I would have felt more like a wife if I wasn’t spending every waking hour slaving over your kids, that you wanted, remember?”

“We had options.”

“Just for now, baby? Until I finish law school? Until I make partner? Go to Hell. Everyone knows you’re a fake.”

“And you were a lot prettier before you drank your dreams away.”

Shouting subsides, and I know my dad’s walked away. It’s what he does. It’s what I do. 

Flicking my cigarette, I lie back. For a few seconds there’s nothing but explosions in the sky and the weight of my pulse in my ears, then the Mercedes starts and tires screech. I open my eyes in time to see it peel out down the street.

As I’m reaching for another cigarette, my phone vibrates in my pocket. In between missed calls and texts I don’t check, is one from the only person I want to hear from.

It’s simple and it’s nothing, and I should just stop. I should run far away from love, because what am I if I let her—us—become this?

I love you, Bliss says.

My chest tightens. My whole body aches. It’s three words, and it’s everything, and it’s twisted as fuck, because I can’t stop or stay away. She’s the only thing worth anything in my life. I should protect her, but she’s got me wrapped around forever, and I can’t.

Leave with me, I text her back. Tonight.

Her response is immediate. 

Nothing should be this messed up.

Come get me.


[image: ]

There’s something about summertime.

Between all day baseball games and blunt cruises on back roads, between beach sand and bonfires, I come home to love almost every night.

She climbs onto the roof with me sometimes and lets me kiss her under the starlight. Sometimes we’re too worn out by the heat and freedom and almost snooze through both our alarms. Sometimes we talk until sunup, sometimes with our fingertips. 

And sometimes, we’re painfully still.

I ignore the knots in my chest and cross the carpet to my closet. The hat Leigh got me four birthdays ago is sun-faded and worn-out, but I drop it far back on my head and breathe out. 

I’m thankful Leigh basically lives here during the summertime, but her walls have been up since this morning. She’s not allowed to be mad at me on my birthday, but guarding and blocking herself from me is worse.

Kicking candy wrappers under my bed, I grab new car keys from my dresser. Complete with suicide doors and 24s, the ’64 Continental feels too good to be true, but I’ll take what I can get, because what I got is dope. 

Pete and I went by his cousin Easy’s garage yesterday looking, but it turned out Easy was in a bind. Lucky for him and me, he was willing to take as much cash up front as soon as possible, and I keep savings stashed in an old gear bag.

Dad was pissed when I came home with the old Lincoln, but after one look from my mom, what could he do except pay the rest and let me keep it?

Tucking two joints into my pack, I drop it with my wallet and phone into my pockets and head out. But as soon as I close my door behind me, Becka opens hers. She and Bliss step out, and what I see isn’t what I expect. 

Summertime light blonde-red hair is pulled high, and Leigh has on this little sea-foam colored one-piece thing. The shorts are too short, and there are white bikini strings tied around the back of her neck. Tapping something out on her phone, she doesn’t bother to look at me, and it makes my heart feel like giving up. It’d probably stop altogether if it wasn’t busy double-pulsing all my blood straight to my dick.

“Where the fuck are you going?” I ask.

“Agate Beach night swim.” Rebecka pushes my arm, tightening the drawstring on her board shorts. “Hal’s brother’s taking us.”

Which means my girl’s going to be with Oliver.

They close the bathroom door behind them, but their laughter seeps out, and my chest clenches.

This isn’t how we work.

Ignoring the phone vibrating in my pocket, I enter my sister’s room. I can’t believe I’m resorting to this bullshit, but I grab her shoe, stash it on the top shelf of the hall closet, and go back to my own room.

I light a cigarette by my window and wait without patience. I’m almost finished before Becka catches up.

“Wear your Chucks,” Leigh tells her.

Love opens anger in me, and it burns.

While they search, I toss my cigarette outside. I’m tired of waiting when I hear Leigh on the stairs. Every step is intentionally measured, a little gutsy, and totally deceiving.

I’m at my door, opening it, and pulling her in before she knocks. I wrap my hands around her upper arms and hold her back to the barrier that keeps our secret a secret, but love-slighted eyes don’t shy from mine. Baby stands tall in her courage.

“Growing up, little girl?” I ask. 

The blue-green fire in her eyes flares. Her silence spits kerosene at my burning nerves, and I grip my fingers into the susceptible skin and soft muscles of her arms. My anger guts me, but I swallow my sense of right and wrong and am tall enough that when I lean over the source of my frustration, she’s caged in me.

Let her tell me not to leave a mark. Let her try to leave.

“Why are you doing this to me?” I ask lowly.

L’s whisper is close to a hiss. “Not everything is about you, Thomas.” 

“Tell me this isn’t.” I snatch the white strings around her neck, roughly undoing the bow. I narrow my eyes and I want to fucking shake her, but I let go. I look away and then right back, gesturing with my empty right hand. “Tell me this shit isn’t exactly for me.”

Staring right back into me, she looks like she wants to scream and hit and cry and demand, but she doesn’t. And I can’t pull the blankets over her like last year. We stand here, locked and stubborn, wasting the few seconds we have.

“Got it, motherfucker!” Rebecka calls from downstairs.

Leigh doesn’t move or speak. She doesn’t blink, but her game face flips back on. I feel her go from my Bliss to the rest of the world’s. She breathes out through her nose and buries the acid hurt in her eyes and reaches up to retie her top.

With her white strings back in a bow, Leighlee opens my door behind her back and looks at me through eyes she’s readied for my sister, her friends, and him.

And I want to tell her don’t go.

And I won’t.

Instead she says, “I have to go home tonight. I won’t be here when you come back.”

For a second, there’s resentment in her eyes that’s as sharp as it is scalding, and my stupid heart beats for it, but then she turns.

And leaves.

And I’m alone with the way it keeps beating.

 

TURNING THE music down and rolling my shoulders back, I pull into Ben’s driveway and check my phone, but I know before I look there’s not going to be anything there from Leigh.

I think about ditching the party for the beach and making Oliver count his teeth in the sand, but Ben comes outside with a wide grin and a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black. The party needs me, and I need it.

I’m seventeen.

We pick up Kelly and Pete, and I trade my best friend my open bottle for his blunt. 

The sun’s heat sticks to everything despite setting an hour ago. July air blows through open windows while we ride, and it smells like just-cut grass and hot asphalt, like chlorine and ice cream. Fireflies are all asleep, but cicadas and stereos buzz loudly. By the time we roll up to Mixie’s house, the porch and sidewalk are packed with people.

Air-conditioning blows cool inside the small two story, but the living room is crowded-warm and the laughter is high. Rhythms and beats drift from floor-standing speakers while sweet smoke hovers, and everyone smiles at me, wanting to bring it in. I don’t recognize every sort of sunburned and kind of sweaty face, but I’m surrounded on all sides with hugs and happy birthdays.

Val’s in the doorway leading to the kitchen, standing on the toes of her scuffed up Docs. She looks like the devil in a little pink dress. 

“Hey, birthday boy!” She reaches both arms out. 

Our eyes meet and I extend my hand, offering her the bottle instead of the contact she’s seeking. She takes it. 

I think about Agate beach again, but someone turns the music way up, shifting my process. 

Surrounded by my boys and a few others, standing in a shape that vaguely resembles a circle, we pull scotch and smoke, hit after hit under a yellow-tinted light. 

Kelly and Katie bring out a tray of gas station doughnuts with seventeen lit sparklers jammed in them. I blow without making a wish, but they don’t go out. I blow again, and again. Ben jumps on my back and blows too. I stumble carrying him, and he pushes my hat over my eyes, making me as blind as I am careless.

When I pull my hat up, Ben’s off my back and we’re in a dining room. I swallow bigger drinks and breathe deeper lungfuls.

I blink and I’m outside showing Cas the ’64. 

I blink again and I’m on the back porch lighting one of my joints, passing it to Tanner.

With another blink, I’m in the crowded living room. Smoke and sweat and slow beats linger, heavier now, and Kelly’s on her tiptoes, trying to put a construction paper crown on my head.

“It’s your birthday crown!” she insists, rosy-cheeked and laughing loudly.

Bending my knees and taking my hat off, I let Kelly coronate me.

“Tell me I’m king,” I say. 

She hesitates for about a second. 

“Petey’s king,” she says, smiling at him over her shoulder in a drunk blip of sincerity.

Another blink and I’m sitting in this wingback chair with this crown on my head that looks like it came out of the back of a coloring book. The fifth of scotch in my right hand is half-empty and my left hand is over my stomach.

On that same side, perched on the arm of the chair, is Shirley Temple.

Her name’s Stacey, but she’s got these candy apple red curls around her baby doll face that make her look like Shirley Temple.

Ben told me about her last week. “She’ll let you put it anywhere.”

She plays with the sleeve of my hoodie. She smells like girl sweat and baby powder, and I can barely stomach it when she leans in like she’s going to tell me a secret.

“Want to go somewhere?” She brushes the backs of her fingers over my turning stomach, through my tee shirt while Johnnie Walker swims through my veins like a flame.

Hazy between bored and annoyed, I take a drink.

“Why?” I ask, not looking at her. I slouch further back into the chair so she can’t reach my ear anymore and remove her hand from my stomach. Now she has to say whatever slut-wannabe shit she has to say out loud.

“Why what?” she asks.

Shirley Temple’s a fucking rocket scientist.

“Why do you want to go somewhere?” I ask. 

Darting her eyes and biting her lip, she stumbles over her words when she attempts an answer. 

I help her out.

“So we can fuck?” 

She blushes and looks at the floor, tucking candy red curls behind her ear. “I mean … If you—”

“I don’t want to,” I say, still bored and further annoyed. Leaning back in the chair, I scan the faces around me, and Katie catches my eye. My high spins in weighted slow motion with my drunk, and I point to the Slut across from us, watching the try-hard follow my aim. 

“Her,” I say easily.

“What?” She sounds like she doesn’t get it, but I see her looking at Katie. She’s thinking about it.

“I’d rather watch you fuck her,” I clarify, taking another drink. It doesn’t burn, and while I’m wishing it did, the girl next to me looks conflicted for half a second before she slinks off the arm of the chair and struts straight to Katie.

I breathe out and feel my crown fall to one side as I drop my head back, disappointed it was that easy. She’s like rest of them, and as I bring the bottle to my lips, their queen in a pink dress purses her lips at me from across the room.

At the bottom of the stairs, Valarie’s dilated eyes are empty and begging to be filled. She’d take anything, because all she has is needy evil, bottomless dark, hopeless unlovability. I look at her until the hair on the back of my neck stands up. As I stand and move, my focus sinks slowly but surely closer and closer to the bottom of the ocean.

I smoke my other joint in the ’64 with Petey.

I blink and I’m back in the living room, holding Ben upside down for a keg stand.

I blink again and I’m in the backyard by myself. There’s an unlit cigarette between my lips and my bottle of Johnnie Walker is gone.

I blink again and I’m in a bathroom doorway upstairs, watching Katie and Shirley Temple dyke out in the shower.

The clear curtain’s pulled wide open, and Katie’s got her lips and fingers slide-pressing everywhere she can reach. The girl who wants to be her has her mouth on Katie’s neck and both hands on her breasts. Their eyes are closed, and the water slips down them in weak-red streams tinted by soaked candy curls.

People around me laugh and holler and whisper obscene shit. Dipping her right hand between Katie’s naked legs, Shirley Temple’s fingers touch the same place my dick has been, making Katie arch and cry out.

I’m not even hard.

With another blink, I’m breaking into a liquor cabinet that is exactly like my dad’s, pulling the Chivas out and chugging straight from the bottle. Turning and looking around, I call for Pete.

I blink and he’s there. He holds his mouth open, and I pour a double down.

Handing the bottle to whoever’s on my right, I glance over. Kelly’s taking a drink and my construction paper crown is on her head, lopsided and almost over her eyes. 

Blinking my eyes open, I’m in a bathroom washing my face with cold water, listening to somebody mumble “fuck, fuck, fuck,” over and over. The light’s not on, but night’s dim glow comes through the window. 

I’m alone. 

The person mumbling is me.

 

I’M ON the floor.

My eyes burn when I blink. My chest hurts. My vision dissolves everything around me into shapeless shades of dull colors that bleed together. I want to be sick. I want to go home. I want it to be over.

 

I’M SITTING up, thinking about love and calling her.

When her voicemail picks up, I almost throw my phone. My chest has gone from painful with missing to tight with frustration.

Love is sorely fucking difficult.

She’s the answer to everything, and she won’t even answer.

Love is doing nothing to stop our spiral.

Love is perpetuating.

Love bought a white bikini to fuck with me, and it worked.

Love is learning by example, but love is foolish. She’s the only thing in my world that isn’t poison, but she’s self-destructive and hell-bent on showing me how strong she can be. I’m trying to save her, but what about me?

Love’s got me, but I’m bent-twisted, disjointed and infuriated. I can’t see as I stand up, but I open the door, and I’m out in the hallway. The party’s still going, and love’s nowhere near, with no idea how good she has it.

 

“LOVE …”

The devil’s voice sounds far away. It’s breathless. Weightless. It doesn’t sound real.

I start to blink, but I can’t bear lifting my eyelids. I clench them instead and grip so hard my knuckles ache. 

I hear the devil whimper, “I love you …”

I freeze inside her and force my eyes open. 

Valarie’s underneath me.

Naked.

Shaking.

Spun.

Her eyes are heavy-half-closed and glassy, like she’s about to cry. Really cry. She’s rocking her hips and I feel her. I really feel her, and she’s about to come. 

Really come.

“Thomas,” she whispers.

Moving with a rush that blurs my perception and controls my steps, I discard the condom in the bathroom of whoever’s bedroom we’re in. I don’t bother turning on the light or looking up. I can’t get my shit buttoned, buckled, and together fast enough.

When I step back into the room, I’m dizzy. I can’t feel the floor underneath my feet.

“What?” Valarie asks. I avoid her stare. She sounds small and I feel stuck.

I pull my shirt on and pat my pockets for my cigarettes, my wallet, my phone.

My heart splits like a crack of thunder all the way through me.

The devil’s voice, broken with something like shame or hurt, snatches my attention right back as I turn to leave. 

“Say something to me, you piece of shit.”

Valarie’s black hair is tangled and sex-pushed, higher on the left than the right. She has somebody’s blankets pulled up over her chest, but I can see her bare shoulders. Under sunlight tanned, sweat-shining skin, skinny bones vibrate in her defense.

She’s waiting for an answer. 

Everybody wants answers.

“Go home, Val,” I tell her lowly, facing my hat forward and pulling my hood over it before walking out.

 

NOT HALF as full as I remember it being, the living room is an entirely different world now. Pete and Kelly have disappeared, and Ben’s passed out on the love seat with his head in some girl’s lap. Other people have paired off and are talking quietly with drinks they won’t finish and eyes half-closed. Everyone’s winding down.

Everyone except Mixie.

I can’t see her, but I can hear her cracking up behind some nearby closed door. She sounds hoarse, but carefree-upbeat, wide awake. Coke happy—like she couldn’t give a fuck about anything, even if she wanted to.

Bringing the cigarette I’ve been holding up to my lips, I pat my front pocket for my lighter. But it’s not there. And it’s not in my back pockets either. I have my wallet, my keys, and my cigarettes, but not my lighter.

Or my phone.

“Fuck,” I mumble under my breath.

On the second step up the stairs, gravity blurs my balance, and I remember. I won’t be here when you come back.

A year ago, Leighlee Bliss cried in an effort to keep me home. Her tears are the most fucked-up thing there is, but my influence on her has to be worse. It shows. It was clear today that nothing is getting easier. Everything’s becoming more distorted and difficult the older we get.

Retracing steps, my feet remember and my heart regrets. I turn right at the top of the stairs.

It’s simple with Valarie—thoughtless. We’re the same inside and out. I’m as hopeless and she’s as ruthless, both of us every bit as self-seeking and capable of destroying lives. 

Our own.

Each other’s.

Leigh’s.

I don’t think Val would fuck with my phone, but she could if she wanted to fuck with me—she could ruin more than she knows, and the thought makes panic grip my chest. 

When I get to the room we were in, bad decisions linger in the air, making it burn to breathe as I throw the pillows from the bed. I tear its sheets off. Dropping to my knees, I look under its frame, and when my phone’s not there, I push the mattress off the rails. 

I rip the room apart, opening drawers, knocking things over, pushing my hood back, racking my memory. I look everywhere. Twice. 

Panic grips from tight to dangerous, and I’m caught up in looking that I don’t hear Casper walk by.

“What are you doing?” He laughs, strolling through the open door when I turn to look.

“Hey,” I say, distracted. I look behind the headboard. I kick the pile of blankets.

Cas sits in a wicker chair across the room and starts talking, but I’m absent. Wading inside through puddles of alcohol and clouds of smoke, I separate blankets from sheets.

If Val has—

I drag my hands down my face, angry. I’m nervous, fearful of how fucked everything good to me can be.

“So, Mix doesn’t care,” Casper’s still talking, but he sounds sidetracked. “She looks right at the guard and tells him to get fucked. She’s fucking wild, D.”

I exhale into my hand, surveying the room and turning to face him.

“Hey.” Cas has cut up two white lines on the glass of a picture frame. He angles them toward me in offering. “You want in on this?”

My strung out pulse crowds my ears, and my nerves keep twitching, flipping, demanding I do something. 

“It’ll take the edge off,” he says.

Pulling my hood back over my hat as I walk over, I nod. “Call my phone?”

“Yeah, sure.” He smiles as he hands me the rolled up Ben Franklin and reaches into his back pocket.

While he makes the call, I crouch down over the cedar chest that the frame sits on. The picture is obscured by the lack of light in the room and my own darker shadow. I press my left nostril closed like I’ve seen Val do, and I bring the bill to my right. I don’t breathe. I don’t fucking blink. I don’t think.

Starting at the end of the first line, I inhale with zero indecision.

And it’s swift.

My blood rushes like a fast-burning fuse toward black powder.

I switch nostrils and do it again, and my chest detonates like the sky on the Fourth of July.

My head’s tilted back and I’ve got the tips of my fingers to my nostrils. There’s a burning that hurts and consumes, and it’s terrifying, but it’s not physical. It’s devouring from behind my eyes and down the back of my throat, and when I stand up, it’s like the whole world comes up with me.

I feel like a heart attack.

I feel sky high like God and measureless.

I feel like living, breathing, beating, white-hot fire.

I expected the drug to burn, but it didn’t. It doesn’t. It rushes. I feel it behind my heartbeat, slowing it deeper than ever, and then it’s beating everywhere, faster than ever. My lungs expand and my ribs make room while all my muscles flex and my spine straightens. I’m blind and deaf to everything but the feeling of absolute, uncultivated energy.

Easily ten times higher than I’ve ever been or thought I could be, high like the fucking summer sun at noon, I feel invincible. Like giving a fuck was some rumor I heard one time.

Casper looks up at me with a slick grin, lids low over eyes that look black. 

I wonder if mine are.

“Hey, shh, shut up, hey,” he tells me, holding his finger over his lips.

And I hear it too. 

My phone’s ringing, and I actually feel my heart fall from my throat and open wide in my chest.

I follow the ringing to the bathroom, but my focus is on my pulse. Beating richly without any trace of regret or resentment, it’s never felt this smooth or deep. It feels made of freedom, and as perfectly steady steps and unclouded eyes lead me to the towel rack, I find my phone. It’s right where I left it when Bliss sent me to voicemail.

Bliss.

My unhindered heart sends her name singing through my veins. 

I need her. I’m going to her.

Grabbing my phone, I head out of the bathroom. Casper tugs my arm as I pass. 

“For later,” he says, handing me a folded and burned closed corner of cigarette cellophane. There’s a rock in it about the size of my pinkie fingernail.

In my head, I tell him I’m good and keep moving, but in this moment, in real life, I say, “Thanks, man,” and bury the drug in the bottom of my front right pocket. Then I keep moving, and I sense it with every step—I’m aware. I’m more conscious than I’ve ever been before.

Outside is every bit as different from inside as downstairs was to upstairs. I’m thermal with heat to spare, but the nighttime breeze is cool on my face and arms. 

I want to step out of my shoes and run. I feel like I could run all the way to the sun and it’s not up yet.

Alone in the Lincoln, my pulse beats harder and harder in the enclosed space. I take my hood off, then my hat, then ditch my sweater altogether. As I drive, anxiousness creeps back in, burning with the capability radiating through my limbs. I’m breathing too quickly. There’s this gross, crushed aspirin and Lysol taste on the back of my tongue, and my chest feels clenched up, too full of beats.

Driving with one hand on the wheel and the other over my heart, I consider calling 9-1-1 more than once.

All the while, the same muscle that’s pulsing too hard is thrashing love’s name.

