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      “Ma’am?”

      The voice floats past my ears, the words moving over my skin like fog over water. I’m supposed to respond to the girl behind the counter, the one with the tattoo of a robot on her forearm.

      Tell her you want the almond milk caramel latte.

      Normally I wouldn’t order such an expensive drink, but the five-dollar gift card I received as a gift from a coworker has afforded me this luxury. I work full-time, and I’m broke. I watch every penny with the rapt attention of an elderly person watching their neighborhood for petty crime.

      Here I am, finally in a position to order something besides black coffee, and I can’t make my mouth form the words.

      If I hadn’t pulled out my phone and checked my email, my order would be effortlessly flowing from my lips. You know whose fault this is? All the people standing in the mile-long line. That’s who. If it wasn’t for the length of this line, I wouldn’t have grown bored and looked at my phone. I never would’ve read the email.

      But I can’t blame these strangers. The fault is my own. I’m the one who sent the calls with the Agua Mesa area code to voicemail all day yesterday, and then didn’t listen to the voicemails. I’m the one who forced the person on the other end of the phone to resort to writing me an email.

      I open my mouth to answer the girl whose eyes have now grown wary, but I can’t. My heart wallops against my chest like a prizefighter fending off an angry bull.

      Thump thump thump.

      I squeeze the phone in my hand, the damn email floating through my mind as my fingernails dig into the rubber case. The words are inanimate, stuck behind the screen, but to me, they have a pulse, a heartbeat, like they’d escape and attack me if it were possible.

      “Excuse me?” The guy behind me nudges my elbow. I turn and see one hairy-knuckled finger pointing at the barista. “She’s waiting on you. We’re all waiting on you.”

      His voice is kind but tight, like he’s holding his irritation in check but the pot is precariously close to boiling over.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, stepping up to the counter. I order hastily and hand over my gift card, my gaze floating down to the tip canister with the handwritten sign that reads Why lie? This is for beer.

      I attempt a smile at the girl, but I honestly don’t know if it’s a smile or a grimace. My insides don’t feel like my own right now. She hands me back a gift card that now holds fifty-two cents and turns her attention elsewhere.

      Stepping to the side, I find an open seat and sink down into it. The man behind me in line has finished his order, and he offers me a perfunctory smile paired with a polite head nod as he passes.

      “My mom died yesterday,” I blurt out. Why did I say that? The shock I suppose. I just... I just need to say it out loud. To make it feel like a fact. This new reality has been mine for fewer than ten minutes.

      His eyes grow wide and he turns so his body is slightly angled toward me. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he offers.

      I shake my head, and my long hair tickles my jawbone. “Don’t be. She was a terrible person.”

      His eyes widen with horror. “Uh, okay.” His hands go into his pockets and he hurries away.

      Inside, I’m laughing in that maniacal, ridiculous way. I never talk about my mom. Never. But I just told a complete stranger the essential truth about someone most people revere. Maybe I should have kept going and truth-vomited all over his shoes. Guess what, hairy-knuckled man? My first thought after hearing my mom died was not about her at all. It was about them.

      I look out, past the line of people with their necks bent as they stare at their phones while they wait to order. That was how I looked too, until I tapped on my email app. I wonder what I looked like after that?

      “Lennon,” a barista calls out my name in a loud voice, her Texas accent coloring all six letters of my name. I’d love to have an accent like her, but I didn’t move to Dallas until I was eighteen, and the only change to my speech in the eight years I’ve lived here has been y’all.

      I stand and move to the counter, mumbling my thanks. She grins and zips away, her waist-length ponytail swinging like a pendulum. I stare at it; it’s not often I meet someone with hair longer than mine.

      On a normal day, I’d linger in the coffee shop, enjoying the exposed piping in the ceiling and the glass light fixtures with their bright Edison bulbs, the sound of fingers tapping on keyboards and the sweet smell of flavored syrup. Today I don’t have time for that. Today I have to go back to the apartment I’m beyond lucky to live in, and pack.

      I’m going home to Arizona.

      To bury a woman I’d rather not see ever again, even in death.

      To face the boys who are now men, the ones who rescued me and ruined me at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait, what?” Laine pauses and stares at me, her hand suspended mid-air. She’d been reaching for one of the three metal stools under the overhang of our kitchen island when I’d walked in and told her about my mom.

      “Dead,” I repeat. “A heart attack at church.”

      Laine is my best friend. My roommate. One of three people who know about my childhood. The fourth person who knew is lying in a chilly morgue.

      Laine sinks down onto the stool and tucks her feet on the little bar at the bottom. She chews her lower lip as she absorbs the news. She looks conflicted. If I had to guess, I’d say her conflict lies in the immediate sadness a person feels when they hear someone has died, followed by the knowledge of the kind of person the newly deceased was. Laine stops chewing her lip and asks, “How did you find out?”

      I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands and start to explain. “Wilma, who according to her email signature, is the assistant to Pastor Thomas, emailed me this morning and said my mother died yesterday.” I poke at my phone screen with one fingertip and it comes to life. The background picture is a bunch of succulents. It holds no personal meaning for me; I just thought they were beautiful. “They tried calling me, but I sent the calls to voicemail. Arizona area codes.”

      “Uh huh.” Laine nods once, slowly, needing no additional explanation. She’s watching me cautiously, her eyes scanning my face.

      I’ve been doing the same thing to my entire body since I read the email. Where is the sadness? The grief? The feeling of loss? It’s all missing. Instead, I feel… nothing.

      Laine tips her chin at the paper cup in my hand. “And you went to get coffee after you heard the news?”

      Glancing down, I study my name scrawled on the cup. Lenin. They misspelled it. For everything my mother did wrong, she got one thing right: my name. I love it. I’ve never met another Lennon. I asked her about it once, and she told me she loved the Beatles and named me after her favorite Beatle. I’ve clung to that memory, because it was uncharacteristically sweet of her.

      “I was in line when I saw the email.”

      “Right,” Laine says slowly, the word soft and drawn out. “Is there anything you want to talk about?” Her hands gather in her lap and she hinges forward slightly at the waist, waiting for me to talk.

      What is there to talk about? My mother lived, she was cruel, then she died. There is no unfinished business. No unmet desire to one day gain her approval. That ship sailed the day I walked out of the house and moved to Texas. Wait, scratch that. The ship sailed the night of my high school graduation when I tried to tell her what happened, and she called me a liar.

      Eight years of hard work helped me move past all that. I can only hope handling my mom’s death doesn’t set me back to the place I was in when I left Agua Mesa. Wouldn’t that be just like my mother though? One final, great big middle finger to me on her hot trip to Hell?

      I glance up into Laine’s concerned face. “I have to go back.”

      “You don’t have to. Why go back to a place that caused you so much pain?”

      “You think I should skip my mother’s funeral?”

      “It sounds terrible when you say it like that, but yes, that’s essentially what I’m saying.”

      Being a no-show would be a thousand percent easier than going back. Forget riding into town on a white stallion, I might as well catch a ride on a black sheep. Still, I have to go. I can’t cower in another state. And I’m so ready to see Finn and Brady. My guys. My best friends, my two greatest loves.

      “I’m going.” My tone is adamant.

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      I smile. Laine is an amazing friend. Her generosity knows no bounds, and she would give me the shirt off her back if I needed it. But, I don’t want to bring her to the place where I grew up. We moved to Agua Mesa when I was seven, and it was a fine place to be, but it all changed the night of high school graduation. I don’t know what is waiting for me now after all this time, but too clearly, I remember how I was treated after it happened. If I wanted to, I could close my eyes and see the suspicious glances and disbelieving side-eyes. Not just me, though. Finn, too. But not Brady. Not golden-boy Brady.

      “Thanks, but no. I’ll go alone. And,” I pause, getting my bearings for what I’m about to say because though I know it to be true, I can hardly believe it. “Finn and Brady will meet me there.”

      “What?” Her mouth drops open, forming a perfect 'O' shape. “You called them?”

      “Not yet.” I walk to the other side of the island and set down my cup. “But they’ll come. I know they will.”

      “The pact?” Laine’s eyebrows are raised. When she finds confirmation in my expression, she says, “You really think it still applies?”

      I nod. It definitely still applies. We made that pact the night before we all went our separate ways. Finn to California, Brady to Chicago, and me to Texas. We’d sworn up-and-down that if one of us had to go back to Agua Mesa, all of us had to go back to Agua Mesa.

      Laine’s right hand lifts to her ear, where she seizes the diamond stud she wears in between two fingers and spins it. This is what she does when she has something to say, but she’s unwilling to say it.

      “Just tell me, Laine.”

      She gazes at me. I widen my own eyes and move my hands in a give-it-to me gesture.

      She sighs, then says, “I’m afraid you’re going to get hurt.”

      “By Finn and Brady?”

      She nods. “All of it, but definitely by them.”

      I wave my hand flippantly, but on the inside my body is anything but flippant. The possibility of seeing Finn and Brady has my stomach in knots. Feeling the need to defend the three us, I say, “We were teenagers. We took turns hurting each other.” It seems like so long ago, yet I can pluck up the memories as if they’re perpetually lying in wait for me to call on them.

      “You still love them. You always have. And I’m sure they still love you.”

      “Yes.” Our souls are connected, our hearts formed by the shared experience of growing up together.

      “But—”

      I shake my head and Laine falls silent. “I won’t go back there without them.” It’s the simple truth. Finn and Brady own every memory I have in Agua Mesa. The good, the bad, and the hideous. And going back now means I’ll need them more than ever.

      Laine holds up her palms. “Fine,” she shakes her head resolutely. “I hope this ends well for you.”

      The fear lying dormant in my belly begins to stir. I knew we’d reach this eventuality, and now it’s here.

      I’ll go home to Agua Mesa. I’ll face whatever it is waiting for me there, including the love triangle we left behind. I can’t go home without them, even when I know it will force us all into a situation we’ve been running from for so long.

      Will I finally choose between Brady and Finn?
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      I’ve been staring at my phone for three minutes, the pretty green succulents staring back at me. If this was a hey how are you doing call, I wouldn’t be nervous. But this is a point of no return call. I think my nerves are justified.

      It’s been eight years since we’ve all been together. In the beginning, we didn’t aim to be apart for so long. It happened naturally, the way a river freezes over drop by drop. College was more demanding than we anticipated it would be, and with none of us going home to Agua Mesa, it was harder to plan a visit. Then Brady went to law school, Finn and I got jobs, and somehow days and months floated by until they became years.

      Though we haven’t been together physically, we’ve kept in touch. We text, we call, we see each other’s social media posts.

      Just thinking about talking to them brings a smile to my face. Finn’s voice is wry, like he’s always on the edge of laughing or flirting. It makes it seem like no matter what it is he’s talking about, it’s not that bad.

      Not Brady. Brady’s voice is strong and commanding, but kind. If loyalty and conviction had a voice, it would be Brady’s.

      I call him first, simply because his name comes first in my contacts.

      “Lennon?” He sounds worried, which he should be. We haven’t talked on the phone in a while. If his name was the one flashing across my screen, I’d be beside myself.

      “Brady, hi. How are you?”

      “Worried about you.”

      “Were you worried about me before I called?”

      He chuckles. “Not really.”

      “I’m fine,” I assure him.

      “Are you sure about that? We haven’t talked in a long time…”

      The reason why hangs in the air between us, somehow traveling across the miles between Dallas and Chicago.

      I clear my throat. “Um, yeah. It has been a while. But I promise, I’m fine. I’m calling to tell you that my mom died yesterday and I’m going back to Agua Mesa.”

      Brady blows out an audible breath, some of it sneaking into the phone and making a whooshing noise.

      “When are you leaving?” he asks, and I hear new background noise. Something slamming. Maybe a cabinet?

      “As soon as I can get a bag together. I’m driving out.” No need to mention that it’s cheaper to drive.

      “Then I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Brady—”

      “I’ll be there, Lennon.”

      My lips purse, and my heart surges. I’d told Laine he would remember our pact, that it still applied, but even as I said it, I felt a twinge of uncertainty. We’re adults now. That pact was made with teenage hearts. Back then we didn’t understand commitments to anyone but each other. Now there are jobs and lives and... significant others?

      “Thank you, Brady.” There’s relief in my voice.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t come?” His voice is low. The rumble of it warms my heart.

      “No, no. Of course not. I knew you’d come if you could.”

      “I’d be there even if I couldn’t.”

      I smile. He’s still so sweet, so loyal. Never one to shy away from a declaration. But the best part about Brady? He means it.

      “I better get going,” I tell him. “I need to pack.”

      “And call Finn?”

      “Yep,” I answer, guilt blossoming in my belly. There’s nothing wrong with me calling Finn and then packing, but not telling Brady my exact reason for getting off the phone makes me feel like I’ve done something wrong.

      “So you called me first.” Satisfaction colors his tone.

      I groan playfully. “Your name comes first in my contacts.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I laugh and tell him goodbye, then scroll to Finn’s number. My thumb hovers over his name as his face floats in my mind. His perpetual smirk is the first thing I see. It’s like he knows something juicy, and if you’re lucky enough, he just might share it with you.

      I press his name, and the phone rings. Once, twice, three times. He answers on the fifth ring.

      “Well, well, well.” He pauses, exhaling a heavy breath. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “What are you doing right now?” I’m asking because his breathing is still heavy, and oh my god what if he’s... you know... with a woman right now? He wouldn’t answer in the middle of that, would he? Except this is Finn I’m talking about, and anything is possible with him.

      “Working.”

      “I didn’t know computers could give you such a workout.”

      “Very funny, Miss L.” He pauses again, and I imagine him gulping water from a bottle. “What’s up?”

      “My mom died, and I was wondering if you feel like coming to Arizona?”

      Finn’s quiet for a moment before he speaks. “You’re in luck, Lennon. I’m already in Arizona.”

      Surprise jerks my head back an inch. “You went home... without us?”

      “I’m in Arizona, but not in Agua Mesa.”

      Oh.

      This makes me feel better. On a realistic level, I know he can go wherever he damn well pleases. All three of us can. But that agreement we made is something I hold onto, a symbol of how much we all still matter to one another.

      “Why exactly are you in the great state of AZ?” I make my voice casual, trying to fight the feeling of longing that has sprung up in my belly. I feel the girlish urge to twist a phone cord around my fingers and bat my eyelashes. Of course, there is no phone cord to twist because this isn’t the nineties.

      “You might know if you visited me every once in a while.”

      Hurt trickles into the lightly admonishing tone he’s using. Finn doesn’t let anything slide. He’s not afraid to call me out. Or anyone else, for that matter. He once challenged my mother, adding another log to the fire of dislike she felt for him.

      “Finn—”

      “Do you think of me, Lennon?” His voice lowers, his tone husky.

      My belly swirls again. “Of course. Every day.”

      “You sure about that?”

      A lick of anger flickers in my core. It’s a common reaction around Finn. He has always possessed the ability to bring the emotion to the surface. Funny how I can’t remember a time when Brady has brought that out. Brady keeps me steady. With Brady, I know right where I am.

      If they were colors, Brady would be a calm, cool blue. Finn would be a fiery orange-red.

      “Don’t be dumb.” I say it cheekily, and Finn laughs, a deep, singular sound.

      Sass is my defense mechanism. It’s how I handle discomfort. And guilt. And just about anything unpleasant.

      Finn clears his throat. “I guess I’m supposed to say I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “You could.”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “That depends on whether you want to.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Then don’t.”

      Despite the macabre topic of conversation, our banter has my lips curving upward.

      A sound comes through the phone, something like the crunching of gravel.

      “Where are you?” I ask.

      “I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Um hmm. Tomorrow. When I see you in Agua Mesa.” His voice slips over me, sliding into my heart, reassuring me.

      “Really?” Hope swells in my chest.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t come?”

      I blink at his words. They are the same words Brady used with me only minutes ago. For all their differences, their hearts are loyal as hell. It’s why I chose them, all those years ago. Or maybe they chose me. I’m not sure anymore.

      I shrug, even though he can’t see me. “It’s been a long time. Eight years.”

      “Eight years,” he echoes. “Are you ready to go home?”

      “Are you?”

      “Not even close.”

      Of the three of us, Finn will have the hardest time going back. He’s the one with the impressive juvenile rap sheet. I’ll be subject to the dubious glances from the congregation of Joyful Noise Bible, but I can handle it. My mom just died, so their sympathy will be automatic, if also a bit begrudging. And then there’s Brady. Nothing awaits him except for a bevy of middle-aged women hoping to set him up with their daughters. Who wouldn’t want their precious daughter with someone who’s not only a lawyer but the son of an esteemed federal judge?

      I blow out a hard breath. “Well, get ready. Because we’re going right into the belly of the beast.”

      “So dramatic.”

      I smile. “I’ve been called that once or twice.”

      “By me.”

      “True,” I agree, eyeing the gigantic suitcase Laine let me borrow. “I better go. I need to get packed and on the road.”

      “Drive safe, Miss L.”

      “Will do. Bye,” I say, then blurt, “Finn, wait!”

      “Yeah?”

      “Tell me something I’ll never believe.”

      The game started when we were young, and it stuck. Finn recites a fact, something so outlandish it sounds fake, and I decide whether or not I believe it. Usually I had to look on the internet to investigate its validity. My research always ended up pointless; Finn never told me anything that wasn’t true.

      After a moment, Finn says, “Female elephants form a tight circle around another female when she’s giving birth. They do this because the birthing female is vulnerable to attack, so their circle is meant for protection.”

      Tears spring to my eyes. I believe him. And if it’s not true, I don’t want to know. It’s too beautiful.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Finn.”

      He pauses for so long I wonder if he has hung up, then softly he tells me goodbye.

      I hang up and stare at the suitcase. Those two phone calls, plus the fact that I’m headed to Agua Mesa as soon as I can gather my things, has left me emotionally exhausted. Too bad I don’t have time for exhaustion. Placing my palms on either side of me, I hoist myself off the bed and into action. Before long, I’m packed, and then I’m holding back tears as I hug Laine goodbye. It’s her fault. She’s the one who started crying, and I can‘t look at her tears without producing some of my own.

      It’s just for a week, I tell her. Two, tops. I can’t imagine it will take me any longer than that to make arrangements and go through my mother’s house.

      At least, I hope it doesn’t.
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      The old lady’s heels make a lot of noise. Click clack. Click clack. Her veiny hand presses into my shoulder, the cold from her fingers seeping through the thin fabric of my purple shirt. I didn’t want to wear this shirt today, but Mommy made me.

      My tummy feels sick, but I know better than to say anything. Besides, I don’t want them to call Mommy. I don’t want to be in our new house with her, even though it smells good and is so big I can stand in the kitchen and not also be in the living room, like in our old place.

      The old lady, whose name I can’t remember, stops in front of a door painted the same shade of blue as a robin’s egg.

      “Here you go,” she says kindly, opening the door and gently pushing me into the classroom ahead of her. I look down at my scuffed shoes but I can feel the curious gazes of the students. My cheeks warm. Lifting my head, I dare a quick glance, locking onto a set of eyes in the front corner. A small smile curls up one side of the boy’s mouth. A tiny fraction of my nerves fizzle out.

      “Class!” A warm, friendly voice draws his attention from me. I spend another second looking at him, then look at the speaker. The young woman, who must be Miss Landry, walks to the center of the whiteboard and motions me over. I hurry to her. I hope she likes me.

      She smiles as I approach, bending down and extending an open arm. She pulls me into her side and the first thing I notice is how sweet she smells, like sugar. The second thing I notice is her long, shiny brown hair. My hair used to look like that.

      “This is Lennon Davies,” Miss Landry says to the class, and she squeezes me with the arm she has wrapped around my shoulder. “She has just moved here from Verde Canyon. If you go to Joyful Noise Bible, you’ll be seeing her around, because she’s Pastor Ted’s stepdaughter.” She looks out across the sea of faces, most of them peering curiously at me. “I need someone to show her around today and make Lennon feel like she has found her new home at Agua Mesa Elementary. Who is responsible enough to do that for me?”

      Hands go up, but Miss Landry looks straight to the boy who smiled at me. “Brady?”

      His head bobs up and down and his eyes are bright. The other hands slide down, and one person groans at the unfairness of not being chosen.

      More of my nerves melt away. Brady. That’s a nice name. I say it in my head a few more times. Brady Brady Brady.

      Miss Landry turns to me. “You came in at just the right time. We’re about to go to recess.” She waves at someone over my shoulder, probably the old lady, and looks back to Brady. “Come say hi, Brady. Class, put your folders in your desks and line up by the door.” Miss Landry releases me and goes back to her desk.

      Brady comes to stand in the spot Miss Landry has left, but he doesn’t put his arm around me. I’m glad for that, because that would be weird, but I wouldn’t mind being hugged today. Today is hard. Being the new kid in school, and new to my own house, is hard.

      “Hi,” Brady says, sticking out his hand. I’ve only seen adults do that, and people in movies.

      I place my hand in his, and he shakes so strongly that I’m certain he’s shaking my hand for me.

      “Let’s go play.” He pulls me to the back of the line and releases me once we get there. In front of us, a boy with blondish-brown hair steps out of line and looks back at us. He puts his fisted hands on his hips and shakes his head at me. The nerves rush back, but then I realize he’s looking at Brady, not me.

      Behind me, Brady says, “That’s Finn. He’s not mean, but he acts like it sometimes.”

      I nod, but Brady’s words don’t make me feel any better. I don’t think Finn likes that Brady has volunteered to be my friend.

      We march through the halls to the playground, and when the concrete becomes grass, everyone scatters. Brady takes my hand again.

      “Come on,” he says, leading the way to the monkey bars. Finn sits on the top rung of the ladder, watching us approach.

      “Hi,” I say when we get there. Brady drops my hand again.

      Finn eyes me from his perch but doesn’t say anything.

      “Say hi, Finn.” Brady’s voice sounds like an adult.

      “Hi,” Finn says in a bored tone, and something tells me that although he did what Brady said, he doesn’t usually listen when people tell him what to do.

      Finn hops off the ladder and drops down onto his knees. He paws through the sand, pushing it right and left, lifting his fingers and letting the grains slip through like one of those things people use to look for gold.

      Brady does the same, so I do too.

      “Why are we doing this?” I ask, watching as the sand I’ve gathered falls through my fingers.

      Finn glances at me like I’m hopeless, the stupidest girl he has ever met. Brady says, “The teachers bury treasure in the sand. Gems and pirate coins. Sometimes little toys.”

      Finn looks up. His hair is tan like the sand we’re digging in and his eyes are dark, like the bark of the rain-soaked mesquite tree in front of my old apartment. He looks hard at Brady. “Violet says there’s money buried here too.”

      Brady shakes his head. “My mom says the teachers don’t make enough to offer their money for us to find.”

      Finn ignores this and keeps sifting. “If there’s money, I’m going to find it.”

      Brady looks at me and rolls his eyes, and I giggle. Finn looks up sharply, and I know immediately that was the wrong thing to do.

      “We need to have a meeting,” Finn announces to Brady. He stands and strides off to the boy’s bathroom.

      Brady looks at me and I can tell he feels bad. “I’ll be right back.”

      I watch him go. I like the way he walks slowly, like he’s not in a hurry to hear whatever it is Finn has to say.

      Looking around, I see girls climbing on the play area, flying down slides, and some older kids playing tetherball. Nobody looks my way. I get up, brush off my knees, and walk with my head down to the girl’s bathroom. I don’t want to keep sitting alone in the sand, and I don’t know what else to do. When I get closer, I hear voices, so I pause with my palms flattened on the bathroom door, then slide against the brick wall until I’m closer to the corner where the voices are coming from.

      “Why are you inviting a girl to play with us?”

      “It’s her first day. And she looked scared.”

      “She’s a girl.”

      If there’s a response, I can’t hear it. Suddenly they appear around the corner. Brady looks surprised to see me, and Finn’s face hardens, like he’s mad. I hurry into the girl’s bathroom, and I stay there until I hear a whistle. Brady is waiting for me when I emerge, and silently I join him in line.
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        * * *

      

      Today, I’m ready. I have a plan.

      I glance at Finn’s desk as I take a seat at my own. I sit behind a girl with a big, red braid and a lime green bow at the end. My heart lurches when I see how thick and pretty her hair is. The girl sitting beside her leans over, glancing at me as she passes a folded piece of paper to the red-haired girl.

      The girl reads the note, peeking back at me and snickering. My eyes fall to my lap and my behind slides down the seat of my plastic chair as I try to make myself smaller. What are they talking about?

      The re-folded note lands on my desk. I don’t know which girl tossed it there, because their backs are turned now. I don’t want to know what it says, but I also really, really do.

      Grabbing the note, I open it and read, my cheeks reddening.

      You have boy hair.

      My hand flies to my horrible hair cut, the one my mom forced me to get. She was sick of dealing with my hair, hated the time it took to brush out the tangles, and so she told the hairdresser to cut it off. After, it wasn’t even long enough to tuck behind my ears. I cried. I still cry at each trim.

      Tears burn my eyes right now, too, but I refuse to let those girls see me cry. I capture the tip of my tongue between my front teeth and bite down, waiting until the burning feeling in my eyes disappears.

      Miss Landry calls the students to order and starts class. I have no trouble keeping up. It’s the same work as my old school. New school, same third grade.

      When it’s time for recess, we stand as one and file out the door the same way we did yesterday. Brady walks beside me. I guess he doesn’t think his duties from yesterday are finished. After I’d spent the rest of the school day hardly saying a word, I thought he’d be more than ready to get rid of me.

      My hand slips into my pocket, curling around what’s inside. Last night I’d waited until I was certain my mom was sucked into her soap opera, then I snuck into her purse.

      Today, Brady doesn’t ask if I want to play with him. Maybe he’s afraid I’ll say no. He takes my hand and pulls me along with him to the sand in front of the monkey bars. Finn is already there, on his knees and digging through the sand. He looks up when we sit down, holding out an open hand into the space between us.

      “A ruby,” he announces, the dark red jewel shimmering in the sunlight.

      I wonder if he knows it’s fake?

      Without saying anything, I join in the sifting. When Finn says he’s thirsty and stands up, I realize this is my chance. The second he’s gone I reach into my pocket, grabbing the five-dollar bill and shoving it into the sand where Finn had been digging. I meet Brady’s eyes. He says nothing, just looks away and keeps digging. I go back to my little square of sand, waiting with an excited feeling in my tummy. Will Finn find it? Will he know it was me?

      Finn comes back, plops back down onto the sand, and starts digging. It doesn’t take long for him to find the money. He snatches it and lets out a loud yell. It gets the attention of other kids, who come running.

      “I knew it,” he says, looking around at our classmates. He looks so satisfied, I almost feel bad for putting the money there. What if I’ve done something wrong again?

      Soon all the kids are on their knees, digging through the sand. Nobody else finds any money. I fake my disappointment so that my expression resembles theirs.

      On the way back into class, Finn walks beside me. He holds out a palm, the ruby dull in the shadows of the hallway. “Want this?”

      I look from his palm to his eyes, which are sparkling with his excitement. I nod and slip it into my pocket.
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      It turns out I’m not riding into town on a black sheep. I’ve borrowed Laine’s shiny white Mercedes SUV, because my old clunker probably wouldn’t make the trip, and being stuck on the side of the road in the middle of the hot, dusty desert between Texas and Arizona doesn’t sound like my idea of fun.

      Laine handed me her fancy keys, with the little black key fob, and I handed her back a single car key for which she’ll have to use to get in the door and drive the car. I asked her if she knew how to use a key like that, and though I was joking, she replied seriously, “I’m sure I can figure it out.”

      After I crossed the Arizona-New Mexico border I called my boss and left her a message, telling her about a family emergency and my plans to use bereavement leave. I didn’t tell her when I’d be back, because I have no idea what I’m getting into and I don’t want to set up an unrealistic expectation.

      After my phone call to her, I drove on, stopping once for gas and then continuing until the mountains gave way to flat desert.

      Agua Mesa is a suburb of Phoenix. Ninety percent of it belongs to the elite, to golf-club-swinging retirees, and stay-at-home moms shopping at Whole Foods in their yoga pants while they sip post-workout smoothies.

      I’m not knocking them. If somebody offered me that role, I’d snatch it up in a heartbeat. My days are spent trying desperately to place innocent children into homes where I hope and pray they will be loved. It pains me to say it often doesn’t work out that way. So, yeah, I wouldn’t mind going to yoga and drinking expensive smoothies.

      Laine’s car glides smoothly over the road. Native American symbols decorate the walls of the freeway, and big green signs hang from the overpasses, warning me of my upcoming exit. This place doesn’t appear to have changed in the time I’ve been gone. The same landmarks, the same relentlessly sunny sky.

      Agua Mesa might belong to the well-to-do, but a tiny fraction of it is inhabited by people who don’t drive luxury cars and cultivate their appearance like it’s a second job. People like me, and Finn. Although Finn is even more of an anomaly than me. He ended up in our school because of zoning. At some point in time, someone in the city planner’s office drew some lines, and those lines put Finn's run-down neighborhood inside the boundary of Agua Mesa public schools, much to the dissatisfaction of its high-class residents.

      Teetering on the edge of ritzy Agua Mesa is the small mobile home park Finn called home. When we were younger, we didn’t know or care where Finn slept at night, but as the years passed, it became something notable, and the chip on Finn’s shoulder grew and grew.

      My exit comes up and I take it, driving slowly, as though the whole town is a giant, coiled, sleeping snake, but at any moment it might wake and strike.

      My house is in between Finn’s and Brady’s, nearly exactly at the mid-point, which is almost funny. It might as well be a metaphor for our whole relationship. Them on either side and me smack-dab in the middle.

      I pull into my neighborhood with the nearly identical front yards, the manicured patches of grass surrounded by gray and tan rocks. My heart twists and I realize I miss Dallas and its big trees. Here, the trees are Palo Verdes, and they’re spindly and sparse. I can see through them and it depresses me.

      The car rolls to a stop in the driveway. I peer out through the windshield, taking in the tan stucco, the big front door made of dried Saguaro ribs. Made from a cactus, my stepfather said, Like living off the fat of the land, and then he rapped on the front door with two knuckles. I was almost eight, and it was my first time at his house, which was to become my new house in only two weeks. I didn’t like him yet, and I liked his house even less, but I knew better than to say that to my mother. She had already told me how her new boyfriend was going to become her husband and save us, and there was no room for discussion.

      Grabbing my purse, I hop out of the car and go to the back, pressing a button and watching the trunk open for me. I wrestle my heavy suitcase out of the back, then press the button and watch the trunk close. It’s amazing the conveniences money can buy.

      At the front door, I search my purse for my house key. I’d had to dig through a box of old things in my closet just to find it and add it to my keyring, along with Laine’s key fob. Hopefully my mother didn’t have the locks changed the second I left. I wouldn’t put it past her.

      She didn’t. The key turns and I let myself in. Stepping into the home is like stepping back in time. Like Agua Mesa, it doesn’t appear anything in this house has changed. To the left, the living room looks untouched, and there are still lines in the carpet from the last time it was vacuumed. An over-sized wedding photo in a gaudy gold frame sits on the fireplace mantle, and fake greenery runs the length of the remainder of the space.

      I walk in farther, my suitcase noisy on the ivory floor tile, and try not to smell my mother. It’s a pointless endeavor; her scent is everywhere. It fills my nostrils, making them burn. It’s her hairspray. Her overpowering, choking hairspray. She used it when she was a trashy whore in the middle of nowhere, and she used it when she was a pious, God-fearing woman. That hairspray accompanied my mother through each iteration of her life. Maybe she should be buried with a can of it. It might be the only thing she truly loved.

      I pass the stairs, my finger running the length of the banister until it grows too tall for me, and my hand drops off. Moving into the kitchen, I walk to the small butcher block island and look around. There is a half-empty bag of bread with the remaining plastic bag tucked under itself to keep the bread from going stale. The twist tie lies on the counter beside the bread.

      I move on, opening the fridge, pushing aside the contents and reading labels. I’m learning who my mother was in the past eight years. Who she was without her husband, and without her daughter. Three months separated my stepfather’s death and when I left for Dallas, but I didn’t spend any time with her. And that was for a good reason, too.

      Before I leave the kitchen, I pull open the door leading to the back yard and peek outside. I’m looking for her precious tomato plants. If she had been told to get rid of everything in her life except for three things, those stupid fucking tomato plants would’ve made the cut.

      And there they are.

      Sometime in the last eight years, she moved them from the ground into a raised bed. They have an awning now, their own personal shade. The soil is deep black, rich-looking, well-cared for.

      I spot a drip system poking out from the soil, and it feels like a slap in the face. All the mornings I spent out here, watering those tomato plants by hand. It was on my list of chores, and my mother wanted it done before school, before the sun’s heat could reach down into the soil and dry it out. The watering was done by hand, with a hose that didn’t have a sprayer. My thumb, hooked over the mouth of the hose, turned it into a sprayer. It didn’t matter to her that it hurt my thumb, or that on cold mornings my thumb felt like an icicle.

      She took better care of those tomatoes than she ever did me.

      “Fuck you,” I murmur, both to her and the tomatoes. I step back inside and let the door close.

      For a second I was feeling oddly nostalgic, but not anymore. Seeing those plants was a reminder of the daily lack of love and caring I experienced in this house. No wonder I hated her. No wonder I didn’t speak to her more than five times during my final summer here.
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      I don’t know how it happened. I opened a drawer and found a picture of me and my stepfather Ted, and the next second the plate was in my hand.

      Now its shattered remains decorate the floor around me. The first plate felt so good, the explosion so soothing, that I reach for a second plate. I lift it high above my head and send it crashing to the floor. The crack, the sound of splintering china, brings me a moment of pleasure. So I do it again. And again, and again. My hands are reaching into the cabinet for a glass serving bowl when I hear my name.

      I turn around, the serving bowl clutched in my grasp.

      His hair is as dark as ever, but he’s pale now, not as tan as I remember him. His eyes look tired, the very beginning of fine lines settling in.

      Brady’s eyes follow the lift of my arms, and then he lowers them to meet mine. Our gazes locked, I bring my arms back down with force, sending the large bowl crashing to the ground between us.

      “Did that feel good?” he asks, one eyebrow raised.

      I nod.

      Brady takes a cautious step forward. “Lennon?”

      I’ve always loved the way Brady says my name. His tongue caresses each letter, like each one is important to him. Every part of me matters.

      Tears unexpectedly fill my eyes. Brady holds open his arms, and I go to him, carefully sidestepping the mess I’ve made.

      He pulls me into a chest that is as unfamiliar as it is familiar. It’s Brady, but it’s not. This is Brady, the man. I’ve really only known Brady, the boy.

      This version of him is bigger, stronger, broader. Still, my soul recognizes his. He is kind, right down to his core, and I can sense that this trait still dominates. The little boy who held my hand on my first day at school in a brand-new town still resides within this man.

      Tears slip quietly down my cheeks. Brady places his hands on either side of my head and tips my face up to look at him.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      My response is a single, bitter laugh.

      Brady uses his thumbs to wipe my cheeks. “Never mind. I’m not sorry for your loss. Your mom was awful.”

      At these words, I laugh a real laugh. Brady pulls me back in, crushing me against his chest.

      “I’ve missed you, Lennon.” His words fall down around me, brushing my shoulders and trickling over me.

      “Not as much as I’ve missed you,” I whisper.

      So many nights I wanted Brady, and Finn too. Wanted the reassuring presence of my best friends, the only two people in my life who made me feel safe. Without them, I had to go it alone, and even though learning to depend on myself was a good thing, being alone is harder than it sounds. Meeting Laine was a godsend, but there’s something about Brady and Finn that cannot be replaced.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “I think so,” I murmur into his chest, then pull my head back and look up at him. “I’m not sure. I should be sad, right? But I’m not. It feels wrong not to be sad.”

      “Under normal circumstances, you should be sad. But these circumstances?” He looks around my house as if the walls could reveal what really went on inside. “They were not normal.”

      Anger and resentment rise, and automatically I push them away. I’ve been pushing them away for more than a decade, it would feel odd to stop now.

      Brady holds me so tenderly, his hand cradling the back of my head, the other on the small of my back. We stay that way, the people we’ve become while apart slowly seeping into one another, slipping and sliding into the people we were back then. My younger self taps me from somewhere inside, reminding me that no matter how hard I’ve worked to rid myself of her experiences, they are still very much present.

      From where we stand in the kitchen, I have a direct line of sight through the hallway and to the front door. The handle turns, the door swings open, and Finn steps in. Our eyes meet, his gaze still fiery and alive, as if he might tease or challenge me at any second. If Brady is the calm, then Finn is the chaos.

      Brady’s head swivels at the sound of the door closing. Finn’s eyes leave mine and lift. For a split second, a blip in time so quick it may not have been there at all, tension springs up. Just as quickly, it dissipates. I let go of Brady, and as I step away, I feel the slight tug of my T-shirt, like he tightened his grip on the small of my back but was too late.

      “Finn,” I say, a smile taking over my face. He comes to me, and I go to him, meeting in the hallway where framed enlarged scriptures decorate the walls. Right there in front of John 3:16, Finn wraps his arms around me and lifts me off my feet, spinning me around. I laugh and tuck my face into his neck. When he sets me down, I take a step away and blink twice, trying to orient myself.

      Finn points toward the kitchen, and I think he’s pointing at Brady until he says, “Did you make that mess in there?”

      I shrug, a smile pulling at the corner of my mouth. “Guilty.”

      Brady walks up, and Finn extends a hand. They shake and smile, coming in for that ubiquitous guy hug and clapping each other on the backs.

      “You been hitting the gym, Brady?” Finn smacks Brady one more time.

      Brady steps back and shrugs. “Not as much as I’d like. Work keeps me busy.”

      “Living that lawyer life?”

      “Something like that,” Brady says, his tone expressing his disenchantment.

      “Not what you’d thought it would be?” Finn asks.

      Brady shakes his head, palming the back of his neck. “Is anything what we thought it would be when we were young?”

      I snort. “Hardly. Why are you in Arizona?” My question is directed at Finn. “Shouldn’t you be in Silicon Valley giving Elon Musk a run for his money?”

      He rakes a hand across his jaw. “I’m in between things right now.”

      I frown at his evasiveness. “So what were you doing back in Arizona? And where exactly were you doing it?” I press.

      “I was up north just outside a little town. I’m building a cabin.”

      I blink. “You’re building a cabin?”

      Brady grins. “I like it. It suits you. Don’t buy a flannel, that’s what I'm getting you for Christmas.”

      I snap my fingers in excitement. “Yes! Don’t buy a banjo, either.”

      Finn scowls jokingly. “Too late. I already own both those things.” He directs his gaze to only me. “And you? How’s social work these days?”

      “There are probably few jobs that are worse.”

      Finn opens his mouth, but I beat him to it. “I’m sure whatever job you’ve just come up with is worse than mine. But trust me, my job is awful.”

      I never aspired to be a social worker, and yet I felt called to the career. Giving children the love they deserve gives me a sense of satisfaction, and every time it happens, I feel a tiny bit of healing.

      “Cool. We all either hate our jobs or we don’t have one.” Brady laughs ironically. “Let’s clean up the mess.”

      Finn steps aside and starts for the kitchen. Kneeling, he begins gathering the largest pieces of flowery china. Brady and I follow, bending to help.

      Our first day back and here we are, cleaning up my mess. That’s how it all happened that summer too. We were thrust into a mess I didn’t ask to be a part of. But this is different. We’ve been brought together by death, but this time nobody suspects one of us might be to blame.
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      I’m sure there’s plenty of coffee in my mom’s house, but staying in there one more second might just mean I’m going to blow a gasket. That place is full of her, and still so full of him, that it makes me want to scream.

      I had to get out, so I threw on some clothes and headed into the summer sun. I have to go find Wilma at Joyful Noise Bible today anyhow. It’s time to face what brought me back here.

      Agua Mesa might be a big suburb, but in some ways, it’s a small town. Somehow, everyone knows everybody else. There aren’t any gossiping old ladies on a park bench, but there are whispers in a chain a mile long, and if a married person is stepping out on their spouse, you can bet the secret won’t last.

      I park the car and walk into a little coffee shop attached to the clubhouse of a golf course. It’s off the beaten path and I’m hoping this will minimize the chances of me running into someone I know.

      There’s no gift card to be used here, so I order a black coffee and find a seat. As I’m lifting the drink to my lips, two hands slip over my eyes.

      My shoulders stiffen, my belly seizes.

      “Guess who?”

      His voice is warm, melting the stiffness in my muscles. My free hand lifts and covers one of his hands, pulling it away. He moves the other hand, and I turn my neck, looking up at him.

      He’s still unfairly beautiful, his face like a painting that manages to convey both his golden heart and his recklessness.

      “Hi, Finn.” A thrill runs through me at the sound of his name coming from my lips. It means I’m finally sharing the same air as him.

      He sinks into a seat beside me, takes the coffee from my hand, and sips. His eyes are on mine as he gives it back to me. Our gazes stay connected, and I find myself swallowing a huge lump in my throat.

      Smirking, he drums his fingers on the table top and says, “Let me guess: You came here hoping you wouldn’t run into anyone?”

      I tap the tip of my nose with a finger and he laughs.

      Smiling back, I say, “Thank you for helping me clean up yesterday.” He took off as soon as the mess was clean without an excuse or a reason, and I didn’t get a chance to thank him.

      “Of course.” Finn glances at the case full of bagels, muffins, and pre-made yogurt parfaits, then back to me. “Did Brady stick around?”

      I nod. Brady stayed the rest of the afternoon, then ordered dinner for us. We ate burritos beside the small pool in my backyard, dipping our toes into the water. When he left, he pulled me in close, told me I was strong, and kissed the top of my head.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t stay.” Finn pulls my coffee over and takes another drink. “My uncle has cancer. Yesterday was a chemo day, and I told him I’d drive him home since I’m in town.”

      My hand flies to my mouth. “Finn, I’m so sorry. Is it bad?”

      He drags the pad of one thumb over his lips, nodding. “They caught it late. I can’t remember him ever going to see a doctor. He wasn’t going to do the chemo, but I asked him to. I wanted him to at least try.”

      I’m not sure what to say, so I place my hand in his and give it a good, long squeeze.

      “I’m building the cabin for him, too. To give him a place to go and live well before he dies. He’s been in that shithole for so long.” Regret and disgust fill Finn’s voice.

      My heart swells. People who didn’t know Finn thought he was a trouble-maker. Brady and I knew the truth.

      “My uncle’s not the only reason I left so quickly yesterday,” Finn admits. “Seeing you... it’s a lot.”

      “Why, Finn?”

      His eyes fall to the table. “Not a lot has changed, Lennon. Not for me, anyway.”

      I understand what he’s really saying. And it both terrifies me and exhilarates me at once.

      “Do you wish you hadn’t come?” I ask.

      “Of course not. We had an agreement—”

      “That was a long time ago.” I sound like Laine.

      “It was all a long time ago, and for me, everything is the same as it was back then.”

      My eyes fall to the top button of my jeans. Why can’t I tell him I still love him as much as I did the day I left for Texas? Because he’s not the only one I love.

      Finn’s finger touches the skin beneath my chin, lifting it until my gaze is back on his.

      I smile hesitantly. This is risky. The slope we’re standing on is slippery. We all knew what coming back here would mean. We all know the danger of confronting what we’ve been avoiding all these years. At some point, we’ll have to boil over.

      Finn releases my chin and sits back. He’s in jeans and a maroon T-shirt. His honeyed hair sticks out from under a white baseball cap.

      “I can tell you’re still a sweet talker.” I smirk as I say it.

      “Maybe. Or maybe you’ve always brought out my sweet side.”

