
  
    
      
    
  


  UNDER THE DUSTY SKY
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  Dedication


  To Britany, Lindsay, and Kyla who made my years in a boring old prairie town some of my most memorable ones. All my love.


  


  CHAPTER 1


  Graceland


  It’s been tense around the farm since my brother, Hunter, told us he was leaving. I still think Daddy thought he wasn’t serious. But here he is, his suitcase packed and Emma waiting outside in his pick-up. The black one that Dad threatened to take away from him after we all accepted that he’s definitely going to Lincoln. No matter what. Leaving me stuck here in Middle of Nowhere, Nebraska.


  Hunter has these eyes that coat me in their silky brown concern. He reaches out, grabbing one of my long braids, and tugs it like he used to when I was a kid.


  “Gracie, you know I love you.” His smile is strong and masculine. He looks more like a man now. More like Dad. Dust specks hang in the bright beam of sunlight shining into our huge boot room. The tiny particles sparkle as they float around my favorite brother, the brother that has taken care of me since I was three, since our mom left.


  I stick out my lip and lightly kick his foot. Hoping it will work, but my guilt-trips lost their power at around thirteen.


  “Then don’t leave me. Not with the twins.” I point a thumb at my other two brothers.


  Hunter takes me by the shoulders and pulls me into his chest. I tilt my head to look up at him, and squeeze his waist. He’s solid. Just as solid as Dad, but years of hard farm work do that.


  Everyone pitches in. Dad’s motto. Even I have guns from shoveling crap all day.


  Hunter chuckles, his chest bouncing my head with each short burst. I pull away.


  “Not funny, Hunt. They’re lazy.” I’m flat-out whining now, running out of tricks to make him stay.


  The twins, standing on either side of me in our large entrance, both push my shoulders at the same time. I glare at Hunter. He’s leaving me with this.


  “Hey! Don’t hit your sister, you little shits.” He shoves each of them with one hand, and they both stumble back into the wall behind me. I smile. Hunter always protects me. I’m the youngest and the only girl, which is totally unfair.


  “Don’t go,” I whisper. I know he’s going.


  He looks over his shoulder out the door and runs his hand over his short brown hair. Same color as mine.


  “Graceland, you know I’m going. This is important to Emma. I love her, and you love me. So let me go, little sis.”


  Tears stab at the corners of my eyes. I promised I wouldn’t cry. Told myself that I’ll be mad at Emma forever. Hunter always said I’m the only girl in his life. That it’s family above all else. Until Emma moved to town.


  “Fine. Go.” My mouth pulls into a full and totally fake smile. Teeth and all. I know Hunter sees through it, but it works on everyone else.


  I kiss his cheek quickly before heading down the hall and running up the stairs to the third story of our old farmhouse. I hate when the twins see me cry.


  “I’ll be home in a couple weeks for the Summer Kick-off, Gracie. Don’t be like this,” he yells down the hall.


  I slam my bedroom door and sit hard on the floor. The wood is cold on my bare legs, even though it’s shorts weather outside already.


  No more than three tears fall before I sniff hard and press the heels of my hands to my eyes. Sucking in a slow steady breath, I look up, and my gaze is drawn to my bedside table. A little leather journal lay open, it’s pages worn and cracked from the number of times I’ve flipped through it. I breathe in deeply once more and take my eyes off the book. I can’t read it again. Not right now. Not when I feel like this. A few more breaths, and I still feel uneasy, as if the journal stares at me. Picks at me. Knows how I feel about Hunter leaving.


  I need to go for a ride. Jumping up, I kick off my pajama shorts, and change into my old ripped jeans with the leather patches everywhere. My riding jeans. I’d never be caught wearing these hideous things off the farm. On my way out, I pick up the little book, my mother’s journal, and toss it into the closet, slamming the door, and leave my room.


  Grazing the papered walls with my fingertips, I run down the long hallway that splits our huge house in two. I move through the kitchen. Past Archer, who cocks an eyebrow at me from his place at the table reading another of his stupid books, and jump over Asher’s leg as he tries to trip me. Grabbing the keys for the quad off the wall by the phone, I stick my feet into my mud-caked cowboy boots. The screen door slams behind me as I jump off the porch onto the dusty path. I can see the dust cloud in the distance from Hunter’s truck, and my chest tightens to the point it hurts. I hear the words of my mother.


  When happy is sad…


  I miss Hunter already.


  Hopping on my favorite four-wheel, I try to push my brother from my mind.


  “I wouldn’t, Graceland,” Archer yells, or maybe it’s Asher.


  “Dad’s gunna be pissed,” says the other. I can only tell them apart when I’m looking at them.


  I ignore them and gun the engine, squeezing the throttle with my thumb. The wind whips around me as the quad lurches forward, and I squint my eyes into the bright noon sun.


  It takes no time at all to make it to the end of the long driveway and look both ways down the empty gravel road that leads to town, somewhere just over the south horizon.


  There’s nothing but flat fields and open road. The tires spit gravel as I steer the quad in the direction of the barn. Standing up, I lift one hand from the handlebars and pull the small elastics that hold my braids in place. The wind pulls my hair loose. The strands sting as they whip around my head and slap against the skin of my neck, cheeks and shoulders. I love the quad. I love the freedom, the speed, the control. If only I could drive a real car.


  One month.


  One month, and I can get my license. One month, and I can have my own freedom. Only one problem. I don’t know how to drive. I broke my car trying.


  Okay, two problems.


  I shake my head wildly as I speed down the empty dirt road to the barn. Leaning forward over the handle bars, I scream as loud as I can, as long as I can, because I can. The sound is sucked into the roar of the engine and swallowed up by the open sky. The pain in my chest loosens a little. My favorite part about living on the farm is the space. I’m a mile out and still on our land, only halfway to the stables. The sky is pure blue, stretched out to the horizon in every direction. The wind is warm against my skin, sinking into my muscles and relaxing me a bit more. I slow down and turn onto the long path that leads to the stable and to my horse, Belle. It’s a ridiculous name, I know, but I got her when I was nine and watched Beauty and the Beast like three times a day.


  I stop the quad, cutting the engine but leaving the keys, and hop off. My cowboy boots, which I only wear riding or working, kick up the dry sun baked earth all around me as I make my way to the side of the cracked red barn.


  I round the corner expecting Belle, but I’m greeted by…


  Abs?


  Thick, corded, perfectly defined man-abs. I stop and so does my heart. I have to swallow hard to keep it from popping right out of my mouth.


  I’m not sure what kind of face belongs to these abs. Or why these abs are in my stable yard. Whoever he is, he’s wiping his forehead with the bottom of a dirty white shirt.


  I clear my throat, and the guy jumps, dropping his filthy shirt and staring at me with ice blue eyes from under thick dark eyebrows. His wild dark hair is tangled around his face and soaked in sweat. His lips are thick, angular, and pressed together to complete his frown. He kind of looks like Black Beauty, but with insanely blue eyes.


  Why am I comparing this guy to a horse? Because he’s beautiful and sleek and glistening…and now he’s grinning.


  I realize I’m staring and narrow my eyes. I never gawk.


  “Who are you?” I ask, crossing my arms in front of my tattered plaid button up. Suddenly I’m wishing I was in my little blue sundress and wedge heels that make me look thinner, and taller.


  And older.


  Ice Eyes scans me slowly, and it makes me jittery. I’m used to this reaction from guys. Just not in this outfit. I tighten my crossed arms and shift my weight from one foot to the other, digging my boot heel into the cracked earth.


  “I might ask you the same thing?” His voice is smooth and deep and makes my ankles wobble. He’s not my age. No guy in my school looks like this.


  But he can’t be too much older.


  “Graceland Holloway. This is my father’s farm.” I cringe as my country accent comes out as clear as ringing a bell in an empty church.


  I bite my lip, and he cocks his head to one side. I try so hard to keep this country farm girl side of me hidden, but sometimes it just can’t be stopped. This lifestyle, the one Daddy loves so much, is one of the reasons Mom left us, and I try to keep the country girl locked up. Especially around strangers.


  I reach out my hand, and Ice Eyes takes a step toward me. I probably shouldn’t be shaking a stranger’s hand without my brothers, or Daddy, around. But this guy is hot, and I want a reason to touch him and see if he feels the way I imagine he does.


  “Bentley McKinna.” He shakes my hand. Hard and calloused. He’s a working guy, which is the best kind.


  “Like the car?” I feel stupid for saying it, but Bentley laughs. His teeth are unnaturally straight and white as fresh milk.


  “Never heard that one before.” He’s mocking me.


  He is like the car. Hard and smooth and sexy…


  Seriously, Graceland.


  I’m staring again.


  I paste on my best smile and run my hand through my hair, messing it up and tossing it to the side. At school, the hair toss gets me pretty much whatever I want. I don’t know why guys like long hair so much, but it works.


  “So why are you hangin’ out in my stable?” I smile wider and jut my hip out, forgetting I’m wearing mom jeans.


  “I hiked out here.” He shrugs.


  “Why? It’s like twenty-five miles to town.”


  “No, I hitchhiked out here from halfway across the country. I’m supposed to start work for your father next week. Just wanted to see some of the countryside. Guess I’m early, huh?”


  I don’t get a chance to reply, but I’m not sure I can. Hitchhiked? Who does that?


  Bentley turns and moves back around the barn, returning with a duffel over his shoulder. He looks like one of those guys in World War II movies who are always dirty but still manage to be insanely gorgeous.


  And this gorgeous hitchhiker is going to be living in my backyard for the summer.


  Maybe this summer won’t be as bad as I thought.


  “I can give you a ride to the house.” I point at the quad and Bentley looks around me.


  “My bag?” he asks.


  “Sit on it.”


  I hope he’s watching as I turn and swing my hips on my way back to the quad. If Hunter were here, he’d slap my head and tell me my actions are insinuating things far beyond my age and experience. I don’t even know what that means. But he says it a lot.


  All I know is Bentley’s hot, and I want to have fun with him. No harm in that.


  I look back at him, throwing my hair over my shoulder again.


  “Are you coming?”


  Bentley has a smirk on his face, but his eyebrows are pulled low over his eyes. He’s thinking.


  “How about I drive?” He tosses his bag on the back rack.


  I laugh.


  “How ‘bout you just get on?”


  He climbs behind me and leans back, holding the rack. I take one more quick glance over my shoulder at him and gun the engine.


  I stand up out of habit, but I know my butt is right at his eye level.


  Insinuate my ass.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  Graceland


  As I pull into the yard, our family dog, Rasp, comes bounding up the drive, barking like crazy with his crackly voice. He was attacked by a coyote as a pup. Almost had his throat torn out. Hence the name Rasp.


  “He don’t like strangers.” I warn Bentley and then clamp my mouth shut. I can’t believe I just said that. Can I sound any more country?


  “Rasp, down!” I turn my attention back to my dog, and push him gently with my boot while slowly guiding the quad into its parking spot.


  Bentley smiles. “I’m great with dogs.”


  “You don’t know Rasp–”


  My mouth drops open when Rasp scurries up to the machine and plants his golden butt in the dirt right in front of Bentley. His tail thumping in the dirt, and his nose is frantically sniffing the air.


  Bentley leans over and scratches Rasp’s ear. He lets out one small growl before easing into Bentley’s touch. Bentley turns his head and makes this I-told-you-so face.


  “Not to brag, but I’m better than that guy on TV.” He winks at me and hops off the quad. It’s a friendly gesture, and my heart falls. I’m the little sister already, which is not what I’ve been planning the whole ride home.


  The screen door slams, and I jump to face my father. His normally goofy and cheerful face is set in the look that means trouble. The twins are on the porch grinning. Those asshats love it when Dad’s mad at me because it’s rare.


  “Graceland Marie Holloway. I do not work my ass off day and night to buy toys that you think you can just joyride on.” His voice booms as it’s caught up in the breeze and carried away into the wide open landscape. I know I’m in trouble, but while Daddy might scare everyone else, he doesn’t scare me. His hard gaze lands on Bentley, and everything changes.


  A smile spreads across his broad face. My dad’s built like a football player. And not the little ones that run. The big ones who can block an army just by holding out an arm.


  Bentley takes a step back when Dad approaches him.


  “You must be Mr. McKinna,” Dad says loudly and sticks out his hand. Bentley’s shoulders ease a little, and he places his hand inside Dad’s.


  “Bentley. Ben is fine.”


  “Well, Ben. At least my misbehavin’ daughter found ya and brought ya to the right place.” He laughs to Ben but turns a stern glare my way and holds out his hand.


  I smile my best and sweetest smile and place the keys in Dad’s palm.


  “Sorry, Daddy. It’s just I miss Hunter. I was upset is all.” I lay the accent on thick because I know he loves it.


  Bentley narrows his eyes at me, but I don’t falter. I bat my long lashes, and Daddy melts. Like always. I remind him of Mom. I look like her, and I use it when I need to.


  Dad pulls me into a one-armed hug and kisses the top of my head.


  “We’re all gunna miss him, Gracie Bug. Now get. I have to talk business with our new hired help, who decides to show up a week early.”


  “Yeah, sorry, sir. I misjudged how long it would take to get here–“ Bentley starts, but Dad slaps his back and guides him away from me.


  “Don’t be sorry. We’re happy to have you. Always happy to have an extra set of hands…” His voice trails off, or I stop listening, because all I think about is Ben’s set of hands.


  I turn and start to walk to the house. The smile is small at first, but as my mind spins a plan, the corners of my mouth pull up farther and farther. A week of free time and an extra set of hands. I think I might have a job for them, too.


  ***


  Someone’s banging on my door, and it’s still dark out. I don’t even get one day of summer break. One day to sleep in. Forget it. I won’t sleep in until Christmas.


  “Gracie, get your butt outta bed. I thought we were the lazy ones.”


  I roll my eyes and roll over in bed, putting a pillow over my ear. They’re older than me. By eleven months, sure, but no one would know it once they open their mouths. They have moments when they act like normal people, but mostly they act like brothers.


  “Gracie, if you don’t get up we’re coming in. You remember what happened last time.” One of them snickers.


  I sit straight up in bed.


  “I’ll kill you if you come in here! I swear to God,” I scream. My heart is hammering. There are two of them. One to hold me down, and the other to do whatever he pleases. Spit on me, draw on me, punch me in the leg until it goes numb. I always get them back, but I can’t have this on the first day of my plan to mess with the new guy.


  “No need to be dramatic, sis.” Asher sticks his head through the door. I know it’s him because his hair is just a shade lighter than Archer’s. Why did my mom have to do the stupid rhyming thing with their names?


  I grab my brush off my nightstand and hurl it at the door. He shuts it just as the brush slams into the wood.


  I hate them. I also hate mornings. Combining the two is a terrible way to start the day.


  I rifle through my dresser until I find the shorts I’m looking for. Jean cut offs. There’s a lot cut off.


  I slip my tightest white tank on and throw a loose work shirt over top, unbuttoned, to make sure some of my stomach shows. I think about tying the work shirt up, but the twins will see through it and then everyone will hear about it, including Bentley.


  Another bang at the door.


  “What?” I yell, thinking it’s the twins.


  “Is that any way to say good morning to your father?” Dad’s voice is pleasant and sounds like he’s laughing. I slide across the hardwood floor and pull open the door.


  “Sorry, Daddy. I thought it was someone else.”


  Dad leans back and takes me in.


  “Go put pants on. Not appropriate.” He gestures to me with his hand.


  My jaw drops along with my gut.


  “But,” I stutter, and he waves his hand again.


  “You’ll thank me, Bug. You’ll be scrubbing shit off ya with a wire brush for a month if you go like that. You’re on chickens today.”


  I groan. “Daddy, I hate cleaning the chickens. They’re so gross.”


  “That they are. But it’s your turn. We all pitch in.” He smiles and pinches my chin between his fingers, teasing me. I know I’m not winning this one.


  I reluctantly change into jeans. Tight ones. And I tie my plaid work shirt in a knot. Just in case.


  ***


  It’s pointless because I don’t see Bentley. All I see are piles of chicken crap. My hair is pulled messily on the top of my head, loose strands are stuck to my face and neck with sweat, but I don’t dare wipe at them. I untie and tuck in my work shirt after about five seconds. Dad’s right. Like always. I’m going to be scrubbing this stuff off me for weeks.


  It’s light out by the time I’m done, and sweat stings my eyes. It can’t be this hot out already. It’s barely July.


  I wipe my forehead with the only clean part of my shirt, wondering how all this liquid can be pouring from my skin but my mouth feels dry as sun-baked hay.


  I jog up to the huge wrap around porch and have to stop myself from diving into the shade. I plop down on the cool wood and lay flat on my back. Tossing my leather gloves to the side, I cross my arms over my eyes. It’s days like today I envy my best friend, Lacy, and her shaded house, air-conditioning, and in-ground pool.


  I’d bribe Asher or Archer to drive me today so I can soak all this chicken junk off me, but Lacy’s gone on her yearly family trip to the lake. Normally, Hunter drives me out to spend the last weekend with her, but not this year. My gut tightens, and I sit up. I miss Hunter so much.


  “Graceland?” says Bentley. I know it’s him by the shiver that very distinctly crawls across my scorching skin.


  He’s standing next to where I sit, holding out a glass of iced tea, which makes me like him because iced tea is my favorite. I grab the glass and down the whole thing without breathing.


  He chuckles and sits next to me as I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and gulp at the air. God, that feels amazing. Cold drinks on hot days. Nothing beats it. Then I look over. Okay, maybe a few things are better.


  “What kind of name is that anyway?” Bentley asks.


  I always get asked this question, and I never want to answer it.


  “What kind of name is Bentley?” I tilt my head defiantly.


  He smiles a warm smile and taps his finger on my knee.


  “Not as odd as you might think. Definitely not as odd as Graceland.”


  My stomach clenches from missing Hunter, wanting off this farm, not wanting to talk about my name, and hoping Bentley will touch me again. Mostly, I don’t want to talk about my name.


  “I don’t know why my mother named me Graceland. She didn’t stick around long enough to tell me.”


  Bentley’s ice eyes melt into a cool blue, and he pats my knee again. Like a brother.


  “Sorry I brought it up.”


  He pauses while he scans my face, and he lifts his hand. Cupping my cheek, he swipes his warm thumb over my skin. The temperature gets about ten degrees hotter both inside me and in the air surrounding me. He leaves his hand there for just a second before he shifts his mouth into a full blown ear to ear smile that radiates a sureness I’ve never known. Smiles like his should be illegal.


  “You have chicken shit on your cheek.” Dropping his hand, he laughs and pushes himself up. “Well, see ya around, Gracie.”


  Great. I have shit on my face.


  Bentley ruffles my already messy ponytail, and my heart splatters as if I dropped it from my third story window.


  I had it all planned out. This was going to be easy. Boys are always easy.


  Bentley isn’t a boy. Not like I’m used to.


  I’m going to have to step up my game.


  


  CHAPTER 3


  Bentley


  I came here to get away. To get away from the city. From family. From women. From money. From the chess game that is my life.


  It’s Nebraska. There’s nothing but dust and corn here. Or, that’s what I had assumed.


  I’d been told Holloway had a daughter, but when I thought almost sixteen I did not picture Graceland. I didn’t think tall and sexy with a body more mature than most girls my age. I didn’t think cute country accent and what that accent might sound like whispering dirty things in my ear. But I’m thinking that now.


  This is dangerous territory. On so many levels.


  She definitely doesn’t seem her age, though. There’s something about her that makes her seem older. Something in the depth of her eyes is beyond almost sixteen. How she takes in the world around her. I don’t know. What I do know is that I shouldn’t be thinking about it.


  Someone slaps my back, and I’m torn from my thoughts. I dump the rest of my water into the sink and shift my eyes from Gracie, still sprawled outside on the porch, to her brother, who slides up onto the counter beside me.


  “Gracie sure is somethin’ eh?” One of the twins says. I have no idea which is which.


  I have this terrified sputtering going on in my chest, but I know outside I look calm, bored even. It’s easy for me to conceal my emotions. When you grow up like I did, it’s not hard to be fake.


  I pull my mouth into a grin.


  “She sure is. Filled to the brim with it. I usually call it attitude.” I laugh and step away from the window, prying my eyes off her. I need to take a shower or something. I already took one, but I feel covered in dust already.


  The twin stops me with his leg. My eyebrows pull together as I take in his small but tank-like frame. I’ve always been told never to mess with a farm kid. They might not be able to lay it out, but they sure can take it.


  “My sister is a pain in the ass, but she’s still my sister. She has plans for you. We can tell, mostly ‘cause she’s always schemin’. I’m warning you to be careful, and also if it ends badly, Asher and I will be the least of your worries. You haven’t met Hunter yet.”


  The muscle in my hand twitches. I’m being threatened by a sixteen year old. This is definitely a first.


  I put my hand on Archer’s shoulder. Mostly to stop the twitching.


  “There’s nothing to end, man. I’m here to work for a few months, get away from the city for some quiet. That’s it.”


  Archer smiles, but it’s not a friendly smile. It’s a disbelieving one.


  “It’s hard work to keep up with her,” he says and hops off the counter. At the doorway to the long hall, he stops and turns, his hair shadowing his eyes, but I can see them laughing at me.


  “It’s also hard to say no to her. She’ll do whatever it takes to get what she wants from you. But you better learn the word, Bentley. Practice it. Use it. You’ll need it. Welcome to our home, and good luck with Bug. You’ll need some of that, too.”


  He chuckles like a little kid who’s sadistically frying an ant with a magnifying glass and leaves me alone in the powder blue and white kitchen. I’ve been here for less than twenty-four hours, and this is the most intense girl I’ve ever met.


  I look out the window at her again.


  And possibly the most intriguing.


  She’s got her feet up on the carved post that holds up the overhang, and her arms are behind her head. Her work shirt is untucked and unbuttoned. Her flat, bronzed stomach is exposed, looking even darker against the white of her shirt. Her jeans ride low on her hips.


  I turned eighteen less than a month ago.


  It’s barely two years between us.


  I breathe out slowly.


  No.


  


  CHAPTER 4


  Graceland


  “He looks like the guy from that vampire show. I can see his eyes from here.” Lacy is sitting on my window bench a week after Bentley arrives, peeking through the curtains. Bentley’s playing with Rasp, and I hate how I feel about it. It’s cute. He’s not supposed to be cute. And Rasp isn’t supposed to like him this much. He spends more time with that dog than anyone else. He’s either working, glued to his cell phone, or in his room, and no matter how much I try, and believe me I try, he has spoken less than ten words to me in five days. Maybe I should take up texting him. He might notice that.


  I try to act disinterested in what Lacy’s saying but mostly because I’m pissed. Lacy’s my best friend. Normally I tell her everything, but I’m disheartened by Ben’s total lack of recognition and I can’t tell her why yet. She would think it was crazy anyways. Hell, right now I think it’s crazy. She’d think I am even more ridiculous for deciding that Bentley is the guy. I had known him for less than twenty-four hours when I made the decision, and I’ve known him a week now and not so much as one accidental touch. On his part, of course. I bump into him any chance I get.


  No, I can’t tell Lacy yet. She’ll run her hands through her hair and squeeze her eyes shut like she always does when she disagrees with me. She’ll look at me with that mom look, but I know what I want.


  I don’t want a soulmate, or Mister Right, or perfect person. I want the perfect first time.


  “Hey, earth to Gracie. Are you even listenin’ to me?” Lacy kicks me with her bare foot, and I jump.


  “No, you’re probably not sayin’ anything important anyway.” I grin, and she pounces on me. I screech and kick out at her as she tries to pin me down and tickle me. I hate being tickled, and she knows it. A side effect of the twins. I wiggle out from under her and fall to the floor with a thud.