I want my girl.

Nothing else matters.

My hands and feet have brought me to her street without consulting my mind. When I put the car in park at the end of her block, my conscience doesn’t argue. It wants Bliss as severely as every other part of me. 

Late night air takes some of my heart-thunder from my ears as I get out and walk. My pulse goes from storming to steady with every step that’s led by pure purpose and total determination. I keep to the shadows and cut through dark yards, making the simplest, straightest, shortest line to where love is.

As I approach her home, my sorest and hardest working muscle goes from beat-pulsing love’s name to demanding it. The closer I get, the stronger it becomes. There are windows and walls between us now, but it won’t settle for anything less than Bliss.

I can feel her force the second I step into her mother’s yard. I’ve never been allowed into my little sister’s best friend’s room, but I know which window is hers. I know where I need to be.

Love is intuition, and it’s heartbeat-buzzing in my hands and vibrating through my veins. 

Love is following meaning to find significance.

Love brought me here, and love is worth every risk and all the laws I’m about to break.

Thad and Teri McCloy’s front porch is too well lit, so I walk around the house. Covered in darkness, there’s a side door that opens to the kitchen, and I have to be silent. There’s not a doubt in my mind that the good judge keeps a loaded gun close to where he sleeps.

I know he does, because my dad does.

I know, because if Bliss was mine to protect, I would too.

Glancing around the slumbering neighborhood and back to the barrier in front of me, I think about picking the lock. But when I touch the handle, concentrated capability rushes with my pulse. The whole door feels like it’d be easy to break with one hard push. 

So, I do.

And it does.

With one step, I’ve broken and entered, and there’s no going back.

Carefully closing the kitchen door behind me, I look around, letting my eyes adjust to darker-dark. I listen for movement, but the McCloy house is fast asleep. There’s not a sound save for air-conditioning blowing from the vents, the humming refrigerator, and my own heart pounding beats so fast they sound like electric echoes in my ears.

Moon and street light filter in through ivory curtains in the living room, barely lighting my way as I head toward the stairs. At the bottom of them, I pause, listening with all my senses. I concentrate on a breath and return my hands to my pockets, gripping my keys to keep them quiet. Lifting my foot for the first step, I hope to God none of them creak.

When the first one doesn’t, I take the next, and the next.

Beyond alert, I feel wide awake as I move, like potential and intensity personified. My hands curve into fists as I climb closer to her. My shoulders tense and my jaw flexes as I clench my top teeth against my bottom ones. My dick hardens, aching and straining with each step, half with pure adrenaline and half in anticipation of love, and I straighten my spine like a razor as I reach the top.

My lungs swell and clench around my heart in a pattern that makes breathing hurt. They’re commanding what my whole body wants: quickness, comfort, relief—Leigh.

I take the top step and know right away which door is hers.

Love knows.

Love feels the pull that’s impossible to defy.

Love is the pull.

Head down, eyes up, I pass the bathroom and then right by her sleeping parents’ open door, straight to my girl’s closed one.

My heart burns a riot against my ribcage.

Under my fingers, Leigh’s door handle is cool. It turns easily and opens as silently as I need it to. Once I’ve closed it behind me and I’m in her room, finally and for the first time, I exhale.

Even her air is consoling. 

Leigh’s space is all girl. The little lamp on her nightstand casts a subtle golden glow across everything that’s cloaked in dark. Her desk and dressing table, her dresser and her bookshelf, it’s all neat and clean, uncluttered, and hers. Middle-of-the-night subdued and cut out of soft light, everything is pristine looking, innocent, unsuspecting, and susceptible. Including her.

Fast asleep on her side, baby’s bent knees are pulled to her stomach. She has light purple blankets resting below her waist, and she’s wearing my baseball hoodie.

My smile is unrestrainable.

Soft strawberry blonde locks have slipped out from under the hood she has pulled over her head, and with one arm tucked under her pillow, she has her other folded along her chest. Her hand’s tucked under her chin and covered almost completely by my too-long-for-her sleeve; little girl knuckles peek out.

I take hold of her fingers, gripping them in my own as I curve my free arm under her in one quick movement. 

Leigh sucks in a deep breath, startled from her sleep, and I sink against her, shifting and angling so our whole bodies touch. My neck and shoulder are above her face, there for her to gasp and panic into. Her heart thumps like crazy in her chest, right under mine, and I feel her breathing hard against my skin.

“You have to be quiet,” I tell her, pushing her blankets out of the way. Gripping my sides through my tee, she nods, but I can’t make it clear enough. “You can’t make a sound, baby.”

I’m dizzy in love, swallowed up, and consumed entirely. “Baby, baby, baby …”

Nodding more, faster, she twists and turns her head to look at me with sleepy greens as she lets me fit between her legs. Her mouth falls open as I push against her, and she grips fistfuls of my shirt. Surprised eyes close tightly, and she presses her lips together, struggling to keep silent.

I kiss along her cheek and creep my hands under the bottom edge of my hoodie and her sleep tank. Warm like summer sunsets and soft like melting together between dreams, this girl is perfect. She’s safe and soft and mine.

Sliding my left hand under her pajamas and along her naked back, I tilt her head with my right hand and press my thumb into the corner of her secret-keeping mouth. She opens, and I kiss her made-for-kissing lips. 

Breaking apart only to tug my hoodie and her sleep shirt away, I lay her back down and kiss from the corner of her smile to the top of her chest. Small and soft, her breasts rise and fall with breaths she can’t steady under my touch, and she whimpers behind sealed shut lips when I circle her nipples and cover her with my palms.

“You have to be quiet,” I whisper. 

Pulling her right hand from my shoulder, she presses the back of it to her mouth while she brushes left fingers through hair at the back of my neck, gripping me closer. I shift between her legs, pressing against her and kissing between her breasts. With my mouth on the center of her chest, I can feel her pulse and I follow it with open lips, a little higher, more to the left. When I’m where it beats hardest, I press my teeth and tongue right to the best sound in the world.

Baby arches up and restrains a cry while skin only I’ve ever touched becomes tender under my kiss, like it’s going to give.

Deep in my own chest, lost between hard and soft drugs, my pulse throbs. It inundates me with beats that sear and overwhelm. My ribs feel like thin paper, and I’m burning. I can’t get a grip. I feel too strong, too big for my body, and panic is back, tightening its hold.

Leigh shifts, delicate and vulnerable under me. She brings her hand to my face like she wants me to look her in the eye, but I can’t. I don’t know how to contain this, and her precious heart keeps pounding—harder, fastening me more completely to her with every beat.

My eyelids squeeze closed. 

“I need you, Bliss,” I hear myself tell her. “I need you bad. I can’t …”

Everything spins, but her heartbeat remains.

My blood courses, too loud, too fast. Too hard. Too much.

Opening my eyes, I see love clearly, but this can’t be real. Today. Tonight. Right now. This kind of total consumption can’t happen, but it’s inside and underneath and all over me. It’s why I exist, and I can’t handle it.

Beloved life palpitates right under my lips, and in one quick shift, I cover this girl’s mouth with my hand and dig my teeth into her chest. 

Under my palm, Leigh cries out and grips onto me with both hands. Wanting to break through skin and bone, and mark the small muscle I cherish more than my own, I bite until I feel thin skin surrender. I drag and deepen my teeth, making her bruise and open, and I press my tongue to the coppery taste of life, helpless in the harmony of uncontainable beats. 

When her fingernails break my skin, I loosen up, but keep the mouth I love covered because meaning and significance is far from quiet. She shudders underneath me, pushing my shoulders for mercy, but her fingers are curled tightly, and the little sounds she’s making are born-for-love wrapped.

“I love you,” I whisper, kissing softly over my mark, talking right to her heart.

L turns her head for me to uncover her mouth. I slide my hand into sleep-tangled curls that are just the right color, and when she can breathe again, she pants that she loves me, too.

We turn and tangle together, apologizing with shared breaths and forgiving with brush-touches. We don’t ask questions or trade faults, and this is how we work.

Leigh pulls my shirt off, and I bring her to my lap so we’re skin to skin. I wrap her in my arms and press my hands down her back, over her dimpled tailbone and lower. Curving both hands around both her cheeks, I bring her all the way to myself, and she smiles against the side of my mouth. 

I could have her right now, like this. Right here in her room with her parents’ door open right down the hall.

“Thomas …” She moves her small hips with my hands.

Laying her back down, holding her dilated-from-the-dark and secret-lit eyes, I cover the only thing that makes everything okay, and roll my hips against hers like I would if I was inside. 

Love’s beautiful like this, with lashes closed and parted lips curved up, holding on while I move.

Watching her cheeks turn pink and smile-shaped lips open further, listening to her draw smaller, quicker breaths deeper into her lungs, I slow our rhythm and lean down. With my lips over hers, I whisper, “I wish I was inside you, Bliss.”

Baby’s hips lift and her sun-freckled cheeks burn pink, and I know I have to stop. Tonight isn’t that night, but as I watch her riding what’s between us, I think about the torture that stopping sends through her. Instinct to give what I’ve made her wait so long for is all consuming suddenly, and I want to make her feel good.

“Girl.” I brush my fingers from her hip to the front of her stomach, tracing thin cotton. She’s caught up, and little lashes don’t flutter open until I lift my hips from hers. With her need-heavy green eyes on mine, I brush the backs of my fingers between Leighlee’s legs for the first time.

She’s soaked-hot underneath delicate pink cotton, and she makes a sound somewhere between a gasp and a sigh. Baby holds my look as my lids start to fall, heavy under how ready she feels, but I can’t bear not looking at her. With my knuckles and the backs of my fingers brushing along her softest place, I stroke and Bliss hums.

Turning my hand over, I slide with more pressure and lean down.

“I’m going to touch you right here,” I whisper, close to her ear and pressing a circle shape around where she’s open and warmest.

Leigh watches me, and I see all that she is. Strength and sweetness and difficulty, intuition and absolution, heart and home, the reason I think and feel and fuck up and fight and love–she’s everything.

“Tell me I can,” I whisper, stroking carefully and insistently.

Nodding her head, L reaches down and presses my hand harder with her own. 

I take my time, giving her pressure that makes her bend before I shift. Pulling pink cotton down her legs, my eyes find her and Bliss is completely bare.

Love isn’t timid, but I want more. 

I open Leigh’s knees further apart. She chases breaths she can’t catch. I glide my hands from her knees and up her thighs, and when I touch prettiest pink, baby lets go of my wrists to cover her mouth with both hands. 

Giving into feeling, I lean down, holding my weight above love as I bury my face in her neck. 

“Baby,” I whisper, sliding my fingers and opening her carefully while she clings to me with both arms. “Baby, baby.”

She trembles and rocks for this contact, burning and begging with barely stifled sounds. 

“Soft girl,” I say, quiet and caught up. I rub a little harder, spreading my fingers, intentionally keeping them from inside, feeling. “You’re fucking soft, Bliss.”

Pressing and sliding, learning and coming to know her, I draw small circles around precious and pure, and baby almost shakes apart.

I’ve never tried to make a girl come before. I’ve never wanted to or cared. Sex isn’t about that, but this—

I love making this girl feel out of control.

“Here?” I ask under baby’s ear, circling slowly, in love with virgin softness and her sweetest sounds. “Right here, Leighlee?”

“Yes.” Her breathless whisper brands my cheek, and my heart fucking pounds. “Thomas, please.”

Leaning up, I listen to my girl, breathing shallow and quick, and I’ll never forget how she looks right now. Nightlight-lit and blushing red from her cheeks to her chest, she has truth-telling eyes squeezed shut, and her brows are knit together in innocent desperation. Her head is arched back, twisting in strawberry blonde, and her lips are all the way open.

There isn’t anywhere I can’t feel my pulse.

Love becomes extrasensory.

“Let it go, baby,” I whisper, watching her pretty struggle. 

Digging her fingers into my shoulders, baby grips me with strength that’s tight. She lifts higher for my touch, and I can feel her opening, burning, and circling. Her chest fills with a cry I can feel in my own, and I have my left hand over her mouth before she can let it out.

Love is the most exhilarating high.

Rolling and swirling, beautiful and binding, Leigh holds onto me with everything she has while she comes, and it’s wholly overwhelming. It’s consuming and coercive, soft for how tightly it hooks me and lush for how determining it feels. The way my heart rides love overrides everything else. Fear and uncontainability disintegrate, and for the first time in a long time, I have a grip I can hold.
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My hair swirls and tangles around my head, dancing in the warm evening air. Gravel crunches under Oliver’s Haro, and my palms sweat over plastic grips. I push my wedges onto the pedals, rotating the rubber tires, moving me forward. My skirt fills up with air, and Becka sees my underwear as she passes on her skateboard.

The sky’s painted pink, purple—twilight. The street lights switch on, and as we pass by different houses, it smells like dinnertime. Kids play in the street, and cars cruise by with all of the windows down. The neighborhood buzzes, savoring the last few weeks of summer. 

Becka bends at her knees, extending her arms out like she’s flying. My girl screams, “You can’t fight against the youth!”

Smitty follows behind her. His eyes are alive with emotion and respect, as if she’s the only other person in the world. Their silent eyes-only, sigh-only, gesture-only language of affection is adorable. 

I’m envious of what they have after spending the summer watching them together. While Rebecka and Hal speak in coded motions and tender lyrics, I hardly talk to Thomas at all. I’ve been sentenced to nights listening to Becka gush about how in love she is, and I haven’t seen my boy since his birthday. 

Oliver copies my pace, and I’m in no hurry. We’ve grown close and I’ve come to learn he’s fearless. He doesn’t speak in sighs and gestures. He burns slow, and like Dusty, he’s quick to defend. Neither one of them needs to be loud to get their point across, but Thomas is spontaneous, where Oliver is articulated. One is disobedient, and the other is compliant. 

“Thanks for letting me borrow your bike,” I say, slowly turning the pedals.

Sublime songs have been our anthems, so it doesn’t surprise me when I hear “Chica Mi Tipo” when Oliver pulls his headphones down and asks, “What did you say, Bliss?”

I’m going to repeat myself when I see Dusty at the end of the block, standing in front of the Lincoln and next to his boy, smoking cigarettes.

His bite mark on my skin throbs.

“Nothing,” I say, catching Thomas’ jealous glare. 

I pedal, doing my best to keep my hands from rattling while Thomas talks to his sister and Smitty. Even as his eyes are on them, his attention is mine.

That’s our deal.

He takes deep pulls from his cigarette, smirking as he exhales thin smoke into the air. His hair is dirty, and as I get closer, our eyes meet and I notice his are black and dilated. There’s a tremble in his hands and an edginess in his manner. 

“When did you ditch the training wheels, little girl?” stoned and lost asks. 

Petey takes Becka’s board and kick-flips.

“Don’t be a dick, Thomas,” my best girl says, taking Smitty’s skateboard and following Pete.

My cheeks redden, embarrassed by the boy who’s absorbed in his high. The audacity of his shameless arrogance makes me want to drop the bike and bite his knuckles. I feel like kicking him in the shins, grabbing him by the front of his shirt, and screaming, “Where the fuck have you been?” 

I stay on the bike and roll my eyes.

Thomas leans back against the driver’s side door of his Continental. He takes one last drag from his cigarette and flicks it out to the street. 

“No pom-poms on the handle bars. No stupid white basket on the front. No bell. Whose bike is this, baby Bliss?” 

“Mine,” Oliver answers.

Love’s blacked-out blue eyes snap over to Oliver, who’s bold under Dusty’s gaze but unable to last under his scrutiny. He looks away, exhaling a frustrated breath, and though Oliver’s retreated, my boy waits for his menace to make a move, stronger. 

I set both feet on the ground and stand with the red bike between my legs. “He let me borrow it because I don’t know how to skateboard.”

“I said I’d teach you,” Oliver says.

“Cute,” Thomas mumbles around a cigarette, looking up with pitiless eyes as he cups his hand over it, flicking his lighter.

My heart pulsates in my teeth and in my temples. Every strand of my wind-blown hair aches, and I want to drag my fingernails down my face. He’s unbearable, ridged, and unapologetic in his stance, chain-smoking and self-justifying. 

“That’s probably a horrible idea, Oliver,” I say causally, shrugging my sunburned shoulder. “I don’t have the right shoes.”

Thomas laughs softly and my pent up aggression and hurt feelings melt away. We’ve been apart for too long, and now my bones clatter for a new reason. 

“Can you drive me home?” I ask. 

“Let’s go,” he answers. 

With a lit cigarette between his lips, Thomas opens his oversized trunk and uncaringly shoves Oliver’s bicycle inside. Hidden behind the massive door, I’m hyperaware of the tingle between my legs and the warmth I feel inside because I’m close to love. 

Dusty sweeps my hair away from my neck and says, “I’ve missed you, little girl.” 

I want to slip under his shirt and press myself against his skin, and wrap my legs around his waist to feel him where he feels best. I want him to pull my head back by my hair, kiss down my neck, and leave bruises, teeth marks, and scratch lines. I want the tips of his fingers to push into my muscle, and his words in my ear, in my hair, against my body. 

“Where have you been?” I ask. 

Thomas closes the trunk and walks around me. He opens the driver’s side door and says, “At Pete’s.” 

He waits with his arm on the door, taking one last hit from his smoke before tossing it in the middle of the street with his others. I move past him and climb into the Lincoln. He smells like cigarette smoke and too many nights drunk, but the car’s interior smells like vanilla air freshener and pot. 

I slide to the farthest side of the bench seat, brushing my legs against summer-warm leather. Thomas gets behind the wheel, hooks his hand between my thighs, and pulls me beside him. 

He reaches into his front pocket and pulls out a pack of Doublemint. Unwrapping a stick, he asks, “Do you have to go home?” 

I shrug. “I can call my mom and see if she’ll let me stay at your house.”

He hands me his cell phone because his sister has mine in her back pocket. My mom says I can stay with the Castors as long as I’m home Sunday morning. School starts in a handful of weeks and I need to get back in a routine. I need to start going to bed earlier.

Like I’m a ten-year-old.

I laugh after I hang up, halfway embarrassed by the woman who gave me life, halfway furious with her for treating me this way.

“You have your parents so tricked, sunny side.” Thomas snaps his gum between his teeth. 

“I know.”

The place between guilt and pride is a tricky place, but the older I get and the longer Dusty and I live out this secret, the easier it is to snub remorse. I’ll be home on Sunday morning, but I’ll spend every second between now and then doing whatever the fuck I want. 

The rear door opens and Becka and Petey slide into the backseat, sweat-faced and breathing hard from skating. 

“Hal and Oliver are going to skate a little longer,” Rebecka says as Thomas starts his car and pulls away from the curb. 

We drain the rest of the evening driving around with the windows down and the music up until the stars come out. The sound of sprinklers and the smell of hose water fills the cab of the car as we cruise through random neighborhoods. A dark-haired man washes his car, and his kids splash through the soapy water as their mother opens the door to call them into the house. 

Our backseat passengers fall asleep, cuddled up with their mouths open, each snoring lightly. 

“That didn’t take long,” I say, kicking my shoes off. I bring my feet up, under my bottom and sink into Dusty’s side.

My boy adjusts his rearview mirror to see them better and says, “Petey hasn’t slept and my sister is a baby. You know that.”

They don’t wake as the car stops and we get out at the beach. Thomas locks them inside before he takes my hand and leads the way to our dock. 

Our feet hang freely over ocean-battered, neglected wood, and cool salt water splashes our bare toes. Off to the right, the lighthouse is bright, illuminating the Oregon shore. 

“I’ll break that motherfucker’s bike if I see you on it again,” Thomas says quietly against my neck. 

I tilt my head back, pressing my back into his chest. He pulls me closer, until we’re mended with no space between us to spare. 

“Tell me where you’ve been,” I say into the salty night. 

Love’s lips pause right below my ear, and his arms circle around my chest, locking me in. “You taste like the best kind of day, girl.” 

I turn my face so we’re eye to dilated eye. Thomas stares into mine for a split second before cleverly smirking like a true secret keeper. 

“I’ve been around with the boys.” The sea breeze blows his dirty hair away from his forehead, giving me clear glimpse at his pale expression. “I wasn’t doing anything. We lost track of time.” 

The place between concerned and tolerant is a tricky place. 

The boy who doesn’t tell me everything slips his hand under my shirt and holds his palm to my stomach. His pinky finger teases the waistband of my skirt. 

“Remember the other night?” he asks, his tone concern-murdering. 

I nod and open my knees. 

His hand sinks into my underwear and palms where I tingle for him. I stare up at the starlit night before I close my eyes and exhale.

“Remember how it felt?” he asks. 

“Yes,” I whisper, breathless. He’s hard against my back and kissing gently up my neck. 

“Can I do it again?” Thomas bites my earlobe. 