      I give him a look. “Case in point.”

      Finn chuckles and stands. “What do you want?” he asks.

      I lift my bitter half-empty coffee. “I’m good.”

      Finn swings his head from one side to the other. “We both know you don’t want to drink that. What do you want?”

      I look at him and try not to blush. “Almond milk caramel latte.”

      Finn bends down so his face is only inches from mine. “I don’t know if you’re trying to save money or calories, but you deserve to have whatever you want.”

      He places a kiss in the exact same spot as Brady did last night, and goes to the counter to order.

      The rest of our time together is not as intense. For the next half hour, I tell Finn about Laine and my job and Dallas. Three sets of doors lead into the coffee shop, and one of them is locked, and my storytelling is punctuated by our laughter when people try to open the locked door. We slip into Old Finn and Old Lennon, and it’s glorious.

      When it’s time for me to head over to the church, Finn pulls a laptop from a bag I hadn’t noticed beneath the table. He opens it, and I lean down to hug him, sneaking a peek at his screen. I don’t understand what I see; it looks like he raked his hand over the keyboard fifty-seven times.

      “See you soon,” I say, straightening.

      Finn winks and turns his attention to his screen.

      I leave, tossing my empty paper coffee cup in the recycling as I pass, and walk out to Laine’s car. I can feel Finn’s gaze burning into my back, and I’m sure he’s wondering why I’m driving an expensive car, but I can’t afford more than black coffee.
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      The church is huge, bordering on megachurch. It takes up so much real estate that when the people who go there ask for directions, they use the word ‘campus’. The preschool rooms are on the west side of campus. Pastor Blake’s office is in the east part of campus. Of course, Pastor Blake, also known as my stepfather, is no longer here. I don’t know who took over for him. After revered pastor Theodore Blake died the day after we graduated high school, I stopped going to church. My mandatory presence was no longer required, not that any of the churchgoers would’ve wanted to see my face anyhow.

      Thanks to my stepfather’s former role here, I have a good idea where the current pastor’s office is. Which means, I have a good idea of where to find his assistant, Wilma.

      The buildings are all tanned stucco monstrosities, and the office building is no different. I pull open the metal door with the handle padded to keep the intense summer sun from burning people’s hands. My stepdad’s office was four doors down on the right, and just like I thought, there is a placard on the wall declaring this to be Pastor Thomas’ office. I step inside and walk up to the desk where a large woman with white curly hair and a floral pattern dress sits.

      “Wilma?”

      The woman's eyes lift, her fingers poised on the keyboard. “Yes, dear. I’m Wilma. And you are?”

      “Lennon Davies.”

      I see it. It’s only there for a tiny second, but I see it. Fear. Exactly what I was expecting.

      Wilma quickly paints over the feeling with an apologetic smile. “Right, yes. I should’ve recognized you.” She searches my face, then says, “You resemble your mother.”

      A laugh builds, but I manage to keep it inside. Whoever my father is, I take after him. Aside from the dark hair, I look nothing like my mother. Wilma just lied in God’s house.

      “Anywho…” Wilma stands and comes around the desk. Her dress falls all the way to the floor, and on her feet are thickly cushioned sandals. Wrinkles feather almost every inch of her exposed skin. She looks like the quintessential old woman.

      Her hands reach for mine, and my breath catches. She squeezes me tightly and shakes her head as if there is something she just doesn’t understand. “Your mother had the most generous heart. She was always the first to offer her help, no matter the task. She organized the annual bake sale, helped plan and run vacation Bible school, and took control of the meal train for those who were ill or unable to cook for themselves.” Wilma’s eyes fill with tears. “We just couldn’t believe it when... when…” Her breath catches.

      “It’s okay,” I say soothingly, extricating one of my hands and patting her forearm.

      Wilma lets me go and walks back to her desk for a tissue. She dabs at her eyes and sniffs. “You must be devastated. A heart attack at such a young age.” She shakes her head at what she believes is a travesty.

      “Yes,” I reply. Now both of us have lied in God’s house.

      “I know it’s not pleasant, but as her only family, you’re going to have to make some decisions.”

      I blink at Wilma. She’s leaning on her desk, the used tissue balled up in the hand she’s using to support her weight.

      “What kind of decisions?” I knew I needed to come back here, but I never actually stopped to think about everything I’d need to do once I got here.

      “The funeral arrangements. Usually the family makes those plans.”

      “Oh. Right.” What was I thinking? Of course I’d have to plan the funeral. And it can’t be the kind of funeral my mother deserves. If my mother was as well-loved as Wilma believes she was, the people in this place expect something worthy of that. If I grab her urn and run, I’m going to give this town even more to whisper about.

      And then it hits me: I don’t even know if she’s being buried or cremated.

      “Wilma, I don’t have any idea where to begin.”

      Wilma’s hand swipes at the air in front of her. “Don’t worry, Lennon. First you’ll meet with Pastor Thomas, and we’ll go from there.”

      “Great.” I nod, glancing at the open door a few feet past Wilma’s desk. “Is he in?”

      “He was on his way down to the sanctuary. He should be back any minute though. He was going to get my great-granddaughter and walk her back.” Her face lights up with realization. “Actually, you might remember her. She was in your Sunday School class. Ellie Chapman?”

      I taught Sunday School my senior year of high school, and it was the only bright spot in an otherwise dreadful Sunday morning.

      A smile turns up my lips. “I remember Ellie. She was adorable. She carried around a stuffed tiger and liked me to count the number of goldfish she got in her little paper cup.”

      Wilma beams. “That’s our Ellie. You’ll get to see her in a minute. She came to watch choir practice. Music makes her happy.”

      Wilma’s voice catches on the word happy and her eyes fall to the top of her desk. She clears her throat and reaches down to straighten a stack of papers that already look pretty damn straight to me.

      The brief friendly air between us has evaporated. “I’ll just take a seat then,” I tell her, sinking into one of the two chairs in front of Wilma's desk.

      Wilma sits back down in her seat, and I pull out my phone. My email is mostly junk, but I like to go through it every day and delete all the crap. Makes me feel accomplished.

      The feeling of being watched comes over me almost immediately. Finally, after I’ve deleted email number twenty-seven, I look up. Wilma is slow to avert her gaze, but to her credit, at least she tries.

      “Did you know my stepfather, Wilma?” I don’t need to be a mind reader to know what it was she was thinking about.

      Wilma flinches. “Yes. I’ve been a member of the church for twenty-seven years and was on the welcoming committee when Pastor Blake took over for Pastor Johnson. I became an assistant when Pastor Thomas arrived.”

      I nod once, slowly. “I see.”

      “I don’t know the details of things, Lennon. Just the gossip.” She sniffs. “Not very Christian of the gossipers, if you ask me.”

      My chin tips to the side. “And yet…”

      Wilma chuckles softly. “Nobody is perfect.”

      My expression hardens. In my unfortunate experience, the people who portray perfection are the furthest from it.

      A noise sounds in the hallway and Wilma looks past me, her thin lips lifting into a smile.

      Behind me, I hear the deep baritone of a man’s voice, followed closely by girlish laughter. I stand up just as a man walks through the door with a young girl by his side. There are some remnants of the little girl I knew, but mostly she looks like a whole new person. Quickly I try to calculate how old she is, but I can’t remember if she was four or five when I had her. The hat she’s wearing only adds to the challenge of correctly guessing her age.

      The man, who is probably about five years older than me, looks at me, his face in an easy, welcoming smile, and extends a hand. “I’m Pastor Thomas.”

      I blink twice, thrown off by his youth. “Lennon Davies,” I respond, placing my hand in his. It’s warm and soft, and his smile is so pretty it should be considered a sin. Good boy vibes seep from every pore of his body. He and Brady should be best friends and go on some kind of rescue mission.

      His smile falters the moment I say my name. “I’m sorry for your loss.” He nods as he speaks, his eyes somber. “I know I speak for everyone when I say we’ve all suffered a tremendous loss. Not as tremendous as yours, of course,” he adds quickly.

      I nod and tell him thank you. It’s a perfunctory response if there ever was one.

      I look to Ellie and smile. She attempts a smile, but it doesn’t quite make it. She has dark brown hair nearly the exact shade as mine, and eyes that are even darker.

      “I don’t expect you to remember me, Ellie, but—”

      “Elliot,” she says in a strong, confident voice, glancing at her grandmother, then back to me. Her voice takes me by surprise.

      I feel some weird sense of pride that she’s not afraid to correct a stranger. Extending a hand, I say, “Elliot, it’s—”

      “It’s Ellie, really. Not Elliot,” Wilma interrupts, a shred of annoyance in her voice.

      Elliot’s mouth sets into a grim line, and I picture her retort bouncing around inside her mouth.

      “Well, my name is Lennon, and it’s not Lenny or anything like that. Just Lennon.”

      Elliot’s frown slips and her lips form a semblance of a smile. She sets her hand in mine and shakes it with the strength of a full-grown human. “You were my Sunday school teacher when I was little.”

      “Yep.” I nod.

      “You counted my crackers for me.”

      I laugh. “I was just telling your grandma about that, and also—”

      “Ellie, let’s let Lennon do what she came here to do.” She places a hand on Elliot’s forearm and eyes her meaningfully.

      Elliot’s eyes widen. “Oh, right.” She looks at me like she wants to say more, but her discomfort is evident.

      I squeeze her shoulder lightly. “It was good to see you again, Elliot. You’ve grown into a lovely young woman.”

      I turn my attention back to Pastor Thomas, so I can accomplish what I came here for.

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “Arrangements need to be made for my mother. Can you help me get them started?”

      “Of course, yes.” He steps aside and motions back to his office. “If you’ll follow me through that open door, we can begin to plan her service.”

      Casting a quick glance and smile at Elliot, I follow the pastor’s footsteps into his office.

      He shuts the door behind me and settles into his seat. He’s quiet for a moment, his hands steepled beneath his chin. To avoid looking at him, I look at his framed degrees. When I look back at him, he’s still staring at me.

      I clear my throat, my mind grappling to come up with a sentence that won’t make whatever this is any more awkward, but the good boy pastor beats me to it.

      Eyes locked on mine, he says, “Word on the street is that you killed Pastor Blake.”
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      My whole body is stiff. Arms, legs, even my toes.

      “I’m not responsible for his death.” My voice is cool, but inside I’m hot, hot, hot.

      That terrible night teeters on the periphery in my mind, the memory threatening to dislodge itself from its place in the locked trunk in the back of my mind. The room I’m sitting in is bright, but bits of dark night float through my vision. The smell of pine furniture and manly cologne compete with the scent of his shampoo and I feel his breath, sour and unwelcome, and then later, the acidic bite of our fear.

      That night was bad enough, but to then be hauled into the police station for questioning? Eight years later, and though it’s no longer by law enforcement, I’m still being questioned.

      Pastor Thomas’ fingers remain steepled beneath his chin. His eyes on me, he says softly, “That’s not what I’ve heard.”

      My chin juts out, lifts high, and my eyes scrunch. “Is that right?”

      He nods but doesn’t speak. The silence stretches on, and I’m nearly ready to reach across the table and squeeze some words from his mouth.

      My hands fist and my fingers intertwine on the top of the desk. That should keep me from strangling the pastor. Finally, I’d be guilty of the crime they fear I committed.

      When he finally speaks, he says, “The real victims of his death are his children.”

      I frown, his statement throwing me. Whoever is supplying this guy with his information has been telling him lies.

      “Pastor Blake didn’t have children,” I inform him, my voice even.

      “Sure he did,” Pastor Thomas says, sitting up and dropping his hands to his desk. He points at me. “You, for one.” He points back at himself. “And me.”

      My teeth clench. “I was not his child. But your existence? That I can't explain.”

      He leans back, his hands settling in his lap. “I was raised by a single mom. She didn’t tell me about my father. Not until four years ago, after she died, did I find out the truth. I came here looking for him. The ladies of this church were very happy to share with me all the details of the untimely passing of their cherished pastor. The story of his death sounds like gossip, yet it has a ring of truth to it.”

      “It does not,” I grit out. “You shouldn’t take everything you see and hear at face value. Surely you know the Devil dances in the background, looking for the chance to create mayhem.” My tone is mocking. “I believe they covered the proclivities of the Devil in theology school, yes?”

      Pastor Thomas barks a laugh. “Once or twice, yes.”

      I lean forward. “Did you just happen to share the same career choice as your dad, or did you go to school to follow in dear old daddy’s footsteps?”

      “I was already a pastor. Joyful Noise happened to be in need of one.”

      I cock my head to the side. “How convenient is that?” My voice is saccharine, and obviously fake.

      Reaching out, I snatch a small notepad off his desk and a pen. The notepad has the words Jesus Is My Homeboy embossed onto the top. I hastily write down my phone number, then toss it in front of him and stand.

      “I came here to plan a funeral. The next time I hear from you, it’ll be with a list of what needs to happen so I can get my mother in the ground and get the hell out of this place. And to set the record straight, I didn’t kill your father. He was probably eaten up inside by the sheer fact that he was a deplorable excuse for a human.”

      Pastor Thomas stares at me, his lips parted, and once again, he has no words.

      I slip out of his office and walk toward Wilma’s desk. Her back is to me, and beside her, in a chair that has been pulled up to the computer, sits Elliot.

      They both look at me.

      “Wilma, it was nice meeting you. Elliot, it was nice seeing you again.” My gaze lands on Wilma. “Please let Pastor Thomas know I’ll expect his call by tomorrow morning.”

      She looks at me tentatively. Maybe she thinks I’m going to become unhinged at any moment. Given the conversation I’ve just had, it’s possible.

      “Will do, Ms. Davies,” she answers warily.

      “Lennon,” I remind her. Being called Ms. Davies makes me think of work. And my work, although sadly necessary, is nothing short of depressing.

      I wink at Elliot and back out of the small room, making my way down the too-familiar hallway.
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        * * *

      

      “This is better than I remember it,” Brady says, biting into a green chili chicken sandwich.

      “Um hmm,” Finn and I mumble, our mouths full of the same.

      At a little hole in the wall at the northernmost point of Agua Mesa, lives the best sandwich that has ever been created. When Finn called this afternoon and asked where I wanted to eat, my answer was automatic.

      “Can’t get this in Chicago.” Brady wipes his mouth with a flimsy paper napkin. “It’s all deep-dish pizza and pickles on hot dogs.”

      “This exists in Texas. But for some reason, it’s better here.” I take another bite.

      “How about you?” Brady asks Finn. “Do they have green chili in Silicon Valley?”

      Finn shrugs. “I’m not sure. I didn’t make it out much. I worked constantly and ordered delivery from the same four places.”

      “But not anymore?” Brady asks, his tone light on purpose. He glances at me, then back to Finn. Yesterday afternoon, after Finn left my mom’s house and Brady and I were on our own for dinner, we imagined the type of job Finn had before he landed in the space between jobs. Brady suggested whatever he did it was probably borderline illegal, and I guessed he was working with the government to dismantle Russian hacking rings. The thing is, either of these guesses could easily be true.

      Finn shakes his head.

      “What happened?” My arm reaches, my fingers touching his forearm.

      Finn shrugs, his thumb running across the space between his chin and lower lip. “Two failed apps.”

      “I read somewhere that you can’t make it in Silicon Valley until you’ve had a least two failed start-ups. Or apps, in this case.” Brady pushes a few fries into his mouth and shrugs.

      A smile tugs at the corner of Finn’s mouth. “Something like that, yeah.”

      The fingers I have on Finn’s forearm dig in a little deeper. His gaze falls on me.

      “You’re lying,” I say in a low voice.

      He sighs, his expression exasperated.

      I look at Brady. “Maybe your guess is right after all.”

      He points his cup at me before capturing the straw and drinking. “Your guess might be right also.”

      “Would you two knock it off?” Finn says irritably. “I was fired, end of story.”

      My stomach sinks. I feel awful. I study his profile as he talks to Brady.

      My Finn. A study in opposites, the epitome of a tortured soul. He came back even though he knew he’d have to face Brady, the golden boy of Agua Mesa, and admit he’d been fired. Such a tough pill to swallow, especially since the trajectory of Brady’s life has only soared higher since we all left.

      My arms long to wrap around Finn. I keep my hands to myself, because I don’t want to see Brady’s frown, the one he’ll cover up as quickly as it appears. He’s always felt what runs between me and Finn, the connection born from being more similar than different. Brady’s upbringing gave him almost everything, except the ability to empathize with our struggles. Despite this, his role in our triangle is irreplaceable. He is our steady, our reason, our unconditional love.

      Finn’s gaze drifts over to Brady. He reaches across to the end of the table and runs the tip of his finger down the glass salt shaker. “Do you remember the time we mixed the salt with the sugar?”

      I roll my eyes. I took no part in that particular shenanigan, but I didn’t stop it either.

      Brady laughs. “I was your lookout.”

      “Of course you were. Never one to get your hands dirty.” Finn’s tone is light, but there’s an undercurrent of something stronger.

      “Don’t be a dick,” Brady says, pushing around the last bite of his sandwich.

      “That’ll never happen,” Finn says cheerfully.

      I try to suppress my laugh, but it makes a sound in my throat. Brady glares at me, but I know it’s playful. Finn looks at me, his dark eyes cool, but his cheekbones pull up mischievously.

      I cross my arms and groan.

      Brady angles his body so that his broad shoulders block as much of the end of the table as possible.

      Finn reaches for the half-empty salt and sugar.

      “You’re going to Hell for that,” I mutter.

      “Baby, I’m going to Hell for a lot of things, this being the very least of my transgressions.”

      Despite my disagreement about where Finn will spend his afterlife, I smile.

      We’re back. The three of us together, we’re beyond the pale.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello?” I cradle the phone between my ear and shoulder, my hands busy washing the dishes in the sink of my mother’s kitchen. There are bread crumbs on a plate alongside smears of peanut butter. On the day she died, she ate peanut butter toast for breakfast.

      “Lennon, hi. This is Wilma. From the church,” she adds, as though I need the reminder. I don’t. There aren’t too many Wilmas running around these days.

      “Hello, Wilma. How are you?” I ask politely as I slip the remnants of my mother’s last meal under running water.

      “Oh, just lovely, I suppose. The pastor asked me to call you. He’d like you to meet him at two this afternoon at the mortuary to discuss arrangements. You need to get everything underway as soon as possible before... before... well, it’s too unpleasant to talk about. You know what I mean.”

      My stomach turns. I hadn’t thought about it, but now that Wilma mentions it, I wish I could unhear what she didn’t actually say.

      Rigor mortis.

      My own breakfast of waffles threatens to reappear in the world.

      “Right,” I choke out. “Tell Pastor Thomas I’ll be there.”

      I put down the phone, dry my hands, and pick the phone back up.

      He answers on the third ring.

      “Are you free today?” I ask.
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      At twenty till two, Finn pulls up in front of my mom’s house.

      He hops out of his truck and eyes Laine’s SUV. “You’re driving,” he says, pointing at me.

      Pulling my keys from my purse, I walk around to the driver’s side. Finn comes around to my side too. I look up at him, confused, and shield my eyes from the sun.

      Finn steps into me, until our chests touch, and weaves his fingers into my hair. He pulls my face to his, and the tiniest pause before our lips touch gives me a chance to refuse. I don’t, and I know he’s not planning on asking a second time. This is what Finn does. He’s impulsive, and he leads with his heart. Right now, he’s leading with his lips.

      Lips that are on mine, meshing with my own, pulling away only to come back for more. Memories of stolen kisses consume me. We did this for years. And never anything more.

      “Finn.” I turn my head to the side and breathe his name.

      “You taste the same,” he says against my cheek.

      Stepping back, I give him a look meant to be dirty, but I’m certain is weaker than I intended it to be. “Get in the car.”

      He nods and goes around the back. For a moment I contemplate hopping in and taking off before he can get in.

      But I don’t.

      He climbs in and shuts the door. I throw it in drive and glance at him on my way out of the driveway.

      “This isn’t high school anymore, Finn. You can’t grab me and lead me behind the gym. No more spontaneous make-out sessions.”

      “But they were fun,” he complains.

      He’s right. They were more than fun. They were delicious. And so damn confusing.

      “We’re adults now.” It’s the best response I have.

      He looks out the window. I should be focused on the road, but it’s difficult.

      “Just say it.” His voice is rough.

      “Say what?”

      “The real reason. Not the excuse. The reason.”

      “Finn, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      His gaze flickers over to me. “Sure you do. Just think a little harder.”

      “I’m not playing mind games with you. If you won’t say it, then fine.” A deep breath fills my chest, then slowly seeps out. “Tell me about your apps.”

      Finn shifts in his seat and leans a forearm on the center console. He looks at me, his lips twist, and I can tell he’s deciding whether he should let this conversation end.

      Finally, he says, “The first one was a travel app. It was going to keep friends and family up-to-date while people traveled abroad. It had location sharing, pictures, a way to write notes that others could read.” The more he talks, the more animated his voice becomes. “Basically, anything that a person might not want to share on social media, but would want friends or family to know.”

      “That sounds amazing. What happened?” I’m bummed to know this story doesn’t have a happy ending.

      His face falls. “Someone else beat me to it.”

      “What?!”

      He shrugs, but I know it’s a front. He’s genuinely disappointed. “That’s life in this business. If you don’t get it to market first, it’ll never happen.”

      “That’s shitty.” I take a right turn too quickly and look sheepishly at Finn. “I’m still getting used to driving this car. It’s not mine.”

      He laughs. “I figured as much. You’re a social worker.”

      I make a face. “Maybe I have a sugar daddy.”

      “Do you have a sugar daddy?”

      “No.” I grin. “But I could, if I wanted one.”

      “You’re not the type.”

      I shake my head. “Definitely not. Tell me about the second app.”

      “It was for animals. A way to track your pet using a tracking device that hooks onto their collar. Owners could also take notes, like when they administered medicine, or notate the dog’s behavior to later share with a vet if the dog was sick.”

      “That sounds great too. What happened?”

      “Same story. Someone else beat me to completion.”

      I make a frustrated sound and Finn laughs. “It’s the nature of the beast, Lennon.”

      I nod. “Still sucks.”

      “Yes it does,” Finn says as I pull into a parking spot at the mortuary and cut the engine. “Are you ready for all this?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      His eyes grow serious. “You always have a choice.”

      I smile weakly at Finn and grab my purse from the back seat. Having a choice is what has kept me securely in between Brady and Finn, loving two men for most of my life.
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      The mortuary is officially a place I never want to find myself in ever again. Even when it’s my turn. But I guess by then I won’t know, so it won’t make a difference.

      I’ve done my part picking out a casket and going over service details with Pastor Thomas, and now we’re lingering in the lobby.

      “I’ll make the announcement about the date and time of the service tonight at Bible study, and once all the ladies get ahold of it, it will spread like wildfire.” Pastor Thomas laughs at his own joke. “We’ll update our webpage, Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.”

      “What about Snapchat?” Finn asks. I know he’s teasing, but Pastor Thomas doesn’t.

      Pastor Thomas frowns. “Snapchat is not the kind of social media our congregation spends much time on.”

      Finn smirks. “Something tells me you’re wrong about that.”

      Pastor Thomas’ mouth draws into a hard line. He looks like he has a lot more to say, but he’s choosing to hold back. He’s not the only one holding something back, except what I’m holding back is my laughter.

      “Finn, I need a moment alone with Lennon.”

      Irritation flares on Finn’s face. He looks to me, and I give a small nod. He saunters out the front door and disappears from sight.

      Pastor Thomas leans closer to me. “What I told you yesterday... that should stay between you and me.” His gaze flicks outside, then back to me. “I’ve never been quite sure how to tell everyone. And I don’t want to hurt my father’s legacy.”

      My insides tighten at the mention of the word legacy. If my mother would have believed me that night, my stepfather’s legacy would’ve been ripped to shreds long ago.

      “Your secret is safe with me.” Stepping back into Agua Mesa and ruining this guy’s big secret was never on my agenda.

      His features soften with relief. “I think we got started off on the wrong foot.” He offers me his hand. “My name is David. You don’t need to call me Pastor Thomas.”

      “Hi, David.” I shake his hand as I greet him like we’re new to each other. “We’re not friends. I don’t make a habit of becoming friends with someone who thinks I might be a murderer.”

      He shakes his head. “That's not what I said.”

      My eyebrows raise. “Word on the street is that you killed my father.” My fingers make air quotes as I speak.

      He lets out a small sigh. “Okay, that is what I said. But that’s not what I meant.” He looks around to make sure nobody is nearby, and even though we’re alone, he comes one step closer and lowers his voice. “When I came to Agua Mesa, and I heard what happened, I kept imagining scenarios. Like, what would happen if I met you, or called you, or I don’t know, was struck by lightning and left with mental telepathy capabilities.”

      Despite the fact that I’ve decided I definitely do not like this man, I laugh.

      “You were going to tell me off?”

      He nods, tucking his hands inside the pockets of his navy blue slacks and rocking back on his heels. “Oh yeah. I had a lot of choice words for you.”

      My hand lifts to cover my mouth and my eyes go wide, feigning shock. “Mr. Pastor. Were you cussing in your mind?”

      He smiles and points upward with one finger. “That’s between me and God.”

      “Let me put your mind at ease once again. I did not kill your father. Nobody killed your father. He died of natural causes—”

      “Natural causes?” David’s eyebrows lift, his head tipping to the side.

      “That’s what they ruled.”

      “If only your mother had—”

      My palm lifts, stopping him. My mother hadn’t allowed an autopsy.

      “I know. I asked her to, but she wouldn’t budge. She said she couldn’t stand the thought of someone poking around in his body.” I’d wanted it, if only to make it clear to everyone that although we were questioned by the police, it didn’t mean we were guilty.

      “It only made you look more guilty.” He winces. “That’s what I’ve been told, anyway.”

      It’s true. Not allowing an autopsy took away being able to say what his cause of death was beyond a shadow of a doubt. The police may have decided it wasn’t probable that we were responsible for Ted’s death, but not knowing for certain how he died made our involvement possible.

      That doesn’t help David though. The only answer I have isn’t the one he wants. “Well, you know the truth now. I’m sorry I ruined all the scenarios you’ve been running in your head for the past four years.”

      “Not me. It helps me to stop thinking of my dad as a victim.”

      “Hah!” I bark out loudly, then cover my mouth.

      David’s eyes narrow. “What?”

      “A victim is the last thing your father was and—”

      The front door opens and Finn walks in. He glares at David. “Are you done talking to her yet? Because there isn’t any shade out front and I’m sweating my balls off.”

      “We’re done.” I stare at David, silently finishing my sentence. Out loud, I say, “Let me know if you need anything else.”

      He shakes his head. “We should be good. See you Saturday at eleven.”

      Finn guides me out the door, his arm firmly around my shoulder. “What was that about?” he asks as we cross the hot pavement.

      For a second, I contemplate telling him the truth. Finn doesn’t give a shit who’s related to whom. I open my mouth, but something stops me. I feel weirdly bound to keep Thomas’ secret.

      Shaking my head, I say, “I think you make him nervous.” We reach my car, and Finn opens the door for me.

      I climb in and look back to where Finn still stands in the open door. Eight years has done nothing but make him more attractive. It’s easy to presume he is the best-looking app developer in Silicon Valley. Finn never had trouble with girls in high school, and I would bet every cent in my bank account he is still just as successful with women.

      Finn steps closer until his legs are flush with the car. He lifts a section of my hair and places it over my shoulder. His gaze burns into mine, and as much as I want to look away, I feel altogether powerless.

      “I meant what I said to you earlier, Finn.” My voice is a murmur, weak even to my own ears.

      “I know you did.” Finn weaves a hand through the hair he moved over my shoulder, his thumb rubbing a spot just below my ear. “Do I make you nervous too, Lennon?”

      “No.” Yes.

      Finn chuckles, the sound a low rumble in his chest.

      He leans in closer, his lips nearly to my ear, and says, “I think I do. You have a tell.”

      “I do not.”

      He pulls back, taking with him his touch, his scent, his familiarity. Grinning, he looks pointedly down at my hand resting on my thigh. My thumb and pointer finger rub against one another, over and over. How long have I been doing that?

      I clench my fist, ceasing my tell, and glare at Finn. He smiles again, and it’s the kind of grin that says I know what you’re not saying. It infuriates me.

      “Get in the car,” I mutter.

      Finn closes my door and walks around the back of the vehicle. Our drive is quiet, but my mind is racing.

      It’s always been this way with Finn. His presence is like a drug, something highly addictive.

      But he’s not the only drug I’m addicted to.
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      “Brady, stop.” His fingers curl into my sides, tickling me again. Through my girlish giggle, I manage to say, “Your mom is going to lose it if she catches us.”

      “So?” His fingers freeze, but he doesn’t move them away from me.

      I give his shoulder a good, hard shove, and his hands leave my sides. “So she hates me.”

      “She does not hate you.”

      Brady bumps his arm against mine, but not nearly with the strength I just used on him. I look up into his eyes, and he sighs, lifting his gaze to the ceiling.

      “Okay, fine. She’s not your biggest fan. But she doesn’t hate you.”

      Brady has finally admitted what I’ve always known, but the victory is empty. Rolling over onto my right hip, I push myself up and off his bed.

      “We should go. Finn hates when people are late.”

      “Finn is always early.”

      “He’s punctual.” My defense of Finn is automatic. I spend a lot of my life defending him. To classmates, to teachers, to my mother. Reaching down, I tap Brady’s math textbook. “Do you feel proficient solving linear equations?” That’s what we were doing before Brady decided to take advantage of how ticklish I am.

      Brady shrugs. He sits cross-legged on his bed, the navy blue shorts he wears blending into his navy blue bedspread. “As good as I’ll ever be at it.”

      Grabbing my lemon yellow backpack off the wood floor, I swing it up onto my shoulder and try to decipher the odd look on Brady’s face. It’s a futile effort. Fourteen-year-old boys are such odd creatures.

      “Why didn’t you ask Finn to help you with math?” Of the three of us, Finn is the smartest. He’s also the one with the worst grades.

      Brady closes his book but doesn’t answer me. He stands up and pushes his backpack up against his bed with his foot.

      Things between Brady and Finn have changed over the last year. They’re still best friends, but something else is popping up too. Competition, for starters. They both behave as if the other is a yardstick by which they need to measure up. As though Brady could ever have Finn’s impetuousness, his ability to see a straight line and bend it into a new object. Finn has no chance of being calm like Brady, of seeing a task and understanding that completing it will lead to something more, and maybe that something is better. Finn thinks the world has taken something from him. Brady believes he has something to give the world.

      Brady still isn’t answering my question about Finn, so I push further. “My days of helping you in math are going to be over once you go to that fancy private school.” Eighth grade will be done soon, and Brady’s mom and dad decided he’d be better off at the private high school than filing into the public school with the rest of us from Agua Mesa Junior High. “You know they teach a year ahead. And you know what that means. Unless you want a tutor.”

      Brady grimaces. The idea of needing a tutor embarrasses him. As it is, nobody knows Brady has trouble in math. Perhaps Finn and I have done too good a job of helping him.

      “Finn is the best answer to your problem, Brady. But you know that already.” I grab his hand and pull him toward his bedroom door. “Now let’s go before your mom comes home and finds me in your room and starts getting hives.”

      “She’s not allergic to you. She was having a bad day and she gets hives when she feels overwhelmed.”

      “And finding someone like me in her home overwhelms her. I get it.” I walk out of his room and down the hall toward the stairs. I’d prefer it if my best friend’s mom liked me, but Brady’s mom is such a handful that I don’t mind it much. It’s easier for me if she doesn’t like me, because it means I’m not subjected to her boring conversation about where the other affluent people of Agua Mesa are summering. In my opinion, if you call a vacation summering, you’re spending your money the wrong way.

      We’re in the foyer when the door from the garage into the house opens. I run forward, knowing that Brady’s mom needs only to walk the short distance through the laundry room to be in the exact best position to see me. Wrenching open the front door, I rush through and turn around to look at Brady.

      He puts a finger to his lips and softly shuts the door behind us. To avoid the large windows in the front of the house, we stay up against the wall and creep around the corner. Once we make it far enough down the sidewalk, we double over laughing.

      “That was close,” I say through my laughter.

      “Too close,” Brady agrees. He straightens, his laughter fading, and his eyes turn serious.

      “She doesn’t understand,” he says, his hand reaching for mine. “She doesn’t know how perfect you are.”

      The adoration in his eyes makes my stomach feel weird. “You know how you can make this up to me?” I ask, hoping the joke forming in my head will cover some of my unease.

      “How?”

      “Bake me a cake and tell me I’m pretty.” A smile twists my mouth. I’m positive Brady doesn’t even know what a spatula is, let alone how to read the recipe on the back of a box of cake mix.

      Brady’s eyes bulge and he shakes his head back and forth rapidly.

      I smile at his refusal and start back down the road. We walk and talk about Brady’s new school until we reach the park. Finn’s sitting on a bench waiting for us.

      Brady tightens his hold on my hand, and it isn’t until he does this that I realize we’re still holding hands at all. Finn waves, and I drop Brady’s hand, a feeling of guilt I can’t explain blooming in my core.

      One of their many competitions is me.
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        * * *

      

      Brady and Finn have been throwing the football for what feels like forever but is probably only twenty minutes. I’ve spread out my homework on the metal table and am using medium-sized rocks to keep my papers from blowing away. The wind has picked up since we arrived, and it’s making my hair blow around my face. Honestly, I don’t mind being smacked in the face with my hair, because it’s long, and there is very little I wouldn’t do to keep it that way. Six years ago I promised my mother I could do my own hair every day, and that’s a promise I’ve yet to break. The grow-out period was awkward, and I had to get creative with how to make it look somewhat acceptable. If I know anything, it’s this: I’ll never have short hair again.

      Brady and Finn continue throwing the football, and I finish my math and start on outlining my English essay.

      “Lennon, would you mind?”

      I look up at Finn, who’s pointing at something behind me and to the right. Twisting, I see the football lying beside a brittle-looking bush and some rocks.

      “Why is that so far from your target?” I yell, standing up and walking out from behind the table.

      Brady rolls his eyes. “He was trying to get your attention.”

      I glare at Finn, and he laughs. “Nobody should be that into their homework. I said your name twice.”

      I cross my arms. “Maybe if you were a little more into your homework, you’d have better grades.”

      “Can you get the ball, please?” Finn gives me puppy dog eyes.

      My feet drag as I go to the ball, creating little rocky sandstorms around my sneakers. I reach down, grab the ball, and see a flash of light from under a small pile of rocks.

      Dropping the football, I bend over and use two hands to turn over the rock on the top of the pile. The shiny thing is a large piece of mylar, probably from a popped balloon.

      “What are you doing?” Brady yells.

      Grabbing the rock, I glance over my shoulder at them and shout, “Searching for buried treasure, but—”

      Hot pain sears my hand, and I scream. It’s the worst pain I’ve ever felt, and it won’t stop. Dropping the rock, I stand and cradle my hurt hand in my other.

      Footsteps thump behind me. Staring down at my hand, I look at the fleshy part of the outside of my palm, expecting to see a deep gash. The wound that should be there is missing, the skin showing only a small patch of red to signify something occurred at all.

      “Lennon, what happened?” Brady makes it to me first, but Finn is on his heels.

      “I don't know,” I gasp, trying to understand how there could be such fire blazing in my palm, and so little to show for it. “It feels like my hand is on a hot stove.”

      “Fuck,” Finn mutters.

      “What?” Panic turns my voice shrill.

      “Scorpion,” Brady says. He pushes aside the rocks with his shoe, displacing them until we see it. Small, its stinger curled, poised to defend itself.

      Finn brings his shoe down onto it, smashing and twisting until there couldn't possibly be much of it left.

      “It was defending, not attacking.” My admonishment is soft.

      “It hurt you,” Finn growls.

      Brady ignores all this, placing his hands on my shoulders and looking into my eyes. Despite the pain and my fear, I feel safe with his hands on me. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      I nod, and hope to hell he’s right.

      “What do we do?” Finn’s voice is shaking. He wraps an arm around my waist and leads me over to the table. The fire in my palm rages on.

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Finn repeats, incredulous.

      Brady glances at me, his eyes unsure.

      “Just say it,” I instruct. I’d rather know the worst.

      “We’re looking for drooling and eyes that won’t focus. That would be the worst-case scenario.”

      “Get my book out of my bag.” I nod my head at my backpack lying on the table. “Read to me.”

      Finn’s eyebrows raise. “Read to you?”

      “Distraction,” I explain.

      Finn grabs my bag and drags it over. He reaches in and pulls out my copy of To Kill A Mockingbird.

      “We read this last year,” he complains.

      “Give it to me,” Brady says, swiping the book from Finn’s hand. He opens the book and begins to read.

      The rhythm of his voice lulls me. His voice breaks once, and I smile. Finn laughs and Brady shakes his head.

      “How are you feeling?” Brady asks after a while.

      I flex my fingers and realize it doesn’t hurt, because I’m numb.

      “I can’t feel my hand.” I poke at my right forearm. “Or my arm.”

      “Shit,” Finn mutters, his hands running through his hair.

      “Calm down,” Brady says to him. “Numbness is okay.”

      He reopens the book and keeps reading. Tipping my chin, I look up at the sky. When we got here, it was bright blue, but pink and orange have made space for themselves around the few wispy clouds.

      I’m glad Brady’s with me. If this happened and I was alone, I don’t know what I’d do. I look down at my hand and see Finn’s fingertips gliding over the top of it.

      How weird that I didn’t feel someone touching me. Obviously it’s because I’m numb, but still, it’s weird.

      Finn glances up at me, and his fingers keep going, even though he knows I can’t feel it.

      Brady closes the book and reaches over, knocking away Finn’s hand.

      Finn glares at him, but Brady says, “You know she can’t feel it anyhow.”

      Brady’s wrong. I may not be able to feel Finn’s touch on my skin, but his good intention caresses my heart.

      “Let’s go.” I stand, ready to be away from this park.

      “But we need to watch you,” Brady says, reaching out a hand to stop me.

      “You can still watch me, I just don’t want to be here anymore.”

      “Fair enough,” Finn says, hopping off the table. He puts his hands in his pocket and looks around. “Where to?”

      “Anywhere,” I respond, reaching for my backpack with my left hand. Brady gets there first, winding one hand through a strap and loading it onto his shoulder. I smile gratefully at him. He dips his head and touches the brim of a pretend hat, like a chivalrous cowboy in an old movie.

      We leave the park, winding our way around the neighborhood that surrounds it. We meet at this park because it’s halfway between Brady’s house and Finn’s house. I can feel their eyes on me, their worry pouring over me as if their emotion is liquid.

      We round a corner and I stumble on the little scalloped brick edging of a lawn. They both reach out to catch me, and of all things, this is what sends them over the precipice we’ve been balancing on for months.

      “I’ve got her,” Finn growls. His hands on my waist tighten.

      “So do I,” Brady responds, his normally even voice becoming rough.

      Finn removes his hands. Surprise and relief course through me. I don’t want to be the reason for them fighting.

      But Finn’s hands don’t stay down. He shoves Brady’s shoulder with one open palm. Brady stumbles back into the street, shock widening his eyes.

      For a few seconds, he stands there, his hands dangling at his sides, like he’s trying to decide what to do. Then he launches himself at Finn.

      I scream and jump out of the way, and Finn grunts as Brady’s whole body lands on him. Brady’s weight and forward motion sends them both backward, tripping over their own feet and falling down onto the lawn. Fists fly through the air, and it’s hard to tell whose hands belong to whom.

      “Stop,” I yell, running over. They don’t listen, or they can’t hear above their own adrenaline.

      “Fuck you,” Finn grits out as he blocks Brady’s blows.

      “Fuck you,” Brady responds, his breathing labored.

      “Come on, you guys,” I plead, dropping to my knees on the wet grass and wincing as Brady finally lands a solid punch on Finn’s cheek.

      The sound of a creak takes my attention away from Brady and Finn. I look up to see an old lady rushing as fast as she can from the house, her fist raised.

      “Get out of here, you little shits! What do you think you’re doing, fighting on my lawn?”

      Her angry voice breaks through Finn and Brady’s tussle. They disentangle and get to their feet. Brady looks sheepish. Finn looks like he’d have gladly continued.

      The old lady steps closer to Brady. She barely matches his height, but her expression makes me shrink back.

      “Who are your parents?” she asks, her finger poking into Brady’s chest. She has the thick voice of a long-time smoker.

      “Uh.” Brady glances at me, his eyes worried. Brady’s dad is a federal judge, and after his sister’s public battle with drugs, Brady can’t afford to bring any more embarrassment to his family.

      “Pamela Anderson,” Finn says, stepping up so he’s shoulder-to-shoulder with Brady. Brady glances at Finn, a question in his eyes.

      A laugh threatens to come out, but I swallow it and step forward so that I’m on the other side of Brady. “And his dad is Jonathan Taylor Thomas,” I add, trying like hell to keep my expression solemn.

      The old lady squints, looking at each of us in turn.

      “I know liars when I see them.” She grimaces and swats the air. “The three of you are beyond the pale. Get out of here, before I call the police and have you arrested for... for... disturbing the peace.”

      We scramble off her lawn and onto the sidewalk. Finn’s elbow digs into my ribs and I try not to laugh. We make it three houses down and it’s Brady who breaks first. He doubles over, his hands on his knees, and laughter shakes his shoulders.

      “I hit you,”  he says, the word barely squeezing out around his laughter.

      Finn grimaces, his hand rubbing his jaw. “Have you ever been hit in the face, Brady?”

      Brady straightens, his laughter fading. He shakes his head, at the same time he says, “No.”

      “Well, it really fucking hurts.” Finn strides past Brady and says, “The next time you hit someone, don’t tuck your thumb inside your fist. And follow through.” Finn stops, raises two fists, and punches the air. He looks like he knows what he’s doing, and I wonder who taught him? Maybe his uncle, if he was ever sober enough to be that coordinated.

      “Finn,” Brady starts, taking a step toward him, but Finn raises an open palm to stop him.

      “Don’t worry about it, Brady.” Finn glances at me. “It probably won’t be the last time either.”

      I open my mouth, but Finn turns away. With his hands tucked inside the pockets of his ratty jeans, he walks off in the direction of his house.

      We watch him go, and when he disappears around the next corner, Brady slings an arm over my shoulder and steers me across the street.

      “Sorry we acted like that. Kind of stupid, I guess.”

      I shrug my shoulders, but I don’t say anything. I know they were fighting over me. I suppose the noble thing to do would be to take a step back from our friendship, if only to preserve theirs. But I don’t want to be noble. I want Brady and Finn. I want the three of us to stay the way we are, even though I know that’s impossible.

      Brady walks me home, pausing at the edge of my front yard. He touches my forearm, but I still can’t feel it.

      He glances away, in the general direction of his house. Looking back at me, he says, “Promise me you’ll call an ambulance if you start drooling.”

      My cheeks warm. The idea of him thinking about me drooling is embarrassing.

      I nod quickly.

      “And then call me. Or have your mom call me.”

      My eyebrows scrunch together in confusion. “Why—”

      “The antivenom isn’t cheap. Insurance doesn’t cover it, and it can be more than twenty thousand dollars per dose. Sometimes people need more than one dose. That’s a direct quote from the doctor who treated my sister when she was stung a few years ago.”

      “Oh,” I say softly, looking down at the tiny red mark on my hand.

      Brady’s finger goes under my chin, lifting my face until our eyes meet. “Please don’t be embarrassed. I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that, if you need it, I’d make sure you got it. That’s all.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur. “I’ll see you at school tomorrow.” Up on tiptoe, I give him a quick hug and head for my front door.