  My bedroom door opens, and Asher pokes his head in.


  “What in the hell—” he starts before his eyes catch Lacy. She sits back quickly and runs her hands through her chin-length blonde hair.


  “Oh, hey Lacy.” Asher steps into my room, his hands in the pockets of his dark boot cut designer jeans, the ones I make him wear so he at least doesn’t look like a country boy.


  I jump up and push him out of my room.


  “You’re not allowed in here. Git!”


  Ugh, I hate it when that slips.


  When I turn back, Lacy’s cheeks are a light pink, and she’s staring out the window again.


  “What’s up with you?” I ask, sitting next to her.


  “Nothin’. Why?”


  I shake my head. She thinks I don’t know how bad she’s got it for my brother. But I am happy keeping it a topic we don’t talk about.


  “Come. Let’s go meet my hot vampire farm hand.” I laugh and pull her up from the bench. I stop to look in the full-length mirror. My cut-offs look fantastically cut off, and I slip on my wedge heels to push me up to six feet. Bentley has to be at least 6’2”. No one my age is taller than me. Except Dermott, my, uh, I don’t know what to call him, but we’re basically the same height.


  I run my hand through my long, straight chestnut hair and make a note to get a hair appointment in town. It needs to be shinier.


  “Seriously, Gracie. You look great. You wouldn’t have it any other way. Plus, didn’t you say he’s graduated? Totally off limits.”


  I shrug.


  “He graduated this year, as in like a couple weeks ago. I heard him tell my dad he turned eighteen at the end of May. Plus his availability doesn’t mean I shouldn’t want to look nice.”


  I spin and leave the room before she can answer.


  ***


  Bentley’s in mid-throw when we reach him in the front yard. He made the mistake of throwing the ball for Rasp, who can play fetch until he falls over dead. Ben sees us, pushes his hair out of his eyes, and smiles. God, he’s amazing to look at.


  Lacy looks at me and raises an eyebrow. She gets it now. She’s good at reading me, but we’ve been best friends since before birth. Our mothers were best friends. Me and my brothers aren’t the only people Mom abandoned.


  Lacy has the all-knowing glimmer in her pale blue eyes, which look almost grey compared to Bentley’s.


  “Hey, Gracie.” He squats down to rub Rasp’s head and take the gross slobber ball from his mouth.


  “Hey, I just want you to meet Lacy. She spends a lot of time out here. She’s crazy and thinks farm work is fun.”


  I roll my eyes. She always comes out on the weekends to help us. I don’t know why anyone would choose this life.


  Bentley stands and holds out his hand. She blushes when she takes it, which is nothing new. Lacy always blushes. There’s a loud banging sound, and we all turn to the porch. There’s no one there. No one goes past me. It’s definitely the screen door, but the only action in the yard is a swirling tornado of dust and dirt.


  “It’s rewarding work. I haven’t officially started, but I’m enjoying it. Nice to meet you, Lacy.” He smiles his milk-white, calcium rich smile, and Lacy blushes deeper.


  Bentley turns and throws the ball for Rasp again. He wipes his hands on his jeans and shoves them in his pockets.


  “So, what’s there to do around here that isn’t work?”


  Half my mouth turns into a smile. I look at Lacy, and she shakes her head slightly, her eyes widening.


  “I was just going to go into town with Lacy. She has a pool. Wanna come?”


  Lacy squeezes her eyes shut for a half-second and pulls her keys from her pocket.


  Bentley looks between us.


  “I dunno. Are your brothers going?” Bentley scratches his neck and glances at the house. He must be scared of my Dad or something. Or he just doesn’t want to be alone with me, like every other time this week I’ve tried to get him to myself and he miraculously needed to be in a different place. He has to come to Lacy’s, even if it means my stupid brothers coming.


  “Yes.”


  “No.” Lacy’s face flares. “I mean, yeah they can come if they want.”


  She heads to her parents’ tiny little car, and I run to the house to bribe my brothers.


  I meet Archer first. He’s sitting at the table reading a book, his eyes flicking back and forth across the page. He’s leaning forward on his elbows with his chin in his hands, drinking iced tea out of a straw. It always surprises me that he likes to read so much. He’s such a bonehead sometimes.


  “You’re coming swimming this afternoon. I’ll clean chickens for a week. Go. You can read at the pool.” I slam his book shut, and he jumps.


  “What the hell, Gracie Marie?” Archer’s the only one that calls me that. Apparently it’s what Mom called me.


  “Swimming.”


  “I don’t really want to swim.” He snatches his book back, and I let him because he’s way bigger than me and I know it’s not worth it.


  An irritated gurgle forms in my throat.


  “Please, Archer. I can’t go if you don’t. You can read at Lacy’s. You don’t have to swim. Please.”


  I pout. He smiles. I win.


  “Fine. You’re really annoying, you know that? I’ve never known anyone who gets their way more than you.”


  I throw my arms around his neck and kiss his cheek. He pushes me away and gets up.


  Now for Asher. When I find him in his room, he looks really agitated. His light hair is standing up from tugging on it. It’s something he does when he’s upset, one of his few distinguishing features from Archer.


  I should ask him what’s wrong, but I don’t much care at the moment.


  “Asher, we’re going swimming at Lacy’s”


  Asher is up before I finish and rummaging through his dresser drawer. He grabs his trunks and pushes past me in the doorway.


  “Let’s go then,” he says.


  My jaw drops as he storms down the stairs, down the hall, and out the screen door.


  It’s never been that easy.


  ***


  I catch a ride with Lacy. Bentley goes with my brothers.


  We leave a note for Dad because he’s usually in the field until dinner anyways.


  “So exactly what’s your deal with this Bentley?” Lacy asks, and I don’t look at her. I watch the flat land whiz by her tiny car window.


  “Gracie, don’t avoid it. I know you’re up to something. I know you too well.”


  I wink at her. I’m not ready to talk about it yet.


  “He’s hot. Not much to figure out there.”


  “Just be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt.” She glances at me, and we pull into town just behind Archer’s old beat up truck.


  I stay silent until we get to her house, and she steals glances at me every few minutes. In the driveway, I lean over the seat and kiss her cheek dramatically.


  “I don’t get hurt, Lacy Bear. But I can’t make any promises for him.”


  I hop out of the car and pull my tank over my head. I wore my black bikini because I am determined to make him notice me.


  Just as I pass Archer’s truck Bentley jumps out of the back and lands right in front of me, making me jump.


  “Good day for a swim.” He’s holding my gaze with his ice eyes. I nod, suddenly unable to speak. This doesn’t happen to me.


  Bentley runs his hand through his hair, but his eyes don’t leave mine until he turns and follows Archer into Lacy’s backyard.


  My heart is hammering behind my tiny black bikini. I’m supposed to be knocking him off his axis, not the other way around. He doesn’t even check me out. He doesn’t even notice.


  I leave my shorts on the cement by the pool and jump in the water after Asher. I practically land on him, and he catches me. I try to drown him unsuccessfully until he flips me over his shoulder and dunks me. He lifts me up and throws me to Archer who lifts me over his head and makes a loud hulk-like grunting noise before he tosses me back in the water.


  This is the only time I love having the twins as my brothers. They are fun, and crazy, and it doesn’t hurt hitting the water.


  Lacy’s sitting on the edge of the pool very un-Lacy-like. She lives for the water, but she won’t come in. She’s kicking her legs smoothly through the water, leaning back on her hands, and she won’t look at us.


  She’s watching her little brother, Mason, struggle through the water as he plays volleyball with Bentley. It’s ridiculously adorable. Lacy’s gaze catches mine before she looks up and closes her eyes. Her legs make another pass through the water, and I have to do something about it.


  I swim to the edge of the pool and pull myself out next to Lace. She looks over and smiles a small smile.


  I stand up just as Asher swims by. I grab Lacy under the arms, lift her tiny frame easily, and she shrieks.


  “Asher, catch!” I yell as I toss Lacy at him. He’s a quarterback so his reflexes are quick, and he catches her around the waist. Holding her against him. Her hands are on his shoulders and stay there as she slides down his body into the water.


  Suddenly she turns and glares at me.


  “Gracie, why do you have to be such a bitch?”


  “La-cy, I’m telling Mom you said the B word.” Mason starts swimming to the edge of the pool, his small pudgy arms and legs flailing and splashing. I laugh as Lacy dives under the water and catches him before he makes it halfway to the edge.


  “She’s fast,” Bentley says. My heart gives a short burst that vibrates through my limbs.


  What is happening to me? And is this guy like a ninja or something? I pull myself together fast and lower myself into the water next to him. Our elbows are touching on the edge of the pool. Bentley shifts and breaks contact.


  “She’s the captain of the swim team. Being so tiny makes her super hydrodynamic.” I’m proud of myself when Bentley laughs, but there is something about his laugh that isn’t quite right. It’s a practiced laugh, and I have no idea what that means. It doesn’t take long before I’m distracted by a drop of water falling from his hair and landing on his shoulder. It rolls down his collar bone and slides down the center of his chest, which is covered in a light dusting of hair. I don’t even need one whole hand to count how many guys I know that have chest hair. I have no idea how I feel about it, but I’m definitely staring at it, watching the water bead weave its way back down to the pool.


  I’m wondering where I suddenly developed superhuman vision just as Lacy returns and snaps me out of my Bentley-induced coma.


  “Thanks, friend.” She rolls her eyes at me but smiles. I shrug. I’m not stupid. I know she likes touching my brother. However gross that might be…But I refuse to choose between my brother and my best friend, and they know that. Because one of them will get hurt. I will eventually have to choose if they get together because these things never last.


  ***


  I grab my T-shirt from Lacy’s car after we’re done swimming and pull it over my head, soaking it through immediately.


  “You should let me drive,” I say, and the twins both howl with laughter. I punch Archer. Bentley looks between us, the same thinking face he had on when we met.


  Archer wraps his arm around my neck and bends me over to tangle my hair and rub my head until it hurts. I scramble to get out of his grip and glare as hard as I can.


  “Yeah, not happenenin’, Gracie Marie. Didn’t go in our favor last time.”


  “You’re a jerk.”


  Asher laughs this time. Bentley’s still studying our sibling interaction.


  “He’s not a jerk, Bug. You just can’t drive.” Asher shakes his head and slides into the old truck.


  “I can sit in the back,” Bentley says, pointing to the dirt and grease covered truck bed.


  “It’s fine. Just get in.” I’m still glaring. How am I supposed to learn to drive if no one will teach me?


  Bentley slides in next to Asher, and I hoist myself up to get in. Distracted, I drop down onto Bentley’s lap hard, and he makes a choking noise. He hunches over, and I clamp my hand over my mouth.


  “Oh my god, I’m so sorry.” I lift up. My brothers are laughing at us. Asher grabs me and pulls me to him. His chest heaving in uncontrollable laughter.


  “Way to go sis. You broke your car, and now you broke Bentley’s junk.” He’s snorting he’s laughing so hard, and my cheeks feel warm. It’s a strange feeling. Blushing. It’s not something I do. Embarrassment is rare for me, and I don’t know how to deal with it so I just sink into my brother and glare.


  “Are you okay, dude?” Asher pats Bentley’s shoulder, and he forces a smile.


  “I’m good,” Bentley mutters and looks out the window.


  Getting a guy to like me has never been this hard, and this is definitely not helping. My legs are stretched out under Bentley’s and I shift so my shin rubs on his calf. He doesn’t budge, doesn’t react, like usual. I slouch down into my brother. This wobbly feeling in my stomach totally sucks.


  Maybe he doesn’t find me attractive. Maybe he has a girlfriend. I hadn’t thought about that until right now. Asher wraps his arms around me and hugs me like he used to. He leans down and rests his head against mine. I don’t like when the twins do nice things, or comfort me when they think I need it. That’s Hunter’s job. Hunter is the nice, caring one. The twins don’t do things like this, or at least I’m not used to it. Not unless it’s serious.


  “Be careful, Bug,” Asher whispers so soft I barely hear him. I glare up at him then stare at the back of Bentley’s head the rest of the way home.


  ***


  Hunter’s supposed to be home by now. I’m waiting on the porch like I’m twelve, but I miss him so much it hurts. Hunter’s the reliable one, the one who’s always there. Asher and Archer are at football practice all the time. When they aren’t, they’re working the farm. Hunter was the one we all could count on. Always.


  I see a little dust cloud in the distance, and I stand. This is one of those times when living on such a flat open stretch of land is really annoying. Rasp jumps up from my feet and takes off. That’s definitely Hunter. Rasp would know. I hold onto the post and stretch and swing as far forward as I can. The screen door slams, and I spin around. Bentley’s wearing a tight white sleeveless work shirt and faded jeans. There’s a gash in the material across the one knee.


  “Hey, Graceland.” He looks up from his cell phone and smiles at me. Suddenly I wonder about his story. I’ve never asked him where he’s from. Why he’s here on our farm. Where he’s hoping to go when he leaves us.


  “Hey.” I study him from back at my place against the porch rail. For some reason I feel incredibly awkward.


  Even though he’s smiling, his crystal eyes look at me with no emotion. He looks bored, his face slack and his lips pressed together. The smile is fake. He doesn’t want to know my story.


  Not that I want to tell him.


  He does make me want to rip my hair out, though, then scream at myself for caring. The only thing he cares about is his cell phone, because he is always on it. Whispering. Texting.


  “Excited to see your brother?” He runs his thumb over the screen of his phone, only half looking at me now.


  I shrug and lean back on the railing, my hair sliding off my shoulder and hanging behind me. I push forward and walk past him, standing on the steps and brushing against his chest with my shoulder. Slowly. I hold his gaze as I pass.


  Nothing. He’s ice. Guys are easy to read. At least they’re supposed to be.


  I’ve never had to try this hard. One hip, one lean in, one whisper, and they are like gum. Sticky and pliable and losing their flavor after ten minutes.


  But not Bentley. He either looks at me like I’m a research project or like I’m not there at all. But never the way I want him to look at me.


  


  CHAPTER 5


  Bentley


  I sneak past Gracie and duck behind the house while she watches for her brother. I have to take a few deep breaths to calm my body, particularly the parts of me she rubbed up against. My head falls back against the wood of the huge farmhouse.


  I don’t know if I can stay here. I don’t know if I can do this. This is exactly what I don’t need. Summer break just started, which means every day for sixty days I’ll be up against her and whatever this plan is she has for me. Although I have a pretty good idea. The smooth stroke of her leg against mine in the truck the other day told me enough. Her smoky eyes exude sex. She knows exactly how to move, how to talk, how to get a guy going, but I’m not sure she gets it. There were a lot of things that kept me from stealing her from the pool party and having my own fun with her and that amazing bikini, mostly how her father is built like a tank and could crush me. But she also reminds me of the girls back home. The girls that I’m used to. The girls I usually go for. I can’t get involved. But goddamn is she hot. And that laugh, the real one where her eyes sparkle is like a lure, pulling me in even when I know it's dangerous. Her faint accent attracts to more each time it comes out because it only happens when she’s not paying attention. It's addicting. It also makes me think that maybe there might be something more to her. Maybe she’s just hiding behind those mile long legs and golden skin.


  I slide down the rough wood of the house and run my hands through my hair for the thousandth time. This is my luck. A girl looks at me like I’m something to eat, and she is the only girl on the planet I can’t, no, I shouldn’t, be with. But a distraction would be just what I need.


  No, Bentley. No. I take a slow breath to slow my mind and settle back into logic. This isn't why I came here. I don't need Gracie jumbling up my thoughts right now.


  If she knew half about my life she wouldn’t be quite so keen to be pressing up against me, smelling like apples and straw and fresh air. That part of her is not what I’m used to at all. The naturalness. That part throws me every time she gets close.


  I shake my head and stand, dusting the dirt and grass from my jeans.


  I didn’t believe Archer when he said it would be so hard to say no. Her fire is contagious, beyond irritating, because I don’t know what to do with it, but contagious.


  Unfortunately, my future’s been planned for me so I have no choice anyway. This is the downfall of always having everything at my disposal. Always being handed things has its disadvantages. Or so I’m learning. I guess it's go home and deal with my family, or stay and deal with Gracie.


  Gracie startles me as she comes around the corner. That permanent strip of bare stomach made to torment me stretches and flexes with each step. Her arm is stretched out behind her and attached to her hand is another girl, who looks my age but like she was transported here from the 1960s. Her straight brown hair, flowing floral sundress, and no shoes are proof enough.


  “Oh.” Graceland jumps, and her friend stops.


  “Uh, hey.” I smile and try to pass, but the Flower Child grabs my arms.


  “Bentley?” She says it like we’re old friends meeting on a crowded street.


  “That’s me.”


  She pulls me in and wraps her arms around me, standing on her tiptoes, and I have to bend to her height. I hug her back, mostly because I don’t know what to do with my hands.


  “Emma, proximity. Not everybody loves everything in the universe like you do,” a male voice sounds, and I peek around the corner of the house. Hunter, I presume. He’s smiling and shaking his head. It’s not irritation. His expression is pure adoration and amusement as he walks toward Emma, carrying her shoes.


  Emma drops her arms and smiles the sweetest smile I’ve ever seen. She almost glows she looks so pure and flawless. I’ve never seen someone so natural, but I guess I come from a world of fake. Emma’s tiny features bunch together on her face, and she reaches up to touch my cheeks. My eyebrows raise.


  “Something’s bothering you. I’m sorry we have intruded on your thoughts,” she says.


  I look over at Gracie and frown. She rolls her eyes.


  “It’s so annoying when she does that. You get used to it.”


  Hunter reaches us and holds out a hand. He looks more like Gracie than the twins do. The twins look identical to their dad, Carter. Lighter features, stockier build.


  I take his hand, and he laughs. He exudes kindness and honesty, which puts me off balance. I'm always waiting to be assessed, but with Hunter it doesn’t happen. He just smiles.


  “The most annoying part is she’s usually right.” He slaps my shoulder.


  Emma wraps her arms around Hunter’s waist and winks at me.


  “We’re going to catch Dad,” Gracie says over her shoulder. “Comin’?”


  Her voice tilts up into that country twang. I wonder again why she’s always trying to hide it.


  I shouldn’t want to find out. But every time she let’s it out, it gets harder to say no.


  I jog to catch up and do my best to look straight ahead and pretend I don’t notice her sweet smile and the way her hair brushes her bare shoulders as she walks.


  


  CHAPTER 6


  Graceland


  He hasn’t looked at me once. Not once.


  The sky’s a dusty orange, turning everything a rust color, even Rasp’s yellow-gold fur. I sit on the steps with my dog between my knees and scratch his ears before hugging him around the neck and gazing out at Bentley talking to Daddy at the barbecue.


  I’ve seen hot guys before, guys with chiseled jaws and rock hard muscles. Guys I don’t much care what’s going on behind those perfectly defined features. Guys I just want to kiss or touch or dance with, and that’s it. Like, Dermott hot.


  This is different.


  Bentley glances over at me for the first time, and I suck in a tiny breath. There’s something behind those gorgeous features, and I’m starting to want to figure out what it is. Why it looks like nothing ever phases him. Like nothing’s good enough for him. Like I’m not good enough for him. I’m starting to want to know why.


  Daddy looks over, too, and he’s laughing. I narrow my eyes. They’re talking about me. Bentley shakes his head and shoves his hands into his pockets. He turns to me and starts toward the porch. My heart speeds up with every step, and I do a full body shake to calm myself down, masking it by wiggling Rasp back and forth between my knees. His tail thumps on the wooden step.


  “May I?” Bentley points to the stairs, and I nod. He sits and leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and laces his fingers together. His head turns, and he watches me from behind his dark chocolate-colored hair.


  I don’t breathe, pulling Rasp tighter to my chest, as if he'll shield me from this foreign feeling.


  “Hey.” He presses his hair out of his eyes, and my ribs feel like they’re shrinking. This isn’t happening. He’s just the sexy older experienced guy that I plan on losing my virginity to and then never talking to again. I can’t be having my heart go all crazy like this.


  “Hey,” I reply.


  “So your dad thinks I’m crazy, but he said I could fix up your car and then teach you how to drive it.”


  “What?” My crazy beating heart totally switches gears. I squeal. Before I can stop myself, I let go of Rasp and fling myself at Bentley. I have no time to enjoy the way his body feels pressed to the porch under me because Rasp starts barking and growling and jumping around our heads. He’s licking at our faces with his huge tongue.


  “Rasp!” I screech and push at his huge furry body. I sit up and grab his collar just before he hops back on Bentley.


  “I take it you’re up for it then?” Bentley’s on his elbows, smiling. I nod excitedly.


  “But you have to help me fix it. I hear you’re not mechanically inclined, and your dad thinks you should know some things before he lets you drive off on your own.” Bentley’s wiping Rasp drool from his face, and I can hear Daddy laughing. His huge figure blocks the setting sun.


  “Really?” I ask him, like Bentley was lying to me. Daddy’s always busy, and after I dropped the transmission or something like that, out of my car, my brothers all refuse to let me drive theirs.


  Dad nods, and I grin a huge wide grin.


  “We’ll start tomorrow then.” Bentley’s unwavering neutral gaze goes from me to Dad, then he stands and leaves.


  “Gracie Bug,” Daddy says in his serious tone, and I shift my attention back to him.


  “Ben’s a nice guy and it’s great that he’s offered to help you get your license, but he is off limits.”


  My face drops, and Dad shifts uncomfortably.


  “Daddy!” I shriek. He’s never approached the boy talk before.


  “Off limits, Bug.” He frowns then turns to leave.


  I look over at Bentley, now talking with Hunter and Emma. Emma’s holding Hunter’s hand and running her finger up and down his forearm, making patterns and designs and tugging on his fingers. Her head is on his shoulder, and she’s off in her own world with unfocused eyes. She’s so odd, but I’m momentarily stabbed with jealousy that she can touch someone like that without caring who’s watching. I shake it off and pull my eyebrows together. One of them is going to get hurt. Love doesn’t last. So why am I jealous?


  No, it's best to keep it fun. To keep all that feeling stuff out. Then it doesn’t hurt when they lose their flavor.


  I catch Bentley smiling again. The illegal smile that steals my breath.


  I shake it off and focus on my plan. My plan that just got more interesting.


  Fixing my car. Bentley teaching me to drive stick.


  There are so many ways I could twist that.


  


  CHAPTER 7


  Graceland


  I bribed my brother with cleaning chickens if he came swimming the other day, and he’s cashing in the favor already. I’m mad about it until I find out Hunter’s taking Bentley around the farm today and giving him the boss routine. Hunter always did more work than me or the twins, and he always helped and inspected the work we did to make sure it was good.


  Hunter’s a perfectionist to the most annoying degree. I’m glaring at him while sweat pours off my face, and Bentley looks back and forth between us.


  “Hunt, it’s a chicken coop.” I throw out my arms.


  “What does that have to do with anything?” he asks.


  I can only grunt.


  Did I mention he’s stubborn? But so am I.


  “It means it’s clean enough.”


  Hunter raises an eyebrow, and I grip the shovel tighter in my crap-covered leather gloves. Bentley still glances from Hunter to me.


  “It’s not, Gracie, and you know it. I know you want to get ready for the Summer Kick-Off tonight.”


  My glare deepens, and I march up to my brother and slam the shovel handle against his chest. He lets out a puff of air and grabs the shovel before it falls.


  “You’re right, Hunter. I do need to get ready for the dance. Thanks for reminding me. An’ if yer so gawd damn good at shovelin’ crap then by all means git at ‘er.”


  I squeeze my eyes shut and shake my head. I push through the two boys and leave the coop.


