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      Starlee

      

      That night, overlooking the tiny town of Lee Vines, we agree on how to handle the situation. How to handle one another.

      And my heart feels stitched together with thread.

      Friday passes. Then Saturday. The Christmas tree in the center of town twinkles day and night—the bright sun casting glaring reflections—the nighttime lights providing a warm glow. There’s a noticeable loss in everything I do, an ache. I know I’m not the only one that feels it.

      “Have you heard anything from George or Charlie?” Leelee asks, the Sunday after Thanksgiving. The twins have been gone for five days and although my grandmother knows they’ve returned to live with their father, I get the sense she doesn’t know what Sierra said to me, how she blamed their removal on me and then forbid me to see Dexter and Jake. I don’t want to be the one to tell her. What if she agrees? I can’t handle another person I care for being disappointed in me.

      “No, I’m hoping they’ll be at school tomorrow,” I say, handing her a cup of coffee. I’ve gotten up early and made coffee and breakfast, creating a reason not to go to the Wayward Sun. I know Sierra doesn’t want me there. The boys? It’s better for all of us if I keep my distance around here.

      “Well, I hope everything is okay with them. I miss having them around. I know Sierra and the other boys must, too.”

      “I hope they’re okay, too.” My worry about them living with their father again hasn’t decreased since they’d been gone. George historically has had a combative relationship with his dad. Charlie less so, his issues mostly stemmed from defending his twin, but they were doing so well at Sierra’s. It seems like a risk to pull them away now.

      “What are your plans for today?” she asks.

      “I need to read a book for Lit.”

      “Helping Jake?”

      “Uh, no, we’re not in the same class.”

      “Oh right, well, I’m going down to the holiday market with Tom in about an hour. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like. Katie’s working the desk down in the office.”

      “Thank you, but I think I need to get on my homework. You two have fun.”

      While my relationships have either gone underground or fallen apart, my grandmother is smitten by Tom, the owner of the Epic Café. I don’t begrudge her happiness, it’s pretty adorable.

      We finish up breakfast and I stay in my pajamas while Leelee prepares for the drive to June Lake. I hover a little, watching as she searches for her keys and double checks that she’s got her wallet. Every second that passes, I become increasingly desperate for her to leave. Every second I pretend like everything is okay, the more I start to fall apart. When she finally grabs her coat and gloves and walks out the door, I lean against the wall, breathe a sigh of relief, and let the dam break.

      Now I can cry in peace.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m bundled up in a multicolor afghan, on the couch, and a hundred pages into Hemingway when the phone rings. Leelee made good on her promise and got us matching cell phones, my first, and I jump like a startled cat when it vibrates on the coffee table.

      The lodge office number appears on the screen.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Katie. Cottage 6 needs new lightbulbs in the bathroom. Can you grab me a box from storage?”

      I unwrap the blanket from around my legs. “Yeah, sure.”

      Grabbing my coat from the closet by the door, I tug it on and slip on my waterproof boots. After getting caught in the snowstorm, I no longer pretend the weather here isn’t harsh. Not that I’m getting stranded walking from the house to the storage building, but you never know.

      It hasn’t snowed again since the big one a week or so before, but unlike at home, it’s cold enough to keep the icy stuff on the ground, especially in shady corners. The peaks of the Sierras are capped in white and even with everything going on, living in such a beautiful place feels like a dream.

      I take the small path from the house away from the office and duck past the cluster of trees that obscure the building. I’ve turned the corner when I’m yanked off the path. I yelp, panic building in my chest, and struggle against the arms holding me.

      “Shhhh, Starlee, it’s just me.”

      Dexter’s voice calms me but not my heart. It pounds like a frantic drum. “Dex, holy crap, never. Ever. Do that again.”

      I twist until I’m facing him, but stop fighting. He’s wearing a dark knit cap over his thick black hair and his piercing gray eyes are bright against the white of the snow. He’s grown out the scruff on his chin again and I haven’t seen him since Thursday night. It’s been a long three days.

      “I’m sorry I scared you.”

      “Well now that I know I’m not being murdered, I’m happy to see you.” I glance around the corner to assure we’re alone. “Sierra must not have seen you go out.”

      “Jake is occupying her with some history homework, now that he’s not allowed to see his favorite tutor.” He runs his cold hands under the hair on my neck. I shiver. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you, too. These last few days have really sucked.”

      He wets his bottom lip and tilts his head before kissing me gently. I love the way Dexter kisses—the type depending on his mood. Right now, there’s no anger, just a little wistfulness, and he coaxes my lips with his own, drawing me into him. If there were a million reasons why--the snow, his sister, the baggage following us--I’d kiss him all day. But there is all that stuff and it hangs over every moment.

      “So is this how it’s going to be from now on?” I ask, pulling away to catch my breath. He may be feeling like slow sweet kisses, but my mouth and body miss him more than I’d like to admit. “Secret meet-ups?”

      “It’s not like we were super public before.”

      “I know, but I can’t even come in the coffee shop and there’s no way I can ride to school tomorrow. I’ll have to take the bus.”

      He leans his head back against the building. “I’m sorry. We’ll get this resolved.”

      “How long do you think it will take.”

      “My final probation hearing is in early January.”

      I sigh. “So, after Christmas.”

      “Yeah, but if I’m released, then me, you, and Jake should be fine.”

      “I don’t know. Sierra wants me to stay clear from everyone in case the twins need to come back.”

      “My sister can’t control everything we do, Starlee. I know she’s upset and feels like she failed them, but we all made decisions along the way. There’s no situation where we don’t choose you.”

      He may be able to say that but I’m not sure the twins can, not now. “Do you think they’re okay?”

      “I think they’ll get through this.” His voice isn’t entirely confident and it doesn’t help the unease in my stomach. “At least we can check in with them tomorrow.”

      I nod and don’t resist when he soothes my nerves with another kiss and another and a few minutes later we’re both red-cheeked and breathing heavy. “I need to go. Sierra may start looking for me.” He cups my cheeks and kisses me one last time. It’s not enough. “Don’t forget your light bulbs.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Conspiring with Katie?”

      “Everyone needs allies, Starlee, that’s how you get through life.”

      We part, our fingertips lingering, and it hurts to see him go. He’s just next door but seems miles away. The distance between us is painful and raw. I open the shed door thinking about what he just said. Living such an isolated life, I never had support like that before—friends. Allies. Things are different here. I have a job. Go to school. I have Leelee, Katie, and Claire, which means that even though I don’t have my wayward sons right now, I’m not completely alone.

      And that makes life seem a little more doable.
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      Charlie

      

      I lie awake, staring at the ceiling for what seems like hours. The apartment is different from the one we lived in before. This one is nicer, but small. The complex is adjacent to the big ski resort where Dad works maintenance, and housing is included. The bad thing is that when he moved here he was living alone, so this place isn’t quite big enough for the three of us. George and I have to share a room and my brother’s peel-the-paint-off-the-ceiling snoring isn’t helping the situation. Nothing is helping this stupid, shitty situation.

      I roll over and shift my eyes from the plain white walls to our not-unpacked bags we’ve been living out of. Dad got us a dresser to share and there’s a closet, but unpacking feels like giving in and neither of us are ready to do that. I keep my focus off George, who’s sleeping shirtless with his back facing me. The scars given to him by my father the last time we lived together…I don’t like the reminder of how badly things can go.

      We’ve been here for five days—six, really—each more trying than the day before. Mrs. Delange says it’s normal for our transition to take time. That it will take a while for the three of us to get used to living together again, but that’s not it. Not exactly. George and I operate like a unit. Sure, he bugs the hell out of me and sometimes I want to punch him when he’s being so hyper, but I get it. He’s my twin. But Dad? I’m not sure that relationship can ever be repaired.

      We’re caught in a weird cycle. When we were kids, George pissed him off so badly. His ADHD was off the chain. He spent half his time in the emergency room stitching up wounds, and the other hanging off bridges tagging anything bolted down. Dad hated his artwork the same way he hates my video games. Back then I didn’t get it, but now I do. We’ve changed, grown, but Dad? The man’s a freaking narcissist and he wants all the attention in the house focused on him. He may be sober and has a handle on his anger, but his attitude is the same and just being around him feels smothering.

      The alarm on my phone buzzes, telling me it’s time to get up. I grab my pillow and toss it at George, slamming him in the face.

      “Wha?” he mumbles, running his hands over his face. “What time is it?”

      “Time to get up. School’s back today.”

      He perks up instantly, no question why: Starlee.

      We go through our morning routine, alternating between showers and getting dressed. We’re not used to sharing the same room, both of us twice the size since the last time we had to.

      “Ready?” I ask him while tying my shoe.

      He tugs on his flannel over a Wayward Sun T-shirt. “Yeah. I guess.”

      I’m not asking him if he’s ready to go to school. Nah, I’m talking about just leaving the room and facing our dad for the day. I open the door and we both walk out, crossing the small living room furnished with just a couch and an arm chair. My gaming stuff is shoved under the TV and my fingers twitch when I see it.

      I grab the cereal. George, the milk. We’ve both just sat down at the table when Dad walks out of his own room, dressed in his work uniform.

      “School starts back today?” he asks, going to the coffeemaker.

      “Yep,” I answer.

      “You go straight there and back.”

      “No problem,” George says.

      “Some days we have after school stuff,” I say, holding a spoonful of Sugar Ohs.

      “Football’s over,” he replies, glancing at George.

      My brother shrugs. “We have clubs and stuff.”

      “You may want to cut those out for right now. You need to ride the bus home and get busy on your homework.” He shifts his eyes to me. “Charlie, there’s a job opening at the resort office. Part-time tech. I figured you could apply.”

      I had no problem getting a job, but the last thing I wanted was to fill my afternoons with work. It’s already obvious that the only gaming time I’m going to get in is before my dad gets home.

      “Uh, well a few of these clubs are academically related. I tutor and then there’s the service club. Those look good on college applications.”

      Dad grunts, knowing he’s caught in a hard place. College is important to him, although so is work. George eats his breakfast quietly, not wanting the attention on him. I know he’s focused on getting his portfolio in for the art school applications. They’re already late, due to the drama from being removed from Sierra’s house.

      I look at my watch. “The bus is here in five minutes. We should go.”

      “Okay,” he concedes. “We’ll talk about this more later.”

      George and I gather our backpacks and head to the door. It’s not until we’re in the breezeway that my brother exhales, releasing the tension from the past fifteen minutes—if not longer. We’re out by the main road when he finally speaks, “You know, if it weren’t for Starlee, I’d leave now.”

      I nod, seeing the bus coming our way. I feel the same, but at least we’ll get to see her at school. Talk about what happened and figure out how to see her. We both know she’s the only thing keeping us here. The only thing keeping us afloat.
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      Starlee

      

      The combination of living in a small town and going to a small public school makes the concept of “living in a bubble” a harsh reality.

      By Monday, the whole population of Lee Vines and Sierra Academy seem to know that George and Charlie were no longer living at the Wayward Sun. Less know the actual truth, but the stares and whispers I’d finally freed myself from after my arrival in town follow me down the hallways. Standing here, alone, avoiding the curious looks is worse than the first day of school.

      “You may want to keep your distance. There may be spies in the school,” I warn, when Dexter and Jake finally appear at my locker. The ride on the bus had taken twice as long as driving with all the stops along the way. “I think everyone knows about George and Charlie.”

      Jake narrows his eyes at the kids passing by. “Yeah, I wonder why.”

      We all suspect that Christina is behind the call to the police, which resulted in our cases being flagged and Sierra’s foster home being under investigation.

      “Do you think they’ll really come today?” I ask. I don’t need to say their names. There’s only two people we’re concerned with these days.

      “They should. The last thing Mr. Evans needs is the guys to have attendance issues when he’s been fighting to get back custody.”

      I focus on my locker, more specifically getting my math book out of my locker, which has wedged itself under a thick binder. I drop my backpack and grab the book with both hands, struggling against it.

      “Babe,” Jake whispers, gently pushing me aside. He gets the book free easily, using his height and upper body strength. “What’s wrong?”

      “Besides the obvious,” Dexter adds. His gray eyes, barely visible under his thick black cap, are filled with worry. Mr. Wolf, his biology teacher, will make him take the cap off before class, yet he wears it until the last minute.

      “Do you think they hate me?”

      Dex’s eyebrows furrow. “Hate you? Why?”

      “I’m the reason they got sent back to their dad. If I’d never run away from home, the police wouldn’t have had me on file. I wouldn’t be listed as an 'at risk' kid or possible bad influence. If it weren’t for me, they’d still be at home with you two and Sierra.”

      I can tell they’re not into my explanation, but that’s how I feel. It’s what I know.

      “Don’t blame yourself for this. Sierra warned all of us and we ignored her. We knew we were pushing the lines with a few things,” Jake says. He’d been caught coming out of my room more than once. And Sierra knew Dexter and I had sex at the cabin over the summer. It’s not like her concerns aren’t without cause.

      I slam my locker shut. “You really think they won’t be mad?”

      Jake moves as if to throw his arm around me but I slide back, knowing contact is off limits—even if the whole school thought we were dating at homecoming. Any progress we’d made on that front is now dashed. He pins me with a look instead. “If I know one thing for certain in all of this, it’s that George and Charlie are pissed, but definitely not at you.”

      We’re at the juncture at the hall—the one where we split into different directions to go to our first class. It’s harder than usual to say goodbye but before I get too far, I hear, “Mr. Falco, Mr. Hollingsworth, you’re needed in the office.”

      The person speaking is Mrs. Cline from the guidance office. The two boys share a look and the line on Jake’s forehead deepens.

      “What for?” he asks.

      “Not my business, Mr. Hollingsworth, but you need to go there before class.”

      “Probably just our schedules,” Dex says.

      “Go,” I say. “I’ll talk to you at lunch.”

      The guys follow Mrs. Cline down the hall and I head the opposite way, thinking that even though it stinks that we can’t see each other at home, at least they can’t force us apart at school.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Dexter

      

      I don’t think much about being called into the office until I see George and Charlie sitting on the uncomfortable chairs. They both look up as we walk in, eyebrows raising identically. My first reaction is relief. I’m just happy to see them in one piece—the way they were taken from the house the week before was unfortunate. So much yelling, and Sierra made it clear I wasn’t to get involved.

      “Hey,” I say, knocking fists and then taking the seat across from them. Jake does the same, squeezing in the chair too small for his broad frame. His legs take up half the floor space. “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Mrs. Cline stopped us when we got off the bus.”

      I share a look with Jake. “Yeah,” I say. “us too.”

      “How’s it been going?” Jake asks.

      George shrugs and Charlie glares at the floor.

      “It’s fine,” George finally says. “Small. Our dad is being okay, I guess. I’m still not sure why he even wants us there.”

      “Because he’s a control freak,” Charlie quietly. “I think he doesn’t like the idea of us doing well without him.”

      “Really?” I ask. I don’t know much about Mr. Evans, other than he’s a prick who has a temper worse than my own.

      “Yeah, I do. I think that once he heard George was playing football and staying out of trouble and that I had some options for getting into college that didn’t depend on him, he wanted back in our lives. When we were a hot mess, he didn’t care.”

      Charlie’s bitterness is palpable but George leans forward and asks, “How’s Sierra?”

      “Upset,” I say. “She feels awful about everything.”

      “It’s not her fault,” George says. “She’s an awesome foster mom.”

      Charlie looks at Jake. “Do you think Christina did this?”

      “I think it’s likely.”

      “How’s Starlee?” George asks.

      “Coping. She’s taking the blame as much as Sierra,” I explain. “But I’ve only seen her once and out in the hall just now. Things are tense back home.”

      Charlie’s frown deepens. “This whole thing is wrong, you know that? Totally wrong.”

      “Boys.” Mrs. Baxter, the guidance counselor, comes out of her office. She has a stack of papers in her hands. “I’ve heard about the shake-up at home and talked to your social workers and Ms. Falco. There’s been a request from everyone involved to shift your schedules so that you’re no longer in the same class as Starlee Jones.”

      “You’re kidding?” I jump out of my seat. Mrs. Baxter gives me a hard look and I step back. “Starlee hasn’t done anything.”

      “You’re seriously going to disrupt our schedules over this?” Charlie asks. “Because someone wants to pretend Starlee is a problem. She’s not an issue.”

      Mrs. Baxter sighs. “Look, guys, I agree with you completely. Ms. Jones hasn’t been a problem in any way since she’s arrived, but my hands are tied. I’m doing what I’ve been told by the State. You and I both know it’s best not to make waves.”

      She’s right, of course, but it sucks because it’s just another blow—another circumstance that proves we have no control over our lives. We’ve got to just deal with it until graduation, then no one can tell us what to do anymore.

      “Are those our new schedules?” I ask, pointing to the papers.

      “Yes.” She holds them out.

      I grab the one with my name on it and the others reluctantly do the same. Causing problems at school will only make things worse.

      “Thank you for cooperating,” she says as we exit the office. The first bell rang ten minutes ago. We’ll be late for class but that’s not the worst part of the day.

      The worst part is going to be telling Starlee. She’s not going to take this well, and I feel for whoever sees her first.
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      Starlee

      

      First and second period are a complete waste of time. I’m too focused on getting to Art and seeing if George made it to school. When I get to the basement room, relief floods me; there’s no mistaking his tall, lanky frame standing in front of Ms. Peterman’s desk. His portfolio leans against his legs.

      As excited as I am, I’m hesitant to approach him. What if, despite what Dexter and Jake say, he’s still upset? I wait in the doorway as my classmates push past me, waiting for him to finish talking to the teacher. She points down to a form and he glances over, seeing me. His eyes flick over me but he makes no other moves, just focusing back on Ms. Peterman.

      I can’t wait for him to approach me—the bell is going to ring—so I step in the room, pass by him and go to my seat. I can’t help but overhear some of their conversation.

      “I made a few calls,” Ms. Peterman says, “and the admission offices are giving you until the end of the day to submit your portfolio.”

      “Thank you. I thought I’d have time to do it before the deadline.” He runs his hand through his light brown hair. “Things really went sideways.”

      She gives him a sympathetic smile. “It was extenuating circumstances, George. The admissions board understands and you deserve a fair shot.”

      “I’ll let you know how it goes.”

      He picks up his portfolio and without another look, leaves the room.

      He didn’t even acknowledge me and it stings as much as a slap in the face.

      I try to force myself to listen as Ms. Peterman describes our next unit, ceramics, but I feel the tidal wave of despair rolling over me. Once she’s finished and we’re ready to start working on our own, I stand on shaky feet and walk to her desk.

      “Can I have a pass to the restroom?”

      “Sure, Starlee, they’re hanging by the door.”

      I grab the colorful pass off the hook and exit the room quickly. There’s no bathroom down on the art hall, so I take the ramp to the upper level and turn the corner. Hot tears burn at my eyes. I’d screwed this up for everyone and now the twins, at least George, can barely stand to look at me. I push through the bathroom door and head to the sink, splashing cold water on my face. In the mirror I see how much of a wreck I am. Red eyes. Splotchy face. It’s one thing to be forced away from Dex and Jake, but the twins? I ruined their lives.

      The door opens behind me and I glance down, not wanting anyone to see me like this. I turn on the water again, hoping to look busy, and ignore the footsteps behind me. It’s not until I feel someone behind me that I look up and see George’s face in the mirror. His eyes are sad, ringed with dark circles, and he reaches around me to turn off the water.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” I say, as much about it being the girls' bathroom and also being near me. “We could both get in trouble.”

      “I’m not sure we can get in much more trouble than we already are,” he replies gruffly. “I needed to talk to you.”

      My heart ebbs with pain. I fight the urge to touch his face, soothe the dark smudges under his eyes. “Are you okay? Is Charlie? Why aren’t you in class?”

      He nods. “We’re fine. Not happy, but fine.”

      “I’m so sorry about this,” I say in a rush. “If I could take it back—”

      “Take what back?” he frowns. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      They keep saying this but it’s not true. Sierra doesn’t think it’s true, either. I inserted myself in a fragile ecosystem and it crumbled. Is this what my mother always suspected?

      “That’s up for debate,” I say. “How’s your dad?”

      “Determined,” he says with a sigh. “I’m not sure why he decided he needed us back home now, but he’s not backing down. Unfortunately, Mrs. Delange and the court agree. He hasn’t done anything out of line. No drinking or smoking, but things are tense. I’m a little worried about Charlie.”

      “How come?”

      “He’s not sleeping. Dad won’t let him play online much. He’s focused on Charlie getting an after-school job, which totally cuts into his gaming time. You know focused Charlie is with the e-sports.” I nod. Focused is an understatement. “He’s got that tournament coming up at the end of the month and he’s hell-bent on going, even though there’s no way Dad will approve.”

      “That sounds really tough. And you? How are you, really?”

      He steps forward and captures my fingers in his. “Coping. Missing you. Missing Sierra and the guys. Lee Vines.”

      “We all miss you, too.” I exhale. “I definitely miss you.”

      I want to kiss him but I’m too aware that I’m on borrowed classroom time. “Are you coming back to art?” I ask again.

      He shakes his head and a guilty look crosses his face. “Mrs. Delange rearranged my schedule.”

      “Why?”

      His jaw clenches. “They’re pushing hard on this, Star.”

      “What? But…” A rock forms in my stomach.

      “The way I see it is if we follow the rules, do everything they say, then maybe we can get back to Sierra’s. We have to prove that she’s providing a safe and secure home and that we’re willing to fight for it.”

      “They really think I’m that bad of an influence?” He doesn’t answer. Just looks sad. “What about lunch? Or after school?”

      “Not right now.” He grimaces.

      “What about Dex and Jake?” His expression says it all and the panic from before bubbles back to the surface. “So that’s it, then.”

      “No,” he replies, with conviction. “That’s not it. We’ll figure something out. Just…” he exhales loudly, “just don’t do anything rash. Be patient. Wait for us.”

      He reaches for me but I’m too rattled.

      “I can’t,” I say, and head back to class, trying to deal with the enormity of the situation. I hope that he’s mistaken about lunch, but he’s not. As the day progresses, it’s clear the boys are no longer in the same lunch period and Jake isn’t in P.E. They’ve vanished from the hallways, like they never existed, and I wander aimlessly, like I’ve lost all of my limbs, wondering if my mother was right all this time. Maybe life is easier alone. That way you can’t get left behind.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you okay?”

      Gym was over twenty minutes ago and I’m sitting on the bench in the locker room long after the other girls have left.

      “Starlee?” Claire’s hand lands on my shoulder and she sits next to me. “What’s going on?”

      I glance over at my friend—well, someone I think is my friend. It’s hard to know anyone anymore. Hard to trust. Her blonde hair is twisted in a series of tiny braids and then pulled back in a tight ponytail. Her makeup, as always, is on point, thick and dark, giving her an edgy look. Claire is beautiful and she’s revealed a lot about herself to me, but after the last few weeks I’m nervous about trusting people.

      I wipe my nose on my sleeve. “I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine.” She leans forward and says in a quiet voice, “I heard about George and Charlie. Is that what this is about?”

      “I guess. Them and the other boys, too. They’re not allowed to see me anymore. I can’t go to their house or the shop. They can’t be in my classes.”

      “Seriously?” She looks surprised. “That’s bullshit. Why not?”

      “I’m considered an 'at risk' youth because I ran away from home last fall.” I use finger quotes at the descriptor, because it’s total B.S.

      “That doesn’t seem right.”

      “Or fair, but you and I both know right and fair don’t really matter.”

      “There’s no way the guys agree with this. I’ve seen them look at you.” Her elbow nudges mine. “They’re into you. Big time. There has to be a way to fix it.”

      “I can’t see how? Sierra is panicked and the social workers are on alert. I can’t risk the twins' chance to get back to her house or Dexter’s probation.” I drop my head in my hands and groan. “You know this is all Christina’s doing. She’s pissed about homecoming and Jake. We were idiots to think we could get the upper hand on that.”

      She’s quiet for a moment. Thoughtful, although I sense the anger she carries for Christina under the surface. “First of all, you need to understand a few things. One, this isn’t over. We just need to figure out what direction we want to take it. Second, I will not allow Christina to ruin another person’s life. But we have to be smart about it. Super smart, because she is a conniving bitch. And third,” she nudges me, “I’m a loyal friend, Starlee, and Jake and the other guys have always done right by me. I’ll do right by them, too.”

      Her conviction stirs something inside of me. “I’ve given up on things so many times. Over and over. It’s how my mother raised me.”

      “Your mother isn’t here and it’s time for you to learn a different way.”

      “You think I should fight for them.”

      “And yourself.” She gives me a small smile. “You’re worth it.”

      I hold her eye, understanding it now. This isn’t about me losing something. It’s about me holding on to what’s important. I did it once when I came out here on my own and I’ll do it again, except this time there are bigger implications.

      “What do we do first?” I ask.

      She grins in return. “We use our brains. This isn’t going to be an easy task, but it’s winter and we live in the middle of god-forsaken-nowhere. We have time and a need for vengeance.”

      “You’re crazy, you know that, right?” I say, but the gleam in her eye makes me laugh. It makes me hopeful. It makes me really glad she’s my friend.
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      Jake

      

      The house feels weird without the twins. When they first moved in, I hated it—kind of hated them. George was so loud and quirky. He made so much freaking noise, either banging around his room, knocking things over or playing loud music. Charlie was the complete opposite, an introvert, closed-off, shy. It took him months before he relaxed around us.

      I got used to it—them. George is fun, he just needed a way to channel all that energy. Sierra put him to work, let him paint the walls at the shop. I encouraged him to work out and join the football team. It took a while for me to get him, but Charlie is a good guy, too. He’s smarter than the rest of us, more thoughtful. Moving to Sierra’s probably affected him more than the rest of us, he just didn’t show it.

      “I’m going out for a run,” I tell Sierra. She and Dexter are in the kitchen. I pause in the door at the scent of cinnamon and chocolate. “What’s that?”

      “Try it,” she says holding up the pastry. “I’m thinking of calling it, 'Hell’s Hazelnut Puff'.”

      Dexter shakes his head but keeps rolling dough. Sierra frowns. “No?”

      I shove the pastry in my mouth and holy crap, it’s good. Flakey and soft and damn. I reach for another, but she swats my hand away. “Work on the name. You’ve nailed the product.”

      “Don’t stay out too late. I don’t like you running on the trail after dark.”

      “I won’t.” We don’t have to worry so much about people out here but there’s other stuff like injuries and getting stuck out there, or worse, bears.

      I grab my gloves and hat, it’s cold outside, and start down the sidewalk that goes in front of the lodge. The office lights are off, they’re closed, but way back behind the trees I see them burning in Mrs. Nye’s house and I can’t help but wonder what Starlee’s up to, if she’s in her room, in her bed.

      My mind wanders to the time we spent in there together. Starlee and I haven’t had sex, but we’ve been intimate—close. I know what she feels like, looks like. I’ve seen her face when she’s falling over the edge and sometimes it’s hard to think of anything else.

      I run my hand over my face and shake off the thoughts. I need to get my blood pumping somewhere other than my dick, so I pick up the pace and jog past the little shops and restaurants until I get to the two-mile trail that weaves behind Lee Vines.

      Running brings me peace—as does anything physical. I’m biding my time, waiting to hear about any scholarship offers. I know I’ve got to keep my grades up, something I’m worried about if Sierra won’t let me get help from Starlee. Somehow, that girl gets me and is able to settle my mind and help me unscramble the words. Her voice is calm, sweet. She’s smart and patient.

      My lungs strain as I race up the trail. My thighs ache. I push aside the unfairness of the situation. The loss of my brothers. I know this is a blip in time because they can’t keep us apart forever, but it sucks.

      I reach the peak and stop, catching my breath and looking over the lights of Lee Vines. The Christmas tree twinkles below and it hurts to think we’ll be spending it without the twins. The truth of the situation hits hard. Not only did the boys lose their home, but we lost our family. To make it worse, the tie that bound us all together, even more than Sierra, has been pushed away.

      It’s not in my nature to give up—to settle without a fight. I know it’s not in Dexter’s, either. I inhale the cold winter air and start back down the trail, feeling the start of a plan building with every step. I’m not ready to give up and I hope my brothers aren’t either.
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      Starlee

      

      I’m in the middle of Lit when there’s a tap on the classroom door. I’m busy taking the notes when I hear my teacher say, “Starlee, you’ve been called to the office. Take your books, class is ending soon.”

      I close my notebook and gather my stuff, slinging my backpack over my shoulder, ignoring everyone watching me leave the room. At this point I’m used to everyone’s attention, but I still hate it. It brings up all the anxiety I’ve worked so hard to bury and it’s getting harder and harder to push back down again.

      There’s one set of eyes that I feel the most—Christina. She’s hyper-focused on everything I do, although if I look at her she’ll pretend to be busy; taking notes, typing on her phone, studying her nails. I sense her watching now but I don’t give her the satisfaction of glancing her way. She’s not worth it.

      My teacher hands me the hall pass and I leave the room, stepping into the cooler air of the hallway. The paper says to go to room 105—which is not the office. It takes me a few minutes since I’m not fully acclimated to the building yet but it’s on the first level, next to the chorus room.