      It isn’t until I’m turning the door handle that I realize how late it is. As quietly as I can, I open the front door and step inside. So far, so good, I don’t see anybody. Sounds from the television filter in from the living room. I keep my footsteps as quiet as possible and make it to bottom of the stairs. I have one foot securely on the first stair when my mother’s voice snarls behind me.

      “Where have you been? You missed dinner.”

      I turn around and face my mother. She stands with her hands on her hips, her permed hair pulled up in a tight bun on the top of her head. A few tightly curled tendrils fall down near her temples and her ears.

      My right hand inches away until it’s hidden behind my backside. It’s not as if the scorpion sting is visible, yet for some reason, I want to hide it from her.

      “I was doing homework,” I tell her.

      Her eyebrows raise. “With who?”

      “Brady and Finn.” There’s a lilt to my voice, a challenge. She doesn’t like me hanging around boys, especially Finn. She’s constantly telling me it’ll only get me into trouble.

      “Of course you were.” She comes closer to me, until I can see the skin-colored mole in the center of her right cheek. “I know you’re being a whore, Lennon.”

      Without pause, I look her square in the eyes and say, “It takes one to know one, Mother.”

      The intake of her breath is a sharp sound, but not as sharp as the open palm she lands squarely on my cheek.

      “Don’t you ever speak to me that way again.” She runs her hands down the front of her sensible, knee-length skirt, smoothing away wrinkles that aren’t there. Her lips shake, and her eyes bulge.

      For the next three seconds, we stare each other down, and I break first. Walking to my room, I hurry and shut the door behind me. I stand in front of the mirror above my dresser, lifting my numb hand to my stinging cheek. As frustrating as Finn and Brady and their silly rivalry can be, I wish I were still with them. They are my family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Now

          

        

      

    

    
      My phone is heavy in my hand. I stare down at it, at the words on the screen.

      Want to come over for a swim?

      Brady’s question is so innocent, and yet it carries with it the possibility of being not so innocent. A swim is a swim, until it’s not. Until we look at each other for too long, until we sit for too long in the same memory.

      Sure, I write back, because there is no way I’m not going. Then, I send a second message. Should we invite Finn?

      Already did, Brady responds.

      I sigh and close my eyes. As long as the three of us are together, it’s safe. It’s when I'm on my own with either one of them that things become dangerous. Like when Finn kissed me yesterday. We both know he shouldn’t have done that. As much as it surprises me, I suppose on some level I was expecting it. And on another, even deeper level, I liked it.

      I didn’t think to pack a swimsuit, but I’m hoping I’ll find one in my drawer. My mother left my room the way it was before, so maybe that extends to my drawers too.

      A few second into my search I find that I am in luck. There are four bathing suits; three modest one-pieces, all chosen by my mother, and the cherry red bikini I bought with my own money.

      I reach for the bikini, pulling it from the drawer and dangling it in front of me. If my mom had known about its existence, it would’ve met a quick fate in a trashcan. I kept it a secret, stealthily shoving it in the bottom of my backpack while donning the matronly one-piece. I changed whenever I got where I was going: usually it was a public restroom, a friend’s house, and once, behind a neighbor’s shed while Brady turned his back and kept lookout.

      Stripping off my clothes, I slide the bottoms up my body and thread my arms into the straps, tying it in the back. When I look in the mirror, I feel young again. I look young again. Squeezing my eyes shut tight, I go back to before, to a time when my biggest complaint was that my mother was mean. At the time, it felt like everything, like there was nothing worse than her narcissistic mind games. Only a short time later, I learned how wrong I was.

      Back then, when I wore this bikini, I was just a girl with two best friends and endless possibilities.

      I open my eyes and smile, one thought reverberating through my mind: I am still her. I am still a girl with two best friends and endless possibilities.

      Slipping on my T-shirt and shorts, I gather my purse and sunglasses. On my way to Brady’s, I make a stop and pick up sunscreen and beer.

      This bikini might make me feel young again, but now I’m old enough to buy alcohol, and I have been for a long time.
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        * * *

      

      Brady’s house is oversized, bordering on ostentatious. Built by a developer who didn’t want his community to look like the rest of Agua Mesa, he snubbed the traditional stucco for red brick and gray clapboard siding, making it seem as though the homes were plucked from Nantucket and dropped in the sunny desert.

      Parking my car in the long driveway, I climb out and pause with my hand on the car door, watching Brady stride toward me across the neatly trimmed grass lawn. He’s wearing royal blue swim trunks and a white button-up embroidered with tiny palm trees. The shirt hugs his biceps, a reminder that although he works long hours, he manages to stay fit. Does he have someone to stay fit for? Is that why? He hasn’t said anything, but still… The thought makes my belly burn in an uncomfortable way.

      Which makes me realize none of us has broached the subject of significant others. Does Brady have one? Does Finn? Yesterday’s kiss tells me nothing. The Finn I remember didn’t care if he had a girlfriend, he’d kiss me anyway. The girls he dated weren’t serious; if he’d had a serious girlfriend, that would’ve stopped him. It may even have stopped him from being my friend at all. My hand raises as I think about it, my fingertips brushing my lower lip like I can read his previous kisses like tea leaves.

      Brady didn’t have a serious girlfriend in high school either. Am I the reason why?

      Brady reaches me, pulling me in and pressing me to him. His body is warm, and he smells like coconut and sweat.

      “Did you get stuck in the driveway?” Brady’s deep voice tumbles down around me.

      I chuckle against his chest. “I was thinking about something.”

      He steps back, but his hand stays on my forearm. “Anything important?”

      I shake my head, unwilling to open that can of worms. We may be a collection of our memories, but for right now, I want to stay firmly rooted in the present.

      “No,” I tell him, turning back to the car and reaching for the bag in the front seat. Brady takes it from me and starts for the house. “I brought beer,” I tell him, following him through the grass and up onto the sidewalk.

      “I grabbed some too. Want to bet Finn will bring some? We’ll have ourselves quite a party.”

      “I’m not placing a bet on Finn. He’s a wildcard. Who knows what he’ll show up with.”

      Brady laughs. He reaches for the front door and opens it, then steps back and waits for me to walk in first.

      “Always a gentleman,” I tease, walking past him and into the house.

      “Always,” he echoes.

      It feels like forever since I’ve been here, but it all comes rushing back. The door I snuck out of more times than I can count, the awkward dinners I was invited to, even when I knew it was because Brady begged his mom to have me over. Automatically I walk forward, through the cavernous foyer, and turn left for the kitchen.

      “Your parents updated.” I gesture to the all-white kitchen, the island painted a Grecian blue. “These handles,” I murmur, my fingers trailing along the matte gold. “They’re beautiful.”

      “They redid everything a couple years ago,” Brady replies. “I don’t know why. They’re rarely here.” A look comes over his face. “Except for the next few days. They’re arriving tomorrow. When my mother heard I was staying here this week, she decided she couldn’t pass up the opportunity to visit.” He sets the shopping bag on the counter. Both of his palms fall to the cool white marble, spreading out wide and pressing down. He looks at me, and then he keeps looking at me, and my mouth feels like a desiccant has been placed on my tongue.

      “You’re wearing the red bikini.” His eyes trail over my neck to the spot at the back where the straps are tied.

      Suddenly everything in the room is more alive than it was before. The air is electric, something palpable instead of being a thing I know exists but can’t see.

      Brady’s right hand curls into a fist, and his gaze doesn’t leave me. His eyes lose their friendly playfulness. Focus takes over, and it looks so singular, so dogged, that my stomach begins to churn and my heart beats against my chest. Brady wears the look of a man who wants to devour a woman.

      Me.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I take a step back and open the shiny, stainless steel fridge. Grabbing a bottle of water, I twist off the top and drink half, trying to cool myself down from the inside out.

      When we were eighteen, we were naive and riddled with hormones. Every feeling was confusing. But Brady’s a man now. Tall, strong, accomplished and overworked. And he gazed at me with heat so intense I half expected my bikini top to untie itself.

      And he’s still looking at me that way.

      I avert my gaze and run a hand over my mid-section, trying to calm my reaction.  Pounding heart, racing pulse, runaway stomach. All of it happening at once.

      Since the first day I met Brady, I’ve loved him. Who wouldn’t? He’s caring, compassionate, and has a soft spot for strays. Finn and I are proof.

      And there’s the problem. Finn.

      As if thinking about him has conjured him up, Finn walks into the kitchen. Dark green swim trunks hang over a shoulder, and a handle of pre-made Hurricane mix dangles from his hand.

      “Nope,” I declare, shaking my head, relieved to have something else to talk about right now. Finn looks confused, so I point at the rum drink.

      “Don’t be a baby, Lennon.” The bottle smacks the counter as Finn sets it down too hard.

      “Your peer pressure tactics no longer work on me. I’m a grown woman now.”

      Finn reaches over, slipping one warm finger under the exposed red strap at my neck. He slides it down until it meets the top of my shirt.

      “Says the girl wearing her old high school bikini.”

      I swat his hand away and glare at him. “It’s all that was available on short notice.”

      He smirks. “Did your grandma one-pieces disappear? Or were they lying right there beside the world’s sexiest bikini?”

      By far, this is not the world’s sexiest bikini. As two-piece swimwear goes, it’s tame. I ignore him and walk to the six-pack I brought. Brady still stands beside it. Grabbing one from its holder, I hand it off to Brady and take another for myself.

      “I’m going to change,” Finn announces, giving me a side-eye as he passes.

      “I’m going to order pizza.” Brady pulls his cell phone from his pocket.

      Without announcing my intention, I leave the kitchen and walk through the open sliding glass door that takes up the entire back wall of the living room.

      After I slip off my T-shirt and shorts, I settle onto a chaise lounge and pull sunscreen from my bag.

      Finn appears by my side at the worst time. My arm is bent awkwardly as I try to reach the middle of my back. Looking up, I squint at him and untangle my limb.

      He reaches for the sunscreen, but I grab the bottle first.

      “I don’t need help, thanks.” My voice is polite, but there’s an undertone.

      “Yes, you do.”

      Shaking my head, I say, “I’m fine.”

      Finn sighs. He plops down on to the chair beside me, knees facing me. “Why don’t you let me help you?”

      Because I’m certain Brady would just love to watch you rub lotion on me. Out loud, I say, “I’ve got it covered already.”

      He eyes me, and I can tell he knows I’m not telling the truth. Shrugging, he changes position so his whole body is lying on the chair.

      I do the same, crossing one ankle over the other and closing my eyes.

      A few minutes later I hear the back door open and close, then the sounds of Brady settling in on my other side. Peeking one eye open, I turn my head toward him and welcome him with a smile.

      “Food’s ordered,” he says, bringing the beer bottle to his lips.

      “Thanks,” Finn says from my other side. Brady tips the beer to him in acknowledgment.

      “Lennon, tell us more about your job.”

      Turning to Finn’s voice, I see he’s not looking at me, but staring out at the sparkling blue pool.

      I do the same, but the still water is quickly replaced by the image of a case from two years ago. Immediately my heart twists, pain wringing from it like a soaking wet towel.

      Slowly I shake my head. I still can’t comprehend the cruelty.

      “A daycare worker called. She reported redness on a toddler’s behind. On my way to check it out, I prayed it would be a bad case of diaper rash.” Tears sting my eyes, and my gaze flickers up to the sky as I try to keep them at bay. “It wasn’t. The redness... it was a burn.”

      “How does a baby get a burn on its backside?” Brady asks, trepidation coloring his voice.

      I glance at him. “Do you really want to know?”

      He squeezes his eyes and shakes his head.

      “Why did you become a social worker, Lennon? I’m all for it, but I wouldn’t have picked it for you.” Finn’s asking the question.

      I look out at the water again, and again I don’t see it. I see the little girl instead. She had blonde hair, and a birthmark in the shape of a four-leaf clover on her thigh.

      Finn’s question hangs in the air. Finn is sharp, seeing patterns and reasons when others don’t. He obviously knows why I became a social worker. Maybe Finn wants to make sure I know it too.

      “Some children are born to people who don’t deserve to be parents. Some people want so badly to be parents and are just waiting to be given a child. I’m not Robin Hood. I don’t take from the undeserving and give to the deserving. It doesn’t work that way. But, once in a while, it does. That little girl eventually went to a couple who wanted her. And I don’t mean they just wanted a child. They wanted a child, it was a longing I could practically see. This little girl made their lives better. They invited me to her third birthday party. You wouldn’t believe how over the top it was. A unicorn! For a party she won’t even remember.” I laugh softly. “They wanted to give her the best, and that was how they did it. The party was huge, and they showed her off to every person there.”

      Brady gets up from his chair and sinks down onto mine. Using the corner of his towel, he wipes away tears I didn’t know I was crying.

      Finn moves so that he’s facing me. He takes my hand, wraps it in both of his own, and squeezes. “Maybe you have the right job after all.”

      Here’s the problem though: I don’t. I have a job that keeps me in my past. As hard as I’ve fought to escape this place, escape my fucked up childhood, the truth is, I haven’t. I’ve only managed to revisit it in a different role.

      But what I do have are my boys. My guys. One is holding my hand, the other is waiting to wipe away my next tear.

      “I’m lucky to have both of you.” I smile at them, then take my hand back from Finn and stand up on the chair. With a palm on Brady’s shoulder for balance, I walk the length of the chair and jump lightly to my feet. When I get to the pool’s edge, I turn around and look back at them.

      It’s funny how two very different men can wear the same look. Longing, confusion, desire, with a hint of sadness clinging to the edges.

      The tone of this get-together has taken a somber note, and I intend to fix that.

      “Cannonball,” I yell, jumping and tucking my knees into my chest.

      By the time I resurface, both guys are mid-air. They sink down into the water and pop back up, grinning. Finn shakes his wet hair at me like a shaggy dog and I squeal. Brady rolls his eyes, but he’s laughing.

      Swimming over to the steps, I prop my elbows on the top step and lie back. Brady and Finn each assume their positions on either side of the long end.

      “On your marks,” I shout. “Get ready. Go!”

      And they’re off, treading water, using their power to propel them. After the third lap, I get up and go back to my chair, draping the towel over my body, and settle in. Sheer exhaustion will be the only thing to stop them.

      Years of dancing this same dance has told me so.
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      Finn

      This place smells like shit. Even worse, it smells like familiar shit.

      Tangy sweat and years of cigarette smoke have settled into the walls, the couch, the pores of the entire trailer. It’s a smell I can conjure up just by thinking about it, no matter where I am.

      And here I am, back in it. When Uncle Jeff called to pass along the news from the “little shithead doctor,” I didn’t run back to Agua Mesa. That was a month ago.

      I haven’t told Jeff why I’m here now. He assumes it’s out of concern for him. It’s not that it’s not, it’s just... who the hell am I kidding? It’s not Jeff. I’m building a cabin to take him away from this place, I had no plans to come back to it.

      It’s for her. Lennon. The girl whose hand I can feel in mine when it’s not there, the same way I can smell sweat and cigarettes in a fragrant garden. Lennon is an enigma. Better yet, our whole situation is one giant fucking enigma.

      But I want to solve it, to crack it open and watch the gooey insides of our relationship trickle down.

      Unlike Brady, I haven’t loved Lennon from day one. She showed up wearing that shirt with the stain on it, and I felt an immediate dislike for her. It was the stain that did it. Every last article of clothing I owned was stained, but on her it was repugnant. I was the one who didn’t have enough money for nice clothes. I was the poor kid. That was my role. Who was this girl with the short hair like a boy, coming into my classroom and shaking my stability? It wasn’t a stability to be proud of, but it was mine.

      Lennon grew on me. Quickly. As much as I didn’t want to like her, it was impossible not to. She watched more than she talked, a trait I realized I appreciated. When she ate her sandwich at lunch (homemade, and I imagined she had a nice mom who wore an apron and smiled while she married the peanut butter half with the jelly half), her tongue darted out of her mouth to grab the crumbs on the corners. I sat there, slurping from my carton of milk, stabbing at the rubbery green beans and Salisbury steak I ate for free thanks to the school lunch program. I was a watcher too, and the longer I watched Lennon, the more I liked her.

      When Lennon joined me and Brady, when we became three instead of two, it rounded us out. We were too young to know we were missing her all along, but when she became our friend, the whole universe felt right. I felt it, even if I didn’t have a name for the feeling until I was older. Lennon gave me my first taste of hope. She made me think maybe I could be better than the poor boy being raised by his uncle.

      Brady believed in me, encouraged me, wanted to raise me up to his level. That’s what Brady does. Brady’s the kind of person who runs into a burning building to see who needs to be rescued. But growing up, it was hard to look at Brady’s shining face, his Ralph Lauren polos and khakis, his easy smile and confident demeanor. He’d extended a hand so many times, offered me a chance to be more like him, and I never took it. After a while, when you’re used to smelling the shit, it no longer smells like shit.

      Rolling over, I pick up my head and look at the small white clock on the chipped, particle-board desk. The time is wrong. It’s not eleven p.m. It was wrong yesterday too, and the day before that. Spoiler alert: it will be wrong tomorrow.

      Rolling back over, I reach for my phone to see the time. 6:52. With a swipe, I take the phone off airplane mode and a message from Brady pops up. Sent twenty-one minutes ago.

      Do you want to meet me for a run?

      My gaze falls to my duffle bag, my brain mentally sifting through what I packed. I brought running shoes, but clothes for running? Nope.

      Looking down, I survey my white T-shirt and cotton-blend shorts. They’ll have to do.

      I text Brady my response, brush my teeth, and get in my car.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck, man,” Brady says, stopping on the corner of Valley View and 165th. We’re both breathing heavy and dripping sweat.

      “Did you forget how hot the sun is?” I hit the crosswalk button and rest my hands on my hips.

      “It’s different here,” Brady responds, reaching down to tighten the laces on his shoes.

      I look out at the fancy grocer on the corner. Green awnings the color of money jut out above the windows, and freestanding signs advertise wine and cheese pairings.

      I shrug. “Everything looks the same to me.”

      Brady follows my gaze. Shaking his head, he says, “I meant the sun. Not Agua Mesa.”

      I knew that, but I couldn’t resist the chance to point out the fact that nothing in this ritzy place has evolved.

      While we wait for the light to turn, Brady jogs in place. This annoys me. I know it’s what I’m supposed to be doing, keeping my muscles warm while I wait, but I can’t stand running in place. It feels pointless.

      “What do you think of Lennon?” I don’t look at him as I say the words. I look to my left, to where an agave plant is sprouting that weird stalk through its center, the thing Lennon says looks like a giant asparagus.

      “What do you mean?” There’s apprehension in Brady’s voice. I can hear it.

      I look at him. That fucker is still jogging in place.

      “It’s been eight years since we’ve seen her.”

      Brady shakes his head. “I see her on social media all the time.”

      For a moment I think of reaching out and shoving him off balance. I won’t do it though. As tense as things have been, Brady is my best friend. There’s something familiar and nice about having someone like that. Someone who knows the ugliness that lives inside you, and sticks around anyway. Despite our differences, and the fact we both love the same woman, Brady knows my past and, as much as I hate my past, it’s important to be around someone who knows it.

      “I didn’t mean on social media—” The light turns and Brady starts. It’s harder for me. My muscles feel sluggish. Jogging in place would’ve been a good idea. Ahead of me, Brady bounds across the asphalt like a damn gazelle. Asshole.
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        * * *

      

      We’re finished with the run and getting breakfast at a little place called The Wily Coyote. It’s one of those hipster places with an ironic name. I roll my eyes when we walk in, and Brady smirks, but secretly I dig it. The floors are concrete, the lighting overhead is on strings, and the counter where we order is made up of old license plates.

      Brady buys breakfast and finds a table. I’m not sure if he buys because that’s what he always did when we were kids, assuming I didn’t have money (he assumed correctly), or he’s just being nice.

      “What’s his prognosis?” Brady asks after I tell him about my uncle.

      “Not good. He’s doing chemo but his doctor doesn’t think it will help much. And he refuses to quit smoking.” When I left this morning, Jeff had a Marlboro dangling between his lips. The sight didn’t surprise me. I called him the day I drove down to Agua Mesa from the cabin to meet Lennon, and he warned me he hadn’t quit. What’s the point of quitting now? he’d asked.

      I could’ve argued with him, but there was no point in that either. Jeff will do what he wants, and the nagging and advice of me and his doctor won’t change his mind.

      Besides, from what I can tell, smoking is the only thing that brings Jeff happiness. He sits in that trailer all day, living off social security, watching the military channel and chain-smoking.

      I never had a dad. My mom was Jeff’s little sister, and when she died with a needle in her arm, he took care of me. He wasn’t very good at it, but at least he was there. It’s a sad state of affairs when all you need to be father of the year is just to be in the same room with a kid. Jeff was drunk most of the time and lazy more than half the time, but I never went hungry.

      It wasn’t only me who didn’t get the best care. Jeff has never taken good care of himself either, so it comes to no surprise that he won’t stop smoking. The only person who seems surprised is Brady.

      I can see the wheels in Brady’s head turning. I imagine his thoughts running faster and harder than we just did. His brows furrow as he thinks, and his cheekbones stand out. It only makes him more good-looking.

      I’m as straight as a guy can be, but even I can recognize when another dude hit the genetic jackpot. Brady has that Adonis this going on, and I wonder if that’s ever to his detriment. Does he get sick of looking like a Greek god? Probably not. It goes part and parcel with his hero persona.

      “Whatever you’re thinking, stop,” I tell him, taking a bite of my food. The hipsters add bacon, tomato relish, and cilantro to their avocado toast and it’s fucking delicious.

      “If there was a way we could convince Jeff—”

      I shake my head, and he takes a moment before deciding to listen to me. Finally he grabs his own avocado toast.

      I swallow my bite and explain. “Jeff doesn’t have shit to live for. Why take away the only thing that makes him happy?”

      “So you want to just send him to the grave without intervening? Without even attempting to?”

      Of course that’s what Brady would do. Brady the savior. Brady the good ol' boy.

      But not me. I don’t see this as a situation needing to be rectified.

      “He doesn’t need intervention, Brady. He needs comfort while he dies.”

      Brady swipes at the corner of his mouth with the pad of his thumb. “And you’re not worried you’ll feel guilty after?”

      “For what?”

      Brady’s expression is earnest, and it’s starting to annoy me. He’s the real-life equivalent of Captain America. “If you’re not part of the solution—”

      “I’m part of the problem?” Grabbing hot sauce from the end of the table, I twist off the cap and shake it over my food. “I’m not the cancer, Brady. I’m not killing him.”

      “I never said you were the killer, Finn.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      Brady’s gaze hardens. “I didn’t say that back then, either.”

      “You doubted me.”

      Brady looks away, his gaze on something other than me. I don’t need him to admit it. We both know it’s true. Brady went to bat for me, sending his lawyer to the station to save me, but I knew he wondered.

      Honestly, it was easy to cast a suspicious glance my way. Back then I was angry pretty much all the time and prone to emotional outbursts. Add to it that I told Brady I wanted to kill the fucker for what he did to Lennon, and of course I’d be a natural suspect. I meant it, too. I wanted to kill him.

      I lean against the padded seat back of the booth. “Water under the bridge, man.” I say it because it’s easier to let it go. The sting of Brady’s doubt has never truly left me, like a wound that refuses to heal. I told the police I had nothing to do with Lennon’s stepdad taking a sudden dirt nap. Their disbelief didn’t surprise me. Much like my uncle’s refusal to stop smoking, it seemed natural.

      “Right. Water under the bridge,” Brady echoes.

      Small talk carries us through the rest of breakfast. Brady talks about his firm and speaks carefully about a new case. His voice is devoid of any excitement.

      We get up to leave, and as I’m tossing a few dollars onto the table Brady’s hand lands on my shoulder.

      “Jeff might not say it, but I’m betting if there were anything to live for, it’d be you.”
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      “Oh my god, Laine. I’m so happy to hear your voice.” I switch my phone to my left ear and lift a shoulder to keep it there. I need both hands to carry this box out to the car.

      “How’s it going out there?”

      I set the box in the car with a loud huff and turn around, resting half my behind on the trunk. Down the street, someone rolls their garbage can out to the curb. He waves, and I wave back.

      “Someone down the street is taking their trash to the curb.” I pause, planting both feet on the ground and standing to stretch.

      “And that’s bad because…?”

      “The garbage truck comes tomorrow. And it’s only nine in the morning here. That’s not bad, Laine. That’s sad. Does this person live a life that will produce no more garbage between now and tomorrow morning?”

      “Depressing.”

      “I know. Maybe they are depressed. Maybe—”

      “No,” Laine interrupts me. “I mean you. You’re depressing.”

      “Oh.”

      I head back inside to resume the job I’ve been doing since I woke at five, the sun screaming into my face because I forgot to close the curtains. Why did my mom have to die in the summertime? Couldn’t she have passed away in March? Arizona is lovely in March.

      “Is it tough being there?” Laine asks, her volume decreasing as the sound of her concern increases.

      “Yes and no. But mostly yes.”

      “Honey…”

      My eyes sting. When Laine’s worried, or feeling extra emotional toward me, she calls me pet names usually reserved for lovers. Babe, sweetie, my love. It makes me miss her more.

      It’s not just her I miss. It’s the way things were before my mom died, when I could continue living blindly, pretending my childhood didn’t exist.

      “I’m going through the house. My room first. Then I’ll move on to her stuff.”

      “I’m sorry you have to deal with all that.”

      I walk back down the hall and into my room, where it looks as though a tornado has ripped through. “It had to happen sometime.”

      “You could come back here, you know? Do everything from afar?”

      “And what would I do about this house? All her things?”

      “There are people for that.”

      I laugh. When you have money, like Laine does, there are people for everything.

      Forgetting for a moment that I’m broke, I imagine hopping on the next plane with my tail between my legs. In just a few short hours I could be back in Dallas, curled up on the couch with Laine and watching something mindless.

      But no.

      “Laine, I need to rewrite history.”

      “And how are you going to go about doing that?”

      “I’m still figuring that out. But I can’t let this place define me any longer. Or control me.”

      “So don’t.”

      I laugh derisively. “Just like that, huh?”

      “Have you been to the church?”

      Her subject change is because she has about as much of an idea of how to rewrite history as I do.

      I tell her about Wilma and Elliot, and Pastor Thomas.

      “Elliot reminds me of myself. She was wearing this cute hat and—”

      “When are you going to tell me?”

      I sigh. “Tell you what?” I know what she’s getting at, but I’m putting it off.

      “When are you going to tell me about Finn and Brady?”

      I sink down on the bed. The mirror above my dresser is crammed with pictures, stuffed in the tiny space between the frame and the glass. Some are group shots, taken during church camp, but most of them are of me and my guys. Brady and Finn. The boys who saved me. The men who ruined me for any chance at falling in love with someone who isn’t them.

      I’ve dated, but not much. I’ve slept with two of the men I’ve dated, but only because I knew, after a certain time period, it was expected of me. I could have taken a stand, made a different choice, but it was so much easier not to, and anyway, each time I went to bed with them, I lay down thinking that maybe this time would be the time I would start to love my guys a little less. But, no. I guess something like that couldn’t happen because my heart wasn’t really there. It was elsewhere; half of it in Chicago, the other half in California.

      “Finn and Brady are good, Laine. They are men now. It’s... shocking.” I laugh softly. “You know what I mean.”

      “Sure do,” Laine agrees, and I know she’s referring to her high school boyfriend. She ran into him last year and, despite having a boyfriend of her own, it took Laine a few days to recover from seeing the grown-up version of the boy who stole her teenage heart.

      “So,” she continues, “did all the feelings come rushing back?”

      I nod my head, then remember she can’t see me. “There was no way to stop them, Laine. Like my feelings are a runaway train. They fly forward and I have no chance of hitting the brakes. Even when I try.”

      Laine groans softly. “You are so screwed.”

      “Basically.” If it weren’t for the years that have passed since I left or the empty house, I could be eighteen again, in love with my two best friends, and terrified of losing either of them if I were to ever make a choice.

      Lying back on my bed, I throw a forearm over my eyes dramatically. “Maybe one day soon we’ll all get sick of this dance we do around one another. Maybe,” I say slowly, “they will choose for me.”

      Laine snorts. “Please. Do not tell me you just said that.”

      I open my eyes and look up at the ceiling. “Fine. I did not just say that.”

      “Lennon, listen to me. Whether you know it or not, something inside your body knows the truth. I don’t know that it’s your brain, or your heart, maybe it’s your subconscious. You cannot love both of these people equally. You have to love one of them more than the other. Which one of them makes you feel your heart?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper. That’s the god’s honest truth. I love them both. How could I not?

      “How much longer are you going to be there?”

      Laine’s question releases me from having to think about her prior question.

      “Why? Do you want your car back?”

      Laine laughs. “Sure do. Your car is a piece of shit.”

      My shoulders shake as I laugh silently. “I may never come back. Maybe I’ll ride off into the sunset in your shiny, fancy car.”

      “In this daydream, who is riding in your passenger seat?”

      I groan audibly and roll over, using a hand to push myself off the bed.

      “I’m just messing with you. You make it so easy.”

      “Thanks, Laine.” I glance around at the stacks of boxes headed to donation, then out toward the rest of the house. “I better get going. I have a lot more work to do.”

      “Do you want me there? Just say the word. I’ll bring wine. In three hours we could be drunk and going through all your mom’s stuff.”

      “I really appreciate it, but no.” I don’t want Laine in this house. Laine is from my Second Life, a life I started on my own. It’s unsullied, and I want to keep it that way.

      Laine and I hang up. I take a deep breath and go out to the kitchen to make lunch. Last night, on the way home from Brady’s, I stopped for groceries. Not a lot, but just enough to get me through the next few days.

      With a plate in one hand and a bag of chips secured between my teeth, I grab a handful of the black plastic lawn bags I found in the garage. I take the stairs slowly, as if even my limbs know how badly I don’t want to start cleaning out my mother’s room. I start in her closet first, pulling item after item off their hangers and stuffing them into a bag. I alternate between taking bites of my sandwich and cleaning, and my mind wanders.

      I told Laine it was shocking that Finn and Brady were men now, and I meant it. But I’d already known how Brady had grown, and not from social media. Two years ago, Brady came to Dallas for work.

      He was already in town when he called.

      He said he wouldn’t accept my excuses, even as my lips were poised to give them.

      He asked me to have dinner with him after his meetings finished.

      I wanted to say no. I felt guilty for seeing him without Finn. Guilt like that can only be felt if there’s something to feel guilty about. And there was.

      We weren’t kids anymore, and I knew that the moment I stepped from my apartment wearing my black dress, the soft fabric pouring over my skin like melted butter.

      Laine was gone for the weekend, on her first out of town trip with her new boyfriend. When she came back, I didn’t tell her I saw Brady.
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      Two Years Ago

      I walk into the restaurant with a confidence I don’t feel. Appearing nervous seems abhorrent, something the childhood me would’ve done. Brady needs to know I’ve made it out of Agua Mesa, that the girl who spent her life on the receiving end of other peoples shit no longer exists. I know this isn’t true, but oh my god do I want it to be.

      Brady’s waiting for me at the bar. He’s standing, leaning one muscular forearm on the edge of the bar top. His white button-up shirt is rolled up almost to his elbows. He’s trim, his jaw strong, and his hands are curved around a glass filled with something clear. When I get closer, I spot a lime swimming between the ice cubes.

      Brady straightens. He reaches for me, his eyes lighting up with recognition. He hugs me carefully, like he’s folding his parts around mine, mindful of what’s touching. Until this moment, I hadn’t remembered how his hugs were before: crushing, all-consuming, with no thought as to what body parts were touching. Disappointment blossoms inside me.

      He pulls away, gesturing at the open seat beside him. “Do you want to have a drink before dinner?”

      I nod, settling beside him and ordering a glass of wine. When it arrives, I take a long drink. Brady’s eyes stay on me.

      “You’re beautiful, Lennon.”

      I smile, my insides warming from his words. “I always loved the way you compliment. You make statements.”

      He averts his gaze, and I smirk. “You can give a compliment, but you still can’t take one?”

      One side of his mouth curls up and he looks back to me. “I’m working on it.”

      “How have you been, Brady?”

      “I’m working for a prestigious law firm in Chicago. I have a nice apartment, on the weekends I sail on the lake with some of my frat brothers—”

      My waving hand stops him. “I don’t want the social media version of you. I know that person already. I want the real you.”

      Brady’s tongue darts out, licking across his top lip. His head dips low while one palm rubs the back of his neck. He looks at me and clears his throat.

      “Still perceptive, I see.” He smiles at me, and I feel my lips curving, my smile automatic in response to his.

      I say nothing. I’m waiting.

      “The firm is prestigious. That’s not a lie. It’s also a giant time suck. I’m working twelve-hour days, and sometimes I keep working when I get home. There was a time when twelve-hour days were something I aspired to. Like working so much was something to brag about.” He shakes his head. “It’s not. A lot of the guys work like that for a while, and then it tapers off when they have kids. Maybe I have to do the grunt work now, pave the way for a shorter workweek later.” He lifts a hand into the air, his palm flat and parallel with the bar top. “This is the trajectory. Work now,” he says, his hand moving slowly through the air, dipping lower as he goes. “Then less, and less, until what? Even later, a forty-hour workweek will sound like a joke. That exists for other people. My job? Not so much.”

      It sounds fucking terrible, but I know better than to say that.

      “Well, you’ve done one thing very, very right.”

      His eyebrows raise. “And what’s that?”

      “You’ve made your parents proud, I’m sure.”

      Brady laughs without a sound, lifting his glass to his mouth and draining the contents.

      “That I have,” he agrees, nodding. “But who really knows what that’s worth anymore.” He inclines his head my way. “You ready for dinner?”

      I drain my wine while Brady tosses two twenties on the bar.

      After dinner Brady walks me home. He’s impressed by my building, and I tell him it’s a luxury afforded to me courtesy of Laine.

      Brady steps on the elevator with me, and it’s as if that one step turns a dial on the whole evening. Every breath, every thought, every word, is more. Anticipation so strong I can taste it, but of what? Adrenaline quickens my heartbeats, until I feel the thrumming not only in my chest, but in my throat.

      “This is me,” I say softly, stopping in front of my door.

      Brady pauses beside me, and suddenly I’m aware of how much he has filled out. Baseball had given him the muscle, and adulthood gave him the mass. Even in my heels, the top of my head only reaches his nose.

      Brady reaches for me, folding me into him like he did when I first approached him at the bar earlier, but this time he is not careful of what’s touching. His hand runs the length of my back, over and over. Before I can stop it, a small sigh of pleasure escapes my mouth.

      I look up, alarmed. Brady’s gaze is heavy, his eyes hooded. He’s not scared by my sigh of pleasure, by his hand dipping dangerously low on my back, by any of this.

      The look he gives me is one I hope I never stop seeing. Longing mixed with content. “Do you have to go?” he asks, his mouth near my ear. “I’m not done seeing you yet.”

      I lean back, letting my head fall against the apartment door. “I’d invite you in, but”—I glance down at Brady’s hand, where it has left my back and come to rest on my hip—“I’m not sure that’s the best idea.”

      “Why?” Brady uses one finger to tip my chin to the ceiling. My throat is exposed, and he leans in, his lips hovering just above my skin.

      “Lines,” I manage to say around my galloping pulse, my tangled thoughts.

      “Lines…” Brady repeats, his breath hot on my throat. “Crossing lines?”

      I attempt to nod, but find I can’t, not with my head tipped up that way. “Yes,” I breathe.

      The tip of Brady’s nose touches me, and he lets it slide down to the hollow space at the base of my neck. He runs it back up the other side of my throat, careful to touch me with nothing more than that.

      “Tell me, Lennon, do you like this?”

      “Mmmm,” I answer. I can’t say yes, and I can’t say no. The truth is that I like it, very, very much, and I fear how much I like it. It makes me uneasy. Once we cross this line, it can’t be uncrossed. But really, isn’t it already crossed? The second I chose to wear this black dress I knew I was toeing the line. The second we stepped into that elevator and the air changed, we’d crossed the line. The truth was that we didn’t need to cross the line physically; emotional line crossing was enough to alter us.

      Brady’s mouth moves lower, until I can feel his breath on my cleavage. My hand finds his hair, winding through it. He still isn’t touching me, and damn if it isn’t the most erotic and frustrating thing I’ve ever experienced. I lower my gaze to watch him, sneaking a glance down the hall. If anyone came out right now...

      “Has Finn ever touched you like this, Lennon?” Brady’s hand slips from my hip, traveling down the outside of my thigh until it reaches the hem of my dress.

      “No,” I say sharply, gruffer than I intended.

      “Good,” Brady growls against me. “Do you want me to stop?”

      No.

      God, no.

      “Yes,” I hear myself say. The word bounces around my body, zinging past my heart and out into the air, halting the scene like a wrench thrown in a system of moving parts.

      Brady straightens. His confidence turns to apprehension, his eyes crinkling with concern.

      “Lines,” I say, trying to explain something I don’t understand myself.

      He nods. “Right. Lines.” He steps back from me. “I better go.”

      My hand flies out to stop him, but he’s already turned, striding for the elevator. When he gets there, he turns back to me.

      “I’m sorry for what I did in high school, Lennon. I’m sorry I didn’t make you mine. I’m sorry for it all.”

      Then he’s gone, stepping on the elevator and disappearing.
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      Brady

      There was a time in my life when I thought I would never move away from this town. I was a kid who lived in an affluent area with influential parents. As if that wasn’t enough, I discovered I had a natural talent for baseball. Tri-fucking-fecta. With my two best friends by my side, I didn’t think life could get any better.

      That feeling turned out to be true.

      Life could not get any better; but, it could get worse. One day, as I was nearing eighth-grade graduation, my mother came home and announced I would not be going to the high school I always assumed I’d be attending.

      Not good enough, she’d declared. We’re going private.

      I argued, but in the end, it didn’t matter. Nothing I could say would change her mind, and I wasn’t the type to force my hand. No running away from home or throwing a wild kegger. I operated on the belief that my parents had a shitty enough time dealing with my older sister, they didn’t need me compounding their problems. Plus, I really liked being the easy one. It was a source of pride for me.

      Thank God we have you, my mother would say, ruffling my hair. I read her message as clearly as if it were written on paper: we can’t have two children causing problems. And truly, I understood. My father was a federal judge, and he’d extended his reach as far as it would go to get my sister out of trouble. Two DUIs, and found in possession of drugs (it was only weed, but still, it was against the law).

      I was the good boy, and I still am. After a while, the traits we pride ourselves on become a part of us. They bleed into us, until they shape us, help us create the story we tell ourselves.

      Since I can remember, I’ve been telling myself Lennon and I are meant to be. She showed up that day in second grade, her eyes wide and fearful, and I could tell she thought she didn’t belong. She never thought she was good enough, not for me or the school or anything that was given to her. She was timid, fearful, like a pet beaten by the owner it loves.

      And later, I came to understand she had been beaten, figuratively anyway. Her mother was a piece of work, a textbook narcissist. Until I met that woman, I’d never truly hated anybody.

      Ironically, Lennon’s mother loved me. When we were younger her mom didn’t want her around boys, but when we were older she accepted our friendship. She told me over and over that I was too good for Lennon. She said this in front of her. I responded the same way each time: wrapping an arm around Lennon’s turned-in shoulders and saying ‘You must have something wrong with your eyesight, Mrs. Blake’.

      If only my own mother loved Lennon as much. She wasn’t unkind to her, but her eyes passed over Lennon with polite disinterest. She believed there were other people I should be spending my time with. People who were not Lennon Davies and Finn Jeffries.

      And something tells me, when I get back from my run and breakfast with Finn, she’ll wait less than five minutes to ask me if I’ve seen them since I returned to Agua Mesa.

      I didn’t tell her why I came back, only that I was going to use the house for a couple weeks. I’d contemplated not telling her, but I knew it would upset her if she learned later on that I’d come back to my childhood home for the first time in years and hadn’t told her.

      Things are going to be different though. I’m an adult now. I won’t hide my friendships anymore. I’m not afraid to upset her. My father retired from the bench two years ago, and she can’t threaten me with the possibility of embarrassing my father by continuing to befriend the 'future inmate' and the 'girl who should be dating the future inmate'.

      To be fair, Lennon never stood a chance. She was doomed from the beginning, right along with every other girl. I can’t imagine a woman my mother would consider good enough for her only son. Perhaps a philanthropic, virgin princess who spends her free time protesting shark fin soup? And that’s only a maybe.

      “Mom, hi.” I greet her as I walk through the small mudroom off the left of the kitchen. She and my father arrived while I was out. I feel a twinge of guilt as I think about how their arrival might have influenced my decision to exercise this morning. Finn was a large part of it though. I wanted to see him, to be one-on-one with him. Finn’s a good guy, and it’s been so long. Too long. He doesn’t want to talk about his job, but I wish he’d open up about it. Maybe that means Lennon and I are right, and he was doing something he can’t talk about. Ordinarily it would seem far-fetched, but this is Finn I’m thinking about. With him, anything is possible.

      “Brady!” My mom beams, placing her kitchen knife on the butcher block cutting board and coming to me, arms open. She hugs me, pulling away with a wrinkled nose. “You stink.”

      “I went for a run.”

      “In this heat?”

      Nodding, I walk to see what she was cutting. I’m not hungry, but I want something to do with my hands.

      Pears. I grab two slices and pop one in my mouth.

      My mom leans a hip against the countertop, pinning me with her straight-forward gaze. “How are you, dear?”

      “Fine,” I answer.

      Her eyes tighten shrewdly. “Try that again.”

      “Mom, it’s only been a few months since I’ve seen you. Not much has changed.”

      “Sure it has,” she says. Her tone is casual, but I know better.

      My eyebrows pull together in confusion.

      “You’re here, after all. In Agua Mesa. After so many years gone.” She cocks her head, the loose bun at the nape of her neck toppling sideways with the movement. “Why did you come back?”

      She knows.

      Of course she does. News of Lennon’s mother’s death is a big enough deal that it would only take a couple phone calls for my mother to learn about it.

      “Lennon’s mom died. Her service is in two days. Lennon came back, so I did too.”

      “And Finn?”

      “What about him?” I’m really starting to hate how much I feel like a child again, defending my choice in friends against the person who held all the power in my life.

      “He’s back too.” Her question sounds more like a statement. “Of course he is. Whatever one of you does, the other two follow.”

      “You make it sound like we share a brain.”

      She snorts. “Thank God you don’t.”

      “Mom…” I say it low, a warning.

      “They almost ruined your future!” Her voice raises as she speaks, her thin, white hand coming down hard on the counter.

      My head shakes. I’m ready to be done with this conversation. This is exactly why I shouldn’t have told my mother I was coming home. When she visits me in Chicago, she doesn’t act like this. “I’m going to grab a shower, Mom.”

      I’ve taken three steps when her voice speaks up behind me.

      “You were taken to jail,” she hisses, an attempt to get control of her volume.

      I keep walking, but I feel compelled to respond as my legs move me farther away. “I was taken to the police station,” I clarify. “Not jail.”

      “Because of her,” she calls out just before I turn the corner and disappear from sight.

      My mom is right. I went to the police station because of Lennon. More specifically, I went to the police station because of Lennon’s stepfather.

      Sometimes I replay that night in my head, and when I do, it happens differently.
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      I call Lennon when I’m finished with my shower. She tells me she’s knee deep in going through her mom’s closet, and it’s only the beginning. Next up: the rest of the house. I can only imagine the personal cost to Lennon. Sifting through the artifacts of the person who treated you viciously? It’s like one last cruelty. A final fuck you.