  Stomping up the porch stairs, I rip open the front door to face Asher.


  “What’s your problem, sis?”


  I shove past him without answering.


  “Holy hell, Bug, you smell terrible.” He laughs and leaves the house, his sneakers hammering on the wooden steps.


  ***


  It takes me until after I’m done showering to figure out why I am so mad. I tug a comb through my thick hair and blame Hunter for leaving. He comes home for one weekend and just bosses me around.


  There’s a soft knock, and I don’t say anything. I have brothers. They do what they want no matter what I say.


  Hunter presses open the door and gives me a sheepish smile. I glare, but I can’t stop a small smirk from tugging at the corner of my mouth.


  I wave him in, and he closes the door behind him. Lowering himself to the floor beside me, he nudges my shoulder with his.


  “You mad at me, Bug?”


  “I’m always mad at you. You’re my brother.” My smile widens as he takes the comb from my hand and starts to work it through my hair. He used to brush my hair when I was little because I didn’t have a mother to do it. Hunter takes care of people. He takes care of my dad, the farm, Emma, the twins...me. Then he leaves. He does everything for all of us then leaves.


  Everyone leaves. That’s why I’m mad. It’s stupid, and I hate feeling this way, but I can’t shut it off. Hunter left.


  A sob gets stuck in my throat, and I push it back down. I breath in the hurt. It’s not worth it. I have my memories. Plastered on my bedroom walls are photos, ribbons, medals, all the memories. All perfect. All mine.


  “I know what you’re thinking, Gracie, and it’s not true.” Hunter’s eyes pull at everything inside me I try to hide. He knows what I feel before I do. He’s the only one.


  That damn hippie girlfriend of his. No, it’s been like this forever.


  “I don’t believe you,” I mumble, and he stops brushing my hair.


  “I’m not leaving you. No one is leaving you. Mom didn’t leave you. She left us, Graceland. All of us. I would never leave you. Not like she did.”


  I force back the tears that burn and again have to swallow the hurt. I nod, and Hunter pulls me in for a quick one-armed hug.


  “The day will come when you have a chance to get off the farm. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t take it. I know you’d be lying.” He nudges me again and winks.


  He’s right. I would. I'm trying. Why else would I need my license so bad? I’ve already made the appointment to take the test, and I don’t even know how to drive yet.


  “Fine,” I say through a smile.


  Hunter pats my cheek and stands up, holding out his hand. I let him pull me up and into a hug.


  “You’re the best mom a girl could hope for.” I laugh into his chest, and he shakes me.


  “Thanks, kid.” He kisses the side of my head quickly and turns to leave, pausing at the door. “It’s noon. Do you really need to start getting ready now? It’s just the Kick-Off, and you’re gunna be gross by the end of it anyway....Oh, and Also, I might let the twins give you birthday bumps this year. Just a heads up.”


  “I retract all former praise of your mothering,” I say, shaking my head. Plus the twins won’t dare, not with the dress I’ll be wearing.


  Hunter laughs and shuts the door.


  The Summer Kick-Off is like a big town barn dance. It happens every year around my birthday. Sometimes they’re the same day, but not this year though. This year they had to bump up the date because of some Rodeo thing, so technically I don’t turn sixteen for just under two weeks, but my family always celebrates my birthday on this night. It’s one of the best memories I have. When I was twelve, everyone in town sang for me, I danced with Dermott O’Hale, and he was a good dancer. He’s also a good kisser. He was my first kiss, and it was perfect.


  


  CHAPTER 8


  Bentley


  I’m so sick of being perfect. No, not actually perfect but expected to be so. Bentley McKinna, the poster child. The heir to an empire, the next in line of fake royalty. I don’t want any of it. I toss my cell phone into the air a few more times before I read the text again. I’m over my initial shock that my mother has actually learned how to text, and now I’m just pissed. She hasn’t stopped sending me the same message repeatedly for days. I stab out her number and tap my foot on the porch railing. Leaning forward on one hand, I look out over the Holloway farm. It’s quiet. So quiet. All I hear is the ringing of the phone.


  It clicks as she answers.


  “So have you come to your senses yet, Benny?” My mother’s smooth high-pitched voice sounds. I can hear a faint tone of irritation, but she’s keeping it cool, which means there are people there. Faking it.


  “Hi, Mom.” I turn quickly and lean against the porch railing. My voice is just as smooth as hers, as I have learned from the best.


  “Well?” She breathes out loudly.


  “Well, what?”


  “Are you coming home, Bentley? Are you giving up on this hippie ‘finding yourself’ journey and ready to do what you’re obligated to do?”


  I grit my teeth just as the screen door slams, and my head snaps up. Gracie stops to look at me with a scrunched up expression. She looks like I just caught her running away. I probably look guilty of something too, the way my eyebrows are raised and my mouth’s open to yell at my mother.


  “Benny? Are you still there? Jesus, answer me. I don’t have all day.” My mother’s voice comes from the speaker, and I clear my throat.


  “I, uh, can’t talk right now.” I tap the end button. My mom hangs up on me all the time, so I don’t feel even a little bit guilty. We only have to pretend when we’re in public.


  “Where are you off to?” The way Gracie’s dark eyes widen and she swings her arms behind her, hiding the object in her hands, I know she wasn’t expecting me. She looks over her shoulder then back at me.


  “Who were you talking to?” Her eyebrows come together. Smiling, I shake my head.


  “I asked you first.” It’s amazing how difficult this girl is. Her over-confident smile and intense stare have given way to a surprised girl who’s hiding something, literally, and I intend to figure it out. Not that I need more hiding or more games in my life, but she’s proving to be irresistible. She pulls at me like no one ever has, and it’s getting harder to keep acting like I don’t notice her. Standing near her slows the spinning confusion in my head because I’m focused on her. That both scares me and makes me want to stand closer yet.


  Gracie grabs my forearm, pulling me from my thoughts, and looks over her shoulder once more. I try to follow her eyes, but she takes off down the porch steps, pulling me with her. We round the corner of the huge house before she stops and presses her back against the wood paneling. Her chest rises and falls with fast breaths. She turns to me with this expression that makes me want wrap her up in me and never let her go. Her eyes gleam with pure trouble, reflecting mischief and adventure. Her lips pull into a genuine smile that would bring anyone to their knees. She digs her nails into the skin of my forearm just as the screen door slams. I look behind me then back to Gracie. I’m confused. She pulls her other hand out from behind her back, and puts her finger to her lips. She’s holding a small, leather bound book in her hand.


  Moving forward again, she crouches to pass under the windows until we duck behind the house.


  “Gracie? What’s going on?” Concern coats my voice, which is very strange for me. I’m usually good at locking that up.


  “Can I trust you?” She leans into me, and I step back until my back hits the wall. God dammit. I feel like I’m 'the girl'. I even press my hands against the panel so I don’t touch her.


  “Uh, yeah.” What am I supposed to say? I’m on her farm in the middle of an ocean of corn, soy, and hay, I’m not sure why I would be untrustworthy.


  “Then chase me.”


  She starts walking backwards, and my head is clogged with a giant cloud of confusion.


  “What?” The word comes out crooked, if that’s even possible, but I have no idea what she’s doing. She keeps walking backwards, away from the house.


  “You wanna know where I’m goin’, you’re gunna have to chase me.” That smile is back. The real one. The one that has trouble written all over it. The one that’s going to get me into trouble. That accent, pure and smooth but filled with twang. I’m beginning to think this is the girl she’s hiding from.


  “Chase you? To where?”


  “Well, if I told ya that, Bentley McKinna, it would ruin the chase.”


  And with that, she turns and runs. My feet are stuck to the ground as I watch her. Her hair streaming out behind her, her long legs pushing forward.


  Like something jumpstarts my brain, I snap out of it and take off after her. It doesn’t take much to catch up. I am what some might call a gym rat. Appearances, and all. Part of my job.


  I’m soon keeping pace with her, but she knows the farm better. She doesn't lose speed as she crosses an open space between two huge tractors, but I have to slow down so I don’t break my leg. She makes a sharp left and skids around the corner of a small run down barn. My chest is heaving, but she stops and turns, her face as smooth and relaxed as if we were just standing around chatting. Her hands are on her hips and her shoulders hunched forward.


  “What was that all about?” I point behind me then to her.


  “This is my spot. No one knows about it.” She steps over to the old barn. It’s obviously not used anymore.


  “It looks like it’s going to collapse.” I scan the warped boards with paint peeling and flaking onto the tall brown grass that is taking it over. The building has a severe lean that suggests it should be burnt to the ground.


  Something flickers across Gracie’s face resembling sadness but is shoved back into wherever she stores her emotions.


  “Eventually everything collapses. That doesn’t mean you just abandon it.”


  She turns on her heel and moves to the far edge of the barn, leaving me dumbfounded. Somehow, I don’t think she’s talking about the barn. She kicks a large rock to the side and squats down on her heels. Pushing a big thick wooden board to the side, she gestures with her head to go in. I wonder why we don't just use a door, but a quick glance to the side reveals a thick chain and heavy padlock. I move to the opening and shove through the small space. Gracie’s almost as tall as me, but I’m twice as wide so she slides through with much more ease. The wood panel slams closed.


  “Gracie, why are we here? I thought you needed all day to get ready for this dance thing?”


  Gracie steps past me into a slit of soft sunlight that illuminates her face, and it distracts me. She’s absolutely stunning. Where I'm from, I see hot girls everywhere, but as I watch her smile at me, with not a stitch of makeup on, I realize I’ve never before seen a beautiful girl. Her dark eyes are endless, and the longer I look, the more I catch glimpses of what she’s hiding. After a few moments, she shifts her gaze to the dusty straw-covered floor and bites at her bottom lip. Her hair is twisted messily and pulled over her shoulder. Her worn sweatshirt is stretched and ratty and hangs off one shoulder. Her jeans are loose with one thumb hooked casually in the pockets, the mysterious leather book still clutched in the other hand. Right now, at this second, she looks real. Authentic. Like this is the girl hidden beneath the attitude, the manipulation, the forwardness. This uneasy girl who chews on her lip and avoids eye contact breathes a new life into me that I know won’t last. Because this isn’t the Gracie that the world sees. I was not supposed to be standing on that porch this afternoon. I’m not supposed to be here.


  I shouldn’t want to be here. This is how it always starts with me.


  A short laugh brings be back into focus.


  “Oh, my brothers will believe anything. They think I take forever getting ready. It takes me ten minutes to put makeup on. It’s just easier to make them think I’m in my room getting ready because then they don’t bother me. Really I just come here. And, I have no idea why I just told you that, but here you are.”


  She steps past me and to a ladder in the center of the room. It goes up to a loft. She scales the thing like a pro, and I fully enjoy watching.


  She pokes her head over the side of the loft.


  “Well, ya comin’?”


  I laugh. Archer was right. It’s going to be tough to keep up. I pull myself up the rungs of the ladder and crawl across the wooden floor to a futon mattress that lays on the floor. I point at it.


  “Don’t even ask. You don’t want to know. That’s why there’s three sheets on it.” Gracie laughs, and it’s full and real. I’ve heard her giggle, squeal, and flirt, but I haven’t heard this one before and it tugs at something in my chest. Genuine laughter. When was the last time I’d heard it?


  Gracie flops down beside me and leans across my lap to push open a broken window. I’ve never really been a ‘hair’ guy, but as a few loose strands brush across my bare arms, I think I could convert. She looks at me as she leans back, that forced sexy look, then shifts backwards until she’s leaning against the decaying wooden panels. She flips open the leather book and pulls her knees up, setting the book on her lap.


  “Is that a journal?” I ask, watching her eyes flick back and forth. She looks up at me and laughs a short curt laugh.


  “I have three older brothers. Do you think I’d be dumb enough to keep a journal?”


  I lay back on the old dusty mattress and put my hands behind my head. She looks down at me and her eyes travel me quickly before her bronze cheeks flush so slightly I would have missed it if I wasn’t so damn hyper aware of her.


  “I’d never read my sister’s journal.”


  “Well then, you’re a good brother. The twins wouldn’t just read it, they’d photocopy it and hand it out to their football team.”


  I think back to my run in with Archer in the kitchen. I don’t think she realizes just how much her brothers would do for her. I think about arguing, but she’s not really the type to be argued with.


  “So what is it then?”


  She’s silent for a while, just watching me, thinking about something with zero emotion on her face. She’s almost as good as me.


  “It’s my mom’s. She wrote poetry and songs. I keep it and come up here to read it.”


  Now it’s my turn to be silent. I don’t really know what to say so I say this, “Do you write songs?”


  She nods lightly. My body shifts on its own with discomfort. This is too familiar. Too much like all the others. I sit up, suddenly itching to run. It figures that I come this far from home and still I end up in the same place.


  “Something wrong?” Her voice sounds uncharacteristically concerned, and I shake my head, struggling to keep my expression calm. Moments ago, I’d have spilled everything if she asked, but now this is the last place I want to be.


  “I’m fine. But I’m gunna take off. Let you finish doing…whatever you’re doing.”


  I don’t look at her as I move to the ladder and climb down. She doesn’t make any sounds. The air is suddenly sticky and hot. I need to take a shower.


  Once outside, I do what I do best. I run.


  


  CHAPTER 9


  Graceland


  I haven’t seen Bentley since he went all lockdown on me in the barn, but as I run my hands down the soft, silky, white fabric of my dress, I easily push him from my mind. I get a new dress every year but, Dad gave me extra money this year because of my 16th birthday. This dress is even better than the blue sundress. I fluff the thin material that reaches mid-thigh and know Dad’s going to give me the look. One of the benefits of not having a mom is that I get to buy what I want because Dad doesn’t want to check to see if it fits properly. I’ve been with Lacy as her mom pokes and prods her, tugging on everything to make sure it fits.


  My brothers think everything looks ‘slutty’ on me, but they’re perfectly okay with the girls in their class showing it all.


  “Yeah, but you’re a sister.” Archer would say. To which I’d reply, “She’s a sister,” and get a smirk with the retort, “She ain’t my sister.”


  Boys. Nothing but double standards.


  There’s a knock at my door, and Asher sticks his head in not half a second later.


  “Dammit, Ash. What if I was naked?”


  He wrinkles his nose and looks me up and down.


  “You practically are naked in that thing. Anyway. We’re going in ten minutes. Ten minutes, Bug. I don’t give a shit if it’s your birthday. Be ready.”


  I flip him off, and he leaves.


  Running my fingers through my hair once more, I let it fall down my back and head out the door. I pause and look back at mom’s journal. My birthdate.


  When happy is sad/and fear swallows joy/when life is thrust upon us/the imperfect glares/it’s all around, all around/it never leaves, it’s always there/the only time it ever fades/is when I’m alone/with the air/under the dusty sky


  She wrote it the day I was born. I move quickly to my bed and toss the book into my closet, slamming the door. Technically, it’s not my birthday yet, but I still shouldn’t be thinking about the poem.


  “Graceland Marie!” Archer yells from downstairs, but I can’t stop staring at my closet door. I read that poem every year on my birthday. That poem is about me. About how she didn’t want me. How I’m her imperfect.


  But it’s been another year. More changes. I’m not alone. I’m never alone. And everything is always perfect.


  ***


  Dad glares at me as I try to climb into his huge truck with my dress. I glare right back at him. He looks different. His hair has a little bit of product in it and looks like the sandy version of Hunter’s short messy look.


  “Graceland. What are you wearing?” His voice wobbles with the inexperience of being the stern parent.


  “Daddy?” I scrunch my nose as I fully take in his new look. “What are you wearing?”


  Dad’s face goes the entire color spectrum before he looks to the road and puts the truck into gear. The twins are snickering in the back. Hunter, Emma, and Bentley must be going in Hunter’s truck.


  I study my dad again. He’s usually all about the farmer look. White wash wranglers, huge belt, plaid shirt, and baseball cap. Tonight he’s wearing dark jeans, a designer button down, and his old black cowboy hat is sitting on the seat between us. Still the same old huge belt, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he sleeps with that thing on.


  After we turn off the drive onto the gravel, I’m still gawking at my dad.


  “Daddy, for real. Where did you get those clothes?”


  I can’t help but be a little hurt that he didn’t get me to take him shopping. I am the only estrogen in our house.


  “I, um, I just got the same type of stuff that you make your brothers wear. When I was in the city last.” Dad stutters. He forces a smile and reaches across to grip my shoulder. “Just wanted to look nice for my baby’s 16th.”


  I grin at him. “Not technically for two weeks.”


  


  CHAPTER 10


  Graceland


  It’s already a thousand degrees in the huge rodeo arena. Half the town is here, and more are trickling in behind us. I ditch my family as soon as we walk through the massive doors to find my friends.


  I weave through the crowd, saying hi to everyone because I know everyone. Everyone knows everyone. The last “new person” to town was Emma like six months ago. It was the biggest thing that had happened here in years because Emma is not normal. She was way worse before Hunter.


  At the far corner, in the back of the arena, most of my friends from school are sitting on the bleachers. My shoulders pull back as I get closer.


  Lacy is huddled into Kelsey talking about something important because Kelsey is waving her hands and speaking really fast. It’s impossible to keep up with her when she is like this, especially when she stops speaking English altogether and switches to broken Japanese. Kelsey’s boyfriend, Brandon, is talking to her older sister, Melanie, a couple rows below. I think it’s funny how hard he tries to impress her. I don’t approve of any girls my brothers are interested in. Well, Emma, I guess, but only after I knew she wasn’t going anywhere any time soon. She will, though. They always do.


  “Damn, G. Nice legs, I mean dress.” Frankie’s drawl grates on me. Country gangster doesn’t suit him. Frankie is always the first one to talk. And usually the last. Basically he never shuts up. I smile and push his shoulder, making him stumble a little. The liquid sloshes in the cup he’s holding.


  “Whoa, girl. Easy. I had to work really hard to get this.” He flips his shaggy red hair from his eyes and winks.


  I lift an eyebrow and cross my arms in front of my stomach. Dermott is here, and I feel him staring at me. The last time we saw each other didn’t end well. Although it doesn’t usually end well. Starts out great, though.


  “You drinkin’?” I ask, ignoring Dermott's gaze, and Kelsey giggles from her spot next to Lacy. Her cheeks are red, which is hard for Kelsey with her rich, smooth skin.


  “Kelsey’s drinkin’. I ain’t doing nothin’ but holdin’ it for her, baby girl.” Frankie wiggles his brows, gripping my hand and taking a drink. Dermott glares. Lacy shakes her head. Always the responsible one. She hasn’t touched alcohol since that party with her douche ex, who thankfully decided to take a hike for the summer.


  Frankie passes the cup to me, and I take a sip, holding in a cough because it’s pretty much straight whiskey. Dermott's watching me again, so I take another sip. The warmth of the booze travels down my throat and settles in my chest. It’s crazy how alcohol does that, makes you so aware of it. I focus on the warm chill that spreads from my chest to my fingertips, and I take one more sip before handing it to Brandon.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I see Lacy stealing frequent glances behind her. The whiskey makes me bold, and I nudge her, saying loudly, “He’s with my Dad, over there.”


  I point across the crowded dance floor to Asher, standing with my dad. Lacy glares and looks down at her feet. A pang of guilt mixes in with the slow burn of booze. She really likes him. My brother, I mean. I scrunch my nose as the thought fully grips me. Gross.


  Sighing, I climb on the bleacher beside her and throw my arm around her shoulder. I lean in, resting my head on her, and give her my sweetest smile. She rolls her eyes, and I laugh, putting my mouth to her ear.


  “I’m sorry, Bear,” I whisper, and she smiles. “I love you both. But it’s not fair of me. I still refuse to choose, though. You’re on your own if you go for it.”


  Lacy sits back, her eyes wide.


  “I don’t–”


  “Sure you don’t. I won’t be mad at you, Lacy. I just don’t approve. I just can’t.”


  Lacy tucks her hair behind her ears and forces a smile.


  “You don’t approve of any relationship,” she says, and Dermott looks at me again.


  “Relationships end in pain, Lacy. If that’s what you want. Go for it. I choose to just have fun. And speaking of which...” I grin at her, and she shakes her head.


  Hunter, Emma, and Bentley should be here by now. I scan the room and take it all in: the smell of dirt, straw, and sweat, the sound of a hundred conversations going on at once, the soft play of music from the stage speakers are all so familiar. The Summer Kick-Off is my one constant. Most of my best memories are made here.


  I hear a loud boisterous laugh that I would pin to Daddy any day. His laugh is distinct, but I haven’t heard that laugh in awhile. I look at him standing with our school librarian, Ms. Trimble. She has one hand on his forearm and the other on her chest. She laughs like he just said the world’s funniest thing. Which he didn’t. I know my dad.


  Just then a pair of arms goes around my waist and twirls me through the air, making the warm whiskey kick back. I screech. It’s one of the twins. It’s always one of the twins.


  I yell at him to stop, but he doesn’t until I’m thoroughly dizzy. Archer lets go, and I wobble. Dermott slips his arm around my waist so I don’t fall over, and I cling to his familiar arms.


  “What was that for?” I glare at Archer.


  “Well, we couldn’t give you birthday bumps.”


  “So your plan B was to make me throw up instead?”


  Archer laughs and pulls me from Dermott’s grip, and I’m thankful for it. Yeah D’s hot, but I’ve been there already. Actually I’ve been there multiple times. I keep going back, but D and I have an arrangement.


  My brother hugs me quick and lets me go.


  “Happy birthday, Gracie Marie.”


  “Whatever,” I reply through a smile. Dermott and Brandon both shift their weight from one foot to the other at the same time, and I smile bigger. Hunter wraps his arm around my shoulders and says hi to my friends. Brandon says hi, but Dermott just shifts again. Guys are always uncomfortable when all my brothers are with me, but I would bet my horse that Dermott is thinking about what we did in the back of his truck on spring break. Nothing serious but serious enough that my brothers would kill him if they found out.


  I suppress a laugh before changing the subject.


  “Where’s Emma and Bentley?” I ask Hunter who nods to his right. They’re making their way to us, Emma, the seeming clueless woodland fairy like always. It drives me crazy that she is so damn cute. It makes it hard to hate her for stealing my brother. Bentley, on the other hand, looks delicious with his hands in the pockets of perfectly cut jeans, a black blazer over a grungy t-shirt, and his hair looks the same as always, hanging in front of his ice blues making him look like a man with secrets.


  Emma breaks away from Ben and basically skips to Lacy, throwing her arms around her. Lacy smiles and hugs her back. Lacy’s much more accepting and understanding of Emma. Lacy’s the one who talked me through it when Hunter said he was leaving. I stand back and listen to my friends talk, watch my brother stare longingly at my best friend, and Bentley being bombarded by Kelsey, Mel and Mel’s friend, Julia, while Brandon glares. Mel’s voice catches my attention.


  “So, where are you from?” she asks leaning forward like she’s really interested in what he has to say. Ben shifts a little, but his expression remains calm. Like always.


  “L.A.”


  His answer shocks me, and apparently, it shocks Mel too.


  “Los Angeles? So cool. Why did you come here?” She says ‘here’ like our town is the last place on earth anyone would want to be, and I don’t disagree.


  Bentley shrugs. “Needed a change. This is definitely different.”


  He smiles, and I feel Mel melting because I am right there with her. Illegal. Seriously.


  Our little group is interrupted by Leslie Duncan, the town’s sole lawyer and the lead singer in the only band in town that covers old country and rock music. He pushes his way through the crowd and gives me a big hug.