My lips part and the smallest breath escapes as I whisper, “Yes.” 

 

I LOOK into my closet, running my hand over dresses and skirts, tank tops and halters. My eyes roam over my flip-flops, wedges, and old snow boots that don’t fit anymore. Just last year I thought they’d protect me from anything, like they had power woven into their soles.

I push them to the side and think, a lot of shielding you did.

The white Doc Martens beside my old grey boots are a very early birthday present from Becka. I secretly hated them at first, because they reminded me of Valarie. But I tried them on and realized if I would have kicked Valarie in the face with my snow boots, it might’ve hurt, but she would have recovered easily. If I kick her in the face with my new Docs …

“What are you doing, baby?” Mom stands with her arms crossed over her chest.

“Looking for something to wear to the beach,” I say. I wish she would have knocked, but I don’t mention it.

“The beach?”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath, composing patience. “I asked the other day if I could go, remember?”

She sits on the same bed that not even four weeks ago, Thomas touched me until I melted and tasted Heaven for the first time. 

“Who do you think you’re going to the beach with?” she asks, folding a shirt I’d thrown on top of my comforter. 

“Tommy and Becka,” I lie easily. 

“I don’t know, Bliss. You’ve spent the entire summer—”

“Mom, please.”

I walk over to my dresser and pull out a pair of shorts and a tank top and throw them onto the bed beside her before opening the top drawer, searching for the bikini Tommy bought me.

“You’ll need to be home—” she starts, but I interrupt her again.

“Actually, I was wondering if I could stay over at Rebecka’s tonight.” I turn and face my mother, holding the red bikini in my hand. “I know I need to be home early because of school, but summer is practically over, and …”

“Fine.” She smiles, but her stern tone betrays her. “Be home tomorrow morning, Leigh.”

“I will,” I say. “I’ll be home by twelve.”

“I said morning, Leighlee.”

“Fine,” I say. I push things around in my closet until I find my beach bag. “I’ll be home by eleven.” 

 

TOMMY DROPS us off at the beach and the seashore is packed. The air smells like salt and sunblock, and the humidity is suffocating in the best way. This is how I wanted to say goodbye to summer vacation: at the beach with my feet sand-deep. 

Petey and Ben stand in front of me and Becka. 

“I can’t handle this. Little sisters all grown-up.” Pete waves his hands in front of my chest. “Where did those come from, Bliss? You’re not supposed to have tits. You’re like … twelve.”

“I’m almost fifteen, Petey.” I shake my beach towel and lay it on the sand, looking at him through my Ray-Bans. 

I slip my shorts past the curve of my bottom, and Petey and Ben squeal like girls and cover their eyes–—peeking through their fingers. This bikini’s a far cry from my childhood suit I wore the first time these boys saw me in swimwear. I’m kicking my shorts to the side when Rebecka takes off her white tank, showing her highlighter-yellow strapless two-piece.

“Holy shit,” Ben says. He takes a step forward. “Becka’s are bigger than Leighlee’s!”

“They’re only boobs.” She throws her shirt in his face. 

“Little sister boobs,” Petey corrects her. “It’s a whole new level of fucked-up.”

Becka kicks off her American flag denim shorts and shakes her ass at Petey. He pretends to be mortified, but his smile is sly. I sit on my red and white striped beach towel and aim my face toward the sun. Warmth immediately sinks through my skin, touching bone. I love it.

Where there are boys, there are Sluts. 

Valarie’s facedown on her towel, soaking up precious light-rays while her friends run around, loud and obnoxious, drinking from plastic red cups and strutting in their barely-there bikinis. Their queen has her hair tied up and her top is untied completely, exposing her perfect bronze-brown tan that continues with clean evenness down her legs. 

Ben drops his shirt into my lap. “Put it on before Thomas freaks.”

I toss it to the side and lie back. I haven’t seen Thomas, but his car is in the parking lot. My heartbeat deepened the moment I noticed it. “Where is he?” I ask.

“Around,” he says as his name is called. Ben jogs away, accidently kicking sand on Valarie as he treads past her. She opens her eyes and the first thing she sees is me. 

“Little, sister,” she says is a thick, sleep voice. “Long time, no see.”

She reaches back and knots her tangerine top before she sits up and sips from her cup, saying nothing about the sand around the rim. The beach bum has sleep lines on her stomach, chest, and face. She looks like she could lie back down and drift off again without a worry in the world. 

It’s a confidence I can’t mimic. 

“Here.” Becka passes me a ginger ale. Her white-rimmed sunglasses are on her head and sand is stuck to her skin up to her knees. She nods toward the parking lot behind us. “Who does he think he’s kidding?”

Valarie and I both look over our shoulders. Distorted by heat waves, Thomas leans into an open car window on his forearms. From behind the wheel, Casper reaches over and shakes hands with my boy, but it’s odd and lingers for too long. 

I don’t know much about Casper, but he’s made me uncomfortable since my first day of high school when he stepped on my foot in the hallway. 

“What’s that guy’s deal?” I ask, opening up my can of soda. Carbonation bubbles pop onto my fingers. 

“Don’t be so naive, Leigh. Casper’s a dope dealer.” Becka drops her sunglasses over her eyes. 

“A dope dealer?” I question.

“Where do you think Thomas gets his bud from?” She flips from her butt to her stomach.

“I guess I never really thought about it.” I shrug, trying to seem uninterested.

Valarie stands, running her fingers through her beach-dirty hair. She has a silly smile on her lips that grows when Thomas comes up from behind her and circles his arms around her stomach. She leans her head back, and he whispers something into her ear. Valarie nods her head, placing her hands on top of his.

“That was slick,” Becka mumbles, shaking her head. “Fucking idiots.” 

Val shoves something into the top of her bikini and tells Dusty, “Your little sisters are here.” 

He’s posted in front of me, blocking the sun before I have a chance to get up and run away. 

“I didn’t know you’d be here,” he says. 

Becka throws sand at him and says, “It’s a free country, Dusty. We can be here if we want.” 

I won’t let him make me feel unwelcome. He’s being a jerk because I saw his little interaction with Valarie and he knows it. Maybe he figures I saw him at Casper’s car, too. Maybe he doesn’t like being put on the spot.

Then he asks, “Did you invite Oliver and Smitty?”

Or maybe he doesn’t want to see me with the sweater giver all day.

“Duh,” Rebecka answers.

He walks away, shirtless and summer-freckled. 

When I can’t take the heat any longer, Becka and I walk hand-in-hand to the water, tiptoeing in until we’re waist deep. The cool seawater shocks my warmed skin, and I try not to scream like a girl, but when Petey runs from the shore and tackles Rebecka, splashing me in the process, I can’t hold it back.

The wrestler and my girl go under, and when they come back up, Becka’s shouting about lost sunglasses and a nipple slip. 

“You saw my areola!” Becka laughs. She loves Pete’s flushed cheeks and wide eyes. 

“Shut up,” Petey hisses. He looks over his shoulder for this girl’s brother. 

“Fine, but help me find my glasses and go get an inner tube for me and Bliss.” 

I glide my hands on top of the water line, slowly sinking in until my chest is under. I love to watch these two go at it.

“Get your own tube, short shit.” Petey scoffs, backing out of the water. 

“Thomas!” Rebecka shouts. “Petey saw my—”

Tweedledum dives underwater, beginning his all-afternoon hunt for heart-shaped glasses. 

 

WITH HER shades back over her eyes and a plastic cup filled with rum and soda between us, Becka and I sit side by side in a huge yellow inner tube. The music is getting louder and the commotion rougher. The sun is low in the sky, and I’m loving every heat ray. I dip my toes into the water and lie back, letting the ends of my hair salt-soak. 

“So I have to tell you something,” Becka says, taking a small drink from her cup.

I lift my Ray-Bans to the top of my head and wait for her to continue. “What?”

“Well …” she starts. “I spoke to Smitty this morning, and they’ll be here tonight, and Oliver broke up with Erin.” 

“What?” I try to sit up and almost dump us over in the process. Half of her drink spills onto her stomach, washing away in the water. “When?”

“Last night. He doesn’t love her,” she says nonchalantly, but I know better. My girl is never nonchalant about anything. There’s motive in her pitch.

“What did you do, Becka?” I ask, slipping my glasses back on and slumping into the tube.

“Nothing really. Maybe I said he should ask you out … or fingerbang you. Either way, you win.” She shrugs, smiling.

I roll my eyes. 

Petey secures Becka and me to the shore so we can’t float away, which proves to be a problem when Tanner, a friend of the boys’, runs toward the water with Mixie in his arms. Like she weighs nothing at all, he launches her into waves, and she screams until breaking the surface. A Slut-sized splash soaks me and my girl, and Mixie resurfaces still screaming. 

Rebecka’s drink is ruined, and there are water spots all over my sunnies. Mixie wrings water from her curly brown hair and looks over her skinny shoulder. She laughs at us. So does everyone else. Including Valarie, who’s being carried on Thomas’ back. 

Soaked and pissed, Becka and I drag the inner tube to the sand and drop it. Water drips from my hair, and sand kicks behind my feet as I stalk to my towel while Becka goes to raid Ben’s cooler. I drop to my knees, knowing Dusty and Val’s friendship is something I’m dealing with, but what I’ve seen today is more than I can handle. 

Reaching behind my neck, I untie my bathing suit top and lean back on my elbows, letting the setting sun caress my skin with its delicious sting. This is what he obviously likes, and I can be what Thomas wants. 

He must have some sick sixth sense in regard to my state of undress, because the second I lie back to get comfortable, his form blocks the sun again.

“Move,” I say in a dull tone, placing my forearm over my eyes. I don’t want to look at him.

“Put your top back on, Leighlee.” He doesn’t sound amused, which is actually kind of funny, considering I haven’t been since I arrived.

“My top is on.” I try to match his impatient manner of speaking.

“Tie it,” he says.

“No.”

“Bliss.” He groans, kneeling beside me. 

He shoves my arm away from my face. I swat at him as he struggles to get me upright. When love captures both of my wrists and takes away my ability to fight, I stare into his black bottomless eyes and resist the burn in mine. My chest rises and falls desperately, and I breathe in and out of my nose, trying to calm down. 

I sit up and Thomas scoots behind me, looping my red nylon ties behind my neck and drawing them into a double knot. The kid helping out his little sister’s friend brushes his finger across the side of my neck and lightly presses his lips to the top of my shoulder. 

“Are you mad at me?” he asks quietly. 

“Yeah,” I answer, peeking over my shoulder at him. “I am.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You always are.”

 

THE SUN is gone and the bonfire blazes a medley of oranges, reds, and blues. A dehydrated, battered tree branch and other scrap wood crackles and sizzles, popping embers into the air, combining the bushy burning aroma of oak and leaves. I hold out my hand to the intense glow until the ends of my fingers tingle and the tip of my nose heats. 

Thomas is visible through the whipping flames but shadowed by his hood. He sips from a green beer bottle and talks with Ben. 

“I got this for you.” Oliver’s standing next to me as I look up. He holds two sweating beer cans in his hand, one stacked on top of the other. 

It’s uncomfortable to see him, knowing he and Erin aren’t together anymore because of what Becka said. There’s pressure like hope in his sincere gestures and what might be expectations in his soft brown eyes that I’m not ready to accept.

I pop the tab and ice-cold foam spills over my fingers. Snickering, I shake my hand dry and lick frothy beer from the side of the can without thinking. Bitter liquid is blunt on my tongue and easy on my nerves. After a day under the wearing sun, it’s bliss. 

“Want mine?” Oliver asks. The right side of his mouth curves into an earnest smirk. 

I smile and shake my head, drinking another cold mouthful. As my can gets lighter, my head gets heavier and my eyes lower. I’m giggly, finding humor in everything. And I’m touchy, expressive with my motions. 

The place between malice and denial is stupid. 

Tipsy, I want to be closer to Oliver and his breathy laugh. Sincere expressions are what truth looks like. Soft brown eyes flash adoration. 

But I know Thomas is watching through the flames, and I hope he feels the same heart-smashing burden I felt after an entire day watching him with Valarie. He should know what it’s like to witness the person you love blatantly wanted by another. He can live this side of the secret for five fucking minutes while I pretend not to care. 

Out of curiosity and maliciousness, I lean into Oliver and inhale the smoky scent on his sweater. I die a little. Oliver is the personification of comfort and a piece of my splintered confidence shines. 

Surprised by my closeness, relief drapes his arm over my tense shoulders and whispers, “I’ve wanted to do this for so long.” 

Out of nowhere, glass shatters inside the fire and green shards from a beer bottle scatter in the sand around the blaze. Liquid fuel feeds the flames, heating them to the point of discomfort. 

Oliver pulls me back. “What the fuck, Castor?” 

Stunned by the unexpected disturbance, every sunburned face and drunk-heavy pair of eyes fall on the only person here with enough power to shift the unruly mood of the entire party. 

Thomas shoves his hood back, showing his colorless face and deep-set, dilated eyes. His lips are pressed in a straight line and his arms are slack at his sides. My boy spits in the sand, wiping his mouth with the top of his hand. 

With the exception of the hushed tones of whispers, the only sounds are from the crashing waves and the crackling fire. 

Until Tanner says, “Don’t do drugs, kids.” 

Dusty’s fist connects with Tanner’s nose in response, dropping the comedian to his back and splitting his face wide open. My out of control secret tugs his hoodie off and throws it to the side, unaware he’s tossed it in the fire. Golden embers swirl into the night and dance within dark smoke and ash, burning out before they land. Gray cotton and stitching light up and scorch beyond repair. 

My boy’s back muscles flex and move under sun-loved skin. His stomach tightens and relaxes with each deep breath he takes and exhales. Squared up, Dusty advances and everyone stumbles back, tripping over each other to get out of madness’ path. 

Unlike Brandon Miller, and despite the dense red blood rushing from his nose and mouth, Tanner stands up, prepared to fight back. 

I try to run forward, unsure what I’ll do, but Oliver captures my elbow and holds me back. 

“There’s glass in the sand, Leigh,” he says, keeping a firm grip on my arm. 

I pull free. He can’t hold me back. He isn’t Thomas.

Tanner’s face is swollen, but his fists are swift. He punches Dusty in the ribs, and then again in the side of the head. Thomas laughs as his left eye bloats, and he circles his opponent like a predator pursuing prey. 

His right fist slams into Tanner’s chest, forcing the air from his lungs in an audible rush. 

I stare into the frightened faces of the people watching the fight, awed and shaken. As Tanner recovers and jams his shoulder into Dusty’s torso, Valarie covers her opened mouth with hands that shiver. 

Ben and Petey stand back, oohing and cringing with sympathetic pain every time a blow is thrown. But that’s the extent of their involvement. 

“Do something,” I yell, kicking sand at them. 

Pete dusts glassy sand granules from his arm, indifferent about my panic. 

“It’s a boy thing, little sister,” he says, recoiling as Thomas and Tanner collide in front of the fire. 

I’d forgotten Rebecka had taken a walk with Smitty until I see her in a dead sprint, coming up shore faster than I’ve seen her move—ever. 

“Get off my brother!” she screams, running past us. Becka’s green-painted bare toes dig into the sand and kick up behind her. 

She jumps on Tanner’s back and hits him over and over in the back of his beaten-bloody head. He tries to shrug off the five-foot-nothing psychopath, but she claws into him and bites the side of his face. 

Petey and Ben grab at her, but one of them gets a sole in the mouth and the other gets a fingernail in the eye. And underneath Tanner, Thomas laughs like he isn’t getting his face punched in. 

“You’re all insane,” I say, lifting my weather-filthy hair into a ponytail and going in for my girl. 

She elbows me in the chin, but I’m able to yank Becka off once she realizes it’s me and not one of the boys. We fall into the sand in a fit of tipsy giggles as Smitty pulls her to her feet. 

I lie on the beach and watch Rebecka explain herself in gestures and motions, until Smitty gets frustrated and says, “Are you dense?”

Oliver’s calloused and charcoal stained hand reaches for me, helping me to my feet. Rebecka’s intrusion has a sobering effect on the speechless crowd of drunk teenagers and screaming Sluts. They’re not so tightly circled around the fighters, and some are leaving. 

Tanner scrambles upright and crawls on all fours before he catches his footing. 

“It’s cool, Dusty,” he says. The loser in this fight holds his hands up defensively. 

Thomas is amped. He wipes a trickle of blood from the corner of his lips with the back of his thumb and beckons Tanner forward. 

The brutality my boy unleashes on Tanner is wrecked. With an abrupt power he didn’t possess before, there’s no sign that he’s going to stop until one of them is unconscious. Blood coats my fighter’s fists and streams down his arms. It gushes from the cut above his eyebrow and drips down his chin from the gash on his mouth. He’s a complete stranger, lost in the abyss of unguided rage and effective cruelty. 

“Oh my God.” I breathe out. 

Petey and Ben eventually overpower Dusty and keep him from killing Tanner. Removed from reality, Thomas tries to fight them, too, before he grasps that he’s about to hurt the ones he loves. Truly unrecognizable, smeared in blood from his elbows to the tips of his fingers, my boy’s upper lip is fat and busted open, and his right eye is swollen shut. 

“I’m bleeding.” Thomas rubs his nose and looks at Pete. “We should swim, right?”

Nobody moves at first, but Petey forces normality and picks up Kelly. He tosses her over his shoulder and she screams, but that sounds strained. 

Thomas jogs toward me, truly frightening.

“Thomas, no. I have my sweater—” But it’s too late. He swoops me up in one swift motion and with me over his shoulder like Petey has Kelly.

He gives me bloody kisses under water.
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“Are you ready for this?” my dad asks. 

With my hand on the door handle, I look up at the building which seconds as the battleground to my inner peace, and smile. 

“This will be good, Dad,” I say. 

I lean over the center console and kiss the judge’s cheek before I step out of his Buick, beginning the first day of my sophomore year. 

Things will not be the same this time around. I’ve mastered what Thomas and I have, and my performance is flawless. 

I’m ready.
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“Wash it off, Leighlee.” 

This is one of those times where I want to pull my hair out in both hands and scream, “I’m fifteen years old. I’ll wear this much makeup if I want to!”

My mom can’t appreciate what a little blush and mascara can do, but that doesn’t mean I don’t. It’s eye shadow. I don’t look bad. It’s lipstick. I don’t look overdone. I look older. I look as pretty as I should on my birthday.

“I’m only going to Becka’s,” I say, feeling the weight of the forbidden mascara on my eyelashes. 

“Wash your face or you’re not going anywhere.” Mom drops her threadbare purse and ring of keys on the coffee table. She sits and her khaki-colored trench coat bunches around her angry form. 

“Mom—” This is a battle I lost the day I was born into this family. 

It’s one of the reasons I need the freedom the Castors offer me in their home, even if it’s only for the weekend. I’m given the opportunity to grow and make mistakes under their care while my parents monitor my sugar intake and screen the music I listen to. 

They’re also a huge reason why Thomas and I need to remain a secret. 

No boys until I’m seventeen. Dad thinks they’re a distraction, and Mom insists they’re only after one thing. 

“My daughter won’t be one of those girls,” she says whenever the topic of boyfriends comes up. 

Under the impression that they’re defending me from the evils of the world, my life-givers won’t give me the chance to show them the responsibility I’m capable of. Instead, they’ve cornered me into slowly becoming what they fear most: corrupt. 

If they learn what I’m all about—one half of love, ditched school days, nights in a boy’s bed—I’d lose what stolen independence I’ve taken. 

That’s not something I can risk.

So I wash my face.

But I stash my compact in my purse, because fuck her.

 

RED-LIPPED, in holey boyfriend jeans and Smitty’s “Free the West Memphis Three” shirt, my girl helps me adjust my blue tube top while I reapply my makeup. 

“Bra or no bra,” I ask, observing myself in the full-length mirror. 

Becka looks over my shoulder, down at my chest. “Ditch the bra. If Oliver makes your nipples hard, I want to see.” 

Lucas and Tommy are out of town for the weekend, and Thomas didn’t come home after baseball practice. My boy said he would be here, but after a couple of shots, I’m not worried about it. And as Smitty, Oliver, Jackie, Laura, and her boyfriend Chris show up, I keep my phone close but my pals closer. 

Rich crescendos, thundering bass, and a catchy verse we sing between loud laughter and conversation is the soundtrack to my night. Forfeiting the traditional birthday cake, Becka stacks Twinkies on a plate and sticks a few candles on top. There are no decorations. The entire house is dark with the exception of the chandelier hanging above the Castors’ kitchen table, and Tommy’s showy appliances are better than any streamers or ribbons would have been. 

Seeing them is proof I’m out of the confines of my house. 

A little woozy, I sip the strong cocktail Oliver mixed for me and ask, “Should my first kiss happen during a game of spin the bottle?” 