      The whole thing seems super weird and I double-check the note from the again. It’s on an official slip—Mrs. Cline’s signature is at the bottom. I turn the knob and open the door, but there’s no adult inside. It’s my wayward sons. And Claire.

      “What’s going on?” I say, both excited and wary. I’m still clinging to the note.

      Claire smiles. “I work in the office during second period. Since you guys are banned from seeing one another, I used my limited but useful power to get us all into one room at the same time without anyone noticing.”

      I’m stunned and confused but Jake doesn’t waste the moment. He walks over and pulls me into a hug, wrapping his strong arms around me. “We’re going to figure this out,” he whispers in my ear. My heart thuds erratically just being near him.

      “Thank you,” I say to Claire once he releases me. I scan the boys. They all look tired. Charlie in particular. I don’t hesitate to walk over and link my fingers with his. He gives me a tight smile in return and squeezes back.

      “Since you guys are all too close to this situation, I’ve decided to insert myself into your problem. Mostly because I loathe Christina and we all know she’s behind this.”

      “We know why,” Dexter says, glancing at Jake, “but how? How did she get the police to listen to her or our social workers?”

      “Maybe through her dad or something?” Claire says. “He’s a lawyer. He’d know people.”

      Dexter’s jaw clenches tight as he nods. “Well, that sucks.”

      “It does. I know you think that the rule about not seeing Starlee is the hardest part right now, but I think you need to look at the bigger picture,” she says, leaning on the director’s platform.

      “Getting the twins back home,” I say. “That’s the priority.”

      George looks like he’s about to argue but Charlie shoots him a look and says, “We’re fine. Starlee’s name needs to be cleared in all this so we can see each other again. It’s pointless being back at Sierra’s if she’s considered a risk.”

      “Can we do both?” Jake asks. “Aren’t they sort of the same thing?”

      “I made the decision to run away from home,” I explain. “I can’t change the past but we need to show everyone that Sierra can be trusted and while we’re doing that maybe they’ll start to trust me.”

      “How are we going to do that?” Dexter asks, arms crossed over his chest.

      “By following the rules,” Claire says. “Stay away from each other at school, don’t cross paths at home. Don’t give Christina anything she can use against you.”

      “For how long?” Jake asks.

      “Until my hearing,” Dexter says, catching on. “It’s right after New Year. Starlee, you should come and talk to the judge yourself.”

      “So what? We have to stay away from one another for four weeks?” I laugh. “We’ve done longer.”

      “And it sucked,” George grumbles. “I don’t like this plan and I don’t see how it’s going to make a difference for me and Charlie.”

      “You’re going to keep your nose clean, follow the rules and wait out my probation,” Dexter says. “We’ll get Sierra’s license reinstated and after that, you guys petition Mrs. Delange to let you come back home.”

      “If we make it that long,” Charlie mutters under his breath. I tighten my grip on his hand again.

      Jake runs his hands through his hair. “This seems really freaking complicated.”

      “Oh right, and Jake, you need to neutralize Christina,” Claire says with a grimace.

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      “Between the two of us, we’ll figure it out.”

      I raise an eyebrow, not sure how I feel about that.

      “So, I guess we’re at zero contact for the next four weeks?” I say, not liking it one bit.

      “Can you do that?” Claire asks, looking at each one of us. “Can you stay away from Starlee until the probation hearing?”

      Since we’re doing it together, I don’t feel as lost as I did the day before but as we each say yes, that we can do it—we can stay apart—there’s the nagging desire that never leaves me, hasn’t left since that day I kissed them all by the waterfall.

      Saying we’ll stay away from one another is one thing.

      Doing it is something else entirely.
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      Starlee

      

      The first test comes on Thursday night. Supernatural night. The show is on winter hiatus but that doesn’t mean the ritual is forgotten. I was willing to let it go, as were the boys and I suspect Sierra, but Leelee? She has other plans.

      “I thought we could have dinner at our house,” my grandmother says the day before. I’m working on homework in the front of the office. It feels better not to be alone right now.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” I confess. She still doesn’t know that Sierra has forbidden Dex and Jake from seeing me. “Everyone is still pretty upset about the twins.”

      “I can call their dad and invite them too.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “I’m not sure it works like that.”

      “Well that’s just foolish.” She shakes her head. “Those boys worked for me. They were like family. I’m supposed to just cut them off?”

      I rest my pencil on my notebook. “Apparently, yes.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      Join the club, Leelee. Join the club.

      The next day, I get off the bus and walk into the office and find Katie at the desk. “Where’s LeeLee?”

      “Prepping for your TV night,” she says without looking up from the computer.

      “Wait, she’s doing that?” I thought she’d taken the hint. Did this mean she called Mr. Evans? Sierra? “Call me if you need any help. I’m going to go check on her.”

      Katie grunts and I make the quick walk to the cottage. Crowley’s out in the backyard and he barks at me as I go down the path. Once inside, I find Leelee in the kitchen. The oven is on, the stove is hot. “Oh good,” she says when she sees me, “They’ll be here at seven. Go ahead and get your homework finished.”

      I tilt my head. “Who is going to be there at seven?”

      “Everyone.” She smiles. “Well, hopefully everyone. Obviously, Sierra and the boys next door. I called Mr. Evans.” Her smile vanishes. “He’s a tough one. But the invitation is out there. I hope he lets them come.”

      I stand in the kitchen doorway, confused at what’s going on. We agreed to stay away from one another. And we had. For two full days. Two long, torturous days of seeing Dexter walk down the hall, his dark hair feral from being shoved under his cap. And catching a glimpse of Jake’s broad shoulders as he took out the trash next door. And the constant worry I have over the twins, noticing the dark shadows grow under Charlie’s eyes and wondering if George got his applications turned in. It pains me not to be with them. Touch and support them. Before I had them in little doses—tiny bursts in my day, but this? This is a different level of torture. It was easier when I was across the country. But I did it, for them, and I’ve pushed through all of that. Managed it, and now my grandmother is forcing us together?

      It’s like the fates are working against us.

      I’m even more convinced of this two hours later when Leelee shouts at me to open the door and I’m face-to-face with two gorgeous boys and all their freshly showered smells and pink kissable lips and all my willpower threatens to crack.

      “Hi,” I say, forcing myself to look past them and at Sierra. I haven’t seen her since she told me not to come near the boys anymore.

      Dexter’s holding a pastry box that smells as amazing as he does and I tell him to take it to Leelee. Jake shrugs off his coat and hangs it on the hook behind the door and after a moment of awkwardness, follows Dex.

      Sierra and I face one another, she’s still on the porch as if she’s not sure this is what she wants to do.

      “Thanks for coming,” I say. “It means a lot to my grandmother. I get the feeling you haven’t told her the new rules.”

      “I love Mrs. Nye. She’s been so good to me and I never want to hurt her, so no, I haven’t mentioned it.”

      “Well, this was her idea. We’re staying apart.” By force, I wanted to add. “I’m trying to do what’s right so you can get your license back.”

      “Thank you, Starlee,” she says with a tight smile. “I know this is hard on everyone.”

      “It sucks for us but it’s a lot harder on George and Ch—” A shadow moves down the path. Two shadows. My heart clenches.

      Sierra turns and I see her shoulders sag in relief. “What are you doing here?”

      “Mrs. Nye invited us and it turns out even our dad can’t say no to her.”

      Sierra laughs and it may be the first genuine smile I’ve seen from her in weeks. She pulls them both into a tight hug and they both look at me over her shoulder, identical eyes burning into me.

      “The boys are in the kitchen,” I say, fighting every urge I have to hug them myself. They do the same, George’s jaw ticking as he passes.

      When we’re alone again, she says, “They look tired.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I really hope they’re okay.” She looks up at me with gray, sad eyes.

      “Me too.”

      I shut the door behind her and lean against the wooden surface as she follows the boys into the kitchen. I can’t have them all the time but Leelee gave me this—one night--and relief spreads over me that they’re all here at once, safe and secure.
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      George

      

      Charlie and I made our own agreement after meeting with Claire, Starlee, and the guys. We’d figure out a way to make it work at home. Stop the sulking and bad attitude. If our dad fails, he fails, but they won’t be able to blame it on us.

      After school, Charlie headed up to the resort and applied for the tech job in the office. It’s mostly scheduling and website maintenance—similar to what he did for Mrs. Nye at the lodge. The move made Dad happy, and when I asked if there were any openings for me, too, he brings home a list.

      There’s something to cooperation, because when Mrs. Nye called and spoke to him about us coming up to Lee Vines for dinner, Dad agrees. Neither Charlie nor I believed it for a minute, but we’re seventeen, he said, and what he’d learned in his meetings was that you couldn’t control everyone all the time.

      So yeah, we could go and he’d hit the basement of the Methodist church for his meeting. It was weird. Calm. It made my skin itch but so did Starlee in a whole different way, and if getting along meant I could see her—even just for one night, under strict supervision—I’d take it.

      But it’s harder than I thought to just sit in the same room with her, thinking about her, smelling her shampoo and hearing her voice. Part of me feels like a pervert—like an out-of-control teenager with raging, ridiculous hormones, but then I remember, I am an out-of-control teenager with raging, ridiculous hormones. I remember something else. So is she.

      The episode plays on the wide-screen TV—a fan favorite picked by Sierra--and we all take our seats, with none of the funny business that often goes down while watching Supernatural. No fighting over who sits next to Starlee or discreetly pressing our thighs against hers. She sits in a chair by herself, her body shifted to the side, like she’s willing herself apart. If there is any truth to the concept that men want what they can’t have, it’s playing out in this room.

      Sitting still has never been my strong suit. Between that, the fact the show is a repeat, and distraction of the girl in the chair makes it all that much harder. Midway through, I gather the empty plates and stack them in a pile, excusing myself. Sierra gives me a sympathetic smile. She knows it’s hard for me to calm down sometimes.

      “George Evans, don’t break any of my plates,” Mrs. Nye calls. It’s a valid statement. It’s happened before.

      “I won’t! Promise!”

      I carry the plates to the sink, setting them down gently. A fork falls off balance and slips, clattering on the floor.

      “It’s okay!” I shout, wincing at the loud sound. I’m not surprised a few minutes later to hear the pad of footsteps on the hardwoods, although I certainly didn’t expect it to be Starlee.

      “Everything okay?” she asks in an overloud voice.

      “You volunteer to check on me?”

      “I was sent in—by my grandmother.” I lean against the counter, resting my hands on the edge. “You seem extra antsy tonight.”

      “I’m not used to this new situation.”

      She moves over to the sink, turning on the water. I watch as she rinses off the plates one by one, stacking them on top of one another. Tired of being so close to her and not touching her, I lift her hair off her neck and kiss her warm skin.

      “That’s against the rules, Mr. Evans,” she says quietly, the water drowning out her voice.

      “It’s been a week. Too long. I need something to get through the day.”

      She faces me, eyes both sad and fiery; we’re caught in a complicated spot. “So, your dad was really okay with you coming tonight?”

      “He said so, but…”

      She touches my arm and it burns through the cotton of my shirt. “But what?”

      “We’re learning to trust him again. It’s too soon to tell.”

      She looks up at me with those wide green eyes and her mouth is red and plump. I bend down and brush my lips against hers, easing them apart and slipping my tongue in to sweep against hers.

      She tastes like sugar and chocolate. Home and stability. Her hand moves around my neck, cupping my face to pull me closer. It’s sweet. Dangerous, and I never want to stop.

      “George!” Dexter calls from the other room.

      “Cockblocker,” I mumble, making Starlee laugh. She turns back to the sink. I see the way her back moves, inhaling and exhaling. I took her breath away. “Yeah?”

      “Bring me another one of those pastries.”

      “Two,” Jake calls.

      “Make it three.”

      “I’ve been summoned,” I tell her, pushing her hair back over her shoulder.

      “I think you have.”

      I grab the plate of pastries and pass her once more, kissing her temple. I want her to know how I feel, that this separation is not by choice. My avoidance is not what I want. It’s important for her to know that, and from the way she watches me leave the room, I think she does.
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      Starlee

      

      There’s a lull in business at the lodge prior to Christmas, which means Katie doesn’t need help at the desk in the afternoons. When Margaret asks me to lead the holiday service project for the Helping Hands Club, I agree. I need something to distract myself.

      “As you all know, we’re doing a mitten and glove tree for the holiday. We’ll put clothespins on the tree and students can clip gloves and mittens to hang like ornaments.” Speaking to a group like this is different for me. I can’t push back the heat in my cheeks no matter how hard I try.

      “I love this idea,” Margaret says, encouragingly. I’d seen it back home in one of the shops near our house and suggested it to her. “People can also donate hats and scarves. We’ll put them under the tree like gifts.”

      “The tree will need to go up on Friday. I’ll be in charge of that, but I’m going to need someone with a truck to help.”

      Normally I’d depend on the boys to help me, but that obviously can’t happen. Even Charlie quit the club, although I’d overheard him tell Leelee he’d started working at the resort. I’m a little relieved that he’s not just sitting at home, going back down the rabbit hole.

      Christina lost a little bit of her smug expression when it was announced I was organizing the project. It took everything I had not to tell Margaret what she had done to me and the boys during the snowstorm, but we’d agreed to keep that lowkey for now. A big display is only playing into her hands and risking the guys getting into more trouble.

      Someone speaks out from the group. “I have a truck if you need help at the tree farm.”

      I glance over at the boy I think is in my Chemistry class. He’s got dark brown hair and a shirt that says UCLA Baseball across the chest. His blue eyes skip from Margaret to me. “Sure. What’s your name?”

      “Jasper.”

      I scribble it on my list. “That’s great. We need signs to place around the school. Anyone interested in that?”

      “What about Charlie?”

      I look up from my paper. Christina’s perfectly sculpted eyebrow is raised in question. I swallow and say, “Charlie’s no longer in the club.”

      She frowns and looks at her friends innocently. “Oh, that’s too bad. He was really helpful. I guess—"

      “I’ll do it,” Claire interrupts. “I can make the signs.”

      I smile and write down her name. “Thank you.”

      Christina glares at her former friend, but I’m over her drama. “That’s it for today. We’ll need everyone’s help in drumming up interest for the school to participate.” I give Christina a small smirk. “Maybe you can work on that. I know you love spreading around information.”

      She rolls her eyes in return. I know better than to think I can get a jab in with her. She’s done her damage. Jake and I are no longer a couple in any way. The other boys are just icing on her miserable cake.

      After everyone leaves the room, Claire walks over and I mumble, “I really want to take her down a peg or two.”

      “Patience, girl, patience.”

      I shove my notebook in my bag. “I’ve about run out.”

      “You still need a ride?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “It’s so out of your way. I feel bad.”

      “Don’t. I don’t mind at all. Keeps me from doing that stupid Health assignment.”

      “Oh crap, I forgot about that.” This semester we’re alternating days between P.E. and Health. Our teacher is vegan and our assignment is to make some kind of vegan dish to share with the class. “You want to come to my house and work on it together?”

      The truth is, I’d love to have Claire come to the house. It’s lonely with Leelee working and sometimes going to dinner with Tom.

      “Sure, that sounds great. We can stop at the store for ingredients first.”

      “Awesome.”

      There’s a small buzz in my chest as I follow Claire out of the classroom and to her car. This is the kind of stuff friends do. Homework and hanging out. We walk out of the building toward her car and I can’t help but think about how I came out here for the Wayward Sons but maybe there’s so much more I’ve been missing.
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      Dexter

      

      I’ve just finished wiping down the counters when there’s a knock on the coffee shop door. Sierra’s in the kitchen, taking a break from harassing Jake about homework. I can’t tell if he’s really that hard to tutor of if he’s making my sister pay for taking Starlee away. Either way, they’re both frustrated.

      I walk over to the door, drying my hands on a towel, and peek through the window. Claire stands on the other side.

      I toss the towel on a nearby table and unlock the door. “Hey. If you’re looking for coffee, I just dumped it out.”

      “I’m not looking for coffee, or I wasn’t, until you mentioned it,” she frowns. “I came to get you. We need your help.”

      I stand straight. “Who? Starlee? Is she okay?”

      Her expression relaxes. “Oh, she’s fine, we’re just in the middle of a baking crisis.”

      “A baking crisis?”

      “For Health. I thought we could make these black bean brownies, but I underestimated our ability to make beans taste like chocolate.”

      “Oh, you have Coach Thompson.” I smile as Sierra walks into the room. “I got an A on that project.”

      “Of course, you did. That’s why I came here.” She wrinkles her nose. “Things have gotten, uh, sticky over there.”

      I laugh at the wording. As much as it sucks, I say, “Yeah, you two are going to have to figure that out on your own.”

      Her face falls. “Really?”

      Claire knows the rules. No hanging out, and I try to keep the suspicion off my face at her pushing so hard. Maybe it’s a test, to prove how hard we’re all trying. I shrug. “Sorry.”

      She pouts and it’s funny because it’s a little more awkward than flirty. Probably because she’s not into guys.

      “I guess I’ll see you at school,” she says.

      “Bye.” I wave and shut the door, locking it behind her. I turn around and see Sierra unnecessarily stacking cups on the counter.

      “Friend of Starlee’s?”

      I nod. “And the rest of us. She’s cool.”

      “And she wanted help with what?”

      “Remember how Coach Thompson makes the class create vegan dishes so he can get free food?”

      Her eyes light up. “Oh, right. I made some kind of eggplant dish with soy cheese. Oh my god, it was awful. It tasted like feet.”

      “Yeah, they’re in that class. Sounds like things aren’t going so well.” I hold her gaze. “I said no.”

      She nods and places the last cup on the top of the pyramid. “You know I’m not doing this just to be a bitch.”

      I step up to the counter so we’re face to face. Sometimes it’s like looking into a mirror, other times it’s more painful, like looking at a wisp of my mom. “I know, it’s just hard.”

      “I know she’s important to you and hopefully we can get past this. I have a second review coming up soon with the state. If I pass, they’ll reissue my license.”

      I lay my hands flat on the counter. “It just seems wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know you’re doing this for us, to make sure none of us gets displaced, but pushing Starlee out for something that isn’t her fault…it’s not fair.”

      “I made a promise to take care of you after we lost Mom and Dad. I won’t go back on it.”

      “A promise to who?” I ask, feeling the anger and frustration rising. “Yourself? Me? Because I don’t want that hanging over me if it means cutting out someone I lo—.”

      She tilts her head. “You love her?”

      I shove a hand in my hair and shrug.

      “Dex, you’re young. She’s a nice girl and everything, but...”

      “Stop,” I say, tired of the bullshit. “This isn’t a passing fling or something, Sierra. What I’ve found with her—what we’ve all found with her—is something special. And you can keep us apart for now, you can tell me not to go over there and help her bake some fucking nasty brownies, and you can make Jake struggle on his own from the one person that has helped him academically to make some point—to appease the State and their stupid rules.” I push away from the counter. “But the second I’m off probation, I’m done with all this, understand?”

      I untie my apron and toss it on the nearest chair, heading to the door, ignoring my sister as she calls for me. I could go next door and defy all the rules, go see my girl. Kiss her. Hug her. But I don’t. I go for a walk instead, breathing in the fresh air and looking up at the endless stars. I’ll see the next few weeks through and play by the rules, but I’d meant what I said; the second I’m free from the state and my probation, I’m going for Starlee and no one can stop me.
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      Starlee

      

      I get a “C” on the black bean brownies. Honestly, I’m just glad Coach Thompson lets me stay after class and clean up for extra credit instead of giving me the big, fat “F” I deserve. Seriously, they were gross.

      “When you’re finished,” he says, taking another vegan cookie off the plate Christina brought, “drop the leftovers in the teacher’s lounge. Here’s a pass to get into your next class late.”

      “Thanks.” I tuck the pass into my jeans pocket and stack the plates of food on the rolling cart he’d brought me and enter the hall. The lounge isn’t that far away, tucked in the far corner next to the AV-Tech room. I slow the cart as I get close to the room and knock on the lounge door. No one answers, so I go inside.

      There’s a long counter that has a coffeemaker and a few other packaged treats. I start carrying in the plates, wondering who in the world wants to eat this garbage. I eye the plate of cookies Christina brought, they look good—not lumpy and weird like most the others. I pinch off the corner and take a bite.

      “Son of a—” I mutter. It’s delicious and I want to drop the whole plate on the floor and stomp them into dust.

      “Starlee?”

      I look over and see Charlie peek his head out of the computer lab. His hair is disheveled, hanging over his glasses. My heart thuds when I see him.

      “Hey.” I hold up the cookie. “Want a cookie made by the devil?”

      He walks over and takes it, shoving the whole thing into his mouth at once. I’ll never get used to the speed and efficiency of how these boys eat. “That’s really good.”

      “It’s vegan. Made out of Styrofoam and tofu.”

      He raises an eyebrow that peeks over his glasses. He shrugs and grabs another cookie. Yeesh. He’s adorable, especially in his red and white flannel over his retro Spider-Man T-shirt.

      “You need some help?” He points to the rest of the food.

      “Don’t you have class?”

      “Independent study. Ms. Holmes sent me down here to work on the school website.”

      “Ah, getting the most out of their free labor.”

      He laughs and looks at the pile of food. “Seems like a trend around here.”

      With two people it only takes a few minutes to lay out the food, and I try my best to pretend like I’m not affected by his fingertips grazing mine in the process. I haven’t had a minute alone with Charlie since he moved to his dad’s and when we’re finished and standing by the cart I ask, “How is everything?”

      “It’s okay.” I must not look convinced, because he adds, “Really. We stopped fighting Dad on everything and he’s relaxed a little.”

      “Good. How’s the job?”

      “Not bad. If I get everything done, I sneak a little gaming time.”

      I smile. “Of course, you do.”

      “I miss the house, though. Sierra and the guys.” He holds my eye. “You. I really miss you.”

      “It’s been hard.”

      “Before you came to live up here I didn’t really need people—well, other than George. I hid out in my game and online stuff.” He reaches for me, skimming my cheek with the back of his fingers. “You changed all that.”

      My heart hammers when he touches me, like it’s trying to burst from my ribcage. Charlie and I have always had this connection—the introvert thing—the loner thing. Connecting with people isn’t something we do easily, and then being pulled away from it all...it hurts deep. To the bone.

      He glances over his shoulder then clenches his hand around my waist, pulling me into the computer room. The lights are already off, nothing other than the white-blue screens of the computers lighting up the room.

      “Can I kiss you?” he asks, even though he doesn’t have to.

      “No one’s filming in here, are they?”

      “No. Little-known secret: half the cameras in the school aren’t even hooked up.”

      “Then yes, please,” I say, already pushed on my toes to reach him better. He cups my cheeks in his hands, presses his warm lips against mine.

      I push my fingers in his hair and scratch the back of his neck in the way I know he likes and he emits a sound low in his chest like a purr. His mouth moves eagerly, his hands moving to press into my hips. I know this is wrong on so many levels; we’re not supposed to see each other. We’re definitely not supposed to do this at school. What if we get caught? Isn’t this exactly what we’ve been warned against and explicitly promised not to do? It’s hard though, because for a brief moment, everything feels right. Exactly right.

      Charlie seems to have no such worries, his hands moving from my hips to my hair and back down again, grazing the bare flesh just beneath the hem of my shirt. He’s tactile, hungry, and he ignites the same want in me every time we kiss. I feel his body—the hard lines of his torso and the lean strength in his arms. He’s not the best with words or emotions and sometimes I worry that he’s too deep in his head for me to reach, but like this? I have no doubt where he stands, especially when he pushes me against the wall and kisses down my neck. The move tickles and I squirm against him, causing my hip to knock into a computer desk. The mouse falls to the floor with a loud clatter, forcing us to snap out of the moment.

      He runs a hand through his floppy hair and I take a breath, straightening my top.

      “I, uh…” I touch my lips. Is my mouth even working? “I should get to my next class before I’m counted absent.”

      He nods, words a challenge for him, too. His fingers tug at mine and he pulls me close for another kiss, this time sweeter, before pulling away and heading down the hall. When I look back, he’s still watching and I wave, hating the fact that we’re so close, but still so far from one another.
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      I’m about to head to the bus when Claire grabs my arm.

      “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      It’s Saturday, which means other than any chores my grandmother needs me to do, I’m mostly doing nothing but lamenting the fact I can’t see the guys. “Not much.”

      “Want to go skiing?”

      Kids push past me to get on the bus.

      “Skiing? That sounds like a broken neck.”

      “It’s fun. I’ve got all the equipment and anything you need. Come on, we’re headed out at nine, so be at my house at eight so I can get you suited up.”

      “Eight? In the morning?” This isn’t sounding any better.

      “Look,” Claire says, pulling me out of the path of the other students. “It’s a class tradition to go skiing before Christmas. Everyone goes and it’s a lot of fun.”

      While my mind protests, thinking of broken legs and isolation on the bunny slope, I linger over one word. “Did you say everyone?”

      She grins. “Yep. Everyone.”

      The bus engine cranks, telling me I’ve got to get on there or it’s leaving without me, but I nod at my friend. “I need to ask but yeah, sounds fun. Terrifying, but fun.”

      Leelee also thinks it’s a good idea.

      “Oh, skiing is a fantastic idea. You know, I used to be quite the champion on the slopes.” Nope, I did not, but there’s zero surprise on that one. “As you know, there’s not a lot to do up here in the winter. Skiing is a great way to stay fit. Honestly, I’m surprised the boys haven’t dragged you out on the slopes already, but I guess there’s been a bit of upheaval lately.”

      I almost tell her about the new rules, about Sierra and the fact I’m one of the reasons the twins are gone, but I don’t. I like that she doesn’t look at me that way. That to her, everything is fine.

      The next day I get up early and Leelee gives me the car keys and a thermos of coffee for the road. I’m excited—not just about skiing for the first time but about seeing the guys. Activities like this are a perfectly legit work-around on not seeing one another.

      When she opens the door, Claire looks as thrilled as I felt about getting up so early. She’s holding a coffee mug in one hand and a toaster waffle in the other. “You want one?” she asks, shuffling back to the kitchen.

      “I’m good.”

      “Come on then, let’s get you dressed.”

      Claire has piled all her warm clothing on the bed along with a few other pieces. “I grabbed some from my brother’s closet. He has good gloves and stuff.”

      She loads me up with layers, thin thermal pants and a shirt, another shirt, a sweater, then a jacket with a badge hanging from the zipper. “That jacket may be little big, but if you wear it, you can use his pass, too.”

      “Awesome,” I say, pulling it over everything else. “Thanks.”

      In the garage, Claire’s dad meets us and helps us load up the skis and a snowboard. Her mom is letting me borrow her boots and skis.

      “Thank you so much,” I say to him, after trying them on over the dry wicking socks. Claire has gone back in the house.

      “Any time, Starlee,” he says with a grin. “We’re just happy Claire has a new friend. She’s had a few tough years.”

      “I know the feeling,” I say genuinely. “She’s been great to me since I started school.”

      Claire walks back out and says, “You ready?”

      “As much as I’ll ever be.”

      We’re on the road when I ask, “So do the boys even know I’m coming?”

      “I told them I’d invited you.”

      “I hope they don’t feel obligated to hang back with me all day. I know they’ll want to ski on the more advanced slopes.” I fuss with the gloves in my lap. “I mean, worst case I can hang out in the lodge or whatever right?”

      Claire glances over at me. “You’ve got to stop worrying so much. The boys will be fine. You’ll be fine. You may even be a natural at skiing and be up on those black diamonds before the day is over.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “You really think so?”

      “No. Do not go on the black diamonds. Seriously. You’ll break your neck, but everything else; yes. You’ll be fine. It’ll be fun.” She stops at a red light. “And stop thinking of yourself as an obligation when it comes to the guys. They are into you. Like realllllllly into you. Hanging back with you on the beginner slope is not an issue. They just want to be with you.”

      She’s right, of course. They’re waiting in the parking lot—the four of them, dressed warmly and ready for the day. Other classmates are nearby. Guys from the football team and people I know from the serving club. Christina’s dominating her little group in tight-fitting ski pants and puffy earmuffs. It’s not an official school activity—there are no adults—but coming out here seems normal for them. They’re all prepped and ready. I know Claire wants me to be confident, but I can’t. I’m just too out of my element.

      As usual, the boys are onto me before even I am. They’ve already removed the equipment from the roof of the SUV and Dexter comes over.

      “So we have a plan,” he says, reaching for my zipper and tugging it up. “Obviously, this is the first time you’re skiing, so we’ll take turns spending time with you. Jake first.”

      “Why Jake?” I look over at him lifting the skis over his head.

      “Because just like you’re good at tutoring in reading and I’m good at baking pies, Jake is really good at teaching sports to people.”

      “I really don’t want to ruin your day.”

      He smiles and winks. “Hey, we get to decide how to ruin our day, not you.”

      I’m a tiny bit jealous when everyone heads different directions, heading off to the higher slopes. I see Christina glide away like a pro and I frown, wishing I could shoot lasers from my eyes.