  “Graceland, I can’t believe you’re sixteen already. I remember when you were three. You just refused to keep your dress on, and your mother had to chase you off stage more than once.” He chuckles to himself, and I force a smile at him, but in reality my stomach is churning and burning at the thought of her. People think because I don’t remember her it doesn’t hurt or it doesn’t matter if they talk about her like she was a good person. A doting mother. I notice Bentley watching me. His face gives nothing away, but his eyes are absorbing me in the same way Hunter’s do. Like they know what I’m thinking before I think it.


  “Anyway,” Leslie continues. “I just came over here to tell you Manny’s truck broke down so we’re short our guitar player, meaning we won’t be starting for another hour or so. Sorry, Grace, I know how much you love to dance.”


  I assure him it’s okay but really I can’t stand the thought of hanging around for another hour. I’ve been dancing my whole life. Daddy put me in ballet so I’d have something ‘girly’ in my life, as he put it. My poor clueless father. But I do love it. I just like to be moving, I like the way the music can take over and the body moves with it. The push and pull between them, the way they work together and off each other to make perfection. Dancing keeps my mind steady, especially in the winter when there's not as much farm work.


  “You guys play cover stuff?” Bentley pipes up, and everyone looks at him.


  “Yes, young man. And you are?” Les steps up to Bentley, looking up at him. Ben shakes his hand.


  “Ben, sir. I’m helping Carter out on the farm this summer.”


  A wide smile spreads across Les’ face.


  “Wonderful, wonderful. You play guitar?”


  Ben shrugs. “Yeah, since I was a kid. I know a lot of old rock, so I could play as long as I know the song. You might have to change your line up a bit.”


  It takes all my strength to keep my mouth shut and my eyes their regular size, but I never would have pegged Bentley for the musician type. My eyes flick between Ben and Les as Les thinks about it.


  “Let’s try it, why don’t we?” Les would have put his arm around Ben’s shoulders to guide him but I doubt he could have reached, so he drops his arm and just gestures Ben to follow.


  A bump to my hip distracts me, and Lacy’s standing next to me.


  “Didn’t see that coming, hey?” She laughs. Mel, Kelsey and Julia are beside us in seconds.


  “So that makes him like ten times hotter. Jesus, Gracie, why were we not informed?”


  I shake my head.


  “I had no idea.”


  We all watch, even my brothers, as Ben makes his way to the stage and casually throws a guitar strap over his shoulder, like this had been the plan all along. I don’t think anyone believes it, that he can play. But there he is, twisting the little knobs, tuning the guitar, shaking the hands of the other band members and plucking at the stings. I remember the first time we met and my liking his calloused hands. His working hands. Not a working man. Musician. I think I like that better. This makes everything better.


  Ben plugs in his guitar and strums a chord. The sound fills the arena, and the vibration travels through me making my skin tingle.


  Mel is right.


  Ten. Times. Hotter.


  


  CHAPTER 11


  Bentley


  I am such an idiot. I have no idea why I admitted that I play. That I’m good. I’m not good, I’m great. I had to be. Nothing but the best was my father’s motto. Unless it was being a good parent. Then he’d settle for sub par. I can’t count the number of times I’ve been dragged onstage to play in place of some cracked out guitarist. Sometimes I’d play off stage, and the real player would just air guitar, if he was capable.


  It does kind of feel good to have the instrument in my hands again. I never thought I’d miss it, and I didn’t until now. I miss playing, but I don’t miss what playing means in my family. I have an obligation to continue playing, to cater to fake spoiled douchebag famous people who want the world and want it for free, who think they know music, but in reality only know money. Not all of my dad’s clients are like that, but most of them are.


  This is music. These guys. Middle-aged teachers and lawyers and mechanics who come together through love of music to play together. Sure they don’t write their own stuff, but neither do I. I just play when the studio needs me to, just like I’m in cover shoots when ‘piercing eyes’ are needed or abs for a music video. What I do is fake. Pandering to people who have forgotten what it means to hold an instrument in their hands and to create something from it.


  Les holds up his thumb to me, asking if I’m ready. I nod. He steps up to the mic and everyone turns to watch. The first couple songs are the hardest because no one dances, but the first Johnny Cash song brings almost the whole town out. I smile as my hands slide effortlessly over the frets, and my fingers pluck the strings perfectly. There’s nothing like some old country to bring a country crowd. I watch the arena as I play and feel envious. The small community with wives dancing with their best friends’ husbands, Grandpa’s teaching grandsons to two step, a crowd of young girls moving to the tune, unconcerned with how they look or who’s watching.


  I see Emma holding Hunter’s hands, swaying offbeat as he shakes his head, refusing to dance. Archer sits on the bleachers with three or four girls sitting with him. It doesn’t take much to be hot shit in a small town. In L.A. there is a game, a hierarchy, a method to getting noticed. Here, Archer and Asher play football, which automatically makes them top before anyone notices anything else.


  Sweet Lacy is leaning against a wall by herself, watching me and smiling that kind smile. There’s a girl that’s real. Asher sneaks up behind her, taking her around the waist, and she jumps, looking around. He whispers something in her ear, and I can see her face go red from here. I smile as she shakes her hand from his and looks around again. My guess: Gracie.


  Gracie. I’ve never in my life met someone like her.


  After we are done with the first set, Les calls her on stage, and she looks down, pretending to be embarrassed, but I know better. I barely know her, and I guarantee she loves the attention. She steps up onto the stage and holds my gaze. Her white dress makes her look like an angel or Greek goddess or whatever other cliché and ridiculous description my brain can conjure. She beams at the attention, but she’s not surprised by it. This happens every year I assume.


  “As per tradition, everyone usually sings our Graceland Holloway a birthday tune, but this year is a special year.” Les holds the mic and reaches for Gracie’s hand. She smiles a grateful and shy looking smile. She would be so great in L.A. That smile is perfect. Perfectly and meticulously crafted.


  “This year, Gracie turns sixteen so we should all sing extra loud for her.”


  Les starts singing, and soon there’s a big chorus of happy birthday, and Gracie looks over her shoulder at me. I’m not singing. I don’t sing.


  Gracie says thank you and winks at me on her way down the stage. I can feel my resolve fading, my ability to say no wanes with every sultry look, with every slip of that accent. She may not be experienced in the way she wants to be, but she sure does know how to wear a guy out. Especially in that dress.


  I watch her make her way through the crowd. She knows exactly how to work people, how much to give, how much contact, how to smile, how to act. Her persona changes so fluidly, so effortlessly. She would fit perfectly in my world.


  My heart hammers, and I almost miss a chord in the chorus of the song we’re playing. I don’t want someone to fit into my world. I want someone who is real.


  I can’t stop watching her as she dances to every single song. Les wasn’t kidding when he said she likes to dance, and she can definitely dance. It makes me want to dance with her. To show her I can dance. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to prove something to anyone before.


  ***


  We finish the set, and I unplug the guitar. The last song was particularly fast, and I struggled to remember it. It’s weird how I can remember the chords to a song I played years ago but can’t remember what I learned in school only last month. I make my way outside for air and suck in long deep breath. I still can’t get over how clean the air is. Dusty, yes but clean. I walk the grounds until I find a small stable and duck inside. I don’t really feel like talking to anyone, and I’m the new guy in a small town. I can imagine I’ll be forced to talk.


  It’s dark, and I can’t see much in the little stable except from what is illuminated by the silver moon. The long corridor is swallowed by darkness and only about one or two stalls are visible. There’s a snorting sound in the distance of a horse that's not happy I woke it up. A shadow passes through the light, and I spin around to see Gracie backlit in silver. She smiles at me and steps into the stable. I instantly know I’ll give her anything she wants. She has me cornered. And wearing that dress. I’ve heard of strong men. I’m not one of them. Not with Gracie.


  “What was that?” She laughs as she approaches me. She steps in. Close. I can smell her. Straw and apples and fresh air.


  “What was what?” I shrug even though I know what’s what.


  “You never said you were a musician.”


  “You never asked.” Which is true. I haven’t really thought about it. She's never asked me anything about myself. She doesn’t even know where I’m from, but she’ll come on to me no problem. The public Gracie, the one that hides and schemes and manipulates. The one that doesn’t care about how her actions affect others. I don’t like that Gracie. Right now, that's clear, but her face lit in the moonlight reminds me of earlier.


  The private Gracie that reads poetry, that doesn’t take any shit, and wears beat-up sweatshirts and ponytails. The one that lets loose her accent when she’s pissed and squeals when she’s excited. The one that smiles with every muscle in her face. That Gracie is irresistible.


  I can’t handle that I never know which one I’ll get.


  Gracie leans against the wall next to me, and we look at each other. Half her face is shadowed, but I can see her thinking. It plays across her face until she finally opens her mouth.


  “So are you in a band? Famous?” She grins. Fake, flirty Gracie. I look away.


  “No, I’m not famous. I just play guitar.” It’s a total lie. I mean I’m not in a band. That’s ridiculous. But I’m not exactly unknown. I’m just unknown in Nebraska.


  “Well either way it was really nice what you did for Les. They’ll talk about it for years. Trust me. You’ll be a legend by Monday.” She laughs.


  Looking back at her, I can see every eyelash, long and thick. My eyes run along her cheekbones and down her jaw line before settling on her lips. If I just give her what she wants, this torment could end.


  But I can’t. Like an invisible force is holding me back and I can't figure out why.


  Gracie reaches across me and grabs the edge of my blazer. She spins me so I’m standing right in front of her. Toe to toe. My forearms press flat against the wall on either side of her head. My head tilts down and hers up, and our eyes lock. She pulls on my coat until my body is flush with hers. I can’t help but notice we line up in all the right places.


  Wow, she is good.


  “Graceland.” I try to sound stern, but I’m not sure how it comes out. I can feel her breathing. It’s fast. Her hands slide into my blazer and clasp around my back.


  “Bentley.” She mocks. She isn’t going for a kiss. She wants me to make the first move. I remember what Archer said about her having a plan for me. A plan that doesn’t involve knowing anything about me but my body pressed against hers.


  I shut down.


  “I can’t.” The words are hard to choke out, but I pull away from her. As I walk from the stable, I take a huge breath and run my hands roughly through my hair. I can’t look back. It’ll be a disaster if I do.


  


  CHAPTER 12


  Graceland


  I’m not mad. I’m shocked. Not because he left me standing here heated from head to toe, vibrating with a need for him that goes beyond what I had planned, or the utter confusion about why he just shut down like that. He was clearly into it five minutes ago.


  What shocks me are the tears that float around in my eyes, refusing to spill out. I’ve never cried over a guy. Never. I’ve never let a guy get under my skin like this.


  So why do I feel like, when he walked away from me, he took some of my heart with him?


  Taking a couple deep breaths before I push off the wall, I head back to the arena. Bentley’s gone. Hunter and Emma are gone. Asher and Lacy are gone, and I regret giving them the go ahead. I mean they could have waited a day. Kelsey and Brandon are gone, and I do not want to be alone with Dermott right now. Normally, I’d be all over D, but as I pass him and he smiles, I can only think of Ben.


  I find my dad, who’s still talking to the librarian.


  “Can we go, Dad?” I don’t even try to mask my tone. He frowns.


  “You okay, Bug?”


  I nod. “Just tired. All the dancing.”


  “Hi Graceland. It’s so nice to see you outside of school like this,” Ms. Trimble says, and I force a smile. I see her every year at this. But whatever. I’m too frustrated to be a smart ass.


  “You too.” It comes out short, and Dad’s frown deepens. “I’ll be waiting in the truck.”


  I lay across the bench seat and watch the stars out the window until I fade into a dreamless sleep, barely noticing when Dad pulls me out and puts me in the back with Asher, I think, who brushes my hair off my face and lets me use his lap and jacket for a pillow.


  I hate how fast Asher is taking over Hunter’s role as responsible big brother. I hate how fast things are changing. But right now, everything is just too fuzzy. Another jacket is thrown over my body, and I curl into Asher as the truck begins to move.


  ***


  When I wake up, it’s still dark but I’m in my room. Under my covers with my dress still on. I pull it over my head and throw it across the room. Little good it did me.


  ***


  The boys let me sleep in Sunday morning, and when I wake up to the sun blazing through my window, my heart almost crawls out of my mouth. I sit straight up with that feeling that I’ve missed the bus for school. I scramble out of bed and throw on shorts and a tank over the underwear I slept in. My bare feet slap loudly on the wooden stairs as I fly down them. I push into a full run and stop dead when I enter the kitchen and there are five men and Emma sitting around our huge table.


  “What’s the hurry, Bug?” Daddy laughs.


  “Why didn’t anyone wake me up? Why didn’t my alarm go off?” And by alarm I mostly mean the twins banging on my door until I get up.


  “We thought we’d let you sleep in. We each did a chore for you. I thought it might be nice for you to get a vacation, so you are excused from chores until your birthday. I suggest you make the most of it. It’s only because this is a special birthday, and you should have fun with your friends and hang out...or whatever it is you girls do,” Daddy says, and I throw my arms around him before leaning forward and stealing a strip of bacon off his plate.


  “Just so ya know, this was not my idea.” Asher shoves a fork full of eggs into his mouth. The kind caring Asher from last night is gone, and this is the guy I’m used to.


  “I love you, too, brother. So, where did you disappear to last night with my best friend, because that wasn’t my idea.” I stick out my tongue at him. I know the two things have no direct connection but watching his face get red is worth it.


  “I, we, she—” Asher stutters as Dad’s eyes narrow in on him. Dad’s hard on my brothers about treatment of women and how, if they ever knock up some girl, they’ll be paying out the nose in time and money for it. But Daddy’s pretty young, so I kind of suspect that’s how Hunter happened.


  “Uh, uh, uh…shut up.” I mock Asher.


  “Graceland!” Hunter’s the one who speaks this time. Emma laughs and takes Bentley’s arm with the hand that isn’t planted on Hunter.


  “You get used to it.” She winks at him, and he smiles, taking a sip of his coffee.


  I fill my plate and hop up onto the counter, as all the chairs are taken. I curl my legs up and hold my plate while shoveling food into my mouth. I notice Bentley watching me.


  “What?” I say, mouth full. I’m still pissed at him, and it doesn’t help when he laughs at me.


  “You up for working on the car today? The sooner we get it fixed, the sooner you can be driving.” He has on his neutral face, and I hate it more and more every time I see it. I can’t read it. I can’t tell if he just wants to get it done so he doesn’t have to spend time with me or if he still wants to help me. Genuinely. Post almost-kiss.


  Oh my god, am I analyzing?


  I push every feeling I have aside and shrug my shoulders. “Sure, why not.”


  Jumping off the counter, I give him one more quick, close-mouthed smile and head back to my room.


  This will give me a chance to do one of two things.


  Get my plan back on track and get my perfect memory.


  Or get back that piece of my heart he walked away with last night.


  


  CHAPTER 13


  Graceland


  I wear surf shorts that go just to my knees hanging low on my hips and a shirt small enough to be considered a sports bra, but who’s considering? My hair’s pulled up into a messy bun, and I head out to meet Ben at my car. My isolated car, parked way out behind the stables. My dad’s quad is gone, and I assume Bentley’s there already so I slip on sandals and grab the keys for the other machine.


  It’s an amazing day, but I can’t tell if it’s any different than any other day or I’m just happy I’m off the hook for chores. Ten days of no chores. Either way, I enjoy the warm wind on my face as I make my way to the horse stable. I turn into the lane, steering toward the other quad parked along the fence. I pull up and jump off, rounding the corner of the barn to say hi to Belle when I find Bentley in the exact same spot I first met him two weeks ago.


  His back is to me, and it doesn’t seem like he knows I’m here. Which is crazy because those quads are stupid loud.


  “I’m not coming home, Sash. I don’t know why she thinks it makes a difference if you call or her. Although I definitely like you better right now, which is saying something.” Ben’s voice is loud and irritated, like the last time I caught him on the phone.


  “No,” he continues. “No. Tell her to deal with it. It’s not my problem he left it to me. I didn’t want it. I don’t want it. I will never want it.”


  I suddenly feel uncomfortable, like I’m really not supposed to hear this. I take a step back when he turns and sees me. He doesn’t flinch. He must have heard me. He holds up a finger and turns away.


  “Sash, I love you. Really I do, but let it go okay? I just can’t. I can’t.”


  His last words burn through my chest as the memory of him walking away take over. Saying I can’t, then leaving. The burn spreads through me, and I do turn and walk away. I’m sitting on the quad just about to start it when I hear footsteps, and he takes ahold of my elbow.


  “Gracie? Where are you going?” His frown burns into me. Burns me. Everything about him burns me. I can’t stop it, and no matter what I do it just keeps burning.


  “Why am I not good enough for you?” I blurt out. I did not mean to say that. I don’t know where it came from but it’s out, and by the look on his face, he definitely heard me.


  His eyes soften, and his eyebrows pull together in concern mixed with confusion.


  “What? Why would you think that?”


  I look down into my lap. I said it. I’m going to have to explain it, but the problem is I don’t even know how to explain it to myself.


  “You wouldn’t kiss me.” I don’t look up to gauge his reaction, but I see his feet. He steps closer to me and takes my hands. They’re rough, but soft. Smooth and calloused. Warm.


  “Look at me.”


  Slowly I lift my head. I’m embarrassed, which is another new thing for me. I don’t get thrown off my game. Bentley smiles that illegal smile of his, and I can’t help but return it.


  “Don’t ever think that, Gracie. Just because I didn’t kiss you, doesn’t mean I didn’t want to.” Ben drops my hands and cups my cheeks. My whole body sparks to life, everything running at top speed.


  “Then do it now. Kiss me now,” I say.


  He laughs, lightly running his thumb over my bottom lip. By the way my limbs go numb, I'm glad I'm already sitting down. He leans in until our noses are almost touching, and like last night I am super aware of him, of his breathing, the way his eyes move over me, every cell of his skin touching mine. He tilts my head just a little and kisses the tip of my nose. It’s so soft I barely feel it. Then he looks me in the eye and smiles.


  “No, Gracie.”


  My mouth drops open, but before I can protest, or pout, or demand, he presses my jaw shut with his thumbs.


  “Not yet. I barely know you. I need to know you first,” he continues.


  I glare now. I can feel my energy darken. “You can’t tell me that you haven’t been to a party or something in L.A. and slept with some chick the first day you met her.”


  Bentley laughs hard. His hands drop from my face, and he steps back, “You’re a piece of work, Graceland Marie Holloway. And we’re not talking about some chick in L.A. We’re talking about you.”


  My mouth’s already open to make some rude comment, but it shuts immediately. I’ve got nothing. No matter what I say, I’m screwed. If I agree with him that I’m different then he wins, I lose. If I disagree, I’m basically insulting myself.


  I can’t stop a laugh. I’ve never been checkmated before.


  “As are you, Bentley I-don’t-know-your-middle-name McKinna. Well, I guess we have a car to fix, hey?”


  I push myself off the quad and fall in step with Ben as we make our way to my car behind the stable. Bentley looks at me a couple times then smiles down at his feet.


  “It’s Blackmoore.”


  “Huh?” I ask.


  “My middle name. It’s Blackmoore. It’s my mom’s maiden name. My mother was pretentious. Is pretentious. She thinks she’s British Royalty or something.”


  I laugh then say, “Elvis.”


  It’s his turn to say, “Huh?”


  “My mother was in love with Elvis. She named me after a house.”


  Ben throws his arm across my shoulders and laughs with me.


  “See, I know you better already.”


  He winks at me, and I curse my heart for fluttering.


  ***


  I do not curse the fact that I get to work on a car with him as I watch him bent over the hood of my old two-door Chevy.


  “So how do you know so much about cars?” I ask, trying to remember all the stuff he rambled off to me when he first lifted the hood. I lean against the car and put my foot on the bumper.


  “My dad collected them. We have maybe fifteen of them still, and a buddy of mine likes to work on them so I let him.”


  “Fifteen cars?” I’m momentarily astonished until I remember how many cars, trucks, tractors and farm machinery we have around here.


  “Yeah, my family has money. It’s part of the reason my mother thinks she’s royalty.” Ben laughs and hands me a wrench without looking at me.


  “My dad would kill me if I let anyone touch his tractors. How did you get your dad to let a buddy work on his cars?”


  Bentley looks at me sideways, still hunched over the engine. His gaze is distant while he thinks about something. Straightening up, he spins and leans against the car next to me.


  “My dad died. Six years ago.”


  I lace my fingers together in my lap and shift.


  “Oh, I’m sorry.”


  Bentley shrugs and wipes his hands on his torn jeans. “It was six years ago.”


  He’s back to his neutral gaze, and it pisses me off. How can he say something like that?


  “My mom left me thirteen years ago, and I don’t even remember it. Still, I couldn’t just shrug about it like that.”


  Eyebrows low and lips pressed together, he shifts to face me again.


  “I miss my dad, everyday, but he didn’t leave us. He was taken from us. Believe me, if you’d have seen him in those last few months you’d understand how I look at it.”


  I put my hands back in my lap.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to...”


  Ben shrugs again and goes back to the engine. “It’s cool. I’d be pretty bitter if I were you, too. Don’t worry about it.”


  I let it go. We’re skirting too close to emotional connection territory. If he wants to know me better, fine, but I’m not going to fall in love with him or anything.


  “So what’s this thing again?” I ask, and he shakes his head.


  “A dipstick. To check the oil. Oil is very important, Gracie.” He’s smirking, and I punch his shoulder.


  “I don’t care about any of it. The sooner you come to terms with that, the smoother this will go. Just tell me what I need to know so that I don’t kill it again.”


  “Fine, but you should care more. This is a decent car, and if you take care of it, it could last damn near forever.”


  “Nothing lasts forever.” It’s a reaction. I don’t mean to say it, but that filter thing that makes normal people stop talking doesn’t exist in me. I was born without it.


  “You’re so much fun to be around, you know that? Your optimism is contagious.”


  His grin turns into a laugh, and I push his chest. Grabbing my wrists, he gets this goofy dramatic look and sinks to his knees, still holding my wrists.


  “The world shall end in a reign of fire. Burning all we love to assimilated, indistinguishable ash. But love isn’t real, and the world is shit. So maybe we’d be better off.”


  His head hangs, and I can’t see his face, but I can hear the laughter in his mocking tone and his shoulders shake. My lips purse together, and I pull him back up into a standing position.


  “You’re such a loser.”


  He catches my chin between his thumb and index finger and gently shakes my face like I’m a child.


  “But I have fifteen cars. Most people are pretty good at ignoring my loser-ish behavior.” He’s smiling, but his eyes aren’t. It bugs me. I want to know. Why he won’t go home, why he talks about money and cars like it’s no big deal at all. Why he’s so neutral. That’s really the only word I can think of. Indifferent maybe, but mostly neutral.


  “See, isn’t this fun?” Ben tosses a wrench to me, and I catch it.


  “Isn’t what fun?” I look from him to the tool in my hand.


  “This.” He gestures widely. “Being outside, working with our hands, bonding over the engine of a car. Look how much we know about each other already.”


  “So are you going to kiss me now?” I cross my arms.


  “Actually, I kinda feel like I should call you bro.”


  I glare at him. I do not want to be ‘bro’.


  He points to something under the hood of the car, and the corner of his mouth twitches. “Tell you what, if you can get that rusted bolt off with that wrench I just gave you, I’ll gladly kiss you.”


  I tap the wrench on my palm a couple times. I can shovel hay for hours straight, but he doesn’t know that.


  “I’ll accept your challenge,” I say through a smug smile. Stepping up to the engine, he points out which bolt he needs, and I fit the end of the wrench on it. I wiggle it to make sure it’s snug then push back on it just a little.


  “That’s the wrong way.” He laughs, and I glare at him so fiercely he steps back and puts his hands in the air.