“You’re fifteen, Leighlee. It’s time,” Laura says from across the oak table we’re circled around. 

“Don’t be such a baby,” Rebecka teases. Mounted on my lap, my best friend looks over her shoulder and sticks her tongue out at me. 

To my right, Oliver looks at me, too. I gift him with my eyes, and briefly glance into his willing brown ones, but turn away when guilt gnaws a hole in the center of my chest. 

“Are you really that worried about it? It’s a kiss,” Becka says. She turns on my lap to straddle my hips.

“Kind of—” I start, but then my best friend takes my face in her hands and kisses me. 

I laugh against glossy lips, conscious that scarlet lipstick smears across my smile. My eyes open wide, but Becka’s pulsating sapphire ones close as her soft tongue skims along my lower lip and invades my mouth with a liquor kiss. 

If she were Thomas, I’d tangle my hands in her hair or dig my fingertips into her skin, but this is love’s sister, and Becka’s too soft, too small. Wrapping my arms around her lower back feels wrong and too intimate. I settle for holding onto her sides. 

The kiss ends when our teeth bash and we both start to laugh. 

“Now you’ve had your first kiss,” Rebecka says, as if she’s done me a favor.

The mouth raider jumps off my lap and settles on Smitty’s. Boozed up, my friends joke about the lipstick painted from my chin to my nose, unaware that I’m not blushing because I liked it. 

Oliver leans over and whispers, “That didn’t count.” 

Jackie reaches for the beer bottle in the center of the table and spins it. “Who’s ready to play?” she asks. 

As the emerald bottle casts a green-yellow reflection on the table from the light above and whirls, I’m afraid to be kissed by anyone other than Thomas tonight. 

But maybe I shouldn’t be. 

The boy my heart belongs to didn’t come home for my birthday party. But Oliver and the others are happily here, celebrating my life. They’d never make me blue on a day like this, but the last conversation I had with Dusty today was maddening. And about Valarie.

She slept with Ben. 

“Why?” I asked her in the girls’ restroom. 

“It’s not a big deal,” she said, folding a stick of gum into her mouth.

“You’ve hooked up with all three of them?” 

She shook her head. “Not Petey. He belongs to Kelly.” 

When I later questioned Thomas about it, his answer was simple. “We don’t fight on birthdays, remember?” 

Oliver pushes my red plastic cup back in front of me as the first spin lands on Laura; she and Jackie share a simple kiss. 

Stupid cute and skater boy buff, the sketcher with charcoal stained fingertips scoots his chair closer to mine. He and Erin didn’t get back together, and he hasn’t talked about her. I sometimes catch him looking at me, but Oliver isn’t the pushy type. He’s polite in his affection. And in a perfect world, maybe it would work between us. 

Laura spins the bottle and it lands on Becka. Becka spins the bottle and it lands on me. After lightly pressing our lips together, I take a drink from my cup, and with a tipsy head, I lean over the table and twirl cool glass. 

Becka ducks and the bottle points to Smitty. 

“Shouldn’t there be a rule against kissing my best friend’s boyfriend?” I ask, pulling my hair up into a messy ponytail.

Straightedge, Smitty’s cheeks redden. Smashed, his girlfriend reaches into her pocket and presents a crumbled pack of smokes. 

“I stole them from Dusty,” she says. Becka places one at the corner of her mouth and tries to light the cigarette with a flickering purple lighter. “Do it.”

Smitty kisses me on the cheek. 

Becka boos. 

Hal takes his turn and it stops on his girlfriend. Amidst their kiss, dirty and long, we play without them. And since Chris and Oliver are the only two who haven’t had a spin, it’s decided one of them has control of the bottle. 

Skater boy doesn’t hesitate and it lands on me. 

The room becomes uncomfortably warm, and light perspiration dampens my hairline. Confusing my scratching fear with innocent nervousness, I fan my face with my hands, and everyone laughs. 

“I can spin again,” considerate and calm offers in a low voice, giving me an out. 

Drawn to the boy who has always made me feel like I was enough, I shake my head. Oliver turns my chair toward himself and four wooden legs protest against stone tiles. A small smile plays on his lips, and something in the sincerity of his expression unhinges a need to forget about Thomas and kiss him. 

Oliver inhales right before our lips touch. 

He tastes like spiced rum, and his mouth is as warm as his eyes. But his kiss isn’t as patient as his behavior. Oliver brings his body closer to mine and nips my bottom lip before pushing his tongue against my own. My hands easily find themselves clutching onto my partner, and fear fades, sparking eagerness. 

As I drive thoughts of crooked smirks and blue eyes gone black from my mind, the front door opens and I know it’s love. 

I abruptly fall back into my chair and wipe my lips dry on the back of my hand. I don’t meet confused brown eyes with my watering green ones. I reach for my cup and swallow its contents as the boys crash our party.

“What is this?” Petey asks. He kills the music and flips on the other the kitchen lights, illuminating the entire area and killing the guarded mood. 

Ben pulls my ponytail before turning my empty Solo cup upside down. “Are you guys drunk?” he asks. 

“Are you?” Rebecka fires back. I follow her eyes into Ben’s and see the same enlarged pupils there that I see in Thomas’.

Dusty approaches my left side, dressed in clay-caked baseball pants and an old shirt. His hat is on backwards, and his knuckles are scabbed. The scent of cut grass and pot lingers on his skin and clothes, and my boy’s dark eyes shift from the stolen pack of cigarettes to the beer bottle in the center of the table pointed at me.

“Everyone get out,” he says tonelessly, as if we’re boring him. 

Jackie, Laura, and Chris all scoot their chairs back, but Becka stands to her feet and says, “Sit.” 

Petey and Ben lean back against the stove with silly smirks across their mindless faces. Their leader moves away from his drunk little sister to the back door and opens it, motioning for everyone to get up and leave. 

“You knew I was having people over for Bliss’ birthday, Thomas,” Becka argues, slurring. She sways on her feet, holding on to Hal’s shoulder to keep upright. 

I look down, unable to watch this mess. Oliver lightly touches my arm, but I move it away before my troublemaker misplaces his anger onto him. 

“I was supposed to be here,” Dusty replies. 

“It’s two o’clock in the morning.” Rebecka stomps her foot. “You ruined her birthday, jerk.” 

“She’ll get over it.” Mischief laughs. 

I look up at the epitome of hustle and swag, who tricks the room into believing we’re the problem with his careless stance and detached leer. But there’s panic in his eyes only I can see. 

“Did you get your first kiss, Leighlee?” he asks. “Was it sweet, little girl?”

Oliver moves in his seat beside me, and the friends good enough not to miss my birthday look to me with sympathetic expressions and small smiles. Their pity angers me, and I’m sick of being felt sorry for. 

“Yeah,” I answer, finding strength in the truth. “Twice.” 

The boy who has a response for everything is wordless and doesn’t stand as tall. His bottomless eyes practically ripple with anger, and my heart aches to fix his suffering. Dusty’s dark stare murders my determination. 

Choked with guilt, I’m about to leave when Rebecka suddenly holds her hands over her stomach. Petey grabs the trash can, but he isn’t fast enough. 

Little sister folds over and pukes on the fancy kitchen floor. 

“Gross,” Ben covers his nose in the bend of his elbow while grabbing dishtowels from the cupboard. 

I shove my chair back and stand up, but the room tilts and the consequences of how much I’ve had to drink hit my head. Ignoring the slight spin of the four walls around me, I hold my girl’s hair back while she spills her guts. 

“Get the fuck out,” Thomas says again. His tone edges on violent. 

Everyone with the exception of Hal and Oliver leave. They linger anxiously beside Becka and me while Pete helps my best girl over the trash can, and Ben throws towels over the mess. 

“I’ll get her cleaned up,” Petey says, pushing soiled hair out of Rebecka’s face. 

Ben soaks up what he can, but the smell is so repulsive it’s hard to focus on anything other than not becoming sick myself. 

“You guys need to go,” Thomas speaks up. 

Oliver sticks his hands in his pockets and says evenly, “We’re going.” 

I need air. 

“I’ll walk you out,” I volunteer.

“Don’t leave the driveway, Leigh,” Dusty says as I walk past him onto the back porch. 

I inhale and exhale lungfuls of clean, cool night air as my stomach tightens and my mouth fills with thick saliva. Strangled with threatening sickness, I hurry past Oliver and Smitty to the lightless driveway and cough to keep from throwing up. 

Jagged pebbles and cracked pavement stab at the bottom of my bare feet. The trees surrounding the Castors’ house sway lightly in the clarifying breeze, and as I walk around the side of the two story home, moths and flying beetles show themselves in the porch light. 

“Wait up, Leigh,” Oliver calls from behind. 

I stop a few feet shy of Hal’s old Corolla, sun faded and misty with condensation. My best friend’s boyfriend sighs, dragging his hand through his wavy blonde hair, multiple strings, braids, and bonds around his wrist representing his girl inside—being taken care of by another. 

“I’ll have her call you in the morning,” I say softly. 

Accepting my answer with low-slung shoulders and slow steps, Smitty nods as he walks to his vehicle, leaving me and Oliver by ourselves. With the warmth of his kiss sunken deep into my lips, I can’t bring myself to look at him. 

“I should get back inside,” I say, staring down at my feet. 

He doesn’t stop me from walking away, and I don’t look back. While climbing the porch steps, I suddenly feel disgraceful without a bra on. My skirt feels too short, and the makeup that’s not supposed to be on my face is heavy. I wipe smeared mascara away from under my eyes and pull tight cotton down my legs before stepping through the back door into the house. 

Dusty’s on his hands and knees, cleaning up his sister’s mess with stomach-soaked towels while Ben stands beside him with an open garbage bag in his hands. 

“Go to bed, Leighlee.” Thomas regards me with this voice but not his eyes. “And put some clothes on.” 

Petey has Rebecka in the second floor bathroom propped over the sink, attempting to brush her teeth. Drunk and messy spits out suds and gags on her toothbrush, unable to stand on her own.

“A little help?” Pete asks. He holds out her white and pink toothbrush for me. 

We carry the white-teethed teen to her room and slip her out of her shoes, and Pete hangs back while I change Becka out of her soiled clothes. Despite rinsing her hair clean and brushing her teeth, my girl smells like puke with a hint of rum. 

“You guys really fucked up,” Rebecka’s watcher says from the corner of the room. 

I look over my shoulder and take a seat on the edge of the bed. A combination of anger and apprehension winds my unsettled stomach, and Petey sits beside me with a sigh and a hand in his hair. 

“Did you actually think that shit was going to fly?” he asks, speaking in hushed tones so as not to wake the inebriated. 

“I wasn’t aware that we needed a babysitting crew,” I say. 

“Now you do,” he says. 

Light eyes pried wide open fade into the shadows of his face, dismissing the normal spark I love about him. His posture is tense, and I don’t know if he realizes he’s grinding his teeth. 

“You might trust those kids,” he continues, “but we don’t.” 

In spite of his strange seriousness, I laugh out loud. Because fuck him. 

“I’m pretty sure it’s you guys who can’t be trusted,” I say, shaking my head. 

Dark pupils soften before my eyes. “Maybe, but not with you two. It’s not the same with little sisters.” 

 

“GET UP,” the silhouette in the doorway says. 

“I can’t leave her,” I say of the girl who hasn’t moved since she was put in bed. 

“She’ll be fine.” 

I tiptoe down the hallway, still drunk and dirty. I want to change out of these clothes and shower before I have this argument with Thomas, but as soon as I walk into his room, I know that’s not going to happen.

I shut the door and sit on his bed.

A beat and a pause, then I ask, “Where were you tonight?”

“Getting some shit,” he answers. Trouble leans back on his computer desk and crosses his arms over his chest. Stretched pupils totally consume the blue I adore. 

The taste of flat soda and alcohol lingers on my dehydrated tongue, and my need for water outweighs my need to stare into eyes I don’t recognize. I reach for the water bottle I always leave on the nightstand, but instead of grabbing Aquafina, I pick up a small baggie containing what looks like an uneven clump of white powder.

“Put that down,” Dusty says from across the room. 

I bring the bag close enough to my eyes to see the chalky texture of what’s inside, like unsifted murky flour. But flicking the small mass doesn’t cause it to fall apart like baking ingredients would. The dingy rock is solid under my fingernail. 

“What is this?” I ask. 

After splitting the baggie’s press-n-seal bond, I bring its contents under my nose. Before I can register a scent, this boy plucks the riddle from my hands and shoves it in his back pocket. 

“Some shit,” he answers, handing me the bottle of water I wanted in the first place. 

I push the peace offering out of my face. “Tell me.”

He tries to walk away, but I grab onto his wrist; his pulse sails under my fingertips. 

With an expression free of emotion and a tone as lifeless, Dusty says, “Coke.” 

“Cocaine,” I say, assessing dark eyes. “How long have you been doing this?” 

Thomas takes a seat beside me and shrugs. “Since my birthday, I guess.” 

That answer drains the warmth from my body as I remember the night this boy broke into my house, and every distant day since. 

“Did you kiss him?” he asks. 

My answer comes without thought. “Yes.” 

Wrecked with crippling unease, I stand, but Dusty reaches out for my hips and turns me around. I fall to his feet, repentant and confused and crying. Waxy residue from his sister’s kiss lingers on the skin around my mouth, and I remember with perfect clarity what Oliver’s lips felt like against mine. 

“Look at me,” love says firmly from above. He brushes his fingers across my cheeks, ridding me of salty tears. 

I press my forehead to his knee so he can’t touch my face. 

He lifts me to my feet in one swift motion and kisses the side of neck, my temple, and over my crying eyes. 

“My cherished,” he whispers. “My girl.” 

I jam my palm under his jaw and push his face away, but my pathetic attempts for space are nothing compared to his fight for closeness. Dusty spins me around so my back is against his chest, and he holds my arms down at my sides. 

“Don’t kiss me,” I cry. 

His teeth sink into the top of my shoulder, and the cutting pain replaces loathing with longing. Cries of sadness change into cries of pleasure, and instead of pushing him away, I sink further in—desperate to the point of madness.

When my body hits the mattress, I touch the open wound at the bend of my neck. Blood smears across my fingertips, but I gladly bleed for this person. 

“Do you think I was just going to let him kiss you?” Thomas asks, pulling at my top until stitches break and seams come apart. 

When my chest is bare, crazy love spreads my knees wide open and falls between me as his teeth split skin over my heart. 

Black eyes hover above mine, and Dusty’s smirk is ridiculous. He covers my mouth with his right hand before grazing his teeth along my collarbone. Soft kisses up the side of my neck tease, but open lips and a warm tongue fulfill. I can feel blood vessels break and pale thin skin turn purple under his kiss. 

I pull his head back by his hair and laugh because he laughs. 

“Come on, little girl,” he provokes. Thomas moves harshly against my soft, warm middle. 

Tingling from the tips of my toes up, I latch onto the side of Dusty’s neck and suck until I break veins and bruise skin. Leaving one side wounded with many marks, I move to the other side as tingles stir into bursts. 

Gasping breaths and needy groans break silence, and my fingernails break skin down Dusty’s arms. I can’t get his shirt off fast enough, and my skirt bunches around my waist. 

“We can tell everyone,” he whispers brokenheartedly as our bare chests touch. 

As tears run down his face, I wonder how much power Thomas really has. 

“Don’t kiss him again, Bliss …” 

“Don’t cry.” I press my lips to his, licking away tears. 

“Be my girlfriend.” He’s hard between me, moving his hips in slow little circles.

“No.”

“Because of him?” He stops pushing. He stops breathing.

“Because no one can know. Not yet.”

I refuse to be his girlfriend when it’s a kiss with Oliver that led us into it. I won’t officially be his until I’m the only one that is. 

“Leigh,” he says, gripping the sheets beside my head. “Don’t leave me.” 

“I’m here,” I say. 

“Are you?” 

“This isn’t right,” I reply as one of his tears falls onto my face. 

“Show me you love me,” he says, moving against me with harder strokes. “Show me you need me.” 

Desperately, I ask, “What more can I do?” 

Thomas slips off the bed and pulls lace underwear down my legs until they’re lost on the floor. He parts my knees, holding them wide open at my thighs and stares at me completely bare, shamelessly with eyes hooded from crying and lips swollen from kissing. 

When he stands tall, I leave my legs open for him. Dusty unbuttons the front of his dirty baseball pants, and my heart beats love. 

His skin is soft against the insides of my thighs, but he’s hard sliding along me. I’ve wanted this for so long, and now that it’s here, reality is harsh and I’m terrified. My knees shake at his sides, and I hide my face in his neck while he reaches between us, lining himself up.

“Thomas,” I say in a shaky voice. 

“I fucked up, right?” he asks, looking down at me with tears still in his eyes. “I fucked up too much?”

“You couldn’t.” I touch his face and clean off tears. And it’s the truth—my sad reality. He could never do anything to make me leave him.

“Then what?”

I can deal with a lot: the drugs, the parties, his absence. But I refuse to give in to this part unless it’s honest, and right now, it’s a huge untruth.

“Let me touch you,” I whisper, avoiding his questions and slowly pushing my hand between us. “Please, let me.”

Thomas has me touch myself first, but being physically ready has never been the problem. 

“Imagine this from the inside, birthday girl,” he says, pushing my pointer and middle finger against my sensitive skin. 

My boy keeps his hands between my legs, but I drop mine lower, wrapping it around his length. I have nothing to compare this to, but he’s hard and soft together—flawless—and I’m in love. 

Thomas drops his forehead onto my shoulder and whispers the sweetest everythings while he fucks my hand in long hard strides. His eyes are closed under scrunched eyebrows, and his bottom lip is between teeth. A touch of red colors his cheeks, and trouble’s breaths are sweet over my face. 

He kisses me as he comes, filling the dark room with half-statements of love and forever.

And when it’s over, my boy is back, pressing his fingertips into the marks he left on my neck. 

“I bet you’ll think twice before you kiss that boy again.” 


[image: ]

“We made a deal, Bliss,” Mom says from behind the steering wheel. “If I let you spend your actual birthday at Becka’s, you’d re-celebrate with me this weekend.” 

“I know,” I say, glancing out the car window. Bare tree branches look sad under the ashen sky, and the late October drizzle dampens everything enough to be annoying. “What do you want to do?” 

The woman who brought me into this world smiles wide, lighting up her plain face. “Let’s have a sleepover.” 

“Really, Mom?” I ask. It’s not the worst idea she’s ever had, but it’s time not spent in my boy’s room. 

It’s been a week since last Friday. Since I kissed Oliver. Since Thomas and I had the biggest fight of our relationship. Since we kissed and marked up. Most of the scratch marks are healed, and the bruises have faded to a yellow-green color, but the hickeys and bite wounds linger.

I avoid my parents as much as I can and leave my hair down. But I’m constantly paranoid I’ll turn the wrong way and expose my neck, or that my mom will walk into my room while I’m getting dressed.

I’ve worn a hoodie to school every day this week—I hate it.

“Really, Leighlee,” she replies, mimicking my sharp tone. “It’ll be fun. We can stay up late.” 

“I guess Becka can come over …” I trail off as the car pulls into the high school parking lot. 

Mom parks her sedan in an open spot instead of dropping me off like she normally does and kills the engine. Releasing her keys into her purse, she runs her fingers through her curls and split ends and straightens out her faded red shirt. 

“You’re coming in?” I open the door and tiny water droplets from above mist my face. 

“I have to update your emergency card information with Grandma’s new number,” she answers.

I lift my pink backpack over my shoulder and follow slightly behind my mother as she strolls toward the administration office. I’m too big for the purple romper and she has laugh lines, but it feels like the only thing not here is the banana Popsicle. She even tries to hold my hand, but I pretend to not notice and tighten the scarf around my neck. 

Everyone from faculty to students to the odd parent like mine shuffle toward the front of the school, scrolling through their phones, completing that last homework assignments, dreading a classroom full of punk teenagers. The air carries the slight scent of coffee mixed with rain, and my stomach growls, reminding me I forgot breakfast. 

“Hey, little sister.” 

My head snaps to the left, and the Sluts are gathered under the Newport High School signboard. Valarie waves, whipping her hair over her shoulder. I gesture back, but because I don’t watch what’s in front of me, I bump into my mother. Sluts laugh. 

“There are your friends, Bliss,” Mom says. She beckons them over, smiling and pushing her hair behind her ear like she’s one of them. 

The group of delinquents my mom has only met a handful of times heads over, trotting through the wet grass. Valarie hugs me, crushing my diaphragm in the process. I awkwardly hug her back, but the fragrance of pear shampoo I’ve smelled on Thomas makes me sick. 

“What’s up, Mrs. Castor. Lookin’ good.” Val embraces my mom next, and there is nothing awkward about their hug. 