      “You know she’s like a troll. You keep feeding her with attention and she only gets bigger,” Jake says from behind me. There’s no way she heard that but she gives us both a withering look when she sees him staying behind with me. That kind of makes the whole thing worth it.

      “I just kind of hate her,” I say.

      “I get it.” He pulls his hat down over his ears. “Ready to get started?”

      “Promise not to laugh at me?” I say

      “Did you laugh at me when you learned I have dyslexia?” He gives me a quick kiss, mouth warm in the cold air. “Come on, let’s get you on the slopes.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I fall. A lot. But I also laugh, and every time I hit the ground, Jake gets the opportunity to get handsy while helping me up. I do manage to go up and down the beginner slope and by the time George comes to take over, I’ve moved up a level.

      “She’s a quick learner,” Jake says. His cheeks are red and the white of the snow makes his eyes a brilliant blue. “You guys hit that first course a few times and we’ll meet for lunch.”

      Where Jake was all about technique and precision, George is just…George. He’s fun. Falling almost as much as I do, although I suspect it’s on purpose. He teaches me how to get on and off the ski lift, which has the added bonus of quiet time alone. He keeps me warm with kisses, nuzzling his cold nose against my neck. The first time I dismount off the lift he quickly glides out of the way, shouting, “Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop!”

      Using my poles, I push toward him but then get moving too fast and off balance. I crash straight into him but he holds steady—holds me steady—and whispers in my ear, “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’re just trying come up with a way to climb on top of me.”

      “I love that you think I have any control over my body right now,” I laugh, planting the pikes of my poles in the ground.

      “Babe,” he says, pulling down his goggles. “You’ve got control over my body, all the time.”

      He pushes off and starts down the slope, his pace slow, leaving me with my jaw dropped and feeling overheated.

      When we meet at the bottom of the slope for lunch, and a pang hits me in the chest when I see Jake and Christina coming in around the same time. From a distance, Claire and I stand by one another as he racks his equipment and we watch the little snow bunny plow toward him. His eyes pop wide but he holds out his hands to stabilize her. She giggles and touches him in return. Innocently, of course.

      “Gag,” Claire says, rolling her eyes. “You know she’s won like, ten competitions. She knows how to ski.”

      Jake makes no move to return her attention, but by the time he walks over my blood is boiling so hot that I’m surprised there’s not a puddle of snow melted around my feet.

      “Hey babe,” he says, walking up. “The guys here?”

      “Inside,” I say in a clipped tone. Claire raises her eyebrow.

      Food takes precedence over my irritation. I don’t know if I’ve ever been so hungry. The boys pile their trays high with food from the cafeteria and even the watered-down hot chocolate tastes good. Margaret comes to sit with us and we warm up for the second half of the day. My arms and legs already ache, but everyone was right; it is fun and I don’t want to stop.

      “So this is where you guys work?” Claire asks the twins.

      “Kind of,” Charlie replies after swallowing a mouthful of pizza crust. “We work down in the lodge. My dad is the head building engineer. He got us jobs.”

      “We do get lift tickets once a week and a few perks, like an employee discount,” George adds.

      “So it’s not so bad?” Margaret asks.

      George shrugs and Charlie shoves food in his mouth again.

      “It’s no Wayward Sun, amirite?” George says, breaking the silence. “Getting up at dawn. Making coffee. Listening to Dexter’s shitty music all, freaking, day.”

      “Hey! I listen to the classics,” Dex says.

      “I know you and your sister like that stuff, but some days I need to listen to something created after 1978.”

      “I know you’re not talking about Zeppelin.”

      The boys fall into their typical banter and I sit back, sipping my diluted hot chocolate and reveling in not just the warmth of the room, but the moment. I miss times like this, when we’re all just hanging out.

      While we’re cleaning up our table, I notice Claire take Jake to the side. She’s talking—fast—her hands moving as she speaks. Jake listens, his face impassive. I know the two of them have a connection from when they’re younger. Part of me hopes Claire’s telling him to push Christina off the side of the mountain.

      On the way back to grab our skis, I tug her jacket. “What was that all about with Jake?”

      “I’ve been thinking of a good way to get Christina to back off. Like digging deep in the vault.” She touches her temple. “It got me thinking about how she trades in dirt and gossip. There has to be something between the two of us we can use to get her to back the fuck off.”

      “As much as I want to say she doesn’t bother me, she does. It’s not just the flirting. I trust Jake.” I tug on my gloves. “It’s the fact she doesn’t even understand what she did wrong.”

      Claire nods. “She never does.”

      As we get ready, I can’t help but notice Jake heading off on his own. His mouth is a firm line of determination. The last thing I want is for him to ruin his day, worry about that girl, but at the same time, it’s time to put an end to it.
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      I bide my time, pretending to fix the latch on my boot, before easing into the line for the lift. I manage to get in right behind Christina and her friends. It only takes her a minute to realize I’m back there and without fail, her eyes light up like a predator narrowing in on prey.

      When it’s her turn to get on the lift chair she stumbles, managing to miss. She reacts by laughing and calling out to Stacy, “I’m sorry!”

      The attendant says, “Hop up on this one. He’s riding solo.”

      This time, she doesn’t miss.

      The chair rocks with our weight, our skis clanking together. I shift to keep my distance but I knew what I was getting into. A fifteen-minute ride in solitude with Christina. Something four years ago I would have wanted. Now it’s to take care of some unfinished business.

      “Sorry about that,” she says, pushing her goggles up her forehead. “Sometimes I’m a goof.”

      “You’re not, though,” I say. “You’re the best skier in the class.”

      “Maybe besides you.” She glances at me. “Maybe I saw a chance to be alone with you. We don’t get to do that very much anymore.”

      “There’s a reason for that, Chris,” I say, using the name I used to call her. “You kind of fucked up any relationship we could have.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Isn’t it time to move past all that? So what? People know you have a hard time reading. It hasn’t done anything to your reputation. If anything, people like you even more.”

      Of course it’s not her fault. Nothing ever is. “It’s not about people knowing. It’s about the fact you have no respect for anyone in your life. No consideration. No decency.”

      “Oh, so I’m the villain. Sure. Whatever. Hate on the pretty, popular girl.” She pushes her hair over her shoulder. “It’s not like my life is so easy.”

      I clench my jaw, so tight I think that it may snap. Telling this girl how I really feel would be easy. Exploding all the emotions I’ve been holding in would feel awesome, for a minute. Then she’d twist my words, spread them around school and use them to cause further trouble. I stare into the distance, out at the white-covered hills as we inch higher and higher to the more challenging courses. Claire said we needed to get her where it hurts. Shut her mouth. Play her game. It’s not my style, but desperate times…

      “I know your life isn’t easy,” I say suddenly. “I remember.”

      Her dark eyes narrow slightly but she plays it off, shrugging.

      “You didn’t used to be like this,” I continue. “The Christina I dated was fun and sweet. She was kind. She supported me when I struggled and she was super cool when her best friend came out.”

      “You’re saying I’m no longer those things.”

      I laugh. “Not a chance. You’re vindictive and mean and you’ve seriously fucked up my family.”

      She gives me a bored look. “No, you live with a bunch of delinquents. You’re better than them.”

      I see the end of the lift in the horizon. I’ve got to pull the trigger before we get off or I’ll never do it, because if I have my way, I’ll never talk to this girl again.

      “I’m not better than them and neither are you. I remember, Christina. I know what you’ve experienced and lived through. I know your life isn’t perfect even though you want to pretend like it is. I know that your mother is addicted to painkillers and that she sleeps around. Shit, she hit on me and I was only fourteen.”

      “Liar.”

      “You know I’m telling the truth. You told me and Claire all about it and we never told a soul.”

      Her eyes water, but it’s cold enough tears don’t fall. “Shut up, Jake. Like you didn’t tell those guys. I’m sure the whole house knows. I’m sure Starlee knows, because why wouldn’t she?”

      “Because I know how to keep a fucking secret, maybe when I shouldn’t. I don’t share other people’s problems, Chris, even when I’ve been betrayed over and over again.”

      “You can’t prove anything. That was a long time ago. Everyone will think you’re just bitter.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not talking about telling your little cheer friends. Because of your little stunt, my house is swarmed with caseworkers and police. We’re being watched. Don’t you think they’d want to know what’s going on in your house?”

      Christina isn’t dumb but it takes her a minute to process what I just said. That after all this time I was willing to tell everyone the truth about her house, the way she did with mine.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      The end of the lift arrives and we both get off, gliding to a clear section. I reach for my goggles. “I would, and I will, if you don’t back off. No more flirting. No more lies. No more making Starlee miserable. I gave you a chance to move on gracefully and you didn’t take it. This is on you.”

      She looks small, like her world is crashing down, and I guess for her, it is.

      “Are we clear?” I ask, pulling the goggles over my eyes.

      “Yes,” she says quietly. “We’re clear.”

      Using my poles, I angle my skis and push off, taking the first hill fast, burning through all the excess anger I held back during the last fifteen minutes. I never wanted to go to this place with Christina but there’s only so much a guy can take. It’s one thing for her to mess with me. It’s something else entirely when she comes after my family.
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      After the boys vanish back to the higher slopes, Charlie and I ski over to the intermediate lift together. Honestly, I’m surprised that he likes to ski—he’s not into outdoor activities.

      “I hated it at first,” he confesses on the lift, “but you know how Sierra is about exercise. I didn’t have much choice and once I got the hang of it, I started to like it better. It’s quiet up here and the lift rides are peaceful. It gives my brain time to reset.”

      “I can see that,” I say. “I’ve already noticed that skiing is definitely a solo sport. I have to concentrate on myself, not anyone else, and that’s hard for me. For so long I only worried about myself and my mom. My world was small. Then I came up here and it was information overload. So many new things, new sights and sounds.” I look over at him. “I had to make space for all of you in my head.”

      And my heart.

      “Space. That’s a good way to put it.”

      We get to the end of the ride, and I’m a little more stable on my dismount. Charlie waits for me but once we start down the hill, we respect each other’s quiet. Days like this help me understand these boys so much more. They’re so different in their approaches to life and it makes me feel better about what’s going on at home right now. As we make our way down to the bottom, over bumps and curves and dodging other skiers, I’m certain that we’ll get through all of this in one piece. We just have to keep our focus on the end of the trail.

      We go up and down a few more times and I feel like I’m getting the hang of it. We take a short break down at the bottom and I see a flash of pink in the distance. Christina’s coming off the slope alone, her expression upset.

      “What’s going on with that?” I ask, Charlie, pointing at her as she struggles with her equipment.

      “It could be anything,” he says, but we both saw Claire and Jake talking earlier. He’d looked intent. “But maybe Jake finally got the balls to tell her to get off.”

      A part of me feels sorry for this girl. I know I shouldn’t, but she’s weak. She struggles, and her only leverage of power is from manipulating the people she used to call friends. It’s sad.

      “Ready to go back up?” Charlie asks.

      “I think I can go a few more times before my legs stop functioning.”

      Sierra’s right about one thing. Exercise and fresh air are good for getting your mind off problems and people and all the real-life stuff bringing you down.
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      It’s clear by the time I reach the lower-level trails that afternoon that Starlee is exhausted. I lead her over to a bench and she says, “My arms and legs are killing me. Especially my calves.”

      “Skiing is hard, especially the first few times.”

      “I’ll wait down here—you go back out.”

      “Not a chance,” I tell her, reaching down to unbuckle her boots. “I can drive you back early.”

      “Leelee’s car is at Claire’s.”

      I think for a minute. “We’ll go get it. The guys can bring back the Jeep.”

      Hoisting her skis over my shoulder, we walk back down to the parking lot, the gravel road slushy and muddy. She grimaces with every step, grumbling about the pain. I load her equipment back on Claire’s SUV and then we head to the Jeep.

      Once the vehicle warms up she starts peeling off layers and I do the same, shedding my jacket and sweater, tossing them in the back. She’s wearing a tight, hot pink thermal shirt that clings to her body.

      “Did you have fun?”

      “I really did,” she says leaning against the door. Her cheeks are red with either wind or sunburn. “Thank you for taking such good care of me.”

      “You know it’s never a question.”

      We switch the cars at Claire’s, leaving the Jeep and getting into Leelee’s sedan. It’s warmer and the seats are more comfortable. I took the keys from her, not trusting her not to fall asleep. She doesn’t argue and as soon as we’re on the road, her eyes flutter closed.

      We’re just outside Lee Vines when she stirs, stretching her arms and wincing. “I’m not going to be able to walk tomorrow.”

      “Take some pain medication and ask your grandmother for a heating pad.”

      She nods and reaches behind my neck, threading her fingers in my hair. It feels so good to have her touch me. It’s all I think about—all the time.

      “Can you find a spot to pull over?” she says suddenly. Her nails scratch against my neck. I don’t have to be asked twice. I turn on the road to Yosemite and then pull off on one of the overlooks. It’s one of my favorites, day or night. The moon has already risen over the mountains, casting a glow over the clear pond and waterfall just below.

      I shift the car in gear and move so I can see Starlee better. She looks a little more refreshed after her nap. I take her hand and pull it to my lips, kissing her softly.

      “I need more days like these,” she says, watching my every move.

      “It’ll happen. Even if things are bad for a while longer, it’s only six months until we graduate.” She nods and suddenly she’s just way too far away. I ignore her confusion when I unlatch my door, get out, and walk around the front. Her eyes follow me until I’m at her side. Recognition clicks in her eyes and she’s already opened her door before I get there.

      I slam the door behind her, pushing her up against the cool metal. Her mouth meets mine, hungry and desperate. Even with the layers removed, there’s too much separating us and it’s too cold outside. I take a step back and open the back door and pull her back inside with me.

      We meet in the middle, tight in a little cocoon. There’s no expectations but I’m not disappointed when things move fast. I push at her shirt and she lifts it over her head, revealing a black bra with tiny pink flowers stitched in the fabric. I groan and reach for her, kissing her lips, neck, and shoulders as she tugs at my T-shirt. Impatient, I remove it for her, tossing it aside, and her lips move to my chest, sucking little kisses down my belly.

      I’ve missed this. Missed her, and I don’t know if I’ve ever been so hard. When she climbs on top of me and settles her weight over my hips, I clench my teeth and will myself to behave.

      Which is very, very hard when she’s grinding down on me, long hair hanging in her cleavage. I brush it aside and trail my fingers down her pale skin. “You’re beautiful.”

      She bends forward, giving me a better view, and shit…deep breaths. Deep. Fucking. Breaths.

      Soon she’s only in that spectacular bra and a matching pair of panties. Her fingers dip beneath the waist of my jeans. My stomach trembles, her touch perfect and killing me. My mind rotates between hyper awareness and disconnection but when I hear the metal tines of my zipper, I grab her by the wrist.

      I utter the most regretful thing I’ve ever had to say. “I don’t have a condom.”

      She breathes heavily, which only makes her chest rise and fall in my line of vision. I desperately want to take it back. I want to say fuck it. Who cares? It’ll be okay, but this is Starlee, not some quick lay, and I know better.

      “Okay,” she says, like it’s not the biggest upset in the world. I’m not sure what she’s up to when she continues to lower my jeans and rolls her hips anyway, two thin layers of cotton separating us. The friction feels good, right, and she’s sitting on top of me taking control. I touch the side of her breast, tugging at the satin fabric, and she drops her head back, working her body against mine. I don’t know if it’s the way she’s moving, the fact I’m horny as hell or the way she’s breathing that gets me into the moment, but I am. My hands move to her hips and I drag her against me, feeling the build-up increase with every pass.

      Starlee bites down on her plump, red bottom lip, her crotch rubbing against me frantically. It feels good and damn, I can tell she feels good too. I’m entranced when she moans softly and her body starts to tremble. She shivers, shudders, drops her head so her hair trails over my chest and I kiss her, feeling her ride her orgasm out just as mine is beginning.

      “Jesus,” I breathe into her mouth and her tongue slips between my lips, only adding to the sensation. My hips buck and I groan, breathing deep against her shoulder. When I look up, she smiles at me, nose wrinkled at the sticky wetness between us.

      “That was…” she says and I see her cheeks start to warm with embarrassment.

      I touch the side of her face. “Amazing. You’re amazing.”

      I mean it, and as she lowers herself into my arms, I’m glad it turned out this way. Being apart is making us desperate. Risky. A little dry-hump in the backseat of the car is a reminder that it’s okay to slow down. It gave me a chance to see a different side of her; a little more confident, a little more secure. And ultimately, I just want Starlee to feel free.
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      With a week left before Christmas break, we shift into gear. Besides school work, there’s the service project, which kicks off hard-core on Monday, meaning the weekend is getting it all set up.

      I feel a strange sense of pride with this project—it’s the only thing I’ve really done on my own since coming to California. The lodge is my grandmother’s. Homecoming was orchestrated by Claire and only happened because of my association with the fact the student body finds the wayward sons as irresistible as I do. The serving stuff was my own—especially this winter project.

      “Starlee!”

      I turn away from my open locker and see Jasper walking down the hall. He’s wearing a blue and gray letter jacket—a baseball logo on the chest. “I wanted to find out what time you wanted to meet to go get the tree tomorrow.”

      “I’m pretty available all day, what works for you?”

      “Late morning?” He looks at his phone—the weather app. “The weather actually looks pretty nice.”

      Thank goodness for that. The last thing I need is a repeat from Thanksgiving and the freak snowstorm that ruined our lives. “Can I meet you here?”

      “Actually, the tree place is up past Lee Vines. That’s where you live, right?”

      “Yeah, it is. You want to pick me up?”

      “Sure. How about eleven?”

      “Sounds good.” I glance up at the clock on the wall. “I better run to catch my bus.”

      I walk outside and the bright sun hurts my eyes but like Jasper said, the weather is pretty nice. I hear loud laughter and look to my right, seeing Christina holding court with her friends. She spots me and her lips turn in a cruel smirk. To my surprise though, she says nothing. Well, that’s a first.

      I keep walking and get on the bus, sliding down in the vinyl seats. I have a clear view of the parking lot and Dexter’s Jeep. It’s stupid that we’re going to the same place but my ride takes twice as long.

      By the time I get home, Jake and Dex are busy at the shop and I plan on spending Friday night alone, when I get a call from Claire.

      “Want to go to the movies tonight?”

      “Really? There’s a movie theater around here?”

      “Sure. It’s between the June Lake dance studio and the Sophisticated Woman Wig Shop.”

      I laugh. “That can’t be a real thing.”

      “I took dance there until I was twelve and people need wigs. It’s just a fact.” She laughs. “Come on. I’m bored and it’s cold and I already know you’re not doing anything tonight.”

      “Hold on, let me see if it’s okay with my grandmother.”

      Turns out, it’s fine. Leelee has plans with Tom. “Meet me at the diner down the block at six.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I’ve hung up the phone when it rings again. I don’t recognize the number but it’s not in America.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey girl!”

      “Hi Mom, how are you? Where are you?”

      “Amazing,” she says, sounding like a different person than a few months before. My leaving gave her some kind of profound clarity and she took off on a trip to Europe on her own. “And Greece. It’s beautiful.”

      She launches into a description of the buildings and art—her yoga and meditation classes. She sounds happy and I’d made a decision not to tell her all the drama going on here. There’s nothing she could do about it and I also wasn’t ready for a big dose of “I told you so” about the complications of being in relationships.

      “What are you up to?”

      “Headed into town for a movie, actually.”

      “Oh, the one in June Lake,” she says fondly. “I spent many weekends at that theater. Do you have a date?”

      The question is asked with forced lightness. She’s wondering about Dexter or maybe one of the other boys. For once, I don’t have to lie. “No. I’m just meeting a friend.”

      “A girl?”

      “Yes. Her name is Claire.”

      Having a female platonic friend is almost as big news as a boyfriend. It’s all foreign territory for me and my mother to navigate, but to her credit, she manages to keep her opinions and fears in check.

      I do my best to change the subject. “Do you think you’ll come back to the States for the holidays?”

      “I was planning on it,” she says, “but I’m enjoying myself so much and I’m just not sure I’m ready to come home.” Her tone shifts. “Do you want me to come?”

      “It’s up to you. Leelee and I can celebrate together.”

      “You have your neighbors too, right? You do a lot together.”

      “Right. I’m sure we’ll have something big planned.”

      “Oh, the Woolly Drop! I forgot all about it. You have to go!”

      “The what?” I sit on my bed.

      “The Woolly Drop. It’s this crazy New Year’s Eve thing down in Mammoth Lake—at the resort. It’s like the ball drop in New York, but you know, with a local twist. You should go—take your friends. It’s fun.”

      “I’ll look into it.”

      “I got my first kiss at the Woolly Drop. From Bobby Kringle.” I can hear the smile in her voice.

      “That’s great, Mom.” I look at my watch. It’s already five-thirty. “I should probably go and finish getting ready. It takes a while to get down to June Lake.”

      “Right. Be careful on the roads, okay?”

      “I will.” There’s a beat and for the first time in a long while, I miss my mom. “Have a good trip.”

      “I’ll talk to you soon, sweetie. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I hang up and sit on my bed for a moment longer, thinking about how far my mom and I have come over the last few months. Distance helps. And a little clarity. I glance out the window at the house next door. I hope maybe the same will happen to us, too.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dinner at the diner is fun. I get a greasy hamburger and fries. Claire shares more about herself, and the fact she’s been seeing a girl she met the prior summer when they both worked at a camp down on the lake. Her name is Bridget and she’s a freshman at Reno.

      While she talks, I eat and I study the memorabilia hanging on the walls. It goes way back and there are a few photos of Lee Vines, including the lodge. “Hold up,” I say, getting up from the table and crossing the room. Over the antique juke box is a photo of a group of kids sitting outside the Wayward Sun—although it’s not a coffee shop. Probably back when it was a boarding house. The kids are around my age—teenagers—and although the color is faded, I make out fire-red hair similar to my own and a freckled nose. My mom.

      I point her out.

      “Your mom was smokin.’”

      “Right? I love her style.”

      “Do you talk to her a lot?” Claire asks when I get back to the table.

      I shove a fry in my mouth. “Sometimes. I actually spoke to her today. She’s in Greece.”

      “Wow. I’ve always wanted to go Europe.”

      Me too, just not the way my mom wanted to do it. “She’s having a good time. It’s kind of a spiritual thing.”

      “Do you miss her?”

      “Lately, with everything going on, I kind of do. But before that, we really needed some space from one another.”

      “And that’s why you ran away?” She takes a sip of her chocolate milkshake.

      “I guess. It’s complicated.” I don’t mean to hide this from Claire, I just don’t really feel like going into it right now.

      She nods and I don’t feel any judgement from her. “I bet. My mom would lose her shit if I got on a plane by myself and flew across the country. You’ve got balls, Starlee.”

      I laugh, because I’ve never thought of myself as particularly brave. If anything, running felt weak, like I couldn’t stand up for myself on my own. I had to sneak out in the middle of the night and do it from three thousand miles away.

      “Can I ask you something else?” she says. Her voice is quiet and hard to hear over the music and other diners. There’s a few tables of kids I recognize from school, including one filled with football players. I scan the group for Jake but my heart sinks when I don’t see him.

      “Probably,” I reply with a smile.

      “What’s really going on with you and the guys? I mean, I know you were sort of dating Jake at homecoming, but I get the feeling there’s more going on.”

      I pick up a fry and then drop it back on my plate, feeling the salty grease on my fingers. “We’re just really close. Close enough that I don’t feel like I could ever choose one guy over the other.”

      And they won’t make me, I almost add, but don’t.

      “I’ve known them for a long time, Jake especially, and they’ve all calmed down since you moved here. I’m not scared of much, but Dexter was pretty terrifying for a while. A complete loose cannon. I mean, he always had that sexy bad boy thing going on—you know, if you’re into that,” she laughs, “but he was also trouble with a capital T.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen that guy.” I think back to the night we met—when he protected me. “He’s come a long way.”

      She nods. “George was such a goofball mess. Always the loudest one, but you could tell he wasn’t happy until he moved in with Sierra. There was a darkness under all that energy.”

      I don’t like hearing that—George is the brightest of them all. I never want to see that side of him.

      She sucks on her straw again. “Charlie was an enigma. Probably still is, but I’ve seen him talk and smile more in the past three months than in the whole time I’ve known him.”

      “And Jake?” She and Jake had been friends through Christina back in the ninth grade. She’d done both of them wrong.

      “Jake just seems settled. More focused. I see the way he looks at you—he never, not once, looked at Christina like that.”

      “They’ve helped me too. I never had many friends growing up and I missed out on a lot of basic teenager stuff.” I look around the diner. “Like this but even more. I had a lot of fears when I came here last summer. They showed me it was safe to try new things.”

      The waitress comes over and lays our checks on the table. Claire glances at the time and then out the window. “We should probably go if we want to get good seats.”

      I don’t tell her this is my first time going to a movie with a friend since I was much younger. I’d gone often with my mother—she loved documentaries and considered them part of my education. Those were always held in the weird art theaters instead of the mega-plex just off the highway. The June Lake theater has one of those old-style marquees in the front with the titles of the movies lit up in red plastic letters. There’s only two choices and we pick the action movie over the cartoon. The theater itself is huge, with two wide sections of seats covered in soft red fabric.

      “Do you mind if we sit in the back?” she asks as we walk in, our hands filled with drinks and candy. “I hate sitting near noisy people.”

      “Sure,” I say, scooting down the next to last row. It feels a mile away from everyone else, but I really don’t mind. I prefer quiet during the movie also.

      People continue to file in during the previews—which are actually my favorite part—and I settle into my seat, ready to watch giant robots save the world from aliens.

      The movie has barely started when Claire leans over and whispers in my ear. “Have fun.”

      I tear my eyes away from the hot guy on the screen who happened to lose his shirt in the first ten minutes. “What?”

      The seat on the opposite side of me squeaks as it lowers and the body filling it takes up way too much space.

      “Hey, babe.”

      My heart lurches when I hear his voice. “Jake?”

      I look back for Claire, but she’s already exited our row and is walking down the aisle, taking a seat a bit further down. Jake, in the meantime, has pushed up the arm rest dividing our seats and thrown an arm around me, pulling me close.

      The explosions coming from the stereo hides the thundering of my heart but I’m genuinely in shock that he’s here with me. In the dark. Semi-alone. “How did you know I was here?”

      “A bossy, edgy friend of ours called me. She figured I’d make a better date than her.”

      “Oh,” I say, dragging my eyes off his shadowy face and looking back at the screen.

      “Is that okay?” he whispers, taking my hand in his.

      I swallow and nod. “Yes, just a surprise.”

      Surprise isn’t exactly the right word. Ecstatic is more accurate, but I’m trying not to look like I’m about to jump out of my skin with his closeness. He smells amazing and I’m engulfed by the unique, heady scent of boy skin and laundry detergent. Ever since that night in my room, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him and the way he ignites something in the pit of my stomach. We didn’t go as far as me and Dexter have, but in some ways it was more intimate, and the simple brush of his fingers against my skin lit me on fire.

      I focus on the movie, or pretend to, and there’s no doubt Jake is playing the same game. We last about ten more minutes before his hand starts to wander, ghosting over my fingers and palm, my wrist and arms. I have to think he knows what he’s doing, because each movement, each touch sends my body into a spiral of want, and when he glides his hand down my thigh and presses his lips to my neck, I gasp in the dark.

      Chills run up and down my body, making my limbs both weak and energized all at once. He must notice because he drapes his coat over my lap, providing me with warmth.

      And cover.

      I want to touch him, hold him—kiss him. I turn my face to his, capturing his lips with mine. The dark of the theater plus the false privacy makes me dumb and Jake only encourages me with his strong kisses and needy hands.

      “I hate not seeing you,” he mumbles against my mouth. His hand inches up my side, dipping beneath my sweater. I lean into him, wanting more. “I hate this whole freaking thing.”

      I respond with my mouth, my body, the yearning absolutely ridiculous. I don’t care where we are, I just want to touch the hard lines of his chest, the defined muscles on his abs. I push my fingers across his belly, feeling the soft hair above his waistband. I stroke the spot, my elbow rubbing against his hard erection, and he hisses, grabbing my wrist with his massive hand.

      In the dark we stare at one another—hyper-aware of each other. His chest moves with deep breaths and he warns, “That will not only get us caught but kicked out.”

      I nod. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry.” He kisses me slower, taking it down a notch. “Just be aware that I have only so much willpower when it comes to you.”

      His admission thrills me. Jake may struggle academically but he’s a man of conviction, dedicated work ethic, and extreme focus. He runs, lifts weights, and studies his football plays with the intensity of a college scholar. I’ve seen him turn away Dexter’s desserts and run past my house at the crack of dawn. I’ve helped him fight through challenging words, practicing them over and over, determined to beat his disability.

      Jake is the poster boy for self-control.

      Until it comes to me.