  I pull forward then push back before giving it one final yank forward and the thick caked rust lets loose its hold on the bolt. I spin the bolt off with my fingers and hold it up in the most pompous way I can and smile like a complete jerk.


  “Don’t mess with a farm girl,” Bentley whispers as he reaches for it, but I clamp my hand around it and shake my head.


  “This ain’t my first day either. A promise is a promise.” I don’t even care that my accent takes over my voice. He said he’d kiss me and now he has to. I take a deep breath so I don’t get nervous, but it happens anyway. I have to lick my bottom lip to keep it from trembling, my stomach tightens, and my heart beats way too fast for how hot it is outside.


  Bentley steps closer. He pushes a sweaty strand of hair off my face, but I’m too charged to be concerned about it. My eyes close as his fingertips graze my cheek, and he runs his thumbs lightly over my eyelashes. It tickles.


  “Don’t close your eyes,” he says, so I look at him. Sweaty and sexy just like the first time I met him. He runs his fingers along my hair line down to my jaw. Then he tilts my head to the side. My fist tightens around the bolt in my hand as my whole body tenses.


  Ben kisses my cheek. My eyes are still open. His lips are soft, and his breath warm as he tilts my head further and makes his way along my jaw. He stops just at the corner of my mouth and kisses it lightly. This guy knows what he’s doing. I’ve had some good kisses, but no guy I’ve kissed has been so slow, or confident. Usually it’s rushed, wet, and frantic as they hope to go further.


  Bentley’s mouth is hovering over mine. Why am I thinking about other guys right now?


  I feel him suck in a breath before he pulls back so I can look him in the eyes.


  “You know what? I think I might have to get to know you a little better still.”


  He steps back, and I throw the bolt to the ground.


  “Seriously?” I yell, but it’s all out of breath and trembling. “You can’t just back out like that.”


  He turns, and I want to smack the smile off his face.


  “The deal was I’d kiss you, and I did. You didn’t specify where I had to kiss you.”


  My mouth falls open, and he laughs really loud.


  “I think you get your way too much, Gracie. It’s time someone made you work a little harder for it. I am not exactly sure what your scheme is for me yet, and I’m sure I should be pissed that you’d think I was that easy to play. But I like you. The real you. It’s her I want to get to know.”


  


  CHAPTER 14


  Bentley


  I’m playing with fire. The look on her face is equal parts disbelief and anger. It proves that I’m right. Not only does she not hear the word no enough, she probably never has anyone call her out on her shit. I’m familiar with girls like her. The kind that need to be challenged the whole way. The kind that become bored as soon as it becomes easy.


  I could just give in. Give her what she wants. I know I’d enjoy it. But the more I get to know this other side, the more I want to find out what she’s hiding from. Why me? And where all this sexual determination comes from.


  If I give her what she wants, she’ll be done with me. Of that, I'm certain.


  We stand and stare at each other for a long time until she regains her composure. She leans down and picks up the bolt before making her way back to the car. Whatever she’s feeling I can’t tell because she’s as good as I am at covering it up.


  “So what’s wrong with this thing, anyway?” Her hand shakes a little as she sets down the bolt, but her gaze is steady. We are changing the subject now, I guess.


  I wipe my hands on my pants and wish I could take off my T-shirt off, but given the timing and what just transpired, I don’t think it’s a good idea. Leaning over the hood next to her, I replace the bolt she removed and smile as I do so. She looks at me with raised eyebrows.


  “I didn’t think you could do it,” I say and bump her with my shoulder. I can’t seem to stop touching her, but she doesn’t seem to mind. She bumps me back.


  “Yeah well, I didn’t think you were a cheater. Cheater.”


  “I didn’t cheat. I just bent the rules a little. Anyway, I don’t know what’s wrong with this thing yet. Everything under here looks fine. It might be the clutch. Based on what your brothers told me, you might have burnt it out. If that’s the case, we’ll have to go to town and get one.”


  I look at her, and the blank stare flicks between me and the engine.


  “Or maybe two, for when I teach you to drive it.” I laugh. Her expression doesn’t change, meaning she doesn’t get it.


  “Are we done now? I need to shower.” She asks.


  I’ve lost her, and the clutch stuff is too much for her now anyway so I nod.


  “I’m going to stay out here for a bit, but you go. We’ll get parts tomorrow, and we’ll be driving it by Wednesday.”


  Without even thinking about it, I walk to the side of the car and pull my shirt off, tossing it inside. I have to get underneath to see the drive shaft. When I turn around, Gracie is right in front of me. She hooks her fingers in the waist of my pants and presses my back against the hot car. She pushes up onto her toes so her mouth is on my ear, and her whole body is pressed against mine. The searing hot metal is nothing compared to the heat coursing through the rest of me. Her breath is hot, and her loose strands of hair tickle my cheek and neck. My hands settle on her hips like they have minds of their own.


  In the sexiest country accent I’ve ever heard, she breathes, “Bentley Blackmoore McKinna, I reckon I’m gunna love learnin’ to drive stick with you.”


  My fingers dig tighter into her hips with every word until she loosens her grip from my pants and uses her fists against my stomach to push away. She’s wearing the most evil smile, and her eyes dance with life as she throws my own tactic right back in my face. Watching her turn and walk away while trying to relearn how to breathe is all I can do. That girl is going to unravel me, which is not what I need, nor want, at this point.


  But the phrase, “No thanks. I don’t want the sexiest girl I’ve ever met to pin me up against a car and mutter sexual innuendoes in my ear about driving a stick-shift,” has never been uttered by a single straight guy anywhere. I guarantee it.


  When she disappears around the corner, I lean forward and brace my hands on my knees. This is the most sexually charged day I’ve ever had, and I don’t even think it’s noon yet. Gracie and I have started to play a game that no one can win, but I know no matter how many times I say I’m not going to give in, it’ll be the biggest lie I’ve ever told myself.


  ***


  Every day this week is the same. I wake up and go around the farm, doing chores. I’m so glad for the hay harvest because it keeps me busy until almost sundown. This means I am off the hook to work on Gracie’s car and try to keep my distance. The other plus is that all the work makes it easier to fend off my mother and sister’s incessant phone calls and make excuses as to why I can’t go to Lacy’s or the diner or wherever people go to hang out around here. By sundown I have energy for only one thing, and that’s falling face first into bed.


  Harvesting hay keeps me so busy that the week is gone, and I feel nothing but pain. If I had to describe farm work in one word, I’d say lifting. Lifting shovels of shit or hay, lifting bales, lifting water jugs and slop buckets, lifting my sore aching body out of bed at an ungodly hour every morning. But I’m the one who wanted to see what it’s like. To have a taste of the working man’s life, to not have the security of knowing I always have the biggest trust fund of all my quasi-famous friends.


  I meet up with Gracie’s dad in the hay fields after I get the call that the swather is dead. I have no clue what that means. When I reach the huge four-wheel drive tractor on the quad, Carter is just climbing down to meet me.


  “Ben!” He hollers with a wide grin. He’s got to be the nicest, most honest man I’ve ever met. It throws me off every time I talk to him.


  “Hey, Carter, How’s the battle?” I shake his hand because that what he likes to do.


  “Oh, you know. Getting my ass kicked by mother nature, and now this.” He gestures to the machine behind him.


  We walk down the row of tall dry grass, which is up to my waist. This man is massive and terrifying until you see him in the field and all that toughness just fades. He walks slowly, his thick arms stretched out and his hand brushing the grass like a kid would do. Every so often he plucks a stem and inspects it. Turning it over in his hands, rolling it between his fingers, putting it in his mouth and spitting it out. He loves this. A child-like love of the field and his farm.


  He rambles off a bunch of things that need to happen now, and still my job is basically to lift stuff from one place to another place, then drive it to the yard and lift it somewhere else. Going to the gym everyday since I was fourteen did not prepare me for this. This is real work, where I have to actually use my muscles instead of just having them to look good on camera or film or posters or album covers or where ever else my mom could pimp me out after my dad died.


  Carter smiles and laughs at his own farming jokes. I don’t get them at all, but I play like I do. The longer I walk with him, the heavier I become. The farther the knife of my fate digs deeper into me, twisting painfully. I’m jealous. Jealous of this man who loves his life, even when all his shit breaks down. Who lives each day with passion for what he does, with knowledge of every aspect of his career, with the deepest adoration of his children.


  I definitely don’t want to be a farmer, but if I can have a fraction of the passion he shows, I’ll be happy. If I can live even a little bit more honestly and openly, like Carter does, I feel like this constant uneasy feeling will lift.


  “So you’re up for taking a look at the swather then?” Carter asks on the way back to the vehicles. I snap out of my thoughts. I only half heard most of what he said.


  “Yeah, I don’t ever work on large engines, but I’m guessing it won’t hurt. They have basically the same idea.” I grin, and Carter slaps me on the back.


  “Good. You just let me know what you find out. You might as well wait ‘til the weekend because Thursday’s Gracie’s birthday and Friday I won’t be around for most of the day. I’ll be in town.” He clears his throat and shifts slightly. I look sideways at him.


  “Hot date?”


  His eyes get wider, and he smiles.


  “You might say that.”


  “Way to go, boss. I’ll make sure I get to it Friday then. You say Asher knows how to operate all the equipment? So if I have questions?”


  He nods, and we turn away from each other.


  “Hey, Ben?” he says, and I face him.


  “Yeah?”


  “Can you maybe not tell Gracie about Friday? She’s so sensitive to these things. She had a near apocalyptic melt down when Hunter first brought Emma home. I want to be sure I’m doing the right thing before I tell Gracie, you know?”


  I have a million questions on my tongue. Mostly about why everyone won’t just tell Gracie to get over herself. But what I say is, “Yeah, sure. No problem.”


  I think about Gracie the entire ride back. How pissed she was when we had to put the car on hold to harvest. How we have to go to town today to get all the parts to replace the clutch, then tomorrow we put it together, then the next day I teach her to drive, then it’s her birthday, then I have to distract her while her dad ducks out to go on a date. I’m starting to think everything on this farm revolves around Graceland. Everyone lies to keep Gracie happy. It’s too familiar. She’s too familiar.


  I don’t shake her from my mind until I get into the house, and then I think of nothing other than the shower. It doesn’t last.


  I pass the bathroom on the way to my room, which is Hunter’s old room, just as Gracie opens the door wearing nothing but a towel. Her hair is sopping wet and hanging around her shoulders, her eyes wide with surprise. She shrieks so loud that I jump, and then she slams the door in my startled face. I can hear her laughing hysterically on the other side.


  I close the door to my room behind me and lean against it. I’m so done for.


  In this moment I am legitimately contemplating going home, taking a stupid business diploma and taking over my dad’s business like Mom wants. All because a girl in a towel that I’m trying to stay away from makes my head spin so fast I’m constantly dizzy and eternally in danger of falling over the edge. An edge I don’t want to fall over, not when all there is at the bottom is games and lies.


  


  CHAPTER 15


  Graceland


  The wind pushes my hand, and I push back, letting my fingers play through the air current as we speed down the gravel road. I look at Ben again, his eyes shaded behind dark sunglasses. L.A. sunglasses I assume because no guy here would wear glasses like that, strictly for style and nothing else. I grin and hold back a laugh. Just as I look away, I see him look at me.


  “What?” I ask, shoving a big chunk of hair behind my ear.


  “I might ask you the same thing?” He smirks.


  “I’m just laughing at your face.”


  “Oh, thanks.”


  “No, this morning. I’ve never seen emotion on your face ever. You’re either bored, thinking, or completely neutral. It was nice to see that Big Ben feels things.”


  He raises his eyebrow at me. “I definitely feel things. Most of them you wouldn’t want to know.”


  “What if I did?” I say and immediately regret it. Not that it’s a lie but because it shouldn’t be true.


  “What do you want to know about my feelings?”


  I turn to face him, pulling my feet from the dash, and the corner of my mouth twitches but I force it down.


  “For the sake of getting to know each other better, of course.” I say, and he laughs but doesn’t look at me. “Why do you refuse to go home?”


  He laughs louder and stretches his hand over the steering wheel, resting his wrist on it. He looks at me this time with that illegal smile.


  “Bringing out the big guns on the first question, are we? You really waste no time with anything, do you?”


  “I’m efficient, what can I say.” We’re flirting. It takes everything I have not to giggle when he smiles, or looks at me, or one of his fifty bazillion muscles flex. His smile never fades, and he keeps shaking his head and laughing to himself.


  “Well, for the sake of getting to know each other better,” he mocks. “My father’s recording studio was left to me in his Will as the oldest son. Apparently, both my parents thought themselves royalty…” He scoffs, but my jaw is hanging wide open.


  “What? A recording studio? You own a recording studio?” I can’t help my voice from rising a couple octaves.


  “Not yet. I will when I’m twenty-one. I guess I have to be able to drink first to smooze the band managers. But my mom wants me to take some stupid business degree thing first. She insists that she will remain stinkin’ rich until she dies without ever actually doing anything to earn it. She has little faith in her eighteen year old son.”


  “That’s freaking huge, dude.” I reach over and hit his leg then scrunch my nose. I can’t hang out with my brothers anymore.


  “Totally, bro.” He teases.


  I slap his leg again.


  “So you don’t want to do it?”


  “I don’t know what I want.”


  “That’s why you came here, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah, I just needed to be away from it. From all of it. To get shit straight in my head, you know?”


  “I want to get away everyday. I get it.” I watch the road as we pull into town.


  “Looks like you have a pretty sweet life here.”


  I snort. “More like boring and predictable.”


  “As opposed to frantic and completely fake.” He states it flat and with a tone I’ve never heard from him. It’s harsh and cruel. He really hates where he’s from, and I feel like the door on this conversation has been slammed, locked, and barred.


  “Well, are you ready for a real taste of small town life?” I laugh because it really is boring and predictable.


  “You mean the Kick-Off wasn’t taste enough?”


  “Not a chance. That was a special occasion. Everyone is at their most fun on those days. I hope you love talking about the weather.”


  He smiles warmly at me, and I do giggle this time before biting my lip. This strange floating, trembling, sinking, tingling feeling spreads through me as he pulls into the hardware store parking lot and stops Dad’s truck. I’ve never felt this before, and I can’t describe it right, but it only happens when he looks at me. I feel like when his eyes settle on me I want everything else to disappear. I want all my anger and fear to just disappear. I want my mom’s journal and that poem to disappear.


  “Gracie? You just gunna sit there or what?” Bentley’s out of the truck and leaning through the open window. I jump as his voice pierces my fuzzy bubble of unknown emotions. I shake it off quickly and jump out of the truck.


  ***


  It doesn’t take long to get the parts we need, but it feels like a million years. Jake, the owner of Jake’s hardware and the drummer of the lone town band, wants to do an instant replay of every song that Ben played with them. They talk about the weather, of course, and then we leave. We’re finally parked in front of Lacy’s place, and I reach in the back for my night bag. I catch Ben checking me out as I lean into the back seat. Spinning to face him, I crawl across the bench seat and kneel beside him. The smile drops from his face, and he leans away from me.


  “Gracie, what are you doing?” His voice is even, but his head flicks as if he’s checking to see if anyone’s looking.


  I turn my head so my cheek faces him. “Kiss me,” I say.


  He doesn’t say anything.


  “You have to kiss me every time we know each other better until you know me well enough to kiss me the way I want you to. The way you were supposed to,” I continue.


  “Oh, do I?” His voice is back to amused. “I didn’t know that was part of the rules?”


  “You don’t follow rules, so why should I?”


  He takes my chin in his hand like he did last time and gently turns my head toward him. He leans forward and presses his lips to my forehead, and that warm, tingly, vibratey, floaty, sinky feeling overtakes me again.


  He leans back and laughs, “You’re gunna be the end of me, you know that?”


  I slide back and hop out of the truck, slamming the door and stepping up on the runner to lean through the window.


  “No, Ben. I’m gunna be the beginning of you.” I grab my bag and jump down to the driveway. He’s watching me, his jaw slack and mouth hanging open. I don’t know why I said it, or even what it means, but I was motivated by that strange new thing that happens when he’s around. What I do know is, I like when his face shows things that are happening inside him, especially when I feel like he’s not used to it. I like the idea that it could just be me who can bring it out.


  ***


  It feels so good to be let off farm duty. I feel rested, stretched out, but still completely sun-baked. Flipping closed the magazine I’m reading, I roll over on my towel in front of Lacy’s pool and lay the mag over my face.


  “What do you want to do tonight?” Lacy asks from somewhere beyond the sticky pages covering my eyes.


  I shrug.


  “Whatever. Don’t matter to me.”


  “I think Kels and them are heading out to the Dustbowl later. We could go there. They’ll be drinking, though. They’re always drinking.”


  I shrug again.


  “Let’s do it.” Pushing the magazine to the side, I sit up and let my eyes adjust to the scorching sun. “But I have to eat something before I pass out. This heat is stupid.”


  “The driest summer in twenty some years, I hear,” Lacy says, brushing little bits of towel fuzz off her legs. I burst out laughing, and she throws her hands out and glares.


  “You spend way to much time with my family, Bear,” I say.


  “No, I just happen to enjoy my life. I embrace where I’m from. I love my history.”


  I hate when she gets preachy.


  “Yeah, because you’re banging my brother,” I say as nonchalantly as I can and watch her whole face turn the most vibrant red.


  “I AM NOT!” She screeches, and I pull her into a big hug.


  “Jesus, don’t explode. I was just kidding. If you are, I don’t ever want to know about it. Ever. Seriously.”


  She pulls from my hug and shakes her head, “You are just a bitch. A total bitch.”


  “But you love me. See we’re like sisters already.”


  Lacy just walks away, and I laugh.


  “Lac-y!” I call after her. I can hear her laughing.


  “I hate you,” she mumbles loud enough for me to hear.


  “See. Sisters.”


  I scoop up the towels and run to catch up to her just as she steps through the huge glass sliding doors. Her house is a lot more modern than mine, but it also wasn’t built at the turn of the twentieth century. My toes squish the plush grey carpet of the hall as I run past her mom.


  “Hi, Judy. Love what you’ve done with the place. Bye, Judy.”


  Lacy’s mom breathes in to say something, but I take the stairs two at a time past her and still manage to straighten a photograph on the wall as I’m running. Judy is what most people call clean until they know her. Then they call her obsessive. She cleans multiple times a day, and I swear every three months she’s redecorating something.


  I squeeze into Lacy’s bedroom just as she’s shutting the door and toss the towels on the bed. A pain shoots through my arm as Lacy punches me, and I face her open-mouthed.


  “That’s for being a jerk about Asher. And yes, I guess I do hang out with your family too much.”


  “Okay, fine. I deserve that.” I start rifling through her closet. Jeans, jeans, jeans, and a thousand hoodies.


  “Can I borrow this?” I pull out a light yellow zip up, and she nods. She’s shorter than me, and tiny, but she likes her clothes a little baggy, which is perfect for me. I would not ever be able to fit into her pants, though. She looks now like Asher did when he was ten. Like a bean, the super skinny flat ones. I pull my shorts on over my bikini bottoms and zip up Lacy’s hoodie over my top as Lacy throws on loose board shorts and a white tank that shows her flower bikini underneath. I can’t help but think she’d probably fit in L.A. Not with Ben’s crowd but the beach crowd. Definitely with her wavy blonde hair, surfer-style, and love of water.


  “What are you staring at?” Lacy looks behind her then back at me.


  I throw my arm around her shoulders as we walk out of her room and down the stairs.


  “I totally get it,” I say, and she looks confused.


  “Get what?”


  “Why he likes you so much. I don’t like it, but I get it.” I let my arm slide off her shoulders at the bottom of the stairs. She doesn’t have time to answer because Judy’s watching us like a crazy person as we make our way to the box of pizza on the counter. She’ll be on us the second we’re done to wipe the black granite counters because it ‘shows the grease.’


  Lacy is so much more like her dad. Laidback and quiet.


  “Gracie?” A tiny voice sounds behind me, and I turn and squat down on my heels to look Mason in the eye.


  “What up Mas-son?” I say in a terrible gangster voice holding up my hand for a high five, and he giggles, slapping my hand. It makes me smile every time.


  “Can I sit wis you?” His words whistle through the hole where his missing tooth should be.


  “Totally, little man. Get your butt up here.” I lift him onto the chair and then lean against the back of it, resting my chin on his tiny shoulder. We eat in silence, and Mason draws pictures on the counter in grease. Lacy points to his tomato-covered fingers and nods toward her mom.


  I try to hold in a laugh at the thought of Judy with the bleach bottle after we leave. I snort out a laugh, and Lacy follows suit. We make eye contact, and I spit out a chunk of pizza, trying not to laugh. Mason sits up straighter, and a huge smile spreads across his five-year-old adorable face. He doesn’t know why we’re laughing, but he doesn’t need to. He giggles, which makes me laugh harder, which makes Lacy almost choke on her pizza, which makes Mason squeal with pleasure. I wrap my arms around him and nuzzle my face in his neck and laugh a fake wild laugh as he shrieks and tries to get away.


  “Girls, no horseplay at the table, or I guess counter.” Lacy’s dad, John, enters the kitchen and leans on the island across from me. “What’s so funny anyway? I like laughing.”


  He picks up a slice and smiles the same smile Lacy has.


  “How mom is going to freak when she sees this.” Lacy points to the greasy counter.


  “Aw, don’t pick on your poor mother. She has a serious case of… um—”


  “Of crazy?” Lacy laughs again, and Judy clears her throat.


  “I heard that! What am I going to freak about?” She leans against her husband and then grabs his arm, her eyes going wide like there was a rattler or something sitting on the counter.


  “Our cue to split,” Lacy says and backs out of the room. I follow. The Pearsons are weird, but they’re pretty much my family. Judy and Mom were close before she ditched us, and Judy spent a lot of time at our place helping my dad figure out how to care for four toddlers and run the farm after Mom just disappeared like dust on the horizon.


  “Where are you girls off to tonight?” John asks as Judy frantically scrubs the grease from Mason and the counter.


  Lacy shrugs, “Just going to meet up with Mel and Kels at the Dustbowl.”


  “Don’t be late, Bear. Stay out of trouble. I know what we used to do down there at your age.” He winks, and Lacy rolls her eyes.


  ***


  As we walk down the cracked and deserted sidewalk, the orange of the setting sun makes everything around us either flare to life in golden fire or recede into the darkness of shadow. I momentarily breathe it in with awe. Echo Hill is beautiful because it’s been lived in. The houses are unique, some nice and some run down, and each family has a history that shows in themselves and their surroundings. I can name every home as we make our way to the school. I can recite who they are, how long they’ve lived here, and who owned their house before them. The Hill is beautiful, yes, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to get the hell out of here as soon as I can. Lacy and I walk in silence, and I listen as the breeze whistles through trees, pushing us toward the only place other than the diner we ever hang out. The Dustbowl.


  The Dustbowl’s a massive ditch behind the football field at our school. It’s strange to see them side by side, the greenest, most cared for, piece of land in our town next to what looks like a nuclear test site.


  The middle of the Dustbowl is all sand and zero vegetation. The rumors in town are that a meteorite hit us forever ago and turned just this patch of land to desert. Whatever the truth is, and I don’t much care, it’s aptly named. We take a shortcut around the back of Mr. Duncan’s dilapidated colonial three-story and come out behind the school.


  I can see specks sitting around a tiny fire, their voices carrying across the field but not their words. I jump up onto the lowest bleacher bench lining the field and walk along it until the end zone. Jumping off, I catch up with Lacy to cut across the field. We follow the chain link fence until the final panel where the fence isn’t attached to the post and duck through.