Katie, Kelly, Mixie, and I stand in a semicircle, swapping cautious side looks and shifting our feet uncomfortably. 

“Leighlee, invite your friends to your slumber party tonight,” Mom says out of nowhere. 

My jaw practically hits the concrete, and my stomach lodges itself in my throat. Before I can react, Valarie does. 

 “We want to come, little sister. I like to get my slumber on, too.” She looks to her followers for approval, and they all nod as if we weren’t avoiding one another. 

When I don’t reply right away, my life-giver glares with disapproving green eyes and hands on her hips. Before she can point her finger at me, I surrender and force my voice out. 

“Will you please come to my slumber party?” I ask, setting my eyes on Valarie’s symmetrical nose and perfect mouth. I can’t bring myself to look into her dead eyes. 

Turning her entire face from sinister to sweet, Valarie’s lips curve up and she smiles lovingly. I kind of, sort of think she might actually want to spend the night with me. 

After class is over, I see Becka in the hallway and deliver the good news. 

“What do you mean the Sluts are coming?” Rebecka shuts her locker.

“It’s my mom’s fault. She invited them.” I sink against the lockers to my bottom on the floor.

“Well, this is going to be pretty fucking epic, don’t you think … little sister?” Becka teases. She sits beside me and leans her head on my shoulder. 

“Yeah, right,” I say, dropping my face into my hands. 

 

THOMAS’ HICKEYS are a total whodunit. The restrooms fill with chitchat debating which “skank” he was with over the weekend, and boys all over school check their girlfriends to make sure she doesn’t have any battle scars of her own, courtesy of my monster. I’m entertained by the idea that the person who did it is the last person they’ll ever guess.

Yeah, that’s me all over his neck.

Yesterday, I snorted when I overheard Clarissa say, “I heard it was some model from Portland.”

The only thing I model these days are stupid hoodies.

And I can’t even wear my favorite one.

“I heard,” Dusty says as I round the side of the mathematics wing, off to the side of the student parking lot. 

“Then save me.”

Love wraps his arms around me and holds me tight, welcoming me into his scent of vanilla and trouble. “I’ll be there as soon as everyone’s asleep.”

“You’re not going out tonight?” I ask. 

“Nah.” He sits back on the hood of his Continental and places me between his knees before lighting a cigarette and blowing dense smoke over my shoulder. “I’ll be waiting, strawberry blonde.”

I lean back against his chest and watch him take a few slow drags between lips I love. He kisses my temple and asks, “What?”

“Nothing.” I smile. “You’re being different.”

Thomas flicks his half-smoked cigarette into the bushes along the building and crosses his arms over my chest, keeping us together. “I get tired, you know? And I have to make grades if you want to go to college.”

I try not to let the small statement get my hopes up, but it’s hard. Thomas and I talk about leaving Newport, but this the first time he’s mentioned anything about going to school after all of this is over.

The bell rings, indicating the start of the last class of the day. This is usually when Thomas and I take off if we decide to leave, but we’re staying today. He wants to, and I need to. An afternoon with him on the beach would make the sleepover much more difficult. It’s bad enough I might not see him until tomorrow.

“I have to go,” I say softly. I move out of his hold and pick my bag up from the ground. “Be there when I need you.” 

He tightens the straps on my backpack and pulls my hair out from under them. “Be my girlfriend.”

“No.” The right side of my mouth curves into a smirk. 

“How long are you going to make me wait, party girl?”

I tap my pointer finger against my chin and think about it for a second, then a little more … and a little more.

Thomas pushes me away playfully. “Get to class before I make you change your mind.”

“Don’t forget about me tonight,” I say one more time. 

“I won’t, baby. It’s a rule.”

 

“BLISS, ANSWER the door.” 

We can’t do this.

We can’t.

I look over my shoulder where Mom is in the kitchen with a bag of chocolate chips in her hands. She straightened her hair and put on some makeup, excited enough for all of us.

“Tell them to go away,” Rebecka mumbles, reaching over to pull my thumb out of from between my teeth. “I can’t believe you invited them.” 

“It wasn’t—” I can’t correct her for the millionth time because my mom walks around us and opens the door, inviting Sluts into the house. 

“Loving your hair, Mrs. McCloy.” Valarie playfully elbows my mom as she drops her overnight bag on the floor. “Oh, hey, little sisters.”

Kelly and Mixie saunter in behind Val, who explains Katie regretfully couldn’t make it. They’re in the clothes they wore to school, only they don’t look as fresh. Mixie has a blemish on her chin, and Kelly has smeared mascara under her eyes. She types away on her phone, but smiles when she’s supposed to and nods whenever my mom says something partway interesting. 

I’m not used to them being so polite and proper. I’m don’t think I’ve heard Valarie speak an entire sentence without using “fuck,” “fucking,” or “fucked,” but she’s temporarily exchanged those for “yes,” “please,” and “thank you.” 

“The fuc—” Becka whispers, as shocked as I am. I cover her mouth and smile for the both of us when Mom turns around with wide-open eyes.

“They still smell like Slut,” my best friend whispers. 

We pretend to agree when Kelly complements Mom’s Birkenstocks. 

“I’ve always wanted a pair, but they don’t really go with my cheer skirt,” Kelly says, paying more attention to her phone than my mom’s shoes.

“I’ve always wanted Leighlee to be a cheerleader,” my clueless mother says. “Right, Bliss?”

I roll my eyes and say, “Right, Mom.”

Rebecka mimics me in a sarcastic tone, “Right, Mom.”

I stomp on her foot.

“You should try out next year, Leigh,” Kelly says with a satisfied smirk.

Becka laughs out loud. When she notices everyone staring at her, she asks, “Why are you here?”

“Rebecka!” Mom turns around, taken back by my girl’s brashness.

“What I meant, Mrs. McCloy, is why is she here, standing in front of the door? Let me help.” She picks up Valarie’s backpack and throws it. The red bag glides in the air and lands halfway up the stairs, only to tumble-tumble-roll all the way back down.

Becka picks it up again, but I grab it from her hands and hold it tight.

“I was trying to help,” Rebecka mumbles.

“Shut up.” I groan.

“You’re right, Rebecka. Come on in, girls. Are any of your mothers here?” Mom looks out the front door but averts her blank face back inside when she sees the driveway is empty. 

“Our moms?” Mixie asks, head to the side with pursed lips. 

“Your parents didn’t mind if you to stayed the night even though they’ve never met me or my husband?” Mom’s tone is level with disappointment, and she reluctantly shuts the door and locks it.

I’m beet red. My cheeks are so pink they hurt.

Mixie kind of laughs. Kelly sort of waits for Valarie to answer, but Valarie looks … sad. Sometimes she loses herself and Valarie’s hard exterior melts away, leaving this solemn seventeen-year-old girl behind.

“I drove us over.” Valarie twists the ends of her hair between her fingers. “I can call her, but—”

“Can we eat?” I jump in and say. “I’m the birthday girl and I’m starving.” 

Valarie looks at me with her bottom lip between her perfectly straight teeth and smiles, releasing it. 

Mom takes a deep breath and nods, but her eyes still hold an unhappiness for the girl with too much freedom. There’s nothing worse to my parents than a neglected child. It’s why they’re so strict with me. One day Mom and Dad will take credit for molding the person I become, because they truly believe their parenting style is how every home should be.

“The world would be a better place if all children had a bedtime,” they used to say.

How would Valarie have turned out if she had to be in bed at eight o’clock every night? Who would I be if I had parents who didn’t care?

I don’t know much about Mixie’s household, although I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s worse than Valarie’s. But Kelly, an only child of two distant, well-off parents, might be the most pathetic because she has the world in the palm of her hand but tosses it away because she’s bored. 

My parents care too much. Valarie’s don’t care enough. Kelly’s are afraid to displease her, and the Castors lead with guilty consciences. We’re all completely different and screwed-up in our own ways.

“Who wants hummus?” Mom calls out as she walks ahead of us toward the kitchen.

“Hummus. Yummy.” Kelly snorts.

“Is it good?” Valarie asks. She follows my mom right away.

Becka, Mixie, and I stare at each other, and when it becomes apparent that we don’t have a single thing to say, Mixie shrugs and follows her friend into the kitchen. Kelly goes after her.

“Maybe they have weed.” Rebecka kicks Valarie’s bag.

I grab her hand and pull her with me to the kitchen. “Will you stop? You’re not making this any easier.”

“Fine, but I don’t have to like it,” she says. 

“Fine.”

“Fine.” 

I’m about to say fine again, but I’m cut off and shut silent when I hear Valarie say, “This is the best hummus ever!”

Two hours later, all we’ve done is eat hummus with pita chips and hang out with Teri in the living room. Mean Girls is on a commercial break, and the air is thick with the stinging scent of nail polish and acetone. My toes are covered in a thick, clumpy coat of neon green lacquer thanks to my best friend who’s living out her worst nightmare in a house full of Sluts. 

“Can we go upstairs?” she asks for the tenth time in the last half hour.

“Rebecka,” Mom chastises in a passive voice. “I know you don’t like doing this kind of thing, but Bliss does.”

I look at pouty and miserable and wink. “Yeah, Rebecka, I do.”

Kelly’s cell chimes with another text message, and Mixie blows on her wet, multicolored fingernails. Their hair is away from their faces in tight French braids, and Valarie sits with her legs crossed at my mother’s feet. Her dark hair pulls and maneuvers between fingers that have done the same to my curls so many times before. 

“So your dad stayed in California, Valarie?” Mom asks, weaving her hair into an intricate design. 

“Yep,” she answers. Valarie sits up straight, but I notice how she leans into my mother’s touch, like she’s desperate for sincere, physical affection. “My mom thought the school systems were shady, so we moved here. Dad couldn’t really move because of his job, but I’ll probably go back after I graduate. They’re divorced, but it’s not really like that, you know?”

My mom nods, parting more of Valarie’s beautiful hair with her pinky finger. Judging by the straight set of my mother’s mouth and the worry wrinkles between her eyebrows, she doesn’t believe the liar sitting in front of her. But she doesn’t know Valarie’s the product of an alcoholic and a drug abuser. When her career criminal father was arrested for a probation violation, his daughter and wife got away while they could. 

I share a heavy look with Kelly and Mixie while their friend continues on as if every word that comes out of her mouth isn’t a boldfaced lie. 

“Have you been to California, Mrs. McCloy?” she asks. 

 

PAINTED AND braided, we head up to my bedroom. Becka and I are in bed, ready to end this night, but the Sluts have other plans.

“We’re not going to bed yet, little sisters. This party is just getting started,” Val says. She holds up a bottle of liquor. 

One shot, two shots, three shots … four.

We drink straight from the vodka bottle, taking baby sips from a warm can of soda as a chaser. It’s all I had in my room, and there is no way I’m going back downstairs.

“I can’t believe we’re drinking in a Judge’s house,” Mixie says between swigs. “It’s risky.”

I can’t believe we are either, but something had to happen. And if they’re not ready for bed, I’m not staying sober. It loosens Becka up. She actually talks to Kelly. 

“Pete talks so much shit about you. Why do you stay with him?” she asks. Her cheeks are tinted pink and her eyes are woozy red. 

Petey’s Slut shrugs and reaches for the bottle. “I don’t know. I love him, and it’s not that bad when it’s the two of us.”

Val scoffs. I laugh, because … I don’t know. I’m drunk.

“Kelly, Pete’s a jerk.” Val plays with the ends of her braids, but her eyes are on her girl, daring her to disagree.

“Like you have any room to talk, look at you and Thomas,” Kelly argues. 

My drunken heart’s beat speeds up with the pronunciation of love’s name, chipping away at my tolerance one pulse at a time. This is my home, my safe haven from hearing things about Dusty I don’t want to believe. But his disloyalty personified rests on my bedroom floor, sheltered under my roof, taken care of by my mother. 

“Can we not talk about him?” Rebecka says. “He’s my brother. I don’t want to hear any stories about his dick or where he sticks it.”

Valarie laughs. “He hasn’t been sticking it in me.”

“No, that would be Ben,” Mixie says. 

“And Johnny Morris,” Kelly accuses, pointing a finger. Valarie smiles a guilty smile. “I knew it, you slut!”

Four of us sit in a loose circle around the girl who thrives on gross attention. All of our faces are shadowed under the small lamp on my nightstand. It’s freezing outside, but it’s warm enough in here to suffocate. 

“I slept with John once,” Valarie clarifies.

I don’t know Johnny personally, and he’s never tried to talk to me, especially after what happened to Brandon Miller last year, but his promiscuous reputation is well known throughout the entire school. It doesn’t really shock me that one of these girls has slept with him.

“Why did you do that? I heard he had the clap,” Becka asks. There’s a trace of repulsion in her curious tone. 

“I don’t know. We just did it. He wasn’t even that great.” Valarie pushes herself up on her forearms. “Your brother is better. But he’s weird lately.”

I curl my green painted toes and bring my knees up to my chest, protecting myself from her words. 

“Because you dropped the L-bomb,” Mixie says, rolling her dark eyes as if love is a joke. 

I bite down, clenching my jaw until it feels like my teeth will crack. 

“I don’t love Thomas,” Valarie says. Her tone of voice is final, but there’s a dash of uncertainty in the way she says his name. 

“Sure,” Kelly mumbles, taking another drink from the bottle. She winces, scrunching her small nose before tipping it back a second time. 

“I don’t,” Val replies, raising her tone defensively. “I was so fucked-up when I told him that crap. Which is whatever, because, who cares about Dusty?”

I do. 

And caring for Thomas Castor is knowing what he’s about, but accepting him anyway. 

Love is skewed. 

Love is being strong when he is weak. 

Love is obsessive and offensive and not any good, but he’s mine. 

I want to tell Valarie that is what loving Thomas is, not drug-filled sex and empty moments.

Even though I hate she has those to talk about at all. 

On the verge of breaking teeth, I drop my forehead to my kneecaps and will the drilling pain in my chest away. I force my nervous hands to stop shaking. I beg for my rigid arms to stop aching. 

Please, stop turning, I plead to my sick stomach.

“I don’t love him,” Valarie says more seriously now. “That kid can’t be loved. He won’t let anyone near him.”

“I guess he’s kind of like you in that way, right, Val?” Kelly says softly. 

I lift my head in time to see Kelly scoot beside Valarie and embrace her. I considered their friendship to be one made out of convenience and superficiality, but looking at them now, it seems like they may care about one another after all.

“I heard you kissed Oliver last weekend, Leigh,” Mixie says, leaning back against the wall right under my bedroom window. “He’s cute. Kind of quiet.”

The sudden change in topic is jarring, and I have to release the hold on my jaw to reply. 

“We were playing spin the bottle,” I say meekly. “It wasn’t a big deal.”

“Except you almost sucked his face off,” Becka says, laughing. “I swear, Bliss, I didn’t know you had that in you.”

“Really?” Val laughs. She sits up and crosses her legs in front of her. “Was it your first kiss?”

I smile and look at Becka. “Kind of.”

 

SNEAKING OUT of my house isn’t as hard as I thought it would be. The stairs don’t creak as I take them two at a time, and the door doesn’t squeak when I open it and slip onto the porch. Outside looks different when you’re not supposed to see it. The air feels colder, but fresher … like it’s never been as clean as when it’s stolen this way.

I’m vulnerable walking on the side of the house, but the rush I feel as I slip past our gate and onto the driveway is thrilling. The neighborhood is dead to the world, except for the dog next door. She barks as I pass, but stops as soon as she sees it’s only me. When I make it to the end of the driveway, I look down the street and see the Lincoln. 

There’s a hoodie folded in the middle of the bench seat when I get in, and I slip it right over my head. I hug the soft cotton to my chest and hold my frosty hands in front of the warm heater vents. My boy looks as soft and warm as his sweater feels, like he literally rolled out of bed to come here. 

I lean over and kiss him on the lips. 

“You’re not wearing any shoes, sunny side,” Thomas says, pulling away from the curb. 

I shrug and sink into old leather. I won’t need shoes where we’re going. 

Our feet are up on his front seat, the heater is high, and the radio is playing on low. We talk about nothing. We talk about everything. He lights up, slowly filling the car with dank smoke. Trouble asks if I want a hit, but I say no and eat another Skittle from the stash of junk food he brought me. 

“I’ve liked you a lot this week, Thomas,” I say, picking at a string on the blanket. It’s the one from his bed. I love that he brought it since we can’t actually be in his room.

He chuckles. “I always like you, Bliss.”

“Valarie says you don’t let anyone love you. She said you’re hard to be close to.” I find his hand under the blanket and intertwine our fingers.

“Do you think she’s right?” he asks.

“Sometimes,” I say honestly. My voice is different in the quiet night. Truth sounds harsh. “Sometimes it’s hard to love you, but I can never imagine not being close.”

“You know that shit you found on my nightstand?” he replies. 

“The cocaine?”

“Yeah. That.”

I nod. I know he shouldn’t be doing it, but I choose my battles with Thomas.

“It scares me.” His voice is so low and so stripped. “When I’m on it, I feel like I can do anything. Like, I’m unbreakable. It was cool at first, but shit’s kind of changed.” 

“Okay,” I answer, careful not to speak too loudly or move too suddenly. 

“I need to kick back,” he says. Thomas tilts my chin up under his finger, brushing his thumbs from the corner of my mouth to my jaw. “I knew you kissed him as soon as I walked in the house.” 

I try to look away, but love keeps me still. 

“And when I saw his face, everything blurred. I could have killed him.” 

“Thomas …” 

“I was so afraid you’d finally had enough of me, and the coke intensified it. It makes you feel everything, or nothing at all.” 

A pause and take a breath. 

“But I have no choice but to feel with you, Leighlee.” Thomas looks away, staring toward the lighthouse with a dark expression haunting his eyes. 

We look again, and I love his blues. They’re high-low, but they’re blue, and that’s all that matters to me.

“I just want shit to be good with us.” He smirks. 

“Me too,” I whisper. 

“But you won’t be my girlfriend?” Thomas moves some of my hair behind my ear.

“I want to, but—”

“What, Leigh? I’m trying, and I know …”

“You don’t know anything,” I whisper weakly. “You have no idea what it’s like to be me.” 

“It’s not because of him?” He scoots up and reaches for his cigarettes in the front seat. Dusty’s shoulders are tense and his tone is sharp. 

“It doesn’t have anything to do with Oliver. I just want shit with us to be good.” I use his same words.

He lights a smoke, and as this boy’s cigarette burns, so does the tension in his shoulders. 

“Let’s go in the sand.” I start to climb over him. 

Thomas catches my hips, keeping me in the car, straddling his legs. His lays his right palm against my neck and twists his left fingers into my hair at the base of my head.

“You’ll never leave me,” he says with pleading blues. “Promise it.”

“Thomas.” I sigh.

“Just once, promise me this, Bliss.”

I look into his eyes and wrap my hands around the strings of his hoodie, pulling his face closer to mine. 

“I could never leave you. It’s a rule.”
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Dusty is overdue for a haircut.

Hat-messy and unwashed dark blonde hair slides between my fingers as I run them from his temple to his nape. He doesn’t shift, but I can tell by his breathing he’s not asleep.

I’m on my back, and Thomas is wrapped around me. Next to mine, his hips lie against his bed and his head rests on my chest. His ear is over my heart.

Two a.m. approaches, and I’m tired, but this calm is too needed to sleep through.

It’s been weeks since we’ve had time to be still together in love. We sneak glances in the halls, and he leaves me longer notes in my locker than he used to. Our toes find and touch under the dinner table sometimes, but it’s been a while since my boy has sat down and had dinner with his family. 

I miss him, and he’s right here.

Closing my eyes, I try to give myself to this presence. Snowy wind howls against Thomas’ window, muffling Happy New Year fireworks and gunshots that are still going off. I can smell vanilla and trees in my secret’s clothes and Veuve Clicquot Champagne clinging to both our breath. His heart thumps steadily against my side, matching the rhythm behind my ribs, and it means so much to me I could cry.

I slide my fingers through soft disorder, just feeling. Just loving.

The school year’s halfway over, passing too quickly and not quickly enough. Summer will be here in no time. I want its heat and the freedom, long days spent in the sun and late nights shared right here, but there’s apprehension in my stomach. I know he hides weekend-bent black eyes behind Ray-Ban lenses. He shows up to school and he plays ball. He’s good, but I know it isn’t without compromise.

Stilting our harmony for a deeper breath that’s warm through my tank top, Dusty shifts his head, but doesn’t move otherwise. 

I want to ask him where he was all day. I want to tell him I missed him. I want to know if he’s alright, if everything’s alright, and if he felt the way his heart calmed and mine picked up when we lie like this, so they could beat the same sound together somewhere in between.

I want to tell him I love him.