      When I offer my help, I don’t really expect Lennon to accept it. She’s self-reliant, almost to a fault. When she says yes, I know it means she’s at her wit’s end.

      I find my mom sitting at her desk. In the time it took me to take a shower, I’ve cooled off a bit. I don’t want to fight with my mom, especially since I haven’t seen her in a few months.

      “Mom—” I begin, but fall silent when she looks up. Her eyes are red, like she’s been crying. My mom rarely cries.

      She sniffs. “I’m sorry for all that in the kitchen. It’s not just you, I have other things on my mind.” She gives me a pointed look and goes on. “Don’t get me wrong; I’m still not pleased that your friendship with those two continues. But, friendships don’t usually endure for no reason at all, so clearly there is something between the three of you I just don’t understand.”

      It’s as close as she’ll come to an apology, and I’ll take it.

      “What’s on your mind, Mom?”

      She sighs, her shoulders drooping with the weight of whatever it is she carries. “Your sister, of course.”

      “What happened now?”

      “She was fired. It’s her third job this year.” She glances out the window to the street, one finger tapping the center of her bottom lip. She looks back at me. “When is she going to grow up?”

      Her question is not rhetorical, I can tell. Her eyes beseech me. I wish I had a better answer.

      Shrugging, I tell her, “Hopefully soon, Mom.” Is it fair to offer my mother hope? Probably not. But if she doesn’t have hope, I don’t know what else she’ll cling to.

      She blinks twice, as if trying to clear away the heavy air. “Are you heading out?” Her eyes take in my freshly washed hair and my clothing; green shorts, and a gray V-neck tee.

      I nod. “Lennon needs help going through her mom’s belongings. There is a whole house of stuff to sort through, and she’s feeling overwhelmed.”

      Mom stands, coming out from behind her desk. “Why don’t you invite Lennon and Finn over here for dinner tonight?”

      She sees my shocked expression, and grins. “I know, it’s the last thing you expected me to say.”

      “You and dad building an ice cave here in the middle of summer would be more believable than you inviting over Lennon and Finn.”

      Mom balks. “I seem to remember Lennon coming over for dinner a few times in high school.” Her lips twist. “But that was before—”

      “Okay okay,” I say, interrupting her. We don’t need to talk about what happened. It is done and gone. Besides, charges were never filed, against Lennon or anyone else. The police couldn’t determine motive, and there was no weapon. Beyond all that, one thing stood truer than any other thing: Lennon was innocent. We all were.

      “Why the change of heart?” I ask her.

      “Your father and I feel like we lost your sister a long time ago. We don’t want to lose you, either. If you’re going to make Lennon and Finn a part of your life again, then we’ll have to accept it.”

      I nod and agree to extend the invitation. On my drive to Lennon’s house, I think about my mother’s words, saying I’m making Lennon and Finn a part of my life again. What I didn’t tell her was that Lennon and Finn were always a part of my life. Sure, we went separate ways after that last summer. Although we kept in touch over the years, we haven’t seen each other. Except that one time I went to Dallas... I’ve never been able to shake that night. The feel of Lennon’s skin, so warm under my fingertips. Her inhales, coming so close to one another. My lips did not touch her, or any other part of her body, and that’s only because I was waiting for her signal. She had to do it. She had to be the one to say okay.

      But she didn’t. Because she loves Finn, too.

      I asked her if Finn ever touched her like that, because I had to know. I always wondered. Finn is so different from me, so charming. He’s a scrapper, a fighter. He knows what he wants, and he goes after it. Hunger makes people more determined, and Finn was hungry for Lennon. He still is.

      I know the two of them have things in common she and I don’t. I can’t relate to Lennon the way he does. But I can love her even more than him. I know I can.

      I was embarrassed when I left her apartment that night in Dallas, but relieved.

      Finally, after all those years, I apologized for choosing my private school friends over her.
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      “Are you sure Brady wants us to come?”

      I bite my lip and think about the expression on Brady’s face when he invited us. He seemed open to bringing us into the fold with his private school friends, but was it genuine?

      Finn rolls his eyes. “Yes, Lennon. Why do you keep asking?”

      I glare at him. “Because, Finn, we’re not exactly the type to hang out with the Trinity Prep kids.”

      Finn shrugs, but I see underneath his bravado. I see the apprehensive little boy under there, the dusty trailer park peeking through. Neither of us belong at a Trinity Prep party. And yet. We’ve been invited to one. Maybe because it’s April, nearly the end of high school.

      This is the first time Brady’s two lives will meet. During the day he has his school friends, his teammates, and whoever else he spends his time with. I wouldn’t know, because he’s kept us separate. At night, that’s when we get Brady back. We usually meet at my house. It’s neutral territory, and the truth is, none of us want to spend time at Finn’s.

      It’s fitting that Brady sees us in the dark, because that is precisely where we’re kept.

      Until tonight. Brady is throwing a party at his house. His parents are out of town, visiting his sister at college. I don’t even know how they managed to pull that one off. There’s no way Stephanie could’ve gone to college without Brady’s dad pulling strings. I’m curious to know which strings he pulled, but that’s a question that will remain unanswered.

      “What are you wearing tonight?” My eyes move over Finn’s current outfit. Trinity kids will melt into puddles of Lacoste polos if Finn shows up in ripped board shorts and a muscle shirt.

      Finn looks down at himself, then back up at me. “This.”

      I give him a look.

      “What?”

      “You know you can’t wear something like that to Brady’s party.”

      “It’s my Sunday best,” Finn says, puffing out his chest.

      Despite my growing irritation, I can’t help but smile. Finn always makes me smile.

      I survey the contents of my closet. Behind me, the bed creaks as Finn sits down. If my mom and stepdad knew I had a boy in my room, they would lose their minds. They shouldn’t find out though; tonight they’re at the church, leading a couples Bible study.

      I capture the sleeve of a T-shirt between my fingers, fingering the soft fabric, and think about what it would be like to burst into that Bible study and tell everyone the truth. My mother is not the saint they think she is. She’s told them all a story, led them to believe that she was a struggling single mother until she met the doting, god-fearing man she always hoped God would bring into her life. And at that moment, I knew, she’ll say, looking around earnestly at the enraptured faces, I saw God’s plan for my life.

      What would happen if I walked in and told them all about our rotating front door? The different men who came to our apartment, some barely sparing me a glance on their way back to her bedroom. I was young, and I couldn’t make sense of the noises I heard. And I never went back to check, not after that first time. I knocked, and the man answered her bedroom door. His poochy belly hung over his underwear, hair curled over his chest and he had an angry look on his face. What the fuck do you want? he’d demanded. I turned and ran to my bedroom, curling up on my bed and putting a pillow over my head.

      So excuse me for not buying her holier than thou, godly wife act. My stepfather came to the door just like the rest of them, but instead of coming in, he took my mom out. She got a babysitter for me, a part of the charade. See how I’m a good single-mom?

      He came back, over and over, until one day my mom came home with a small sparkly diamond on her finger. My mom told me we’d move in with him after they were married, and that from now on I’d be going to church. I was excited, because I figured anything, anything, was better than what we’d been doing. And maybe, if my mom was married and happy, she’d be nicer.

      I was wrong.

      “Lennon?”

      Finn’s hand touches my shoulder, and I jump.

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      “Where were you just now? I said your name four times.”

      I clear my throat and push aside some shirts. “Daydreaming.”

      “Oh yeah? What were you daydreaming about?” He’s still standing close behind me, and my whole body knows it.

      “Nothing.”

      Finn snorts disbelievingly. “Were you dreaming about meeting a hunky Trinity boy tonight? Maybe he’ll sweep you off your feet, and drive you off into the sunset.”

      Now it’s my turn to snort. “Hardly.”

      “Good,” Finn says, setting his chin on my shoulder and winding his arms around my waist. “Because you’re mine.”

      I roll my eyes. “Finn, stop.”

      “You are,” he insists, and his voice takes on a possessive quality. It would be a lie to say I didn’t like it. Belonging to someone? It felt nice. Physically, I’ve always been with my mother. But in my heart? I was alone. Until Finn and Brady.

      I step out of his embrace and face him, my arms crossed. “If I’m yours, why did you take Ava Stansbury to the football game last Friday night?”

      Finn purses his lips and looks at the ceiling, as if the answer can be found there. “That,” he says, dropping his gaze back down to me, “is a very good question.”

      I smile and shake my head. “Finn, you are impossible.”

      His eyebrows raise. “Impossible not to love?”

      I smile again and feel my whole body soften. “Yes, Finn. You are impossible not to love.”

      He needs to hear this, my broken, sad best friend whose belief in his own self-worth sometimes manages to be lower than my own.

      Finn grabs my waist, eliciting a surprised gasp from me.

      “What are you doing?” My voice is breathy.

      “Love me. Right now.” Finn’s dark eyes gaze intensely into my own.

      My eyebrows pull together in confusion. “I do love you right now. I love you all the time. Even when you’re being an ass.” I’m hoping the joke, and the grin on my face, will take us back to playful flirting. Because this is precarious.

      It does nothing. Finn tightens his hold on me, his fingers digging into the flesh at the small of my back. “Let me show you love, Lennon.” Finn’s gaze moves across the room, my eyes following. I see him looking at my bed, and then I understand what he’s really saying.

      All my muscles tense.

      “Finn—” I begin to protest, but Finn speaks at the same time.

      “I know you’re a virgin.”

      “So?” Instantly I feel angry and embarrassed. I’m almost eighteen. Everyone I know is having sex except me. I don’t talk about it with Brady and Finn, but I can only assume they are too.

      Just the thought of it makes my blood boil, filling me with the deep unruly possessiveness of my guys. The thought of them holding another girl close, of her holding them inside her, makes me angry.

      “You have to lose it sometime, Lennon.” He drags his lips across my forehead, and blood rushes down there, to a place where nobody, not even me, has gone before. His kiss on my temple is soft, and I feel his lips moving on my skin as he says, “I can’t stand the thought of it being with anybody else.”

      I pull back to look at him. His words are ridiculous, but his expression is earnest, his eyes hopeful.

      Stepping away, I extract myself from his arms. “I never knew my first time would be so romantic,” I say sarcastically. I glance over at my nightstand, the top clear of everything but a lamp and a book. “Roses? And candles? You really went all out to make my first-time special.”

      Finn shakes his head, his hair falling in his face. Reflexively, he pushes it back. “That’s not how I meant it.”

      “Did you really think I would just lie on my back and open my legs?” Angrily I reach for a shirt, ripping it from the hanger. “I need to change. Please leave.”

      He sighs, his shoulders slumped as he moves for the door. I wait until it closes behind him, then I pull my shirt over my head and press it to my face, letting it catch my tears. I feel stupid and embarrassed and angry.

      When I’m done, I take a deep breath and look at my reflection in my mirrored closet door. Luckily there’s only a tiny mascara smudge under one eye, and with a swipe of my finger, it’s gone. I pull on a new shirt and swap my jeans for a skirt that falls to mid-thigh. Winding my purse over my shoulder, I pull open my bedroom door and step out into the hall.

      Finn leans against the opposite wall, his hands tucked in his pockets. He looks contrite. Ignoring him, I walk down the stairs. Just as I’m reaching for the handle of the front door, it flies open. Finn and I both freeze. My stepdad walks in, pausing in the open door when he sees us.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      He looks at Finn, then back at me. “Your mother forgot the pie she made for tonight. I came home to grab it.” He speaks slowly, glancing again between me and Finn.

      “Okay, well,” I say. I’m too afraid to look back at Finn, so I glance down at my feet instead.

      “We were just on our way out, Mr. Blake,” Finn says.

      “Yeah, sure,” Ted responds quickly, moving aside. I take a step, but Ted’s arm shoots out to stop me.

      “Finn, why don’t you go on outside?” He motions out front with his chin. “Lennon will join you in a moment.”

      Finn brushes past me, our eyes meeting briefly as he goes. The door closes softly behind him.

      “Are you having sex with that boy?” Ted asks.

      My cheeks flame. There’s no way I’m talking about sex with Ted. I’d like to pretend he doesn’t even know what sex is.

      “No,” I answer, looking away. I’m too mortified to meet his eyes.

      “Lennon?”

      I look up.

      “If you do it once, it’ll be easier to do again. And again. That’s how young women get into trouble.”

      “I’m not—”

      He turns away, walking toward the kitchen, and the declaration dies on my lips.

      I want to follow him, proclaim my innocence, but I also want to get the hell out of here.

      I dart through the front door, hurrying to where Finn waits for me beside his uncle’s truck. He opens the door for me, and I climb in. Halfway through the drive, Finn reaches across the seat and finds my hand. Then he doesn’t let me go until we reach Brady’s.
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      “Brady’s mom is going to kill him,” I shout to Finn over the noise of the party. We’ve taken fewer than ten steps inside, and I’ve seen two beers spilled and tracks of muddy footprints on the foyer rug.

      Finn glances at me, nodding his head solemnly. He cares for Mrs. Sterling about as much as she does for him, but he doesn’t want to see her house ruined.

      Neither of us could figure out why good boy Brady decided to throw a house party. It’s out of character, but maybe that’s why he’s doing it. Maybe he wants one chance to be something besides the golden child.

      “Let’s find Brady,” Finn yells, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the crowd, thick with bodies. We snake through, Finn craning his neck as he looks around for Brady. It’s me who spots him first. His back is to us, and he’s talking animatedly with two blonde girls. They laugh and gaze up at him as if the moon is in the sky because Brady placed it there. We approach, but his back is still turned, and he doesn’t see us coming. Like an animal marking its territory, I reach out, wrapping my arms around Brady’s torso and squeezing him from behind. I know he’ll look down, see the delicate gold band I always wear on my pinky finger, and know it’s me. And he does.

      “Lennon,” he gets out the first half of my name before he even turns around. Smiling, he shifts, bringing me into his side. His smile is lazy and slow, his cheeks pudgy. Alcohol has thickened his skin and his tongue, making his whole body puff out.

      “Angelina, Veronica, this is Lennon. And Finn,” Brady adds, gazing over my head to Finn.

      “Ladies,” Finn says, his voice different. He’s softened it with charm. It’s like he’s really saying I’m messy and poor, but I’m a hell of a lot of fun.

      “Hi.” I wave at the two girls who have not yet said hi to me. Though that’s not to say they aren’t paying attention to me. Their narrowed eyes haven’t left the spot where Brady’s body touches mine. “We go to Agua Mesa,” I explain, because I don’t know what else to say and it’s awkward.

      “We know you don’t go to Trinity,” one of the girls (Veronica? Angelina?) says with a smile. The insult is covert, but still cutting.

      Finn, sensing my unease, offers to get drinks.

      “Do you need refills?” he asks the mean girls. They nod and smile coquettishly, blinking their long, fake eyelashes.

      “Shoot me,” I whisper to Finn, accompanying him to the keg.

      “Now don’t you wish you were in your room fucking me instead of being here?”

      I frown and whack his arm.

      He laughs and takes four red plastic cups from the stack. As I watch, he pumps the keg and fills each cup, tipping them sideways to avoid excess foam.

      “The foam is called head,” Finn tells me, winking.

      “Oh my fucking gosh, Finn. Seriously?”

      “What? It is.”

      I shake my head, and, holding two beers, follow him back to where the mean girls stand with Brady. Except now three more blonde girls have joined them. They all wear too much makeup, and their designer purses swing under their arms. Look, it’s a matching set of people.

      Brady’s telling the girls about a recent away game, one where he scored not one, but two home runs. The girls stare at him raptly, but I’d bet the last few dollars I have that each of them are thinking about something else.

      He finishes his story, and all eyes fall to me and Finn, the interlopers.

      Finn hands the two beers he’s holding to Veronica and Angelina, then takes one out of my hands.

      Brady introduces us to the new girls, but honestly, I’m not listening to their names. My focus is on reconciling Brady my friend with Brady the beloved Trinity Prep baseball player.

      Someone calls Brady’s name, and he turns, looking. His eyes light up in recognition, and he walks away, meeting the person halfway. This guy could be Brady’s twin. He’s dressed in the same khakis and polo, collar popped. When they reach each other, they do some handshake that consists of three parts. Brady looks back, catching my eye, giving me a look as if to say, Don’t tell them, okay? Don’t tell them this is all an act. The real me likes watching you make silver dollar chocolate chip pancakes, and when Finn tosses them in the air and tries to catch them in his mouth.

      I smile, silently agreeing to go along with this charade. Beside me, Finn drains his beer, and reaches for mine. He drinks the rest of mine in two gulps, then goes back to the keg for a refill.

      Before I’m forced to make conversation with the girls who are huddled in a group but keep glancing my direction, Brady and his friend rejoin me. Brady’s shoulders are bunched, like he’s nervous. He introduces his friend, Austin.

      Austin extends a hand, smiling brightly when I shake it. “Where has Brady been hiding you?”

      “In a suitcase in his room,” I answer.

      Austin’s mouth falls open in surprise, then he tips his head back and laughs.

      Brady laughs too, and some of the tension in his shoulders melts away. Perhaps his two worlds can come together cleanly.

      “She goes to Agua Mesa,” one of the girls speaks up. The huddle has opened and spread out, so that now the girls stand on either side of Austin.

      Austin winks at me. “You have me wishing I went to Agua Mesa.”

      A blush heats my cheeks. I’m not used to such blatant flirting. Guys at my school don’t come within five feet of me. They’re all scared of Finn.

      Brady rolls his eyes playfully, but the corners of his lips don’t turn up in the slightest.

      “Brady!”

      This time it’s Finn’s voice. I look over and see Finn in the air, one guy trying to hold onto each foot.

      “Come get my other leg,” Finn yells, his hands gripping the top of the keg.

      Brady and Austin leave to help Finn. I’m laughing at the spectacle, watching Finn do a keg stand with Brady’s help. I know better than to take a picture, in case it were found by my mother, so I settle for committing it to memory.

      I’m still laughing to myself when a sharp nail jabs my shoulder. I turn, and one of the blondes is a few inches away from me, her glossy lips pinched.

      “You should leave,” she says when I meet her eyes.

      “Excuse me?” Maybe I didn’t hear her right.

      “You don’t belong here. This party is for Trinity kids. Not sluts from AM.”

      “I’m…I’m…” My sputtering pisses me off as much as this girl’s words.

      “You obviously fucked your way here, and now you’re trying to get with Austin. Did you go through all the boys at AM and now you’re moving on to the rich boys?”

      Fire lights up my core. “Yes, that’s just it. And I’m glad I met you, because it’s obvious you’ve spent plenty of time on your back. Maybe you can tell me who to start with.” My voice is a snarl by the time I reach the end of my sentence.

      “You fucking bitch!”

      Her yell draws the attention of all the people within twenty feet of us. Inside, the music rages on, but around us, it’s instantly quiet. Then the girl reaches out, and yanks.

      On. My. Hair.

      I shove her, hard, right back into her circle of friends. Suddenly there are hands around my waist. Brady and Finn surround me, their faces filling my vision. They both hold me.

      Brady spins us around, so my back is to the girl.

      “Maybe you should go,” he says, glancing from me to Finn.

      My mouth drops open. Me? I should go? But... I’m me. She’s temporary. A blip in time.

      Finn winds a hand through mine, tugging me away from Brady and into his chest. He shakes his head, and says, “And here we were, thinking you aren’t capable of making mistakes.”

      Finn pulls me back through the crowd, and even though I don’t want to, I look back. Brady stares after us, the look on his face unfathomable.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Now

          

        

      

    

    
      “I like your hair this way.” Brady reaches out and pushes around the floppy bun on top of my head.

      I give my head a little shake, causing the bun to flop around my head wildly. Brady laughs.

      “Welcome to chaos.” I stretch out one arm toward the rest of the house.

      “Chaos is my specialty.” Brady steps through the front door, pausing once he gets inside. He surveys the tidy living room, then turns to me, his eyebrows raised.

      “Not in here,” I explain. With one finger, I point above my head. “Up there.”

      Brady nods. “Help is here now. Where do you want me to start?”

      “I’m halfway finished with her bedroom. Come on.” Turning, I lead the way upstairs.

      When we get to my mom’s bedroom, Brady sees what I mean by chaos. The clothes from her closet lie stacked on her bed, her drawers have all been pulled out and emptied, their contents in piles on the floor.

      Brady whistles, low and slow.

      “I know,” I agree, stepping deeper into the mess and navigating around piles of shoes. “I need you to hold open bags while I put stuff inside.”

      Brady grabs the first black bag off the roll. He shakes it, pulling the top open and holding it out. I fill it with my mother’s clothes. Then we move onto the next one, and the next one. Brady stops for a moment, pulling his phone from his back pocket and turning on music. As we work, we listen to the top forty, and Brady sings along quietly with most of the songs.

      After a while, we are surrounded by heavy-duty black bags meant to hold lawn trimmings. I sink down onto the bed, looking at the bags all around us.

      Brady sits down beside me. He takes my hand, winding it through his own. I rest my head on his shoulder, taking in his warmth, his clean scent.

      “Is there anything you’re keeping?” he asks.

      Keeping something has been in the back of my mind as I inventoried her things. I recognized items as I went through them; the red necklace she wore with a white pantsuit, her gold elephant cuff, the diamond earrings Ted gave to her one Christmas. I’d keep the diamonds, but he gave them to her, and I want no part of him on me.

      “I haven’t come across anything yet. Pretty much everything you see is going to a women’s shelter.”

      “And the furniture?”

      My lips twist as I realize how much work this all is. In the midst of thinking about my mother’s stuff, I hadn’t even considered the furniture.

      “Salvation Army, I suppose.”

      “You should sell it. Get some money from it.” Brady's shoulders shake with silent laughter. “Consider it restitution.”

      I laugh quietly along with him. It’s amazing that I can find his comment comical. All the hurt, all the pain, all the years of trauma, have been reduced to this empty house, and me going through the artifacts of a life someone left unexpectedly.

      “Did she have a will?” Brady asks.

      I lift my head from his shoulder, turning to look at him. “I’m not sure,” I answer, shaking my head slowly. It’s a good question. Why haven’t I thought to ask this before? I really am awful in this situation. I feel like I’m scrambling to catch jars falling off a shelf, but there are still jars sitting up on the shelf, waiting to fall, and I don’t know what’s in them or when they’ll come tumbling down.

      “Have you looked through her desk? That’s probably where a will or other important documents would be.”

      I picture her desk downstairs, in the small room off the kitchen. It’s a depressing room. I never could understand why the builder put a window in the room if the only view you have is of the block wall. Someday, when I have a home, I’m going to have an office that overlooks my back yard. There will be green grass and flowers. It will be everything this house is not.

      “I’ll look through it another day.”

      “Nervous about what you’ll find in there?”

      Extracting my hand from his, I wipe it on my thigh. The room is warming up as the sun beats in through the windows, and it’s making me sweat.

      “I guess so. The more I go through everything, the more I realize I never really knew her. It feels like I’m going through a stranger’s belongings. Sure, I recognize her things, but there’s nothing I'm looking forward to finding. It’s not as if she has a box of pictures from high school that she keeps in the top of her closet, and I’m excited to look at them again because it’s been years since the last time. There isn’t jewelry she always wanted to pass down to me.” As I say it I look down at my bare fingers, then touch my naked wrists.

      “You would know that for sure if you found her will. Assuming she had one.”

      “I think she did,” I say slowly, a memory trudging up through the murky waters in my mind. “I feel like I remember her and Ted meeting with a lawyer when we were in high school.”

      The memory is vague; a quick announcement of where they were going, a short wave of her hand as she walked out the front door.

      Brady stands up from the bed. “Your best bet is looking for it in that desk. If you don’t find it, maybe you can at least find a lawyer’s number.”

      He reaches down, grabbing my hand and pulling me up alongside him.

      “You hungry?” he asks, rubbing his free hand over his stomach in a circular motion.

      “I make it a practice never to turn down food,” I joke, following him out of the room. He walks ahead of me, and I watch him. I’ve always loved his confident stride, his easy gait.

      “My mom would like to have you and Finn over for dinner tonight,” Brady says when he’s halfway down the staircase.

      I’m stunned, pausing on the second stair and reaching for the rail to steady myself. “What?”

      Brady reaches the bottom and turns around. “I know. It’s bizarre. Maybe she’s turning over a new leaf.”

      “Maybe she’s had a bit too much of that brown firewater they keep in the fancy crystal decanter.”

      Brady smirks. “I wouldn’t rule that out. It has more to do with my sister though.”

      I tip my head to the side, curious. Brady watches me descend the stairs.

      “What about your sister?” I ask. Brady opens his mouth to answer, but the ringing doorbell interrupts us.

      I go to the door and pull it open. Elliot? Her gaze darts nervously over my face, her feet shuffle on the tan welcome mat. She’s wearing a new hat this time, a ball cap embroidered with the words Crowns of Courage.

      “Elliot? Can I help you? Is Wilma okay?”

      She nods vigorously. “I just, um... I don’t know. I got in a really big fight with my mom, and things have been crazy, and I didn’t know where to go. I knew you were staying at your mom’s house, so I just…” She ends the sentence with a shrug.

      Stepping back from the door, I welcome her in.

      Elliot steps inside but stops short when she sees Brady. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

      I flash a quick smile at Brady. “You didn’t, Elliot. Brady was just leaving.”

      Brady takes the hint. He brushes a quick kiss on my cheek as he goes by.

      “Be over at six, okay?”

      I nod, fear instantly filling me. An evening with Mr. and Mrs. Sterling? This should be interesting. I wonder what Finn thinks of the offer?

      The door closes behind Brady. Elliot stands there in the foyer, her hands clasped in front of her.

      “You go sit down.” I gesture to the couch in the living room. “I’ll grab us some iced tea.”

      When I get back, Elliot’s sitting on one side of the couch, her shoes kicked off and her feet tucked underneath her.

      I set down our teas and take a seat opposite her.

      “What’s up, Elliot?”

      She shrugs, her eyes on hands that are folded in her lap.

      “Elliot?” I say her name gently.

      She looks at me, her eyes shiny with unshed tears. Her lower lip trembles for a moment, then her expression changes to one of indignation. “It’s just so unfair!” she half-shouts, bringing a fisted hand down hard onto the open palm of her opposite hand.

      I twist my lips, utterly bewildered. The last time I knew Elliot she was a kindergartner bouncing from one place to the next. Now she’s an emotional teenager.

      “What’s unfair?” I ask.

      “My mom. My grandma. Everyone and everything I know.” In one second she tosses her arms dramatically into the air, then in the next, she drops them and they fall down with a soft thud.

      “I really want to go on this church trip with everyone else. But my mom says no, and my grandma agrees with my mom. They’re just so worried about me.” She says so worried in an exaggerated tone that is probably mocking her mom or grandma. “Asher is going, and so is Bianca, and if I don’t go…” She takes a short, sharp breath, and then the tears spill over. “If I don’t go, they’ll probably start dating, but I liked him first, and... and…” She covers her eyes with her hands, her shoulders trembling.

      I move to sit next to Elliot on the couch. Reaching out, I lightly rub circles on her back. “It’s okay, Elliot. It’ll be okay.”

      “Nothing is okay.” Her teary voice is muffled.

      “Does Asher like you?”

      She nods, pulling her hands away from her face. “I think so.” Her gaze finds mine, then drops. “At least, he did.”

      “If Asher likes you, it won’t matter if Bianca is there and you’re not.”

      “You don’t know Bianca. She’s gorgeous. And her hair is so long and pretty.” Elliot’s eyes glance my way again. “Like yours. And she has boobs already!” she wails.

      The poor kid. Teenage angst is it’s own special type of hell.

      Leaning forward, I place my hands on her shoulders and rotate her until she’s facing me. Her cheeks are flushed with her upset, and tears are caught in her eyelashes.

      “I don’t know this Bianca girl, maybe she’s as gorgeous as you say. But you’re gorgeous too, okay? And if your relationship with Asher is threatened by something as simple as you not being there and another girl being nearby, then I have a question for you.”

      “Okay.” Elliot draws out the word, her voice shaky.

      “Is he really worth these tears? Is he worth all the time and energy you’re spending on him?” My face is solemn, serious. Elliot, without knowing it, has given me an important job. Being the person she ran to in her moment of crisis is a big responsibility. I wish, when I was Elliot’s age, I’d had someone to come to with my woes. Funny enough, the drama I had as a teen I’m still dealing with years later. Finn, Brady, Finn, Brady...

      “He’s a nice person. And our moms are friends. And he flirts with me constantly.” Her hands move, gesturing as she talks. Suddenly, they fall into her lap. “He might be all I get,” she whispers.

      I have to work to keep a smile from turning my lips. It’s hard, when you’re a teenager, to see past your own world, to know there is a whole life beyond the one you’re currently stuck in.

      “Someone, whether it’s Asher or another person, is going to make you very happy one day.” I place a hand over my heart. “I promise.”

      She nods and wipes her cheeks. I stand up and step away, sensing she’s ready for personal space. Grabbing my tea, I sip and ask, “How did you get here?”

      “I don’t live that far from you. I came over here a bunch, when your mom was alive.” She glances around the house.

      This makes me curious. “Why would you come over?”

      “Your mom liked to have the youth group over. Cookie baking, game night. That kind of thing.”

      I nod once, but inside I feel as if I’ve been stabbed. Who was my mother? I knew only a small portion of her. I knew her mean streak, her colorful past. Maybe that’s what it was. Maybe she hated my knowledge. She was terrified I’d tell everyone. But if someone had dirt on me, I think I’d bend over backward to be as nice to them as possible.

      “Do you miss her?”

      I’m taking a sip of tea when she asks, so I keep the glass at my lips and take two, then three. Fake a little cough and offer a small smile to the brown-haired, gangly teenager across from me.

      “Of course,” I hear myself say, the lie sliding neatly between my teeth. Desecrating my mother’s good name isn’t going to bring me closure. I want to close the chapter on my childhood, not wound other people.

      “Speaking of mothers, does yours know where you are?”

      Guilt rides across Elliot’s face. “No.”

      I sigh and stand. “Come on. I’ll take you home. She’s probably worried.”

      Turns out, I’m right. When we pull up, the front door opens and a middle-aged woman walks out, followed by an older one I recognize. Wilma.

      “Elliot Renee, where have you been?” The woman I assume is Elliot’s mother rushes forward, her worried eyes trained on me. “Who are you?”

      My mouth opens, but Wilma beats me to it. “This is Mrs. Blake’s daughter, Lennon. She came home to handle the affairs.” Wilma steps up beside her daughter. “Lennon, this is my daughter, Angela. Forgive her manners. She’s been beside herself.”

      I don’t remind Angela that we’ve met before, back she would drop off Elliot in my classroom.

      Angela extends a hand, probably out of habit, and I shake it quickly. Her eyes assess me. “Not to be rude, Lennon, but how did my daughter end up with you?”

      I open my mouth to speak, and again I’m beat to it.

      “I went to see her,” Elliot answers.

      Angela squeezes her eyes closed, sighing. She opens them and levels her gaze on her daughter. “Ellie, you cannot just take off like that because you didn’t like the answer you were given. Go inside.” Angela tosses her head back and to the side, gesturing toward the house. “We’ll talk about this when I come inside.”

      “Fine.” Elliot practically spits the word. She crosses her arms and stomps past the three of us, and when she gets inside, she slams the front door closed.

      Wilma and Angela share a knowing look, and I imagine a whole conversation taking place in that one glance. Some comment about teenagers, and the soft reminder that Angela was like that once too.

      I shift my weight, uncomfortable now that Elliot’s gone. Angela looks at me and says, “Thank you for keeping her safe and bringing her back here.”

      “It was no trouble. Elliot’s a great kid and—”

      “Ellie,” both women correct me.

      As swiftly as they’ve corrected me, I could just as swiftly remind them that Ellie prefers to be called Elliot. It’s not worth my time or energy though, so instead, I say, “She really wants to go on that trip.”

      Angela laughs, but it’s an empty, defeated sound. “Did she tell you why she’s not going?”

      I shake my head, and suddenly I’m wary of the information coming my way.

      Angela bites her lower lip, her gaze going somewhere beyond me. Her eyes fill with tears, and I look to Wilma for understanding.

      Wilma swallows, looks me in the eye, and says, “Ellie’s in the middle of chemotherapy.”
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      I think about it while I shower. I think about it while I blow-dry my hair, a long and painstaking process. I think about it as I spend too much time picking out an acceptable outfit for dinner at Brady’s.

      Elliot has Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma. Of all the types of lymphoma, apparently this one is the most desirable.

      Despite Elliot’s insistence that she feels well enough to go on this trip (which I’ve learned is a church youth group trip to a theme park in Southern California), Angela isn’t allowing it, and neither is Elliot’s doctor.

      I feel terrible for her. Girls her age are supposed to be worried about school and grades, whether their crush likes them, and making friends. Instead, Elliot spends her time going to chemo, and then attempting to recover from it.

      I see myself in Elliot. Her restless energy matched my own at that age. Listening to her lack of confidence was like looking into a mirror. I barely know this older version of Elliot, but I feel oddly protective of her. I want to wrap her up in my arms, shield her from the pain of adolescence.

      And on top of it all, she’s going through it with a cancer diagnosis. She drew a shit hand.

      I’ve been trying to figure out if there’s anything I can do for her, but I’m coming up empty. My ear is the best thing I can lend her.

      Before I leave for Brady’s, I take a good, long look at myself in the mirror. My hair is long, almost to my belly-button, and straight. It hasn’t been short since that first time I grew it out after convincing my mom she wouldn’t have to style it anymore. Now it’s become my calling card. I’m the girl with really long hair. Like a child with a lovey, my hair brings me comfort.

      On the way to Brady’s house, I glance at the grocery stores I’m passing. I could stop and pick up something, maybe a bottle of wine or flowers, but I can’t afford the nice stuff Mrs. Sterling is used to and bringing her shitty wine and carnations with baby’s breath seems worse than showing up empty-handed.

      I’m climbing from the car when Finn’s truck slows to a stop behind me. He gets out, his arms full of wine and flowers.

      “Oh, thank God,” I breathe, looking over his purchase. The wine doesn’t look cheap and the lilies are white and fragrant.

      “They’re from both of us.” He winks at me.

      I smile gratefully at him as we make our way to the front door.

      Brady answers my knock. He’s wearing a collared shirt, the shade of blue the exact match of his eyes. If I had blue eyes, I’d do that too.

      Brady extends a hand to Finn, and they shake and do a half-hug.

      “Lennon.” His eyes are on me as he pulls away from Finn. He brushes a light kiss on my cheek.

      “Thanks for having us.” I glance over his shoulder to be certain his mom or dad isn’t hovering nearby, and murmur, “Although I’m still not sure why we were invited.”

      Brady chuckles. “It’s not clear to me either.”

      Pulling on a bright smile, I decide to make the best of it. Taking the wine and flowers from Finn’s hands, I sidestep Brady and say, “I’m going to find your mother and give her the hostess gifts I brought.” I look back at Finn. He narrows his eyes and I playfully stick out my tongue. Brady laughs, and for a glimmer of a second, it feels like old times, like we’re in sixth grade again and I’ve stolen the second scoop from the top of Finn’s ice cream cone. I’ve always stolen from Finn, and he’s always let me. Does it make me a thief if the rightful owner allows me to abscond with his things?

      I find Mrs. Sterling in the kitchen. She stands on the far side of the island, arranging a charcuterie board. It looks so delicious I could dive headfirst into it, but I don’t tell her that. Instead, I say, “Hello Mrs. Sterling. It’s nice to see you again.” I clear my throat lightly, willing away the tentative tone of my voice.

      Brady’s mother looks up. She smiles, and although it’s not genuine, it’s better than I expected. Perhaps in her own way she is trying.

      “Lennon, it’s been so long. What? Seven, maybe eight years?” Her hands are folded, resting on the countertop. She looks at me, blinking twice while she waits for my response.

      “Uh, yes. Not since that last summer.”

      Her smile falters. It takes just a moment for her to pick it up and paste it back onto her face. “Right,” she says smoothly.

      “These are for you,” I say in a rush, remembering what’s resting in my arms.

      “They are from both of us.” Finn’s voice comes from behind me. He swipes the flowers from me and walks to Mrs. Sterling, making a show of bowing when he reaches her. When he’s upright, he holds out the flowers. She makes an exasperated face, but I can tell beneath her tough exterior she has softened just the tiniest bit. Given the chance, Finn can charm a habit off a nun, and perhaps this new version of Mrs. Sterling is no exception.

      Brady reaches into a cabinet above the microwave and pulls out a vase. I hold back my smile. The vase is crystal, and it has the same pattern as the decanter in Mr. Sterling’s office.

      Which makes me wonder where Mr. Sterling is. I ask Brady, and he directs questioning eyes at his mother.

      “Out back,” she answers, indicating her hand toward the back yard. “He’s not allowed to smoke cigars in the house,” she adds. Brady heads for the back door, Finn in tow, and Mrs. Sterling yells after them to make sure Brady’s dad is doing his job.

      “He’s supposed to be grilling chicken and steak,” she explains, looking at me.

      Brady throws out the thumbs-up sign above his head as he walks through the back door. I watch out the window as he and Finn cross the length of the deck, and down the stairs that lead to the outdoor kitchen.

      “Is there anything I can help with?” I ask, turning back to Mrs. Sterling.

      Her gaze is already on me, and my shoulders instantly tense. She watches me for what I’m sure is only three seconds but feels like forever.

      “The salad,” she answers, motioning to the pile of ingredients on the counter beside the sink. “Can you assemble it?”

      “Sure,” I say with false cheerfulness.

      I’m cleaning the lettuce when Mrs. Sterling, who has just closed the refrigerator and is now holding a big bowl of potato salad, walks up behind me and places her hand on my forearm. My shoulders tense again. I honestly cannot remember if this woman has ever willingly touched me. Maybe Brady is right. Maybe she is turning over a new leaf.

      “I’m sorry about your mother.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur, keeping my attention on my task.

      Mrs. Sterling sets down the bowl and leans back against the counter. “I bet you’re tired of hearing people say they’re sorry for your loss.”

      Looking at her from the side of my eye, I smile softly and admit the truth in her words.

      Mrs. Sterling removes a cutting board and knife and sets them on the counter beside the sink. I finish the lettuce and start chopping vegetables. I’m halfway through the cucumber when Mrs. Sterling speaks.

      “I had a brother who died when I was ten.”

      I look up, glancing at her, but she isn’t looking at me. Something else has her attention, and perhaps it’s not even in this room. “I began to hate hearing people tell me they were sorry for my loss. It felt so cheap, as if my brother could be reduced to a loss.” Mrs. Sterling chuckles softly. “When I hear the word loss, I think of a business not making money, or a sports team losing a game.” She shakes her head as she returns from her reverie. “Listen to me, going on.”

      “Please, continue,” I hurry to tell her. It’s the most talkative she’s ever been with me, and I’m afraid if she stops now, it will never start again.

      “Tell me about your mom,” she says, switching subjects. “What was she like?”

      “Well…” I hesitate, trying to buy time. “She was very involved at our church,” I pause, glancing over at Mrs. Sterling to see if the mention of the church, and by extension my stepdad, will stir up what happened eight years ago. I see it, the faintest squint of her eyes, the reminder that I’m the reason her son was questioned about a potential murder.

      “Go on,” she says, reaching over for a cucumber slice and popping it into her mouth.

      “She liked daytime television. Soap operas. Passionate love affairs, people coming back from the dead, surprise evil twins, that sort of thing. It was her dirty secret.” Along with some other ones.

      “What kind of mother was she?”

      I drop my knife on the cutting board, and it spins out toward the edge of the counter. Jumping back, I watch it tumble over and onto the exact spot my feet had just been.

      “Geez,” I breathe, my heart racing.

      “That bad, huh?” Mrs. Sterling looks nonplussed by what I’m certain is a very expensive knife being dropped on the floor.

      Bending, I grab the knife and run the blade under running water from the sink.

      “She wasn’t the best,” I admit, sliding my sliced veggies from the cutting board onto the salad greens.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize that. Back then, I mean. When I had the chance to see that side of your life.”

      I’m working hard not to appear shocked, but I know I’m failing. I just know it.

      “I’ll be honest with you, Lennon. When I heard about your mother, and Brady told me he was coming here, it upset me. Old wounds still feel fresh, which I realized is stupid. By now old wounds should be scars.”

      My blood warms, along with my cheeks. I spent years around this woman, knowing she didn’t like me. I was too young and too afraid to say anything back then. But now? I’ve grown up. And I’m no longer afraid.

      My gaze on hers, I open my mouth. “Just to clarify, what wounds are you referring to?”  My tone is respectful, but I hope she hears in it the backbone I’ve acquired.

      “I’m sure you know which one.” She glances at the floor, the expression on her face uncomfortable and appropriately embarrassed.

      Wiping my hands on the dishcloth, I turn to face her. “All due respect, Mrs. Sterling, the truth is that you never really liked me. Somehow my very presence managed to inflict pain on you. So, as wounds go, there could be many to choose from.”

      Drawing her gaze back up to mine, she squares her shoulders. This is the Mrs. Sterling I recognize. “Brady was questioned by the police because of you.”

      I shake my head. “Brady was questioned by the police because of a conversation that was overheard and reported. Finn, Brady, and I were equal participants in that conversation.”

      “Brady never should have been talking about what he was talking about in the first place.”

      I don’t know what to be more amazed by. The fact that this woman cannot accept that her son is capable of making mistakes just like every other human being, or that we are standing here discussing this in such quiet voices.

      I’m gearing up to respond, but Mrs. Sterling beats me to it with a wave of her hand. “I didn’t invite you over here tonight to rehash history. I wanted to apologize and hoped you’d allow me to explain my feelings and actions back then.”

      I look outside, and in the distance, I see the shapes of three men standing before a fire. To Mrs. Sterling, I say, “The floor is yours.”

      She walks to the breakfast table and sits down, pushing a second chair out with her foot. I’m grateful for the invitation to sit because I honestly don’t know if my feet could hold me another second. My earlier confidence is quickly disappearing.

      We sit with our bodies angled toward one another and Mrs. Sterling begins. “Let me start by saying it was never my intent to hurt your feelings. It wasn’t about you, but more about Brady. I’m sure he’s told you all about his sister?”

      I nod. Despite my irritation with Mrs. Sterling, I feel bad for her.

      “I had one child who felt like a lost cause. I know that sounds harsh, but it’s true. She kept messing up, and we kept cleaning it up for her. Robert’s position as a judge was a blessing and a curse, I suppose.” She laughs, an empty sound. “And then there was Brady. Good, sweet, and honest. He made us happy and proud, day after day. After having a difficult child, having one like Brady is”—she raises her eyes upward—“a gift from Heaven.”

      I nod my understanding, but I’m wondering just exactly how Finn and I factor in here.

      “The problem was more Finn than it was you, until later. Finn was a troubled kid. Sullen, prone to fighting.” She ticks off Finn’s list of problems on her fingers. “Brady came to us once, asking for us to help Finn out when he’d been caught for shoplifting and—”

      “He stole shoes because his had a hole and his uncle couldn’t afford to buy him another pair.” Is stealing okay? No. But how can Finn be faulted for wanting to wear shoes that kept his feet warm?

      “Brady told us the situation, and of course it was sad. I didn’t like knowing his friend was in that predicament, making a choice like that. But spending time with the wrong people will bring someone down, and I didn’t want that happening to Brady.”

      Her eyes widen, and it makes me realize the look on my face must be reflecting how I’m feeling inside. Shock, for one, and awe, for another. Shock that a child’s unfortunate situation can be discussed so mildly, and awe that the very same situation can be used against him.