  There are mostly seniors here, Brandon and Dermott being two of them. Kels waves with a plastic bottle that she’s holding in her hand. They’re drinking. They’re always drinking. But what else is there to do around here?


  Dermott moves as if he’s going to stand, and Brandon grabs his shirt and pulls him down. I reach up and unzip the hoodie I’m wearing so that it’s obvious I’m wearing a bikini underneath. I’m tired of being brushed aside by Ben, and I know D will notice. He always notices me. Dermott looks at me the way I want Ben to. Like if I snapped my fingers he’d drop to his knees just because. His eyes unzip me, unravel me, devour me, but I feel nothing behind it. It used to make my stomach jump, make me smile and stand real close to him just to feel the warmth of his body. D’s hot, but not Bentley hot. D is everyday hot. Brown hair, brown eyes, defined features, thick lips that taste good.


  But his smile is just a smile, not like Ben’s. His eyes, while hungry, aren’t all consuming. His touch is rushed and clumsy, not slow and tentative.


  Looking at Dermott, I feel nothing anymore. That tingly, sinky, floaty, vibratey feeling Ben gives me has destroyed it. This makes my stomach drop so fast I have to brace myself. The feeling is just Ben. The Ben Feeling.


  Lacy makes her way to Mel, and they immediately start talking about my brother, as Mel is one of Asher’s closest friends. Lacy steals glances at me and I try to smile encouragingly, but I have my own problems right now. Like the one where I think I have feelings for Ben. Like, actual real feelings.


  This is not good.


  I sit hard beside Dermott, and he leans back so I can scoot in closer, which is a motion that is natural for us. We’ve been like this since I danced with him on my 12th birthday and had my first real kiss. It’s no secret D wants to date me, but I don’t date, and his best friend Brandon hates me for it. His eyes are hotter than the fire as he looks past D to glare at me.


  Unfortunately, when you live in a tiny town you’re either friends with who you’re given or you’re a total loner and loser like Hunter was. My heart clenches at the thought of my brother. The sight of him as he drove away from me last weekend…again. I have too many guys in my life with too much power over me.


  “Hey D,” I mutter and lean on his shoulder.


  “What’s up, Gracie?” he asks and hands me a bottle with a clear liquid. Vodka. I hate the stuff, but I need to kill all these feelings. I grab the bottle, watching Lacy narrow her eyes at me from across the fire, but I take a swallow anyway, wiping it off the corners of my mouth. It scalds my insides as it slides down my throat and settles its burn in my stomach.


  “Easy, Killer,” D says and takes the bottle. “Something wrong?”


  “Everything.”


  D touches my lower back and slips his hand under the hoodie so he’s running his fingers along my bare spine, a motion that would have led to make-out-session-necessity a couple weeks ago. But this time? Nothing. Absolutely nada. The only thing I feel is my stomach lining being eaten by alcohol.


  He leans into me and presses his mouth to my ear. “You wanna talk about it?”


  That’s guy code for hookup.


  I nod against his face, and he bites my earlobe playfully before taking my hand and pulling me up. I must have taken a much bigger haul on that bottle than I thought because I wobble slightly when I stand. The buzz of rarely ever drinking takes its hold on me, and the feelings start to fade just a little. I lace my fingers with Dermott’s and don’t look back because I know between Lacy and Brandon I’ll be charred to ash by their glares.


  We leave the way we came in and make our way to the bleachers, totally cliché but so totally private. Halfway across the field, D wraps his arms around my waist and kisses my neck with that hunger. There’s nothing slow about him. Not that that’s a bad thing, but it’s not like Ben.


  I shouldn’t be thinking about Ben right now. I pull the vodka from D’s hand and take another burning gulp.


  Now that D’s hands are both free, he reaches up and unzips my hoodie all the way.


  “Dermott!” I hiss. “You can at least wait until we get there.”


  He bites down on my shoulder. “No, babe. Actually, I can’t.”


  I giggle from the alcohol and spin around in his arms, wrapping my own arms around his neck. He walks me backwards to our destination, and at the exact second we disappear behind the metal and wooden stands, D grabs me by my butt and hoists me up so my legs wrap around him. He presses me against the metal bars, and his mouth crushes mine. D’s a great kisser, his hands, his mouth, his tongue all work together to accomplish exactly what they need to, but as he kisses me and I rake my hands through his hair like I have so many times before, I still feel nothing. All the hot aching need I used to feel when we’d ‘talk about stuff’ is gone. I press harder into him, deepening the kiss. The movement becomes wild. The kiss is desperate. I clutch his shirt in one hand, a fist full of hair in the other. The harder I kiss him, the more urgently he returns the gesture.


  But there’s nothing.


  I mean, it feels good. He feels good. But I wish he was someone else. All I see is Ben.


  My eyes snap open, and I place my hands on Dermott’s shoulders and push. He leans back, really breathy and grinning.


  “You stoppin’ me already, babe? Usually we get a little further than this before you decide to put on your purity ring.”


  He laughs, and I glare. I hate the purity joke. Like being a virgin means you’re automatically pure, that the other stuff we do is separate and apart from my virginity. Lacy is a thousand times more pure than I am, and she’s not a virgin.


  “Seriously?” I ask and lower my legs to the ground. He steps back. His angles, his build, those lips. I should feel it, but I don’t. Like a leaking tap, cold drops run down my spine as the realization washes over me, and Ben’s image floods me again.


  He’s not Ben. I step out from behind the bleachers, and D grips my hand, pulling me back to him.


  “Gracie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be a prick about it.” His eyes plead with me, and I’m stabbed with guilt. D’s a nice guy. This vodka is not doing a good job of stopping the feelings. I lean down to pick up the bottle from where I dropped it. I squeeze his hand and take a swig.


  “I can’t, D. We can’t do this anymore.”


  I turn and leave. When I’m a few steps onto the field, I hear a loud curse and a bang that reverberates through the sky from whatever Dermott kicked or punched. The noise makes me spin and plop down on the grass right where I’m standing. I take another drink. Things are beginning to slow down, to numb out.


  After a few minutes, Dermott comes out from behind the bleachers and storms across the field. I hold the bottle out to him, but he won’t look at me.


  “Keep it. You obviously need it for whatever shit you’ve got going on in your head,” he mutters and keeps moving.


  My vision starts to blur, and I fall back into the lush grass. I just wish the world would stop spinning for two seconds so I could think.


  


  CHAPTER 16


  Bentley


  Carter hands me a beer, and I look at him warily.


  “Oh, come on, Ben. One beer ain’t gunna kill ya. It’s been a hard week with our little spitfire off the roster.”


  He slaps my back. We’re sitting around the table after a game of cards. Carter’s three beers in but Asher, Archer, and I are only allowed one. I look at the grins on the twins’ faces, and I just can’t stop myself from asking.


  “Yeah, about Gracie. What’s her deal anyway?” I ask, and three sets of Holloway eyes narrow in on me.


  “What do you mean what’s her deal?” Archer crosses his arms across his chest. My heart stutters, but I let a slow smile splay across my face.


  “Well, she’s very…” I stop to choose my word carefully. “She’s very particular.”


  The room is eerily quiet for a moment before Carter smiles wide and the twins both laugh.


  “That’s nicer than we’da put it,” Asher says.


  “I like to say she’s a pain in the ass,” Archer adds, and Carter just shakes his head, the smile never leaving his face.


  “Gracie has a hard time forgiving people, Ben. She’s not one to let stupidity slip by her, and I don’t really think she trusts anyone, even us. She is very controlling of her surroundings, as you’ve probably noticed.” Her father says.


  “But she’s not really controlling, though, Dad. She’s a collector.” Asher takes a sip of his beer and leans forward on the table. He scoops up the deck of cards we had used for a game of gin after supper and begins shuffling them.


  “What do you mean a collector?” That sounds weird and a little creepy.


  “Gracie compartmentalizes her life to feel like she has control of it,” Asher says as he flips a card over and places it face up. He flips another. He continues to flip as he speaks, laying each card next to the other.


  “She thinks that experiences can be molded and that she can create the perfect memories. When it comes to day-to-day life she’s open, flexible, spontaneous even. That’s the fun Gracie. But when it comes to milestones, monumental events, or even symbolic gestures… it has to be perfect. She’s been doing it for years, and we’ve never figured out why.”


  Asher flips the last card, and it’s the queen of hearts.


  The story tugs at me somewhere I’ve long since forgotten. Perfect memories. How does that even happen? How can one sculpt their surroundings to perfection and then actually believe it to be so? I live in a world of constant perfection. Perfect body, perfect skill, perfect friends, perfect life. I hate perfect. But I’m starting to think Gracie and I have a very different definition of the word.


  I twirl my beer around in my hand and take a sip before chuckling to myself.


  “So in other words, Thursday has to be perfect,” I say, and my smile is returned. Thursday is Gracie’s sixteenth birthday. For some strange reason, girls think it’s monumental.


  “You’re a quick learner, Ben.” Carter stands, clapping his hand on my shoulder, again. “Well, I’m off to bed. Night, boys. Stay out of my beer fridge. I counted.”


  Carter points to his sons, who both shrug innocently, then disappears down the long hallway.


  Just then, my phone starts ringing in my pocket, and I fish it out to see ‘Gracie’ flashing across the screen. I frown as I answer. “Hello?”


  “Bentley?” A frantic voice sounds, but it’s not Gracie. Looking at the twins, I stand abruptly and head out of the front door to the porch.


  “Who is this?” I ask, and lean against the railing.


  “It’s me, Lacy. I’m so sorry to call you, Bentley. But I didn’t know what else to do.”


  “What’s wrong? Is Gracie okay?”


  There’s silence on the other end, and my heart sputters. I’m just about to ask again when she speaks.


  “Um. She’s been drinking. We were out with some friends, and she got into a fight with this guy she, uh, kinda sees sometimes. She’s really drunk. She can’t stay at my place like this.” Lacy’s voice is shaking, and she sounds scared, which makes me think that this is more than just a drunk girl who fought with her…wait. Guy she’s seeing? My interest in this conversation is switching gears and I don't like it. I don't like the way it makes me feel to hear about this guy.


  “What do you want me to do about it?” My tone is defensive, but it sounds like Lacy’s crying. My one fatal flaw. The crying girl. Okay, I have more than one fatal flaw, but tears are definitely top five.


  “My parents will kill me if I bring her home like this. But her dad will kill her if I call him. Please, it’s her birthday in two days. If she gets grounded or something, she’ll freak. Please, Bentley. Can you please come get her?”


  “What am I supposed to do with her when I pick her up? I can’t exactly just waltz in here with my boss’ drunk underage daughter, can I?”


  “By the way she was acting tonight, I don’t care if you toss her in a hay pile and leave her there.”


  My mouth hangs open as I try with everything I have to tell her it’s not my problem. Drunk, crying, fighting girls are not my problem.


  “I’ll be right there. Text me directions.”


  I tuck my phone back in my pocket and bury my head in my hands.


  So much for getting away from it all. A summer of peace and quiet. No girls. No drama. No me being…well, me.


  I reach in the porch and grab the keys for the truck that was deemed ‘mine’ for the duration of my job and hammer down the steps.


  ***


  When I get to the school, Lacy is standing in the front with her arms wrapped around her stomach and holding her elbows. She’s not crying, but in the glare of the headlights, I can see her eyes lined with red and a little swollen.


  I don’t even bother turning the truck off. I’m not staying. I nod as I pass Lacy, silently asking if I’m heading in the right direction. She spins and easily falls into step with me. It takes three glances and one failed attempt before she can say anything.


  “Thanks, Bentley. Seriously,” she says and tucks a strand of wavy hair behind her ear.


  I look at her, and she smiles weakly.


  “No problem, but I am not going down for this. If she gets caught, she’s on her own. As far as I’m concerned, she gets a free pass a little too often.”


  Lacy doesn’t say anything. She agrees with me, but I’ve never met anyone as loyal as Lacy. We come around the side of the two-story brick school, and Lacy points to the football field.


  “She’s in the bleachers. She won’t let anyone near her. Good luck.” Lacy spins on her heel and goes in the opposite direction.


  Thanks. I take back the loyalty statement.


  Gracie's about halfway up the bleachers, laying on her stomach on the wooden plank. Her arm hangs over the edge, and her hair is draped in front of her face. I walk up slowly, stepping on the benches until I’m right in front of her. I squat down and brush her hair off her face.


  “G’way, Lacy. I said I dun need yer help,” Gracie says with her eyes closed and swats my hand limply.


  “No, but it looks like you need mine.”


  Her eyes shoot open, and she rolls off the bench, landing awkwardly half on and half off. She starts to laugh, and I try to scoop her out.


  There is nothing harder than helping a drunk girl walk. A guy you just have to keep him upright. He’ll fall over, but that’s it. Girls bend in weird places and to the point that they should probably snap in half.


  Gracie is no exception. I basically have to roll her into the fetal position so I can get a good grip on her and hoist her up into my arms.


  “Benny!” She giggles, and her head flops back.


  “Don’t move, Gracie. If I fall and break my neck, my blood is on your hands.”


  I think she tries to laugh, but it comes out as a gurgling snort and she lifts her head, just about scorching my eyes with the scent of alcohol.


  “Jesus, Graceland. Did you leave any for your friends?”


  ***


  I finally get her into the truck, but I can’t get her to sit up. Even with the seatbelt, she just slumps over. I move around the truck and climb in, carefully lifting her head and placing it in my lap, accepting that she won't sit up.


  I think she’s sleeping, or passed out, until we get to the dirt road, and I feel a tickling sensation on my side. I lift my arm and look down to see her holding the bottom of my shirt out with one hand and tracing my stomach with the other. I pull her hand away and press it to her own stomach before going back to driving. This is going to be the longest twenty-five miles I’ve ever driven.


  Not even ten seconds later, her hands are on me again.


  “Gracie. Stop. You have a boyfriend.” I don’t look down at her, but I feel her head tilt in my lap to look at me.


  “Who told you that?” she stumbles.


  “Lacy. She said you got in a fight with the guy you’re seeing.”


  “Dermott’s not my boyfriend.” She states so curtly that I almost think she’s sober.


  “Does he know that?” I glance down at her, and she looks up at me with her glazed over glare and pursed mouth.


  “Of course. We hook up sometimes. When we’re bored.”


  I laugh, and her glare deepens.


  “When you’re bored? Like sex is a game to occupy your time?” I ask.


  Gracie’s face suddenly changes, and like the day she showed me her secret spot, her ego fully disappears. Her eyes go distant, and she turns her head.


  “It’s not sex,” Gracie states. “And are you really going to tell me to wait until I fall in love? That love will make it all better? Make it more magical? More meaningful?”


  I stare blankly at the road while I process her words. Wait?


  “Wait? Wait, as in wait for the first time? As in you’ve never...” I stutter, and my voice is lost behind the sudden pounding of my heart. I shift uncomfortably as she shakes her head. I figured I am something of a summer fling. But this...this changes things.


  “Gone all the way? Nope.” She pokes me in the side, and I flinch.


  It takes everything I have, but I push the frantic emotion aside and lock it up. Of course she’s a virgin. She’s barely sixteen. I should have known that. I should have assumed that. But this is huge. The first time is monumental. A milestone. Shit. A memory.


  “What’s wrong with waiting until you fall in love?” I just want to keep talking, to keep her talking. Hopefully talk her out of it. This has to do with her memories. Her perfect memories, which I apparently am now a part of. While I know should literally run, I can’t. I’ve always been so good at bailing. I should want to bail, but I don’t. That curiosity still pulls at me. I still need to figure her out.


  “Love is just a word, Ben. It doesn’t mean anything. The word doesn’t mean anything.”


  “It does if you give it meaning.”


  She snorts again.


  “It doesn’t matter anyway. I told D we can’t anymore. It’s not perfect anymore.”


  I look down at her again and can’t stop myself from brushing hair off her face. Even drunk and half cross-eyed, I’d still say she was beautiful.


  “What does that mean? Not perfect?”


  “He’s not you.” She slides my hand over her mouth and kisses my palm, her lips searing my skin with an intense heat that ripples up my arm. I have to roll my shoulders to release the tension and clench my jaw because it feels so damn good, and it shouldn’t.


  I should be pissed at her. I should be terrified of what else she has planned for me. I don't want that, but I want her and I shouldn't. I want her to keep going, but I shouldn't.


  I suck in a deep breath and struggle to stay neutral as she runs her fingers along each of mine.


  “I’m not perfect.”


  She ignores me and continues to stroke and tug on my fingers, which sends conflicting feelings crashing deeper into each other inside me. Multiple times, I want to pull my hand away, but it’s physically impossible to do so.


  “D used to make me feel things. But not since you. You make me feel things in so many more places. And stronger.”


  She places my hand on her head. “Like here. Fuzzy.”


  I let her guide my hand lightly down her face as I attempt to focus on the road. My fingertips graze her neck and down her collarbone. She slides my hand over her heart.


  “And here. Fast.”


  I swallow hard and blink a few times to make the road stop blurring. I should stop her. I should say that I don’t want any part of this. I should say that it’s not part of my job to babysit the boss’ daughter.


  She presses my hand down between the triangles of her bikini.


  The boss’ ridiculously hot daughter.


  No, Bentley, I think. No. I do not need to be 'the guy she lost her virginity to'.


  She stops my hand on her soft but muscular stomach.


  “And here. Sinking.”


  Sliding over to her hip, she pushes my hand the length of her outer thigh. I can’t register anything that’s happening anymore. I’m so overloaded that I feel numb and don’t trust myself to do anything but keep the truck on the road.


  She stops my hand on her knee.


  “And here. Weak.”


  Her leg relaxes as she begins to pull my hand up her inner thigh this time. I grip the steering wheel so tight I think I might actually break it while my other hand feels only the softness of her skin. Until my fingers touch the hem of her shorts.


  Like a bucket of cold water thrown in my face, I snatch my hand back and grip the steering wheel.


  “God dammit, Gracie. Stop. You’re drunk.” I frantically push my hand through my hair and stretch my neck, trying to crush out this feeling. These feelings. Too many of them.


  “See, you feel it too. But you don’t love me. You said it yourself. You don’t even know me. Feelings fade. Eventually, you won’t feel them anymore, but you’ll always have the memory.” Her voice is slurred and crackly, but it doesn’t really sound like she’s talking to me.


  I look down at her again, and she’s staring blankly at my stomach. Her eyes glaze with a layer of tears over the layer of drunk, and she shifts her body. I hit a bump in the gravel, and the truck swerves slightly.


  Gracie shoots up into the sitting position, startling me, and I hit the brakes. She throws her hand over her mouth and turns a wide-eyed stare my way.


  “I’m gunna puke.” She mutters behind her fingers, and then her chest heaves as she gags.


  I stop the truck abruptly in the middle of the road as she struggles with the door, but she’s not coordinated enough to get it. If she pukes in here, I’m walking home.


  I push my door open violently and reach across the seat, grabbing Gracie under her arms and heaving her as hard as I can toward me.


  I jump from the truck, dragging her out with me, and we both go to our knees in the gravel. I grab as much of her hair as I can get and brace her across her chest so she doesn’t fall face first in it.


  I look straight up as she retches loudly over and over onto the gravel road, under a clear black sky dotted with more stars than I’ve ever seen in my life.


  One quick flash flies overhead. A shooting star zips by, and even though I’m not the wishing type, I make one.


  For strength. That’s all. Strength to survive the summer. To survive the heat and the work. To survive Gracie.


  I’d say the strength to not fall into my old ways, but I think it’s too late for that now.


  ***


  She’s still fast asleep as I set her on her feet in front of the broken down old barn. Her head falls against my chest, and I shake her shoulders lightly.


  “Gracie, you have to get up. That’s it. Open your eyes.”


  She makes a groaning noise, and her eyes flutter.


  “Where are we?” She mumbles, and I kick the rock that blocks the entrance to the barn.


  “We’re at your spot. I need you to crawl inside, okay? I can’t carry you.”


  She looks from me to the barn, and I watch her slowly understand.


  “Lacy’s mad at me?” She’s disoriented, and I can’t let go of her shoulders or she’ll just crumple. I nod.


  “I’m such a bad friend. Did I say mean things about my brother? I’m okay with it. I just don’t know how to deal with it. I don’t mean it. She can love my brother if she wants to.” Her eyes are darting around. I try to lighten the mood, or wake her up a bit more.


  “I thought you didn’t believe in love?”


  “I didn’t say that. I said that love was just a word. I didn’t mean that no one can love. But I can’t.”


  One eyebrow goes straight up at her words, and if she didn’t sound so pathetic, I would have laughed at her. That doesn’t even make sense.


  “Just you. You’re the only one in the world who can’t be in love.”


  She looks right at me, her eyes so scared and unfocused it gives me that same feeling as before. To wrap her up inside of me and keep her there, as part of me.


  “Not if I want them to stay.”


  Her words dig at me, but I not sure why. She pulls herself from my grip and stumbles into a kneeling position before turning to look at me again.


  “Are you coming?”


  I look to the house then back to her. “I dunno, Gracie.”


  She smiles a tiny smile but a real one.


  “My mouth tastes like barf, and I feel like I have a screwdriver in my brain tightening it until it’ll explode. I’m not going to try anything. I just don’t want to be alone.”


  I sigh and drop to my knees beside her.


  It takes a couple tries, but I get her up the ladder and laying on the old futon mat. She’s fast asleep with her head in my lap while I lean against the scratchy wood panels. My head tilts to the side to see the stars outside the broken window. My fingers trail her hairline, and I twist the strands and brush them off her neck, face, and shoulders. Then the sticky hot summer breeze swirls through the window and blows it back in her face, making me have to start all over again.


  Seeing her like this, vulnerable and scared, sparks that feeling I’ve been trying to avoid. The feeling that I’ve been running from, and not just with Gracie, but all girls.


  The need to save them. To love them, so in turn they can learn to love themselves.


  But it never works, and in the end, I’m always empty and exhausted. As I run my fingers down Gracie’s face one more time and twirl her hair around my finger, I know I’m done for. But I also know I can’t give her what she wants. When she looks like she does right now, I can’t help but feel that she doesn’t really know what she wants.


  There’s something about a sleeping person that shows who they really are. Like the body is so in need of rest that it peels away all the layers we build around ourselves to work on strengthening who we are instead of who we pretend to be. The way Gracie curls herself as small as she can, hides her face in her arms, and clutches the hem of my T-shirt as she sleeps, shows me more about what she’s hiding from than anything she could ever say.


  The need to be the savior grows stronger. I want to uncover her and fix her. It fills me with dread.


  


  CHAPTER 17


  Graceland


  Heat rises. I feel like I’m swimming in an ocean of heat waves with my face pressed against the sweat-covered sheets of the futon mat. The sun is shining directly into the old broken window, heating my back to a ridiculous temperature.


  I would move out of the rays, but if I open my eyes, the light will gouge them out. If I shift my body, the remnants of last night will threaten to make another appearance. After what feels like years, I manage to lift my head and turn it away from the window. Taking a couple deep breaths, I force my eyes to open. It takes a few tries, but when I notice three objects sitting on the floor in front of the mat, they spring open.


  A glass of iced tea, a plate with a dinner roll on it, and an ice cream pail. Tucked under the plate is a ripped piece of paper, and I stare at it awhile before I try to go for it. Sliding my arm out, I pick it up and pull it closer to my face.


  Written across the paper, in neat all caps printing: The iced tea because it’s your favorite, the bread because you’ll need it, and the bucket… just in case.


  Bentley’s name is scrawled along the bottom, and he had drawn a winking face under it.