But where he’s been doesn’t matter, and I know he can feel our hearts. It’s why he has his ear pressed to mine, and I know he knows I love him. How could he not? How could anyone doubt something so strong you both feel it all the way to your marrow when you touch?

Love tangles tightly like roots through both of us and all of this. We were made to love.

It’s the meantime that makes me uneasy. 

As he shifts again, Thomas’ too-long hair tickles the top of my bare chest. I can’t help my smile, and he loosens his arms from my middle. Holding my sides, trouble nestles his nose and chin and lips over my skin, tickling me purposefully.

My laughter is hushed, but strong, and I hear this boy shush-laughing, too. My heart hears his, reveling in simple affection, and it’s mostly air—whisper-wrapped and breath-filled—but it’s one of my favorite sounds in the world.

We twist and push and pull, and I giggle so silently-hard that my cheeks hurt, and behind my shut eyes and deep in the bottom of my chest, fluttering and thriving at the top of my stomach, I feel everything that makes me, me, pulling toward Dusty.

Between tangling and turning, pleading and swearing without a single word, he pins me on my side, letting me catch my breath before descending on me once more. Curved fingers tickle under my shirt while Thomas covers my neck with too soft nip-kisses that make my heart crazy. 

Pushing the smallest bit free, I look up.

On his knees, sort of behind and kind of all around me, love smirks. He sniffs, and in the fractional leeway he’s granted, I turn to my back and take both his hands in mine, holding us still. His eyelids are tired, but his blues glint, very awake, and their light burns right through me. 

Dusty’s smirk grows into a smile, and love is abundant, prodigious with truth in his eyes; it’s staggering, because as good as this feels, love is also toilsome. It’s more than challenging. It’s awe-giving, but love is an uphill battle and a compulsory force, and as Thomas looks down at me with adoring eyes, I know he’s feeling it, too. My person is every bit as strong as our deal, and in this moment, I feel like if he wanted to, he could eat me alive and love would swallow me whole.

He brushes his thumbs where he’s holding my hips, just feeling. Just like I was.

“I love your heart,” he tells me, making it beat. “And your heart loves me.”

“Thomas,” I say softly.

Leaning down so our noses and foreheads touch, the boy whose heart I love kisses me with devotion and regard. We kiss until I’m breathless and blushing, blissed-out like the miracle he makes me feel like I am.

With my hesitation superseded, and overgrown blonde going every which way my fingers have brushed it, we turn onto our sides and Thomas brings me closer. He lays his palm where his ear was before, right over my pulse beat.

“You were made to love me, Leigh,” he says quietly, as if his touch leaves any room inside me for doubt. “It’s why you were born.”
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Rebecka is next to me on her parents’ sofa, eating a bowl of Trix and Kix cereal mixed together. Her milk is pink-purple and her hair is still sleep tangled. While she flips channels, I dunk a mini cinnamon roll into milk and watch the television absentmindedly.

Our usual easy Saturday morning is a lazy Saturday afternoon. While she snuck out with Smitty last night, I was on the roof with her brother, sharing shotgun kisses and watching him blow smoke rings at the moon. 

He’s been at an away game all day but should be home anytime now. 

Becka stops on a commercial for the state of California.

“You think surfing is anything like boarding?” she asks without looking over.

I shrug. “In that I couldn’t hold myself up on either?”

First of May sunlight shines through the living room curtains, and I wish we were outside soaking it up. I brought my bike because I thought Becka would want to board all day, but we’re having trouble leaving the couch. And the longer the afternoon drifts, the more I start to think I might not get to see my boy before tonight.

If he comes home then.

Winter has warmed into spring, and so has Thomas. Missing him is difficult, but my presence in his bed when he comes home a few hours before sunup is the deal we’ve established and a concession I cherish. 

I sit down with a refilled mug of milk as my girl settles on a rerun of The O.C. 

“We should go on a road trip,” she says nonchalantly.

Before I can ask with what car, the Lincoln rolls up outside. Bass from the stereo drifts in before it’s cut off with the engine, and the sound of doors closing makes my pulse pick up. I hear my secret heart-stimulant laughing with his best boy as he turns his key in the front door, and when it opens, I want to turn and greet love with an open smile, but I follow his sister’s body language: indifference.

Only, not completely.

Without putting her bowl down or turning around, Rebecka lifts her left hand up behind her head. Pete drops her a low five, and follows Thomas toward the kitchen. 

Left with the scent of teenage boys: sweat and clay-dirt, cut grass and leafy green, and knowing Thomas is in his uniform—probably sort of sunburned and more than one kind of dusty—perks up my lazy butterflies.

Curling my toes against couch cushions, I watch adults playing teenagers in fucked-up love on the screen, but listen to what’s going on behind me.

“How’d you guys do?” Tommy asks. 

Their conversation is hard to hear, but upbeat. Water bottles are opened and downed in a few drinks before they’re crushed. Petey bites into an apple, and Tommy asks if he wants peanut butter. I can hear trash bag pulled up and twist tied before Thomas carries it outside.

As he comes back in, I catch a glimpse of orange-dirty baseball whites and the corner of his smile. When he returns to the kitchen, what comes out of Tommy’s mouth makes my pulse skip a beat.

“So now neither one of you are going to prom? How is that fair to your mother?” Her tone is teasing and a little playful, but there’s persuasion there, too.

Water turns on as Thomas washes his hands, and I hear the three of them talking, but as Becka tips her bowl up for the last of her milk, she swallows my chances at making out anything that’s said in the next room. Thankfully, she gets up to take her dish in. 

When we turn the corner, Tommy looks at us and lifts her hand like we’re an obvious answer.

“Take the girls,” she says, looking from us to the boys.

My eyes open wider as I glance from my best friend to her mother to her son. For a second, I’m distracted by how good he looks with his backwards hat and sun-heated cheeks. I’ve only half-processed what Tommy’s said when Becka speaks up.

“Are you crazy?” she asks, putting her bowl in the sink. “They don’t let juvenile delinquents into prom.”

Tommy swats her daughter’s arm.

“Or tools,” Becka adds with a smirk. “I guess you’re both screwed.”

As she sneers at the boys, she pushes her fingers through blonde sleep knots, composing her bedhead.

Setting my milk on the counter, I lean back and listen while Pete laughs under his breath and Tommy starts talking about dresses, tuxes, and corsages. Thomas remains quiet under faded but still bright blues, and I play my part, but inside my heart’s pulsing hope I’ve never allowed.

“Leigh’s parents probably won’t let her go,” Rebecka continues, and while I am mentally working out how I’m going to ask them, I’m kind of mad she’s using me in her ruse.

“Please.” Tommy scoffs. “Prom is important. I’m sure Teri wants Bliss to have that tradition, and what could be more perfect?”

The boy with the number one on his uniform wipes his hand down his face. He meets my eyes for a second while the conversation continues, and there’s more sneaking than usual in his look. Thomas is playing his part, too, but underneath his laid-back smirk, triumph and satisfaction lurk. 

“This isn’t a discussion,” Tommy finally says, smiling behind hands she holds up innocently. “You have to do it because I’m your mother.”

“You’re demented,” Becka tells her. “You need real professional help.”

Petey tosses his apple core at her. She catches it and throws it back while Thomas moves from where he’s leaning against the counter opposite us and steps forward. 

We don’t touch, and there are no words, but I go from wondering to knowing this is all his doing when Dusty drops his hat onto my head and reaches behind me to steal my milk.

 

“IT’S NOT a date, Mom.”

I don’t raise my voice, but I want to. I’ve said it three times already, but I keep my tone easy.

She’s washing cherry tomatoes at the sink, and I’m supposed to be cutting cucumbers, but I’m focused on the very sensitive and intricate process of knowing what to say and how, and exactly when. 

In the living room, Dad opens and closes the front door behind himself, home from work.

“We’re going as friends,” I tell her. “If I had a date, it would be Becka.”

Mom flips her hair back and gives me a side-eyed look. Her cheeks and nose are sun-freckled like mine, and our same green eyes look not quite believing and slightly pleading, like she’d really rather we not talk about this now. 

Or ever.

Before I can continue my strategy, Dad comes in and kisses the top of her head first, then mine. Mom feeds him a tomato.

“Let me talk to your father about it,” she says, walking to the table and away from me.

I take a breath to keep every twitching-to-rebel nerve under control. If they talk about it alone together, they’ll never let me go.

“Why not now?” I ask, shrugging my shoulders.

“Leigh—” Mom starts but stops, visibly reconsidering.

I seize the opportunity. 

“Dad.” Standing straight, embodying the candor he prefers, I look right at him. “I want to go to this dance with my friends.”

We’re positioned in a sort of triangle shape. He looks from me to Mom and back to me. 

“Sounds harmless enough,” he says. “Who are your friends?”

“We’re going as a group.” Cool, calm, steady. “Me and Becka, with Thomas and Petey.”

This time when he looks from me to Mom, he holds her eyes. They have a silent conversation and are naïve enough to think I don’t understand every word. 

As Dad turns his focus back to me, I brace myself and hope hard.

“So, when you say dance, you mean prom.” His tone matches mine, and he talks with his hands, holding his palm up for example. “And when you say friends, you mean—”

“Dad—” I gently stop him.

Don’t call my friends hoodlums, I want to demand. They’re good. We’re good. We’re young. Let me be young.

“You’re a sophomore, Bliss. Prom is for juniors and seniors.” He’s not mad. There’s no upset in his tone, just simplicity. These are facts as they are that mean nothing to him.

“Is it actually because I’m a sophomore?” I ask. “Or because we’re going with Thomas and Pete?”

Both of my parents look hesitant. Mom speaks first, but picks her words with slow caution. 

“They’re not exactly models of trustworthy behavior, baby. And Thomas …” 

My heart thumps defensively. I know better than anyone all the things Thomas is, and I don’t want to hear her say any of them.

“They’re just boys,” I say. “They’re like family, and Thomas has never given you a reason not to trust him.”

Not agreeing or disagreeing, they just look at me, and after too long a pause, I’m uncomfortable. It’s irrational, but their silence makes me wonder if they somehow know something I don’t.

But my heart knows better. 

Mischief and misdemeanors aren’t what Thomas keeps from me.

Keeping my voice declarative, I push a little. 

“Has he?”

Dad glances at Mom and then shakes his head.

“We want to keep you safe,” she says. Her voice sounds weak, like she knows she can’t do that forever and that fact is breaking her.

Guilt pulls on my conscience, but it doesn’t out-twist my determination. 

“I know,” I admit, allowing the smallest creak of honesty to soften my tone.

Dad leans away from the counter and grabs another tomato from the bowl. He stands next to where Mom sits, and we’re not in a triangle shape anymore. They’re on one side of the kitchen, and I’m on the other, and what’s happening has to happen. This can’t go on forever. 

Mom knows. It’s in her tear-glassy eyes. She smiles and holds her hands up innocently, the exact same way Tommy did yesterday morning. 

“Well, can I at least sign up to chaperone?”

 

THREE WEEKS later, I’m sitting at my dressing table, and Becka’s standing behind me. She has my hair high up on my crown and is brushing it all the way out. When she pops a grape scented bubble, I laugh.

“I hope you know if you drop your gum in my hair and I have to chop it all off, I’m shaving your head.”

“Oh shit, Bliss.” She freezes, teasing.

“I’m serious.” 

“So am I,” she says, tugging my hair a little higher. “You’d look sexy with a mohawk.”

I roll my eyes, smiling while she does some more tugging. For someone who’s rebelled against this whole idea, Rebecka’s in a good mood. 

And a dress.

Which makes two of us.

I play it as carefree as my best friend, but summer is in the air and excitement is in my veins. 

I know this isn’t a real date. Thomas and I can’t be our whole selves, but tonight is something I never expected, and he’s making it happen. Kelly can’t blame anyone but herself for being grounded, but all Dusty had to do was bring that fact up in front of his mom. 

Secretly, I swoon at the trickiness that brought us here. 

After Becka twists a braid around the bun she’s pinned at the back of my head, I unroll the now cool hot rollers from her hair. She takes my place on the bench, and because her black cocktail dress is backless, I pin all her long blonde curls up before sitting down next to her.

Together in front of my mirror, I pinkie touch some blush to my lids and brush the smallest bit of shimmer across my cheeks while she smoky-blacks her eyes. I roll on lip gloss and lean back, content with subtle hints of luster and iridescence. My complexion is sun-loved pretty, and I don’t want to push getting told to wash anything off.

A glance at my desk clock tells me it’s almost seven, which means the boys should be here any minute. Eagerness I can’t show and am barely containing flips and flutters behind my ribs as I stand. 

Grabbing my half-shrug from my bed, I pull it on and keep long, pale pink sleeves down around my wrists. I don’t intend on wearing it very long and hate that I have to at all, but my dress is strapless. It’s sweethearted low on my chest, and there’s a lot of skin that my parents don’t need to see.

Twirling a little in the mirror behind Becka, I watch short layers of chiffon that’s closer to vanilla than white spin out above my knees. She borrows my lipgloss before she stands up and steps into the neon green pumps waiting by my bed. I have one heeled sandal on and am lifting my foot to buckle the other when a low rumble I know by heart flirts with my anxious pulse.

I can’t hear any bass beats, but the sound of Continental doors closing is music to my ears. 

While B plays with her hair, poofing what’s already pinned up higher, I contain excitement that’s only growing. I watch her in my mirror while I fasten tiny diamonds to my earlobes. Meeting my eyes, blonde on black smiles deviously.

“Let’s get stoned,” she whispers before there’s a knock on my door.

Standing straight, I say, “Come in.”

Dad opens the door about halfway, leaning on the handle. 

“Your friends are downstairs,” he says. 

“Thanks, Dad.” 

I grab my clutch from my bed, and Becka taps her hands on the fronts of her legs. Dad’s still standing in my doorway, mumbling under his breath.

“What?” I ask.

“Are you sure you don’t want a sweater?” 

Patting my father’s arm as we pass him, I say, “This is a sweater, Dad.”

When we get to the bottom of the stairs, Becka walks ahead of me. She opens the door and evening sunlight pours in.

Leaning against the wooden porch railing, Petey’s light blonde hair is parted on the side, and he’s holding a jet black tulip I know is from Tommy’s garden. He’s wearing his sunglasses and looks good in his black and white suit, but as I look out onto the side of the porch, Tweedledumb is no comparison for love.

Standing with his shoulders back in front of a post, Thomas holds a peachy-pink tulip in his right hand. He’s handsome like I’ve never seen in a black shirt, black jacket, black skinny tie, and he looks so tall in straight-fitting black slacks. His shades and shoes are glossy brand new, and his skin is early summertime touched. He smiles like light that’s so bright it hurts to look at. Like trying to focus on a sparkler while it’s burning.

It makes me think of my first Fourth of July here. I’ve got a magenta-paper heart and his grin is the spark.

As Becka and I come out, our heels tap along porch wood, and Tommy and my mom both cover their mouths before coming to us. Luke speaks in low warning tones to his son while my moms touch my hair and caress my dress, and it takes effort to play my part.

Because all I can think is, Dusty’s holding a flower for me.

This tall, dark, and handsome boy, he’s for me. He’s doing all of this for me, and it makes my sparkler heart melt like a banana Popsicle. 

Dad clears his throat as he steps onto the porch. 

“Amendments four through eight don’t apply when it comes to my daughter,” he says seriously.

Luke rolls his eyes while my mother shoots my father a look that’s equal parts admonishment and support. Becka chuckles, and I fight the urge to scream.

Thomas doesn’t miss a beat. He takes his sunglasses off as he steps forward. Beautifully clear blue-eyed trouble stands exactly level with my father.

The whole thing is really strange for a second, but my boy’s relaxed posture is a comfort as he lifts his right hand.

Judge McCloy doesn’t hesitate to give it a firm shake, and rebellion in a new suit doesn’t balk.

Pete copies Thomas almost exactly, and Dad shakes his hand. Becka pats his arm, like I did upstairs. 

“Don’t worry, Judge,” she says, smiling with her eyes and through her words. “I’ve got this totally under control.”

He looks from her to Thomas. 

“Rebecka’s in charge,” Dad says.

I want to roll my eyes.

I want to laugh.

I want to get the fuck out of here.

Guarding his smirk with a sincere smile, Thomas glances at his sister. 

“Rebecka’s in charge,” he agrees.

We’re all nudged together for pictures in front of the willow after that. I stand with Becka, and then we stand between the boys, and then we stand with them separately: Becka with Pete, and platonic as it looks, when Thomas approaches me and puts the tulip in my hand, heartbeats fill my chest. We smile for cameras, looking forward instead of at each other, but feeling the weight of his hand on my hip even as he keeps it light makes it hard not to lean into him.

Between flashes, we’re told to get back together as a group. Dusty places his hand on the small of my back and brushes his thumb over my tailbone where no one can see. I blush. I beam. It’s not for what anyone thinks, but I smile high like everybody else.

Except Dad. 

While we edge apart, the boys listen to compliments and directions from Mom and Tommy, and Luke answers a phone call. My father hangs back. He’s silent, but there’s black and white conviction in his eyes.

After Mom pulls me close. 

“You’re beautiful, Leighlee,” she whispers. “I love you, baby. Please, please be careful.”

“We will. I love you, too,” I tell her. 

Tommy’s poofing Rebecka’s hair closer to God as I step away, beyond ready to get going. Pete opens the suicide door, and by the time she and I finally get in, I contain enough emotional adrenaline to light up the sky.

I wave from the window, and Becka leans over me, waving, too, and finally–finally–we’re moving.

Thomas puts his sunglasses back on and loosens his tie the second we’re off my street. Rebecka drums her hands on the back of Petey’s seat while he sets fire to the end of a blunt. The cab of the car fills with sweet smoke, and my butterflies soar.

Petey passes the Philly to Dusty as we turn onto a back road, and setting sunlight hits my boy’s profile from a new angle. In it, I realize his suit isn’t black. It’s nighttime dark gray, and noticing it feels like a secret.

“Turn the music on,” Becka insists, baby-fine tendrils of blonde blowing around her face as Thomas passes the cigar over his shoulder to her. 

“You heard the Judge, I’m in charge. Turn it on and turn it up!”

 

NEXT IN line in a long corridor of bathrooms, Becka crosses her legs, straining to hold it.

My girl and I are more than a little high.

Pop music and crowded conversations filter through the walls and down the hall, but we’re both silent. The faint smell of gardenia and pear blossoms decorate the ballroom and mix with the scent of tropical hairspray and expensive perfume, dank smoke and the spring breeze.

A door opens a few down from us, and while Rebecka goes, I adjust my dress in the mirror and re-tuck my tulip bloom into the side of my bun.

I wanted to save my flower, but even if I kept track of it all evening, in a few days it’s going to wilt and get all brittle, and eventually crumble apart. But tonight, it’s perfect. I left the stem in the backseat of the Lincoln with my sweater. My bare arms, shoulders, and chest feel warm-wind kissed from when we finally cracked the car windows, and my heart is still echoing rhythm-beats from riding with them up so long, and keeping all the smoke inside. 

I want to find Thomas and tell him to feel my pulse. I want to put my hand over his and see if it’s the same.

B tugs my attention while she washes her hands. 

“I know it’s really early to be thinking about this,” she says, pinkie-smoothing out her eye shadow.

Next to her in the mirror, I roll on fresh lipgloss.

“California,” she says. “We should go to California.”

My smile drops open. “What?”

“For college,” she explains. “I know it’s really random and still forever away, and I know your parents will take some convincing, but …” She closes her eyes before speaking again, sounding like she’s talking about the best dream she’s ever had.

“Sunshine every day,” she’s nearly whispering, like something might snatch away this dream I didn’t know she had. “And the Pacific, and surfer boys, and skater boys, and don’t you just …” 

This girl opens her blue, blue eyes and we’re holding hands. She’s holding mine in hers, and she looks more hopeful than I’ve ever seen her.

I’ve always taken the idea of college for granted. Of course I’ll go, but I’ll be with Thomas. I’ve never considered the specifics. I’m not ready to think about things that far ahead.

“Think about it,” Becka says.

“Okay,” I tell her, squeezing her hands. “I will. I promise.”

Because we do that.

“Not tonight though,” she insists, shaking seriousness off. “Tonight is for dancing.”

 

IN THE ballroom, everything is silhouetted.

Golden with votive candlelight and glinting under a disco ball, the people dancing look like a kaleidoscope of bright dresses swirling between black suits. Between black tables and along black walls, everyone shimmers and glows in the dark.

After a few seconds of looking around, Becka points toward the boys, but I’ve found mine. 

Thomas shoots me a smile from across the room, and my Fourth of July heart flickers in my chest. I hold his eyes, giving all that I can and wanting more as his sister leads me to the dance floor.