      I take his word seriously and create a little space between us, shifting his jacket to the seat next to mine. After a minute, his body relaxes and he pulls me against his side. My heart rate never fully lowers—it never does when I’m around the wayward sons, but I do my best to get it together and we manage to watch the rest of the movie. I offer him my candy and he drinks from my cup and his fingers link in mine as we watch the heroes defeat the alien intruders. In some ways this feels like my first real date. As the clock runs down on the movie I feel sadness wash over me, knowing once the lights turn on, he’ll have to go. Until then, I pretend like everything’s normal. That we’re two teenagers in love, sitting in the theater on a date, instead of people under the gun for our past transgressions.
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      Jake

      

      I’m caught somewhere between needing to spend some personal time in the shower and floating on cloud nine when I get back from the movie. I’d hung out in the Jeep afterwards, waiting for her to get in her grandmother’s car and head home. I felt a little like a stalker but there was no way I’d let her drive up the mountain alone. This girl is way too important to us.

      “How was the movie?” Sierra asks when I pass her bedroom. She’s sitting on top of the bed with her dark hair piled on top of her head, focused on her laptop.

      I lean against the door. “Lots of explosions. Blood. Robots.”

      Her nose wrinkles. “Not my favorite. Did the rest of the team show up?”

      “A few of them. Mostly the seniors.” We’d been tight for a few years. When Claire saw them at the Diner, she’d texted me that this was my chance to meet up with Starlee and have an iron-clad alibi.

      It may be the only time I’d have a lesbian to thank for a raging case of blue balls.

      “Well, I’m glad you had fun.”

      I smile, feeling a little guilty for hedging on the truth, but none of this is my fault. “'Night.”

      “'Night, Jake.”

      I climb the stairs and the only light on comes from Dexter’s room. The end of the hallway is dark, the twins' rooms empty since they left. Dex is in a spot identical to his sister, his hair a mop of curls, laptop on the bed. He’s wearing headphones and tugs them off when he sees me in the doorway.

      “How was it?” He knows where I’d gone—who I really went to see.

      “Good. She’s good.”

      He nods. “Hopefully just a few more weeks of this.”

      I had a feeling Christmas and New Years were going to be tough. They always were, but not spending them with Starlee is starting to rub me wrong.

      He pushes his headphones back on and I head to my room across the hall, shutting the door behind me. My phone buzzes in my pocket and a message lights up the screen.

      S: Thanks for following me home.

      J: You’re welcome, you get in okay?

      S: I did.

      J: Good.

      Even through the phone I feel unfinished business lingering between us. It’s not that I can’t go to bed horny. I’m eighteen. I spend half my day fighting through hormones and ill-timed boners, but tonight was different. I wasn’t exaggerating when I told her my willpower was holding by a thread. I was barely clear-headed enough to find my car in the parking lot.

      I look back at the screen and see the dots at the bottom, implying that she’s typing…and typing…and typing.

      Finally, a message pops up.

      S: Meet me?

      I swallow.

      J: Now? Where?

      Eager much?

      S: The back cottage

      I stare between the phone and the window. Starlee knows I can easily come and go from the porch roof. I hadn’t lately. I’d been good—trying to follow the rules. I take a step closer, looking down at her bedroom window. She’s looking up at me.

      Fuck the rules.

      J: Five minutes

      I head back in the hall, down to the bathroom to brush my teeth, then go back to my room and lock the door quietly behind me. When I look back down, Starlee is gone and I ease my window up, thinking this is foolish—knowing she’s worth it.

      The bitterly cold air hits me as I step on to the porch and make my way down to see my girl.
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      Starlee

      

      My hand shakes from both cold and nerves as I try to insert the key into the cottage lock. A sense of dread and longing took over as I left the movie theater, parting with Claire in the parking lot. Once I hit the road to Lee Vines and the car lights followed me all the way up the isolated mountain road, I had a suspicion who it was.

      My heart hadn’t stopped pounding since we’d gotten out of control in our seats. A low ache settled in my bones and as I got closer and closer to home, I knew I didn’t want the night to end.

      When I saw his bedroom light turn on, I texted him.

      And now I’m here, using the key I’ve had since allowing Charlie to use the cottage to play his games, and freezing in the cold December night. I’m breaking every rule set by not only Sierra but my grandmother, too, but all sense of self-preservation fell away in that theater.

      “Crap,” I say, dropping the key. I fumble with my phone, looking for the flashlight. I’m still not good with this thing. Footsteps come up from behind me and in a heartbeat, Jake’s got the keys in his fingers and then in the lock and he’s pushing me through the door.

      “Hey,” he says, locking us in.

      “Hi.”

      “Is there a thermostat?”

      I nod and feel my way around the room, finding the little box near the kitchenette. The heat is on—enough not to burst the pipes when it gets below freezing—but it’s still chilly. I press the button up and hear the furnace kick on.

      Jake’s hands are warm when he reaches for me, sliding under my hair and pulling me close. Our kisses start off where they left off—heated and full of passion. Never in my life did I think a boy like Jake Hollingsworth would like me—or that any boy would like me--but I taste it on his mouth, in the way his hips press against mine, the way he hums between kisses.

      I feel chills, this time not from the cold, when his lips trail hot down my neck, tongue sucking at the soft spot nestled in my collar bone. I place my palms against his chest, feeling him the way I wanted to in the theater, pushing his shirt to reveal his stomach and chest. I kiss the taut, smooth skin that stretches over his muscles. He’s built like a Greek god; mind and body, all hard lines and confident swagger. But like all of the ancients, he has his flaws and in this case, like he swore, his self-control falters when it comes to me. His hands are needy, rough. He pushes and pulls at my sweater until he’s yanked it over my head. He cradles me to his chest, skin to skin, and I’ve only been this close to someone once before and this feels just as good.

      My fingers tuck into the waistband of his jeans and his belly caves. Once more, he pauses my hand. “I don’t want to have sex tonight, Starlee.”

      I frown, confused. “Why not?”

      “We can break the rules, but not all of them. I want to be able to tell the truth if this falls apart.” He brushes my hair over my shoulders. “I want to take my time when we’re finally together like that.”

      “Okay,” I say in a rush, overwhelmed at the luxury of time with this amazing boy. “But what about what we did in my room that night? When you…” I can’t say the words without blushing. He smiles and rubs my cheek. “That isn’t crossing a line?”

      “I wanted to make you feel good.”

      “You did.” God, he did. So good. “What if I want to do the same for you?”

      His jaw clenches and I touch his chest over his heart, feeling the pounding under his skin. I drag my nails down his body, eliciting a shiver. I’ve never felt so powerful.

      I push him back and his calves hit the couch and when I reach for the button on his jeans he doesn’t stop me, instead running his hand up my neck and threading his fingers in my hair. I act braver than I am when I push his pants over his hip, revealing the sharp V of muscle that vanishes into his boxers, pretending I’m not intimidated by the size of his bulge. He takes my hand and guides me, running my palm over the cotton, feeling the heat underneath. My heart pounds, pounds, pounds, thrumming in my chest, my ears, my veins.

      He lifts my chin while I have him in my hands and the brilliant blue of his eyes tells me everything I need to know, but he says it anyway. “You’re the first girl to understand me. You accept me for not just my skills but my flaws. My parents,” his Adam’s apple bobs, “they didn’t know how much I struggled, but you knew, right away.” His mouth moves close to mine, whispering against my lips. “I love you, Starlee Jones.”

      I’m overwhelmed. Consumed. “I love you, too.”

      We stop talking after that and I encourage him to sit and I lower myself between his knees. I’m scared but also exhilarated. I’ve never done this before, but I do love him and I want to show him how much. My timidity is overtaken by the desire to feel him. Coax him with my hands. I kiss him with my mouth. Stroke him with my hands. In this moment, I see his vulnerability and I exhibit power as he trembles at my will. The sound of my name on his tongue along with the way his fingers tighten in my hair binds us together.

      I’ve never known such intimacy.

      When we’re finished, he pulls me into his lap and I curl against his sweaty, warm chest for a moment—just one moment—where we’re allowed to just be.
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      Starlee

      

      When I finally roll out of bed, I’m thankful I didn’t set the time to meet up with Jasper to get the Christmas tree earlier than eleven. The night before with Jake had been amazing. Once we checked on everything and locked up the cottage, he followed me back to my window, helped me inside and scrambled up to the porch roof. Once inside he texted me the all-clear and another I love you.

      I shower, hoping the heat will make the red marks from his scruffy chin fade away from my neck, and then dress, pulling a sweater with a thick neck over my head. My cheeks are flushed, they burn every time I think of what we did—what I did—in the dark of the cottage. The way Jake moved, sounded, was sexier than anything I’d ever imagined and I get heated all over again thinking about it.

      “How’d you sleep?” Leelee asks when I walk in the kitchen. She’s already got her cup of Sam’s Blend from next door and there’s only a bite of Lucifer’s Lemon Tart left on her plate. I walk by and snag it, the sweet and sour melting on my tongue.

      “Okay. I think I was just tired from the busy week at school.”

      “And you’re going to the tree farm today?”

      “Yep. Over in Murphy’s, on the other side of the park? They said they’d donate it to the school.”

      “Who’s driving? Dexter?”

      “No, this boy from school named Jasper. He’s in the club, too, and has a truck.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Well, you guys be careful going over the northern pass of the park. It can get icy.”

      “We will,” I say, giving her a kiss on her cheek. Jasper should be here any minute and it’s easier for me to meet him out by the lodge. “Have a good day.”

      I wear my waterproof boots and grab my coat and gloves, knowing we’ll be outside for most of the day. We’re going to actually cut down a tree. I sit on the front steps of the office and wait, watching a few people, locals and passthroughs walk in and out of the Wayward Sun. The smell of baked goods wafts through the air and when Jasper pulls up in a beat-up black truck and suggests we stop in to grab something for the road, I don’t argue.

      “So, you play baseball?” I point to the patch on his jacket. I don’t know much about the sport, but he looks athletic. Taller than me but shorter than Jake. He’s sturdy.

      “Yeah, catcher.”

      I make a face. “I don’t really know what that means.”

      “It means I work my ass off and my knees hurt all the time.” He says it with a good-natured smile. We pass a pick-up parked in the driveway with thick mud caked in the tires and he opens the door of the coffee shop, holding it open for me to walk in.

      I haven’t been in the shop for a few weeks but I figure coming in with another person makes it legit. Sierra can’t actually ban me from spending money here. The mural on the wall is untouched—George isn’t here to make any changes--and there’s a few people in line. Saturdays are busy and Sierra mans the counter and I see movement in the kitchen. Probably both Jake and Dex are back there. I feel weird being here, and shove my hands in my pockets.

      “So I guess you come here all the time?” Jasper says. “You know, since it’s next door.”

      “Right. Yeah, we come a lot. My grandmother is addicted to their coffee and pastries.”

      I don’t mention that although I like the sweets, I’m mostly addicted to the boy that makes them all.

      Jasper’s eyes skim the board and now that we’re up close I notice they’re a nice gray-blue. “Any suggestions? I don’t think I understand the menu.”

      I smile. “Everything’s based off the TV show Supernatural. So, like the coffee is named after Sam, one of the main characters, and his nickname is Moose so there’s a muffin called that, too. Then there’s Dean’s doughnuts and Crowley’s crepes and Lucifer’s lemon tart…”

      “Gotcha.”

      “Have you ever watched it?”

      He wrinkles his nose. “Nah, I think it’s kind of a chick thing, right?”

      Oh boy, he’d get a lecture if Sierra heard him say that. “I don’t know. I think guys like it, too.”

      He smiles down at me. “If you think it’s good, maybe I should check it out.”

      The people in front of us move up a little and I glance at the counter. Dexter stands in the doorway, eyes narrowed in my direction. I realize he’s not looking at me, but at Jasper.

      I give him a small smile and he raises his eyebrows in return.

      “Dude, I need a box of Crossroads buns for Charlie,” George says, appearing in the kitchen doorway. He notices Dexter looking my way and rests his hand on the doorframe. A small smile crosses his lips until Dex glances at him and elbows him in the side. “Ouch.”

      The last two customers complete their order and move to the side, waiting for Sierra to serve it to them.

      “George, I’m glad you stopped by, but you really need to get out from behind the counter,” she tells him. “You’re messing up my flow.”

      “Okay, okay,” he mumbles, eyes focused on me. He swings around the counter and moves to the back of the shop, near his mural. The number of eyes watching me grows.

      Dexter walks over to his sister and whispers something in her ear. His sharp jaw clenches tight. I’m not sure but I think I hear him say, “And this is why you can’t fuck around with people’s lives.”

      Jasper steps forward, ready to order, oblivious to the quiet dramatics going on around us. Dexter storms back in the kitchen, followed by a  loud clang of pots and pans. Jake walks out with two plates, a deep scowl on his handsome face, no doubt directed at Dex. Delicious-smelling Crowley’s crepes sit on the plates and he hands them to Sierra, realizing I’m in the shop. His frown lifts into something lazy, knowing, eyes darting to my mouth. My cheeks heat (again) thinking about last night, and Sierra finally turns around holding two fresh coffee cups and recognition crosses her face.

      “Sorry for all the chaos,” she tells the couple waiting. She thanks them and then shifts her attention to me and Jasper. “Starlee, I didn’t see you come in.”

      “Jasper wanted to drop in and grab something—we’ve got a service project thing today.”

      “Oh really?” She brushes her hair out of her face. Both Jake and Dex stand in the door, making no effort to hide the fact they’re listening. “What kind of project?”

      “We’re getting a tree for the school.” I look at the boys, including George, who is sprawled out on a chair behind us, licking sugar off his fingers. My lips part, watching his leisurely clean-up.

      “For what, again?”

      I snap my face back to the counter. “The, uh, mitten tree. We’re collecting gloves and mittens and things like that.”

      “That’s really nice.” She glances at her brother. “You should take some in.”

      Dexter crosses his arms over his chest. “I’ll get right on that.”

      “So, Jasper,” I say, feeling like someone should try to regain normalcy of the situation, “you know Dex, Jake, and George from school, right?”

      “Sure, we’ve had some classes together,” he reaches across the counter and shakes both guys' hands then turns and does the same to George. “I never knew you worked here.”

      “My sister owns it,” Dexter says, pointing at Sierra. She smiles again, well aware that we’ve entered into some kind of weird moment. “George, didn’t you say you were heading out for a tree too?”

      “Yep. For my dad—down at the resort. They need three.”

      “Oh so you’re going to the tree farm, too?” I ask.

      He pushes his fingers through his shaggy brown hair. “I am.” His eyes dart behind me and I spin. Dexter stares at him—hard. What’s his problem? Something passes between them and George adds, “Maybe we should save gas and drive together?”

      My heart flutters at the idea of spending some time with George—even if Jasper is there, too. I open my mouth to answer but Sierra cuts in. “I’m not sure you can get four trees in one truck. It’s probably a better idea to go separately.”

      “I don’t know,” Jasper says rubbing his chin. “It may be a good idea. I’m a little worried about hauling it out by myself.” He smiles at me. “No offense.”

      “They have staff that helps with that,” Sierra interjects. “I’m sure people need help all the time.”

      I mean, I know Sierra’s been struggling with all of this but an out-and-out cockblocker? When it has nothing to do with her? Technically, George isn’t her concern anymore. I give her an incredulous look. Dexter nods next to her. “I think that’s a great idea. I mean, Jake and I would go but we have to work.”

      “Cool,” Jasper says, still oblivious. “Let me grab some coffee and one of those tarts and we can head out. Starlee, you want something?”

      “Mocha and a muffin, coming up,” Dexter says before I can answer, his voice carrying a slight edge.

      Is he jealous?

      I look at Jake, who is leaning against the entry to the kitchen, arms crossed, and then George who is standing with his keys in his hands, shoulders pulled back.

      Wait. Are they all jealous?

      “George,” Sierra says as Dexter hands us our drinks and food, “can we talk for a minute?”

      “Nope,” he says, giving her a fake apologetic grin. “We really should get a move on.”

      We head to the door and George opens it, waiting for both me and Jasper to walk out. I take a last look at the guys, still keeping their distance in front of Sierra but there’s a slight relief in their eyes. There was no way Jasper was getting out of that shop without one of them chaperoning.

      George agrees to drive since his truck is bigger and the resort pays for the gas. He walks to the passenger side and opens the door, helping me up the high step and placing a hand in the small of my back. If he were Crowley the dog, he’d just piss on my leg, marking his territory.

      “Really?” I say when he slides in behind the driver’s wheel and Jasper goes to get his gloves and coat out of his truck. “Is all this necessary?”

      “Our hands may be tied right now, Star, but there’s no way in hell you’re spending the day with that guy alone.”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      He pushes a lock of hair behind my ear. “I trust you completely. But that kid? Not a chance.”

      I’d seen a lot of sides of the wayward sons, but jealousy wasn’t one of them. I know it’s a little barbaric and chauvinistic, but there’s something to knowing the boys in my life are willing to draw a line for me and that no one else is allowed to cross it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      George

      

      Jasper Williams isn’t an idiot. Sure, he may be a baseball player and a catcher, which means he’s most likely taken a few pitches to the head, but I refuse to think he’s dumb enough to make a move on my girl.

      Except, as he sits next to Starlee in the truck, talking about the New Year’s Eve party in Mammoth Lake, I get the feeling he’s awful damn close to asking her to be his date.

      “Oh, my mom told me about that party. She says it’s always been really fun,” Starlee says, oblivious to what’s going on.

      “Maybe I’ll see you there. We can hang out.”

      I cough, wanting to say she’s going with me or one of my brothers, but I can’t. We’re not allowed to even go out in public with her. At this very moment I’m violating a crap-ton of rules we set up to get things straightened out. I’d even been outright rude to Sierra.

      I have no regrets.

      Thankfully a sign directing us to the little town of Murphy’s shows up on the side of the road. “Oh look,” I say, hoping to cut the chit-chat about New Year's Eve to a close, “there’s the farm.”

      I turn the truck into the dirt road and find a place in the parking lot. I back in, knowing we’ll need to load the trees in the back, which gives me the chance to toss my arm around the back of the bench seat and curl it over Starlee’s shoulder. The tires dip in a rut, and she jostles into me, grabbing my thigh to keep from falling. I grit my teeth. It’s been a long time since she’s touched me there—anywhere—and my body is ramped up at the slightest interaction.

      I lock the brake and shift into park and she still hasn’t moved her hand yet. I glance from her to Jasper and notice him noticing. A smirk of curiosity twists his lips.

      “Well, let’s go get some trees,” I say, regretfully opening the door and escaping the cab that smells like coffee and Starlee’s shampoo.

      “Oh my god, are those goats?” she asks in a high-pitched squeal. Sure enough, there’s a pen with baby goats frolicking around bales of hay. She leaves me and Jasper to lean over the fence.

      “Look man, I’m sorry if I crossed the line talking to her about New Year’s. I didn’t know you were dating. I mean, I’d heard she and Jake were a thing, but they barely spoke today, so I figured—”

      “We’re not dating,” I say. I hate it, but if he tells Christina or anyone else that we may still be together, that’s not going to help Sierra. “We’re just good friends.”

      “Oh,” he says, his face relaxing. “Cool. I wasn’t trying to be a dick or anything. She’s just really hot, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know.” I follow his gaze to see Starlee’s stepped up on the first beam of the fence so she can lean closer to the goats. Her ass looks good in the tight gray and black leggings. The sun is shining and the sky is a wide, clear blue, making her hair look redder than normal. There’s a smile on her face—something carefree I haven’t seen in a while. I know the situation with the four of us has worn on her. Hell, it’s worn on all of us. There’s a lightness to her today that I just can’t place. Maybe she’s glad to be here with another guy. That thought sends me to a foul place.

      “Hey, Starlee, I’m going to go find the manager. He’s knows we’re coming to get the tree for the school.”

      “I’ll come with you,” she says, hopping off the fence.

      “I guess I’ll go pick out the trees for the resort.”

      “Meet you back here in a little while?” she says, walking toward the little office. Jasper definitely watches her go.

      Once there’s a bit of distance between us, I grab Jasper by the arm. “Look, I may not be dating Starlee, but I’m not kidding when I say she’s a good friend. She’s new here and comes from a background that makes her a little naïve. She’s not looking for a boyfriend.”

      His eyes shift between me and Starlee, who is already at the office door. “No one said anything about a boyfriend, Evans.” He jerks his arm away. “I just thought she may be fun to hang with. It’s not my problem if you’re too chicken to make a move.”

      He’s lucky it’s me that he said that to and not Dexter, or he’d be picking his teeth off the ground. He doesn’t wait for me to reply, which is fine; anything I say will get me in trouble. As much as I trust Starlee, there’s the slightest bit of worry that maybe she’d rather have a guy that can take her on dates and hold her hand in public and kiss her at midnight on New Year’s Eve.

      Those are the things bothering me as I venture through the tree farm alone, looking for trees that fit the height and width specifications given to me by my dad. I’m getting fifty bucks for this job, which made him pretty happy. He likes to see us work. I still haven’t told him about applying for art school. I’d done all that on my own. I figure I’ll tell him once I’m accepted. If I’m accepted. Charlie and I both get the appeal of keeping some things from him now and not fighting everything. It all goes smoother if we play by my dad’s rules.

      A staff member helps me with my trees, since I need so many of them and they’re larger than average. It still takes longer than Starlee and Jasper, who are inside the fence playing with the goats. I watch them from a far, Jasper holding out his hand filled with hay to feed the goats. Starlee laughs, her smile bright and wide and I don’t like the jealousy blooming in my chest.

      “That little one keeps getting away from me,” she cries, pointing to a tiny black and white goat.

      “He’s just scared, how about this one?” Jasper points to a larger, fluffier brown goat chewing on a rubber ball.

      I enter the gate and slowly walk to the little goat. He’s skittish, bouncing away whenever I get too close, but I’m able to pin him just inside the red barn and pick him up.

      “You got him!” Starlee says, walking over. She pets his head and scratches behind his ears. “He’s so cute.”

      “You seem happy today,” I tell her. “Something’s different.”

      She shrugs and focuses on the goat.

      After wallowing in my jealousy for the last hour I can’t help but ask, “Is it him? Is it because it’s easier? Because I understand that, Star. This whole thing sucks.”

      “What?” She looks up at me with those brilliant green eyes. “You think I’m in a good mood because of Jasper?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper, feeling dumb. “I’d say it was the goats but you’ve had a glow about you since I saw you walk in the shop with him this morning.” I lower the goat to the ground and pull off my gloves so I can grab her hand. We’re inside the barn where no one can see us.

      She tilts her head. “I’m in a good mood because I hung out with Jake last night.”

      I frown. Well that explains the smug, satisfied look on his face this morning. “You did?”

      “Yeah, in secret, of course.” She reaches for my cheek. “This may be hard but it’s not the end of the world. I can wait and when I can’t…” She pushes up on her toes and presses her lips to mine. “I’ve learned to find a way around it.”

      I take her face in my hands, feeling the cold of her cheeks. I kiss her again, longer this time, harder. I don’t stop until I feel a tug on my pants leg. Looking down, I find that tiny goat is back, this time trying to eat my jeans. “Shoo, little guy,” I say, shaking my leg.

      He persists.

      Starlee laughs, reaching for the goat, but that makes it run off again.

      “Thank you for coming today,” she says. “I didn’t mind going with Jasper alone but it was better getting to spend the day with you.”

      “It was. I’ve missed this.” I graze her lower back as we walk out of the barn. Jasper’s over by the water trough, flirting with one of the girls that works here.

      “How’s everything at home?” she asks.

      “Manageable.”

      “Charlie?” There’s worry in her eyes when she asks about him.

      “He’s okay. Bored at the new job but making the most of it. He misses you too.”

      “I’m hoping we can figure out a way to get together for Christmas.”

      I smile down at her. I’m not that optimistic but I’m not going to burst her bubble. “If anyone can make that happen, it’s you.”

      We load up the trees and hop back on the road, taking the amazing drive back through Yosemite. I drop them both back in Lee Vines, feeling Starlee’s warmth next to me in the truck, hating that I don’t have the time to get out to see everyone again and the loss hits me hard. She’s right about being able to wait. We can, and we can work our way around it, too. Life hasn’t stopped because the adults around us can’t get their shit together. We’ll have to figure it out on our own.
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      “I have to admit,” Christina says a few days later as we sort mittens together in the cafeteria after school, “this really was a pretty good idea.”

      I can’t pretend I’m not shocked by the compliment. I glance around looking for the hidden cameras, but just see the rest of the committee working at different tables. “Uh, thanks.”

      She rolls her eyes under the fluffy white fur of the Santa hat she’s been wearing all week. It looks adorable on her, along with the red T-shirt that says, “Naughty or Nice” across her chest. “Don’t look so surprised. I can be nice.”

      “Sure,” I say, not understanding this conversation. I’ve tried my best to stay away from her since Thanksgiving. “Well, thank you. I saw this back home and thought maybe it would be a good fit for the club.”

      She holds up her list and makes a check next to the pile we’re making for each family. If we can, we add a pair of gloves, a hat and scarf for each person. “How was getting the tree with Jasper?”

      I shrug and glance at him across the room. He’s stacking boxes with a few other boys. “He’s nice.”

      “I heard he had a good time.”

      I pause. “From who?”

      “Him.” She folds a pink and purple scarf with shaggy fringe. “We’re good friends.”

      “Ah, of course you are.” Did that mean he told her George drove us?

      As if reading my mind, she says, “Don’t worry. I won’t tell Jake that you went with two boys that aren’t him.”

      “Jake? Why would he care?”

      “Are you pretending like you’re not still seeing him?”

      “I’m not. We’ve barely spoken in the last few weeks.” I’m not sure what game Christina is playing but I don’t like feeling like prey in her trap.

      “Huh, I thought I heard you were at the movies the other night.”

      Nosy bitch.

      “You heard wrong.” Claire happens to walk by. “Hey Claire, tell Christina who my date for the movie was on Friday night.”

      She smiles. “I was the lucky girl.”

      Christina scowls at her former friend. I wrinkle my nose and once Claire walks away, I remark, “Watch out, your homophobia is showing.”

      “If I’m homophobic, then you’re a slut,” she hisses under her breath. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to with those boys. With Jake one day then George the next. I’m sure the others are in the mix, too.”

      I want to flat out deny it but there’s too much truth in there. I don’t want to deny any of them. “Jealousy doesn’t suit you, Christina, especially when you’re out of line.”

      “How? By calling you a whore?”

      “No, by calling the police on me and the guys when nothing was going on. We were stuck and making the best of it and you totally fucked up their lives.”

      She steps back but doesn’t say anything, surprised I guess that I’m actually calling her on it. “You don’t get to ruin people because you’re petty. Karma’s a bitch and one day she’s gonna come knocking and you won’t be able to outrun her.”

      “You’re all just trash. A bunch of homeless, juvenile delinquents. You deserve one another.” she says. “One day they’ll realize that your little innocent act is all that—a game. They know nothing about you. Who you really are. Where you’re from. That you’ll run away from them like you ran away from your other life.”

      “You’re crazy. You don’t know anything about me.”

      Claire walks up behind me and touches my arm. “Is everything okay here?”

      “Christina was just going to take her meds and settle down.”

      “Ouch,” Claire says as the girl’s lips turn into a nasty grin.

      “You’re probably screwing her too.”

      “Shut up,” Claire snaps.

      “What if I am?” I say, feeling frazzled by all the accusations. What is her problem? I turn and face Claire and grip her face, pulling her to me and planting a big kiss on her mouth.

      “You’re pathetic,” Christina says storming out of the room.

      I release Claire. “Sorry about that. She just—”

      “She’s the literal worst.” She watches her ex-friend go. “Honestly, I’m surprised she’s messing with you. Jake told me he’d handled her.”

      “Oh really?” I’m curious as to how, but at the same time I’m not sure I want to know.

      “Guess it didn’t stick.”

      We both laugh and then notice the rest of the room has grown silent. Margaret, Jasper, and all the other kids are watching the two of us.

      “We were waiting for a new rumor to take over the old one. I guess we handled that.” She laughs.

      “Is it wrong for me to say that as awesome as that was, I think I’m still into guys.” Four guys in particular.

      “Nope. And really, it’s probably best that we never discuss this again. Mona is coming home for the break and I don’t need your drama to filter into my life.”

      “Good luck with that,” I mutter, but I feel a hundred pounds lighter just telling Christina off. She’s had it coming for a long time. I just hope for once she doesn’t try to swing back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The last days of school before Christmas break come with so much energy and excitement, all the drama and gossip from the past two weeks gets pushed aside. I’d almost forgotten about the kiss with Claire until Dexter cornered me in a small alcove outside my Spanish class and says, “There’s a rumor going around that you kissed Claire at the Helping Hands meeting. If Christina is spreading gossip again—”

      “She’s not,” I confess. “It happened. As a joke, but yeah, it happened.”

      His gray eyes scorch into me and I can’t tell if he’s upset or not, but he just says through a clenched jaw, “The next lips you kiss better be mine.”

      I nod and watch him walk away, feeling like I may need a cold shower.

      Things are fever pitch the Friday before break. Teachers were smart enough not to give any tests, thank goodness. My mind is not on academics, especially after finding the package on my window that morning.