  The smile is small at first. Tugging and playing along with the floating, tingling Ben Feeling that trickles down my whole body, but my lips pull deeper into a real smile. I smile with my whole body to the point where I almost feel embarrassed about it. I bury my face into the mat and shake because I can’t possibly smile as wide as I want to.


  Over the next hour, I sip on the iced tea and pick tiny bits off the roll and just hold them in my mouth until they dissolve, washing it down with a little more iced tea. All the while feeling like I just might die at any minute. This is why I don’t often drink. I mean it’s the only thing to do in this town, but this hangover feeling is far worse than any fun that might have happened last night. All I remember is Dermott and then Bentley setting me down outside the barn. Thinking about it makes me nauseous and exhausted all over again, and the world goes fuzzy.


  ***


  A smooth and soft pressure runs along the sticky skin of my cheekbone, and I stretch my head to the side and curl up into a ball. Laughter pierces my eardrums.


  “Stop yelling at me,” I mumble and cover my ears with my hands. The laughter gets louder, and I feel him lean over me and brush my hair off my face. He does that a lot now. Touches my face. I have no time to analyze because he pulls my hand away, and his breath is heating my skin.


  “Time to wake up, Gracie. I’m supposed to be picking you up in town from Lacy’s.”


  His voice is a whisper, and his t’s and p’s puff little bursts of air that for some really weird reason make me shudder. Then I understand his words and shoot straight up, almost screaming out with the pain that slices through my head. Hunching over, I press my hands to my eyes, and Bentley rubs my back.


  “Won’t be doing that again for awhile, hey?”


  “More like ever,” I grumble back.


  “So do you want to come with me to town to pick you up?”


  I look over at his grinning face as he kneels beside me, his hand still trailing up and down my back. There’s the urgency that was missing last night. A sudden and irrational need for his hands to be everywhere at once.


  “I’d love to, but I’m in a bikini top, I feel gross, and my mouth tastes like a manure pile. Not that I would know what that tastes like,” I say, and he laughs.


  “I happen to have an old t-shirt of mine that shrunk in the wash, aspirin, and a spare toothbrush. Still in the package.”


  He holds out his other hand, and I shake my head at the shirt, bottle, toothbrush, toothpaste, and small bottle of water clutched in his fist.


  “You think of everything, don’t you?” I remember the note he left.


  “Well of course. I am perfect, after all.”


  My eyes snap to his, which are dancing with amusement.


  “What did I say to you last night?” My heart starts hammering, and Ben leans forward to kiss the tip of my nose. I almost fall backwards because it catches me totally off guard.


  “Let’s just say I know you a little better today than I did yesterday,” he says and presses his finger to the spot that he kissed. A kiss for every time he learns something about me. I’m horrified at what that something was.


  I brush my teeth quickly using the bottled water and the bucket and throw the T-shirt over my head. It smells like everything good a guy can smell like. Earth and soap and spice and a faint hint of whatever cologne or deodorant he uses. It’s faded and worn and stretched out so the neck hangs down over my shoulder just like my ratty old sweatshirt. I smile up at him.


  “I might keep this shirt,” I say, and he gestures with his hand like it’s all mine.


  I run my fingers through my knotted hair and pull an elastic band from my shorts pocket after braiding the strands down my shoulder.


  “You ready, princess? You know we won’t be getting out of the truck, right?”


  I slap his knee, and he stands, reaching out his hand to me. I take it, and he pulls me up, but I should have known that standing would be a bad idea. My stomach lurches, and my head goes fuzzy. I think I’m going to faint. I grab onto Ben, and he steadies me by sliding his arms around me. I rest my forehead on his chest and take a couple deep breaths, smelling nothing but him.


  I spend a lot of time close to people. I have three brothers that basically live on top of me. I have friends I hug, people I bump into, guys I’ve tried to get close to. But with Ben, I’m so aware of it. I know exactly where he is in proximity to me. I can almost feel him move. He touches me a lot. I remember the first day on the porch when he wiped my cheek instead of just saying I had crap on my face.


  “You okay?” He rubs my arms until my vision comes back.


  “Yeah, totally, just dizzy.”


  And not just from the hangover.


  ***


  It’s not hard to sneak out, but I still lie flat on the seat until we pass the barns and stables just in case. Once I feel safe, I return to a sitting position with my feet on the dash, letting the wind cool me down and the dust fill my lungs.


  “So what do you do around here for fun?” Bentley asks before smirking to himself. “Besides getting trashed.”


  “Ha. Ha. But there really isn’t much else to do. Swim at Lacy’s. Hang out in the Dustbowl. Or Maggie’s Diner. Ride bikes, skateboard, wander the streets or sit and quietly hate our lives.”


  He laughs out loud this time, and I feel proud of it. That I made him laugh. A real laugh. What is happening to me?


  “Learn how to drive?” He raises an eyebrow, and my whole body floods with excitement.


  “Seriously? Like right now?”


  “Why not?”


  “Um, because my dad would kill you. Because I’m not sixteen yet. Because I am the motor destroyer.”


  “No, actually you are the clutch burner, but good point. You’re sixteen tomorrow. How about if you wreck the truck I just tell your dad you stole it?”


  I probably look like Mason when you tell him he can watch his favorite TV show one more time. Wide grin and straight back with bright eyes.


  “I can handle that,” I say.


  We pull off onto an old deserted side road that leads to the Shelton Shack. A haunted farm that was abandoned when my dad was my age. My excitement quickly turns to a shaky fear when Ben stops the truck and gets out. He makes his way around and opens my door. I just sort of look back and forth like a complete idiot between him and the driver seat.


  “You have to be in that seat for this to work.” Ben points and laughs. I pull my legs up and crawl across to the driver’s side. I reach out to grip the steering wheel, but my hands are shaking so I let them drop into my lap. This is exactly what happened last time when my brother tried to teach me. I got so nervous I forgot everything. This never happens to me. Ever.


  Ben slides in and moves into the middle of the bench seat, crossing one leg underneath him and keeping the other on the other side of the gear shift thing. He stretches his arm across the back of my seat and leans in so close I can feel his breath on my cheek.


  This is not going to help my nerves.


  “So that’s the gas, brake, and clutch from right to left—”


  “I know that.” It comes out really defensive, and both of our heads snap up to look at each other. I open my mouth to apologize, but he just chuckles.


  “You’d be surprised at how many people don’t. I’m not saying this because I think you don’t know, but I’ve been here, Gracie. It’s overwhelming to learn to drive standard. I’m not sure why your dad won’t let you take the test with an automatic, anyway.”


  “All our vehicles are standard. He says it’s important and what if I had to drive in an emergency situation or he needed me to drive the grain truck or blah blah blah. Daddy has weird things he finds important. I have to pass on a standard.”


  “Your dad is a smart man. Anyway. Steering wheel. You can adjust it under here by pulling this knob.”


  He reaches his arm around my shoulders to grip the steering wheel and leans forward to pull the knob with his other hand. I have no choice but to move with him, but all it accomplishes is pulling our faces ridiculously close together.


  His eyes move to mine, and I notice they aren’t like ice anymore. They’re liquid. Melting. He’s cracking to me.


  I think he might actually kiss me for real this time, but after a few moments, he just clears his throat and leans back.


  “That should do it. Are you familiar with all the gears?” he asks.


  I nod. I can count to five.


  He takes a deep breath and cracks his knuckles, which is something I’ve never seen him do before.


  “You ready?” He breathes out, and I laugh. Not confidently, I might add.


  “Are you?”


  “Just go slow. Slow and even. Be gentle and patient.”


  I can’t stop myself from looking at him when he speaks. I think of the way he touches me. Every time he’s close, of how he moves around me, strokes my cheek, kisses my nose. Gentle and patient.


  “You gunna drive? Or just stare at me?” He laughs, and I feel my cheeks heat up. I momentarily hate him for it and scowl straight ahead. I grip the steering wheel in one hand and the gear shift in the other, wiggling it like my dad does to make sure it’s in neutral. I press in the clutch and start the truck.


  “Good.” Bentley’s voice is full of encouragement, and I laugh again.


  “It’s all down from here. I promise you.”


  “Just go slow. Clutch, shift, gas, let off the clutch. That’s it. Slowly.”


  I press the clutch in again and shift it into first. This is the worst gear.


  I press the gas, and as soon as I hear the engine rev, I lift my foot off the clutch. The truck lurches forward and stalls, throwing Ben into the dash.


  I feel my muscles tighten.


  “It’s okay. Try again.”


  The truck moves forward a few inches this time but sputters to a stop, and I slam the steering wheel with the heels of my hands.


  Ben sits quiet for a moment, and then he starts rubbing his hand along my shoulders before gripping the back of my neck and massaging it lightly. It feels amazing, and I calm down a little.


  “The more stressed you get, the worse it is. You have to relax.”


  “I just suck at this.” I lean my head back on his palm, and Ben uses his hand to tilt my face toward him.


  “No, that’s not true.” He has his thinking face on. “You like to dance, right?”


  I wrinkle my nose. “Yeah, what does that have to do with it?”


  Ben sits up straight and puts his hands out in front of him, palms down.


  “Think of it as a dance. The transition from one move to another, from one step to the next. You don’t just stop one and start the other, right?”


  I nod as I focus on his hands. One pushes down abruptly then the other pulls up. It’s an awkward movement.


  “You transition,” he continues and redoes the movement with his hands, this time moving one up and one down slowly and in time with the other.


  I look at him, then at my feet still hovering over the pedals. It makes complete sense. Why had I never thought of that? Oh, right, because my jackass brothers would rather laugh at me then explain it to me.


  “That makes sense.” I state, and he smiles.


  “Try again?”


  I take a deep breath and replace my feet and hands where they need to be.


  Slow. Smooth. Transition.


  Patience.


  When the engine revs, I ignore my impulse to pull my foot off the clutch. The truck inches. It stutters and jerks forward, and Ben is yelling at me to go slow, to keep going slow. I press in the gas and pull off the clutch at the same speed. The jerking stops, and the truck is moving.


  My eyes get wide, and my first instinct it to scream. Which I do, then I look at Ben as the truck continues to move.


  “I’m driving.”


  “You’re driving. But you have to switch gears.” He points to the rpm needle, which is climbing into the redzone. My eyes get wider. Switch gears?


  “Press in the clutch and shift to second.” Ben is hovering over me, his hand over my hand, watching the dash meters.


  “Shift, Gracie.” He repeats, and I slam in the clutch, the engine reving loudly.


  “Take your foot off the gas!” Ben yells over the grinding of the gears as I try to pull the stick down to second.


  “Gracie, gas.” I press the gas harder. The gears screech. I can’t concentrate. I don’t know what he’s asking. I pull both my feet up and the truck shakes to a stop and stalls.


  My hands are shaking. Bentley is laughing but not a happy laugh, a manic laugh like he’s releasing tension.


  “That was good. That was okay.” He pushes his hair from his face and tears sting at the back of my eyes. If getting my license wasn’t my ticket to freedom, I’d quit. Right now. I glare at the steering wheel.


  After a few moments, Ben looks up at me again.


  “I have an idea. I’ll shift for you. Shifting is the easy part, it slides naturally from gear to gear and you’ll get a feel for that quick. It’s the clutch and gas you need to worry about.”


  I don’t want to and have no clue how that’s even going to work.


  Ben shifts to get closer to me, and he places his hand on top of mine on the gearshift. He wiggles it, but I’m tense. He keeps wiggling until I give up and let my arm loose under his grip.


  “Okay, so don’t even think about the gears. All I want you to focus on is transition. Make it as smooth as you can. I’ll say shift, and you push the clutch and let off the gas. When I say drive you push the gas and let off the clutch. Sound good?”


  I nod, and he tells me to start the truck again.


  “Shift.”


  I push the clutch and he slides the gearshift and my hand into first gear.


  “Drive.”


  I focus on my feet, ignoring my heart hammering and my hand shaking on the steering wheel. I let off the clutch slowly and press the gas. The truck only stumbles a few times. I pick up speed, and my heart beats even faster.


  “Shift.”


  I want to slam my foot down, but I stop myself. I push the clutch and let off the gas. Ben pulls down on my hand, and the gear shift just sort of clicks into place. He’s right. It’s a smooth and natural movement.


  “Drive.”


  I transition. It’s smoother this time. No grinding.


  We shift to third, and he tells me to hold the speed. He lets go of my hand, and I put it on the steering wheel. We make our way slowly down the road, and I have a huge smile on my face. Leaning forward, I watch the road get sucked under the truck.


  “Normally, I’d tell you to throw it in neutral and just break, but on your test they’ll make you downshift. It’s the same basically, but backwards, and you can press the brake and clutch at the same time.”


  Ben takes my hand from the wheel and puts it back on the gear shift. We slow down until we stop. I get excited and pop my foot off the clutch while it’s still in first and stall it.


  Ben and I both lean back and rest our heads against the seat, breathing heavy, our chests heaving in sync. I let my head fall to the side so I’m looking at him, and he does the same.


  “Well, that was fun,” he says.


  


  CHAPTER 18


  Graceland


  Lacy’s arms are crossed in front of her chest as she leans against the door frame.


  “I’ll only forgive you if you tell me what’s gotten into you. And don’t tell me there ain’t nothing wrong. And especially don’t tell me it has nothing to do with him.” She nods toward her driveway where Bentley sits in the truck and waits for me.


  The look on her face is proof that she means what she says. Everyone thinks Lacy is a push over, that’s she the quiet one that takes all my shit, but no one sees her stubbornness like I do. She’s not always as sweet as people say she is.


  I sigh and figure the best way to say it is to just say it.


  “I want to lose it to Ben.”


  Lacy jumps like I poked her in the ribs with a cattle prod and slams the door to close us off from her family inside. She grabs my arm and hauls me around the side of the house.


  “Jesus Christ, Graceland. That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard you say.”


  My jaw loosens and hangs open.


  “You’re serious?” she asks and runs both her hands through her hair and clasps her fingers behind her neck, squeezing her eyes shut.


  “Of course I’m serious. I’m not losing it to some guy from school.”


  She should know this.


  “How ‘bout not losin’ it at all? Ya think of that ever? Plus, Dermott isn’t just a guy, Gracie, and he cares about you. All you do is hurt him. You don’t even know Ben, and yeah, he’s hot and nice and stuff, but this is sex. It’s not something to just throw away.”


  “You threw it at Jay.” I regret it immediately but not before she slaps me. All I can do is watch the tears swell in Lacy’s eyes as my cheek stings from her hand. I reach for her just as she’s turning, and she yanks her arm away.


  “Bear, I didn’t mean it like that,” I say, even though part of me did mean it like that.


  “No, Gracie. Ben was right. You get your way a little too much, and I don’t want to be a part of it. What you’re doing is foolish. I want no part of it. Ben’s a nice guy, and you’re just going to hurt him like you did D. People aren’t toys, pawns in your selfish game. I’ve had it. I’ve had it with you.”


  She is outright crying now, and I’m shaking as some weird mix of anger, embarrassment, and pain cuts through me, deeper with every word. She leaves me, and I hear the door slam. The sound makes my knees give out, and I sit hard in the grass. There’s a stinging behind my eyes, and I press my hands to them, trying to hold the tears in. My breath is coming in short rasps. My arms and legs vibrate as I push myself up. Thoughts swirl through my mind mixing with her words, but I can’t make sense of them. Dermott and I have a deal. Had a deal. We talked about it. I never let him think that I’d be his girlfriend. I didn’t hurt him.


  Slowly, I make my way to the truck and see Ben’s frowning face through the windshield. The sight of him brings on a fresh new wave of tears that threaten to show themselves. I suck in a deep breath, and they fade away before I get into the truck and slam the door, buckling my seatbelt.


  “You okay?” he asks, and I won’t look at him.


  “Fine.”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I see him shrug and look over his shoulder to back out of the drive. My feet are up on the dash, and I rest my head on the window.


  How could she say this was stupid? What she did was stupid. She has to see Jay every day at school. Ben’s leaving. At the end of the summer, he’ll leave, and I won’t have to see him again. I won’t have to watch the feelings fade. I won’t have to watch him leave me because he’s already gone.


  All I’ll have is the memory. That’s all I want. Just the memory of him and how I feel with him and how he feels against me. I want it to be perfect, but at this moment, all I want is for it to be now.


  I see an approach a quarter mile down. It has to be now.


  “Stop the truck.” I look at him, and shock splays across his face.


  “What?”


  “Stop the truck, Ben.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Stop the truck!” I practically yell at him, and he swerves and brakes, pulling into the small gravel approach.


  “What the hell, Gracie?” His arms go out to the sides, and I take it as I opening.


  I scramble to unbuckle myself and I climb across the seat. His face is all shock as I straddle his hips and lower myself into his lap. His arms are still out as I reach down and peel his old T-Shirt off my body and toss it to the side. His mouth is hanging open as I grab the sides of his face and lean down to him. I crush my mouth against his and slide my hands into his hair.


  It takes a second, but he starts to kiss me back. His full lips, his soft tongue, the heat of his breath mixing with mine. He pulls back and gulps in a mouthful of air.


  I’m breathing hard. I feel desperate. Desperate for him, for those hands that are still stuck out to the sides to know every part of me, every piece of me.


  “Gracie,” he whispers, and I pull the sunglasses from his face. His eyes are pure conflict, but by the heaving of his chest and the lack of determination in his voice, I can tell he’s into it.


  “Shut up.” I lean down to him again, sucking his lip into my mouth. As soon as I do, his hands are on me. Digging into my sides, sliding up my back. Suddenly, he reaches out to grab the steering wheel, and in some really weird, smooth ninja move, he has me on my back across the bench seat, his hips still between my legs but he’s bracing himself over me. I run my hands up his arms and behind his head. He lowers himself down and kisses me again. Resting on his forearm, his hand cupping my neck, he turns my head to the side and kisses my neck down to my collarbone and across my chest. I claw at his back and pull his shirt over his head. He lets me, and I toss it on top of mine on the floor.


  Ben takes my hand with his free one and laces his fingers with mine before pressing it above my head into the soft leather of the seat. He kisses my nose, both my cheeks, my chin and then my mouth. His skin is hot against mine.


  I feel everything, everywhere. There really is no other way to describe it. I’ve never felt it before. The feeling only deepens when he pushes away and looks at me. His eyes are still all conflict, but a small smile forms on one side of his mouth.


  “Graceland, I am about to do the most honorable thing I’ve ever done in my life, but please know that there is nothing honorable happening in my head right now.”


  I run my hand down his chest, his stomach, then hook my fingers in the waist of his shorts. The muscles of his stomach shudder under my touch.


  “Show me,” I whisper, and the smile falls from his face.


  “I can’t.” He pushes himself up into a seated position and leans his head back against the seat.


  “Why?” I scramble backwards feeling exposed, lying back on the seat alone. Pulling my knees to my chest, I wait for him to answer. The silence crushes the good feelings from every limb, every part, every pore of my body. I’m left with thoughts. What is he thinking? Why won’t he give me what I want when I know he wants it too? What’s wrong with me? Why do I care so much about it?


  Finally, Ben sighs.


  “Because you’re not ready.” His head falls to the side, and he looks at me like I’m a child.


  “Who are you to tell me what I’m ready for?” My arms cross in front of my chest. More silence, but this time I’m not thinking. I’m fuming.


  “I can tell. You don’t know what you’re playing at.”


  “I know perfectly well what I’m playing at. Maybe you’re not ready.” My defiant side is coming out, the one that says whatever I have to so that we don’t have to talk about me anymore.


  Something foreign flashes across his face before he reaches across the truck and pulls me onto his lap again. His hands run up my thighs and to my hips, where his fingers play along the waistline of my shorts. That charged feeling is back. The floaty, sinky, tingly, vibratey feeling, and my heart starts pumping so fast I feel faint. It's hard to breathe.


  “Are you sure?” He slowly swipes his finger along the skin and hooks it into the waist, holding onto the button of my shorts with his thumb and index finger. His thumb makes slow circles on the metal button. I nod, but I start to shake.


  “Tell me what you want, then.” This foreign look still controls his face. It’s a cocky look, overly confident. Not a Ben look. My mouth goes dry, and I try to swallow but I can’t.


  “Huh?” is all I think to say. He should know what I want.


  “Tell me what you want me to do to you.” He pops the button of my shorts open with one hand, which makes me shake harder. This is not as new for him as it is for me. “Tell me how you want it.” He bucks his hips under me just a little. Just enough so I can feel him.


  My heart starts beating faster but not in a good way. The Ben Feeling is gone, and I’m left cold. All I can concentrate on is how I’m still in the same pants as yesterday. How it’s the middle of the afternoon in my dad’s truck. How I haven’t showered. How it’s not perfect.


  I climb off Ben and sit in my seat, pulling the seat belt violently and buckling myself in. I pick up our shirts and toss his at him. A long and loud breath comes from beside me.


  “If you can’t even bring yourself to say it, you shouldn’t do it.” His voice matches the cocky look on his face. He’s just proving a point. Making an idiot of me to prove a point. I look over at him and glare as hard as I can as he pulls his shirt back over his head.


  “Screw you, Bentley,” I say mockingly.


  He wipes his hand across his mouth as he laughs, which sends me further into angry embarrassment.


  “Sex isn’t a game, Gracie. Just because you feel it doesn’t mean you should do it.”


  “You sound like Lacy,” I mumble and pull my knees up to my chin.


  “It’s a mistake, and you know it.”


  I can’t take it anymore. We need to move and forget it. He just keeps talking.


  “Yeah, well, while you’re over there making my decisions for me, did you think about how it might be my mistake to make?”


  Ben’s eyebrows burrow deep into his forehead, and his lips press into a firm line.


  “You really don’t get it, do you? Did you even listen to what you just said?” His voice is hard, cold, and it makes my anger die out just a little. My mouth hangs open, unsure of what to say.


  “You are that selfish. I thought it was just an exaggeration. But no, you really are that selfish.” Ben shakes his head, and my mouth falls open farther.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Did you ever stop to think that this ridiculously childish plan of yours is intruding on my decisions? That I’m not making decisions for you but really denying you the decisions you’ve already made for me? Christ, I’m not a toy. And as much fun as that sounds, not all guys are ultra horny douchebags that will screw anything that looks at them. Open your eyes. It’s not just your mistake to make, Graceland. Not when I’m the mistake.”


  As he speaks, Lacy’s words mix with his, the sting on my cheek coming back, and I feel flooded with I don’t know what. I don’t respond to him, mostly because I don’t know how. Instead, I just look out the window while he drives us home in the tension-filled truck and try not to cry.


  


  CHAPTER 19


  Bentley


  It’s hard to drive in silence with her. It’s hard to do anything with her. She’s the most complicated person I’ve ever known, but she needs to hear it. But dammit, it was hard to pull away from her lying under me like that. This is what I came here to get away from. Guilt eats away at me about what I did to her, but Gracie doesn’t know she’s playing in the big leagues and my words wouldn’t have gotten through otherwise. I’m certain of it. Actually, I’m not sure if it got through anyway, but the way she sits and chews on her lip, barely blinking, tells me she’s feeling something. She’s getting something. I steal a few looks at her, but the expression that gets my attention is when we pull into the driveway. Her eyes go huge, and she leans so close to the window, the tip of her nose flattens. I follow her gaze and instinctively slam the breaks. Rasp is barking and jumping around the truck, but my eyes are stuck on a shiny silver sports car sitting in the middle of the yard.


  “No,” I mutter, and Gracie looks over at me.


  “Who is that?” she asks.


  “If it’s who I think it is, I’m in a lot of trouble.”


  There’s some crazy feelings happening inside me right now, but I try to collect it all into one place and shove it away until I find out if I’m right. I hope to God I’m not right.