Syncing my heart into the beat and moving to it with my best friend reminds me how deeply I love her.

Between songs about great heights and settling down, my partner fans her face. I touch the back of my head to make sure my flower is still in place and look over when she points again. Thomas and Petey are leaned back in their chairs, and Ben has joined them. There’s no date by his side, but it could easily be any of the girls here.

Heated and heart-racing, we make our way to the table where two cups await us.

Becka downs hers in three quick chugs and blows out like it burns. As she sits next to Pete, I take the chair between her and Thomas, and slowly sip my some-kind-of-spiked punch. 

“Who are you here with?” Rebecka asks over the music, looking at Ben. 

He smiles, sheepish and tipsy. His friends chuckle, and I raise my eyebrows while B holds her empty cup under the table. While Pete refills it, I glance at Thomas and he nods toward a blonde girl across the room who’s wearing a knee-length floral print dress and sheer lavender tights. Her back is turned, but I know who she is right away. 

“No way!” Leaning behind Thomas’ seat, I cup my hand around the side of my mouth. 

“Daisy!”

The blonde in sparkling pink ballet flats turns around, and she has contacts on instead of her glasses. With a smile and a wave, she points toward the bathroom line, signaling she’ll be right back.

Petey snickers. “Benny boy wants to see what’s going on under those tights.” 

“What? For real?” Becka takes a drink, but doesn’t chug this time.

Ben grins, wide and cocky, showing all his perfect teeth and shrugs like yeah, and?

I give him a look that says if you hurt my friend, I’ll injure you, but he shrugs black suited shoulders higher. 

“Nerdy girls like to get it, too,” he says.

When Daisy returns, she hugs me before she sits down on the other side of Thomas, next to her date. 

“I had no idea know you were going to be here,” I say. Dating isn’t something we talk about between French verb conjugation and new ways to call a slut a slut. “I’m happy you are.”

“Me neither,” she agrees, looking over at Tweedledum. He passes her a cup from Pete, and the way Ben looks at her it’s obvious they’ve kissed. 

Daisy sips her punch, her pinkie a little bit up. 

“Folie,” she says to me, shy and genuine.

Craziness.

Next to me, Thomas leans further back in his seat. Just the movement in this proximity is enough to flood my veins with flutters and longing. It’s been days since we’ve really touched, and being this close but having to keep away is effortful and more tempting than usual.

“Folie,” I agree, running fingers I want anywhere on him around the rim of my cup instead. 

Under the table, Dusty’s knee bumps the outside of my bare thigh. He presses into contact that comforts as it entices, and I press back for more. 

Keeping my eyes on Daisy’s, I motion toward her date. “Êtes-vous certain de ce garçon?”

You sure about this boy? 

“Parfois,” she starts, coy eyes glinting candlelight as she glances at Ben. 

Relaxed with one hand on the back of his head, messing with his dark curls, he has his other on the back of her chair. He’s laid back without a care, and it makes me sure they’ve more than kissed.

“Parfois, les filles veulent juste s’amuser aussi,” Daisy finishes.

Sometimes, girls just want to have fun, too.

I raise my cup with a nod and a smile more knowing than any of them realize.

“Okay, I have no idea what that means,” Rebecka says, lifting her drink, too. “But, if L is toasting to it, then yes.”

She taps her cup to mine, and Daisy lifts hers with ours. And when Ben does the same, so does Petey. 

With his cup raised last, Thomas slides his foot next to my foot, aligning our calves under the table and giving my heart more of what it needs as we all drink.

 

WE’RE BACK on the dance floor, only this time we’re all together. 

Petey twirls Becka while Ben and Daisy dance forehead to forehead. Their hips move and their hands touch as Thomas Castor spins me in a circle that he never lets get too far from himself.

In the blink of sky blue, we’re chest to chest and I’m high on only him.

“Hi,” he tells me under the music. Placing his hands between my shoulders and at the small of my back, he gives contact I’ve craved and needed and can’t get enough of. 

“Hi,” I whisper back, looking up and pressing into love I’m lit on.

As a slow song starts, he blends us more into the center of the crowd. Unseen, my heart’s beat brings me all the way close, leaving no space between soft off-white and almost black. With my left arm around his neck and his right hand steady on the small of my back, he brings my right hand up and places it over the jacket lapel that covers his heart.

Taller than usual, eye level with his lips, I look up to see Dusty regarding me with ardor and pride that make me cling to him. And I know in this moment that tonight isn’t just for me.

Faded dark blues glint and flicker in the kaleidoscope dark.

“Do you know how hard it is not to kiss you when you smile like that?” he asks.

My cheeks warm with what he does to my heartbeat, and Thomas brushes his nose along my cheek. With his lips close to my ear and his fingers curving between mine on his chest, he whispers, “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are, Bliss?”

Surrounded in vanilla and Doublemint held close in intimate shelter, I turn my face toward his.

“Kiss me,” I whisper.

“I am kissing you,” he teases, pressing parted lips under my earlobe.

I press closer while my heart pulses passion and pleading, and Thomas moves us slowly to the music. 

“I want to take you to the beach and kiss you all night,” he tells me. “I want to kiss you forever.” 

With his hand gripped over mine, his arm is firm around my waist, and his heart thumps under my palm. Dusty lets me feel his breath and teeth as he moves down my neck. Hidden from everyone, wrapped in a song about each day so sunny and blue, he gives me the sweetest, deepest kind of ache.

The DJ picks the pace back up when the song ends, and it’s a transition. Love squeezes my hand before lowering them and takes a step back from me. I look over my shoulder to follow his eyes.

Becka moves through the crowd, curling her fingers in my direction.

“We are young,” she whispers over synth beats. “Heartache to heartache, we stand.”

Smiling high, I meet my girl halfway.

Pete’s next to her, and Thomas keeps a little distance between us, but stays behind me as I move. Daisy and Ben sway at my left, and right here, right now, it feels like we all match. Like we’re the same. Like underneath everything, Daisy, Pete, Becka, Ben, the juniors and seniors around us—me and the hoodlum that doesn’t let me out of his reach—we’re all equals.

Love may be a battlefield, but we’re not doing any wrong. We’re kids in a crowd on the top of the world: high, wild, and innocent.

 

A LITTLE less than two hours later, the full moon is high and I’m in Thomas’ lap on the dock with both my legs over his left. A night full of touching but not really being able to has caught up with us, and my secret is making good on his whisper about kissing me forever.

Along with my shoes, we left our tipsy-tired best friends on a blanket in the sand a few minutes ago. 

Starting with my temple, Thomas kisses across my forehead first and down my nose, along my neck and across my shoulders. He’s on the bend of my elbow, making me ache on purpose. His lips sear and caress skin, but he touches me deeper than that. Love reaches every part of who I am, and the boy who taught me to kiss knows it.

He glides his lips and teeth down my arm and tells me he loves my muscles and my bones.

“I love your blood,” he says. “I love your veins and your ventricles.”

He kisses my wrist and my knuckles and the curve of my thumb. 

“I love when you speak French and how soft your skin smells.” He kisses down my index finger, grazing the tip with his teeth. “I love the way you hold onto me so tight when you come.”

“Dusty.” With my heart beating everywhere, I push his shoulder, trying to pull my hand away.

As if I could.

“You do,” he insists, kissing the center of my palm before bringing my open hand up to his cheek. Closing his eyes, he leans into my touch. “I love when you hold onto me.”

Leaning my face close to his, I turn so I’m straddling his lap, and I hold onto him with both hands. With his in my hair, loosing petals and bobby pins to get his fingers in, the source of all my aching opens his mouth and I kiss him with everything I have. I kiss him as deep as our hearts go and strong as his arms are, and it makes love moan against my lips. 

“Don’t you feel it?” he asks when I break for breath, kissing down my neck. “Don’t you feel how good it could be?”

“Thomas,” I whisper, my eyes closing and my mouth falling open as he slides his hands down my sides. Taking hold of my hips, he moves me in a slow circle along where he’s aching too.

“I’ll be good to you, Leigh.” His words are low and burning with sincerity. “I’ll take care of you.”

Crossing my arms around the back of his neck, I kiss him again. I want to feel him better, so I rock up a little, onto my knees. They’ll be bruised tomorrow, but I don’t care, and when I’m where we need, this boy rolls me against himself. Slow and heavy and full of intent, his guidance makes my whole body yearn and pulse with my heedless heartflow.

“Let me show you how loved you are,” he whispers. The soreness in his voice twists and pits sweet need into pure need. “Let me love you.”

He moves me slower, all the way down. He holds me with purpose, but the desperation in Thomas’ tone isn’t for sex.

I wish it was.

This hurts worse. 

This is harder.

“Be my girlfriend,” he whispers. Nose to nose, he smiles and the hope in it makes my chest throb around my sorry, selfish heart. He holds me closer while I break it for both of us, and kisses the side of my mouth, making it beat through pain. 

“Let me be your boyfriend.”

I open my eyes through frustrated tears and focus on unclouded blue.

And find only love.

It makes me feel like we can do this. Like tonight’s been a testament. Like let all the pieces fall where they may and let everyone we’ve lied to pick sides. I don’t care, because this person loves me more than any of it, and love is more.

Filling my lungs with vanilla and ocean air, I’m about to nod my head. Yes is on my lips when movement on the beach catches my attention.

My heart stops, and I freeze.

Thomas freezes, too, securing me to himself like we’re in danger, but he’s facing the water. He can’t see what I see, and it has to stay that way.

“What?” he asks quietly, raw protectiveness dark in his tone.

“Kiss me,” I say quickly, bringing our lips back together, holding onto him like I know he loves. 

With his face in my hands and his mouth under mine, I try to make sense of what’s happening in the sand and how to deal with it, but thinking while we kiss doesn’t work. 

Pulling back for needed air, I rock my weight against Thomas to keep his eyes closed, and it works. 

For him. 

I move with forced rhythm, and caught up as love is—between pressure that thrills and the answer he’s dying for—he can tell. 

“Kiss me, kiss me,” I tell him again, but blue eyes are open and looking right through me.

“What the fuck?” he asks, pushing me back and standing up. 

But I don’t know how to answer him. 

So he turns around.

Our friends are awake, but we’re not caught. We’re safe, but it’s because Pete’s on top of Becka, and she’s holding him to herself. With her hair halfway undone and her dress bunched up, she has her bare legs around the boy who always pushes her, and he’s got his mouth all over her neck and chest.

For a second, it’s impossible to do anything but stare. But then Thomas rushes past me. 

I reach out and chase after him, but it’s too late. 

He’s already gone. 
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I want Her badly. 

The rush in my blood. 

The tightness in my chest. 

The tingle in my fingertips. 

I try to stay away, but this bitch calls out for me. 

The escape.

The relief.

The itch in the back of my throat and the numbness in my gums. 

The only thing that stops me from using is the girl who sleeps next to me.

She’s what matters. 

She’s worth it.

Bliss is everything.

She helps me deny cocaine’s whispers.
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“Did you think Smitty was going to be okay with you kissing him?” I lean against my sister’s door frame.

The girl who won’t say yes and Rebecka sit on the floor against the bed, glued together like best friends should be. Other than the sounds of Becka’s brokenhearted cries and the ceiling fan spinning on high, the dimly lit room is void of its usual music and laughter. 

“You did this. You’re the reason he broke up with you,” I say, curving the right side of my mouth up. “Why are you crying?” 

The un-believability in Leighlee’s expression knocks the wind from my lungs. It’s the same look she gave me last night after I pulled Petey off of my sister—only disappointment has had time to set overnight. All I see in her tired, colorless face is indifference and smeared eyeliner. 

I love you more than she does, cocaine whispers. 

“Go away, Dusty,” Becka mumbles, voice thick with tears. Her face crumbles and lasts night’s hair veils her profile as she drops her head into her hands. 

I feel a small pang of sympathy for the forsaken, but my aim is not with the fair-haired betrayer. It’s with the strawberry blonde who left me abandoned with the tempting taunts from the one cunt who won’t leave me alone. 

I didn’t ruin the prom for defending my sister’s honor.

“Stay away from my friends, Becka,” I say, taking a step back. 

Bliss scoffs and shakes her head. Her flowerless curls hang around her face. 

“I hate you,” my sister cries. 

“Hate me all you want. Don’t hook up with Pete again.”

My girl gets up and approaches the door with carpet impressions on her legs from sitting for too long. Her stare makes me feel two pathetic feet tall, but she’s where I want to be. 

“You’re an asshole,” she says. 

I open my mouth to reply, but she slams the door in my face.

 

“LIFT UP,” I say, hooking my fingers under Leigh’s underwear. 

The TV is off and the room is dark with the exception of the few tea lights Bliss lit when she came in. Red lace slips down her legs easily, and I love her half-dressed, exposed and flushed from where she’s the warmest to the tip of her nose. I kiss the inside of her knee against the faded scar she got when she tried to skateboard one summer, and then sit up on my knees and take of my shirt. 

“Do you love me?” I ask, bracing her left leg around my hip. Lowered between her open thighs, I reach between us and pull myself out of my basketball shorts. “Could you live without me? Would you want to?”

Exhausting all the self-control I possess, I rock slowly against my girl, but not into her. Pretty lipstick-stained lips part into a small smile, and her back slightly raises from the mattress before relaxing. 

She’s virgin new. Her body is warm and she smells like Heaven. 

“Could you ever let someone besides me touch you like this? See you like this?” 

Leighlee’s nipples harden as her mouth slowly falls open. She digs her feet into the mattress while I stroke slowly, and pieces of red-yellow hair stick to her lips. My girl pierces her dark purple nails into my biceps, holding onto my arms until she can’t anymore. Then she grips onto the bed sheets and pulls.

The head of my cock pulls at her opening, and I whisper, “Let me.” 

Her voice is small, but bold. 

“Could you?” she asks. “Could you ever let anyone touch you like this?”

I push her wrists into the mattress, pinning her beneath me. She allows the small intrusion of her innocence, but withholds delinquency with her empty stare. 

“Answer me,” she says. “Could you? Have you? Tell me no one has ever been with you like this.”

Heavy eyelids close and I squeeze them tightly as my arms shake. I can almost feel how good love will be from the inside—warm, binding—to be that close to her.

For her to threaten to take it away before I’ve had it is unendurable.

“Where are you?” I ask, opening my eyes. 

“I’m right here,” she says. “Where the fuck are you?” 

“Don’t do this.” I kiss her wet eyelids, lick her tears away, and drink her sadness. “Don’t be away from me. It’s a rule, remember?”

Lips that taste like candy touch mine, and Bliss kisses me like she means it—like it’s worth something. When that isn’t close enough, she uses her feet to push my shorts down to my ankles. Full of pent up readiness and illicit love, every undressed inch of me touches every bare part of her, and there is devotion here. 

Love is devastating. 

Her nails scratch from my shoulders to my lower back; skin splits and blood beads from small wounds. 

“Slow down, princess,” I say through the stinging ache. 

Burnt wicks swim in melted unscented wax, and one by one, three candles flicker out. Blinded by darkness, not even the moon is out tonight. While my eyes adjust, I rely on my other senses and brush my fingers up Leighlee’s side. Goose bumps rise under my curious prints, and her skin is delicate under my palms. 

As my vision adjusts and the shape of love’s figure forms, my ears pick up the low sound of raspy breaths and tiny whines. I kiss each of her cheeks, and I lick my bottom lip, treasuring the salted trace of the saddest tears. 

“I want it to be me and you,” my girl says like a whisper.

“It is,” I reply sharply, controlling my pitch before I continue. “It’s been months …” 

“I want to, but I can’t be your girlfriend, Thomas. We can’t have sex until I’m the only one you’re having sex with.” 

“Bliss, I’ve been straight. It’s been months—”

“Don’t lie to me anymore.” She moves her bangs away from her forehead and exhales a breath between her lips. 

Powerless against the scratching panic scraping from my chest to my throat, I sit up on my knees and scrub my hands down my heated face before leaving the bed.

“You treat me like I haven’t been trying,” I say, bringing my shorts up to my waist. 

My girl covers herself in my sheet and rests against my pillows. She stares up at the ceiling, disregarding my open soul. 

Why put in effort if she won’t return it? One phone call to Casper is all it would take to end this constant struggle not to give in to the rush of obscurity. Thinking about it shifts whispers to screams. Cocaine chews on my fragile determination, pulling my conscience between her teeth, and swallowing mouthfuls of my humanity. 

She wanted you before she kissed that boy, she taunts, wiping mortality from her lips. 

“I’ll kill that motherfucker,” I say. Anger shelters homeless grit. 

Baby rolls her glassy eyes. “This has nothing to do with him.”

“Everything’s been fucked-up since then.” 

“It’s been messed up all along.” She sits up and Leighlee brings the sheet under her arms.

I pull it away, baring her entire body. “Don’t do that. Don’t hide yourself from me.” 

“You’re acting crazy,” she mumbles, lying back down, uncovered. 

“You haven’t seen crazy, baby.” I smirk. 

Hopeless eyes look up at me from a tired expression. “You keep throwing it in my face.” 

“It shouldn’t have happened,” I answer, sitting on the edge of the bed. 

A pause, a beat, and a breath. “I shouldn’t have done it, but you’ve slept with the entire school behind my back.” 

“I wouldn’t be fucking them, if you’d let me fuck you.” 

Love is vengeful. 

The color in her eyes darkens and the hint of pink in her cheeks drains. She licks her lips, and the space between her eyebrows creases. I watch her chest rise and fall, and through quiet, I swear to God I hear love’s heart break.

“You’re such a hypocrite,” she says. 

You really are, cocaine blooms in the presences of forever’s pain. 

“I don’t care,” I answer. 

“Not only about Oliver, but about Becka and Pete …” This little girl’s small voice falters into a cry. 

“What do they have to do with anything?” 

Leighlee sits up and covers herself with a pillow. Her face, red with splotches and swollen with exhaustion, composes. With the exception of the quiver in her chin, she is strong … stronger than me. 

“You got so mad,” she says.

“She’s my sister.”

“And it’s okay that you’re with me because I’m not anyone’s sister?”

I look away, without an answer. 

Our love is not perfect. We are fucked-up and bleeding, but neither one of us is powerful enough to walk away from it like we should. 

 

I DON’T look for Leigh. 

But I see her. 

At the end of the hallway with the sweater giver.

I’ve thought about her all day. I’ve thought about the way her navy blue dress sways against her thighs, and how her bangs are too long and they don’t stay when she pushes them behind her ear. I’ve thought about how this summer can be different compared to the last, and maybe in a few weeks I can ask her to be my girl again. 

Now the only thing I can think about is breaking Oliver’s face.

I watch the sunshine through the window highlight my girl’s blush. He says things to her I can’t hear, and she laughs, tilting her head back. Leigh swats his forearm, and he brushes his knuckles across her bare shoulder before sliding his finger under her halter ties. 

Love playfully pushes his hand away.

“What?” his lips read. 

I walk in her direction, pushing through anyone in my way. 

“Don’t touch my dress,” I hear her say as I get closer. 

Petey appears out of nowhere and hooks his arm around the back of my neck. “Last day of school,” he says. “Party at my place.” 

Close enough to see the freckles across Leigh’s nose, I turn away from love and pat my pockets. 

“Sure,” I say, clearing anxiousness from my throat. 

Pete looks past my shoulder and nods. “Look at those dorks.” 

I glance over as Oliver moves Leighlee’s bangs out of her sight. Our eyes meet as soon as she can see. Her smile falls and she takes a step forward. 

It takes all my self-control not to grab her by her dress straps to show him Bliss is mine. 

Instead of beating his ass and outing the only secret worth keeping, I head toward the doors. The sound of flip-flops smacking on the back of her feet follow, but I’m faster. 

Stepping onto the pavement, I bump right into my sister. Her backpack falls down her arm and she stumbles back. 

“Sorry,” I mumble as I pass. 

“Did you forget you’re driving me home?” she calls out, chasing after me.

Cream-colored leather is hot through my clothes, and the cab of the car is end of May airless. Light perspiration forms at my hairline, and a bead of sweat drips down my lower back. I start the Continental and put the transmission in reverse as Becka opens the back door and slides in. 

“Wait for Bliss,” she says. Cooler air comes in with her. 

My eyes shift up to the rearview mirror as Leighlee slips into the seat beside her best friend. Her nose and forehead carry a slight shine from the heat. 

I roll down my window and turn up strong back beats and hollow electric echoes from my stereo to drown the constant hum of compulsion. I lick my dry lips and grip the steering wheel. It’s all I can do to keep from calling my bag boy. 

You know you want to, my haunter whispers while the reason I shouldn’t sits right behind me. The anger I felt when I saw her with Oliver comes second to the sudden need for the other girl in my life. 

By the time I reach my house, I’m twitchy with need and hungry to fill the hole in my heart. 