      “I’m not heartless. From that point on, when Brady needed a new pair of shoes, I bought a second pair. Those went to Finn. Brady told him he’d outgrown the shoes, or didn’t like them, or whatever excuse he came up with.” She points one finger at me, and her eyes narrow. “Finn doesn’t need to know that, by the way.”

      I nod, swallowing, the backs of my eyes burning. All those times I watched Brady hand Finn a pair of shoes, saying they were too tight, or any other reason, he was really giving him a brand new pair of shoes.

      Suddenly Mrs. Sterling isn’t looking like a cold bitch anymore.

      “I’ve always liked you, Lennon. You had a fire inside you, an innate refusal to be kept down. You were quiet, but you held your chin high. You had moxie.”  She looks at me, her eyes burning intensely. “You still do.”

      Happiness blooms in my core. Until that last summer, I felt largely invisible. And here Mrs. Sterling is, saying she saw me the whole time.

      “Thank you.” The words trickle out slowly, and a pleased smile curves my lips.

      “It wasn’t until the final summer that—”

      “I didn’t kill him.”

      She holds my gaze. “I know that.”

      “Then why hold it against me?” If only I could post that question on a billboard. I’d love to ask all the owners of the curious looks, the suspicious glances.

      Her fingers brush her lower lip, taking with them a swipe of the petal pink lipstick she’s wearing. “It was more about Brady than you. We feared for him. For what could happen to him because of that situation. And at the time, nobody knew what had gone on. Was Ted killed? Did he die of natural causes? Why were three teenagers being questioned?” She takes a breath. “How would you feel if you had a child who’d been implicated, simply by being friends with someone?”

      My fingernail runs the length of my thigh as I consider her question. It’s hard to think about me having a child. After all the horror I’ve seen, I prefer adoption. Of course, my adopted child will be my own, just the same as one I grew inside me, and the longer I think of what Mrs. Sterling has asked me, the easier it is to see her position.

      “I see what you mean.” My admittance brings relief to her face.

      She reaches out, covering my hand with her own. It’s warm and soft, and unexpected tears blur my vision.

      “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings back then. Even as adults, we don’t always make the best choice.”

      Nodding, I accept her apology and blink back my tears.

      Movement in the yard calls my attention outside. The three men walk closer, Brady in the lead. Behind him, Mr. Sterling and Finn appear to be in deep conversation. I’ve seen them speak only a handful of times, and I’m curious to know what topic they’re discussing.

      As I watch them come closer, six words I don’t mean to say slip from between my lips.

      “Some choices are hard to make.”

      Mrs. Sterling follows my gaze. She turns back to me, her eyebrows raised. Just before the guys reach the door, she says, “They both love you. They always have. One day…” The rest of her sentence is drowned out by the din made by all three men as they come inside. Brady says something to his mom, and the other two are chuckling loudly.

      Mrs. Sterling sends me a meaningful glance as we both stand. She walks to the island, reaching across it for the salad. Brady catches my gaze, his eyes holding curiosity and concern. In two long strides he’s beside me, his hand finding the small of my back.

      “Everything okay in here?” He dips his head, his voice trickling down over me.

      I relax into the pressure from his palm and the soothing movement of his thumb as it runs over the fabric of my sundress.

      Looking up, I tell him everything is fine.

      But inside, everything is not fine. Everything is a jumble. A typhoon. A tornado.

      I don’t need to have heard Mrs. Sterling to know how that last sentence ended.

      One day, you’ll have to choose.
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      I’ve invited Finn and Brady over to help me with the house. Their company makes the whole process of going through my mom’s things much more enjoyable. Plus, I haven’t seen them since dinner last night, and I already miss them.

      Finn arrives first. When I open the door for him, I see Brady climbing from the car he’s parked on the street in front of my house. Finn’s arms circle my waist, pulling me in for a hug. At the same time, Brady catches sight of me and waves. I return Finn’s hug with one arm and use the other to wave back at Brady.

      Just as I knew he would, Brady quickly hides his scowl and replaces it with a smile.

      Finn pulls away and stands beside me, waiting with me while Brady leans into his passenger side and comes away with two bags of Chinese food.

      Finn chuckles, and I know why he’s laughing.

      “All you think about is food,” I yell out, so my voice reaches Brady across the yard.

      He grins, and when he gets closer he says, “I like to feed people. It’s one of my special qualities.”

      Finn reaches for the bags, taking both from Brady. “And I, for one, have always appreciated that special quality.”

      Finn carries the food through my open front door.

      Leaning a shoulder into me, Brady says in a low voice, “I got two orders of orange chicken. That way you and I can at least get a few pieces.”

      “Good call,” I whisper back.

      We follow Finn into the house. He’s gone directly into the kitchen and he’s pulling open cabinets, peering inside.

      “There,” I say, pointing at the cabinet beside the fridge.

      Finn follows where I’m pointing, removing three plates from the stack. Brady opens up the boxes of food while I grab silverware and napkins.

      We settle in around the small breakfast table, and Finn’s the first to talk.

      “What’s left to do?” he asks, chewing as he looks around.

      “A lot,” I admit, looking down at my fork before spearing a bite of beef and broccoli. “The house looks tidy, but every time I open a drawer or cabinet a mess of shit comes spilling out. It’s a metaphor of her life.” I raise my fork, noticing the confused expressions on Brady and Finn’s faces. “Her surface life appeared clean, but underneath it was a heaping mess. She did such a good job manicuring the outside, I bet nobody would believe the dirt it concealed.”

      Both heads, one a honeyed blonde, the other a chocolate brown, nod in understanding.

      “I wonder,” Finn starts, “if you’re going to find any more secrets as you go through her stuff?”

      I snort. “Like what? I have a long-lost twin?”

      “Who you were separated from at birth.” Finn points his fork at me while he talks.

      “Evil,” Brady adds around a mouthful of food. He swallows and says, “The long-lost twin has to be evil. It’s mandatory.”

      “What’s her name?” I ask.

      Finn reaches for the second box of orange chicken. “Leticia.”

      “Lindsay,” Brady says, taking the box from Finn. He dumps the few remaining pieces on my plate.

      “Ding ding ding! Lindsay it is!” I laugh and eat the chicken.

      Finn playfully juts out his lower lip, though I’m not sure if it’s from the loss of the chicken or the loss of naming my evil twin.

      “Do you want to hear something really shitty?” I take a bite and look from Brady to Finn.

      “Shittier than your mom dying and having to clean out her house?” Brady asks, eyebrows raised.

      “Sure, I love shitty news.” Finn folds his arms across his chest and leans back, waiting.

      “Do you remember that young girl who showed up here yesterday? Elliot?” I direct the question at Brady.

      He nods.

      “She wanted to talk to me about some drama. Only, when I took her home, I found out it wasn’t just your average teenage theatrics.” A lump forms in my throat. “She has cancer.”

      “Fuck,” Finn mutters, shaking his head slowly from side to side. “I can understand my uncle getting cancer. He’s never taken care of himself and he’s old. But a young girl?”

      “That’s awful,” Brady says.

      I stand, gathering the empty boxes and stacking them. “She’s dealing with something a young girl should never have to handle.”

      “Is there anything we can do for her?” Finn asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I can ask her grandma tomorrow at the church.” I start to walk away, but a thought makes me turn around. “I can’t stop thinking about her. Ellie’s doctor expects her to make a full recovery, but my heart still feels heavy. I want to wrap her up in a hug and tell her everything is going to be okay.”

      I turn back around without meeting their gazes. I don’t want to see Brady’s pity, or Finn’s concern.

      “Meet me in the office when you’re done,” I say over my shoulder as I exit the kitchen.

      It takes Finn only five minutes to come find me. He walks in, hands tucked into the pockets of his shorts. I’m standing in front of my mother’s bookshelf.

      “Brady’s taking out the trash. He didn’t want you waking up tomorrow to the smell of Chinese food.”

      “It does tend to linger,” I say off-handedly, running my fingertips over the worn spines of paperbacks. “Cowboy themed romances were not the books I pictured my mother reading.”

      “She didn’t read those when you lived here?”

      I shake my head. “She must’ve started that after Ted died.”

      Finn walks over so he’s standing beside me. Dipping his head to the side, he begins reading off the titles. “Roping The Cowboy. Taming The Stallion. His Wild Heart.” A soft chuckle escapes his chest.

      I laugh with him. “They’re probably good. What the hell do I know?”

      Finn lifts his head and turns to me. “Do you still read?”

      “Not as much as I used to.”

      “Why not?”

      He’s so close to me, shoulder to shoulder. The scent coming off his shirt is heavenly. It makes me want to bury my face in his chest.

      I shrug. “No particular reason. Maybe I was burnt out after college.”

      I grab a box, and Finn loads up his arms with a stack from the shelf. He takes a book off the top and holds it up.

      “Why don’t you give it a try?”

      I give him a look. “No thanks.”

      He holds up the book so that it’s beside his face. “Why not? This dude resembles me. You could picture me as the hero while you’re reading it.” He pushes the book into my hands. “And when it gets to the sexy scenes…” Finn has one free hand now, which means he has five free fingers. And now he’s using those fingers to skim the length of my arm. “You can keep picturing me.”

      “Finn.” His name on my lips becomes a plea.

      “What do you want, Lennon?”

      I open my mouth, but no sound comes out. There’s another sound in the room, and it didn’t come from either of us.

      Brady. He’s standing in the doorway, one hand gripping the doorframe. He clears his throat a second time.

      Finn drops his hand. I hold out the box, waiting for him to drop the books inside. Brady strides into the room. He walks to the ancient printer and slightly newer computer, settling down onto the ground and reaching around to the back, where a complicated-looking set of wires snake their way over the carpet.

      This isn’t a big room, and suddenly it feels smaller. It’s brimming with unanswered questions, churning with confusion, threatening to spill frustration out into the hallway. If only I could snap my fingers and make it all go away. Avoidance won’t make this all better, but the temporary salve it provides is soothing.

      We work quickly and efficiently. The work is made easier by the fact that I’m not planning on keeping anything. When I come across something that belonged to Ted, I set it aside. I have plans for his things.

      The doorbell rings and I stand, wiping my dusty hands onto my shorts. “I think that’s good, guys. I can’t take anymore.”

      “What about the desk?” Brady asks.

      I pause in the doorway. My eyes flicker over to the mahogany desk. Last week that wood was probably gleaming, but now it’s dull from a thin coating of dust. Such is life in the desert.

      “I’ll finish it another time,” I say, then walk away to get the door.

      Leaving the guys behind, I hurry through the house. I pull open the door and let out a shout of shock and utter happiness.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, pulling Laine into me. I hug her hard, and she hugs me back with the same force.

      She pulls back, a proud smile on her face. “I knew better than to listen to you. Like I would…” Her gaze goes over my shoulder, her sentence petering out.

      She sends me a quick glance with raised eyebrows, then sidesteps me and walks into the house with her arm outstretched.

      “Hi,” I hear her say behind me as I close the door. When I turn around, Laine’s shaking Brady’s hand but looking at Finn.

      “I’m Lennon’s roommate in Dallas,” she says, offering a polite smile to each of them. She takes her hand back from Brady, only to place it in Finn’s offered palm. “And you are?”

      “Finn,” he answers, glancing my way. “Lennon’s first best friend.” He grins rakishly at me, his words taunting Brady while also staking his claim to me.

      Laine laughs, tucking her hair behind her ear and looking to Brady. “And you? Runner-up best friend?”

      Brady scoffs. “Hardly. I saw her first.” He glowers at Finn, but there’s some playfulness in the glance. At least, I think I see it there.

      “Brady Sterling,” he tells Laine, his voice smooth and his chin dipping slightly as he says his name. He’s well-bred and mannered, and it shows.

      Laine tips her head to the side. “Ah, yes. I do believe Lennon has mentioned you both on occasion.”

      Two injured gazes fall to me.

      Walking forward, I loop my arm through Laine’s and pull her into me. I didn’t want her to come, and yet I’m ecstatic she’s here. I needed her, and even though I didn’t know it, she knew it.

      Looking at the two hurt faces in front of me, I say, “Don’t get your feelings hurt. I’ve talked about you plenty.”

      Their combined relief makes my core feel warm. They both wanted me to talk about them, to consider them, to want them, even after all our time apart.

      “So…” Laine draws out the word. “What were y’all doing before I showed up?”

      I glance at Finn, remembering the feel of his fingertips on my skin. Goosebumps pop up on my arms. “Going through my mom’s office.”

      Laine makes a face. “Sounds like a good time.”

      I blow out a short breath. “Hardly.”

      “What are you going to do now? Is there another room you need help with?” She pretends to push up her sleeves. “Put me to work.”

      Brady and Finn look to me, waiting for my answer even though we’ve already agreed to be done for now.

      I shake my head. “We’re done for today.”

      Laine claps her hands. “Well, since you don’t intend to capitalize on my offer, how about you show me something Arizona-ish?”

      Finn points out front, a grin spreading across his face. “There are some cacti out there.”

      Laine wrinkles her nose. “Not what I meant.”

      Brady snaps his fingers, his eyes glittering with excitement. “I know exactly where to take you.” Glancing down at his watch, he asks, “Can you all be ready at six?”

      “Where are we going?” Finn and I ask at the same time.

      Brady steps forward, lifting a finger and poking the end of my nose with it. “It’s a surprise.” He turns to Finn, using the same finger to poke the end of his nose. Finn bats it away, but Brady’s too fast for him. “It’s a surprise for you too, sugar lips.”

      Finn smirks. “It’s bull-riding, isn’t it?”

      Brady scowls.

      Finn pumps a fist because he doesn’t need Brady to confirm he has guessed correctly.

      Brady sidesteps Laine and me, heading for the front door. He looks back at us after he opens it, pointing a finger at us in turn.

      “I’ll be back here at six. Finn, do you want me to pick you up?”

      “No, thanks, I’ll drive.”

      “Suit yourself. You coming?” He steps through, holding open the door and looking at Finn with raised eyebrows.

      “I might stick around for a bit.”

      Brady stiffens, only slightly, and maybe I’m the only one who notices.

      “You know what?” I step away from Laine and wind an arm around Finn. He looks down at me, and for a moment I’m disarmed by his gaze.

      Recovering quickly, I tell him he should go. “Laine and I need a little girl time, and I’m sure she’d like a chance to rest and freshen up after her flight.”

      “What? I have fifty questions for Laine. I’m ready to learn all about her childhood, starting with her first memory. What about—”

      “Bye, Finn.” I steer him toward the door.

      Laine and Brady laugh and Finn shakes his head in defeat.

      They wave goodbye and I close the door behind them. Laine follows me to the front window. Through the sheer curtains, we watch them walk across the yard.

      Laine looks at me sideways. “Should I tell Brady I’ve watched bull-riding for years, and that includes dating a bull-rider?”

      “Hah!” I laugh. “You can tell him if you want. He’ll think it’s funny.”

      As we watch, Finn gives Brady a playful shove, and Brady makes fists, pretending to box.

      Their antics make me smile. “Brady is prudent and considerate. He left to give us time together. Finn doesn’t think that way.” As I watch, Finn pauses in his open car door, saying something to Brady. He gestures wildly, his arms moving around. I smile as I watch him. “He’s always ready for more.”

      “More of what?” Laine asks as we watch them climb in their cars and close the doors.

      Brady pulls away first. Finn backs out of my driveway, looking directly into the window where Laine and I stand. He gives me a salute and drives away.

      I shrug. “More of everything. More time, more fun, more conversation, more love—”

      “More you?” Laine’s question pelts me like a shot from a pellet gun.

      I stare at her. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Her eyebrow raises, the question in her voice getting louder.

      “I heard you. I was asking for explanation.” I come around the back of the couch, sinking down into the overstuffed cushions. Laine follows.

      Taking my hands in hers, she turns to me and stares lovingly into my eyes. Then she opens her mouth and says, “You stupid, stupid girl.”

      I make a face.

      “They love you.”

      “We’ve been friends forever. Of course we love each other.”

      She shakes her head. “They’re in love with you.”

      Automatically I shake my head, and I hate that it’s my knee-jerk response. To deny love. To deny that someone could possibly love me. Even when I know, deep down in my heart, that they’re in love with me.

      “We’ve always been this way. We’re like ivy, you know? We grew together—” Pulling my hands from hers, I gesture in the air, my fingers undulating and intertwining. “We’re so wrapped up in each other, I don’t know if we could ever unravel. If being back here has shown me anything, it’s that eight years apart hasn’t done anything but make us wish we hadn’t gone our separate ways.”

      Laine leans back, the back of her head resting against the armrest. She stretches out her legs until she’s taken over the length of the couch. I inch my way farther into the cushions to give her more space.

      “I feel like we’re settling in for a long winter’s nap.”

      “I’m tired,” Laine admits. “But I’m more interested in hearing about this love triangle of yours.”

      I scoff, but I know she’s right. “Love triangle sounds sordid. Like I’m hooking up with both of them. I don’t think that’s what this really is.”

      Laine snorts. “Oh yes it is. And it’s even juicier than the soap operas your mom watched. It’s the friend element, you know?”

      Suddenly my brain turns into Monet, painting the picture for me with skill and precision. I see the three of us, Brady and I with our dark hair and Finn, dirty-blonde and wild-looking. Beyond the pale! We’d chant what the old lady called us, because the day after my scorpion sting, Brady asked his mom what the saying meant, and we wore it like a badge. Outrageous and intolerable. Outside the limits of acceptable behavior. If we weren’t beyond the pale before that, we made it our mission to encompass the words. We raced our bikes down hills, jumped from the slanted roof of Brady’s house into the pool below, and walked barefoot on flaming hot concrete in the middle of summer. Looking back, our behavior probably doesn’t qualify as beyond the pale, but back then it felt that way, and I guess it doesn’t really matter if it was true, as long as we believed it to be.

      “What are you going to do?” Laine’s face is worried, her eyes scrunching. “You have to choose.”

      “I can’t.” I shake my head so adamantly that my hair falls in my face and tickles my nose.

      “Maybe not right now. Maybe not tomorrow. But someday soon.”

      “I can’t choose.”

      “Which one of them are you in love with?”

      Brady. Finn. Brady and Finn.

      “Both. I love them both.”

      “I know you love them both.” Laine places her soft, warm palm on my forearm. Her eyes hold pity, as though she’d never wish this decision on anybody. “But who are you in love with?”

      For this question, I have no answer. I want them both, I can’t imagine a day without either of them. Maybe I’m selfish, but the eventuality of not having one of them keeps me from choosing. Because what would happen to one, if I chose the other? I’d break our triangle. Our friendship has kept me afloat all these years.

      “Do you think it’s possible for me to be in love with both?”

      Laine tips her head up, then lowers it down slowly. “Yes. But I don’t think it’s fifty-fifty.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but Laine stops me. “You might think it’s even. It’s clear you can’t stand the thought of hurting either one. But it’s not even. It can’t be. Maybe you don’t know who the scale is tipped toward, but I think your heart is well aware. And one day, maybe your heart will deliver that message to your brain. And hopefully it’s not too late either, because Brady and Finn are good men, and you know who like good men?”

      I look at her blankly.

      “All women. That’s who. All women like good men.”

      I blow out a hard breath and gaze out the front window.

      Maybe Laine’s wrong. Maybe Brady and Finn aren’t in love with me. Maybe one is and one isn’t.

      Except I’m certain that’s not true. In my heart, I know they are both in love with me. They wouldn’t have come back here if they weren’t.

      I need to talk to them, but how? How do I start a conversation like that? And when? Soon. But not tomorrow.

      Tomorrow’s focus is the funeral.
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      “We did it!” I squeal, finding Finn in the crowd of polyester gowns. I throw my arms around him, squeezing tightly. When I pull away, I frown at what I see.

      He’s making a face, and when he knows he has my attention, he places a palm on his heart, adopting an earnest expression. “This is the first day of the rest of our lives. We can be anything we want. Leaders, visionaries, social justice warriors.” He makes his voice dramatic as he mimics the speech given by our valedictorian.

      I roll my eyes and smack his arm with my diploma. “You can be excited, Finn. You don’t have to be too cool for everything.”

      Finn sheds his navy blue gown and throws it over his forearm. He’s wearing his favorite shorts, the ones with two holes in the bottom of the left leg. Most of the guys wore a collared shirt, but not Finn. His plain white T-shirt announces his indifference and mild distaste of the pomp and circumstance.

      Behind Finn’s head, I catch sight of my mom waving me over. She and Ted stand on the platform of the bleachers. She’s wearing a pale pink pantsuit, and Ted wears a gray suit with a yellow and white gingham tie.

      I hold up one finger, telling her I’ll be there in a minute. Finn turns to see who I’m gesturing to.

      He turns back around and leans in to my ear. “He must be sweating like a whore in church.”

      Laughter bursts from me. Finn grins, proud of his joke.

      Mom waves again, so I hook my arm around Finn’s and pull him across the football field and over the track until we’re standing below them. It’s graduation night; my mom has to be nice to Finn, right?

      “Hello, Mrs. Blake. Pastor Blake.”

      My mom gives Finn a tight smile. Ted leans down, extending a hand. “Congratulations, Finn. Do you have plans for college?”

      “Finn’s going to Stanford on a full ride,” I answer before he can, looking at my mother pointedly. I can’t stand the way she turns up her nose at him. As if she wasn’t trailer trash until her white knight showed up and whisked her to lower-middle-class suburbia.

      Ted nods his head approvingly. “Nice work. I’m sure your uncle is proud.”

      Finn nods, looking around the crowd. Probably for his uncle, although it’s pointless. His uncle rarely makes it to school events, and even though I know he came tonight, he wouldn’t have stuck around. Crowds make him uncomfortable.

      “Can Finn come with us to dinner?” I direct the question at Ted, because he’s more likely to say yes, but Finn interjects.

      “I have plans, Lennon.”

      I turn to him, bewildered. “Plans? With who?”

      “I told Brady I’d come over.”

      “Oh.” My feelings are instantly hurt.

      “Thanks, though. Enjoy dinner. Bye, Mr. and Mrs. Blake.”

      Finn takes a few steps away, and he’s quickly swallowed into the crowd of navy blue gowns.

      “Meet us at the restaurant, Lennon?” Ted’s smiling at me.

      “Sure,” I agree, and go off in the direction of my car. We drove separately because I had to be here early, which makes me realize that Finn doesn’t have a ride home. I picked him up on my way here.

      When I get to my car, I grab my phone from my purse and call him.

      “How are you getting to Brady’s?” I ask when he answers.

      “John’s dropping me off.”

      My lips purse. John’s the only other person I’d call Finn’s friend, and he’s the kind of friend Finn grabs lunch with sometimes, but has never been invited to Finn’s home. A school friend, as Finn calls him. Not a life friend.

      I end the call quickly and consider calling Brady to suss out what they’re up to. In the end, I decide against it.

      Trinity had their graduation tonight too, otherwise Brady would’ve been here, watching Finn and I toss our caps into the air. Or watching me do that, anyway. Finn’s too cool to show that level of excitement. It bums me out that Finn and I didn’t get to see Brady in his brick-red gown, or the proud smile on his face. It’s even more of a bummer we didn’t all graduate from the same school.

      What else won’t we do together anymore? I wasn’t invited to whatever it is Brady and Finn are doing right now. We’re going to different colleges, in different states, and what if tonight's the beginning of the end?

      When I get to the restaurant, I carefully tuck my despondency behind a happy exterior. I play the part of proud graduate. Ted is friendly and borderline boisterous, chatting with other parents from the tables around us. Two members of Ted’s congregation come up to say hello, and my mother becomes animated. They leave when our food is delivered.

      “Well,” my mom says, cutting into her chicken. “Are you feeling excited, Lennon?”

      I nod, spearing a cauliflower floret with my fork.

      “Pretty soon you’ll be in Texas without anybody to tell you where to go and what to do.”

      Is that... wistfulness I see on her face? It stuns me, causing me to pause my fork in mid-air. I watch and listen as she opens her mouth again.

      “Hopefully Ted and I have done a good job instilling in you the values of our home. Just because you’re in another state doesn’t mean you no longer represent our family and our morals.” She picks up another bite of chicken. “I think you’ll do just fine.”

      For some kids my age, this talk would be obnoxious. They’d roll their eyes, either outwardly or inwardly. But not me. My mother so rarely shows this level of concern or care, and instead of being annoyed, I feel like I’m being showered with praise. My belly feels warm and happy, my heart swells.

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” I manage to say around the tightness in my throat.

      Mom nods, reaching across the table and patting my hand. It’s all I can do not to fall from my seat.

      What is going on tonight? Could it be that my graduation is making my usually stoic mother sentimental?

      After dinner I head home, even though I thought I’d be doing something different tonight. I didn’t talk about it with Finn and Brady, but I assumed I’d be with them.

      Going up to my room feels anticlimactic given the excitement of the evening, but that’s what I do. I change out of my pretty dress and into pajamas and flop down on my bed. The air conditioning blows directly on me, so I grab a sweatshirt and tuck my phone into the front pocket, in case I get a text. I want to call the guys and ask them what they’re up to, but that makes me feel pathetic, and that’s the last thing I want to be. Yesterday I checked a book out from the library, so I grab that from my desk and lie back down. I’m hooked within minutes of starting it, and suddenly it’s eleven o’clock and I can’t put it down.

      I tell myself I’ll finish this chapter, but then I keep turning pages and now I’m starting the next chapter and I can’t close the book now. That’s sacrilege.

      Another hour goes by. I’m so into the book that I barely notice my door open. It’s the faint creak of the metal hinges that catches my attention. I peer over the top of the book and watch Ted peek in. He locks eyes with me and steps around the open door, closing it behind himself.

      “What’s going on?” I ask. He’s never come to my room like this. “Is there something wrong with my mom?”

      Ted ignores me. Or, if he’s going to answer, he’s taking his sweet time.

      He turns, and I can’t see what he’s doing, but I hear it. An ominous click. The lock on my door sliding into place. A sick feelings drops into my stomach.

      “Ted? What are you doing?” My voice drips with the apprehension coursing through every cell in my body.

      He shakes his head at me, lifting one finger to his lips and making a soft shushing sound, as if he’s soothing a wailing infant.

      I set my book down and draw my knees into myself. Adrenaline courses through my limbs, every inch of me on high alert.

      Fight?

      Run?

      Maybe there’s nothing happening here. I’m probably reading into it. Ted would never do anything bad to me. He’s been my stepdad for ten years. Everything is fine.

      He walks closer to me, and I feel it deep down in my gut. Everything is not fine.

      Quickly I stand up from the bed. Ted smiles. He smiles. I’ve never seen anything so evil.

      “Don’t worry, Lennon. I’ll be gentle.”

      Shock keeps me frozen in place, even though beneath the ice my pulse races.

      Ted stops a few feet away from me, watching me carefully. He’s enjoying his role as powerful predator, watching his frightened prey. “Unless you don’t need me to be gentle. Maybe you like it rough.” His voice is soft, like he’s trying to soothe me. “I could ask Finn how you like it? Or Brady? Or maybe both? At the same time?” His tongue darts out to lick his lips, and I realize the sick fuck is excited by the idea.

      Adrenaline overcomes shock, and I scream. I scream until the scream dries out my throat and fades out. Ted simply watches me, amusement turning up the corners of his lips.

      “Your mom took a sleeping pill. A fire alarm couldn’t wake her up.”

      I try to barrel past him, but all it does is close the distance between us. He grabs me and hauls me into his side. His breath is musty and hot, streaming against my cheek.

      “Lennon, don’t fight it,” he croons. “It will be so much better for us both if you don’t fight.” His finger runs the length of my face and my dinner feels like it might come up.

      My whole life I’ve felt pushed down. Unloved and unwanted by the person who is supposed to love me most. My existence is a nuisance to my mother. I have a lifetime of therapy ahead of me when I can afford it, but this will not be something I talk about in therapy, because there’s no way I’m allowing this to happen to me. Ted will not do this to me.

      No fucking way. No fucking way. No fucking way no fucking way no fucking way.

      I scream it in my head, until I hear my voice screaming it out loud.

      I become a tornado, flinging limbs and stomping feet. I catch him with something, I’m not sure what. Maybe it’s my elbow that does it, or my foot crashing down on his.

      He grunts, stumbling back and letting go of me. I run for the door, unlocking it and thundering down the stairs. Blood pounds in my ear as I race to the front door, slamming back the lock and throwing it open.

      I run into the night. In my bare feet I run, until my throat and my legs burn and I’m dripping sweat. Before I slow, I look behind me, and when I don’t see anybody, I come to a stop. I’m hot, so freaking hot, so I pull my sweatshirt over my head and something tumbles to the concrete.

      My phone. Oh thank god. I look up to the dark sky and mouth the words to someone I’m not sure I believed in until now.

      Brady doesn’t answer. My next call is to Finn.

      He answers immediately, and the sound of his voice is more than I can take.

      “Finn,” I sob his name.

      “Where are you?” he demands, not bothering to ask me what has happened.

      I walk closer to the corner until I can read the street signs. “Stagecoach and Jackson. A little way from my house.”

      “Give me a house number. I’ll put it in my GPS.”

      I look to the house closest to me, reciting the numbers I see on a gold metal sign above the garage.

      “I’m coming for you,” he growls, then he hangs up.

      I sit down where I am. The concrete is still warm from a day of unyielding sunshine.

      And I cry. I cry tears of sadness, for what almost happened. Tears of anger. Tears of relief and pride. I fought, and I won.

      Until this moment, I’ve never realized that it wasn’t only my mother who’d been denying me love this entire time. It was me too.

      I’ve never loved myself.

      Starting tonight, that’s going to change.
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      Finn

      I learned my lesson the hard way, of course. It seems that’s the only way I learn.

      Never get Brady high again.

      “Are the police following us?” He turns around, looking through the back window of my crappy single-cab truck. His eyes are wide. Paranoid. “I think I see them, Finn!” He said this three minutes ago too.

      Sighing, I glance in the rearview mirror just to be certain he’s not right. And he’s not. There’s nobody behind us, not even a headlight in the far-off distance. “Nobody’s there, Brady.”

      Brady faces forward again. If he wasn’t so annoying, I’d record the guy just so he can see himself. But honestly, I don’t want any lasting reminders of tonight. Having this in my memory is bad enough.

      Brady leans his forehead against his window, and I focus on the drive. I’m high too. I can’t afford to get pulled over. If I wasn’t afraid Brady would kill us, I would’ve had him drive. He’s the one who would get away with murder in this town. His dad would cruise into the station and wave his magic wand. Brady’s problems would disappear, if they’d even arise at all. Someone might recognize him before it could come to that.

      But not me. If I’m caught right now, I’ll be toast.

      I don’t know what happened to Lennon, but it’s not good. The second she sobbed my name I was up out of my chair and heading for the door.

      My GPS barks out directions to the address Lennon gave me. It’s about a mile from her house. I make turn after turn, getting closer, and it makes me wonder why she came this way, of all ways. She obviously wasn’t going in a straight line.

      I make one more turn, and up ahead I spot her, sitting on the sidewalk with her knees pulled into her chest. She looks up, and my headlights shine on her face. She blinks away the light, climbing to her feet. She’s wearing her pajama shorts, the ones with the penguins on them, and a white tank top.

      “Why is Lennon here?” Brady asks, peering through the windshield.

      “I don’t know.” I throw my truck into park and hop out.

      I haven’t made it two feet before Lennon is in my arms. “What’s going on?” I pull back to look at her. Her eyes are red-rimmed and her nose runs.

      “I…” She exhales, a hard and heavy sound. Her eyes wander down the street, searching. For what? Or who?

      “Lennon, what happened?” Brady walks around the front of the truck. His speech is slower than usual, but he’s walking normally. His face is a different story.

      Red, squinty eyes and slower reactions.

      Lennon looks back at me, her mouth hanging open. “Is he high?”

      I nod.

      “Noooo,” sings Brady. His hands go inside the pockets of his shorts and he tips his head slowly from side to side.

      Lennon steps out of my arms and doubles over, her long hair brushing the sidewalk. She’s laughing, but judging by the strangled sound I think she might also be crying. After a moment she straightens, and in the light of the street lamp I see her tears. Her face doesn’t look joyful; it looks broken and disbelieving.

      “What’s funny?” I ask. I’m so fucking confused.

      She swipes at her face and pushes a short breath through her nose. “Two things I never thought would happen, just happened in the same night.”

      I look back at Brady. “He called me earlier this week and asked me to get him high, and I—”

      Brady snorts. “I did not.” He looks at Lennon with all the seriousness he can manage and points to me. “He’s lying.”

      I roll my eyes and continue. “He never did it with any of his preppy private school asshat friends, because he didn’t trust that they would keep their mouths shut about it. He was afraid they would take pictures of him.” Saying this makes me realize I definitely can’t record him, even if the footage is only for him to see. He trusted me with this.

      “Nice friends.” Lennon’s tone is acerbic.

      “He told me he didn’t want to go to college being a marijuana virgin. It’s been a couple hours since his last hit. He should be coming down soon.” I lift my hands in the air and shrug. “So, here we are. Now, it’s your turn. What else happened tonight that you thought would never happen?”

      Lennon’s face falls. Horror creeps into her eyes. “Ted... he…he…” She shakes her head back-and-forth quickly, as if she’s trying to shake the memory from her head.

      “What did he do?” Please do not say what I think you’re about to say.

      Lennon grimaces. “He came to my room. It was late.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “I...I yelled. He said my mom took a sleeping pill and I could yell all I wanted.” Her eyes fill with tears.

      Anger fills me. No, not anger. Rage. Pulsing, white-hot rage. Ted the family man. Ted the pastor.

      I want to take her in my arms again, brush away her tears and these memories, but I’m afraid she won’t want my touch right now. Not while she’s remembering him.

      My hands fist at my sides, my fingernails biting into my palms. “And then?” I cringe, waiting for her to finish. As much as I want to know everything, a part of me wants to know nothing. How can this have happened to my Lennon? Please god, tell me she got away.

      “He told me not to worry. That he would be gentle.” Her voice breaks and her cheeks flame. “He asked if he should ask you or Brady how I like it.”

      Fuck.

      My lower lip quakes as the rage rolls through me. This situation is better suited for Brady, the voice of reason. I fly off the handle, and Brady stays calm and deals with the problem. These are our roles. But right now, I have to be the calm one. I have to think of Lennon first.

      I place my hand on her arm, preparing to steer her to my truck. “Let’s get you to a hospital. They have rape kits.” I choke on that word. Rape.

      She shakes her head. “Finn, no. No.” She shudders violently, enough that my hand falls off her arm. “I fought. I was throwing my elbows and stomping and I probably looked like an angry giraffe”—a small, tortured smile breaks through—“but he let me go and I ran. Out of my room. Out of my house. I ran, without looking to see where I was going, until I couldn’t breathe anymore. Then I stopped and called you.” She glances at Brady, who has been completely silent with his hands still tucked into his pockets. His lips are pursed together tightly, his eyes reflecting the rage inside my body.

      “Sleep at my house tonight,” Brady says. “You can’t go back there.”

      “Your mom will die when she wakes up in the morning and sees me.”

      “She won’t see you,” I assure her. “It’ll be my truck parked out front. We’ll sneak you out in the morning.”

      Lennon agrees. She glances down at the sidewalk where she’d been sitting when I pulled up. There’s a sweatshirt balled up there, but nothing else. Bending, I reach down for it and tuck it under my arm.

      “Come on.” With a hand around her elbow, I guide her into my truck. She scoots into the middle, and Brady climbs in the passenger side.

      “Will you go to the police in the morning?” I ask as I turn on my truck and shift into drive.

      She shrugs, and her shoulder rubs against mine. “What will that do for me? It’ll be my word against his. There’s no evidence of a struggle. He barely even touched me.”

      I sigh. She’s right.

      “You have to tell your mom.”

      She nods. “I will.”

      We get her settled at Brady’s. She takes his bed and we throw blankets on the floor. He grabs two pillows from the hall closet and tosses one to me. It doesn’t take long for Lennon to fall asleep. The events of the night have probably exhausted her.

      Brady falls asleep soon after, and I lie there, listening to them both breath.

      My mind races, and it’s not until sometime around three that I finally drift off.
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      “Lennon, what are you doing here? Your mother’s service starts in fifteen minutes.”

      Wilma’s voice comes from behind me in the hallway of the church offices. I turn around partially, my arms loaded down with the weight of the box I’m carrying.

      “I have something for Pastor Thomas. I was just going to set it in his office.” Worry creeps into me. If the contents of this box were seen by anyone but Pastor Thomas, it would raise questions.

      Wilma walks past me as fast as her old legs can carry her. She fishes keys from her oversized brown leather purse and unlocks the door, pushing it open for me to walk through.

      I smile gratefully at her and walk in. Setting the box at Pastor Thomas’ door, I try the handle, expecting this to be locked too. Relief fills me when it turns and clicks.

      “I’ll just be a moment,” I tell Wilma, who’s standing beside her desk, watching me curiously.

      Once I’m in the office, I pull out his desk chair and push the box beneath his desk. There is no note to go with it, nothing to identify what is inside. The second he lifts the lid, he will know what he’s seeing.

      “Lennon?” Wilma’s voice trickles in. “Everything okay in there?”

      “Yep,” I call, pushing the chair back in as far as it will go.

      I leave the office just in time to see Wilma grab a hat off her desk and slide it into her massive purse.

      “Is that Elliot’s hat? It’s cute. It must be her thing.”

      Wilma gives me a weird look, so I attempt to explain. “Hats, I mean. Hats are her thing. She wears them all the time, doesn’t she?"

      “Ah, yes, she does.” Wilma fishes Elliot’s hat from her bag. “Hats are Ellie’s thing because they cover her halo wig.”

      “Halo wig?”

      “Treatment caused her to lose her hair, so she wears a special kind of wig called a halo.”  Wilma uses her thumbs and pointer fingers to form a halo on top of her head. “The hair is real. People send their hair to a company called Crowns of Courage, who take it and make it into these wigs. Once Ellie pops a hat onto her head, nobody can tell a thing. She has real, shiny, bouncy beautiful hair. Like yours.”

      “That’s incredible,” I murmur, my fingers gingerly touching the hair I’ve coaxed back into a bun for today.

      “It is.” Wilma agrees, adjusting her bag onto her shoulder. “You’d better get to the sanctuary. The service will be starting soon.”

      “I’ll escort you,” I tell Wilma, offering her my arm. I’m still thinking about Elliot and her halo wig.

      She frowns at me. “I’m not going to look at whatever is in that box you put in Pastor Thomas’ office.”

      “I’m not worried about that,” I assure her, even though I am. I drop my offered arm and step through the open office door and into the hall.

      Wilma harrumphs and walks out, turning back around to lock the door.

      On the way over, Wilma tells me Elliot asked for my phone number. “She seems to like you.”

      “Did you give it to her?”

      Wilma nods.

      I smile. “I like her too.”

      “I don’t know what your plans are after today, but don’t leave without saying goodbye. Please. She’s fragile these days.”

      “I won’t.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sanctuary reeks of flowers. They are everywhere, and it’s like a choking, thick fog. Near the front, sitting in a pew, is Laine. She styled her hair the same as mine today. When we met in the kitchen this morning, she smiled at our hair and called it the proper funeral bun.

      Brady and Finn sit beside Laine. When I approach, Finn scoots over, making space between him and Brady.

      I sink down, my gaze flitting over to Laine. She winks at me and reaches across Brady to brush a hand on my arm. Finn winds his fingers into my right hand, and Brady does the same to my left.

      Tears spring to my eyes. From my first day in a new school to my mother’s funeral, these guys have been by my side. Their love is sewn into the fabric of my soul.

      Pastor Thomas walks to the pulpit, and I catch his gaze. He nods at me and steps up to the microphone.

      My mother’s funeral is a blur. Literally. I cry the whole time. It’s unexpected, and I’m unprepared. I don’t even have tissues. Laine, thankfully, has thought ahead. She hands them to me.

      Why am I even crying? It makes no sense. This woman was awful to me. But she was so wonderful to everyone else. That’s what triggered the tears. Hearing about her work with the children’s ministry. The positive effect she had on countless people. Who was this woman? Why was she cruel to me and kind to everyone else?

      The funeral ends on a song and a prayer. At Pastor Thomas’ urging, I form a one-woman receiving line. I recognize all but a few faces. Of the people I recognize, only a handful do I remember their names. My mascara is running, my eyes red, my face splotchy. Looks of pity pour in, as do the intrigued gazes.

      Elliot steps up and hugs me. When she pulls away, I inspect her hair. If Wilma hadn’t told me about the wig, I never would’ve known.

      “Your grandma said you asked for my number. I want you to use it, okay?”

      Elliot smiles and hugs me a second time. She’s holding up the line, but that’s fine by me. She peeks back and mumbles an apology to the person behind her, then quickly moves on.

      When the last person has come through and shaken my hand, and I’m so full of condolences I could vomit them up onto the brown carpet, I go in search of Laine.

      She, Brady, and Finn stand off in a corner. I was upset when I walked in earlier, and I didn’t notice what Brady and Finn were wearing. Brady’s suit is black, traditional for a funeral. It’s obviously expensive, well-cut, molding around his body. He looks better than any man has a right to.

      As I watch, he slips his hands in his pockets and rolls back on his heels, laughing quietly at something Finn has just said. It’s a practiced move, something Brady has done a million times. Brady wears this suit and dress shoes like they are as comfortable as his pajamas and slippers.

      Not like Finn. Finn’s suit is a midnight blue, his shirt white, and he doesn’t wear a tie. He fingers the fabric at the back of his neck with a hooked finger, grimacing. Finn looks every bit as handsome as Brady, but far less confident.

      “Hi,” I call out, approaching them.

      Finn is facing me, so he sees me first. He breaks away at the same time Laine and Brady turn around.

      In three long strides, Finn reaches me. He pulls me into his arms and places a warm, supportive hand on the back of my head.

      “Tell me something I’ll never believe,” I whisper into his neck.

      “Quail mate for life,” he whispers back to me.

      I look up at him. My heart hammers in my chest. He’s so close, and he’s warm and familiar. It’s everything I need in this moment.

      “My love,” Laine’s voice is suddenly in my ear. Stepping away from Finn, I turn right into Laine’s arms.

      “You finally cried,” she says, her tone relieved.

      I pull back, shaking my head and wiping my eyes, even though no tears have fallen in twenty minutes. “Probably not for why you think.” I glance at Brady, into his curious eyes, and my heart melts a little. “Why did everybody love her? Why was she so wonderful to everyone but me? I was her daughter.”

      Brady purses his lips and looks away as if even speaking about it angers him.

      “Because she was fucking fake, Lennon. She might have done all the shit those people” —Finn jams a finger in the direction of the sanctuary—“say she did, but there was something else inside her she showed only to you. And it wasn’t about you at all. It was about her. Remember that.” Finn’s voice is strong, his meaning reverberating through his words. He’s defending me, and it feels amazing.

      “You only have to get through this luncheon, and then it’s over.” Brady’s gentle voice, in such contrast to Finn’s, washes over me.

      “You don’t have to go at all,” Finn says.

      Brady shoots him a warning glance.

      “What?” Finn asks him, his tone challenging. “She doesn’t.”

      “It’s tradition.”

      Finn shrugs. “So?”

      Brady sighs and lowers his chin, head shaking.

      “I’ll go.” I place my hand on Finn’s forearm. “Brady’s right.”

      Finn says nothing, instead reaching around me and steering me in the direction of the reception room.
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        * * *

      

      Casseroles everywhere. Deviled eggs, which made me laugh. Fruit salad, potato salad, macaroni salad. Sandwiches. Cupcakes I’m certain are store-bought. Not that I care. I don’t have an appetite right now.