      I didn’t see it at first, mostly because it was still dark out. I had a habit of checking out the window every morning, like back in the summer. Back then I was checking to see if Jake was ready for our walk down for the sunset. With that off the table, I now just look up to catch a glimpse of him. Most mornings I find him waiting at the glass for a heartbeat. It’s the little things to get through the day.

      Today, though, I see the flash of red on the sill and push open the window. The package is rectangular and wrapped in shiny red paper. A white mangled bow on the top. I look up and see Jake in his window—a smile on his face.

      My phone buzzes on the bed behind me.

      J: Merry Christmas

      S: It’s too early!

      J: I don’t want to wait. Open it.

      I put down the phone and slowly slide a finger under the tape. The paper falls away and I’m holding a small box in my hands. I lift the lid and see it’s a deck of cards. I recognize the design and glance up at Jake. He smiles broadly.

      The cards are from my favorite book series, Red Rising. The first book we read together when I started helping Jake with his reading. Each one a different character, their attributes and little details. I run my finger down the card and the texture surprises me. I pick up my phone.

      I don’t text. I call.

      Jake picks up on the first ring. His voice is low. “Do you like them?”

      “They’re beautiful. I love them so much. Where did you get them?”

      I touch the top one of Darrow and his long blond hair. I have a such a fan-crush on all these characters.

      “George made them for me—well, you. It’s really a gift from both of us.”

      “George?” I pick up the cards again. The texture I felt was colored pencils. He hand drew each one. “You’re kidding. They’re so good.”

      “They came out perfect.”

      I look up at him. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      The gifts didn’t end there and I should have known the boys would conspire. On the way to school, I receive a video. It’s snippets of the five of us from last summer. At Star Falls, in Yosemite, hiking through the ghost town in Bodie. At the end, there’s a note that lingers on the screen.

      Merry Christmas, Starlee, the only girl that can drag me into nature.

      I watch the video three more times during school and Claire finally snatches the phone from me to look. “What’s this?”

      “Something Charlie made for me.” Overall, it’s pretty PG and at this point I’m not really worried about what Claire knows about us.

      She pauses the video on Jake hanging out at the falls with his shirt off and holds it up. “Look, I’m not into guys, at all, but even I want to touch his chest.”

      I laugh. “It’s pretty impressive, right?”

      She shakes her head and hands me back the phone. At the end of class, she says, “Oh, I almost forgot. I was instructed to give this to you before lunch and to make sure you read it before lunch.”

      It’s a little box and when I open it, I find a tiny pie that fits in the palm of my hand. The scent of sugar hits my nose. There’s a slip of paper inside that says, “Art Room, A Lunch.”

      “Did Dexter give you this?”

      She shrugs. “Just go before I eat that pie myself.”

      I know my way to the art room but I’m still a little wary about whatever they have planned. The boys have B Lunch, which is why we’re no longer able to see one another. The last thing we need is to get in trouble before the break.

      The door is closed but as I approach it swings open and George appears. “What are you doing?” I ask skeptically. This hall is closed during A Lunch.

      “Ms. Peterman gave me permission to host a gathering in here today.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Host?”

      He steps back and I see all four guys at our normal art table. The surface is covered with containers of food, half of them baked goods. “What is all this?” I ask, feeling overwhelmed. It’s not just the food. It’s the fact we’re all together in the middle of the school day, something that’s been off limits for weeks.

      “We just wanted to do something nice for you.”

      “By stuffing me with sugar?” I walk over and pick up a ginger cookie. I pop it in my mouth. “Oh my god. So good.”

      Each boy takes a seat and I sit at the end, plates are passed around and Dexter turns on his iPod, streaming holiday music. It’s cheesy and perfect and it brings me back to a few months ago when eating lunch together wasn’t breaking the rules.

      “You know, I didn’t know we were exchanging gifts today.” To be honest, I didn’t have anything for them. My plan was to shop over the weekend with Claire, but after all this? I have no idea what to get them.

      “You don’t owe us anything,” Jake says, tapping my foot with his. His plate is piled high with food.

      I eat another cookie but don’t respond, because I know in my heart that I do owe them for what they’ve given me, I just have to figure out how to go about it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I get home, I find Leelee and Katie in the office. Reservations are low over the holidays, just a few people on extended stay to hunt and ski that don’t want to pay for the bigger resorts. I drop my backpack on the floor. We have only two days until Christmas, and tomorrow I’m spending it shopping with Claire. I haven’t given up on finding a way to have a party where we can all spend some time together, and already asked Leelee what she thought about us hosting something at her house a few days before.

      “Starlee, I’ve been thinking about your Christmas party idea—and I like it—the idea of getting everyone in Lee Vines together to celebrate is wonderful but I just don’t think the house is big enough to do it.”

      I sigh. “Right. I know. It would be a tight fit.”

      “But,” she says, walking around the counter, “I talked to Tom about it and he’d love to host something at the café on Christmas Eve. They close early that day and he thinks it would be fun to invite everyone over.”

      “Really? That’s great.” If Tom is hosting a party, there’s no way Sierra won’t let the boys come, and we can do everything we can to invite George and Charlie, too. “Tell me what we need to do.”

      “Can you send an email out to the neighborhood group? That should cover almost everyone.”

      “I’m on it,” I say, passing her and walking over to the computer behind the counter.

      “I’m going to go find out if there’s anything else he needs. Be back in a bit.” She goes out the front door and the door closes with a chime of the bell.

      I sit on the stool and open up the email account. The squeak of the desk chair tells me Katie’s no longer sitting and I feel her lean against the counter next to me. “What are you up to?”

      I shrug. “Just wanting to spend some time with our neighbors on Christmas.”

      “Our neighbors or your neighbors…specifically?”

      I give her look. “It will be nice to see everyone, but yeah, Sierra is still holding firm on her no-contact policy, and although we’ve found a few work arounds, I don’t want to have to sneak around on Christmas Eve. It’s my first holiday here with Leelee and away from my mom. I want it to be special.”

      “That’s fair,” she says. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Maybe make sure Sierra is going to come? Or invite George and Charlie so it’s not coming from me?” I sigh and scratch my arm. “It’s ridiculously complicated. Even if we get Sierra to the party, we need a distraction.”

      Katie rests her chin on her hand. “Hmmm…you’re right. Otherwise she’ll just keep an eye on you the whole time.”

      “Total bummer.”

      Her eyes light up and she snaps her fingers. “I have an idea.”

      “What?”

      “We find a guy to distract Sierra.”

      “A guy? She’s basically a nun at this point—you know, other than her committed relationship with the brothers Winchester.”

      “No, I have the perfect guy—guys, actually. They work with Reid in the park.” Katie’s boyfriend works as a ranger in Yosemite. “There’s a whole group of them that have to work over the holiday. I bet they’d love to have something to do.”

      “Whatever it takes. It may take a handful of guys, but if it keeps her from spying on me all night, that would be amazing.”

      She pulls out her phone and starts texting, a devious smile on her lips. I love how Katie commits to a plan. “Oh, and there’s one last thing we need for the party.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Tom needs to make his world-famous eggnog.”

      “Why?”

      “Sierra loves it and it’s heavy on the bourbon.”

      My eyes widen. “You want us to distract Sierra with a bunch of men and booze?”

      She laughs and continues with her text.  “Merry Christmas to her, am I right?”
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      I drive down to June Lake to pick up Claire, and we head to Mammoth Lake to the Village Resort. I’ve only been in this area a few times, but not since it’s been decorated for Christmas. The resort itself is massive, with a hotel and lodge. The entire town of Lee Vines could fit in the parking lot. There are rows of shops, specialty. The visitors to the lodge obviously have money to spend and are looking for a high-end vacation rather than the rustic feel of our tiny place.

      Everything is lit up, trees, windows, doorways. Stores are ready for holiday shoppers. Claire and I walk down the crowded cobblestone streets, taking it all in. “Okay, who do you need to shop for?”

      “I already ordered my grandmother a blanket,” I say, zipping my coat up higher. It’s chilly. “It’s a Supernatural one. It’s got her boys on the front.”

      She laughs. “I love that your grandmother is into that. I can’t imagine what would happen if I asked mine to watch it. She’d drag me to church for an exorcism.”

      “Leelee’s pretty cool. It’s been nice getting to know her better.”

      We decide to enter a shop that focuses primarily on hats. I pick up a thick stocking cap. “Do you think Dexter would wear this?”

      Claire looks at her reflection in the mirror, a rainbow-colored felt hat on her head. She looks adorable—and completely out of character. “You haven’t bought his gift yet?”

      I sigh. “I haven’t bought any of their gifts yet.”

      “Wow.” She takes off the hat and hangs it on a hook. “So what kind of gift do you want to get them?” She eyes the hat in my hand and takes it from me. “You all have a pretty special relationship.”

      “I want to show them how much I care about them—how awesome it is that they’ve accepted me. Coming here last summer was hard and they’re really the first friends I’d made in a long time.” I run my fingers over a fuzzy hat. “You know they wrote me the whole time I was back in North Carolina?”

      “Emails? Texts?”

      “Letters.”

      She looks up. “Seriously? Like, actual letters. Even Jake?”

      I nod. “How do I find something that shows how much I appreciate them?”

      “Hmm. Let me think on it.”

      We walk back into the cold and go in and out of a few shops. I do find a necklace for Katie and when Claire isn’t looking, a pair of purple fingerless gloves for her. We stop for coffee and I feel a like a cheater, paying for a mocha outside the Wayward Sun. It’s not as good and none of their pastries look homemade.

      I’m tossing my cup in the trash when Claire stops, gripping my arm, eyes focused on a shop ahead. I look at the sign over the door and shake my head. “No. No way.”

      “No, look. It’s Christina.”

      Sure enough, she’s walking in the door with two other cheerleaders.

      “Come on.” She drags me over.

      “What? I don’t need any,” I lower my voice. “Underwear like that.”

      “Why not? It’s the perfect gift—for everyone.”

      We’re outside the door and I feel my cheeks warm up despite the cold. “We hardly see one another right now and, well, it’s not like they’d see it anyway.”

      She studies me for a minute and then, like in a cartoon, her eyes widen when the lightbulb hits. In a low voice, she asks, “You’re not having sex with…well, any of them?”

      I think back to Dexter. The one time. The one amazing time before things got really complicated. “No.”

      She grips my arm again. “Well Christina doesn’t know that.”

      “What?” I ask, stumbling up the store step.

      “You want to get Christina back for wrecking your life? The best thing you can do is rub her nose in what you have that she doesn’t.”

      I nod, finally catching on, and following her into the shop.

      The entire shop looks like pink vomited all over every surface, although there is a display up front with a sexy Santa theme. I feel incredibly awkward, but Claire whispers in my ear, “Fake it ‘til you make it, girl.”

      She’s right. I have four amazing boyfriends. Four. And it’s her fault I’m not with them right now and her fault that the twins had to move out. She got me blacklisted. So what if she thinks I’m having sex with one or even all of them? Especially Jake.

      “What about this one?” Claire says, picking up a pink bra and panty set. A set I could never imagine myself wearing. One of the cheerleaders notices us and whispers in Christina’s ear.

      “I don’t know,” I say, pretending I don’t see them. “Jake’s favorite color is blue.”

      She walks across the store and holds up two different colors. “Navy or royal?”

      “Light blue. Like his eyes.”

      Claire smiles wickedly, amused at me playing along. “But I don’t know if that’s the right style.”

      “No?” she asks, “why not?”

      I pick up the thong. “He’s more of an ass man. I think he’d prefer this.”

      Christina, who has been standing in the back, flips her hair over her shoulder and walks toward us.

      “Oh, hi Christina,” I say sweetly. “I didn’t see you here.”

      “Please. You totally saw me and you want me to think you’re buying lingerie for Jake. I’m not an idiot.” Her words are calm but there’s something about her voice that makes me think she’s not so sure.

      “Well what do you think? Thong or bikini.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I think those boys are locked down tight up there in Lee Vines, even with you next door. I don’t think anyone is going to see what’s under your ratty clothes, so you may as well go for the white cotton panties over there and call it a day.”

      It takes everything in me not to tell her how I know what Jake likes. I know what his tongue feels against me and I know how he tastes, feels. But I’m not about to tell her about my private relationship with him. He’s too important. We’re too important.

      “You know,” I say to Claire, “Christina’s right.”

      “She is?” my friend replies cautiously.

      “Jake does like me in basic white cotton. It’s not like it’s staying on long anyway.”

      Christina’s jaw drops and her cheeks turn flaming red. For once, she’s left without a retort, and she tosses the tank top in her hand on the nearest table and storms out of the store. Claire and I hold still until the door swings shut and then we burst out laughing, doubling over from the pain.

      I don’t find the boys anything that afternoon, but I do leave with one present: the gift of getting even.
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      Charlie

      

      The routine of our life changes a lot since we moved in with Dad. There’s less fun and fights, something that comes from living without the guys. Dad doesn’t have the same spark Sierra carries; who’s caught somewhere between a mom and a sister. Even when he’s being nice, he doesn’t have a nurturing bone in his body. At some point, maybe always, his life became about survival and we were just one of the obstacles in the way.

      The resort is packed for the holidays and that makes him busy—he gets overtime and he likes it. My job is only part-time so it’s over at eight every night and George fills in where needed, but since it’s inconsistent, my brother has taken on the role of shopping and cooking. We both learned how to navigate this kind of thing at Sierra’s where everyone had to pitch in.  I don’t mind the job so much. It’s tedious but quiet. I can sneak in time to play my games and qualified for a tournament coming up on the 27th  at the university in Reno. There’s a five-thousand-dollar scholarship for the winner.

      “I still can’t believe he’s letting us take the car up for the Christmas party,” George says as he covers a plate of food for my dad. He’s working late, which is one reason he said we could go to the party. Guilt, I think, for working on Christmas Eve. I’m surprised he even feels it. Maybe he is making progress, but I’m not willing to say that out loud.

      We stop by his office and drop off the food, leaving it on his desk.

      “Have you told him about the tournament?” George asks in the hallway.

      “No. I keep waiting for the right time.”

      He snorts. “Good luck with that.”

      He’s right. There’s no such thing as the right time where dad is concerned. We’re both still walking on eggshells waiting for the “real” him to come back out. The one that rages and rants at George. The one that hits. I haven’t seen that person since we’ve been back, but it’s only been a few weeks.

      “I’ll tell him after Christmas.”

      “You’re cutting it close.”

      He’s not aware that I’ve signed up and confirmed. I’m going to that tournament—with or without my dad’s approval. I would just be nice if he’d cooperate, since I need his signature on the form.

      George drives the beat-up truck up the mountain. With the leaves gone and the holiday lights out, it’s interesting to see the tiny spots of civilization along the way that you can’t normally find. Little cabins and cottages up and down the mountains.

      “I kind of hate this drive now,” George says over the music. The radio is stuck on country, or so he says. I think he likes it.

      “Why’s that?”

      “I don’t know. It’s hard going up there, you know? Seeing what we’re missing?”

      I nod. Staying away from Lee Vines, from Starlee, is hard. The hardest thing I’ve ever done. “It’s better than shutting it out, right? Because that’s the only other option.”

      “I know,” his hands grip the steering wheel. “It still sucks.”

      “I don’t think they’re enjoying life that much more. From what Dexter says, Sierra hasn’t budged an inch on them seeing Starlee.”

      “Oh, I know that’s true. I saw the interaction between everyone at the Wayward Sun the other day. She tried her hardest not to have me drive up there with them and Dexter was livid. I got the feeling it was the first time Starlee had been in there in weeks.”

      George had told me about this kid Jasper flirting with Starlee. I know it’s not unreasonable. She’s beautiful. Sweet and fun. Why wouldn’t the vultures circle once we were out of the picture? But it makes my skin itch to think about another guy near her.

      As we near Lee Vines, George slows the truck, entering the little town slowly. Even though everything is closed, there are lights everywhere—the tree in the middle of the big yard. The windows at the lodge and a large wreath hanging from the diner’s door. The book and grocery store have small trees in the windows and the hiking shop has a full display, including Santa and his reindeer. We spent the last two Christmases up here and yeah, George is right, it hurts as much as it helps to come up here.

      He parks the truck in the Wayward Sun driveway and we step out of the warm cab and into the cold night. We pass the big tree and I can hear the holiday music coming out of the café. Everyone we know is in that house. Our real family and friends.

      “There’s Starlee,” George says, looking in the big front window. The Epic Café is an old bungalow, with a front porch and picture window. Sure enough, she’s standing right in the front, talking to Gertie who owns the Gas-and-Stop. Her face is lit up, beautiful, and I know one thing is true: as bittersweet as coming home feels, there’s nowhere I’d rather be.
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      Starlee

      

      There’s something about a devious plan that puts Katie in motion. If I have any questions about her superpower, they’re long gone. Everything is exactly as she wanted. The spiked eggnog, the three handsome rangers, and Sierra falling for it like a kid on Christmas morning.

      Dexter, Jake, and I avoid one another until she’s good and occupied, her laughter echoing off the high, tin-plated ceilings.

      “I hear you’re the one that had the idea for a party,” Gertie says. She’s a thin woman that looks like she knows her way around a car engine. It makes sense; she owns the gas station down the block.

      “I thought it would be fun to see everyone.” I cast a sly glance at Dexter in the corner talking to Della from the diner. I’m not sure, but I think she’s trying to hustle his apple pie recipe from him. “You know, we all get so busy.”

      Figures cross the yard and there’s no mistaking the identical forms approaching the porch. I fight every urge to run across the room and meet them at the door. “The twins came?” Gertie asks. “I sure do miss them. I hope everything’s okay with them back home.”

      “Me too,” I say, already vibrating about having them all here at once. They look good, taller maybe, if that’s possible. George wears jeans and a blue sweater that makes his mega-watt smile seem brighter than normal. Charlie has on a hoodie and a flannel, layered up. His cheekbones hit the edge of his glasses and I think his face looks thinner—leaner, really. Not in a bad way. In a very, very sexy way, actually.

      As my body reacts to just seeing them, I check on Sierra to make sure she’s not watching, but she’s holding a large glass of eggnog and engaged in a conversation with a man around her age with an unnaturally sharp jawline.

      Katie walks by and I grab her by the arm. “Seriously, where did you find these guys? Some kind of hot ranger pin-up calendar or something?”

      “There’s a certain breed that goes into the national park ranger program. Most are hippies with backpacks filled with Birkenstocks and granola bars. But then there’s this whole other group…” She smiles over at her boyfriend and he raises an eyebrow in return. “They’re just looking for some nature and adventure.”

      They’re all too old for me and I have no interest anyway, but for Sierra, they are definitely the perfect distraction. “Thank you for inviting them.”

      “I hate what’s going on with you all. Think of it as my Christmas gift.” She winks. “A group gift.”

      I’ve never admitted to Katie that I have feelings for all the guys equally, but she seems to know and it doesn’t bother her. It’s one of the reasons she’s so easy to be around. She doesn’t judge.

      I start to walk toward the twins and she grabs my arm. “I also left you all a little holiday treat in the back room. Don’t forget to check it out.”

      I swallow at the suggestive twinkle in her eye but tuck that information away for later. The twins are surrounded by friends, including Tom who is shaking both their hands, and Leelee who immediately foists food on them. They’re not rude but I feel their eyes come back to me over and over again as I wait patiently for them to escape.

      “It feels good to have them back here.” Dexter leans against the wall next to me.

      “It does. I know they’re okay—they’re big guys and not the little kids they were when they came here—but it still makes me nervous.”

      His fingertips discreetly brush against mine. “Do you think my sister is drunk enough for me to keep talking to you?”

      “Drunk on hot guys and eggnog. Yep.”

      “Those guys were your idea?” His forehead furrows. I’m not sure he likes seeing his sister hit on like this.

      “Katie’s, but I approved. She needs to relax. That’s half her problem.”

      “I’ve been wanting to come over here all night. Tell you how much I like that dress.”

      I smooth the skirt of the red dress I’d found down at the thrift store in June Lake with my hands. It’s a little much. Glittery sequins cover the top and the skirt is short, but it was only ten dollars and seemed like the kind of festive outfit perfect for the night.

      “Thank you.” Jake watches us from across the room and the boys finally break free from my grandmother and head our way. “I think it’s safe to socialize, don’t you?”

      He nods and pushes off the wall. Right before the boys reach us, he leans in and says, “By the way, don’t forget what I said about the next person that kisses you.”

      A shiver runs up my spine. Him. He’d made a promise and Dexter isn’t the type to renege.

      That, along with everything else, makes me think tonight is going to be a very good night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The problem with being in the same room as the wayward sons and a bunch of other people isn’t so much sharing them—I’m happy everyone is mingling and socializing—it’s my body’s hyperawareness of them. Keeping track of one boy is distracting enough. Four? I feel like live wires of electrical currents are racing through my system.

      As the night progresses, though, the adults settle into their own social circles, sitting around tables sharing food and drink. Sierra and Katie are lost in their own conversation, the men around them engaged and focused.

      Katie catches my eye and winks, reminding me of her comment about the back room. Curiosity gets the best of me and I slip through the tables to the little room in the back. It’s a sunroom—part of the original house—with paned windows and comfy cushioned chairs. Gauzy curtains cover the windows, giving the room some privacy. In the summer, when things are busy, it’s used for tourists popping in for tea or a late lunch. Tonight, it’s cast in a soft glow from the string of lights hanging from the ceiling and the dangling star dropped from the middle of the room. Candles flicker on the small tables and I get the feeling this is the “gift” Katie referred to. I feel a hand slip around my waist and look over up at Jake, who’s taking in the room.

      “Look.” He nods at the star. Hanging from the bottom is a sprig of leaves.

      Mistletoe.

      It’s cheesy and romantic and honestly, exactly what I need right now. The four of us need something easy—sweet. A way to just relax and celebrate making it through the past month.

      “Did you set this up?” George asks, closing the door behind him. The sounds from the outer room vanish and it’s like we’re finally, peacefully, alone.

      “No,” I admit, although it would have been the perfect gift. “I think we have a fairy godmother.”

      I’ll have to send Katie a gift basket or something.

      Fingers link with mine and Dexter pulls me away from the others, pulling me to the middle of the room. He places his hands on my hips and looks over my shoulder. “Sorry boys, I made a promise to Starlee a few days ago and I mean to fulfill it.”

      My heart pounds in my chest, not just from Dexter’s closeness but from the knowledge the other boys are watching. We’ve always kept our intimate moments private—stealing little pieces of time alone. But here we are in this little room, our only chance to be together, and I can tell from the determined look on Dexter’s face that he’s not going to waste it.

      And I don’t want him to.

      He pushes his fingers behind my ear and up into my hair, pulling me close. It’s been too long I’ve kissed him, and every nerve in my body wants it—wants him. His lips are pink and he wets them, taking his damn time. I think he’s doing it on purpose to rile either me up or the boys. Whatever he’s doing, it works, because when he finally brushes his lips against mine I’m thoroughly consumed. Dex doesn’t hold back just because the boys are in the room. He leans in, taking his time, sweeping his tongue against mine. I can’t help but think about how much I miss this. How much we’re missing one another. I reach for his shirt, fisting it in my hand, wanting to feel his body next to mine. He hums in reply, lifting his other hand to the back of my head. He steals my breath away. My heart too, and just when I think I could do this forever a throat clears across the room, reminding us we’re not alone.

      We ease apart, reluctantly, but I know that’s not the only kiss I’m going to get tonight. Just the first and wow, did Dexter make good on his promise.

      I exhale, feeling settled for the first time in a while, and glance back at the other boys standing in the doorway. They watched patiently as Dexter got his kiss and there’s only one thing I want to do.

      Wish each and every one of them a Merry Christmas under the mistletoe.
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      Jake

      

      There’s something about watching Dexter kiss Starlee that brings it all home for me. We’d floundered for years, never quite fitting in, our family’s a mess or gone, our behavior reckless and out of control. But this girl, she brings us all together in a way no one else could do it. Not Sierra. Not even each other. She’s the glue that binds.

      I know it should bother me to see her kissing the other guys, but it doesn’t. It definitely makes me horny. I’m getting ridiculously hard watching her little body writhe and react. I notice Dexter shift in his seat more than once after their kiss. His jaw clenches and his cheeks are flushed. I know the feeling; this girl has my balls twisted in knots. It’s why I coughed when the kiss between them had gone on so long. The last thing we needed here was for things to go porno. Not that Starlee had that kind of intention, but four teenage boys? Shit. Our minds are like one giant, continuous cycle of wet dreams and fantasies.

      It takes serious willpower for things not to get depraved.

      That’s why, when she approaches Charlie next, I just take a seat, biding my time and trying to steady the blood flow coursing from my heart to my dick. She looks fantastic in the red shiny dress, cut high enough on her legs to send my imagination into overdrive. Her skin is pale and smooth, stretching from her feet clad in sexy heels to the ruffles of her skirt. Charlie looks nervous—of course—Starlee is new for him—any live girl would be. But to find the one on your first shot? Not having made the mistakes I had with someone like Christina? He’s really the lucky one.

      There’s part of me that knows I shouldn’t watch but I do, taking in how she walks him over, tugging on his hand until they’re centered under the mistletoe as though that’s mandatory. Our girl’s adorable, innocent yet wise. Sweet but sexy and I’ve seen her down on her knees—so she’s not that innocent—but I meant what I told her that night. When we finally go all the way, it’s on our terms, taking our time. There’s no way I’m rushing through that once in a lifetime moment.

      To my surprise when they’re in the right spot, Charlie takes the lead, running his hands up and down her arms. He’s taller than Dexter so he bends down to whisper something in her ear, something that I can’t hear but makes her flush, and her arms link around his neck and she lifts on her toes, eager to reach him. There’s no way for me to describe their kiss other than after a moment I shut my eyes and count to ten. It’s too much seeing her lean her body into his—seeing the round edge of her ass when his hands reach down and push the fabric up.

      Dex slinks in his chair across from me, hand rested on his forehead. He’s struggling. I’m struggling, but it’s George that lets out a low groan as the kiss continues.

      “You’re doing that shit on purpose,” he says to his brother, once he and Starlee part. “Making me crazy over here.”

      Charlie shrugs but doesn’t deny it, the smirk on his lips giving him away. George pushes past him and without the restraint or patience of his brother or Dex, he reaches down and picks her up, kissing her hard on the mouth.

      Starlee laughs at his brashness, wrapping her legs around him and squirming against his hips as his hands cup her butt under her dress. He’s not apologetic and she loves it. Loves him, and it’s so good to see a smile on his face.

      His actions cut the tension in the room, giving me a chance to breathe. Watching George isn’t sexy or coy. It’s silly and goofy and he stumbles once, banging into the table and knocking over a votive. Luckily there’s nothing to catch on fire, but wax spills all over the glass table top and we’re all scurrying not to make a mess of the room.

      “Jesus,” Dexter says, containing the wax. “Just what we need ten days before my hearing—an arson charge.”

      “That wasn’t my fault,” he replies, kissing Starlee once more before lowering her feet to the ground.

      “I’ll clean it up, Dex,” she says, touching his arm. “No one’s going to jail for arson.”

      “If I am, I’m taking George with me. He’s prettier than I am.”

      “No one is going to jail,” she repeats, then looks at me. “I know these boys spoiled the mood, but you still owe me a kiss.”

      I’m thankful for the wrecked mood because I was wound tighter than a spring. Too tight, and I know I need more time with her. More space, so I walk over and take her face in my hands and place a gentle kiss on her lips.

      “Merry Christmas, Starlee.”

      She tilts her head. “That’s all?”

      “For now.” I smooth her hair with my hand.

      She wraps her arms around me and hugs me tight, knowing exactly what to give each of us when we need it. I just hope we do the same for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      Starlee

      

      The magical glow of Christmas fades fast. After the party, Leelee and I spent the day together binge-watching TV and eating leftovers Tom sent home with us the night before. My grandmother gave Katie a few days off to go visit family, so I’m on office duty for the few guests that we have in the hotel part of the lodge. Things are slow all around and I try to focus on my reading for Lit, but I keep going down the YouTube rabbit hole of Supernatural fan videos instead.

      By noon, it’s clear the day is going to be a complete wash.

      The sound of car doors slamming is what drags me back to the real world. I peer out the window and recognize Mrs. Delange walking up the sidewalk.

      “What do you think that’s about?”

      Leelee glances up from her word puzzle book that she got from her brother for Christmas. “Sierra said her licensing review was coming up.”

      “Oh right.” I’d forgotten with everything going on. “What happens if she passes? Can the boys come back?”

      “In theory I guess, but as long as they’re doing well with their father I doubt they’ll make any changes.”

      I watch the social worker climb the steps and enter the residential side of the house. It’ll be good if she can get her license back. Then the boys can come back if they need to. I don’t know if she’ll take in any other foster kids. There’s something about those boys that made her want to open her home to them.

      “You could go over and order us some coffee.” She looks at me over her glasses. “Maybe see what’s up.”

      “I don’t think Sierra would want me over there.” I go back to the stool in front of the computer. “She’s still worried about me having the runaway flag on my record.”

      “Your what?”