I’m never too far, boy. 

Parking the Lincoln in the driveway, I kill the engine and lean my head back against the seat. I close my eyes and place my hand over my hammering heartbeat, breathing with effort through constricted lungs. 

“What the—” Rebecka gets out of the car, leaving the door open. 

Leighlee leans forward and places her lips right above my ear. Baby gently asks, “What’s wrong with your face?” 

The softness of her voice lessens the rattle in my bones. I look over my shoulder and am met with cheeks warmed scarlet and eyes a concerned green. 

She tenderly kisses the corner of my smile and says, “Love is crazy.”

“I love you, too,” I say. 

My girl twirls her fingers through my hair and nods toward the garage. “Did you know they got that for her?” 

Parked behind my dad’s Mercedes is a red Jeep I’ve never seen before. 

“Take it back,” my sister insists, dropping her bag on the concrete. Mascara-smudged tears run out of her sparkling blue eyes. “I don’t need a car. Smitty can drive me where I need to go. You’re ruining my life.”

I stand beside my dad while Bliss approaches my mother, who looks horrified by her daughter’s reaction. Sixteen-year-old girls don’t normally stomp their feet and kick up dust when given a new vehicle. But Becka’s impossible, and this is my parents’ way of helping her feel better about the breakup. 

As if a hug wouldn’t suffice. 

“Don’t act like a brat, Rebecka.” I pat my dad supportively on the back. 

He gives me a sideways look, which clearly states: shut the fuck up, Dusty. 

The epitome of teen angst turns to me, smacking tears away. “What do you know about love? You’ve only ever loved yourself.” 

I look over at Bliss and wink. She covers her smile behind her hands. 

“Do you know anything about me, Dad?” Becka asks before turning her anger toward our mother. “I’m not you, Mom. Stop shoving this shit down my throat.”

I laugh. “Chill out, drama.” 

“Fuck you.”

“Rebecka!” Mom, Dad, and Leigh all say at the same time.

“All I want is my boyfriend back. This is your fault.” Rebecka points a finger at me before she runs toward the house. Bliss goes after her. 

After a moment of awkward silence between my parents and me, I shrug and say, “I passed eleventh grade.”

In true Castor form, Dad doesn’t skip a beat. 

“Thank God for small miracles,” he replies. 

Thirty minutes later, I pass Becka’s open bedroom. “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door” sings from her stereo, and she’s on the end of her bed with a tissue in her hand. Leighlee rocks and twirls in her blue dress, singing slowly with the slower song. 

When the song ends, Bliss jumps on Rebecka and says, “You got a new car!”

They fall back onto the mattress. Becka pulls baby’s dress up and smacks her ass over light yellow undies.

The girls need their moment, so I head to my room. 

When my phone wakes me up from an unplanned nap, the sun is down and my room is dark, objects are shadowed by the blinking light from my cell. I roll from my stomach to my back, but keep my eyes closed. 

I told Pete I’d come over, but as I lie here and the bass from Becka’s room hums through the walls, the only thing I want to do is be with my girl. But my boy’s relentless, so I answer his call. 

“Where are you?” he asks, muffled by the music and laughter on his side of the phone. 

I sit up in bed and brush my fingers through hair that’s heat-damp at the roots. “I’m going to stay in tonight.” 

My best friend scoffs. “Don’t be a pussy. Casper actually graduated. Come celebrate.” 

On my feet, I stretch tight muscles and straighten my spine. “Call me tomorrow.” 

“Unacceptable. Come get your dick sucked and drink some brews.”

I walk out into the hallway and say, “I’ll talk to you later.” 

“Pussy,” Petey yells into the receiver as I hang up. 

Rebecka’s bedroom door is still open, illuminating the hallway with the light from inside. Little sisters are stomach-down on the queen-size bed, facing away from me. Their feet are bare and their dirty little toes wiggle as they flip through a year book. Pointing at black and white pictures, they laugh and joke and lean into each other. 

“Do you think I’ll forget Smitty when we get to California?” Becka asks, flipping a glossy page. 

A heavy weight presses on my chest, and my eyebrows push together in confusion. I take a step forward.

Becka shrugs. “You’ll get back together before we go to college. You don’t want to be with Petey, right?” 

Panic raids my heart and the fiend who lives in me flickers awake. 

“Sometimes I wonder,” Becka answers nonchalantly. 

Leigh closes the yearbook and says, “What if we move to California, then what?”

She’s a secret keeper, but I’ve been spared from love’s manipulation and betrayal until lately. Disloyalty from the only person I normally count on is worse than the disappointment I feel toward my parents’ bullshit idea of affection, and the emptiness I encounter when I’m touched by anyone who isn’t Bliss. 

She’s the only one who gives me reason, but what’s it for if she’s leaving me? 

“He can come with us,” my sister says with a smile.

Leighlee returns the gesture and says, “Who?” 

Picturing strawberry blonde hair and summer freckles under the California sun is easy—she’d thrive with the palm trees, warm beaches, and Hollywood dreams. But it’s not supposed to be, and the thought of a life without her would bring me to my knees if resentment wasn’t holding me up. 

“High school sweetheart shit never works out anyway, B,” I say. 

Both girls turn and look at me. Leigh’s grin collapses and the color bleeds from her face, but my sister’s smile curves up. 

“Would you miss me if I moved to California, Dusty?” she asks, leaning her head on her hand. 

I make it a point to keep my eyes from Leighlee’s. Being in the same room as her in this moment makes me sick, but delights the monster. Cocaine’s lingering company slithers beneath my skin, kissing pulse points and licking bones. She guides me away from the fraud … the liar … the trickster. 

“Yeah, Becka,” I say as I go, “I’ll miss you.” 

Down the hall, I slam my door and lock it, and drop to my knees to reach under my bed for an old shoe box with my stash. With shaky hands, I snap the white lid off the orange prescription bottle that doesn’t have my name on it and shake a few white pills in my palm and toss them back. I swallow dry and chuck the empty container across the room. 

California. 

I pull at my hair with both hands and groan while the space around me spins. 

You want me. Come and get me, cocaine stirs.

I push open my bathroom door and start the shower, avoiding my sorry reflection in the mirror. Under the blistering water, prescription narcotics lighten the heaviness in my head but do nothing for the weight in my heart. 

California.

California.

California.

Over and over and over until I punch the shower wall, splitting scarred skin and cracking tile. Blood drips from my right hand, but the physical sting is masked by the pills floating in my stomach. 

I wrap a towel around my waist and open my closet. Water drips from the tip of my nose and the ends of my hair. Everything is kind of slow, sort of dragging, and fuzzy around the edges. I pull a white V-neck over my head and dark denim up my legs. After my feet are in shoes, I find a hat and stick my cigarettes in my front pocket. 

Guided by compulsion, I leave the house without a word to anyone and open the Lincoln with my good hand. 

Come to me, beautiful boy. Beautifully easy. Beautifully mine.

My heart rate speeds up before I hear the leaves crunch under her bare feet. Leighlee runs to me from around the house, in the dress she let him touch. Watching her through hazy eyes, I lean against my car door and wait for betrayal to come to me. 

She tries to grab my keys. 

“You can’t drive high, Thomas,” my heartbreaker says. 

“I’m not.” I shove the keys into my pocket. 

Bliss stands with her hands on her hips. “I’m not stupid.” 

Considering she wants to move to a different state and leave me for fucking ever, the conspirator in the blue dress looks as if she might be concerned for my wellbeing with narrow green eyes and straight Judas lips. 

“I must be, right?” I slip a cigarette from my pack to the corner of my mouth and cup my hand over the end to light it.

“You don’t think I’m going to California, do you?” she asks. Baby drops her hands from her hips and takes a step toward me. 

I back up and blow smoke over Leigh’s head. “That’s what it sounded like to me, strawberry blonde.”

A nighttime breeze sails through the yard, and baby’s hair flies up around her head. “You’re wrong.”

Her bangs fall around her eyes, and I move them this time. “How do you do it, Bliss?”

“Do what?” She turns her face into my hand and kisses the inside of my palm.

“Stop thinking about me.”

Leighlee clutches the front of my shirt with her right hand and pulls, causing my cigarette to fall from my lips to our feet. Laughing, but concerned for her bare feet, I snub the cherry out with the toe of my shoe while she stretches cotton in her small grip.

“Are you kidding me?” my girl shrieks. 

With her free hand, Bliss knocks off my hat and takes a handful of my hair between her nimble fingers and jerks my head to the side. 

“You selfish prick,” she screams. “Gutless asshole.” 

Numbed by meds my mother should have locked up, I don’t feel anything but glowing passion from deep within my being as she shoves me back. 

I love this kind of crazy. 

“Fight me, little girl,” I whisper into her ear between shirt ripping and hair pulling.

I turn my head and capture her lips, pushing her back against the car. I place my hands on the sides of her face and grip until she whimpers and opens her mouth. When our tongues touch, I press my stomach against her stomach, and my chest against hers. 

Her breath is sweet sugar and her eyes are wild fire. Instead of pulling me, she clings.

“Stay,” she says against my lips. 

I kiss the corner of her mouth, her jaw, her neck. She quietly moans and wraps her leg around me. 

“Stay,” she says again with promise in her voice.

“Yeah?” I ask.

“Just stay.”

But then there are tire sounds from the end of the street. 

I look to see who it is.

And I laugh again.

The sweater giver and Smitty cruise toward us in an old pickup.

Leighlee lowers to her bare feet and I turn away, unprepared for the onslaught of devastation that breaks me down.

“Dusty, I swear I didn’t know they were coming. I promise—”

Before the boys pull up, I kiss my girl on the top of the head and say, “We don’t promise. It’s a rule.” 

 

“YOU WANT in on this?” Petey asks as he cuts a rail for himself and Kelly on his dirty coffee table.

All of the windows are open, and a slight breeze comes through, but the air conditioner’s busted and the place never cools down. 

“I’m good,” I say, taking a drink from my beer.

My best friend and his girl snort lines, swift and precise. Kelly rubs her red nose on the back of her hand and falls back against the timeworn couch. She lifts her feet onto Petey’s lap, unaware or uncaring that her dress has ridden up and her purple underwear are showing. 

Pete drops the rolled up five onto the glass table and sits back.

“Who ripped your shirt?” 

“Becka,” I lie.

The mention of my sister’s name reddens his flushed cheeks and broadens dilated eyes. He reaches for his cell and cuts up another line with his phone at his ear, holding it up with his shoulder. 

I take another drink.

“I’m sorry I kissed you,” Pete says into the receiver. I roll my eyes. Kelly sits up. “But you have to talk to me, Becka. My life is incomplete without you.”

This boy sounds sincere.

“You kissed Rebecka?” Kelly asks.

“Don’t you miss me?” he continues, ignoring the girl beside him with his marks on her neck. 

“What the heck?” Kelly raises her voice. She punches Petey in the shoulder.

He gets up and walks toward the kitchen. His unbuckled belt bounces and clink-sings. 

“You know what I’d do for you. You fucking know …” he says. 

I get up and walk out back.

A huge mistake.

She’s kind of beautiful in a sort of fucked-up way, a gentleness to her white trash exterior. She’s a lost girl waiting to be found. But she’s not going to find what she’s looking for riding dick all the time. 

“Hey, Dusty.” She blows dense smoke into the night air and flicks her cigarette butt into the grass. 

Mixie pushes out a green, sun-bleached chair with her foot, motioning for me to sit beside her. Nothing good comes from being this close to a Slut, but I sit anyway, and when the plastic bends and threatens to break under my weight, we both laugh. 

“Do you have an extra smoke?” I ask. 

She passes me a cigarette, and I take it, avoiding the length of her crossed legs and wiggle of her red-painted toes. 

“Want another beer?” She stands and takes the empty from my hand. 

“Yeah.” I keep my eyes to a weed-filled lawn. 

The high from the prescriptions has died, and feelings of betrayal and desperation press down on me. I take deep drags from the shitty cigarette and grip onto the arm of the chair to keep myself in one spot. My heart beats love’s name, but my craving’s ruler shreds conviction to pieces. 

The Slut in the short dress comes outside with a fresh beer and a packed bong. 

I drink while Mixie lights the bowl. After taking a few hits and throwing the empty beer container in the corner, I get up. 

I’d rather be miserable with Bliss than miserable alone. 

“I need to go.” 

“You can’t go,” Mixie says. She stands in my way. 

She pushes me back into the chair. As soon as my body collides with brittle plastic, it breaks and I crumble to the ground with it. Mixie doubles over in laughter. 

“I swear I didn’t mean for that to happen.” 

Without inhibition, without pretense, without shame, for a moment, she’s innocent. 

Up on my feet, I brush dead grass and dirt from my jeans. Mixie tries to help, but laughs every time she touches me. Tears of happiness fall from her dark eyes, and her cheeks blush with untouched charm. 

“I’ll see you later, Mix,” I say once I’m clean. 

“Wait.” She grabs my arm. “Can we talk?”

“Talk?” I ask, shrugging her off. I reach in my back pocket for my cell phone. There’s a message from my girl.

Come home.

I slip my phone back into my jeans. “Sure.”

Mixie lets me sit in her chair, and she drops to her knees in front of me.

“I thought you said you wanted to talk?” I ask, scratching my hands down my face. 

She’s leaving you, cocaine reminds me. Come home.

“I do,” this Slut says, unbuttoning my jeans.

“To my dick?” I laugh.

The girl with empty eyes starts to unzip me, but I capture her wrists and hold her hands away. Unconnected, the Mixie who laughed until she cried is gone, replaced with the one who searches for acceptance in the most sickening ways. 

“I’m not in the mood,” I say, pushing her back until she falls on her bottom. 

Rejection appears on her face in the form of a sly smile, and she opens her legs to show me what I’m ultimately missing. 

But I’ve had it, and I’m not interested. 

I open the sliding door and close it behind me before Mixie can follow me in. I’m walking and re-buttoning my jeans when I hear Kelly moan. Petey’s ass is out and her dress is pushed up, and they’re fucking so hard the couch pounds against the wall. 

I’m about to leave when the front door opens and Casper walks in. 

“Whoa,” he says, taking a step back. 

The pusher laughs and holds up a bottle of Johnny Walker. “Help me celebrate since our friends are preoccupied.” 

He joins me in the kitchen and we go shot for shot. 

“Don’t tell anyone,” he tells me between pulls, “but I want to go to college. I’m going to be a teacher.” 

I almost spit booze all over the table.

Mixie stumbles in from outside, and Petey and Kelly finally stop fucking long enough to join us. Valarie, Katie, and Ben show up, completing our party. We drink and talk, and it feels like we’re a bunch of stupid kids getting into a little bit of trouble. I manage to push back some of my worries.

Until Mixie creeps under Casper’s arm and whispers into his ear, “Do you have any of our girl?” 

His eyes quickly shift down to her stomach, but he nods. 

Before he can cut up temptation, I walk away with a throat that burns and an inner demon that screams for me to take her. 

“You good?” Ben asks as I pass him. He has his arm over Valarie’s shoulders.

“I have to take a leak,” I answer casually.

Petey’s bathroom smells like piss and puke, and the linoleum floor is peeling in the corner. It’s covered in dirty clothes, but the bathtub is clean. My best friend can’t stop his mom from getting shit faced and throwing up everywhere, but he can make sure his shower is kosher.

 “Hi, Mom,” my girl answers with upbeat wittiness.

“Are they around?” I sit on the edge of the tub and close my eyes with echoes of my friends through the walls. 

“Yeah.”

“Is he near you?”

“No.” Her answer is quick and unemotional. 

“Toss the fucking quarter, Bliss,” Becka says in the background. “Sorry, Mrs. McCloy.”

“They don’t actually believe your mom is calling you this late, Bliss,” I say. 

“Maybe,” she answers indifferently. “But I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Tell Dad I love him.” 

“Sure,” I say. Opening my eyes, I squint against the brightness of the exposed light bulb hanging from the mold-covered ceiling. 

“I love you, too,” she replies. Her voice is soft enough to belong only to me. 

I take a breath to say I’m coming home when Oliver’s voice comes through the phone, and he’s right beside love. 

“Hang up,” he says. 

I don’t give her the chance to end the call first. 

Back in the kitchen, Casper asks, “You in on this?”

There’s no hesitation. 

The moment She hits my nose, I’m in complete and utter bliss. 
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“Go around him.” Casper nods toward the sedan ahead of us.

Tipping dawn, we’re in my car but I don’t remember leaving Pete’s kitchen. 

“Holy shit, that’s Leigh’s pops!” Petey says from the backseat, his eyes following the passing sedan. 

Laced with all of the strength of the world, time moves in quick flashes and colors are bright, unreal. There is no hurt here, only quick oblivion. 

Pete, Kelly, Val, Mixie, and Katie are all piled in the back of the Lincoln, and Ben’s sitting between me and Cas in the front. He has a 40 oz. between his knees and a shit-eating grin on his face.

“Little Leighlee McCloy?” Casper asks. 

Petey’s eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror. I clear my throat and sit up in my seat, focused on driving. 

“She isn’t little anymore,” Casper adds with a smirk.

“Cas,” Pete speaks up. “You’re cool, but little sisters are untouchable, my man.”

Thaddeus McCloy moves over to the left lane. I speed up. The energy in the car becomes suffocatingly silent and stiff.

“Dusty, slow down,” Ben whispers.

But for the first time in a long time, I don’t feel like I’m being strangled. I’m stronger than Leigh’s dad. He may have the upper hand now, but one day I’m going to take his precious Bliss away from him. 

Then what? 

I smile at the Judge as we pass. 

He waves.

And I wave back.
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“What time is it?” I ask.

“Four in the morning,” Valarie answers.

We’re all sitting around Ben’s dinner table. The dining room is lit up and food is everywhere. A big plate of spaghetti sits in front of me. It spins my stomach.

“Is this mine?” I ask V.

Nodding, she laughs. “Ben woke his mom up and told her we were hungry. This is leftovers!”

The prince sits at the head of the table with his fat Italian mom squeezing his cheeks. “Il mio bambino,” she gushes.
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I’m in my car with Casper, Valarie, and Mixie. It’s daylight, and I’m driving.

“Where are we going?” I ask anyone.

“Portland.”

 

I’M IN a stranger’s bedroom, in a stranger’s bed. 

“Come on,” Valarie whispers.

She’s undressed. I’m not.

“Val, get off me.”

 

I’M IN a stranger’s bathroom, naked in the shower.

 

I’M IN a stranger’s kitchen. Doing lines off of the counter.
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Time has no meaning, faces have no names, and I’ve driven miles and miles through hollow cities and unfamiliar towns. 

But my heart still beats her name. 

Come back.

Soon, I reply to love’s text right before my phone dies. 

I go back inside.

And it doesn’t feel a thing like falling. 
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And to trouble, with whom my heart in this and so much resides. Thank you for coming when I need you most. Thank you for your trust, your faith, your strength, your truth and your secrets. Thank you for walking with me. Thank you for sitting beside me. Thank you for making every single step of this so beyond worth it. I love you wholly, fearlessly, and forever. 
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Mary Elizabeth is an up and coming author who finds words in chaos, writing stories about the skeletons hanging in your closets. Known as The Realist, she’s a hairstylist by day but contemporary fiction, new adult author by night. Born and raised in Southern California, she’s a wife, mother of four beautiful children, and dog tamer to one enthusiastic Pit Bull and a prissy Chihuahua. 

Mary can often be found finger twirling her hair and chewing on a stick of licorice while writing and rewriting a sentence over and over until it’s perfect. She discovered her talent for tale-telling accidentally, but literature is in her chokehold. And she’s not letting go until every story is told.

For more information on Mary’s solo work, including her upcoming project, Closer, set to release in 2015, follow her on Facebook and Goodreads and on Twitter. You can also visit her on her website.
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Love’s listener is a lone wolf born a unicorn with a red panda soul and a heart she drew herself. Friend, sister, Elizabeth, and truelove. She’s a messenger that makes art with words and love with art. She’s been yelly, yellowglue, squeak, cuppycakes, precious pinks, warren, little grey, a girl named ben, and sarahbear. She’s a synesthete, a heart junkie, a truth seeker, and secret keeper. Poet half, Sun half, and total scripturient, Sarah has written since she was old enough to hold a marker and would die if she didn’t. Her work is equal parts her passion, sanctuary, precipice, vice, adventure, restorative, deliverance, and joy. 

She currently resides in Kansas City, where her best friends are girls named Moses and Bunny. Her hero is a boy named Bishop. Her army is comprised of one little buffalo, and her truelove has ocean eyes. She likes her pears overripe, believes love is God, and knows hoods were made to be worn. 

For more information on her upcoming work, including Don’t Let Me Go, visit LittleGreyPages.tumblr.com and her Twitter.
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