      The four of us sit on one side of a round folding table covered in a white tablecloth; the other half is taken up by two older couples, all of whom have been asking me polite questions about my life since I moved away. They are nice, but cautious. Which is to be expected.

      David approaches our table and asks me for a word. He leads me out of the room and down the hall to a set of chairs. Other than a rowdy cowlick at the crown of his head, his hair is perfectly styled.

      “Great sermon,” I say, settling beside him on a yellow slip-covered chair.

      He eyes me dubiously. “I get the feeling you’re being sarcastic, but thank you.”

      Maybe I was being sarcastic. I’m not sure. It seemed like an appropriate thing to say to him, although I definitely didn’t mean it.

      “I noticed an abundance of deviled eggs on the buffet table. Are those allowed in here?” I can’t help my smirk.

      He narrows his eyes, but his mouth is upturned. “Now I know you’re being sarcastic.”

      Raising my hand, I make a pinching gesture with my pointer finger and thumb. “Just a little bit.”

      “You’re funny. I never thought I’d have a funny sister. Or a sister at all.”

      I frown. “I’m not your sister.”

      “You kind of are.”

      “Not at all.”

      David laughs again. “Just let me pretend, okay? I’ve never had a sibling.”

      “Me neither.”

      He leans back against the chair and pulls at the knot his tie makes at the base of his throat. “I pulled you away because I wanted to thank you for giving me that box. I’m not sure what happened to make you hate my dad, but you giving me those things,” he pauses, his voice thickening. He shakes his head as if to clear it. “It means a lot to me.”

      I nod, acknowledging his words. Every time I came across something of Ted’s, I’d wanted to throw it out. Touching my stepdad’s old baseball glove, the leather soft and supple, made my stomach curl. Every item I tossed into that box made me nauseous. Before I’d thought about giving it to David, that box was headed for a landfill.

      Seeing the gratitude on his face makes me feel happy, and that’s a hell of a lot better than the sick enjoyment I’d get from dumping Ted’s belongings in the garbage.

      “It’s no problem. Of all his belongings, those are things my mother saved, so they must’ve meant a lot to him too.”

      “Are you almost finished clearing out the house?”

      “Nearly. Salvation Army comes Monday to pick up all the furniture and kitchen stuff. Her clothes. Stuff like that.” All that’s left is her desk. I’ve saved it for last, but I don’t know why. The idea of sifting through her desk feels ominous. My desk at home holds old CDs I can’t bear to throw out even though I no longer own a CD player. Stamps, my collection of colored Sharpies, old notebooks. None of it anything anyone should feel trepidation over finding. But this is my mother. The woman who reinvented herself to be with a man. The rest of the house hasn’t revealed one scrap of evidence that underneath her tough exterior, she loved me. I don’t know what I’m looking for; maybe a photo of her smiling and bouncing me on her knee? A messy finger paint, or a Thanksgiving project with my handprint decorated like a turkey and the words I’m thankful for Mommy written in childish letters. The only things I have from my childhood are things I saved, and I didn’t start doing that until I was older.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, Lennon, but—” David shifts, his discomfort obvious.

      “What?” I press. A sentence started out that way almost always ends in something offensive being said.

      “You don’t seem very sad?” He palms the air in front of him, already defending his observation. “That sounded bad. I didn’t mean it that way. People show their grief in different ways. Maybe you wear yours on the inside.”

      I sigh and look down at my shoes. How do I respond? The only way I know how, I guess. Honestly.

      “I don’t seem sad because I’m not. Not in the way people are usually sad when a parent dies.” I look up into David’s shocked face and open my mouth to explain. “My mom and I weren’t close. Ever. To you, she was a kind, helpful woman. To me, she was hateful. There was something about me she abhorred.” David opens his mouth, probably to refute me because it shouldn’t be true, but I shake my head and he stops. “I know you’re having a hard time believing that, but it’s true. I’m not telling you this to ruin your image of her. You asked, and this is my answer.”

      David’s mouth falls closed, and he nods once. “I guess I can respect that.”

      Chuckling lightly, I tell him, “You’ll have to.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me why you hated my dad?”

      Would I feel good if I told him the truth? Maybe. Would I feel vindicated? Maybe. Would I ruin his image of Ted? Probably.

      “No, David.”

      He nods, but I can see his disappointment. His gaze falls on something over my shoulder. To me, he says, “Your friends are looking for you.”

      Twisting, I see Brady, Finn, and Laine. I lift a hand and wave. The rustle of heavy clothing beside me tells me David is getting to his feet, so I stand too.

      “Everything okay out here?” Finn asks, his eyes on David.

      “Everything is fine,” I assure him, taking a few steps away from the chair and meeting him halfway. “Perfect timing. David... er, Pastor Thomas and I just finished our conversation.”

      David steps up behind me. “Thanks for letting me borrow her for a few minutes.” His tone is friendly and good-natured.

      Finn nods his head, and Brady steps up and offers his hand. He introduces himself, and he and David spend a few minutes talking about people they both know. The people they have in common are all members of the congregation, and Finn and I know them too, but we stay quiet while Brady and David make small talk.

      Laine loops her arm through mine, locking us at our elbows. “Please don’t tell me there’s a third man vying for your attention.” Her whisper is so soft, I can barely hear her.

      Shaking my head, I whisper back, “Not at all. I’ll fill you in later.” David asked me to keep his connection to my stepdad a secret, but I don’t think telling Laine counts.

      “Lennon, I’ve got to get back in there.” David points to the room he pulled me from. “Good luck with everything.”

      And then, in a move I didn’t see coming, he wraps me in a hug.

      My surprise makes me stiff, and I feel bad about that. I think David could use a good hug, but it’s awkward with Brady and Finn looking on.

      David pulls away and clears his throat. He looks around at the three onlookers and nods, then hurries away.

      Finn’s the first to speak. “What the hell was that about?”

      I shake my head as I watch him disappear through the double doors that have been propped open.

      “I’ll tell you another time.”

      The four of us walk out of the church and into the blinding desert sun.
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      This is bullshit.

      I can’t believe I have to go home to him. I wish some kind of black magic could carry him away from this town, from this country, maybe even the planet.

      Before I go into the house, I turn and watch Brady’s car disappear. My stomach feels sick, a result of nerves and the sugar from eating two and a half donuts. Finn ate three. So did Brady. We waited for Mr. and Mrs. Sterling to leave for their tee time, then I climbed into Brady’s car and he drove me home. The boys were quiet this morning, but then so was I.

      I place my hand on the door handle, but I can’t bring myself to open it. I let it go and back up a couple feet to the edge of the front walk where the concrete meets landscaping rock. Bending, my fingers sift through the grayish-tan rocks until I find the largest one. I place it in my pocket. Just in case. I can’t go in there without a way to protect myself. Too bad I don’t have a slingshot.

      I walk into a quiet house. Pausing, I strain my ears for any sound. There’s nothing, and then after a moment, I hear something in the kitchen, like a paper being moved. I creep through the foyer and peer around the wall into the kitchen, my body on high alert.

      When I see my mother, the breath I’ve been holding seeps out. She’s sitting at the small breakfast table beside the window. Her back is to me as she flips a page of the Arizona Republic, a piece of buttered toast in her hand.

      “Mom.” I walk in and go to the table, placing my hands on the back of the chair opposite her.

      She looks up, her eyes questioning. She has a tiny smear of butter on her chin.

      “Where’s Ted?” I ask.

      “He went back to sleep.” She frowns, worry in the pinch of her eyebrows, and glances back in the direction of their room. “He said he wasn’t feeling well.”

      This is my chance. I take a seat and gather my nerves. She’s back to looking at the paper, so I reach across the table and place my hand on hers before she can turn the page again. She looks up into my eyes.

      “I need to talk to you.” My tone is low and urgent.

      “What is it?”

      Without pausing to relive the memory, I spit out the tale. Like ripping off a Band-Aid.

      And then, my mother laughs. It’s a soft sound, accompanied by a slowly shaking head. “Lennon, you’re mistaken. Ted would never do that.”

      I’m prepared for her denial, because it’s the reaction that would make the most sense from her. “He did, Mom. Last night.” I cross my hand over my chest. “I promise.” I look into her eyes, willing her to believe me.

      Her face hardens and she drops the page of the paper she was reading. “Don’t you dare, Lennon. Don’t you dare! Making up lies like that. Shameful.”

      “Why would I lie about something like this?” As though I would ever want to think about Ted like that long enough to concoct a lie.

      Her hands fly into the air. “How should I know? But I’ll tell you what I do know. Ted didn’t do what you’re saying. He’s a pastor for God’s sake.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh, only mine isn’t soft. It’s loud and incredulous. How is this my life right now?

      My mom pins me with a glare that could freeze the sun. “If I catch you spreading this lie, I’m not paying for college. Do you understand me?” She rises from her chair.

      “Mom—”

      “No! There will be no more talk of this. At all. There’s a special place in Hell for those who spread gossip and lies.”

      Too late. I’m already there.

      She leaves the kitchen. I spread my palms on the table and let my head droop until it lies on my hands. What was I expecting? Did I think she would be in my corner, championing my story? Did I really think she would whisk me away after she slapped Ted in the face and called the police?

      I should’ve known better.

      I stand, looking down at the newspaper spread open on the table. It devastates me that she didn’t believe me, but it also makes me mad. Very, very mad.

      With a sweep of my hand, I push the newspaper off the table and watch the pages fall to the ground. One section lands on her chair.

      “Bitch,” I mutter. I go upstairs, take a shower after triple-checking the lock, and hope all the soap I’m using can wash off the memories of last night.
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      My phone dings with a text. I roll over, glancing at my locked bedroom door before I grab my phone from my nightstand.

      Brady: We’re out front. Can we come in?

      I type out a response. Meet me at the side gate.

      Rolling off the bed, I stand and push the hair back from my eyes. I wasn’t all the way asleep, but I was close. Naps aren’t my thing, but after last night, I could use one.

      I unlock my bedroom door and creep downstairs. I’ve been hiding in my room since my mom stormed away from the table. That was about four hours ago. From the bottom stair, I peer around, taking in as much of the house as I can. Mostly I’m looking for Ted, but a run-in with my mother isn’t high on the list of things I’d like to do.

      When I don’t see anybody, I leave the relative safety of my spot and speed through the living room, stopping to peek into the kitchen.

      Nobody’s there either. Not that I mind, but what is going on? Ted never stays in bed all day. He always mows the lawn on Saturday mornings, and in the afternoons he parks it at the kitchen table with his old, wheezing laptop and works on his sermon for the next day.

      The stillness of the house is eerie. My footsteps on the tile floor are the only sound.

      I close the back door quietly and walk around the side until I reach the gate. Two weeks ago Ted painted the wooden slats of the gate a dark, chocolate brown. During his project, my mother made him a sandwich and asked me to take it out to him. He smiled the proper amount when I handed it to him, his fingers not touching mine when he took the plate. We chatted for a minute about how dry the wood was, how quickly it soaked up the first coat of paint. Everything was normal. Appropriate.

      Who the hell was the person who came to my room last night?

      In the space between the slats of wood, I see Finn and Brady. They could’ve reached over and flipped the lock on top, but there’s a second lock on the bottom. Nudging it out of the way with my foot, I push the top lock and open the gate.

      Brady and Finn stand there, the sun shining on their backs, their faces showing the same expression. Anger.

      “Come on.” I step back from the open gate. They walk inside and the gate falls closed. “What’s up?”

      Brady grabs my hand, squeezing tightly. “Are you okay?” His gaze is urgent, his concern pressing into me.

      “We’ve been worried about you. I wanted to call, but”—Finn glances at Brady—“he said to give you some time. With your mom.”

      I look behind me at the house. Their bedroom is just beyond this wall. Unless they left the house while I was locked in my room, I assume they are both in there. At this moment, Ted is probably less than five feet away from me. If there wasn’t a wall here, what would I do to him?

      “I want to kill him,” I blurt out. My voice is low, but the words are so big, the intent so salacious, that I might as well be shouting.

      “So do I,” Finn says.

      “Me too,” Brady adds.

      “How would you do it?” The question is mine, but it doesn’t feel like it comes from me. It’s coming from a different person. A person who almost lost her virginity in an act of violence. A person filled with hate and fear and revulsion.

      Finn’s eyebrows draw together. He looks worried. Perplexed. Surprised.

      “Stab him in the back.” Brady’s lips twist with disgust. “That’s basically what he’s doing to you and your mother and the entire church who thinks he walks on water.”

      “No fucking kidding,” Finn says.

      “I’d put something in his underwear, something that will burn his skin on contact.” Both boys wince. “Then, when he’s crying in pain, I’d…I’d…” I realize I don’t have the slightest clue how I’d kill him. I’m picturing a gun, but that’s probably because of all the movies I’ve seen. I don’t know how to get a gun, or if I did, how to shoot one.

      Plus, this is a game. Obviously nobody is going to kill Ted.

      “Finn?” I look to him. He’s slouching against the block wall a few feet away.

      “I don’t think anyone should say anything more while we’re outside.” He points at the house behind him.

      There’s no way my elderly neighbors can hear anything we’re saying, but he has a point.

      “Have you seen him?” Finn pushes off the wall and comes closer, until he’s standing right beside me. A whoosh of warm breath tickles my cheek.

      I shake my head. “He’s been in his room since before I came home. My mom said he didn’t feel well and went to lie down.”

      Brady, on my other side, speaks up. “Maybe God sent down an excruciating bacteria to kill him so we don’t have to.”

      Finn ignores Brady, continuing to talk to me intensely. “Did you tell your mom?”

      A flash of anger settles on top of everything else I’m feeling, followed by hurt. How could a mother not believe her own child?

      “She accused me of lying and threatened to take away paying for college if I tried to tell anybody else.” She knew just what to say to keep me quiet. Getting out of this place is what I want most.

      Finn’s lips press together, all the muscles in his face growing taut.

      “Fucking bitch,” he says, the words squeezing through clenched teeth.

      “Lennon.” Brady steps in front of me, squinting as the shade from the house falls away. “You’re going to come stay with me. You can’t stay here.”

      I laugh. “That’s sweet, Brady. Your mom will love that.”

      “She won’t know. You stayed last night, and she had no idea. And my dad’s never home.”

      “That was one night. I think after a while she’d figure it out.”

      “Next week they’re going to Alaska for a cruise. We only have to keep you hidden until then. We can figure the rest out after.”

      My fingers graze the warm stucco exterior of my house as I think about his offer. It wouldn’t be impossible to hide from his mom, especially not in a house that big.

      I look to Finn. I want to see his face, figure out what he thinks about Brady’s idea. He’s the smartest of the three of us. He sees possibilities we’d never think to consider.

      But he’s not looking at me. His gaze is trained down to the ground, where he’s rubbing the toe of his sneaker against the rocky dirt.

      “Let’s do it,” I tell Brady, mustering up a smile. It’s not as beatific as Brady’s responding smile. I’m not sure anybody could smile like Brady. It has future politician written all over it, not that he aspires to be one. He wants to be a lawyer.

      “Finn, you take Lennon to my car. I’ll go inside and put together a bag with her things.”

      “Brady, I can—”

      “If he’s been sleeping all day, he’ll have to wake up sometime.” He looks at the time on his phone. “Do you want to be there for that?”

      “I chanced it this morning.”

      “Only to tell your mom what happened,” he argues. “Now you have.”

      Finn takes my hand and pulls me toward the gate. I follow, looking back at Brady. He’s tall and strong, and his stride is nothing less than certain as he rounds the corner of my house and disappears from sight.

      The gate falls quietly closed behind us. Finn holds open the car door and surprises me by climbing in the back beside me.

      I smile gratefully and crawl into him. He tucks me into his side. He refuses to wear cologne, so he smells of himself: the detergent his T-shirt was washed in, the sweat that dried on his skin from the heat, the unmistakable scent that is Finn. We learned about pheromones in biology, and Finn’s pheromones are other-worldly. Beyond not being able to afford good cologne, Finn simply doesn’t need it. He makes his own heady scent.

      “Lennon?” Finn whispers my name.

      “Hmm?” I mumble.

      “Look at me.”

      It’s hard to look at him from my place pressed against him, so I pull back a couple inches.

      He stares into my eyes for a few moments, then he kisses me. Gently. It’s not a romantic kiss that wants more. It’s not a sexy kiss that expresses passion. His kiss is an apology. Not for him, but for Ted. For what I went through last night. His heart is telling mine that it’s sorry. I drink it in, kissing him back in a way I’ve not done the other times he’s kissed me.

      The kiss ends, and he pulls back only to lean forward again, his lips falling against my temple.

      We stay that way until Finn spots Brady.

      “Finally,” he mutters against my head. He pulls back and I scoot into my seat, watching Brady come down the driveway with my duffle bag in his hand.

      “What took so long?” Finn asks when Brady opens the door.

      He tosses my bag onto the passenger seat and slides in. “Lennon’s room was a mess. And I didn’t know what she needed, so I was trying to be thoughtful.”

      “I’m on my period.”

      Brady turns around to the backseat, horrified. “Uh, okay. We can stop somewhere to buy your... things.”

      I laugh. “Kidding. But you might want to learn not to be grossed out by something natural like a period.”

      Brady faces forward and starts the car. “Maybe they teach that kind of stuff in college,” he says.

      Finn snorts. “Yeah. It’s a prereq for Helping Your Partner Through Childbirth.”

      Brady makes another face and Finn cracks up.

      If laughter is the best medicine, then that’s what we’re all doing. Medicating.

      Against the uncertainty of going our separate ways at the end of summer. Against what happened last night. Against whatever is going to happen from here on out.

      Brady shifts into drive just as I catch movement at the front of my house. My mom stands in the open doorway, staring at us. Or, really, just me. Her laser-focus makes me squirm. Her expression is hard to read. She looks heavy, if that’s possible. Weighed down.

      By what? Her words in the kitchen earlier?

      Brady pulls away from the curb. I raise a hand and wave.
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      “Shhh,” I whisper, one finger over my lips. “If you yell like that again she’s going to come in here.”

      Brady waves me off. “She’s asleep.”

      “I wouldn’t risk it.”

      “You don’t risk anything.”

      “Says the person who’s so timid it makes me look like a thrill-seeker.”

      Brady raises his eyebrows. “I’m the one hiding you in my room, aren’t I? That wasn't Finn’s idea. It was mine.” His chest puffs out proudly.

      Hiding out at Brady’s house makes the most sense. There would be no hiding in Finn’s trailer unless I was sleeping duct taped to the roof.

      I reach out, running my hand through Brady’s hair until it sticks up. “Next up, skydiving.”

      He tries to fix the mess I’ve made of his hair. “Maybe I’ll do that to celebrate graduating law school.” He leans back against his headboard. A small section of hair that he missed pokes up.

      I climb onto my knees, using one flattened palm to balance, and fix the rest. When I’m done, Brady wraps his hands around my waist and pulls me into the mountain of pillows. At home I have two pillows. Brady has six.

      He slides down until our bodies are parallel. He props himself up on an elbow, and I copy him. Using his knee, he nudges the bag of chips we’ve been sharing until it’s between our chests.

      Grabbing a couple more, he pops them into his mouth and chews. “This will be two nights in a row you’re sleeping in my bed.”

      “You’ll never wash your sheets again.”

      Brady laughs. “That depends on whether or not you get your period on them.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh.

      “I know, I know. It’s stupid. I’ll learn all about it. I’ll figure out how to buy tampons and whatever else. I don’t have any exposure to it. It’s not like my sister’s around.”

      “Exposure…” The word rolls around my mouth. “Do you think exposure is what makes us do things? Or not do things?”

      Brady licks salt from a finger. “I think it primes us.”

      “Primes us?” I dig around for a big chip. We’re getting to the bottom of the bag, and most of the chips have turned into fractions.

      “Yeah. Like it preps us. Maybe we’d never think to do something, but then an experience pushes us closer to action, or farther from it in some cases.”

      “Do you have an example?”

      Brady thinks. He’s cute when he thinks. His lips pull at one corner and his eyes squint.

      “My sister. My exposure to her means I’ll never, ever do drugs.”

      “Brady, you were high last night.”

      A flush spreads on his cheeks. “I mean hard drugs. And last night was... I just wanted to know what it would be like. It was offered to me all the time at parties, and I never said yes. I was too afraid someone would take pictures and use them against my dad, or me someday. I’m going to be a lawyer, but what if I do decide to go into politics? Imagine having to defend something you did a long time ago. That would suck.”

      “So Finn was the lucky guy who got to be with you?”

      “I trust him.”

      “You don’t trust me?” My hurt feelings creep into my tone.

      Brady sighs. “It wasn’t like that, Lennon.”

      When I don’t respond, he continues. “I didn’t want you to see me either. What if I acted stupid? And, in case you’re wondering, I did. Finn told me. I was paranoid. I did not chill out and play video games, like my Trinity friends.”

      “Brady, no matter how you act, I’ll always—”

      “I know. I know that, okay? But I didn’t want that image in your head.” Brady reaches across the eighteen inches that separates us. His warm hand cups my shoulder, and his fingertips graze the length of my arm. “Not when—”

      A knock halts his words. The sound is muffled, too far away to be his bedroom door. Alarm widens his eyes. I imagine I look similar. We wait, and the knock comes a second time.

      We both sit up and climb off his bed.

      “It might be my mom. I better answer it before your mom does.”

      We hurry out of his room and down the hall. Brady’s house is so big it takes far longer to arrive at his front door than it does mine. I round the corner into the foyer first, and skid to a halt. Brady stops behind me, his front pressed against my back. His arms wrap around my waist, either to protect me or to steady himself.

      Mrs. Sterling stands in the open door, her nightgown illuminated by the porch light. Two uniformed policemen stand in front of her.

      “Why would she be here?” I hear her say, the irritation in her voice barely contained.

      At first, I think they’re talking about Brady’s sister, but then I realize it’s probably me they’re looking for.

      “We need to talk to your son too, ma’am.”

      “Brady? Why?”

      “We have a few questions for both of them.”

      “You can speak to my son when you tell me the nature of your questions.”

      “We’re not at liberty to say right now. Please have your son call me.” He reaches into his shirt pocket and hands something to Mrs. Sterling.

      I don’t know what’s going on, but I can’t have Brady getting in trouble for me. After what happened last night and today, I can’t believe my mom would send the police looking for me. She saw me leave today. She knew I’d be with either Finn or Brady and that I’d be safe either way. Why cause this kind of drama? Especially considering the whistle I could blow on her precious husband.

      “I’m here,” I call out, stepping from Brady’s hold. I raise my hand, as if I’m in class and have the answer to a question.

      Three gazes swing toward us. Mrs. Sterling’s mouth drops open.

      “Lennon? What are you doing here?” Her questioning gaze flickers over my shoulder to Brady. “Why is she here, Brady?”

      “She needed a place to stay, Mom. Calm down. Everything’s okay.”

      She gestures at the two men in the doorway. “Apparently not.”

      “I’m really sorry,” I say to her as I walk forward. “I never thought my mom would call the police to come get me. I’m eighteen.”

      I reach Mrs. Sterling’s side. Brady has followed me, and he’s standing behind me once again. I look at the officers standing there. One is tall and thin, the other just a few inches shorter and stockier. Neither looks angry, and aside from their overall persona, neither looks incredibly intimidating.

      “I’ll come with you,” I tell them, stepping around Mrs. Sterling.

      “We need both of you,” the stockier one says. He nods at Brady.

      I’m confused. “Why would you need Brady?”

      Mrs. Sterling is saying something in protest too, but I can’t understand it over the blood rushing through my ears. How could my mother make Brady a part of this?

      “We’ll talk about that at the station. For now, we’d just like your cooperation.”

      I step forward. This doesn’t feel real. I could be outside of my own body, watching as I step over the threshold of the immaculate Sterling home and into the desert heat.

      The tall officer falls into step beside me. I glance back. The shorter one walks beside Brady. Brady meets my gaze, shrugging in bewilderment. Mrs. Sterling walks quickly alongside Brady.

      “Brady, don’t say a word,” she instructs, her tone urgent. “I’m calling your father. And our lawyer. Not a word without our lawyer present. Do you hear me? Not a word.”

      He nods.

      We reach the police car and the tall one holds open my door. “You’re not being arrested. We just have some questions.” He motions for me to climb in, and I do.

      The doors close simultaneously, and I jump. Brady looks at me, and his hand stretches across the seat, pulling mine from my lap and enveloping it.

      He’s so calm, and I’m not.

      I have no idea what this is about, and I have a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach.
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      “Miss Davies, thank you for coming in.”

      A man in khaki slacks walks into the small room I’m sitting in. The sleeves of his white shirt are rolled up, revealing a tattoo. He takes a seat across from me, and I angle my head so I can read what his tattoo says. Semper Fi. He has dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard with more salt than pepper. “I’m Detective Morris.”

      A detective? My knowledge about police procedure is limited to television dramas, but aren’t detectives used for actual cases? I thought this was just about some questions.

      I lick my lips and wipe my hands on my shorts. I wish Brady were with me. They separated us the second we walked in the station doors, whisking me away from him without the possibility of a last glance.

      “I don’t know why I’m here,” I tell him, my voice shaking.

      He folds his hands on the table between us and offers me a smile like he feels bad for me.

      “You’re here because we need to talk about a conversation you had this afternoon with your friends.”

      I make a face. Conversation? What conversation?

      “Earlier today, did you take part in a conversation where the topic included killing your stepfather, Ted Blake?”

      My mouth opens. Closes. Opens again. I don’t know what to say. The answer is yes, but does he understand why that conversation took place?

      “Yes, but it’s not the way it sounds.” Desperation coats my voice. “We were being stupid. We were angry at him. I was angry at him after... after…” I pause, considering my mother’s threat. Usually I want college more than I want air, but whatever’s happening here is bigger than a debt-free ride through higher education.

      I tell him what happened. He listens, and when I’m finished, he nods his head.

      “Thank you for sharing that with us,” he says evenly. No emotion, no understanding, no I’m sorry you went through that.

      “Do you understand the severity of a conversation like the one you and your friends had today?”

      “Yes, of course, but it’s not like we did anything. Nothing happened. Obviously you know that, because Ted’s alive. Isn’t that proof that nothing happened? That Brady and I shouldn’t be here?”

      What about Finn? If they came for me and Brady, wouldn’t they have also come for Finn?

      “Is Finn Jeffries here too?”

      Detective Morris ignores me. He looks at me like he’s evaluating me, rubbing the pad of his thumb against his chin. “Lennon, at around eight-thirty this evening, your mother found your stepfather unresponsive in his bed. She called an ambulance, and they pronounced him dead on the scene.”

      Shock takes the breath from me. Soon my lungs are screaming for it, and I suck it in. “He died? Of what? My mom said he wasn’t feeling well.” I rub my forehead, as though checking for a fever.

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out. Normally we’d attribute it to natural causes and the family would decide if they’d like an autopsy, but then your mother informed us of the conversation she’d overheard and we thought it was enough to look a little harder.”

      I gasp. “My mother?”

      He makes a face as if even he’s surprised to hear she would inform on her own daughter.

      “I had nothing to do with it. None of us did. We talked, we left in Brady’s car, and that was it.”

      “What did you do earlier in the day?”

      I walk him through every moment, starting from the second I woke up this morning.

      “Was anybody else in the house today besides you, your mother, and your stepdad?”

      I shake my head no, and then it hits me.

      Brady packed my bag.

      Even so, he would never do anything to Ted. Brady has a whole future ahead of him, one he wouldn’t give up to do something so stupid, so violent, so unlike him.

      I take that little piece of knowledge and lock it away. If Brady tells them he went in my house, I’ll lie and say I forgot. Ammunition against Brady will never come from me.

      “I told you, we left after that conversation. And it was just a stupid game. Not something we would ever actually do.”

      “The timing is convenient.”

      “That doesn’t make any of us guilty.”

      Detective Morris stares me down, squinting the tiniest bit. Suddenly he stands, his chair scraping against the floor.

      “You’re free to go.”

      “So this is over?” My voice is a mixture of relief and hope.

      “Unless there’s an autopsy and it shows something worth looking into, then yes, this is over.”

      Quickly I stand and round the table. I want out of this place. I’m not guilty of anything, yet just by virtue of being here, it makes me wonder if I am.

      The detective shoots out an arm, stopping me before I can scurry through the door.

      “Don’t go around having any more conversations about who you’d like to kill and how you’d like to do it.”

      “Okay,” I agree in a rush.

      He steps aside and I hurry through the door, away from that small, brightly lit room and the intimidating man. I retrace my steps until I’m at the front, and when I don’t see Brady or Finn, I walk outside. It’s disorienting. I forgot it was nighttime.

      Mrs. Sterling, Brady, and a man I don’t know stand in a tight circle a few feet away.

      I stop. It doesn’t look like a conversation I’m meant to hear. My politeness doesn’t seem to matter, though, because Mrs. Sterling is upset and isn’t doing a good job keeping her volume down.

      “Stop this right now, Brady,” she half-shrieks.

      “They need help, Mom. What’s wrong with you?”

      “You can’t save everybody, Brady.”

      “You can’t leave them in there! They’re as much at fault as I am.” Brady shakes his head, disgusted, and catches sight of me.

      He rushes to me, pulling me into his chest. He paws at my hair, pulling it in his relief, but I don’t mind the pain.

      “Lennon,” he whispers my name into my hair, over and over. “Do you know about Ted?”

      I nod against him. I haven’t had time to process the news. If last night hadn’t happened, Ted’s death would’ve saddened me. But now? I don’t know how I feel.

      I adjust my head against Brady’s chest so I can peek at his mom. She’s talking to the man I don’t know, her gaze flickering to us, then back to the man. He says something to her, she nods tersely, and then the man walks past us, his shoes tapping loudly on the concrete. He’s wearing a suit. He must be their lawyer.

      Brady’s mom walks farther away to a bench and sits down.

      I pull back from Brady. “Is Finn still in there?”

      “I think so. I saw him when they were taking me back, the door to the room he was sitting in was open. They waited for McNair to arrive, and—”

      “Who’s McNair?”

      “Sorry. He’s our family lawyer. He’s used to dealing with my sister.”

      “Keep going about Finn,” I urge.

      “McNair arrived, they asked me two questions, and I was released. But when I left, the door to the room I saw Finn in was closed.”

      “Fucking bullshit,” I hiss.

      “I know.” Brady glances toward the doors. “McNair’s going to figure out what’s going on. They can’t hold Finn unless they’re pressing charges, and there’s no reason to because none of us did anything wrong. We had a conversation about something hypothetical. That’s it.”

      I stand on tiptoe and bring my lips to his ear. “They asked me if anyone was in the house today, besides me, my mom, and Ted. I said no.” I sink back down onto flat feet, and our gazes remain locked. He doesn’t say anything, but after a moment, he leans down and kisses my forehead.

      “Let’s sit.” My legs feel oddly light, as though they might give way at any moment. Weaving my hand through Brady’s, I lead him to  a bench on the other side of the front door. We sit, and I pull my knees into my chest and rest my chin on the crevasse between my kneecaps. Brady leans forward, his elbows resting on his thighs.

      Between us there is only silence, but all around us are the sounds of the desert at night. The air is thick with the high-pitched keening of cicadas and the incessant chirping of crickets. Somewhere in the dark, scorpions lurk, hunting the crickets. I tilt my head up to the sky, looking for the jerky flight of a bat, but I don’t see any. In the distance, the hoo of an owl floats through the warm air.

      A weird feeling squirms into my stomach, something that feels a lot like loss, even though I haven’t lost anything yet.

      My throat tightens and I turn to Brady, studying his profile in the harsh, yellow lighting. What if we called this whole thing off? What if the three of us decided not to go our separate ways? What would we do?

      Stay here, and then what? Go to college locally? Meet people. Date? Would we marry them? Or would we be in a fucked-up triangle, never moving forward, just buzzing along our axis and stopping when we bumped into each other at our shared forty-five-degree angles?

      Brady looks at me, the corners of his eyes tilting down with exhaustion. His tired gaze searches my face, and just as I’m about to open my mouth and voice my thoughts, the front doors open and McNair walks out, followed by Finn. He looks tired and angry and resentful, but my god he looks like heaven to me right now.

      “Finn!” Brady and I stand, rushing to him.

      I wind my arms around his middle, pressing my cheek to his chest. Brady claps him on the back, and I hear each relieved thwack as it travels through his body.

      McNair approaches. “This should all be over for the three of you.” He trains his gaze on me and I pull my head from Finn’s chest. “Your mother has said no to an autopsy—”

      “There’d be nothing to find even if she did,” I say quickly. He’s the wrong person to direct my indignation to, but he’s the only person available.

      McNair nods cooly, his eyes roaming the three of us.

      “Thank you,” I add.

      Finn echoes my words, holding out a hand. McNair shakes it, nodding at Brady before he turns to Mrs. Sterling. He says something to her, and I read her lips as she thanks him for coming in the middle of the night.

      “Why were you in there longer than us?” I ask Finn.

      “You’re the beloved pastor’s daughter,” he says, inclining his head to me. He switches his gaze to Brady. “You get to throw around the weight of dear old daddy. And me? My reputation precedes me. The trailer park I live in is a stain on this pristine town. We all know I’ve been caught shoplifting more than once. I told them the same thing you all did, but I don’t have your trustworthiness”—he looks to me, then to Brady—“or your political power.”

      “You had the truth,” I tell him.

      “Sometimes, the truth isn’t enough.”

      Finn’s scaring me.

      “Well, it was tonight,” I say, aiming for cheerful, but it sounds forced and fake. It’s hard to muster cheer in the middle of the night in front of a police station.

      “I’ll drive you all home,” Mrs. Sterling says, her keys jingling in her hand.

      Brady’s eyes meet mine. I was supposed to be staying with him and look how fast that changed. I can go home now. The threat is gone.

      Ted is dead.
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      “Lennon, are you sure?”

      I stop on the sidewalk and turn back to Laine. Her eyes are wide with concern.

      I get it. I’d be worried too. My mother’s funeral ended just a few hours ago. Given the emotions of the day, today might not be the best time to make such a drastic decision. Except, it’s not really that drastic of a decision. It’s been a long time coming, I just didn’t know it.

      How am I supposed to get rid of what’s holding me back if I’m clinging to it? I always saw it as a part of my identity, but now I see it for what it is. Something that holds me tightly in its grip, controlling me.

      I thought I kept it because it aided me in my fight, but the truth is that keeping it only kept me in the fight.

      So it’s time to cut it out of my life.

      Literally.

      Buh-bye, long hair. Time for something new, something that doesn’t tie me to my past.

      “Laine, I’ve never been more certain of anything.”

      I’m doing what I need to do to move on. Tonight I plan to finally go through my mom’s desk.

      But first, a trip to the salon. It’s not a fancy place, but I don’t need fancy. As long as the salon is capable of sectioning my hair into braids and chopping off ten inches, it will do.

      Laine links her arm through mine, marching me into the place. “Let’s get you a haircut.”

      The wait is less than ten minutes. I think of nothing else but the child who will receive my hair. She is nameless and faceless, but my imagination makes her into a person anyhow.

      I grew out my hair in defiance, not knowing what it would mean to keep it so long all these years. Now it will go to someone who needs it, and the more I think about it, the more I want to grab the shears and chop it off myself.

      When the woman with short and spiky plum-colored hair calls my name, I’m ready. Laine walks beside me to the chair. I’m vibrating with energy, but she looks nervous.

      “Stop,” I instruct, looking at her in the mirror.

      “I’m nervous,” she admits, twisting her lips.

      “I’m not.”

      Plum hair lady wraps a black cape around me, buttoning it at my neck. It’s a little tight, but I don’t tell her. I won’t be here long. She rests her hands with their long fake nails on my shoulders and looks at me in the mirror.

      “What are we doing today?”

      I put out my hand and Laine presses the little pouch holding clear hair elastics into my palm. “I’m cutting off ten inches for donation,” I tell Plum. She doesn’t even look surprised.

      Using my phone, I show her the cutting instructions on the Crowns of Courage website.

      “Got it,” she says when she’s finished reading. She takes the pouch from my hand and pulls out a handful of hair ties. She sections off my hair, securing each with an elastic, then braids it. When she’s done, she goes to the front desk and comes back with a ruler. After she’s measured and adjusted, she pulls out her shears.

      “I can’t look,” Laine yelps, turning her face away from Plum and her deft hands.

      Snip, snip.

      There it goes. Plum holds up one section in the mirror. Laine peeks over.

      Plum holds it out for me to take, and then she moves through the remaining sections. In less than a minute, half my hair is gone.

      While Plum spends more time making it straight, I add the hair to the plastic baggie I’m supposed to send the hair in, as specified on the website.

      Plum blow-dries my hair, and I smile at her when it’s over. “I love it,” I tell her.

      “It’s great you’re donating. It’d be a shame to keep all that pretty hair to yourself.”

      Laine and I check out up front. I tuck the bag into my purse with my wallet, in a state of disbelief but pride.

      We walk out, and on our walk to her car, I catch sight of my reflection in a storefront window. I’m momentarily startled, but I relax almost instantly.

      I feel lighter. Freer. I thought I’d ditched my shackles when I left Agua Mesa for Dallas, but it turns out I had them with me all along.

      Not anymore.

      Now I’m ready to go home and tackle my mom’s desk.
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      My mother’s desk is neat and tidy. Her computer is in the center and an old-fashioned clock sits on the right side. On the left is a picture of her and Ted on their honeymoon. They wear leis and big smiles.

      I flip over the picture so it’s face-down and open the shallow center drawer. Pens, stationery, a small brass key, an old cell phone. Receipts, loose thumbtacks, a phone charger that doesn’t fit the old cell phone.

      I close that drawer and pull out a deeper drawer on my right. This one contains neatly labeled hanging files. One-by-one I read through them, touching each label with the tip of my finger. Mortgage, electric, landscaping. On and on they go. Slamming that drawer shut, I turn to my left and reach for the cool brass handle. Maybe this one will yield something. Anything.

      More files. My hope deflates like a slow-leaking balloon as I read each label. Who saves their tax documents from the past twenty years? And in separate files, no less.

      Water fills my eyes, making it hard to read the remaining labels. It’s useless anyhow, they are all the same. The word Taxes, followed by a year.

      But not the very last one. I blink twice, using the backs of my hands to push away the moisture.

      Lennon.

      Clear as fucking day. My name.

      My heart pounds against my ribcage like an angry fist on a wooden door. My hand flies forward, snatching the file and immediately dropping it as a sharp, hot pain flashes through the top of my middle finger.

      “Ow,” I whimper, bringing my fingertip to my mouth and sucking. In a few seconds, the pain lessens, and I pull my finger back and look at it. “Damn paper cut,” I mutter.

      This time I’m cautious. I reach out, gently lifting the manila file folder from where it fell and placing it on the desk in front of me.

      For a moment I’m still, studying my name written in her cursive. I always liked the way she made her L's. Loopy and feminine.

      I open the file and find a sheet of paper, folded in half.

      That’s it.

      Where are the baby pictures? The mementos? The crayon scribbles?

      I grab the paper and unfold it.

      I was wrong. It’s two pieces of paper.

      Jackpot, I think caustically. The word is bitter on my tongue.

      Leaning back in the desk chair, I pull my knees into my chest and begin to read.

      

      Dear Lennon,

      First off, I guess I should say welcome home. If you’re reading this, then you must be going through my desk. Which, of course, means I’ve joined the ranks of the dearly departed. What a blessed situation for me to be in. I’m now living with my Lord and Savior. I’m sure going through my belongings is the last thing you want to do. I don’t blame you. I’ve done it once before, I know how difficult it can be. You’re stuck doing it for me, and I had to do it for my sister.

      Yes, you read that correctly. I said sister. I was not an only child, as I told you. I’m sorry I lied about that, but I have to admit it wasn’t my only lie. Buckle up, because I’m about to tell you the truth. And the truth starts with my sister.

      Penelope was beautiful. Everyone called her Pretty Penny, and she had the shiny personality to go along with the nickname. She was the kind of person you took notice of the second she walked into a room. Penny and I were closer than sisters. Some days I thought maybe we shared the same soul. During my first year of college, our mom died. I did the only thing I could think to do: I dropped out and moved back home to take care of Penny. We had no other family, and even if we did, there’s no way I’d send Penny to live with them. I got a job at the local garden store, and between my earnings and the little bit of money my mom had saved, Penny and I made it through her senior year of high school. I smiled proudly at her graduation, and we shared a look that clearly conveyed how much we missed our mom. I assumed Penny and I would go to college together, taking out loans and working part-time jobs to make ends meet. Penny did not share my plan. She wanted to wait a year to go to school. She complained she was burned out from high school and wanted to delay college.

      As it turned out, Penny had a better reason for delaying college. She was pregnant. And not with just anybody’s baby. Penny managed to make a baby with the one person I’d been in love with for years. A love that only Penny knew about, because I’d never had the guts to tell him. She waited until after he’d left town that summer, returning to his fancy university on the east coast, before telling me.

      I threatened to tell him, but she begged me not to. I could never deny Penny a darn thing. Maybe that’s how she ended up in such a predicament to begin with. But Penny’s belly wasn’t the only thing growing. Alongside the circumference of her belly, my anger and resentment grew. She held inside her the child of the man I loved, and she never even acknowledged how she had hurt me.

      I walked Penny through her pregnancy, and each day I hid my anger.

      Penny had the baby. She labored for forty-six hours, and I stayed by her side. I stared down at the tiny baby, legs and arms flailing, mouth open in a scream. I didn’t see Penny fading. The room became a flurry of shouting doctors and nurses. I smelled their fear. If you think emotions don’t have a scent, you’re wrong. Fear smells sour, like curdled milk.

      I was pushed from the room, and the next time I saw Penny she was dead. Even in death, she was stunning, but she no longer shined.

      As her only known relative and next of kin, the baby became mine.

      Have you guessed it yet, Lennon?

      The baby is you.

      You’re named Lennon, not because I loved the Beatles, but because Penny did.

      So there I was, grieving my sister, consumed with guilt for being angry with her when she died, and thrust into the world of diapers and diaper rash cream. You were a screamer. You screamed for hours on end, and I had no idea what I was supposed to do with you. I had no money, I begged neighbors to watch you while I went to work, and every cent I made went to feeding you. Mother’s milk, I did not have.

      I was a harsh mother. I know how much you hated me. You never said it, but I saw it in your eyes. You’re not very good at hiding your emotions. What you feel is seen on your face. It’s not a bad thing; it’s what showed me how you were feeling when you stayed silent.

      I did things I wasn’t proud of, Lennon. I won’t go into the details, mostly because I don’t need to. You seem to remember all my transgressions, despite being so young when many of them occurred. I was young, too. I made mistakes. Bad choices are compounded by grief. Looking back, I can see things a little more clearly.

      Marrying Ted was both a mistake and a blessing. (Stop making that face, Lennon. That one where you can’t believe what I’m saying so you scrunch up your entire face.) Ted took us out of poverty; he gave you a life I never would’ve been able to give you. As with everything, you have to take the good with the bad. For me, I didn’t know any of the bad until after Ted died.

      You told me what happened, and I didn’t want to believe you. Finding Ted unresponsive and being told he had died was devastating, and in my upset condition, I told the police I overheard your conversation with Finn and Brady. Later, I felt badly about that, and chose not to allow an autopsy. I wondered if you had somehow managed to kill Ted, and if I allowed the autopsy, they’d find out.

      I’m sorry I didn’t believe you when you told me what Ted did. I believe you now.

      Two years ago, I found evidence that he had an... inclination. I destroyed it. What would be the point of blowing up Ted’s good name? It certainly wouldn’t do anything to him. It would only hurt the congregation who loved him so dearly.