      Crap. Leelee didn’t know this part of the story. Time to ‘fess up. “It’s my understanding that when I flew out here without permission, Mom called the police and reported me as a runaway. I guess after we worked things out it was never removed. The social workers see me as a 'high risk' neighbor for the boys.” I use air quotes because I can’t with the terminology.

      “Well that doesn’t seem right.” She frowns. “Is that why you haven’t been spending much time with the boys lately?”

      I didn’t realize she’d noticed. “Yeah some of it. Just trying to make it easier on Sierra.”

      “You should have told me.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I just didn’t want to bother you with all this.” I didn’t want her to reconsider letting me stay.

      “Next time you talk to me, okay? Sometimes adults need to get involved so we can figure things out.”

      I move back to the window and stare at the Wayward Sun. I don’t go over but I’m not budging until the social worker leaves. She stays for an hour, walking out with her file folder hugged against her chest. After she drives off, I wait another ten minutes. “Honey just go over and see.”

      “Fine. But if she gets mad I’m telling her that you sent me over for pastries.”

      “That sounds reasonable. I’d like some Bobby’s Balls if Dexter made some fresh.” Hearing my grandmother talk about “Bobby’s Balls” always catches me somewhere between horrified and hysterical. I just don’t have a sense of humor, at the moment, so I nod and head out the door.

      The coffee shop has been dead all day—just like us--and I can tell walking up that Dexter’s using it as a baking day. The scent of butter and sugar slaps me in the face the second I open the front door, followed by Neil Young. I grimace. Neil Young isn’t my favorite—his whiney voice grates on my nerves but I learned the hard way, including an hour-long lecture on him as a solo artist and as a member of Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young, that this wasn’t a popular opinion.

      The bell over the door rings and Jake stands behind the counter, holding a copy of the book he’d been assigned over the break. I can’t help but smile at the sight of him reading. He’s come a long way in the last six months.

      “Hey,” he says. “Thank god you’re here. How the hell do you say this word?”

      He hands over the book and our fingers brush and a feel warmth spread down my limbs. Jake points to the word. “Prodigious.”

      “Do you know what it means?”

      I look at the sentence for context. “I think it means big or large.”

      He smiles. “Thank you. Dexter was getting pissed every time I interrupted him.”

      I glance back in the kitchen but don’t see him. “I saw Mrs. Delange come and go. How was the appointment?”

      He crosses his arms over his chest, giving me a nice view of the long muscle in his forearm. “I think it went pretty well. She just took notes today, going over our files and everything at the house—you know, the basic safety things.”

      “When will she find out?”

      “I think in two weeks.”

      I nod. It’s not quite soon enough but better than nothing. “Where’s Dex?”

      “He ran next door for a second. I’m supposed to listen out for the timer.” He makes a face. “I hate being in charge of anything that has to do with the baking. You know how he is.”

      A perfectionist.

      “I do.” I lean against the counter. “Leelee wants some cream puffs and I’ll take a mocha.”

      “You got it.” He turns to make my drink and I watch his broad shoulders and the way they fill out his black T-shirt. Jake is ridiculously handsome and insanely built. I should be used it by now, but I’m not.

      “Have you heard anything from the colleges?” I ask, eyeing the muscles in his biceps as he works the coffee press.

      “I have a few interviews coming up. Coach sent my tapes in to the interested schools. Hopefully, I’ll hear something by February.”

      Everyone’s working on their plans for next year. I’d derailed mine when I flew out here and it’s taken me this long to get my bearings. I don’t even know what I want to do. As if he’s reading my thoughts, he says, “If you ever want to go with me to check out any of the schools, you’re welcome to tag along.”

      “Thanks. I’ll definitely think about it.”

      “I heard Charlie say he’s going down to Fresno tomorrow. He’s got some tournament down there.”

      “His father’s letting him go?” I’m surprised.

      He laughs and pushes my drink and a bag of cream puffs across the counter. “I’m not sure he asked.”

      The timer buzzes in the kitchen and it’s a reminder he needs to get the baked goods out of the oven, and I need to get out of here before Sierra sees me.

      “You better get that,” I say, taking a step back.

      “See you later, Star.”

      “Bye, Jake.”

      I turn and feel his blue eyes on me as I leave the shop, the buzzer going crazy in the background. We’ve got to figure out a way to see each other more often, because being apart? I think it’s making us even more likely to get in trouble.
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      Charlie

      

      The holiday peace lasts exactly two days. We managed Christmas day with civility; George cooking a pretty good dinner, topped with a pie Dexter gave us the night before. Dad ate two pieces and didn’t comment on the game George gave me—or when we played it until 3 a.m. Things even continued smoothly the following day, so when George got called up to help at the resort on the twenty-seventh, I felt good telling him about the tournament that afternoon. Confident, even.

      My instincts were disastrously wrong.

      “No,” he says, when I bring it up over breakfast.

      “Why not? I qualified and there’s scholarship money in it and even if I don’t get first place, I’ll secure a spot for the next competition that has an even bigger cash prize.”

      “Charlie, you know how I feel about these games. It’s a waste of time. I was nice about it yesterday because it was a day off for all of us, but you’ve got to work this afternoon. There’s no time for this.”

      “I got Sandra to cover for me.” I’d worked it all out. The girl that works the morning shift was happy for some extra hours. “It’s just the afternoon. It’s not a big deal.”

      He rests his fork on his plate, the eggs and bacon swirling with grease. A chill washes over me. I’ve seen that look before—back when we were kids, and normally directed at my brother. “It’s a waste of time. You’re smart, skilled, and no college wants a kid who spends half his day addicted to a fucking game in their scholarship program.”

      “God, you’re so obtuse,” I say, balling my fists with anger. “You have no clue how colleges work now, but why would you? You never went.”

      His jaw works and I’m pushing him. Why am I pushing him? “Because your mother got knocked up, that’s why, and I had to get a job to take care of you and your brother. Sorry responsibility got in my way. But that’s what you don’t understand, right, Charlie? Responsibility. Life’s just a big game. Clamp on those headphones and block out reality.”

      Bringing this up isn’t new. It’s his favorite story about how he sacrificed so much for me and George. It’s bullshit, of course. He blames our mother for getting pregnant, but he wasn’t smart enough to wear a condom. Dumbass. But the other part of his comment hits the nail on the head. That is why I started gaming. To block out him and George’s fights. The nonstop insults and yelling. “I’m done with this,” I say, grabbing my phone and coat. “When it’s time for me to go to school, I’ll have the money I need. I won’t have to rely on you for anything. Pretty much like now.”

      “Charlie, if you walk out that door, don’t even think of coming back.”

      “What? You want to kick me out? Good, maybe they’ll send me back to Sierra and I can get on with my life.”

      “You’re not going to that woman’s house. When I call the police, they’ll lock you up for running away—at best, you’ll get stuck in a group home. At worst? Juvie.” It’s a random threat. As if this is better than any of that. He has no idea how insufferable he can be and there’s no way in hell he calls the police. They’ll just as likely charge him for being an unfit parent. He’s the one that started this whole thing up again.

      I storm out the door and pull my phone out of my pocket. I can’t call George, he’s an hour away at the recycling facility. Dexter? Jake? God no, the last thing I need is for Sierra to get involved. She may call Mrs. Delange. I scroll through the numbers and land on Starlee’s. It was new and I’d only sent her a few texts, worried it would get us all in trouble. If anyone would support me in this, it would be her.

      I press the button and call.
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      I’m in the process of scrubbing my toilet when the phone rings. Leelee decided to take Tom to visit her brother up in Lake Tahoe. She’d asked me to join, but being in close quarters with the octogenarian love birds is a little much. I figured they both could use a little break, anyway. I stayed back and got the bug to do a little post-Christmas cleaning.

      “Hello,” I say, pressing the speaker.

      “Hey Starlee, it’s Charlie.”

      There’s something in his voice that makes me pause. “Hi. What’s going on?”

      “Things…” He searches for words.

      “Charlie? Are you okay?”

      “Can you come pick me up?”

      “At your house? What’s wrong?”

      He lets out a rattling sigh. “My dad and I got in a fight about the tournament today. He’s being completely unreasonable. I need a ride to Fresno.”

      “Fresno?” That’s a long way and although Leelee’s car is here, I’m not sure she’d approve of me taking it that far away. “Where’s George?”

      “He’s working off-site all day. I can’t bother him with this. Starlee, I really need your help.”

      I knew Charlie had been looking forward to this tournament for months and that he needs the scholarship money. That’s not what gets me to agree. It’s the fact he’s asked for help. Charlie is quiet and tough. He doesn’t like showing weakness.

      I walk to my bedroom and pull a clean outfit out and toss it on the bed. “Where are you?”

      “I’m walking from the resort to town. I need to get away from him before things get worse.”

      Worse?

      “Text me when you get somewhere safe. I’ll be there in about thirty minutes.”

      “Thanks, Star,” he says. I hear the relief in his voice.

      Hurriedly, I clean up the bathroom and change before scribbling a note for my grandmother. She won’t get back until late—I may even beat her back. I don’t tell her the whole truth, just that I’m going shopping with Claire and that I’ll fill the tank with gas.

      The drive doesn’t take long. The roads are virtually empty, being so close to the holidays. The trip is familiar now and as I get closer to town I see signs and banners hanging from street lamps promoting the Woolly Drop on New Year’s Eve.

      Charlie texts me his location—the Waffle Shop—and he’s already waiting outside when I pull into the lot. He looks exhausted. Behind his glasses, his eyes are haunted and sad. He gets in the car and leans over the console, immediately giving me a kiss. His lips are cold but I warm them with mine.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, rattled by the kiss. It’s forward and not like him.

      “I will be,” he says before pulling up the directions. “It’s at the university student center. Something they set up with one of the gaming companies.”

      “I’ve never been there.” I pull back out in the street. “If Leelee finds out I’m driving this far, maybe I can tell her I’m on a college visit.”

      His eyebrow raises. “What did you tell her?”

      “Nothing. She’s in Lake Tahoe. I left a note. A vague note.” A note full of lies, really, and the more time that passes, I don’t like how that feels sitting on my stomach.

      Charlie is quiet on the ride down and I want to ask him more about the fight with his dad. It seems like more than just him saying no to him going. There’s a hollowness in him. Hurt in his soulful brown eyes, but he’s closed himself off and I don’t think he wants me to reach him.

      Nothing’s particularly easy to get to in this part of the state. Between the Sierras and the national parks, the roadways are limited. The drive takes a while but as time and the miles pass, Charlie seems to calm down some, his hand resting on my leg as though it’s giving him peace.

      Growing up in North Carolina, it’s hard not to live near a University. Several are situated in the area I grew up in and even with the change of landscape the feel becomes evident as we get closer. Fresno is the biggest city I’ve visited in months and just being close to civilization is overwhelming.

      “Is it weird that I’m not used to this anymore?”

      “What?” he asks, squeezing my knee.

      “All the people and lights and buildings.”

      “You’re a small-town girl now, Starlee.” He laughs and squeezes my knee. “Through-and-through.”

      I suppose he’s right.

      School isn’t in session but the parking lot is crowded—and it’s not surprising the overwhelming number of people pouring in from the parking lot are guys of all ages. Some are younger than Charlie, others older. As I park the car near the student center I ask, “So how did you get into this tournament?”

      “Anyone can sign up and pay a fee. Others are invited. I got an invitation by earning a spot in a competition online. I think it’s mostly a recruitment tool used by the university to get prospective students up here.”

      There are large banners hanging from the building announcing the tournament. Sponsor names including the university, the game makers and other corporations (junk food, soda and energy drinks) have their logos all over. There’s a charged energy in the air and the worried boy with tense shoulders that rode down here with me vanishes. It’s clear he’s in his element.

      I’ve never seen Charlie in his element.

      While he signs in I look around, taking it all in. There’s a large room off the lobby with long tables stretching across the room. Computer monitors sit on top with an array of other items, each covered in a logo. Headphones, keyboards, and colorful mouse pads. There’s a number on each chair and each computer. A bottle of water. At the front of the room there’s a decorated stage and a huge screen with a graphic spinning across the surface. Loud music pours out of the speakers, clearly hoping to get everyone amped up. It’s working.

      I feel a hand on my back and turn, finding Charlie next to me. He has a bag with the tournament logo on it filled with samples and promotions. His eyes are wide as he takes everything in—he looks boyish and happy. Something I haven’t seen in a long time—if ever.

      “Ten minutes to start time,” voice calls out over the speakers. A huge clock counts down in the corner of the screen.

      “You ready for this?” I ask, feeling a sense of pride. This boy is fighting for his dreams and no one will get in his way. It’s pretty sexy.

      “Yep,” he says turning to face me. He cups my face in his hands and kisses me slowly. “Thank you for making this happen today.”

      “Hey, I just stole a car. You did the hard work.” I kiss him again. “Good luck. Bring home the big money.”

      His cocky smile says he plans on doing just that.
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      I’m filthy when I get home from work. We spent the day hauling recycling and garbage out to the dump, taking three truckloads back and forth from the resort. I guess the management decided to have a post-holiday clean out, but I don’t mind. I’m happy to get out of the apartment and earn some money.

      I’m beat when I climb the steps to our apartment and the only thing I want to do is take a shower, eat leftover pie, and go to bed.

      The front door is unlocked and I assume Dad is home. Charlie made it clear he was going to the tournament today despite the fact he’d avoiding telling Dad about it. I understood why. Things had been chill for the last few days and neither of us wanted to rock the boat. We both knew that dad could turn on a dime and it just wasn’t worth setting him off.

      I braced myself before walking in, wondering how pissed dad was when he told him. Hopefully he’d had time to calm down. I kick off my boots before I step inside and immediately recognize pissed is clearly an understatement.

      “Dad?” I call trying to comprehend the mess. Being tidy is one of my dad’s “things.” Right now, the whole place looks like a bomb went off. It’s an absolute shit-storm of our belongings. The couch is overturned and when he doesn’t reply, I get nervous. Did we get robbed?

      I carefully step over pots and pans, papers, and the shredded cords of one of Charlie’s gaming consoles. The TV is still on the stand but has a long crack across the screen. Paper crinkles under my foot and I look down, recognizing the gray design. A sense of dread fills my stomach as I bend down and pick it up. It’s a drawing. My drawing of Starlee’s profile—or what’s left of it.

      A shadow crosses the bedroom door and I look up. The look of anger in his eyes makes my own rage turn cold. Dad doesn’t acknowledge me, he just holds up handfuls of my work. “Are you kidding with this? Art school?”

      He’s in a bad place. I can tell. We’ve been here before but I’m not a scrawny kid anymore. I step over an overturned plant and grab the artwork, twisting it out of his hands. Watercolors, pastels, pen and ink. Hours destroyed. I stare at my ruined, torn work. “What did you do?”

      “Your brother walked out of here today to go pursue his foolish ambition. I figured you maybe had something similar up your sleeve. I wasn’t wrong. I found your applications and all this under your bed. Both of you, wasting your time on stupid dreams instead of buckling down and facing reality. There’s no out from here. Hard work is the only way to survive. Sacrifice.”

      “We’re not you,” I say through clenched teeth. “We’re not living your life.”

      “Why? Because you think you can charm your way into schools with good looks and a smile? That may work on your teachers but it won’t in the long run. Art school?” He scoffs. “How is that going to pay the rent? For food?”

      “I’m not willing to let my life pass me by like you did.”

      He snatches the picture of Starlee out of my hand—he’s close enough now that I smell it. The booze. “This girl tells me you are. All it takes is one time—one stupid time and your life is ruined. Your ambition and dreams go out the fucking window for a girl and two exhausting babies.”

      “Leave Starlee out of it, she has nothing to do with anything.”

      “No? You think I don’t know that’s who picked up your brother today? That he’s probably screwing her right now instead of being up at the job like he’s supposed to be? The whole tournament thing is probably just a cover. Is it a cover?”

      “You’re drunk.”

      He waves his hand at me. “Nah. I’m just realizing that neither of you appreciate a goddamn thing I’ve done for you.”

      There’s a dangerous sneer in his voice and I know I need to get out of here, but I can’t without checking my room. I push past him, going into my room, hopeful there’s something left of my work to salvage, but he grabs my arm as I pass, yanking me back in the living room. A vein throbs on his neck and I shrug away, trying to make some space.

      “I’ll be back when you sober up,” I tell him.

      “Just like I told your brother, you walk out of here, I’m calling the police.”

      “Go ahead!” I shout. “Call. Let them see what you did here. How you’re violating your custody. I should call Mrs. Delange myself.”

      Something in him snaps and he swings. I block the punch but that only enrages him further and he lunges at me with full force. I stop him, gripping both his arms and pushing him back. “I’m not a kid anymore,” I warn him. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He breathes heavy but seems to reconsider and I leave, rattled at the venom pouring off my father. How lost he seems, and determined to drag me and my brother down the same path. I hear his footsteps behind me and I turn, this time too late, not having enough time to duck. Glass shatters against my temple and a boot kicks against my hip. I stumble forward, crashing into the kitchen table. When I look up at my father, it’s through the haze of red blood pouring down my face.

      “Get the hell out of here,” he mumbles, leaning against the wall. I take my chance and go, grabbing a flannel off the back of the floor and holding it against my head. I knew he’d fail, that his demons would rise again, I’d just hoped this time I’d get the upper hand.
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      Hours later, Charlie sits in the passenger seat, holding a trophy, a certificate, and an oversized check in his hands. The smile on his face is worth everything we went through today. Charlie needed a win—an actual win—and I’m glad I could show him my unconditional support. Sometimes that means more than anything else.

      “How mad is your dad going to be?” I ask as we enter the town limits for Mammoth Lake.

      “Hopefully he’s calmed down. If not?” He gazes out the window. “I’ll deal with it.”

      The upcoming light turns yellow and I slow, easing to a stop. I don’t want to drop Charlie off. Today has been amazing. Just getting to spend time with him without sneaking around or prying eyes. He squeezes my hand and is face is red from the glow of the stoplight.

      “I’m really proud of you,” I say.

      He doesn’t reply, just leans over the center console of the car and runs his hand into my hair, pulling me forward for a kiss. The first one is soft but the second parts my lips, his tongue sweeping inside. There’s something different—confidence, I think. I touch his cheek and—

      A horn blares behind us. The light’s green.

      “Sorry!” I shout to no one in particular, knowing the person behind us can’t hear me. Charlie laughs and brings my hand to his mouth, kissing my palm.

      “Turn here,” he says a moment later, and I veer into the driveway to the resort. It’s dark out and although there is lighting, it’s few and far between since we’re out in nature. It’s one of the things I’ve had to get used to out here. There’s so much space. “The road to our apartment is up here on the left.”

      The car bounces on the rocky drive, slushy snow still along the edges. We’re just about at the turn when Charlie releases my hand and leans forward.

      “What?” I ask, immediately slowing. I’m hyper-worried about hitting a deer or another wild animal. I saw what happened to Tyler Wilkin’s truck after he smashed into one a few weeks ago.

      “Stop the car,” he says, hand already on the latch. I slow and peer out the window. Suddenly, I see something—no, someone hunched under the streetlight. Whoever it is is leaning against a utility pole. Charlie has jumped from the car before I’ve even come to a full stop. He races over and lifts the person’s head.

      A chill of fear runs through me.

      It’s George.

      I hop out the car, leaving it running, and run to him. I see the blood from feet away. The cloth he’s holding to his head is drenched.

      “What happened?” I ask, slipping in close. “George? Are you okay?”

      Hot tears instantly freeze on my face. I touch his cheeks and he winces. I feel his hand curl into my jacket for support. “It looks worse than it is. Just get me out of here.”

      Charlie curses under his breath. “Bastard. I’ll kill him.”

      George’s teeth chatter from the cold. I tug at his brother. “Come on, let’s get him in the car.”

      Charlie nods and throws his brother’s arm over his shoulder. I move to the other side and we help him get to the back seat. There’s so much blood and Charlie yanks off his jacket, covering his brother’s legs and then pulling off his sweatshirt and pressing it to his head. Satisfied, he gets back in the passenger seat, turning to face George.

      “This is about me, isn’t it?”

      George shakes his head. “He lost it. Not just about you, but me too. He shredded my portfolio. He found my applications.” I glance back in the rearview mirror and see him hold his brother’s eye. “He was drunk.”

      “I’m going to the hospital,” I announce turning the car around. When I get to the entrance of the resort, I idle the car. “Someone tell me how to get there.”

      “Star, no, it’s not that bad.”

      “You’re bleeding everywhere.”

      The brothers share a look. “We can’t get this into the system. Not yet. We need time to think about what to do.”

      “You call the police. You call Mrs. Delange!” My heart is beating so fast from fear and frustration.

      “They’ll move us again,” Charlie says.

      “Isn’t that what you want?”

      George leans against the seat. “Does Sierra have her license back?”

      “It’s in review.”

      “Then god knows where they’ll send us next. Maybe a group home—and there are none in this county.” Charlie takes my hand. “It’s a gamble, what could happen next, and neither of us are willing to take the risk.”

      “Just get me cleaned up and we can go back,” George says. “Dad’ll be sleeping it off. He’ll be so horrified he won’t pick a fight for a while.”

      I stare at the twins, jaw dropped. “I’m not taking you back there.”

      “Then where do you want us to go, Starlee?” Charlie snaps. I know he’s also scared and frustrated.

      “Dexter’s cabin?” I suggest.

      “No!” they shout in unison. Charlie continues, “That could get Sierra in more trouble and with everything going on, I doubt they’ve fixed the heat anyway.”

      I think about where these boys can hide. Where George can get cleaned up and bandaged. Somewhere no one will look until I can figure out how to convince them to go for help. The answer pops in my head.

      I smile. “I know where we can go.”

      “Where?” Charlie asks, skeptically.

      “The perfect place. There’s heat, a shower, and more than one bed.” I glance at Charlie. “There’s even Wi-Fi.”

      His eyes narrow then brighten. “The back cottage.”

      I nod. “It’s one of the units out of use until spring. Leelee and Katie never go back there. It’ll give us time and the boys can help us figure out what to do.”

      The twins look at one another and George nods, his eyelids drooping. He looks a mess and we need to get him cleaned up. Fast.

      “Okay,” Charlie says. “We can go there for now.”

      He points left and I turn out of the driveway, starting the long drive back home. The situation sucks but I feel better knowing that they’re both with me and away from their dad. I know one thing for certain, they can’t go back home. It’s too risky—and not just for the boys. But also for their dad.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Charlie sends a text to Dexter and Jake letting them know we need help and we’re almost home. I don’t know how they’re going to get out of the house without Sierra noticing, but that’s not my concern. Currently, I’m occupied with parking the car where Leelee won’t notice it and getting the twins back to the cottage.

      “If you drive past the Wayward Sun and turn left between it and the RV park,” Charlie says, “there’s a small alley that runs back there.”

      “Really?” I’ve never noticed it.

      “I don’t think anyone uses it much. It’s basically a dirt road but I think it was to access the businesses without blocking the main road before they widened it.”

      I pass the lodge and then Sierra’s house, slowing to turn on the small road. I’d always just thought it was another entrance to the campground and I guess it is, as there’s a turn off that leads to the trailers, but Charlie gestures for me to keep driving and the paved road turns to crushed rock and to my left is the back of the Wayward Sun. I can see the cottage rooftops, including the one we’re looking for.

      “This is perfect,” I say, parking the car and leaning over to give him a kiss of thanks. “Can you get George?”

      “Yep. Go unlock the door.”

      I creep through the dark, pushing aside the brush and overgrowth behind the cottage, and walk around to the front.

      “Hey,” a voice whispers, and I’m relieved to see Dexter and Jake already at the door. “Where are the twins.”

      “Charlie’s bringing him from the back road.”

      “I’ll go help,” Jake says, vanishing in the dark. I find the key in the zippered part of my purse and Dexter takes it from me, unlocking the door quickly. Inside, he hands me a bag of clothing that Charlie must have asked for. Good idea. Both boys need to change.

      The cottage is cold, so like last time I go to the thermostat and adjust the heat. I go to the back bedroom and pull the blinds, turning on the light and then closing the door behind me.

      “What happened?” Dex asks, pulling me close.

      “A fight with his dad. It must have started with Charlie going to the tournament today and escalated from there. He’s got a bad cut, but he’s refusing to go to the hospital.”

      “I brought a small first aid kit from the bathroom at home but didn’t want to risk getting the one from the kitchen. There’s a few things in there—ointment, gauze, Band-aids. But he’s probably going to need bigger bandages. Maybe one of those kinds that closes cuts. George used one of those before when he fell rock climbing.”

      “And food,” I add. “They’ll be here for a few days.”

      Dexter thinks about it. “You stay here. We’ll run to the store to get a few things.”

      “Are you sure? I can go.”

      “Stay with George. Charlie may need some talking down anyway.”

      I nod. “Oh, take Leelee’s car and please clean out the back seat. There has to be blood on the leather.”

      I fish my car keys out of my jacket pocket and hand them over just as Jake opens the cottage door.

      “Get him in the shower,” I say. I need him cleaned up so I can see how bad the cut is. If it’s really bad, we’re going to the hospital if he likes it or not.”

      Charlie helps him in the back and Jake takes him the bag of clothing. Charlie returns a few minutes later alone, pulling on a clean shirt. He’s also in new jeans that are slightly short at the ankles. They must be Dexter’s. “He’s got it. He’s doing a lot better now that he’s warmed up.”

      Dexter nods. “Good. The three of us are going for supplies. Starlee is staying here just in case someone gets curious.”

      They don’t hesitate, other than Charlie stopping to give me a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for doing this.”

      “Of course,” I say, not wanting to mention how many times they’d gone above and beyond for me. “Be careful.”

      I lock the door behind them and take off my coat. I grab the first-aid kit, walking down the short hall to the bathroom door. I hear the shower running. I knock and call out, “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, almost done.”

      I wait for him, leaning against the wall, itching to go inside and check on him. Finally, I hear the squeak of the shower knobs turning and the water shutting off. The curtain scrapes against the rod and I say, “How does it look?”

      “You can come see for yourself,” he replies. The door swings open and George stands in the opening, white towel wrapped around his hips. My eyes start there, at his waistline and travel up, along the hair leading to his belly button, over the cut abs and chest more defined from working out and football season. Water glides down his skin and over the scars from past accidents. When I make it past his jaw, then lips, to the wound on his temple I gasp, seeing the painful gash in his skin.

      “That looks awful,” I say, clutching the first-aid kit. “Sit down so I can see it better.”

      He lowers the toilet seat and sits on the lid. His eyes, ringed in red, watch me as I open the kit and pick through a few things, feeling clueless. “It’s not bleeding anymore,” he says. “Which may or may not be good. Sometimes head injuries just bleed a lot at first, making it seem worse than it is.”

      I step forward between his legs, touching his chin and cheek. He grimaces. “I’ll be gentle,” I promise.

      “I trust you,” he says.

      His admission at a time like this makes my soul ache. I know how hard it is for him to say that about anyone. His hands move behind my legs, gripping tightly, and I inspect the wound. There are a few cuts—but I don’t see any glass—and although they may require a better bandage, none are deep enough for stitches. “How does it look?”

      “Like you got hit in the head.”

      He tilts his head, a little bit of the shine in his eyes coming back. “Can you put a little ointment on it and tape the gauze over it. Once the guys get back, I can strip it closed.”

      I find the ointment and a Q-tip to spread out the gel. George hisses when I apply the goo, his thumbs pressing into the back of my thighs. I use my teeth to tear the tape and place a small pad of gauze over the wound, then tape it against his forehead. “I’m not sure that’s going to stick.”

      “It’s better than nothing.” He leans his head back and I bend down, kissing him quick on the lips. He smiles weakly, the first time all night, although it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Let me get some clothes on.”

      My cheeks heat at the reminder that he’s nearly naked. “Good idea.” I gather up the kit and exit the room, giving him privacy.

      I wait for him in the bedroom, the light dim, coming from a bedside lamp. When he walks in he’s still shirtless, hair damp and ruffled, the bandage holding. Gray sweatpants hang at his waist, Jake’s number and a football stamped on the hip. He doesn’t speak as he crawls into the double bed, patting the empty side. “Come here.”

      I kick off my shoes and I get under the covers, sitting with my back against the headboard. I scoot near him and he rests his head on my belly, wound facing up. I comb my fingers through his damp hair, making sure not to hurt him.

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him that mad,” he says suddenly. “Not even when he had to pick me up from the police station for vandalizing the water tower.”

      “It sounds like he was worked up from his argument with Charlie this morning.”

      “I don’t know why he refuses to let us be who we are. Why does it matter to him if I’m an artist or Charlie does whatever the hell he plans to do with that gaming shit? Charlie’s smart. I’m a good artist, right?”

      “Really good,” I assure him.

      “Why can’t he see that we have talent and a shot at building our own lives?”

      His voice wavers and he blinks, making my heart ache for this sweet, amazing boy. “Your dad has a problem, George, with violence and drinking. I don’t think his issues are really with either of you.”

      “I know that—like, in my head and heart—I know it, but when he’s coming at me…he just makes me feel so worthless.”

      I stroke his hair and he wraps his warm, strong arms around my waist, holding me tight. “You’re not worthless and you’re not him. You’re not filled with whatever bitterness consumes him.”