      But, you were right, Lennon. You were telling the truth.

      I’m sorry you’re finding all this out in a letter. Having difficult conversations was never my strong suit.

      I wasn’t a good mother, and I know that. There isn’t much that can be done to make up for that now, but there is something I want you to have. In the top drawer of my desk is a key. Use it to open Safe Deposit Box twenty-six at the bank. Also, I added you to my accounts there. Clear them out. Whatever is in there is yours to keep.

      I know I didn’t show it in the way I should have, but I do love you. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but maybe I’ve taught you what not to do when you become a mother.

      I hope the remainder of your life is happy, Lennon. Also, you look just like Pretty Penny.

      Love,

      Mom

      

      Loud breaths draw in and out of my nose. I can’t breathe through my mouth; it’s covered by my hand. My stomach is gone. It left me somewhere in the first part of the letter. Right around the spot where I learned my mom was actually my aunt.

      Oh my god.

      My eyes skim the letter, not reading the words but instead taking in her handwriting. How could she have kept this a secret? And why? What was the point?

      I’ll never know. I’ll never be able to ask her.

      And Ted... He had an inclination? What does that mean? He had a habit of forcing himself on teenage girls?

      The only thing I know for certain, is that the fucker deserved to die. Maybe God really did strike him down, right there in his own bed.

      I need to tell someone. I need to say the words, to feel them leave my body and no longer belong to me only.

      I push back from the desk, and in my haste, nearly knock over the chair. It topples, righting itself, and I rush from the office, my mother’s letter in my hand.

      I find Laine asleep on the couch in the living room. Her head is tipped back, her mouth open. Soft snores slip from her. I want to wake her, but I can’t bring myself to.

      I go to the kitchen and grab my keys off the counter. I’m stuffing them in my pocket when I look out the window into the dark night. An arc of light from the neighbor’s patio shines on a small section of the backyard, illuminating the tomato plants.

      In seconds I’m outside, striding across the small yard. I grab the first plant I reach by the stalk, yanking with all my might. It doesn’t give right away, so I yank two more times. It’s the third pull that does it. I stumble back as the plant leaves the soil it’s been living in for who knows how long.

      The air I’m breathing mixes with the pungent odor of earth and the unmistakable scent of the leaves of the plant. I set to work on the other two, repeating the process. They join the first plant on the ground.

      I step back, wiping my forearm across the sweat beaded on my upper lip. Then I go inside, wash my hands, and hustle out the front door.
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        * * *

      

      I got in Laine’s car and started driving. I didn’t know where I was going, at least not at first. But then, my hands turned the wheel by memory, and it became clear where I was headed. Who I was headed to.

      I put the car in park at his curb, letting it idle.

      Looking around for my phone, I realize I forgot it in my rush to get to someone who would hear my news. I have no way to tell Brady I’m here. Glancing at the house, I look from dark window to dark window. Brady’s room doesn't face the street, and it’s only ten o’clock. Not that late.

      I kill the engine and jump from the car, determined not to overthink this.

      I decide against ringing the doorbell, choosing instead to knock, as if that cushions the blow of an unexpected late night visit. If Brady’s mom is anything like me, she’ll assume a knock on her door at this hour automatically means something bad has happened.

      And she does. I can tell the second she opens the door. Her eyes are wide, her forehead wrinkled with worry. She wears a silky, T-shirt style nightdress, and her hair sticks up in the back.

      “Lennon? Is everything okay?” Her worry turns to confusion.

      “I’m sorry to show up unannounced. Is Brady home?” I didn’t stop to consider that Brady might be out.

      “I’m home.” Brady’s deep voice reaches me before he does. His mom steps aside, and then he’s there, standing in her place. And me? I fall apart. My tears are big and fat, gushing so quickly they seem to move from my eyes to dropping from my chin without ever traveling over my cheeks.

      Brady steps forward, taking me in his arms and guiding me over the threshold and into his home. I glance at his mom, embarrassed at my outburst. She says nothing, only hurrying to close the front door and then retreating quietly down the hallway to her bedroom.

      “What’s going on?” Brady’s hand rubs my back, soft and soothing.

      I lift my right hand and realize I didn’t bring the letter. It’s probably somewhere on the ground in my house, and I didn’t notice its absence until this moment. It’s even scarier to think that I drove in this state.

      “I…I…” I’ve been dying to say these words to someone and now that I’m here, I don’t know how to start.

      “Here,” Brady says, grabbing my hand and leading me out to the backyard and to the lounge chairs we sat in only a few nights ago. He sinks down, and I take the seat opposite him. We’re facing each other, but his legs are long and his knees tuck around mine.

      “Now is it easier to talk?” He glances back at the house, and I realize he assumed I was afraid to speak within earshot of his parents.

      I rub my eyes, trying to clear away the moisture. Sucking in a deep breath, I open my mouth and my new truth comes out in one long stream of consciousness.

      “...And she knew Ted was a sicko. She knew, Brady! Can you believe it? My mother was not my mother. Not my mother. That’s why I don’t really look like her. And she never played The Beatles. Never! God!” My hands are in the air, my head shakes back and forth.

      Brady’s mouth dropped open while I was talking, and it’s still open. I watch his mouth move, trying to form words but unable to because of the shock he’s obviously feeling.

      “I don’t even know what to say,” he finally manages.

      “Me neither.”

      Brady swats at a mosquito near my leg. “Come on,” he says, standing and extending an arm down to me.

      I place my hand in his, and he pulls me up into the lack of space between the chairs. We’re chest to chest, only a few inches between our lips. With his hands cupping my cheeks, he looks at me, his eyes nearly exploding with emotion. “You are still Lennon.” One of his hands leaves my face, only to settle on my heart. “In here, where it all counts, you’re still you. I know you feel like the carpet just came out from under you, but the parts of you that keep you grounded, the same parts that have always kept you grounded, they are all still here. Your interests are the same. Your heart is the same. You’ll still hate when people say expresso instead of espresso. Laine is still here. I’m still here.” Something flickers through his eyes, and he adds, “Finn is still here.”

      “You’re right,” I whisper. Nothing about me feels any different now that I know this. I recognize every inch of myself, the way I did yesterday and the day before that.

      “You cut your hair.”

      Brady captures the ends of my hair between his fingers. His hand is next to my breast, and if he moved half an inch he’d be touching it.

      “I donated it.”

      “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” My lips curl into a tiny smile.

      “Lennon?”

      My name is a whisper coming off his lips, slipping down onto mine. Looking into his eyes, I already know what he’s asking. It’s a question he’s been asking silently for so long. And tonight I’m ready. Ready to be held and consoled, ready to let something else take over in my brain.

      A surge of adrenaline zings through me. “Yes?”

      “Can I—”

      “Yes,” I answer without hesitation, so certain I know what he’s asking.

      I’m right.

      His mouth lowers to mine, gentle at first, both of us in shock. The tender hesitance quickly turns to hunger. His lips take more of me, his tongue sweeps the inside of my mouth. He groans into me, and then there’s a second sound, a more feminine moan. Mine. His hands run up the sides of my body, over my back, and into my hair. I taste the toothpaste he used before bed, but more than that I taste him. Brady. The inevitability of this long-awaited meeting of our lips makes his kiss even sweeter.

      I break the kiss to breathe, and Brady turns his head slightly, his ragged breath hot on my bare shoulder, making my whole body feel even hotter. Our chests bump against one another with each new breath we drag in.

      I look over his shoulder and spy something that could either make the rest of this night very right, or very wrong. In this moment, I don’t care. My mind is a mess, and I want to run from it. “Brady?”

      He looks down at me, his gaze starry. “Hmm?”

      Lifting a finger, I point in the direction of my find.

      Brady’s gaze follows, then he turns back to me. “Lennon... are you sure?”

      I step away from him and reach back for his hand, then lead him past the pool. I haven’t answered him verbally but I figure my actions are an adequate response.

      The pool house door opens with a muted protest, and locks with a single, loud click. Brady pushes me against the door, his mouth on the skin beside my lips.

      “Just like at your apartment that night,” he says, his breath tickling my cheek.

      “But this time?”

      “This time I won’t stop myself.”

      Brady takes my hand, leading me through the small kitchen toward the bedroom at the back. For a moment I see third-grade Brady, leading me out to recess. Anticipation sends a shiver down my spine.

      At the edge of the bed, Brady turns to me, pulling me in and kissing me until I’m gasping for breath. His hands reach under my shirt, skimming my waistline. I know what’s coming, and it’s something I want. I’m certain it is.

      So why then, in this moment when I should be drunk on endorphins, do I see Finn?
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      Finn

      “I’ll be back later tonight or sometime tomorrow.” I grab my ball cap and pull it down over my forehead.

      “Heading up?” Uncle Jeff looks over from the television.

      “Yeah,” I answer, checking my back pocket for my wallet and my front pocket for my keys.

      “You getting close?” A flicker of excitement flashes through his eyes. It’s the only thing he’s looking forward to. It’s his one good thing.

      I nod. “Working on the flooring and countertops.”

      His palms rub together and he nods vigorously. “Only a little more to do.”

      “A few more weeks, I imagine. Being back here cost me some time.”

      Jeff looks back at the television, where a fighter jet is taking off from a ship in the middle of the ocean. “How’s Lennon?”

      Yesterday before the funeral I’d filled him in on why I’d come home. He didn’t care that it wasn’t solely for him, or if he did, he didn’t show it.

      “She’s alright.”

      “You two, uh”—he glances at me—“you found your way together yet?”

      “That’s a loaded question.”

      He gestures around the room. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      I shake my head. He may have the time, but I don’t. I told Brady I’d be over to pick him up at seven, and I’m already running a few minutes behind. I can’t stand being late, so there’s no way I’m spending even two more minutes explaining the world’s most complicated situation to my uncle.

      “I have to go,” I tell him, walking toward the door. “Be back soon. There’s food in the fridge, okay?”

      Uncle Jeff waves a hand and looks back to the screen.

      The door falls into place behind me as I hurry to my truck. I zone out during the drive, and think of Lennon, because is there really any other thought in my head? For me, it’s the cabin, keeping myself alive with the basics like food and water, and Lennon. My uncle wants to know if we’ve found our way together yet, and who knows what his follow-up questions would be? Probably something along the lines of, Why not?

      I could pretend not to know, but the answer is smack dab in the middle of the paper, written in red ink.

      She loves Brady.

      I can’t even blame her. Who wouldn’t love Brady?

      But she loves me too. And she loves me differently than she loves him. I can feel it when we’re together. She and I have a spark they don’t have. I’ve seen them together a hundred times, I see the way he makes her feel safe and stable. But that’s not enough.

      She needs to choose. I know an ultimatum isn’t fair, but dammit, I’m close to giving her one. Someone who doesn’t know us, who doesn’t understand our unique situation, might say she’s being selfish or unfair, dancing back and forth between us the way she does. But here’s the heart of the problem: by choosing, she automatically decreases in love by fifty percent. Or at least I’m certain that’s what she believes. Brady won’t stop loving her immediately, like a gushing spout being turned to the off position. But he’ll pull away. He’ll need time to recover from losing to me, probably for the first time in all the time we’ve been friends. Eventually he’ll get to a place where he loves her the appropriate amount, the way a long-time friend should.

      I’m using Brady as the loser in this example because Lennon choosing him is inconceivable. Of course she’ll choose me. We have a spark that’s never been allowed to smolder, and I know as soon as we’re given the green light, we’ll become a massive, fiery blaze.

      Maybe Lennon and I will live in the cabin. Or will she want to go back to her job in Dallas? It’s sad a job like that is even needed, and it’s killing her slowly to be in that role.

      In the picture I’m painting in my head, we live in my cozy cabin. Lennon sits in a brown leather armchair, her knees pulled into her chest, an open book in her hands. She wears an oversized soft looking sweater. And underneath she wears nothing.

      This is the part of Lennon I’ve never gotten to know, and I’m looking forward to learning every inch of her, every curve, every freckle and blemish. We’ll make love, have sex, fuck, whatever it is we want to call it. All the damn time. Because we can. Because we finally can.

      Maybe we’ll— is that Lennon's car?

      I slow to a stop behind that fancy SUV Lennon has been driving around. Laine’s car. What the fuck is it doing here so early? Lennon must have come over for breakfast.

      If Lennon’s car weren’t here, I’d honk my horn and wait for Brady to come out. It’s not like I’m nine and I’ve just shown up on my bike, knocking on the door and asking if Brady can come out to play.

      But since Lennon’s here, I climb out of my truck and set off across the yard. I’ll take every opportunity I can get to see her.

      Just as I’m about to knock, the door opens. Mrs. Sterling yelps and jumps back, her hand flying to her mouth. She recovers quickly, laughing at herself, and apologizes. “Finn, I wasn’t expecting to see anyone when I opened the door. Sorry about that.” She’s dressed and her purse is in her hand. She looks as ready to go as I am. Her smile falters as she looks over my shoulder and her eyebrows pull together in confusion. “I didn't hear Lennon come back this morning,” she murmurs, more to herself than to me.

      “Back?” Now I’m the one who’s confused.

      “She showed up late last night, and…” Her sentence dies out as she realizes what she’s saying. “She must’ve left and come back for breakfast.”

      “Cool,” I say enthusiastically. Fake. “I’ll go find them and steal a muffin. You have fun wherever you’re going.”

      Mrs. Sterling glances down at her purse. “Oh, right. I’m running late.” She hurries through the front door and past me, saying goodbye as she goes.

      I walk in the house and look around. I’m afraid of what I might see, but determined to find Lennon nonetheless. The kitchen is empty. The living room is empty. I check the other rooms too. Empty, empty, empty. Finally, out of options, I open the door I really don’t want to open.

      Brady’s room is empty too. His bed is unmade, the covers thrown over one side. Meaning he slept alone. Nobody else climbed from the other side of the bed. My heart heaves a huge sigh of relief. Thank fuck.

      I retreat back to the kitchen and sit at the table, gazing out the large window to the sparkling pool. Maybe they went out for breakfast. Which is still rude, considering Brady knew I wanted to get started early, but I’m so relieved I didn’t just find Lennon and Brady in bed that I don’t mind Brady’s tardiness.

      I pull out my phone to text Brady, but an email pops up and distracts me. It takes me twenty minutes to respond to the guy who manages my portfolio, mostly because I don’t know what he’s talking about and have to look up some of the terms. I know numbers just fine, but I don’t speak finance.

      When my email is sent, I thumb over to my messages. I’m about to fire one off to Brady when a movement outside catches my attention. The pool house door swings open and Brady steps through it.

      What the fuck?

      Lennon follows.

      No. No no no.

      Maybe it’s not what it looks like. Maybe it’s not what it seems.

      But something in my gut tells me it is.

      Did Lennon choose?

      My heart does this awful terrible thing where it feels like stone or concrete, something hard and angry, while simultaneously melting, right down into nothing.

      “Finn!” Lennon’s shocked voice pulls me from my own shock. She has stepped into the house ahead of Brady, because, ever the gentleman, Brady has held the door open for her.

      Guilt washes over Lennon’s features. Her eyes are full of it, like water filling a glass. Her cheeks redden, her chin dips.

      Brady doesn’t look like her. He sighs and rubs his eyes.

      And me? I want to do the right thing. I want to stand up and shake his hand, tell him congratulations.

      The best man won.

      I can’t. I’m too sick inside. Ripped to shreds by Lennon, even when she wasn’t trying to hurt me. I guess it will be me who won’t stop loving her immediately but will pull away for a while to lick my wounds, to heal and return only to love her the appropriate amount for a long-time friend.

      Except I really don’t fucking want to.

      Lennon steps forward, tears in her eyes. “Finn—”

      I cut her off with a wave of my hand. It’s rude, but I can’t help it. Her face falls and her lips close.

      Standing, I direct my gaze at Brady. “You ready? We’re late.” I walk to the island and turn around. “Pack an overnight bag. We’re going to work late and get started again early.”

      Suddenly I’m itching to work, to use my hands, to feel sweat covering me.

      Brady clears his throat. “I already did. You mentioned it was a possibility, so I went ahead and planned for it.”

      “I also planned to be halfway there by now.” I look away, not interested in seeing their expressions. Why wasn’t Brady ready when I told him I’d be here? Were they too consumed by each other, doing the things I thought I’d be the one doing with her?

      “Are you guys going somewhere?” Lennon’s voice is small, and I hate it. Hate that this situation has made her feel afraid of asking a question. I never want her to feel timid when it comes to me.

      So I look her in the eye, even though it kills me. I take in her beautiful, uncertain face with tears stuck in her lower lashes. And even though my chest feels hollow, I manage to tell her where we’re going, and even though I know she’s not mine, my heart still can’t stand being without her and so I say, “You and Laine should drive up and hang out.”

      I tell myself I’ve said this for Brady’s benefit, so he can see her, but the truth is I’m a selfish bastard and I want her there for me.

      Her face lights up like the sun. Her smile, a mixture of relief and happiness, beams directly into my mutilated heart.

      “We’d love to,” she answers quickly.

      “Great,” I say, turning away. There’s only so much I can take, and watching her smile is too much. “Brady, meet me in the truck.”

      I leave them behind to do whatever goodbye it is they need to do. The best I can do is try not to picture it and get sick. When I get to my truck, I turn on the music and tip my head back, closing my eyes. Less than a minute later, the passenger door opens. My eyes open and Brady climbs in, tossing his bag in the back. Lennon’s car is already gone.

      Without a word to Brady, I put the truck in drive and pull away from the curb.
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        * * *

      

      “How long are you going to sit there stewing? You could just ask.”

      “Ask about what?”

      Brady sighs and shakes his head, and I get it. I’m acting like a child. Why can’t I just acknowledge the giant fucking elephant in the room?

      “Fine, Finn. Since you won’t ask, I’ll tell you. Nothing happened with Lennon last night.”

      “TMI, friend. I don’t need to know if she prefers the mornings.” I wince as the words leave my mouth. I can’t believe I’ve just said that about Lennon. I don’t mean to disrespect her; my hurt feelings are taking the form of a sharp tongue.

      “Fuck, man. Would you knock it off?”

      I spare a glance at Brady, then settle my gaze back on the road. “Congratulations.”

      “Nothing happened, Finn.”

      “She stayed the night with you for no reason?”

      “She found something in her mom’s desk. She was upset.”

      I look over sharply, and Brady shakes his head disbelievingly. “It’s fucking nuts, man. Her mom’s not her mom. She’s her aunt.”

      Brady spends the next few minutes filling me in, and by the time he’s finished, my mind is reeling.

      “Holy shit.” I almost don’t believe it.

      “I know. She was a mess. So upset. I listened to her talk and we ended up falling asleep.”

      I’m no detective, but this part of the story doesn’t ring true.

      “In the pool house?”

      “Yeah.”

      Since we’re stuck in this truck together for another ninety minutes, it’d probably be a good idea to let him off the hook. But then, I wouldn’t be acting like myself if I did that.

      “Nope.” I shake my head. “Sorry, Brady, but I’m not buying it. I’ve known you for as long as I can remember, and the Brady I know would have given up his bedroom for Lennon and slept in the pool house alone, or on the couch.” I put on my turn signal and get into the next lane. “I don’t need any of the dirty details, but you don’t have to lie to me.”

      “I already told you nothing happened. That’s not a lie.”

      “But you ended up falling asleep together?”

      “Yes,” Brady grits out.

      He’s annoyed, so I press him further. “After?”

      “We kissed, okay?” Brady’s voice gets louder. “Is that what you want me to tell you?”

      No, not really. I don’t want any of this to be happening.

      But the more I think about it, the more I see a sliver of shiny hope nestled among the darkness. “Is that all?”

      If all they shared was a kiss, then she hasn’t chosen.

      “Yes. Why?” His question slips out cautiously, like a thief peeking out from a dark alley.

      Using one hand to grip the steering wheel I place my free hand on Brady’s shoulder and give him a couple of strong pats. “Brady, my friend, I’ve been kissing Lennon since high school.”

      “What?”

      “And I kissed her last week.”

      “Are you fucking with me?”

      “Nope.”

      I shouldn’t be enjoying this as much as I am. Or at least I should feel bad about how much I’m enjoying it. But I don’t.

      Brady’s phone vibrates in the center console. He picks it up and reads his message, then starts typing.

      “Is it her?”

      He grunts his response.

      “What are you saying to her?”

      He finishes typing and places the phone back where it was. “She asked for the address of the cabin.”

      “Did you say anything else to her?”

      He’s silent, so I look over and see him shaking his head.

      “Are you going to?”

      He doesn’t respond right away again but this time I can’t look at him. I can see inside the car of the person in front of me and they’re looking at their phone. The little piece of shit car is swerving all over the place.

      “Asshole,” Brady mutters. “When are they going to make it illegal to be on the phone while driving?”

      “When more people die, I guess.”

      As soon as I get the chance, I change lanes and speed up, leaving the texting driver in my exhaust.

      “So?” I ask Brady.

      He sighs. “This is going to sound bad, but I wish she’d just choose already.”

      I laugh once, an empty sound. “You and me both.”

      “Is it weird? That we’re talking about this? Technically we’re on opposing teams.”

      “The only thing that could make this more weird is if you were my best friend. Oh, wait.”

      Brady chuckles. “She loves us both.”

      “Yes.”

      “You have something with her that I don’t have.” His voice is despondent, making me almost feel bad for him.

      “What’s that?”

      “I don’t have a word for it. It’s just... something. A pulse. A current.”

      He’s right, and yet... “When she was upset last night, she went to you.” Why am I reminding him of that? I’m consoling my competition.

      “True. Maybe that means something.”

      God, I hope it doesn't.

      “We could ask her to choose.” My earlier thoughts are coming back to me. “Like an ultimatum.”

      Brady shakes his head. “Not an ultimatum. That would mean she has to choose or something bad will happen.”

      “Something bad will happen, Brady. It’s been eight years since we’ve seen her, and nothing has changed. I don’t know about you, but I tried to forget her. I got as far as a three-month relationship, and my heart never even took a baby step away from Lennon.”

      “Me neither. And, since you were honest about kissing Lennon, I should be honest and tell you that I saw her two years ago in Dallas.”

      I turn and stare at him. I need to look back at the road but I don’t fucking want to. Brady points somewhere out the windshield, giving me a reminder I don’t need.

      My gaze leaves him and goes to where it should be, but my mouth is set in a grim line and my jaw is clenched.

      “You went to visit her?”

      “I was there for work. I met her for dinner. Don’t act like you wouldn’t have done the exact same thing.”

      I should’ve done it. That’s what I’m really mad about. I should’ve hopped on a plane and shown up on her doorstep. I should’ve bent her over backward and kissed her until all the breath in her lungs belonged to me.

      I stare ahead and drive. I thought I had this competition in the bag, but it doesn’t feel like it anymore.
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      Brady

      I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but helping Finn is making me appreciate my job.

      Installing hardwood floor is more difficult than I thought it would be. At first I thought of it like a puzzle. But, no. There’s a lot more happening beneath the rows of wood we walk on.

      I asked Finn why he didn’t just hire someone to do the job for him. He looked at me like I was beyond help and told me there are some parts of this house he wants to be touched by only his hands.

      I blinked at the intimacy in his words. His sentence had two meanings, and only one made me uncomfortable.

      I wasn’t lying to him on our drive. My night with Lennon did not extend beyond a handful of passionate kisses. I thought we were going there, to a place we’ve never gone before. She laid below me on the bed, matching my kisses, my wandering hands, my intensity. Then, like a puff of smoke, the woman who was lost in the moments with me disappeared. Lennon’s lips no longer met me hungrily; instead, she merely accepted my kisses. Her hands stopped searching. I felt it the second it happened, but I wanted it, wanted her, so badly that I didn’t stop right away.

      When she whispered my name, I knew it was over. I rolled off her and looked up at the ceiling.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. It wasn’t just her words that let me know how sorry she was. Regret saturated the air, filling it until it became something I could gather. No longer was Lennon in my arms, but in her place, I held her apology.

      We fell asleep on top of the covers. When I woke with the sun streaming in through the cracks in the blinds, Lennon smiled at me. She reached over and brushed hair from my forehead.

      “You’re handsome in the morning.”

      I cracked a smile. “As opposed to the rest of the day?”

      Lennon groaned and rolled off the bed. She stood and stretched. Her shirt pulled up, exposing an inch of her creamy skin. Skin I’d had my hands on last night. Skin I don’t know if I’ll ever touch again.

      I led the way from the pool house and opened the door for her to step into the main house. And that’s when I saw the reason Lennon disappeared from my arms last night.

      And now I’m working beside him, watching him use a flooring nailer. It’s a tool I’d never heard of until he pulled it from the back of his truck and explained what it was.

      Despite being at odds, we make a good team. I rack the flooring (another term I learned today), which means I’m arranging the boards in the order they should be installed. Each bundle of wood tends to be the same color, so they have to be mixed and matched. Finn follows behind me, installing what I’ve arranged.

      We break for lunch, mowing down the sandwiches Finn picked up in town. Brighton’s a small town, but it has everything someone could need. I can see Finn settling here. He always hated Agua Mesa.

      “You want one?” Finn holds out a beer so cold I can see the sheen of moisture on the outside.

      Grabbing it from his hand, I pop the top and take a long drink. Finn does the same.

      “Just what the doctor ordered,” Finn says, finishing off a bag of chips.

      Our phones buzz at the exact same time. Lennon. Nobody else would be texting both of us at once.

      Finn is first to his phone. He reads the message and tosses the phone aside.

      “She and Laine will be here in half an hour.” He glances at the unfinished floor.

      I ball up the paper from my napkin and shove it in my bag, along with my empty chip bag. Finn stands, and so do I. We both drain the rest of our beer and toss the now empty cans into our bags.

      Finn inclines his head to our stopping point. “We still have about an hour’s work, so let’s get to it.”

      Finn helps rack the flooring, and when it’s time for him to use the flooring nailer, I keep going on my job arranging the rows of wood. In the end, it takes us a little over an hour. It’s not completely finished. There are still corners to cut, and some areas where the wood doesn’t meet the wall. Lucky for me, Finn forgot his jigsaw, whatever the hell that is. I could ask, but I’ve asked enough questions for today, and my ego is just about done feeling like I can’t hack it as a mountain man. Finn obviously can; in fact, it suits him.

      It’s a new reality where Finn is the one who has something come easily to him. I should be happy for the guy, and deep down I am. It’s just that right now I’m not feeling particularly hospitable.

      Finn glances at his watch. “I thought Lennon said she was going to be half an hour.”

      I hadn’t realized that, but I guess he’s right. Lennon is late.

      “I’m sure she’s fine, Finn.”

      Finn sends a worried glance outside. “The road to this place from town is winding. What if—”

      His sentence is halted by the sight of the white SUV pulling through the opening in the fence. Without a word to me, he strides across the room and through the front door.

      I frown, but I’m quick to follow. At least he left it open for me.

      When I get outside, I find Finn hasn’t gone any farther than the bottom step of the front porch stairs. He leans against a support beam, his arms crossed and his hands tucked into his sides. For someone who shot out of here like his ass was on fire, he sure as hell didn’t get very far. Or he stopped short when he remembered he’s still sore about how he found Lennon this morning. Probably the latter, knowing Finn.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Lennon calls, leaning her face in the space between the doorframe and the open door. She glances apprehensively at Finn.

      Laine hops out and shuts the door. “We stopped on the way and found the cutest bakery. Supposedly they make the world’s best blueberry muffins, but they were already sold out for today.” She makes a show of pouting, and Lennon laughs.

      She rounds the front of the car and goes to stand beside Laine, wrapping one arm around her shoulders. “Blueberry muffins are this girl’s favorite thing on the planet.”

      “You’re in luck,” I yell, walking down the porch steps and past Finn. “We stopped there earlier today.”

      Laine claps her hands together and bounces on her toes.

      I walk to the back of the car and open the trunk, grabbing both girls’ overnight bags. Lennon appears, reaching for two grocery bags.

      “How is he?” she asks under her breath.

      “He’s Finn. So, you know, an emotional asshole.”

      Lennon laughs softly. “He’s hurt, Brady.”

      I shrug, and the bags are heavy enough that it’s like doing shoulder shrugs with real weights.

      “Did you two pack anvils in these bags?”

      “Just clothes and armor in case you two started fighting and we needed protection.”

      I turn so we’re face to face. Lennon made a joke, but her face doesn’t look like she’s joking. She looks worried.

      “You know what we’re fighting over.” My tone is low and hard. My heart beats furiously in my chest. We’ve never talked about it like this before. If our friendship were an egg, my comment is the first tiny crack in its shell.

      “Yes,” she breathes the word. “I do.”

      “And what do you think about that?”

      She opens her mouth and closes it, then does the same thing once more. “I think—”

      “You two back here sharing secrets?” Finn appears behind Lennon. I’d been so immersed in our conversation I didn’t see him coming.

      “Nope.” The word shoots from Lennon’s mouth like a rocket. She turns around to face him, and now her back is to me. “We were chatting about how beautiful this place is.”

      Finn frowns down at her. “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “Finn Jeffries, don’t you call me a liar.”

      “Lying make you nervous, Lennon.” Finn looks pointedly down at one of her hands. She looks down too and lets out a little growl of frustration.

      Finn chuckles and tucks his hands in his pockets. “See you in the house, Miss L. I like your haircut, by the way.”

      He saunters away, and I watch Lennon stare after him. Stepping back, I nudge her aside and press the button to close the trunk.

      “What did I miss?” I ask.

      She looks at me with a question in her eyes. “Huh?”

      I nod at her hand, which is curled around the handle of the grocery bag. “Something about Finn and your hand?” It’s childish, but I feel left out.

      “Finn says I have a tell when I’m nervous. Two of my fingers rub together.” She lifts her arm, the paper bag rustling, and shows me what she means.

      I nod. “Got it.”

      So, I haven’t been left out after all. I just haven’t been paying close enough attention. Not like Finn has, apparently.

      “Come on.” Lennon elbows me lightly.

      She walks a foot in front of me. For the next fifteen seconds that we are alone, I study her. She has a steady, even gait, and her hair that once bounced around her back now stops at her shoulder blades. She climbs the stairs, giving me a great view of her backside. Today she’s wearing cut-offs, and her ass tips side to side as she climbs to the landing. I’m on the verge of telling her she has a mighty fine ass, but something inside me stops me. I hate that fucking inner voice, the one that says that’s something Finn would do, not me. As if we have our roles to play, and we can’t step outside them.

      We walk into the cabin, and any chance I had to compliment her in a way that would take her by surprise goes up in smoke.
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      “I don’t think there’s anything better than cold fried chicken.” Finn leans back in his Adirondack chair and places one hand behind his head. After a day of hard manual labor, a few beers and greasy food has made him tired. He’s not the only one. It’s early in the evening, but I could go to sleep right now under this sky that’s still a dull blue. It was Lennon’s idea to eat outside.

      “I can think of a hundred other things that taste better,” Laine says, holding up the skin she peeled from her chicken. She jiggles it in the air, and I have to admit, seeing it like that makes it look less appealing than it did about ten minutes ago.

      Lennon laughs. “Laine is used to the finer things in life.”

      Laine nods. “And I’m not sorry about that either.”

      “If your car represents your life, I’d say you’re probably in a nice spot.” Finn’s eyes are closed, and he keeps them closed while he speaks.

      “It’s my parents who’ve made it nice. Not me.” Laine reaches down, grabbing a small stick from the ground and using it to draw squiggles in the dirt. “I’ve been driving Lennon’s car all week. It needs a key to open the door. And to start it.” She laughs quietly. “And I loved it.”

      “What?” Lennon’s mouth hangs open. “Seriously?”

      “It made me think. Where would I be without my parents? Without their support? Financially, I mean. What would I have done with my life if it had been up to me?” Laine shrugs, dropping her stick on the ground and looking up.

      “Your life is up to you, Laine. You can do anything.” Lennon leans forward, placing her hand on Laine’s knee. “We can move out of your apartment and into some shithole. We can share my car and you can do whatever it is you feel you missed out on doing.”

      “Lennon, I love you. You’re the best. And maybe I’ll take you up on that someday. But, to be honest, that idea scares the shit out of me.”

      The four of us laugh, even half-asleep Finn.

      Lennon looks out at the lake. “Before the sun goes down, I’m going for a swim. Anyone want to join me?”

      I try not to curl my lip. Swimming in lakes is one of my least favorite activities. “No thanks,” I say.

      Laine doesn’t attempt to hide her disgust at all. “Ew, no way. There’s bacteria, and god knows what else.”

      “Eels?” Lennon suggests, straight-faced.

      “Electric eels,” Finn adds.

      “With teeth,” Lennon says, a smile poking through.

      “Fangs,” Finn corrects her.

      Lennon brings her hands in the air between her and Laine. She curls her fingers and inches them closer to Laine. “Electric eels with fangs and grabby hands.”

      “Stop!” Laine’s shuddering and laughing. She smacks Lennon’s hands when they come closer.

      Lennon stands, laughing. “Suit yourself, you pansies.” She turns to me. “And for the record, I know you feel the same way as Laine, you’re just too nice to say it out loud.”

      “I…I…” I’m scrambling to come up with something, but I can’t. “You’re right.”

      Lennon pats my shoulder. “Don’t worry. If you jumped up and ran into the water, I’d pass out from shock.”

      She goes back into the cabin. Finn gets up and walks down the winding, narrow path to the dock. He peels off his shirt and jumps in.

      Fuck. Finn’s going to swim with her. I can’t change my mind now, or it will look obvious that I don’t want them swimming together.

      “Speak now or forever hold your peace.” Laine’s head lolls to the side and she looks at me.

      I don’t know what she’s talking about. “Did I miss something?”

      Laine points back at the house, then down to the lake. “Swimming in a lake with a sunset like that? Pretty romantic…” She sings-songs the word romantic.

      I scowl. “As if I need a reminder.”

      Behind us, the door to the house opens and closes. Lennon walks by, waving as she goes.

      “Enjoy the brain-eating amoebas,” Laine calls out.

      “Enjoy being boring,” Lennon shouts, not turning around.

      She’s wearing that same red bikini, the one that’s been imprinted in my mind since the first time she wore it in high school. She walks quickly to the dock, a gray bath towel slung over one shoulder. When she gets there, she deposits the towel on a nearby rock and calls out to Finn. He says something back, but I’m too far away to hear.

      Lennon takes off, running the length of the dock and tucking her knees up into her body as she goes sailing into the air.

      “Did I just see Lennon Davies cannonball?” Laine’s voice is amazed.

      “Why does that surprise you?”

      Laine shakes her head slowly. “Back home she’s more serious. Maybe it’s her job. Maybe it’s being without you guys. She seems to come alive when she’s with you. You both bring something out in her. I’ve only been here for a couple days, but it was immediately apparent. Aside from the depressing reason we all came to Agua Mesa, obviously.”

      Ripping my gaze from the two people swimming farther out into the lake, I turn to Laine. She’s staring at me searchingly, like she’s trying to find lost gold behind my ears.

      “What?”

      “Sorry.” Laine clears her throat. “I didn't mean to stare. I was thinking about the three of you when you were younger. What it must’ve been like to grow up together. I’m an only child, and until I met Lennon, I never had anyone who felt more like a sister than a friend.”

      “It was good, mostly.” I look back out to the water, trying to find Lennon and Finn. I look from left to right, but I can’t locate them. I knew that was going to happen. From the cabin there are only about thirty yards of visible shoreline. If they swam left or right, it would only take a minute for them to be out of sight.

      Sighing, I bring my attention back to Laine and our conversation. “We had a lot of fun. We were together as much as possible, and sometimes even when we weren’t supposed to be. Finn could do whatever he wanted, his uncle didn’t really care. Not like my mom.” I pause to roll my eyes.

      “Which of you was first to fall in love with Lennon?” Laine’s directness surprises me, and it takes me a moment to recover.

      “Me. But Finn would probably tell you it was him. Honestly, I don’t know. We never had a conversation about it. Over time, it became clear we both wanted her. I don’t think Lennon knew for a while. She wasn’t very good at recognizing love.” My mouth arranges itself into a grim line as I think about her mother. Or her aunt, I guess.

      “Does she date?” The question just occurred to me and before I could even think about it for more than a second it came out of my mouth.

      “Sometimes,” Laine answers. She looks down, brushing something unseen to my eyes from the front of her shirt. “But not for very long. I’ve never seen any of her relationships go past four months.”

      My hand rubs the stubble on my jaw as I think about what Laine just said. To me, Lennon seems like she’d be more of a serial monogamist.

      “Let me save you from sitting there wondering why her relationships are so short.” Laine levels me with a serious look. “It’s hard to date when you’re in love with someone else.”

      “Lennon is in love with one of us?” Dear god, let it be me. Her face from last night pops into my head. She was standing there on my doorstep, her eyes wide with shock, a look of desperation on her face. She needed someone, and she came to me. I feel so fucking high right now, my heart might as well be a kite, soaring above the pine trees.

      “Whoa, whoa hang on.” Laine has her arms out as though she plans to physically stop me from something. “She loves both of you.”

      I shake my head, impatient. “I already know that. But who is she in love with?”

      Laine shrugs. “I don’t know. And neither does she.”

      I groan and slump down in my seat, my palm running the length of my face. “Finn and I talked about giving her an ultimatum. We want her to choose.”

      “She knows she’s going to have to choose. She knows it’s hurting you guys, and it kills her to hurt you.”

      I push my hair back from my forehead and rub my eyes. “You guys have obviously talked about this. What did you tell her?”

      “I think it will hit her out of nowhere. One second she’ll be confused, the next second, she’ll know.”

      I look out at the water. Still no sign of them. The sky is darker now, bruised with purple. In the distance, dark gray clouds gather above the treetops.

      I want to go inside, but there’s no way in hell I’m moving now. I’ll sit right here and wait. I’ve been waiting a long time, and I’ve become pretty good at it.
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      Swimming in a lake with Finn is a new experience, and it’s fun. He’s a strong swimmer, but so am I. Keeping up with him is easy.

      When I resurfaced after my dramatic jump into the lake, I found him laughing. Drops of water dripped from his hair, rolling down his face and sticking in his eyelashes.

      “You sure your bottoms are still on?” he’d teased.

      “Ha ha,” I replied, swimming out past him. It took less than a few seconds for him to catch-up, and he easily overtook me. At one point I turned around, looking back at the cabin. Brady and Laine looked like miniature versions of themselves. Right after that, Finn turned left and I followed, swimming parallel to the shore until I lost sight of the cabin.

      We’re still treading water, and I don’t know where we’re going, but I like it. I like the buoyancy of my body, the sunset above us and the muddy earth below us. I like the calls of birds I cannot identify, and the cacophony of insects slowly filling the air. Finn changes direction, swimming in closer to shore. He stops when he can stand, his head and shoulders above water. I can’t stand in that depth, so I swim in place. It’s not as fun or as easy as treading water.

      Finn must realize I can’t stand because he grabs me by my waist and pulls me in until I’m flush against his chest. My heart pounds at his sudden nearness. My arms wrap around his shoulders and I flutter my legs to stay in place, even though I probably don’t need to. Finn’s grip around my waist is tight.

      “Brady told me about your mom. Or aunt, I guess.”

      I sigh and shake my head, the tip of my nose bumping his chest. “Yeah.”

      “How do you feel?”

      “Weird. Relieved. Sad. Angry.”

      I feel Finn nod his head. His hand strokes my back.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asks.

      “No,” I say with certainty. I’ll talk about it once I’ve processed. For right now, I want to pretend it doesn’t exist.

      “Can we talk about something else?” Finn’s tone is impatient.

      Here we go. Finn has been waiting to ask me what the hell he walked into this morning, and now it’s time. He’ll be relieved to hear he walked in on nothing.

      “So, you kissed Brady last night?”

      I pull back to look at him. My face tenses in irritation.

      “What?” Finn makes a face. “He told me on the drive.”

      “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

      “Well, then I guess it’s not Brady’s business to know that I’ve been kissing you since we were fifteen.”

      I try to shove off him, but he tightens his grip on my waist.

      “All is fair, Miss L.”

      “Hardly,” I spit out. I’m angry he told Brady about all his stolen kisses. “You did that because you were being spiteful.”

      He shakes his head. “Correction. I did that because I was jealous.”

      “Because you saw me leaving Brady’s pool house this morning?”

      “Yes. But you should know, I told him about kissing you after he told me you guys didn’t hook up.”

      “Finn! What was the point of telling him if you didn’t have any reason to get back at him?”

      “Because he had this look on his face, like he was so certain he won you. Telling him that I’ve been kissing you for years broke through his confidence. And you know he has enough confidence for two people.”

      “Did you make it seem like our kisses were passionate and life-altering?” I cross my arms in front of myself so that now Finn is holding up all my weight.

      He makes a face like he’s hurt. “Weren’t they?”

      I scoff. “Oh, please. You kissed me because it was fun. Because it was a way to get a rise out of me. You never kissed me like you meant it.”

      “Have you ever kissed somebody you weren’t sure wanted to be kissed by you?”

      I watch Finn’s lips form his words, thinking of how it was those lips who gave me my first kiss so long ago, and he never even knew it. “No.”

      “Stealing kisses from you was the only way I could do it without breaking the friend barrier we’d had set up for so long. What would’ve happened back then if I kissed you like I meant it?”

      His words, the soft undulations of the lake, the smell of earth and water, they all come together to overwhelm me. I unfold my arms and place them back around his shoulders.

      “What would happen if you kissed me like you meant it right now?”

      Finn’s mouth is on mine the second I finish asking my question. He takes his hands from my waist, only to slide them down and grab my thighs. He lifts me up, guiding my legs around his waist. Now his hands are free, and he uses them to slide up my back and over my shoulders, then down my arms.

      His tongue darts out, licking the seam my lips create. I open up for him, a low moan rising up from my throat. Our tongues meet, tasting, devouring. Finn pulls away to nip at my bottom lip. His hands wind up into my hair, and he pulls until my head’s tipped back, chin to the sky. He let’s go of my lip and focuses on my neck, trailing kisses across my collarbone. He comes to the soft skin where my shoulder meets my neck, and he bites down hard enough to make me gasp.

      His teeth release me, but he doesn’t move from the spot. He stays there, kissing and sucking gently on the injured flesh.

      “No hickeys,” I manage to say.

      “I’ll mark you,” he murmurs into my heated skin. “But not in a way that’s visible to others.” He kisses the spot one last time. He lets go of my hair and I look at him.

      He’s heartbreakingly gorgeous. His eyes are soft and dreamy, wanting.

      He leans his forehead against mine and kisses me again, this time painstakingly slowly, as if he’s squeezing every last drop from this moment. We separate to catch our breath, but his forehead remains propped against mine. My legs are still locked around his waist, keeping us together.

      “Tell me something I’ll never believe.” I’m searching for something to right the ship, to remind me of who I am. Now that I’m coming down from the high, I’m worried. Guilt is seeping in.

      He’s quiet for a moment, then says, “The sum of all roulette numbers is six hundred sixty-six.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. I needed that. Needed grounding.

      “I know Brady didn’t kiss you like that.”

      I frown. “I’m not going to tell you what it was like to kiss Brady.”

      “I don’t need to be told. I know what kissing you felt like just now, and I know it can’t be topped. That was the best kiss of my life. So far, anyway. But I bet with practice, we could get better.” He pauses, brushing his lips across mine. “And better.”

      Thunder rumbles in the distance, a low and ominous sound. “We should get going.” As I say it, the wind picks up speed. The pine trees sway and goosebumps prick my flesh.

      “I’m not ready to let you go,” Finn whispers.