      “What if I am?” He looks up at me, with soulful, lost, brown eyes. “I almost went after him tonight. I was so close. It took everything in me to walk out of there.”

      “But you did. And so did Charlie. You’re not going to let him hold you back.” I touch his chin and tilt his face upward, running my thumb over his bottom lip. “You’re going to do great things, George Evans. You’re going to use this pain in your art and come out stronger on the other side.”

      He watches me closely. “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      He releases me and sits up. “How do you know the right thing to say to each of us. How do you know how to make us feel right—better—to kiss us differently, to show us a different side of your heart?”

      I look down but he touches my chin, forcing me to look at him. “I don’t know.”

      “I’ve watched you do it. And…it’s amazing. Like that night under the mistletoe. Four kisses. Each completely different. You see us, Starlee, in a way that no one else ever has.”

      His eyes dart to my mouth and there’s a short beat before his lips brush against mine, moving from slow to more intense. There’s no doubt about his need for reassurance and I give it to him, matching his pace, falling into his rhythm.

      “You should be careful,” I say, touching his head. His chest rises and falls and his hand grips my hip.

      “I’m tired of being careful,” he says in a low voice. “I’ve done my best to follow the rules. To play the game. I’ve kept the smile on my face through all of this, but I don’t think I can do it anymore.” He exhales. “Or at least, I don’t think I can do it tonight.”

      His hand moves under my hair, cupping my neck, and he pulls me close, so we’re nose-to-nose, mouth-to-mouth, eye-to-eye, and a shiver runs down my spine. “I just want to feel right.”

      Not good. Not happy. Not any other adjective.

      Right.

      George is correct. Somehow, some way, I know what these boys need and when. And tonight? I’m ready to give George what he needs.
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      It isn’t a demand or even a question. It’s a statement.

      “I just want to feel right.”

      My heart is heavy, bogged down from the altercation with my father, the slow decline of adrenaline. Starlee stayed behind to take care of me—she always takes care of us—and right now I need her more than ever.

      I don’t want to admit how much my father’s vitriol hurts. Charlie knows. I see the darkness in his eyes. That changes when he looks at Starlee. Me too, the hardening of my heart softens and a sliver of light pushes in just by being near her. Now? She’s so close I can taste her. So near, my body reacts without provocation.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” she says, and I blink, wondering if she means my heart or my head.

      “I trust you’ll be careful.” With either. Both.

      Her kisses are sweet and I let her lead, because I can’t move too fast. She pushes me back, until my head rests against my pillow. Her hands land on my chest, hot and soft, while her leg swings over my hip. She sits above me, hair falling down her shoulder like a trail of fire. She starts by gently giving me slow, gentle kisses down my chest. She takes her time, sending chills across my skin. Her fingers rake through the hair on my belly, shooting desire straight down my body. Her thumbs graze my hipbones and I fight thrusting my pelvis in a search for friction. I thread my fingers in her hair and pull her to me, wanting to kiss her mouth.

      Our kissing grows heated and her body rubs against mine. I’m dazed when she sits up and pulls her shirt over her head, revealing the light blue bra with thin lace straps. Goosebumps cover her arms and I know she wants me.

      And when she bends down to kiss my lips, her breasts rubbing against my chest and her belly caving when I trail my fingers along her side, I know that this…this is right.

      It’s not that it’s not awkward. Or hurried. Or without insecurities. Because it is. When she tugs at the drawstring of my sweats and when her eyes widen at the size, I wonder if this was a terrible mistake.

      I’m broken.

      Bleeding.

      Scared.

      But then she touches me and my mind shuts off, my body takes over, and through the fog of absolute desperation, we feel our way. She’s smart, unlike my dad, vanishing for a second and returning with a condom. I help her roll down, both of us taking responsibility. Proving I’m not him.

      I dip my fingers between her legs. I make sure she’s ready for my readiness, kissing her lips until they’re puffy and pink, twisting her skin until she squirms, lowering herself on me, taking care not to jostle too much. It’s a testimony of how bad my head hurts that I let her lead, picking the pace, riding me in a sweet, slow, painfully pleasant way. Because my body wants it faster, harder, but she touches my chin and forces my eyes to hers and my overeager body slows in rhythm.

      Together, fumbling together, we find our way.

      And after, knowing the clock is ticking before my brothers return, I shower her in kisses. Lick the sweat from her collarbone. Whisper in her ear.

      She lays her head flat against my chest and she counts my heartbeat, her fingers tapping against my abdomen in time. And just before our moment is over, I tell her that nothing, no one, can take away the one thing in my life right now that’s right.
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      The fallout from that day is swift. When I finally return home with Leelee’s car, she’s waiting for me in the kitchen, the note I’d left her on the table and a frown of disapproval on her face.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her, not feeling sorry at all. All I can feel is George and what we’d just done together. I hate that he had such a rough day but I don’t have regrets. If I hadn’t taken her car, Charlie wouldn’t have won the tournament, we wouldn’t have found George on the side of the road.

      “Although I appreciate the note, I bought you that cell phone for a reason. There’s no reason you couldn’t have called me.”

      “I know. I apologize. I wasn’t thinking.”

      She holds up her phone. “When you were late, I remembered I put the tracker application on here. What were you doing in Fresno.”

      Shit.

      I decided to tell the truth. Some of the truth. “I went to see Charlie play in a video game tournament.”

      “That’s a terribly long drive. What if it’d snowed or you’d been in an accident? What if I needed the car?” She shakes her head. “I’m disappointed in you.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say again. I’m not used to being in this situation. I get the feeling she isn’t either.

      “There’s going to be a consequence for this. I’m thinking grounded for the rest of the week.”

      All week? Before I think I blurt, “But what about New Year’s Eve?”

      “What about it?” she asks, with a causal shrug. My grandmother is a wonderful, fun woman. But she doesn’t play. I’m learning that now.

      The only good thing is she doesn’t think to take my phone and I’m able to text the boys my circumstances. I’m not the only one in trouble. Dexter and Jake got caught coming in late.

      S: Does she think you were with me?

      D: No. We took pics of ourselves at the store fooling around. Just in case.

      S: That was very proactive of you.

      D: Not my first time breaking the rules, babe.

      The days that follow are precarious. I wait for Mrs. Delange to show up or the police. From the lodge, I keep an eye out for Mr. Evans' truck, but it never comes.

      We mostly stay away from the back cottage, not wanting to alert anyone that the twins are living there. George’s wound seems to be healing pretty well and there are no signs of infection. They have enough food to get through the next few days and Dexter brought over one of the old computers left in Charlie’s room so they have entertainment at least, but we all know this can’t go on much longer.

      “Any word on Sierra’s foster care license?” I ask one day at the Wayward Sun counter. Fetching coffee is one of the few things I’m still allowed to do.

      “No,” Dexter says. His nose is covered in flour and the smells from the back let me know it’s pie day. Another reason I was sent over. Leelee is a pie addict, so even getting mad at me won’t keep her from getting a fix. “I don’t think we’ll hear back before school starts.”

      “What are we going to do? They can’t hide out in there forever.” I’d taken a peek earlier that morning under the guise of checking on all the cottages, and the room smelled like teenage boy and ramen. I’m going to have to fumigate. “Plus, they’re getting restless.”

      “About that,” he says, leaning against the counter, “I had an idea.”

      His gray eyes sparkle a little. I tilt my head. “What kind of idea.”

      “I think we should still go down to the Woolly Drop.”

      “You want me to sneak out?” I’m already in trouble. The idea of pushing Leelee didn’t sit well with me.

      “I think we should all just ask to go. See if we can get off for good behavior. Have Claire invite you. Then we’ll sneak out the twins.”

      I shake my head. “This sounds like a bad idea. Sierra isn’t going to let you go with me.”

      He snorts. “Hell no she won’t. But she may let me and Jake go since Katie invited her to a party.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Are those rangers going to be there?”

      He frowns. “Yeah, and as much as I want to go protective brother on her, I think she could use a little respite.” He reaches across the countertop and takes my hand. “What do you think?”

      “I’ll try. I don’t know if it’ll work, but I’ll try.”

      Another day passes by and we’re in the lodge office the day before New Year’s Eve. Leelee and Katie are working on a schedule to take down the decorations and talking about their own plans for the following night. I’ve got a stack of files from the cabinet—old reservation forms, invoices, promotional material. I sort through it all while I procrastinate asking about going to the party.

      I’d talked to Claire. She’s all in for the Woolly Drop, I just have to figure out how to ask.

      The words are on the tip of my tongue when a car pulls up out front. It’s an SUV, with a rental sticker in the front.

      “Are you expecting any check-ins?” Katie asks.

      “Not today.”

      We’re slow and there’s no reason for all of us to even be in the office right now, but I’m grounded so I have no choice.

      All three of us look out the window, wondering if it’s a lost tourist or a reservation that got lost in the system. Without Charlie here to take care of the computer system, we’ve had a few glitches.

      The windows of the car are tinted and it’s not until the person in the front seat exits the car that I realize who I’m looking at.

      “Is that your—”

      “Mom,” I say, completely dumbfounded. She walks up the steps and pushes open the door.

      “Surprise!”

      “Heyyyyyyyyyyy,” I say, dragging the word out way too long. She pulls me into a hug, something I’m happy to accept, but my mind is running like a hamster on a wheel. I’ve got two boys hidden in a cottage, two boys I’m not allowed to see but have plans on seeing them anyway, I’m grounded, and…well now my mom is here.

      If I thought my life was complicated before, I didn’t know what the fates had in store for me.
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      A quick glance between me and my grandmother confirms that neither of us had any idea she was coming. No hints during phone calls, no inklings.

      “I thought you had months left on your trip?” I say once we’re back at the house. We left Katie to run the office so we could help Mom get settled and figure out what the heck is going on.

      “I did,” she says, taking a seat at the kitchen table. Her suitcase is by the front hall. She’s dressed warmly, in a pair of black leggings and a fuzzy, warm-looking sweater. A long scarf is looped over her neck. “I had all these plans to travel, study, and discover Asia, but then Christmas came and went and after my last phone call with Leelee, I felt like maybe it was time to come back.” She smiles across the table and takes my hand. “Mostly, I missed you.”

      “So you just came back?” I ask, trying to assess all of this.

      “Yep. That’s the amazing thing about being an adventurer—there’s no limits—even on coming home.”

      “I’m glad you made the decision. We’re happy you’re here.” Leelee says, placing her kettle on the stove. She pulls the pie stand off the counter and grabs a few plates and forks, placing them on the table. She genuinely does look happy to have Mom here, although to be honest, a knot of worry settled in my chest the moment I saw her.

      Things have been better between us lately. Way better, but we’ve been doing it long-distance, which is way different than living together again. Is that what she wants? For us to live together? Or does she plan on us going back home. My chest tightens.

      I force myself to breathe as my grandmother serves Dexter’s pie, the fruity filling oozing on the plate.

      “Did that boy next door make this?” Mom asks. “What’s his name? Duncan?”

      “Dexter,” I reply, my voice small.

      She takes a bite and moans in approval. “It’s really delicious. He’s very talented.”

      “He’s a good boy,” Leelee says. She loves Dex.

      “Can the others bake?” Mom asks.

      I place my fork on the table. What’s with all the questions?  “No. That’s just his thing.”

      She shifts the conversation to her flight and the airport in Milan. I don’t know what she wants or why she’s here, but I’m going to have to find out. She’s different though, I can sense it in her tone, in the way she tells stories about her adventures and the way she looks at me. The tight tension in her eyes is gone, but I’m still worried.

      I fake calm until Leelee leaves to go check on the guest room and I finally blurt, “Why are you here, Mom? How long are you going to stay? What does this mean for us?”

      “Fair questions,” she says. “Leelee told me you and your friends had some fallout over the runaway status I called in a few months ago. When I discovered you missing that morning…well, I’d never been so terrified. My mind went to a million horrible scenarios, but when I calmed down it made sense that you’d come out here. I called the police out of anger and fear. I’m sorry about that.”

      “No, I understand. I just felt...” I don’t want to rehash all of it. “I’m sorry I scared you.”

      She squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry for a lot of things, Starlee. I’m hoping that maybe now that I have a new perspective, we can rebuild our relationship.”

      “Here?” I ask tentatively.

      “Yes. Here.” She leans back in the chair. “I’ve rented out the house back home to a visiting professor for the rest of the school year. I’d hoped to stay here for a few weeks and catch up with you all and then make my reservation in Bali by February first.” She smiles. “That is, if your grandmother will let me stay.”

      “I’m sure she can make some room.”

      “On Monday I’m going to go down and talk to the police—get that record clear--and see if there’s anything I can do to help that woman next door. It sounds like she’s a godsend, taking care of those boys.”

      “She is,” I say, “and that would be awesome. I think it would help a lot.”

      There’s still so much up in the air—what to do about the twins, Dexter’s hearing in a few days, but this feels like progress. I stand and walk over to my mom. She meets me and we hug, and it feels good—like a step in the right direction.

      Maybe the new year holds better things for all of us. Maybe we can put the last month behind us and move forward, together.
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      “Here you go,” I say to Jake, handing him a bag of day-old pastries. “There’s also two sandwiches in there and fruit left over from my tarts. Tell them we’ll meet them in the alley at eight.”

      “Got it.” He ducks out the back door before Sierra returns. She’d gone into town to the bank, hoping to hit it before it closed early because of it being New Year’s Eve, and should be back any moment.

      We’re a go for tonight as far as I know—although I haven’t heard from Starlee. A black rental SUV pulled up to the office and it’d been quiet ever since. Maybe it’s a family friend? Mrs. Nye’s brother that lives in Lake Tahoe?

      The bell rings on the door and I look out, but it’s just Sierra. “Everything go okay?” I ask, wiping my hands on my apron.

      “It was busy, but yeah. I got in the deposit.”

      “Great.” I lean against the counter. “How long do you want to stay open today?”

      “I say let’s just keep it open until four.”

      “What time is your party?” I ask casually.

      “Katie’s picking me up around seven. The party is down in a cabin in June Lake.” She sighs. “You’re still intent on going to the Woolly Drop, right?”

      “It’s a tradition.”

      She steps toward me and takes my hands. She looks so tired and worn out, which is ridiculous because she’s young and she shouldn’t have so many burdens. “Please do not get in any trouble, do you hear? We’re so close.”

      “I know that better than anyone. My hearing is in four days. Four. After that, I’m done.”

      “I’m proud of you, do you know that? It’s been a long, hard road. I’m sorry about some of this recent stuff.” She looks guilty. “Once we get everything cleared up, maybe we can revisit the Starlee situation.”

      I nod, refusing to get angry about her wording. Starlee is not a situation. She’s the love of my life. If the last month has taught me anything, it's that Sierra’s instincts aren’t always right.

      The door chimes and I expect Jake to walk through, but my heart skips a beat when I see the woman with bright red hair tied back in a ponytail, thinking it’s Starlee, but it drops into my stomach just as fast.

      It’s Starlee’s mom.

      She smiles when she sees me and I glance at Sierra and notice the frown on her forehead.

      “Dexter, right?” she asks, then her eye shift to my sister. “And you have to be his sister, Sierra. I’m Star. Starlee’s mom.”

      I swallow back the lump in my throat and say, “Right, hi.”

      “What are you doing here?” Sierra asks bluntly. I jab her in the side with my elbow.

      She laughs and it sounds so much like Starlee that I touch the counter to brace myself. “That’s a long story that covers two continents and at least three spiritual guides, but the short version is that I came to see my mother and daughter.”

      We’re on opposite sides of the counter and I think about the last time I saw her, furious at my hearing for Starlee running away from her and testifying for me. There’s no trace of that anger now but there is an awareness that she’s not exactly welcome.

      “I guess I stopped by to introduce myself, formally. I’m going to be here for a few weeks visiting my mom and daughter. I also wanted to apologize directly, Dexter, for my behavior last summer. Starlee wanted to do the right thing and I was being selfish. I did a lot of selfish things, but that one was one of the worst. I’m glad my daughter is braver than I am.”

      “She is very brave,” I agree. “It’s one of the things I like best about her.”

      She smiles. “Me, too.”

      “Can I get you something?” I ask suddenly, remembering my job. “Coffee? A scone?”

      “No, thank you. Actually, we finished up your pie this morning. It was delicious.”

      “Thank you.” I look at my sister, who’s still trying to figure out what’s going on.

      “I did come over here though to talk to you,” she says, directing her attention at Sierra. “Do you have a minute?”

      Sierra’s shoulders tense but she nods. “Sure. We can go next door.”

      “Great.” Mrs. Jones says with a sigh. Sierra walks around the counter, gesturing for her to follow. Mrs. Jones turns to me and says, “Nice to see you again, Dexter.”

      I nod and watch them walk out the door. I hear voices outside on the porch and a few moments later Jake walks in and quickly shuts the door.

      “Dude, that was—”

      “I know, Starlee’s mom.”

      “What’s she doing here?” There’s no doubt about the look of concern on his face.

      “I don’t know,” I say, walking back in the kitchen. He follows. “She wanted to talk to Sierra. Alone.”

      “Is that bad?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “I have no idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            36

          

        

      

    

    
      Starlee

      

      Mom wants to go to the café for lunch, and that’s when the subject of New Year's Eve comes up before I can address it.

      “Tom invited me to dinner tonight,” Leelee says, sneaking a peek over her shoulder at the man. “I can cancel since you’re just getting into town, Star—”

      “Absolutely not,” Mom says. “Don’t change your plans for me. I’m not a guest. Tom is lovely, you should definitely spend the evening with him.”

      She winks and waves across the café at him and he gives a hesitant wave back.

      “If only we were all so lucky to find such a handsome man right next door.” She laughs. “Of course, Starlee has, too. I guess maybe I’m the one that needs to figure it out.” She looks at me. “What are your plans for tonight?”

      “I, uh…” As far as I knew, Leelee hadn’t told Mom about my grounding.

      It was fair if she did, but she cuts in and says, “Aren’t you going to the Woolly Drop with your friends?”

      I blink, trying to figure out the change in attitude, but decide not to argue. “Yes, that’s the plan.”

      “Right!” Mom says. “I’d forgotten. Yes. Go.”

      Wait, what?

      “You think I should go?” My “old” mom would have died before letting me go to something like this, especially without an adult around.

      “I do. It’s great fun. Pretty low key in that it’s mostly families from the resorts and stuff. I trust that you won’t drink or do anything stupid, right?”

      “Right,” I say, reeling from such a normal conversation. A twinge of guilt builds in my stomach and I actually feel bad leaving her alone. “What are you going to do?

      “Probably go to bed around eight since I’m fighting this dreadful jet lag.” She touches the dark circles under her eyes. Sleep would probably help, especially if she plans on going in to talk to the police in a few days.

      “Rest up,” Leelee says in agreement. “That way you can start your new year off right.”

      A few moments later I excuse myself for the bathroom and text the guys.

      S: I’m in for tonight!

      D: Awesome

      J: Meet in June Lake at 8:30?

      C: Thank god. I need out of this hell hole—cottage

      G: I’m ready! To be near anyone that didn’t share a womb with.

      I fight the smile all the way back to the table, ecstatic to get out of the house and be with my boys. We’ve all needed a break, and letting loose at the Woolly Drop seems like the perfect place to do it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Since Leelee is spending the evening with Tom, she lets me borrow her car, with explicit instructions not to drive anywhere father than Claire’s house. I also had approval to sleep over at her house so that I wasn’t driving back up the mountain so late at night.

      When I arrive at Claire’s, she meets me in the doorway. A curvy girl stands behind her—looking like the polar opposite of my friend. She has short black hair and warm brown skin. There’s not a trace of the dark makeup or clothing Claire tends to wear, but skinny jeans and Converse.

      “This is Nora,” Claire says, introducing us.

      “Hi, I’m Starlee.” We shake hands. And she admires my outfit. “I like those boots.”

      I look down at my fleece-lined shoes. “I learned the hard way about not being prepared for cold weather.”

      “Functional and cute,” she says. “I like it.”

      The sound of a vehicle in the driveway makes us turn, and it’s the Jeep. The guys jump out and while they meet Nora, I go straight to George to check out his wound. He’s just wearing a small bandage now. The swelling is down but there’s a nasty purple bruise in the area.

      “Any word from your dad or Mrs. Delange?”

      “Nope. Nothing.” He takes my hand. “He must be freaking out.”

      “So,” Dexter says, walking over. “Your mom came by the shop today.”

      I gape. “What? When?”

      “This morning.” He narrows his eyes. “She seemed different.”

      “Totally different,” Jake adds.

      “Did your mom join a cult or something in Europe?” Dex asks.

      “That could explain it, right?” I laugh. “I don’t know. I think something changed with her after I moved out.”

      “She came over to talk to Sierra.”

      I tilt my head. “Really? About what?”

      “I don’t know. They went over to the house to talk alone and Sierra didn’t tell me what it was about. I decided to let it drop.”

      “Is she going to try to make you move back?” George asks.

      “I don’t think so.” I do wonder if she was talking to Sierra about the police and Dexter’s hearing. I hope so. We’re so much closer to getting all this resolved.

      “Ready?” Claire asks, coming from the house. She tugs her jacket over her shoulders and links hands with Nora. “Two cars?”

      “I think it’s a good idea,” Dexter says.

      We all pile in, me and the guys in the Jeep, Claire and Nora alone in the car. They seem content to have time alone and I’m just happy to be with all of my boys together without having to worry about looking over my shoulder the whole time.
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      The impressive thing about the Villages is that they focus on guest experiences, so everything is pretty cool even if you’re just a local. It’s always fun but for New Year’s Eve they went all out. Fire pits are scattered throughout the area and vendors sell little s'mores kits. There’s a whole kids' area with bouncy-houses and slides. Adult-only areas are cordoned off, where booze flows freely. There’s a big stage up front where a man and woman emcee the event, along with a few bands playing music.

      “Hey, look,” Nora says, pointing at a recently vacated firepit. “Want to grab it?”

      “Yes, please,” Starlee says, rushing over to warm her fingers by the fire.

      “You guys save the spot, we’ll go get s'mores kits. We can use our staff discount,” George says, pulling out his wallet to find his card.

      “Good idea,” Starlee says, settling in between Jake and Dexter. He tosses his arm over her shoulder.

      At the vendor stand I glance around, waiting our turn.

      “Why are you so nervous?” George asks. His cap is pulled down low enough on his forehead that I can’t see his wound.

      “Just don’t like being this close to Dad.”

      “His job doesn’t have anything to do with the shopping area, and you know he’d never come down to something like this on his own. He hates crowds and prefers to drink alone, like a miserable old bastard.”

      “I know,” I sigh, rubbing my neck, smiling at the jab.

      “Relax,” George says, frowning when I start chewing on my bottom lip. It’s my tell for stress. I’ve about gnawed it raw over the last couple of days. The clock just isn’t ticking on the end of the year, it’s ticking for me and George. We’ve got to either resolve our issues with Dad or talk to Mrs. Delange. We can’t hide out in that cottage much longer.

      We purchase our kits and head back to the firepit. As we walk up, Claire taps Starlee on the shoulder. “Oh look, it’s the wicked bitch of the west.”

      We all look over and see Christina with her friends. Worry crosses Dex’s face and Starlee sees it. “Don’t let her bother you, okay? This is a big event. We can always say we ran into one another.”

      Claire shoots Jake a look. “I thought you handled that.”

      He frowns. “I tried. You know she’s stubborn.”

      Thankfully, it doesn’t come to that, and Christina keeps moving through the crowd without seeing us. Maybe George is right. I need to chill out.

      We enjoy ourselves around the firepit, telling stories about past New Years, like the one two years ago when George decided we all needed to Polar Bear plunge at Mirror Lake in Yosemite.

      “My skin turned purple,” I say, shaking my head. That was a terrible idea.

      “It was so cold,” Jake says, “I literally thought my balls may fall off.” The girls laugh and Jake raises a suggestive eyebrow at Starlee. “Good thing that didn’t happen, right?”

      Her cheeks burn red and Dexter says, “There’s about thirty minutes until the drop. We should go get a spot.”

      “Hey,” George says, tugging on my sleeve, “I think I know where we can get an ideal vantage.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, not sure what he’s talking about.

      “Follow me.”

      I have no idea where he’s going, but it’s in the opposite direction of the mammoth. He pushes through the crowd but we make sure to keep together. He ducks down a small side pathway between two shops and leads us to a maintenance area. There’s a code box on the door but George seems to know it, punching in the numbers, and the lock slides loose. There’s a flight of stairs just inside and he starts climbing.

      “Where’s this go?” Dexter asks behind me.

      “I don’t know. I’m an I.T. guy. I work in the office.”

      At the top landing there’s another door and he pushes it open. It takes us to a small outside area, just over the town with a direct view of the mammoth drop at the stage.

      “I had to help clean out this area one day. It gets filled with a lot of debris when it’s windy.” He smiles. “Perfect, right?”

      Starlee beams. “Yes! Totally perfect, thank you for thinking of it.”

      The little patio is dark and covered, shielding us from some of the cold breeze blowing through the night. Everyone huddles around the railing, except me, because I feel the need for a little space. I separate from the others and look over the crowd below. The twinkling lights and the ridiculous mammoth hanging over the stage. I finally relax, knowing we’re up here where no one can see us, find us, or cause any problems. There’s no Christinas, no social workers, no parents or guardians.

      I feel a hand slip around my waist. Starlee looks up at me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I think being cooped up for the last few days got to me.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Hey,” I say, tipping her chin up and kissing her gently. She tastes like chocolate and marshmallow. “It’s not your fault. You saved us from a heap of trouble.”

      “Hopefully all that trouble will vanish in the new year.”

      I rest my chin on her head and wrap my arms around her. The emcee announces that we’re one minute away; the band below starts to play. The crowd gets rowdy, shaking streamers and blowing horns. It’s all ridiculous and as the time ticks away down, the sound of each number is shouted out by the party goers. The guys all head our way and I release Starlee so she’s in the middle of the four of us. The strange electricity of washing away the old for the new is passing through us. The mammoth drops, lowering foot by foot until the clock runs out, fireworks burst in the distance and Starlee turns to face us.

      “Happy New Year,” she says, looking at us all.

      We say it in return, each of us giving her a kiss to start off the year.
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      We wait until a lot of the crowd clears to head back downstairs. We’ve just walked into the small alley when a flashlight shines in our eyes.

      I hold my hand up to block the glare and see it’s a police officer. I inspect his uniform. Okay, not police, security. Still, I feel everyone around me tense.

      “You’re trespassing,” he says.

      “Officer,” George says, “I work here—that’s how I had the code. I just thought it’d be nice to see the mammoth from a better view.”

      “The security system tripped fifteen minutes ago about an invalid employee ID being used to enter one of the buildings.” The light shines over us. “Are you George Evans?”

      “Yes, sir, and as far as I know, I’m still employed.” But his voice hesitates. He’d missed several days of work. Maybe he got fired? I glance at Charlie. The same question flits over his face.

      “This is a misunderstanding,” Charlie says, stepping forward. “My brother and I both work for the resort. I’m sure if we can call one of the supervisors, we can work it out.”

      The officer hesitates. Claire takes a shot. “We weren’t doing anything—just getting a better view of the stage. We’re headed home now.”

      He sighs. “Look, get out of here and check with management on Monday. I suspect neither of you still have a job here. Your IDs are flagged.”

      Charlie frowns. “Can you tell me who flagged them?”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry, no, but you can ask up in HR.” He looks out at the mobs of people still leaving the Village. “Go, get out of here before I change my mind.”

      “Thank you,” George says, giving him a smile. We all move quickly, not wanting a repeat. When we’re out of the main area and headed toward the parking lot, he says, “Who do you think turned us in?”

      “Who do you think?” Charlie says with a frown. “Dad can’t go to the cops without tipping them off about his own problems, but he can take away our jobs and our money.”

      “Guys,” Dexter says as we approach the cars, “I think it’s time to go talk to Sierra.”

      George runs his hands though her hair. “I don’t want her to get in trouble.”

      “She won’t. And when she finds out you needed help and didn’t go to her? She’s gonna be pissed.”

      With his hands shoved in his letterman jacket, Jake nods in agreement. “We need to deal with this.”

      The twins look at one another and then nod. Charlie speaks for both of them. “Okay, we’ll come over in the morning and talk to her. Tell her everything that happened.”

      Claire opens her car door. It was already decided I’d ride back with her and Nora to the house. I stop her and say, “Give me a second to say goodnight, okay?”

      “Take your time,” she says, sliding in the seat. Nora gets in the passenger side and she cranks her engine, warming up the vehicle.

      I approach the guys, who are standing around the Jeep. “I’m going to need to be there in the morning when you talk to Sierra.”

      “No way,” Dexter says, his jaw tight. “Bad idea.”

      “She’s going to find out about them staying at the cottage. I need to own up to my part of it. Then we have to tell Leelee.” And my mom.

      “Your grandmother?” Jake says with his eyes wide. “I hate disappointing her.”

      They all look pained at the idea.

      “It’ll be fine.” I inhale. “I think it’s just time we came clean. We were looking out for our friends. There’s nothing more to it.”

      Dex finally gives me a sharp nod of approval, although I can tell he’s not into it. I think he’s going to say something else when his eyes shift over my shoulder. Before I can turn I hear a voice shouting and he’s jumped into action, pushing me out of the way. I land on Jake’s chest and spin, only to find Dexter and a large man—Mr. Evans--face to face. Dexter stands between him and the twins, his posture defensive.

      “Son,” Mr. Evans says, looking at the boys, “get the hell out of my way.”

      “Dad!” Charlie shouts. “What are you doing?”

      The alcohol is strong, wafting on the breeze. Mr. Evans looks bad—deranged. His clothes are dirty and wrinkled. His hair disheveled. “This has gone on a long enough. It’s time for you to come back home.”

      “We’re not going anywhere with you,” George says. He walks over to the car and opens the door. Mr. Evans roars with rage and charges past Dexter, going for his son. Dexter gets a hand on him, but he’s off balance. Jake spins me out of the way and lunges for the man. Dexter may have a temper, but Jake? Jake is a beast, and knocking down people is his job.

      “You need to calm down, because these are my brothers that you’re threatening, and I don’t like it,” Jake says, gritting his teeth. “Guys, get in the car.”

      They both go, not wanting another altercation. The problem now is getting Dexter and Jake out of here in once piece.

      “Of course they need a real man to fight their battles for them. Both of them ran away like babies. Crying over games and artwork.” He rears back and hocks spit in the air.

      It lands on Dexter’s shirt.

      “Dex,” I warn, using every ounce of strength. “Don’t do it.”

      His eyes flick toward me and I’m thankful to see reason beneath the rage. He’s come a long way. He straightens and walks over to the twins' dad. “You’re a sick bastard.”

      “Ha!” Mr. Evans cries. “She’s got you wrapped around her pussy, too. What does this girl taste like to get all of you to come at her beck and call?” His eyes glint and a dumb, drunk smile rolls across his lips. “You must give amazing head.”

      The next moments are a blur. Not only does Dexter explode but so does Jake, releasing his grip on Mr. Evans and slamming him into the car. The twins jump out, venom blazing in their identical eyes, and even Claire and Nora hop out of their car trying to stop it.

      Everything goes crazy. I shout. Scream. Cry and yell, but nothing stops the fight until sirens appear and everyone, including me and the girls, are dragged away.

      I’d had hopes that the new year would bring something different. Something brighter, but as we’re shoved in the back of the police cruiser, the boys' faces and knuckles bloodied, I realize that hell has opened up and swallowed us whole.

      We may never get out of this one.
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      I don’t know what to expect from a police station, but due to the circumstances it feels like we’re given a little leeway. After everyone is checked over by the EMT, our parents or guardians are called. We’re separated, girls and boys, and placed in different rooms. The station is small and there’s not much going on in this small-town precinct, even if it is New Year’s Eve.

      Claire, Nora, and I are called into an office with a female officer. She asks a lot of questions.

      “Who started the fight?”

      “Have you been drinking?”

      “Who threw the first punch?”

      “Do you know you can be charged as an adult?”

      Slowly though, we tell her what happened, everything that happened. About the twins and how they’ve been hiding from their abusive father—the same father that found us tonight. The one who picked a fight with Jake and Dexter. The one that said gross, disgusting things to me.

      “So you’re saying they defended you?”

      “Yes,” I reply. “From a drunk and dangerous man.”

      She looks to Claire and Nora. They both nod. “And not just Starlee.” Claire says. “They defended the twins, too. Mr. Evans was there to pick a fight.”

      “Okay, you girls hold tight. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      It takes longer than a minute and through the office window a while later, I see my mother enter the station, and Sierra follows, along with Claire’s parents. Fresh tears pop in my eyes when I see her.

      “My mom is going to kill me,” I say out loud. “She’s always worried something like this is going to happen—or something in general. She’ll probably have me on a plane before the sun sets.”

      I feel the world swallowing me whole. Why is everything so hard? All I wanted was a night with my friends. We didn’t do anything wrong, yet we’re still being punished.

      The police officer opens the door, letting my mother and the others come in. I stand, feeling stupid, ashamed. I talked a good game but trouble seemed to follow me around. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, waiting for the lecture, the disapproval. She walks over and does the most unexpected thing.

      She gives me a hug and tells me everything is going to be alright.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day, once everyone has slept in, showered, and eaten, Sierra and my mother call a meeting. When we arrive at the closed Wayward Sun, Mrs. Delange is also there along with Dexter’s caseworker, Mr. Jameson.

      I shift uneasily in the coffee shop chair, trying not to look at the boys, but it’s hard not to make sure they’re okay. George’s cut reopened the night before and the wound is swollen again, but it looks like someone tended to it and covered the spot with a clean bandage. Dexter has a split on his lip and Jake is sporting two bruises; one on his chin and another under his eye.

      If they look like this, I’d hate to see how Mr. Evans fared.

      From what we know, he’s in jail, booked on charges ranging from battery to abuse to drunk and disorderly. He didn’t even deny his behavior—still too full of rage to even defend himself.

      Mrs. Delange takes a final sip of her coffee and stands near the counter. The rest of us sit. Me next to my mom and Leelee. The boys and Sierra spread out, their long legs clustered under the tables.

      “I think the first thing we need to do is find out the truth about everything that’s been going on.” She eyes the twins. “The whole truth.”

      George opens his mouth to crack a joke, but Sierra shoots him a look. He sighs, runs his hands through his hair and gestures to Charlie. He speaks, the most I’ve ever heard.

      He starts with the stress of living back at home. The cramped space and the expectations their father has on them. He tells them about how in some ways, it was better than before—as long as they stayed in the lines of their father’s approval—but the moment they stepped out, things fell apart.

      I blink back tears as he describes the fight over the tournament, and my mother holds my hand when George jumps in, revealing the physical violence. I hear the hesitation to bring me into it, but I want them to. I’d told my mom and Leelee everything, including how I let the twins stay in the back cottage. I want the adults to know what we’ve been dealing with while they worry about licenses and bureaucracy. What happened when we were pushed to the edge by the adults that were supposed to be taking care of us.

      When they’re finished talking, Mr. Jameson says, “There are so many things I should say right now. So many lectures and admonishments. The probation violations are too many to even count.” He sighs, looking too weary for his age. “But I’m not going to. This situation is a mess. I’m going to request a meeting with the judge to talk about Dexter’s situation. The conditions are extenuating.”

      “Do you think he’ll listen?” Sierra asks. She looks thin and exhausted, hair braided sloppily.

      “I hope so.”

      “While we're there, I’m going to request an emergency meeting at the same time to review the twins' case. In the meantime, my supervisor has already approved Mrs. Nye as a temporary placement."

      I look up in surprise.

      “Really?”

      “Yes.” My grandmother pats my leg. “You know how I feel about these boys, and I’m fed up with this situation.”

      I lean over and give her a hug, squeezing tight. My mother has been uncharacteristically quiet during all of this but I’m not getting any of her normal judgment, either. Just support.

      When the meeting is over, Leelee walks to the back cottage with the boys and Mrs. Delange, where they go in to see just how much of a mess they’ve made.

      Mom stops me on the porch of our house. She studies me for a minute and I hate the scrutiny. Finally, I snap. “What?”

      “I underestimated you, Starlee.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “In my mind, you’ve never stopped being that six-year-old that came home from school crying about Sophia picking on you. Or that eight-year-old that cried about the boys fighting at school. Or at ten, when getting out of the car was a challenge. You’d always forget your hair band or a sock or your homework. I figured you were sensitive, a little quirky and would grow out of it, but you didn’t. Things got worse and,” she touches my cheek gently, “you know. Things got bad.”

      “They did,” I whisper, hating remembering those days.

      “What I didn’t realize was that when I pulled you out of school and focused all my attention on helping you, I didn’t realize that I was helping you. And that you were helping yourself. And growing up and getting better.” She smiles at me. “You’re so strong, Starlee. You’re loyal and smart and you care for your friends fiercely.”

      “I know what it’s like not to have any.”

      “I know, and I’m so sorry about that. I was wrong about a lot of things and that is one that I regret the most.”

      “They’re good boys,” I tell her, looking her in the eye. “They’ve been through a lot—really bad stuff—and, well, they didn’t have a mother or grandmother to take care of them. Just Sierra.”

      “And you.”

      I nod, because I do take care of them. Just like they take care of me. From the first moment Dexter saw me, he’d been fighting for me.

      “We’ll do everything we can to help them,” she says, wrapping her arm around my shoulders.

      “Thank you,” I say, meaning it in a million ways. I hadn’t been able to say it before. I was too filled with resentment and fear.

      She opens the door and we enter my grandmother’s house, warm and safe. I don’t know what will happen at the hearing, but I do know my family is by my side. And not only will they fight for me, they’ll fight for the wayward sons, too.
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      I’m rummaging through my closet, looking for my suit jacket, when I hear a knock on my bedroom door.

      “Yeah?” I say, glancing back. Sierra stands in the doorway. “I can’t find that stupid jacket.”

      She walks over and pushes me aside, flipping through the clothes.

      “It may be time to clean this out,” she says, noting the full rack.

      I shrug. “I like everything.”

      She stops and wrestles with a coat hanger, a second later she frees the jacket. She holds it up. “I hope it fits.”

      I take it from her. “Yeah, me too.”

      “You could borrow Jake's.”

      “He’s two sizes bigger than me. I’d rather not look like a clown.” I toss the jacket next to the pants already laid out. It’s a testimony of how nervous I am that I’m actually sorting through this ahead of time.

      She lifts a dark-blue and gray tie off a hook in the closet. She looks at it for a minute and holds it up to my chest. “Dad looked good in this tie. I remember he wore it to my graduation.”

      I nod, trying to remember. That day is cloudy. Not just because it was so long ago, because I was stoned. What a jackass. I wasted so much time, so many memories.

      I take the tie from her and lay it over the shoulder of the jacket.

      She leans against my dresser. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      I drop to the bed. “Yeah? What’s up?”

      She twists her hands together, and not for the first time, I notice how tired she looks. “I don’t think I can do this anymore, Dex.”

      I frown. “Do what? The hearing? I swear it’s the last one.”

      “No, all of it. Taking care of you, the shop, the house, the boys…it’s too much. The last month has proven this.”

      “What are you talking about? I know things have been a mess, but you’ve done everything right and the guys are almost back.” I stand up. “Once they’re here there will be more help at the shop and everything will calm down.”

      “It’s not just that, Dex. I’m exhausted. I’m twenty-three and the mom of four juvenile delinquents. I’m running this shop and trying to make sure you’re not getting the neighbor pregnant or breaking the law, and there’s all the court hearings and because of me the twins got sent back with their dad.” Her eyes water. “Dex, their dad beat George. He beat him. He should have been here.”

      “That was not your fault, and I’m not getting anyone pregnant.”

      “No? You guys have had access to that back cottage for months. Don’t tell me nothing went on back there.”

      I know for certain nothing went on with me back in that cottage, but I can’t say the same for the others. I clench my jaw and say nothing.

      “Dammit, Dex.” She sighs. “The truth is I don’t care about all that, but I know I’m supposed to.”

      “Sierra, you’re not making sense.”

      “I know! Everything is lost and confused. I miss Mom and Dad. I miss having a normal life. I’m just…I’m in over my head.”

      I step forward and wrap my arms around my sister, holding her tight. My heart aches for her. She’s right. She gave up years on me and the guys, all the bullshit that follows us around. It’s not fair and we owe her more. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      She shakes her head. “I meant what I said when I walked in here. I can’t do it anymore.”

      “Then what?” Panic rises in my chest. If there’s been one constant in all this mess, it’s Sierra. “What are we supposed to do?”

      “I’m going to talk to the judge tomorrow—before your hearing. Maybe with Mrs. Nye stepping up…we’ll figure it out.”

      “And what if you don’t?”

      She wipes her eyes, black eye-makeup smudges across her cheeks. “I love you, baby brother. I always have and I always will, but I need a minute to get my head on straight.”

      I know I owe her this. We all do. Part of me hopes Judge Adams says no, forces her to stay, but I get it. She looks like hell. Feels like it too. I pull her into another hug, and just in case I don’t get another chance, take the chance to say, “I love you too.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The shirt sleeves of my suit jacket are too short and it’s too tight across the back. I keep loosening my necktie but Starlee has come back three times to tighten and straighten it. I finally just accept it as a signal of what’s to come anyway.

      “Stop fidgeting,” she says, taking my hand. I glance over her shoulder at the front door for the millionth time, but no one is there.

      Sierra isn’t coming.

      She’d given each of the boys a hug that morning and then left before we did, without any further details than the night before. She looked even more exhausted and I had a bad feeling about everything.

      Mrs. Nye and Mrs. Jones drove us down, everyone feeling more comfortable with an adult in the car. Which wasn’t as awkward as it could’ve been. Mrs. Jones seems to be trying and I appreciate that. Mr. Jameson met us at the courthouse and when I asked, he said he hadn’t seen her either. Did she just up and vanish? Did she leave us?

      I look over at the twins, both cleaned up, and Jake, who’s just here to testify if needed. There’s a lot riding on today for the three of us. If the judge agrees, I can be done with my probation for good. I touch my split lip. Yeah, that isn’t going to help.

      The courtroom door opens and Mr. Jameson walks out, eyes cast down on his phone. There’s a line of worry on his forehead and I walk over and ask again. “Have you heard anything from my sister?”

      He looks up and his eyes shift nervously. “Dex, hey, so listen. I talked to the judge. He seems to understand that what happened the other night was not your fault and he’s not going to include the incident in your hearing.”

      Relief floods out of me. “Oh thank god.”

      “Someone actually came forward from that night and corroborated your story.”

      I glance at Starlee. She looks confused, too. “Who?”

      Mr. Jameson opens the file and flips through a few pages. He stops on a police report. “It says her name is Christina?”

      I blink. “Excuse me?”

      “Yeah, she and her father came into the police station the day after the arrests. She wanted to let them know that she’d seen the altercation in the parking lot and that Mr. Evans was the aggressor.”

      Starlee’s hand tightens in mine. The bailiff opens the courtroom door and gestures to Mr. Jameson. He leaves us and walks over.

      I turn to Starlee, her eyes are still wide with shock, probably mirroring my own.

      “Do you think Christina’s up to something?” she asks.

      “Maybe it’s her New Year’s resolution not to be an evil bitch?”

      She laughs and gives me a tight hug, easing some of the worry about the hearing.

      “Dexter,” Mr. Jameson calls, “they’re ready for us to come in.”

      “All of us?”

      “Yes. Mrs. Delange managed to get all of this under one family court hearing. Your probation hearing will go first and then there will be decisions made about the living situation.”

      I nod and look over my shoulder. Starlee isn’t far away and I reach my hand out to her. She takes it and I’m filled, once again, with a sense of relief.

      Except…

      “Did Sierra text you?” I ask the twins and Jake. They all check their phones but shake their heads. I almost stop Mr. Jameson but I don’t. She told me this could happen. She warned me.

      “The judge is ready,” he says. “You know making them wait only makes them more irritable.”

      I nod, knowing this to be true. We all file into the room together. Me, the guys, Starlee and her mother and Mrs. Nye. Mrs. Delange is already at the front table, where in a normal case a lawyer would sit. The boys go sit next to her while Starlee and her family go the galley. I sit next to Mr. Jameson at the opposite table, trying my hardest not to rip this freaking tie off my neck.

      Judge Adams is a thin man with dark hair and a thick mustache. He’s fair, way more so than the dramatic Judge Burns, who loves to lecture from the stand for hours on end. He walks in from his chambers—behind the bench. Juvenile court isn’t like a normal, adult court, but slightly modified, and this isn’t a criminal hearing anyway. This is just to talk about my future, and I hope no one can tell I’m sweating under this stifling suit.

      “Hey,” I whisper to Jameson. “Where’s Sierra?”

      He finally answers. “She called. She’s not going to be here.”

      “What?” Panic grips me. “Is she okay?’

      He nods and shifts his gaze to the bench.

      “Good morning,” Judge Adams greets the courtroom. He’s always been cool to me, even if he’s tough.

      “Good morning,” everyone replies.

      “Dexter,” he says, motioning me to stand up. I push back my chair and do so. “Come stand up here.”

      I glance back and catch Starlee’s eye. She smiles, giving me the courage to face my future.

      I walk in front of the bench and stand just below Judge Adams.

      “Dexter, we’ve been doing this for a long time now.”

      “Two years, sir.”

      “Yes, two years.” He fiddles a pen with his hands. “The first time you walked in here you were a scrawny kid. A frequent marijuana user, petty theft, and had an uncontrollable temper. You were consumed with grief, loss, and fear. To be honest, I didn’t have much hope for you. I thought for sure you’d be remanded to the adult system sooner than later, but,” he pauses, “here we are.”

      It’s one of those breaks I’m not sure if I’m supposed to speak or not. So, I just nod, letting his commentary roll off my back. He’s speaking the truth.

      “I’ve spoken with both Mr. Jameson and Mrs. Delange about current circumstances. Charges will not be filed against you on the latest situation. As much as I wish you were not involved in any kind of fighting, I am aware that sometimes this can be a challenge, and to hear you made an attempt to de-escalate the situation and to protect others is a step in the right direction.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Judge Adams looks me in the eye. “Your grades are good. Your attendance is perfect. You’re working and from what I understand, have developed a skill for culinary arts. You have six months left of high school and I want you to make the most of them. Apply for college or trade school.” He holds contact. “Don’t let me down, Dexter.”

      I blink. “So I’m done?”

      “Yes. You’re done—released from probation.”

      I exhale, loud and long. I turn behind me, immediately looking for Sierra, but she’s not there. My eyes shift to Starlee, whose smile is bright, and her mother and Mrs. Nye both give me encouraging grins.

      “I won’t let you down,” I say to Judge Adams, walking up to the bench and reaching over to shake his hand. He stands and clasps mine and it feels like the end of a deal. I hope to never see this man again.

      “Take a seat, Dexter, we need to move to the family services part of this meeting.”

      As much as I want to feel complete freedom right now, I can’t. Sierra’s still not here.
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      Dexter looks like a thousand-pound weight has been lifted off his shoulder as he takes his seat and Mrs. Delange and Mr. Jameson both stand, shifting to the middle of the courtroom. Dex glances over at the twins, but they shrug. Something is off. Sierra’s absence is notable.

      “Judge Adams,” the female social worker begins, “as you know, Sierra Falco, the foster parent of these four boys, has pushed to get her license returned after a few questionable violations, that mostly stemmed from what seems to be false reports to the police and miscommunication.” She takes a breath. “Concerns about their neighbor Starlee Jones is no longer an issue. She’s proven herself to be a good student, involved in community service and an asset to the community. The runaway status never should have been issued—an unfortunate clerical error that should have been addressed months ago.”

      My cheeks heat when she mentions my name, but it’s nice to hear something good said about me. Jake, who sits on one side of me, bumps my leg with his and smiles.

      “After the recent altercation between the Evans boys and their father, an attempt at reunification is no longer an option. Their father is awaiting trial for a series of crimes—all directly related to his violent behavior toward the boys.”

      “I agree that they should definitely not be returned to their father,” Judge Adams says. I hold my breath. They may not have to go back, but where will they go?

      Mr. Jameson speaks up. “As of this morning, the State was ready to reissue Ms. Falco’s license and allow the boys to return to her home. As you know, we’ve had a change in plans.”

      Judge Adams frowns and leans forward on his elbows. “Yes, Ms. Falco came by my office this morning. I’m aware of her decision to relinquish her role as foster parent.”

      “What?” Jake shouts, hopping from his seat next to me.

      “Mr. Hollingsworth,” Judge Adams says, “please sit down.”

      I reach for his hand and tug him down and he look down, panic-stricken.

      The twins both shift uncomfortably in their seats. Charlie pushes his glasses up his nose and George rubs his neck. Dexter stares at his hands—his good news dashed in a heartbeat.

      “So, we have four boys without a placement.”

      “I’m eighteen,” Jake blurts.

      “Yes,” Judge Adams says. “You’re of age, but you still have to have somewhere to live, and I know with your athletic aspirations you don’t have time for a job outside of the Wayward Sun.”

      Jake’s jaw clenches and I take his hand. This boy is all about control and I can tell he feels it slipping through his fingers.

      “So we need to look for immediate placement,” Judge Adams says. “Any suggestions?”

      “That’s easier said than done,” Mrs. Delange replies.

      I feel my mother shift next to me, whispering to Leelee. God, the last thing we need is for her to insert herself in this. Everything about this situation is like her worst nightmare.

      “Judge Adams,” I hear her say, and I shake my head.

      “Mom, sit down.”

      She looks down at me and says, “Starlee, trust me.”

      Like Mrs. Delange says, that’s easier said than done.

      The judge looks at her and says, “State your name for the court.”

      “Star Jones. I’m Starlee’s mother and Mrs. Nye’s daughter.” He leans back in his seat and motions for her to continue. “I’ve spoken with Sierra and, well, I think she’s just exhausted. This whole thing has been overwhelming for her. Not only has she not had time to heal from her parents' death, but she took in her brother and three other boys—then the State put her through all of this. The last few weeks have been the straw that broke the camel's back.”

      “Thank you for your insight. As much as I regret saying it, the system isn’t always functional.” He sighs. “That, unfortunately, doesn’t help our current issue.”

      “Judge Adams, I may have a solution,” my mother continues. He raises his eyebrow when my grandmother stands next to my mother. “We’d like to step forward and provide temporary shelter for the boys. As it’s been noted, Jake is already eighteen. The other three have birthdays coming up in the next few months. My mother has known the boys for the past two years and feels very close to them. Due to her age and obligations, I wouldn’t suggest she take this on by herself, but I’m here and willing to assist in supervision.”

      “You agree to this?” he asks, Leelee. “You’re the one with residency.”

      “I do. I consider them part of my family—and after sending the twins back to their father, I think you owe them one.”

      The judge looks at the two caseworkers. “Do you have any objections?”

      “No,” they both say, looking a little relieved. Finding four placements for older boys like this can’t be easy.

      My mind swirls at the implications. Is my mother saying she’s staying? What does that mean for me? And if she’s acting as a guardian for them…

      I swallow, thinking how hard it will be to hide my true relationship with the boys from her.

      “I’ll sign off on ninety days.” He skims the paperwork in front of him. “That should give everyone time to turn eighteen. Mrs. Nye and Mrs. Jones will have to agree to a placement inspection and basic training.”

      “That’s not a problem, Your Honor,” my mother says.

      He stands and looks at each boy. “I don’t want one bit of legal trouble out of the four of you—understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” they all mumble. He leaves the room and the social workers call over my mother and grandmother. The twins and Dexter leave the table and meet me and Jake at the railing splitting the seating and the court. Dexter leans over the rain and pulls me into a tight, desperate hug.

      “Did you know about Sierra?” Charlie asks Dex once he releases me.

      “She came to me last night. I thought maybe she’d sleep on it and change her mind. I guess not.”

      “Wow,” George says. “Maybe she just needs a little space.”

      Dexter nods, running his hands through his hair. “I’m not sure what just happened.”

      “I think,” Charlie says slowly, “Starlee just became our foster sister.”

      George smiles devilishly, crossing his arms over his chest. “Oh, taboo. I like it.”

      “I’m happy for you guys,” I say, “but my mom, you know how she is. Or was. I don’t even know anymore.”

      Jake throws his arm around me. “Babe, it’s a good thing. I’m sure there will be more rules and we’ll break them and things are going to be a mess for a while, but it’s better than the alternative.”

      I nod, trying to wrap my head around it all.

      The wayward sons just became my brothers.
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      Two Weeks Later

      

      The scent of burned coffee assaults my nose as I walk up the steps to the Wayward Sun. The shop itself is closed—there’s a sign on the door telling people to come tomorrow. It’s a training day, and I pull open the door and step inside.

      George stands at the mural, touching up a few additions to the scene. There’s a line of blue down his jaw and he smiles when he sees me. Charlie sits at one of the tables, laptop open in front of him. One peek shows that he’s updating the website.

      Classic rock plays on the stereo. Even with Sierra gone, I’m not surprised this hasn’t changed. My mother was a child of the '70s after all.

      “What did I do wrong?” she asks, peering into the coffee machine. Dexter stands next to her with a line of frustration slashing his forehead.

      “There wasn’t enough water,” he says, glancing over at me while rolling his eyes. I fight a laugh, because it’s hilarious watching him force patience. He doesn’t have a choice.

      “Starlee!” my mom cries when she realizes I’m in the room. “The boys are getting me up to speed.”

      “I see.”

      She’s wearing a black Wayward Sun T-shirt and an apron. It’s weird seeing her behind the counter. It’s weird not seeing Sierra. I know the boys, Dexter in particular, hope she’ll be back soon.

      As my mother told Judge Adams, Sierra needed a little time. When we got back from court she’d already packed her bags and left, only leaving a note for Dexter explaining she needed time and space. She promised to keep in touch but so far, he’s only received a few messages that were left when she knew he’d be at school, unable to answer the phone. Overall, he’s sad but understanding. “She was barely an adult herself when she took me and the others in,” he’d told me out on the porch that first afternoon. “We stole that time from her and I understand if she needs some space to get it back.”

      Decisions were made quickly, and with Mrs. Delange, it was determined my mother would move into the house with the boys. I’d stay with Leelee in the cottage. This worked on many levels, as I still needed a little space from my mom as we healed our relationship. The other catch? My mother would work at the shop.

      That is…if she can figure out how to make a cup of coffee.

      She still doesn’t know about me and the guys. She thinks Dexter and I are dating, although I’ve seen her watching the four of us. More than once, she’s opened her mouth and shut it quickly. If anything, I think she’s giving everyone time to adjust. After that? I don’t think she can keep it up.

      The front door opens and Jake walks in, shivering from the cold. I ask, “At the gym?”

      “Yeah.” His nose wrinkles. “What’s that god-awful smell?”

      “My mom. Making coffee.”

      He laughs. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just came over to make sure everyone is ready for tonight.”

      His lips quirk. “To get our belated Christmas present from you? Definitely.”
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      “When are you going to tell us what our gift is?” George asks from the backseat.

      “When we get there,” I say for the fourth time. Leelee let me borrow her car. If she’d known where I was going, I don’t think she would have been so generous.

      My heart hammers in my chest. I’m not just nervous about what I’m about to do. I mean, it’s going to hurt, I know that, but it’s a big step with the guys. It’s a little presumptuous, but it feels right. It’s something I want to do.

      I’d never been able to find them each the right gift. They mean so much to me as a group, as individuals, but the night after the hearing I was lying in bed and it came to me.

      I knew the perfect way to show them how I feel, and with my family combining with their family…

      Once I pull into the parking lot I know it won’t take them long to figure it out, and sure enough, Dexter looks over at me with a small, sexy grin. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Is that okay?”

      “It’s more than okay.” He lifts my arm from the center console and kisses me on the forearm.

      We pile out of the car and butterflies fill my stomach. Jake catches me by the waist. “You nervous?”

      “Terribly.”

      “It’ll only hurt for a minute, after that it feels good.”

      I’m not sure I believe that, but George nods in agreement. He pushes through the door, then holds it for me to pass through. A guy in the back walks out and greets the boys. They all know him, of course, they’ve been here before. He looks me up and down and says, “Same treatment?”

      “Yep,” Dexter replies for me.

      They each give me a kiss and when I sit in the chair, my arm braced to keep still, they hover around, watching, waiting. Jake is right, it does hurt at first, but then oddly, it feels kind of good. Thrilling. And when he’s finished and my skin is raw and red, I hold it up against theirs, feeling a kinship I’ve never had in my life.

      Family Don’t End in Blood

      Now more than ever, the words seem right. We’ve all had to fight to get where we are but the journey isn’t over. If we were an episode of Supernatural, Kansas would be playing in the background and the title “The Road So Far” would come across the screen.

      Things are better but not resolved. My mom. Sierra. Our futures? They’re all up for grabs.

      But for right now, we’ve all got a home. A family. But best of all? We’re all together.

    

  


  
    
      Readers! Friends!

      Let me tell you, I love the Wayward Sons. You’re not supposed to say that about your books any more than you say that about your kids but I did it and I do. I love them.

      There will be a book 4. I’d decided from the beginning to make this series encompass their senior year. Which right now seems to be a 4 book arc. I also after Sierra went and took off….well, I plan on giving her a story as well. Maybe just one. Maybe more. We’ll see. Something about her is calling to me. I hope to you, too.

      I need to give my thanks like always. To the awesome people at Angel’s Antics who have helped me through this dreary winter, to my amazing beta reader Jennifer who helps me with the hard choices (how much sex is too much in a YA?) to my ARC team who always comes through! And of course my ammmmmmaaaaazing cover designer Angstyg who is epicly epic and my editor VCedits who keeps up with my ridiculous pace.

      Don’t forget to check out my other series in the meantime—my catalogue is growing! And I’ll see you soon!

      Angel
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