      I point to the gathering of dark clouds at the far edge of the lake.

      “I know. But that’s what’s coming.”

      I try to untangle my legs from around Finn’s waist, but he reaches down, ensnaring me once more. “Finn—”

      “I’ve been thinking about giving you an ultimatum.”

      I stare up at him. “Are you going to?”

      He gazes into my eyes for the longest time, then shakes his head slowly back and forth. “I don’t want you to choose because you’re forced. I want you to choose because your heart can’t take it anymore, because it’s about to explode from your chest if you don’t let it love the man it wants to love.”

      “I don’t want to hurt either of you.”

      “I don’t think you have much of a choice in the matter. One of us has heartbreak in our future. And in the meantime, we’re sitting on the sidelines watching you struggle.”

      “This situation isn’t easy, Finn.”

      “It’s not easy for any of us, Lennon.”

      The sky rumbles again, this time deeper.

      “Come on,” Finn says reluctantly.

      This time he lets me untwist myself from him. We swim side by side until we reach the small dock in front of his cabin. He pulls himself up first, then reaches down to help me.

      I grab my towel and use it quickly, handing it over to him. As he dries off, I look up at what he’s built. It’s amazing to think he created it and worked alongside a crew to construct it.

      “Your cabin is beautiful, Finn. I’m impressed.”

      “Thank you,” he says, pressing a hand to the small of my back. We start up the path. A few drops of rain fall on my shoulders. Before my haircut, I probably wouldn’t have felt them. Reaching up, I touch the ends of my hair. I still can’t believe I went through with it. It’s the most liberating thing I’ve ever done.

      “I’m going to move here full-time,” he says, pausing and looking up at the house. “My uncle’s going to move in. He’ll be here for what little time he has left. I can’t let him die in that trailer.”

      “Oh, Finn.” I grab him and pull him to me, overcome by his kindness for his uncle. “I think that’s beautiful.”

      “I think you’re beautiful. You and your shorter hair.”

      I smile and step back, opening my mouth to say something about working on his game, when I hear a throat clear. Turning, I see Brady walking toward us from the side of the house. Laine is beside him, looking equal parts sheepish and reluctant.

      “How was your swim?” Brady asks.

      “Good,” I answer, glancing up at the sky. “We got back just in time.” As I say it, a few more drops land on my upturned face.

      “Laine and I ran to the gas station for a pack of cards and the finest wine money can buy.”

      Beside him, Laine holds up a bottle of white wine by the neck. “Don’t worry, guys. This isn’t two-buck chuck. This is six-buck chuck. And there’s more where that came from.” She swings a plastic bag she holds in her other hand.

      “Sounds like we’re on track for a rowdy game of bullshit,” Finn says, climbing the steps and opening the door to the screened-in porch. He holds it open for Laine and me, and when Laine passes him, he informs her she need not worry about playing against me. “Lennon’s the worst at bullshit.”

      I make a face. “Not true!”

      “Bullshit,” he taunts.

      I stick out my tongue and Laine laughs.

      Finn and I get cleaned up and changed. Brady heats up the beef stew he and Finn picked up at the little grocery store on their way here. Finn doesn’t have a table yet, so we sit in a circle on the floor.

      Finn pours wine into four coffee mugs and passes them out. “It’s all I thought to buy,” he says, shrugging. “Hot coffee can’t go in a glass, but everything can go in a mug.”

      “Very smart.” I nod, spooning stew into my mouth.

      For a minute the only sounds are spoons scraping bowls and the plunk of a coffee cup hitting the floor.

      Brady’s the first to take a break from his dinner. “Okay, who’s ready to get their ass handed to them?”

      Finn snorts.

      Brady turns to Laine. “I’m the undisputed champ.”

      Finn snorts again, this time louder and more obnoxious-sounding.

      Brady ignores him. He grabs the deck of cards and slides them out. He rids the deck of the jokers and shuffles, then deals.

      “Youngest goes first,” Finn says, turning to me.

      I shake my head. “Not me.”

      Laine pulls a card and places it on the floor in the middle. “One ace.”

      Brady’s next. “Two twos.”

      Now me. “One three.” I place my card on top of Brady's.

      “Bullshit.”

      I glare at Finn. He grins that crooked grin. I swear if this was the Wild West, that man would be an outlaw.

      Frowning, I reach out and snatch the small pile on the ground. Finn tips his head back, laughing.

      “How did you know?” Laine asks.

      Finn shrugs. “I have a sixth sense when it comes to her.”

      Laine smiles and raises her eyebrows at me.

      “Anyway…” My free hand jostles Brady’s side. “It’s your turn.”

      “Four fours.” Brady lays down his cards and looks at Finn, waiting for his challenge.

      Finn drinks from his cup and looks to Laine. “Your go.”

      And the game goes on. Finn catches me bullshitting twice more.

      It irritates Brady. The second time, he lets out a short breath from his nose.

      Laine ends up winning, and she makes sure to rub it in Finn’s face.

      The second bottle of wine is opened, and Laine teaches us all a new game. It’s a longer one, and by the time Brady wins, we’re all taking turns yawning.

      Somewhere there’s a bed calling my name. But... wait. I didn’t see any beds when Finn gave us the tour earlier. Were there rooms he missed?

      “Finn, what are the sleeping arrangements tonight?”

      Finn looks up from gathering the cards and stacking them. “Sleeping bags. I haven’t ordered beds yet.”

      “There’s a bit of a problem with that.”

      Finn eyes me. “Too good for a sleeping bag?”

      I make a face. “No. I just didn’t happen to bring one with me. And neither did Laine.”

      “Fresh out of sleeping bags,” Laine yawns as she speaks.

      Brady and Finn’s eyes meet. It’s like they’re talking, and when Brady’s face hardens, it seems more like they’re shouting.

      “Well, what are we going to do?” I look from Brady to Finn.

      “You can sleep with me,” Finn offers.

      Brady laughs, but it’s an empty, unhappy sound. “I’m sure she can.”

      “Should I offer for her to sleep with you?” Finn raises his hands, as if he’s giving something to Brady. “Serve her up to you on a silver platter? It’ll match that spoon you were born with.”

      “There’s that chip we’re all so used to seeing on your shoulder. For a moment I thought eight years time had done away with it, but I guess not.”

      “Guys,” I warn, but my voice doesn’t break through the frustration bursting from both of them.

      Finn scoffs. “Says the guy who never had to work for anything in his life. You think Lennon should be yours because everything has always been yours. You think—”

      “Fuck you, Finn. You don’t know what I think.”

      “Why don’t you tell us? Why don’t you drop that perfect boy persona for two seconds and tell us how you really feel about things? Tell Lennon how it makes you feel to watch her with me. I’ve already told her, because I’m not busy managing my image. I don’t care if she’s mad at me. I’m not afraid she’ll choose you if I make her mad.”

      Brady finally looks my way. His eyes are untamed, angry, and frightened. “This is fucking stupid,” he mutters. In three long strides he’s out the door, slamming it shut behind him.

      I hurry to the door, and behind me, Finn says, “It’s raining out there. Just let him be.”

      But I can’t. I can’t stand knowing I’m the reason for their fight. This is getting to be too much. Either way, I’m going to lose.

      Ignoring Finn, I hurry from the house. It’s dark outside. The rain pelts my face.

      “Brady!” I yell his name and walk further from the protection of the house. “Brady!”

      “Go inside, Lennon.”

      Brady’s voice comes from the spot where we ate lunch. I get closer, each second his shape becoming more and more visible.

      “What are you doing?” I ask when I reach him.

      “I need some air.”

      “In the rain?”

      He looks away. I grab his hand, but he pulls it back.

      “Go, Lennon. I know it’s Finn. He’s the right choice. Just go.”

      “No.” I shake my head stubbornly.

      My T-shirt sticks to my skin, I taste rainwater, and my teeth chatter. And yet, I can’t pull myself away from him.

      Brady watches me, his lips forming a thin line.

      “What do you want, Lennon?”

      “Tell me what makes you mad, Brady. Tell me something.”

      Brady’s lips move, as though they’ve made the decision before his brain has.

      He stands up and grabs me, his hands on my upper arms. “I hate doing this with you. Part of me wants you to be my normal best friend so that things will never change and I’ll never have to risk losing you. The other part of me wants to shake you and make you see that I’m the right choice. The only choice.” His eyes widen as the words flow. “After all these years, Lennon, how could you love anybody besides me? It hurts, Lennon. It hurts so fucking bad. Every time I see you with him, it kills me. We’re not kids anymore. We’re adults, and that has to mean something. We can’t play these games. There is no more dancing around the situation because we still live with our parents, or because college is in our future. We’re in the real world now. There are no more roadblocks. There’s only me”—he extends one arm all the way out, and the second arm in the opposite direction—“and him.” His hands come back to my shoulders. “And there’s you in the middle, where you’ve always been. I know it’s safe in the middle. That’s where you get love from both of us. And love is not what you’ve had enough of in your life. But dammit, Lennon, that can’t be your crutch anymore. You’ve got to choose.”

      I can’t tell if it’s tears or rain dripping down my cheeks. He’s right. But how can I choose? How can I look one of them in the eye and tell them it’s the other one?

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m not ready. I love you both so much.”

      “Soon, Lennon.” Brady’s voice is rough.

      I nod, but my agreement is weak. I can’t fathom choosing between them.

      Brady stares at me though the rain. “Laine is right.”

      “About what?”

      “It’s going to happen in a split-second. One moment, you’ll suddenly know. It’ll be like a light turning on.”

      I capture my lower lip between my teeth, biting down. I can’t imagine how Laine could be right. All these years, distilled into one second?

      “Hey!” Finn’s voice sounds faint in the wind and rain. “Are you two just about done? We figured out the sleeping arrangement.” He looks at us for all of two seconds and goes back inside.

      “Come on,” Brady says, slipping an arm over my shoulders. “I hope you have some clothes to change into.”

      “I brought a change of clothes for tomorrow. I can sleep in those.”

      We get to the house and Brady holds open the door for me. I step inside and Laine greets us both with the towels.

      “Finn figured it out,” she says, pointing behind her. Two sleeping bags lie near each other.

      I’m confused, but I don’t feel like challenging her. “Uh... okay?”

      She rubs my shoulders through the towel. “I hope you feel like spooning, because you and I are in one.” She glances at Brady. “And you have the other.”

      “Where’s Finn sleeping?” Brady and I ask in unison.

      Laine steps away from me. “He’s sleeping in his truck cab. He’s already out there, and he said not to let either one of you go out there and argue with him. He told me I could use brute force if need be.”

      I know she’s trying to make a joke, but it doesn’t make me feel better.

      I change and crawl into the sleeping bag with Laine. I settle in and look over. Brady’s in his sleeping bag, gaze on me. His eyes are heavy with emotion, reflecting my own.

      Finn probably made the best choice, but we both wish he was inside with us.
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      “Good morning,” a deep voice says behind me. I twist my upper body as much as I can; I’m sitting on the end of the dock, my feet disappearing beneath the smooth surface of the lake.

      Brady’s walking down the dock, holding two coffee cups in his hands. He looks handsome in his pajama pants and gray T-shirt. He settles beside me, legs criss-crossed in front of him, and offers me a cup.

      I make a sick face. “Please tell me that’s not wine.”

      Brady laughs quietly.

      My hands slip around the cup, its warmth seeping through. I bring it to my nose, breathing in the coffee’s bitter, acidic aroma.

      “Headache?” Brady scoots back, unfolding his legs and stretching them out in front of himself.

      “A little, yeah.” My right foot comes out of the water, and I trace a pattern on the surface with a pointed toe.

      A bird calls from a nearby tree then launches itself from its perch. Brady and I watch it, a sleek black arrow in the air, and it skims the surface of the lake, talons down, and lifts off the water with a wriggling fish in its grip.

      “Game over,” I murmur. “Poor fish.”

      “Birds have to eat too.”

      “I suppose.”

      Brady sips his coffee. “What are your plans now that the funeral is over?”

      I take a deep breath and blow it out. “Salvation Army comes tomorrow. I’ll get a realtor. I need to figure out what my mom owes on the house. She has a safe deposit box I need to go through. I’ll go to the bank and figure out her accounts.”

      “She left you everything?”

      “That’s what her letter said.”

      “Are you going to buy a push-to-start car?” Brady smiles as he says it.

      I laugh. “Maybe. I’m not getting my hopes up though. The accounts might be empty, she could’ve taken out a second mortgage on the house, and for all I know the safe deposit box might have a blank piece of paper in it.”

      “So you’re looking on the bright side of things?”

      Brady’s sarcasm makes me smile.

      Footsteps on the dock draw my attention from Brady. I twist again and watch Finn as he makes his way toward us. He’s carrying his own steaming mug and his clothes are rumpled. He sinks down on the other side of Brady.

      “Nice morning,” he comments, running a hand through his messy hair. “This is my favorite time of day here.”

      “I bet that fish would disagree.” Pulling my feet up from the water, I shake them off and bring them up onto the dock, turning so I can face the guys.

      Brady chuckles. “Would have disagreed. Past tense.”

      Finn sips his coffee and looks out. For someone who slept in his truck, he looks well-rested. The hazy morning sun glints off his blonde hair.

      He screws up one eye against the sun’s glare and looks at me. “What are your plans now, Lennon? You did what you came to Agua Mesa to do, right?”

      I glance at Brady. “Brady and I were just talking about that. I have some loose ends to tie up. I imagine it will take at least a week. And then I’ll have to come back to sign paperwork for the sale of the house.”

      “And then?” Finn asks.

      “I’m not sure. It sort of depends on what I find at the bank.” If there’s no money to be found in her accounts, I’m in the same place I’ve always been in. And if there’s money, it’s hard to know what I’ll do. Maybe try and spend time finding something I’m passionate about. Something that sets my soul on fire.

      Brady nudges me. “Let me know if you need a lawyer.”

      “Don’t take offense to this, but I really hope I don’t need one. It’d be nice if everything with the sale of the house and her bank accounts are cut and dry.”

      Brady lifts his mug. “Here’s hoping.”

      Finn and I raise our cups. “What about you?” I ask Finn.

      Finn glances around. “This is it. For now, anyhow. I have some ideas, but I’ll work on them when I feel like it. I’m waiting on a couple patents, but otherwise”—he lifts his shoulders and drops them—“this is where you can find me.”

      Brady draws his legs into his body and rests his forearms on his knees, coffee cup in hand. “Finn, tell us the truth about your job.”

      Finn gazes out at the lake. “I had a government contract, and the contract ended.”

      My lips twist disapprovingly. “So you weren’t fired?”

      Finn shakes his head. “Not exactly. But I’m not at liberty to talk about my contract, so don’t ask.”

      My fisted hand shoots into the air, celebrating. “I was right,” I shout.

      Brady and Finn laugh.

      “And I really had two failed start-ups. I wasn’t lying about that.” Finn shrugs.

      “So you’re only, like, a half-liar?” I smile at Finn over the edge of my coffee cup.

      He laughs out a breath from his nose, shaking his head at my made up word.

      “And you?” I ask Brady. “Going back to Chicago?”

      “Pretty soon, I guess. My colleagues are probably ready to hand my cases back over to me.”

      “I’m sorry I used up all your vacation time.” I feel bad.

      Brady winks. “Not all of it. Besides, it was worth it. You needed me and that was the end of it.”

      Tears prick my eyes. It’s so unexpected I don’t have time to fight them.

      “I’m so lucky, you guys. I’d be lucky to have one best friend like you, but to have two? I don’t know how it happened, but I’m grateful for you both. My whole life you’ve been keeping me afloat. You’ve given me things I didn’t think I deserved, and I don’t know how I could ever say thank you enough. I hope you both know how much I love you.”

      Finn’s lips turn down. “Why do I get the feeling you’re breaking up with us?”

      I take a deep breath, and this is when the tears flow down my cheeks like a river. “Because I am, in a way. I can’t choose, and this isn’t fair to either of you. So, this is me telling you it’s okay for you to move on. I want you two to have the kind of friendship you’d have if I wasn’t in the picture. You deserve that. I can’t come between you.”

      Finn groans. “Lennon, don’t be dumb.”

      “Yeah, Lennon. Don’t be dumb.” Brady frowns at me. “We’re adults. We’re allowing this competition to happen. You don’t see either of us bowing out. Nobody here is going to martyr themselves, including you. I’m fighting for your heart because I want to.”

      “What happens when you go back to Chicago? Or when I go back to Dallas?”

      “Hopefully soon I’ll be on the end of a phone call from you, breathlessly telling me you’ve come to your senses and realized you’re in love with me.” Brady grins and glances at Finn.

      Finn flips him off.

      I feel like flipping off my heart. Or is it my mind? Which one is making this so much harder than it has to be?

      The porch door smacks closed and Laine stomps across the pine straw and rocks, coming to a stop at the far end of the dock. Her hair is matted on one side. In her hand is a half-eaten blueberry muffin.

      “Y’all, I’m not even kidding. Hands down, the best thing that’s ever touched my lips.”  She takes another bite and licks a crumb from the corner of her mouth.

      “I hope you left some for the rest of us,” I call out, one hand cupped around my mouth.

      She shrugs noncommittally and saunters back up to the house.

      “If we want breakfast, we’d better get in there.” I stand and look back down at Brady and Finn. “I’m not kidding.”

      Brady glances at Finn and back to me. “We’ll be there in a minute. Save us some?”

      “O-kay,” I draw out the word. I walk down the dock, trying to make my footfalls light so I can hear what they’re saying. It’s useless. If words are being exchanged while I’m still here, they’re being whispered. I make it to the porch and pause, looking back. Brady’s looking at Finn, and his mouth is moving. Finn gazes out across the water, then shakes his head slightly and turns back to Brady. Finn’s the one talking now, and his hands move while he speaks.

      I walk in the door and find Laine rolling up our sleeping bag. She glances up at me, then back down to the bag she wrestles between her knees. Sinking down, I hold it in place so she can tie the attached strings that keep it rolled up.

      “They’re out there talking,” I tell her, a nervous tremor in my voice.

      “Oh, to be a fly on the wall... or, pine tree, I guess.”

      I bite my lip and glance outside. I can’t see anything from here except the tops of the trees.

      Laine stands and reaches down, pulling me up. “Let’s be good houseguests and tidy up. We need to get going soon. I have a plane to catch.”
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      Brady and Finn are only outside for a few minutes. I’ve been peeking at them while I’ve been tidying, and the only notable thing I saw was a handshake just before they reached the house. Now they’re acting perfectly normal, so I’m playing detective and attempting to suss out any micro-expressions.

      Too bad I’m screwed. These two aren’t giving away anything.

      Laine puts both our bags in the back of her car and returns to say goodbye. She hugs Brady first, then Finn. “Thanks for having me. It was very... interesting.” She glances from Finn to Brady and back again, a smile on her face. “You guys have a unique situation happening here, but I’m sure one way or the other everything will go the way it’s meant to.”

      Laine climbs in her car and grabs her phone. She’s probably searching for a podcast to listen to on the drive.

      I look at the guys. “I’ll see you guys back home. Maybe we can get dinner tonight?”

      Brady shakes his head, and Finn says, “No, Lennon.”

      Confusion knits my eyebrows together.

      “That’s what we were talking about out there,” Brady points backward with his thumb. “We don’t mind the competition. We’ve been fighting one another for exclusive rights to your heart since we were twelve. But now, instead of fighting for you loudly and openly, we’re both stepping back and giving you space. Plus, it fucking sucks to be with you while the other one is there too. When I’m with you, I want all of you. Finn said the same.”

      I look to Finn. His eyes are on me, and he nods solemnly.

      “Okay,” I whisper. They’re right, as much as it hurts to admit it. I hug them each quickly, then open the car door. “See you... soon.” I muster a brave smile, then climb in. Laine puts the car in drive, waving one more time as she turns the wheel and we drive back down the dirt driveway.

      “How’d that go?” she asks. Her eyes inspect my face as she makes the turn onto the next road.

      “They don’t want to be together as the three of us.” Tears prick my eyes. Not being the three of us seems inconceivable. I can barely remember a time when it wasn’t the three of us against the world. Are we still beyond the pale? I sniff and rub my eyes. “This is what happens when best friends fall in love with each other.”

      “This is what happens when two guy best friends fall in love with their third best friend, who happens to be a female.”

      I groan. “What a mess.”

      She nods in agreement. “It’s a messy mess.”

      The podcast Laine has chosen is about the songs of humpback whales. We listen to all of it, then switch to music the rest of the way to the airport. Laine stands on the curb, her hand on her suitcase, and I hug her tightly. “See you soon.”

      “Don’t stress, okay? My mama always says if it’s meant to be, it’ll be.”

      “Yeah,” I say, but I don’t think I believe her. I’m not certain of anything at this point.

      I climb in the car and watch Laine disappear through the automatic doors. When I get home, I throw myself into organizing. I stuff trash bags full of my mother’s things for donation until the living room is filled. Everything from the kitchen, all her books, movies, fake plants. If it’s not furniture, it’s in a bag in the living room. When that’s finished, I clean.

      Two hours later, with my bra sticking to the sweaty underside of my breasts, and my stomach growling from hunger, I take a break and search for my phone. It’s in my bedroom, right where I dropped it beside my overnight bag before I started working downstairs.

      There’s a missed call from a local number, but other than that I haven’t missed anything. I take the phone downstairs with me and rummage for something to eat. I’m looking in the fridge, hoping something appetizing will magically appear, when the phone rings. I grab it and see it’s the same number I missed before.

      “Hello,” I answer, tucking it between my shoulder and ear.

      “Oh, Lennon, thank god you picked up.”

      Mrs. Sterling?

      “What’s going on?” My voice is edged with panic.

      “Brady and Finn were in an accident on their way home and—”

      “What?” My grip on the fridge door handle tightens. “Are they okay?”

      “Yes. Mostly. They were very lucky.” She pauses and a small sob comes through. “Very, very lucky.”

      I slam the fridge closed and take the stairs to my room two at a time. “Where are they?” I ask, snatching my purse off my bed.

      “Agua Mesa General. They’ve both asked for you.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      “Lennon, I just want to prepare you. They were lucky, but there are still some injuries.”

      The front door slams shut behind me. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”

      Fifteen minutes ends up being twelve because I’m driving in a way that would earn me multiple tickets. The woman at the front desk of the hospital tells me what floor they’re on. The elevator ride feels like it takes forever, even though it probably takes seconds.

      I step off, and down the hall I see Mr. and Mrs. Sterling standing outside an open door. Across the hall from them, beside another open door, sits Finn’s uncle.

      I move on quick feet and realize Laine was right. I love them both dearly, but I’m only in love with one, and somehow, in a split-second, I know which one. My heart is full, so full I think it might burst, streaming arcs of fire like a sparkler on the Fourth of July.

      Of course. It was always him.

      I bypass the watching adults and run into the room of the man I’m in love with.
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      I skid to a stop. Everything in the room is quiet, aside from the rhythmic beep of the machines hooked up to him. His eyes are closed, and the beginning of a bruise blossoms on his left cheek. His right cheek is scraped and red. My breath catches in my throat. I’ve never seen him look like he needs help. It’s unnerving.

      Cautiously I tiptoe forward, but it’s hard with the sandals I’m wearing. I’m literally creeping toward the bed when his eyes open. He takes me in, crouched like a creeper, and tries to smile. The grin must hurt him, because almost instantly it turns to a grimace.

      I rush forward, palms reaching for him. I don’t know where it’s safe to touch him, so my hands fall limp to my sides.

      “Finn,” I breathe his name.

      “Lennon,” he says, his voice husky. “For a little while I thought... I thought…” A lone tear rolls slowly down his cheek. He tries to lift his right hand to wipe it, then realizes he can’t. It’s in a sling.

      I lean closer, brushing it away for him. My skin buzzes at the contact. “You don’t have to talk, Finn. Not unless you want to.”

      “Have you seen Brady? Is he okay?”

      I shake my head, telling him no. “His mom said he’s okay. I just got here.”

      “You came to my room first?”

      I nod quickly, nerves shooting across my stomach. What’s there to be nervous about? He’s never been afraid to let me know his feelings. Why do I suddenly feel so shy?

      “Was my room on your right or your left?”

      I give him a perplexed look. “Why?”

      “It’s been proven that right-handed people are more likely to make a right turn when given both opportunities. So was I on your right or left?”

      My tongue darts out to wet my lips that have gone dry. “Left.”

      Triumph lights up his eyes. “So your sub-conscious knows something you don’t.”

      I shake my head. Here we go. “My conscious is aware.”

      Finn blinks. “Aware that…?” The unsaid end of his sentence hangs in the air.

      I take a deep breath and reach across the bed, winding my fingers through the fingers on Finn’s good hand.

      “Aware that it’s you I’m in love with.” I can hardly believe these words are mine. My voice shakes as I speak. “I love Brady, I really do, but it’s you whose room I ran to first, without pausing. Before, I couldn’t choose because I wasn’t forced to. We had been in our situation for so long, it was easier for me to stay there and avoid hurting either one of you. But when I got here, my whole body went into auto-pilot, and the panic overtook all the reason. I didn’t think. I acted. And I came in here.”

      Finn’s hand squeezes mine. He grins rakishly. “I always knew you would choose me.”

      I laugh, but I hear the sound as if I’m standing outside my body. I still can’t believe what’s happening. My eyes narrow playfully. “For someone so certain, you fought pretty damn hard.”

      “Quit talking and kiss me.”

      “Is it allowed?” I glance at the door, thinking maybe a nurse will come in and yell at me for being in here. “Your face is bruised. Are you hurt besides your arm?”

      “Woman, if you don’t get your lips on mine in the next three seconds, I’m going to get out of this hospital bed and alarms will start going off at the nurse’s station and then it will feel like a party in here.”

      I grin and lean closer until my hips are flush with the bed rail. I’m afraid to touch him, afraid I might hurt him, so Finn takes the lead. He lets go of my hand and cups my cheek. I bend down, and he brushes the tip of his nose against mine.

      “I lied,” he murmurs. “I was so damn scared you wouldn’t choose me. And a life without you, Lennon? I couldn’t see it. In my mind are pictures of what my life is supposed to look like, and you’re in every one of them.”

      “Kiss me,” I whisper. A few minutes ago, I thought my heart would burst, but now it’s swollen with all the love rushing through it. And I want more love, more kisses, more everything from Finn.

      Finn kisses me sweetly, delicately, as if I’m made of porcelain. Nothing like our kiss in the lake last night. It’s another side to him, and it makes me look forward to learning what other sides have been hidden all this time.

      Our kiss deepens, his tongue invades my mouth, and the beeping on his heart rate monitor increases in tempo. I smile against his lips and he chuckles. With another chaste kiss, he pulls back and looks with annoyance at the machine.

      “Can we turn that off?” he asks.

      “No way,” I say in my most stern voice.

      I can tell he’s contemplating ignoring me. Finally, he decides to listen and nods at the little table in the corner. “Those are things that were in my pocket during the accident. Would you mind going to grab me something?”

      “Sure.” I walk to the small pile on the table and look down. “What is it I’m loo—” My hand reaches out, snatching up a small fake ruby and holding it up between us.

      “Is this what I think it is?”

      He nods. “I took it from your room that final summer. It’s been my good luck charm ever since. It goes everywhere with me, and it was in my pocket today on the drive. I like to think it saved us from what should have been a much worse accident.” Finn squeezes his eyes, and I realize I know nothing about today’s car accident. He opens them and looks at me. “I want you to have it again. Keep it with you and remember that it’s a promise my heart made to yours when we were seven.”

      My fingers curl around the cheap plastic. “I love it just as much today as I did the day you gave it to me.”

      “Good. Now come back over here and let’s see if we can get that monitor to speed up again.”
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      The hard part about choosing Finn? I have to tell Brady. But not yet. Not while he’s in the hospital. Kicking my best friend while he’s down isn’t my idea of a good time.

      When the doctor came to Finn’s room, I slipped out. Which means I’m now face to face with Mr. and Mrs. Sterling. Waves of guilt wash over me. I love him too, I want to tell them. Just not the way I should. It feels like I owe them an apology, but I’m not sure exactly what for. They both gaze at me with knowing eyes. My decision was clear to them, too.

      They don’t say anything about the hospital room I ran to. Instead, they tell me the good news. Before the doctor went into Finn’s room, she’d been in Brady’s. When she came out, she informed the Sterlings that Brady would be discharged tomorrow. Like Finn, he suffered a break, only his was his leg. Still, she planned to keep both men overnight for observation, because even she couldn’t believe how lucky they’d been.

      In a rare moment of friendliness, I pull Mrs. Sterling in for a quick hug. “Thank you for calling me,” I whisper in her ear.

      “Brady asked me to,” she says, eyeing me.

      If I wasn’t feeling guilty enough, now I’m pretty much choking on the feeling. I nod, my gaze falling to the chipped polish on my toenails.

      “Lennon?”

      I look up at Mrs. Sterling. “Yes?”

      “Please don’t tell him right now.”

      “I..I…” The guilt makes me stammer. “I won’t,” I finish lamely.

      She steps aside so I can go see him. The door is ajar, so I push it open slowly and walk in. Brady’s bed is in a more reclined position than Finn’s. When he sees it’s me, he presses a button on the side of the bed, and it slowly lifts him.

      “Hey,” he croaks.

      I walk closer until I’m standing beside him. It’s hard to look him in the eyes, but I force myself. I feel terrible. How can I stand here, knowing that I’ve chosen, and not tell him? I told Mrs. Sterling I wouldn’t say anything, and I won’t, but it’s eating me up.

      “Thank God you’re okay.” My throat constricts and I half-sob.

      Brady reaches out, his fingers brushing my forearm. “It was scary, Lennon. It only lasted a few seconds, but I lived them in slow-motion. I was driving Finn’s truck, and I could see the eighteen-wheeler in my rearview mirror. The people in front of us were slowing down, and I was slowing down, but he wasn’t. I watched him barrel toward us, then he hit us, pushing us off the road. We went straight into the granite,” Brady winces. “They keep saying how lucky we were, how the trucker’s speed was high enough that we should be a lot worse off than we are.” He breathes out a short laugh. “And there I was, so worried about you driving back.”

      My response is a small smile. My insides are shaking, from both his experience and from keeping my choice from him.

      “I guess this means you get some more time off work,” I joke, but my voice is weird.

      Brady studies me. It’s like he can see into me, as though my skin is translucent. Does he see the way my stomach flips? How my heart races?

      “Aside from all of this”—he waves a hand around the room—“are you okay?”

      I nod quickly. “I was cleaning my mother’s house when I saw your mom’s missed call and—”

      Brady shakes his head. “That's not what I’m talking about. You seem... off. Jumpy and nervous.”

      “Oh.” My mind races to come up with a reason for my behavior. “Just worried about you, that’s all. I drove down here in a way you wouldn’t have been happy about.”

      Brady chuckles. “Do you know if Finn’s doing alright? He seemed okay when they took us away, but there was so much happening in that moment that it was hard to tell.”

      I gulp. Even talking about Finn makes the guilt rise up my throat, and it tastes bitter. “He broke his arm. But otherwise he’s fine. Similar to you, I guess.”

      Brady nods slowly, his lips puckering slightly as he thinks. “You’ve already seen him?”

      Oh shit.

      “Um hmm,” I say, going for nonchalant.

      “You went to see him first?”

      “Brady, don’t—”

      “Lennon? Don’t lie to me, okay? I could withstand all the crap before because I understood that you truly loved us both, and for you, choosing was too difficult. But you can’t lie to me. If you know, you need to tell me.”

      My voice won’t work. My mouth has gone dry.

      And then, oddly, Brady laughs. Not a real laugh, but a chuckle drained of its mirth. “He’s right. You do have a tell.”

      “What?” My gaze snaps down to my hand. There it is, those two traitorous fingers rubbing against one another.

      “You’re nervous to tell me the truth.” Brady’s lips twist. “Which means the truth won’t be happy. For me, anyway.” His lips press together and he gazes out the window, where nothing but sunshine spills through. Why isn’t it storming outside? Given the way I feel inside, rain should be beating the windows and lightning crackling through the sky.

      After a moment he looks back to me, a rueful smile on his face. I hate the regret I see in that sad grin, the sorrow and the pain.

      Tears sting my eyes, and I try so, so hard to keep them at bay. If I cry, Brady will console me, and that’s not what should be happening now. He shouldn’t console the person who caused him this heartache.

      It’s physically impossible to stop the tears, so I do my best to hide them by turning my face and rubbing my eyes on my shirt sleeve.

      “I’m sorry, Brady,” I whisper. Now the tears are coming so quickly that my shirt sleeve can no longer do the job. I spot a box of tissues beside the sink and hurry to them. With my back to Brady, I wipe my eyes and nose. His eyes are on me when I turn around, and when I get closer, I see that they are red and sparkling with unshed tears.

      My body responds with a fresh batch of tears, and this time I don’t attempt to hide them.

      “I’m so sorry,” I sob. Brady holds out his arms and I step into them, leaning over the bed and laying my head on his chest. He strokes my back, and I listen to his heartbeat. This same heart was beating the day he made me his friend when I had none. It was beating every time he went out of his way to care for me over the years, and every second Brady hoped I’d love him enough to choose him above all others.

      Panic sets in. Have I made the wrong choice?

      No.

      In my mind I see Finn, and I know that my choice is the right one for me. Finn is my forever.

      But right now, in this moment, I’m here with my best friend, soothing the pain I’ve caused him.

      I stay in his arms until a nurse comes in and announces it’s time for Brady’s next round of painkillers.

      I step back and we share a look, one where I imagine Brady is being brave and making a joke about how he has two reasons to need painkillers.

      Brady falls asleep quickly after his fresh round of meds, and I step from the room. Even though I’m gone, I feel the part of me that’s broken off. It’s back there, and it belongs to Brady. Maybe that’s how life goes. Perhaps we aren’t a collection of the hearts we break, the love we fall into, or the experiences we have. We start out whole, and as we go through life, we carve out pieces of ourselves and leave them behind. Maybe we pick up pieces of others, and stitch them onto us, until we are a fabric made of everyone else.

      My whole life I’ve been picking up the pieces of Finn and stitching them onto me. He, too, is a patchwork of my pieces. And now, as I walk away from Brady’s room, I feel a part of my heart fracturing and breaking off, falling alongside the fragments of Brady’s broken heart.

      I close my eyes and pick up a piece, attaching it to my own. Brady is a part of me, and he always will be.
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      Brady

      Well, fuck. She didn’t choose me.

      I thought I had a shot.

      The thing is, I can’t even be mad at her. Or Finn. I see it. I see them together, and they look right.

      “Take it easy, hon. You’re making me nervous.” My mother flutters around me, her hands outstretched like at any second they might prove useful.

      This is only day two off crutches. After having them for the past six weeks, I was ready to throw them out the window on the drive home from my follow-up appointment yesterday.

      “Mom, I’m good.” I wave her off. My mom has been amazing through all of this, but when the time comes for her to leave with my dad, I won’t be shedding any tears. They’re taking ten days in Mexico, although she tried to cancel. My dad put his foot down, and I agreed.

      Physical therapy starts next week, and luckily the leg I broke was my left, so I can drive.

      After the accident, I called my boss and told her I needed a year.

      One year to clear my head. I need to reevaluate what I’m doing and where I’m going. Being a lawyer was all I ever wanted, but the reality didn’t live up to the dream.

      After physical therapy, I’m leaving Agua Mesa. I don’t know where I’m going, but it’s going to be somewhere with water. My soul needs a drink.

      Lennon visits me whenever she can. So does Finn. They both have a lot going on right now.

      Lennon’s mother’s accounts held enough money to keep Lennon comfortable into perpetuity, assuming she doesn’t go wild and start eating caviar and buying yachts. She won’t. That’s not the lifestyle Lennon wants, even if she could have it.

      Seeing Lennon is just about the hardest fucking thing I’ve ever done. I still want her. Less now than at first, but the feelings don’t just disappear. My brain knows she’s Finn’s, but my heart has been slow on the uptake.

      At first I was angry. The days following my release from the hospital were filled with rage. My leg was frozen in a cast and I didn’t get the girl. I tried to take it on the chin, to straighten my broad shoulders and carry that shitty load, but eventually it got the better of me.

      The first time Lennon came to visit, I told her to leave. She understood. Maybe she’d even been expecting those words. She told me she’d be back in a week, and she was true to her word. The next time she came to visit, she told me she’d been to Dallas to quit her job and get her things packed. I didn’t ask where she was going; instead, I gave her the contact info for a financial advisor I trust.

      She left that day, and my heart hurt. It was worse than the pain of her telling me she’d chosen Finn. That day in the hospital when I watched her fingers rub together and betray her nervousness, it felt like a butcher knife slicing through me. Now when she visits me, it feels more like being cut by a dull butter knife.

      Finn visits too, but they never come together. Thank the fucking lord.

      He doesn’t make me watch nineties movies, the way Lennon does when she comes over. I can recite every line from Clueless. I’m sure that’s a sought-after ability to add to my resume.

      Finn brought over a card table. He’s been teaching me to play poker, which I’m surprisingly good at. Math was never my strong suit, but he’s a good teacher and I’m a quick learner. Someday, we’ll go to Vegas. Maybe for his bachelor party when he marries Lennon.

      Fuck me.

      In time, I’m sure I’ll get over it. Not yet though. It’s too fresh. This is the kind of wound that will take a while.

      If I could’ve picked anybody for Lennon, I would’ve picked me. But if it can’t be me, I’m glad it’s Finn. Nobody else would love her the way we have.
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      Finn

      She chose me.

      I still can’t believe it. Not even now, as she lies beside me in my bed.

      I prop my head on my hand and let my eyes wander over her. I’ll never get tired of this. I was a parched man offered eternal water, and I’ll never tire of drinking her in.

      She’s lying on her side, snoring softly. Her back moves with her rhythmic breath. Her hair stops at her shoulder blades, and the sheet has moved down to her ribcage. She has a smattering of freckles across her upper back.

      How is it that Lennon chose me? All along I believed I deserved her, that I was the better fit for her, that I loved her more, and when she chose me, all those thoughts fell away.

      All I could think about was Brady, how he could’ve been right for her too.

      Soul mates don’t have to be best-fitting. Maybe souls choose each other despite the parts of them that don’t fit together.

      Lennon quit her job. She packed up her things at the apartment she shared with Laine, and together we drove from Dallas to my cabin. She helped me move my uncle here, and she helps me care for him. He doesn’t have much longer, but he loves it here. He watches the fish jump in the early morning and evening. He naps in the hammock I set up for him outside, and Lennon talks to him about his life. She’s learned more about him in the past few weeks than I have the entire time I’ve known him.

      Apparently he has a thing for peach cobbler. How did I not know that?

      Lennon figured it out, then she taught herself how to make it.

      I don’t know what to do about his trailer in Agua Mesa. Maybe I’ll hook it up to my truck and drive it into the desert, throw a match on it and watch it burn to the ground.

      Jeff did the best he could with what he had at the time, but I don’t need a trailer to remind me of that.

      Lennon’s eyes flutter open. She rolls onto her back, her eyes seeking me out.

      “I love you so fucking much,” I whisper.

      “How much?” she asks, a smile tugging the corner of her lips.

      She’s teasing me. I like it. “So fucking much.”

      She rolls toward me, the sheet falling down in the process. I reach for her breast, cupping it in my hand. I can’t believe I can do this now. Touch her just like this, whenever I want to.

      “I love you the same way,” she says, her voice still sleepy. She reaches for me, her hand disappearing beneath the sheet. She grins when she finds what she’s looking for. “So soon? Four hours ago you woke me up because you couldn’t wait until morning.”

      “I believe it was you who woke me up.”

      Her eyebrows wiggle. “Maybe…”

      She ditches the sheet and sits up, climbing over me. She sinks down onto me. I grab her hips and push down harder, until there isn’t an inch of me she’s not covering.

      She keeps going, riding me until her head tips back and she has to cover her mouth to muffle herself. She falls limp against my chest. I roll us over and kiss her, aiming for her second high. Her legs shake as she gets closer, and when I feel her clench around me, I let go too.

      I move off her and tuck her into my side. She drifts in and out of sleep, but I stay awake.

      My gaze falls to the dresser where my sling waits for me. Last week I transitioned from cast to sling, and soon there will be no sign of the car accident.

      For Brady, it will take longer.

      When Lennon told me she was in love with me, I was ecstatic. But a victory for me meant a loss for Brady, and that was tough for me to swallow. He’s doing better, or at least it seems that way. I think one day we'll get to a place where he’s happy for us.

      I could’ve just as easily been where he is. Lennon could’ve chosen Brady, and I wouldn’t have an argument against it. He’s a good person and he deserves the best. If I could pick one other person for Lennon, it would be Brady.

      For a long time I thought he loved her just as much as I did.

      And then, on graduation night, I learned the truth.

      He didn’t love her enough to kill for her.

      But I did.

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      Is Brady ever going to get his happily ever after? Find out in One Good Thing, coming Spring 2020. Preorder now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One Good Thing

          

          Coming Spring 2020

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Today's the day I was supposed to say I do.

      

        

      
        Kiss the groom, cut the cake, and dance our first dance as husband-and-wife.

      

        

      
        So much for forever.

      

        

      
        After a painful and public break up, Lonesome, Oregon seemed as good a place as any to lick my wounds. It's peaceful, remote, and my favorite person in the whole world lives here: my grandma.

      

        

      
        She needs help running the Sweet Escape Bed and Breakfast, and I need a place to lie low while I hide from the mess my life has become.

      

        

      
        And it appears I’m not the only one running from something painful.

      

        

      
        A gorgeous man with sad eyes has been holed up in cabin seven since he arrived. I told myself to stay away from him, but my curiosity got the better of me.

      

        

      
        If only I hadn't knocked on his door.

      

        

      
        That’s when things went downhill.

        That’s when things got a whole lot more complicated.

      

        

      
        I came to Lonesome to recover from a broken heart.

      

        

      
        I’m afraid I’ll be leaving with a heart more damaged than it was when I arrived.

      

        

      
        * Pre-order here*
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      Good On Paper

      Our Finest Hour (Time Series Book One)

      Magic Minutes (Time Series Book Two)

      The Lifetime of A Second (Time Series Book Three)

      The Day He Went Away

      Full of Fire

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Crowns of Courage

          

        

      

    

    
      Crowns of Courage is  a non-profit 501c3 organization dedicated to providing halo wigs to children experiencing chemotherapy related hair loss, at NO cost to the family.

      

      A Crowns of Courage halo wig is very different from a traditional wig. It's made from real hair!  The hair is attached to a soft breathable cap, allowing it to be super comfortable.  It's not itchy or hot and it looks incredibly real.  The wig can be worn with any hat, beanie, or scarf that can be changed out at any time. 

      

      The patient can use their own hair or we have hair that has been donated. Typically it takes 2-3 hair donations to make each halo wig.  Our hope is that these halo wigs give children the strength, courage, and confidence to keep fighting their battles!  

          

      When Ashlyn was diagnosed with a rare life-threatening blood disorder

      at the age of ten and told she needed a bone marrow transplant, one of her biggest fears was losing her hair.

      

      Just weeks before Ashlyn was scheduled to be admitted to Phoenix Children's Hospital for her bone marrow transplant, her family learned of a special type of halo wig that is made using real hair. Ashlyn was able to cut her OWN hair and send it away to be returned in the form of a halo wig.  Wearing this wig gave her confidence and allowed her to feel normal around her friends.  

      

      It made such a difference in Ashlyn's recovery that she knew she had to do something to help other children. This is how Crowns of Courage was born!

      

      Visit http://www.crownsofcourage.com to learn more.
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