  When I park the truck and jump out, my heart starts hammering all over again. I pull my phone from my pocket and quickly scroll through my messages. Nothing.


  The screen door swings open, and my speeding heart is thrown into reverse. If a body could drop a heart like a car can drop a transmission, mine would be on the ground six feet behind me.


  In all her glistening, blonde, glossed, and bronzed glory, Sasha strolls toward me.


  “Is that your sister?” Gracie whispers, now standing beside me, and I can only move my head up and down once.


  “Wow.”


  I don’t have time to tell Gracie that my sister doesn’t deserve awe before we’re standing face to face.


  Sash smiles wide, flashing her chemically whitened and artificially sculpted teeth. The smile itself is fake, the one she uses when people are around.


  “Benny!” she squeals and throws her arms around me. I hug her back and lift her off the ground just a little, for appearances. It’s a habit.


  “Sash, I wasn’t expecting you. What are you doing here?” I try to keep my tone light, but I feel Gracie staring at me, and it’s throwing me off.


  “You’re surprised? Good, I wanted to surprise you, but I must say, I might be the one who’s surprised. Farm hand? You really weren’t kidding when you said you wanted opposite.” She laughs the fake laugh and then looks at Gracie down her rhinoplasty-ed nose.


  “Who’s your friend?”


  “Oh. Uh, Sasha this is Graceland. Holloway’s daughter.”


  Sasha presses her lips into a bored smile but doesn’t say hi, and Gracie glares at me and storms off.


  I swear, I’ll die of the rarest disease in the world before I understand women.


  “Hold on a sec, Sash.” I hold my finger up to my sister, and I know I’ll catch hell for it, but I have to settle this with Gracie.


  “Gracie, wait.”


  I run up to her and grab her elbow just as she steps up the first porch step. She glares down at me but her eyes are glassy.


  “Gracie, listen. I’m sorry if I upset you. I didn’t mean to. I just want you to know that.”


  “It’s fine, Ben, really.” Her voice is cold but trembling. “I get it. I mean how could you ever be interested in someone like me. I’m just an immature child playing games I don’t understand. Just Holloway’s daughter.”


  She pulls her arm from my grip and disappears into the house.


  I feel extremely lost. I thought this was about sex. Somehow it feels like a whole lot more.


  ***


  “I don’t know why we couldn’t just talk at that place you’re staying. It’s so darn cute. Like something out of an old movie.” Sash slides into the cracked leather booth at the diner. She looks around cautiously at the mishmash of decor from fake flowers to 50s diner memorabilia to western style knick-knacks.


  “Unlike this place. This diner looks like it’s having an identity crisis.” She giggles, and I smile encouragingly at her. “So what’s the deal with that place anyway? I only met the twin boys, and they are just stunning to look at, but they were so totally awkward.”


  I laugh this time. “Sash, they’re not used to people like you. You’re not exactly easy to talk to.”


  She frowns and slaps my arm from across the table. “And that means?”


  “The first thing out of your mouth was probably something about the angularity of their cheekbones or some ridiculous thing like that. You’re shallow, sis, they aren’t used to that.”


  “I resent you for saying that.”


  “Are you arguing?”


  She’s silent for a moment before smiling again. “No, not arguing.”


  “That sister of theirs is serious potential. And she’s practically in love with you. You and her a thing?”


  “First of all, stop referring to people as potentials. You know it drives me crazy, and this isn’t one of your uppity elitist L.A. parties. Second and third of all. No.”


  “Benny, you’re delusional. That girl looks at you like you’re the only living thing on this planet. And I know you. I know how you get. But whatever. That’s not why I’m here.”


  “Why are you here?” I want to ask her what she means by ‘I know how you get,’ but I can’t. My sister is sharp. She may be superficial and shallow, but she’s not dumb. She has annoyingly killer instincts.


  “To talk some sense into you. To tell you to come home. To convince you that the studio is your best option. Mom said she found an application to trade school in your room. Trade school, Bentley? That’s just sad.”


  I lean back in my booth, but I don’t get a chance to talk because Julia comes up to the table and takes our order. She looks at Sash like she’s from another planet when she orders a salad with no dressing.


  “What is mom doing going through my shit? And it is not sad. Millions of people go to trade schools.”


  “Not people from our family.”


  A low gurgle forms in my throat, but I push it down. I brought her here for this reason. Because in the end, it’s always a screaming match where everyone in my family blames the other for my father’s death. I lean as far over the table as I can.


  “That is bullshit. Don’t give me that garbage. You know where Dad came from.” I hiss at her, and her facade falls for a moment so I see the real her. The one that knows I’m right but is so caught up in the show she doesn’t know who she is anymore. My dad wasn’t born rich. My dad built his studio with his hands. He built his name by hammering the streets and bars looking for bands, looking for nobody-musicians to record with his label. Sasha and I were born heirs, the spoiled recipients of my father’s hard work. Then he dies at forty-five years old. It just doesn’t seem fair.


  “This is father’s legacy, Bentley. You just want to throw it away?”


  “No, I want to give it to someone who will love it as much as he did. That someone is not me. Why is it so hard for you to understand that?”


  “Because I love it that much. I don’t want to give it away.”


  “Then buy it off me.” The words just sort of fall out.


  Her face goes white.


  “Mother would never allow that.”


  “Well when I turn twenty-one, I’m the sole owner and CEO of the company. So at that point, Mom can’t do anything about it. Wait it out for a few years and help me keep her out of the way, and then it’s yours. I’ll recommend when I get back that you be hired on as assistant to the acting CEO. That way, you’ll see exactly how it runs, and in a few years, you’ll be more than ready to take it over.”


  Julia brings our food, and Sasha picks at her plate of lettuce for a few moments.


  “You’d do that?” Her voice is small, which I’m not used to, and it prompts me to reach across the table and take her hand.


  “Of course I would. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner, actually.”


  Sasha lets out one of those girl squeals when they get excited, like the one Gracie let out while driving. That real genuine happy that has to come out somehow.


  My mind shifts to Gracie. What happened between us? What’s happening between us? What I said to her and what my sister said to me.


  I have to make things right with Gracie. I am who I am. I can’t help it. I need to reach her.


  “But you have to do something for me first.”


  “Anything, baby bro.”


  ***


  Lacy stands on her doorstep, arms crossed and one foot over the other, just like when she spoke with Gracie earlier today.


  “You know her better than anyone, Lacy. I need your help, or it won’t be right.” I’m pleading, but I don’t care. I’m good at figuring out what girls need but not Gracie. Gracie has two distinct sides, and I need to fix it with both of them. I need to appease the untrusting, memory-obsessed side to get out the side I want to see. The real side.


  “And why are you doing this, Bentley?” she asks softly, but her cheeks are flushed, and she tries to bite back a smile.


  “Because I don’t think anyone ever has before, and if she wants me to be her first, I’d rather it be this.” I wink at Lacy, and her face falls, her cheeks deepening their blush. She really is the sweetest girl.


  “You know?” Her voice is flat and controlled.


  I press my lips together and nod. “I’m a guy, not an idiot. You girls really need to give us a little credit sometimes.”


  This time Lacy does smile.


  “So, you’ll help me, right?” I poke her arm, and she smiles wider.


  “Yeah, I’ll help ya.”


  “Perfect.”


  


  CHAPTER 20


  Graceland


  It feels like I just fell asleep, in that place where dream and reality mix, but right now neither is the place I want to be. A soft knock on my door makes my body jerk awake and sit up. A shadow passes on the other side, cutting the moonlight and making my heart thud. I wipe my eyes, still wet with the tears that I couldn’t stop after Bentley brushed me off, after his sister gave me that little smirk like I was some dumb kid. After Lacy slapped me and told me she was done with me.


  Throwing the covers off, I walk to the door, curious as to who just knocked. Something soft but crinkly slides under my foot, and I bend down to pick it up. Paper.


  Under my bedside lamp, I let my eyes adjust to the new light before unfolding the note. The clock beside my lamp flashes. 11:45.


  I smooth the paper out on my lap and hold it under the light.


  I’m an asshole. I shouldn’t have done that. Please meet me at your spot. Wear your most perfect dress. Don’t be late.


  His name scrawled across the bottom of the page.


  I look up at the window. My face scrunches into confusion. My most perfect dress? Don’t be late?


  Orange light in the window catches my attention, and I hear Rasp’s hoarse whimper, the one he uses when he wants attention and isn’t getting it. I crawl onto the window seat and push back the curtains to see Ben standing in the middle of the dirt drive, a flashlight pointing at the ground. He’s looking at me, but I can’t really see him in the shadows. Even three stories, a glass window, and the fact that I can’t see his eyes don’t stop me from getting the Ben Feeling. Pushing the emotion down, I resolve I’m not meeting him. He’s right. He’s an asshole, and I don’t know why I ever thought to waste my time on him.


  Ben turns away and starts walking to my barn. I feel the pull. Like he’s taking me with him. He always takes me with him as if part of me is trapped inside him. That part of me doesn’t want him to let me go. I have to meet him, even if just for curiosity’s sake.


  It takes less than a second to pick my most perfect dress, and I slide it on before quietly pulling open my door.


  Sitting outside are my shoes, a flashlight and, a sweater. He really does think of everything. A smile happens before I can stop it, and I reach down to scoop up the sweater and flashlight and slip the shoes on my feet.


  It’s 11:57.


  ***


  Something about the barn looks different. It seems softer somehow. Brighter. Even in the black night sky that swallows the world.


  The rock is out of the way, so I push aside the board and can swear there is light from inside, not just my flashlight. I push myself through the opening, sliding it closed once I’m inside.


  “You’re late,” Bentley states, and I turn to argue that I don’t know what late is but I can’t.


  All that comes out is “I, uh–” with some strange gasping noise as my eyes adjust to what he’s done to my barn. Candles. Everywhere candles, imitating that soft light I saw. Shadows dance on the walls as the flames flicker from, I swear, at least a hundred candles. They’re lined along the edge of the loft, on the floor, on the old stable gates. It makes everything look soft and beautiful, but I can’t stop myself from thinking about how this is the most flammable building on the farm.


  Ben sits on top of a long workbench that runs parallel with the edge of the loft above. He’s leaning forward, his hands under his thighs and his hair shadowing his face. He’s wearing dark jeans and his blazer over a dark button-down shirt. For the first time since I met him, he actually looks L.A.


  I try to make sense of what’s happening, but I can’t stop gawking. This doesn’t happen to normal people. Guys don’t do stuff like this. Cheesy romantic things. Things I’ve always secretly wished for.


  “Bentley?” I finally breathe out. “What is this?”


  He slides off the bench, holding out his hand, and I place my shaking hand inside his. He curls my fingers as he pulls me closer to him and presses his lips to the flat spot right above my knuckles. The feel of his skin on mine shocks me back to reality, and the Ben Feeling takes over big time as I stand almost nose to nose with him.


  Fifteen minutes ago, I was sleeping.


  “Happy sixteenth birthday, Graceland Marie Holloway.” He kisses my cheek and turns my hand over in his, placing a small box in my palm.


  I look down at the little box and back at his smiling face several times before he nods at it.


  “Are you going to open it?” he asks.


  There are a million things running through my mind about this, about him. Mostly about this. This whole...I don’t know what it is.


  Out of everything I could say, what comes out is, “It’s not my birthday until 2:42. Technically.”


  Ben laughs, and my cheeks burn. I distract myself by focusing on the little box. It’s small. Like a ring box. This does not make me happy fluttery; it makes me feel like I’m going to barf.


  Shakily, I pull the ribbon and lift the lid. The shiny metal is the first thing I notice, and my heart seizes before I realize what I’m looking at. A key. A shiny silver key attached to a little keychain with a charm in the shape of a guitar.


  “I, uh—,” This is the second time I’ve said that.


  “Your car. It’s done. I finished it for you. The keychain. That’s what I got you for your birthday.”


  My lungs tighten and crush out the air. “Oh my god, I thought you got me a car.”


  Ben laughs, and it makes me smile. It’s a full, rolling, boiling laugh.


  “Are you crazy?” he asks.


  “I thought you were for a second,” I reply, smiling wider and laughing with him. My fingers run over the little silver key chain, and I pull it from the box.


  “It’s one of those key chains you can buy charms for. The guitar is to remind you of me. There are lots of other kinds of additions, like dance shoes and such. You can put all your memories on there.” He runs his hand though his hair.


  Tears sting my eyes, and I’m completely at a loss as to why. My mind starts to burn through thoughts faster than I can make sense of them, so I just rub my thumb over the little gemstone guitar and look at him through the loose strands of hair that hang in his face. My memories.


  “Thanks.” It’s the only thing I can think of to say.


  He reaches out and uncurls my fingers off the keychain and takes the gift box from my other hand. His touch is so light and careful it puts my body into overdrive, and the light hurts my eyes. The smell of straw and smoke and Ben’s perfect guy scent combo burns my nostrils. I have to clench my fingers into a fist to get the tingle of his touch to go away, but it doesn’t. He moves away from me to set down my gift, and he pulls his phone out and sets it down. He taps the screen a few times, and a familiar tune starts to hum faintly from the built-in speaker.


  My head lifts. “Hey, this is my favorite song.”


  Ben looks over his shoulder at me and smirks.


  “I know.” He turns and steps up to me again, running his fingers down my arm and taking my hand. His other arm slips around my waist and pulls me into him. His face is inches from mine. My jaw is slack, limbs shaking, brain still foggy and unsure what’s happening.


  Ben lifts my hand and places it on his chest, holding it in place. He starts to sway slightly pulling me with him.


  My cheeks burn hotter. The tears are back, stinging just behind the lids, and I hope he doesn’t notice because I don’t know why they’re there.


  “What are you doing?” I whisper.


  “Dancing. It’s your favorite thing to do, is it not?”


  “No, I mean, yes. But this, Ben. I mean this, all of this. What are you doing?” The thick iron gate that is my internal fortress is poised to slam shut based on his answer. At the same time, I want to cling to him. Crawl inside him and get lost there.


  Ben steps back, and a wave of cold passes over me, making me shiver.


  “Part of it is because I feel bad for earlier. My sister just shocked me, especially after what happened in the truck. Sash’s not supposed to be here, and I didn’t know what to do. I shouldn’t have introduced you like that.”


  The tears are back, hot and wet, but clinging to my lashes with everything they have. I don’t cry. Not in front of guys. But I want to. He won’t mind. This guy. This guy is different, somehow. He must sense it now because he’s toe to toe with me in one step, his hands cupping my face.


  “Gracie, please, don’t worry about Sasha. She’s really not as bitchy as she seems.” He pauses and smiles. “Okay, she is as bitchy as she seems. But you have to know it’s not you. I’m her little brother. She tries to protect me from girls who use me for money.”


  My eyes lock onto his. “I wasn’t—”


  “I know. But she’s just looking out for me. Like your brothers do for you.”


  My heart speeds up, and I take his wrist. “Did my brothers threaten you?”


  “A little, yeah. They more warned me, actually. They know you better than you think they do.”


  I smile through tears, and one escapes its place floating in the mass and slides down my face. Just like he did the first day I met him, he swipes his thumb over my cheek, and I shake harder. Nerves spark and sputter through me, and I can’t figure them out.


  “So, what’s the second part?” I need to keep talking. I can’t handle this feeling. I can’t stand how out of control I am. How strange I feel. How unstable.


  “Huh?” His voice perfectly reflects the sideways look on his face.


  “The reasons you’re doing this. You said the first part, so I want to know the second part.”


  “I like you.”


  “Huh?” We instantly switch roles.


  “The second part is that I like you. Like, like you, like you. I shouldn’t. I didn’t want to. I tried not to. But I do.”


  “Well you just know how to melt a girl’s heart.” I laugh half sarcastic, but I get it. I get it more than I want to.


  Ben’s hands slide down my arms again, and he laces his fingers with mine.


  “I find reasons to be near you, to touch you. I want to ask you a million questions. I want to know things about you I’ve never wanted to know about a girl. From the first time I saw you at the stable, I knew something about you was different. But it wasn’t until you dropped your guard that day you first brought me here that I saw what it was.”


  My jaw hangs open. Chest heaving. Heart pounding. Hands shaking. He’s watching me, and his distant neutral icy stare is gone, leaving pools of ocean blue that I want to dive into head first. No safety, no depth check. Nothing. Just jump.


  I want to know what he means, what he saw. I want to ask how he could possibly know that after seeing me once, but like every other time I try to say or do something tonight, the opposite happens. I start to cry.


  Ben pulls me into him again and hugs me tight to his chest, which only makes me cry harder. Happy and sad mix so perfectly inside me I can’t distinguish them. I don’t know which I feel. I don’t know which I want to feel.


  “When happy is sad…” I whisper into his chest, and he pulls back.


  “What?”


  I can’t look up at him. “And fear swallows joy...When the imperfect glares...it’s all around, all around. It never leaves, it’s always there.”


  “Gracie, what are you talking about?” Ben has his hands on my face again, but I won’t look at him. Suddenly, I feel like I’m suffocating. The air is too thick. The heat is too much.


  I step back out of his grip.


  “I can’t.” Another role reversal. “I’m sorry, Ben.”


  I turn to leave, forcing myself not to run. Not to start running and never look back. To push out this feeling. The Ben Feeling. This was a bad idea. The whole thing is a bad idea. I don't know why I ever thought this would turn out okay.


  Not halfway to the broken board, Ben grabs my hand and swings me around. Pulling me straight into his chest, he grips the back of my neck with one hand and presses my body into his with the other hand on my lower back.


  I’m unaware that his lips are on mine while my brain catches up to what’s happening, but my body doesn’t need my brain to know what to do with him. My fingers are in his hair, my mouth moving in time with his.


  It’s amazing. More than amazing. The feel of his lips, his touch and how he slides his hand from my neck and puts it around my waist. He doesn’t grab at me. He doesn’t reach for my straps or my thighs. He runs his hands up and down my back, slowly. Like he cares. Like he’s taking his time. Not trying to get to a destination, but savoring. Exploring. It’s more than I’ve ever felt.


  And it's crushing me.


  I put my hands on his chest and push. He stumbles back, shock rippling across his face.


  “I, uh—“ I say again. “I have to go.”


  This time, I do run.


  ***


  But I don’t go to my room. I reach in through the screen door and grab the keys to the quad, not caring if I’m quiet. As soon as I start it, the whole house is going to wake up. I don’t care. I can’t breathe, and I need to get out. To get away.


  I turn the key and flip the little knob to turn on the one headlight. Dad will kill me when I get home, but it’s my birthday so I hope he only kills me a little. I back out slowly, and Rasp comes bounding from around the house, dopey looking, like he’s partly asleep but mostly excited for a midnight adventure.


  A light flashes brightly through a second story window. Asher’s room. Dammit.


  I take off through the dark, and Rasp keeps up easily, his tongue, like my hair, flapping in the wind. It would be so much easier to be a dog. Eat and sleep and chase things.


  Not feel and hurt and be consumed by confusion. It never used to be this way. I’ve always known exactly what I want. I’ve always gotten what I want. It’s always been perfect.


  Tonight should have been perfect. Ben surprised me. He found out my favorite music. He knows I love to dance. He got me a gift he knew I'd love. It should have been perfect.


  Tears escape my eyes, and the wind blows them back into my hairline. I slow the quad and pull into the drive that leads to the stables. I pull up next to my car and jump off. Running my hand along the black paint of the hood as I walk by makes my stomach tighten again. He fixed it for me. I feel heavy, tired. Like I want to sit down right here and never get back up again.


  All I can see is whatever’s reflected in the moonlight. The silver haze glints off the hood of my car, lights up the old rusted partial tractor that leans against the stable, and the shine in the black eye of my horse, Belle. She looks at me over the thick metal fence with that understanding gaze. I click my tongue at her, and her ears perk straight up. Rasp wiggles at my feet before squeezing himself through the bars of the fence.


  I can’t help but smile at him. Excited to run, now excited to ride. Excited to be scratched, or fetch a ball, or just sleep on his back with his legs straight up in the air, trying desperately to stay cool.


  I climb the fence and sit on the top rail. Belle snorts, and her breath blows the hair around my face. I reach out to touch that really soft spot right on the end of her nose and she closes her eyes, leaning into me. Moving against my hand, it’s as if she’s been waiting her whole life for me to touch her.


  The motion does something to me. The way she trusts me, the way she leans into me and enjoys my touch even though I barely ride her anymore. The way she loves me even though I don’t visit her as often as I should. I’ve all but left her, and she still loves me.


  I throw my arms around her thick soft neck and a sob escapes. Burying my face in Belle's mane, I don’t just cry, I full out body-shaking-if-I-let-go-of-my-horse-I’ll-fall-in-a-heap-in-the-mud, sob.


  Belle stands silently beside me. She doesn’t move or make a sound, as if she knows I need her. As if she wants me to lean on her, cry on her, wants me to know that she is still here for me when I need her. Her tail swishes once to brush the flies off or to cool herself down in the sweltering night heat.


  I pull back and hiccup a few times, trying to catch my breath. I don’t remember the last time I cried like this.


  No, that’s a lie. I do.


  The day I found my mom’s journal.


  The day I found out she never wanted me.


  I can hear the rumble of the engine long before the light of the second quad shines in my face, pulling up beside mine. It’s Asher. I’m not positive at first because both of my brothers have this muscled hunch to their shoulders from throwing footballs and crushing people against turf in their spare time.


  “Bug?” Asher says as he makes his way to the fence.


  “Asher. What are you doing here?”


  “I thought someone stole the quad, but when I checked to see if you heard anything, you weren’t there. I knew this is where you’d come.”


  I quickly wipe away the remaining tears from my eyes, trying to make it look like I am just rubbing them or scratching at them.


  Asher easily scrambles onto the fence and sits next to me.


  “Why are you wearing a dress? It’s like one in the morning?” His face screws up, and his head cocks to the side.


  My heart stutters for a second as I try to think of something to say.


  “Better yet, why are you out here at one in the morning, in the dress or not?”


  “I couldn’t sleep.”


  “You know Dad’s going to kill you? That’s why I came. He had that look on like when we were kids and he’d get so mad his face would turn that red color and we’d call him—“


  “Santa Claus, but it would just make him more mad,” I finish for him, laughing a small, weak laugh. “Well, thanks for saving me.”


  I try to hop off the fence, but Asher abruptly grabs ahold of my elbow and I turn to face him, my eyes wide.


  “Gracie,” he starts and clears his throat. “When I went to check if Bentley heard anything, he wasn’t there, either.”


  I clasp my hands together then unclasp them. Rubbing the palms down my legs I refuse to look at my brother.


  “And I find you here. Alone. Crying. Wearing a dress. In the middle of the night.” His eyebrows are raised when I finally get the nerve to look at him, and his expression makes my eyes well up with tears all over again. I take a deep breath to slow them, but when Asher slides closer and wraps his arms around my shoulders, I can’t hold it in. I’ve cried more in the last twenty-four hours than I have since I was ten. I’m weakening, which upsets me even more. And over a guy. It’s the Ben Feeling. That’s what’s breaking me. Pulling me apart. I need to get rid of the Ben Feeling.


  I cry into my brother’s shoulder, and he holds me tightly. We can’t move or we’ll fall off the fence, but he makes shushing noises.


  “Did he hurt you, Gracie?”


  I pull back abruptly and shake my head. He didn’t hurt me. Yet. Admitting he likes me is like a promise of hurt, though. A promise that he’ll leave.


  “You know I broke Jay’s arm on purpose when he screwed around with Lacy, right? I swear, I’ll accidentally swing a shovel at this guy’s head if he hurt you.”


  I laugh for real this time.


  “I am not sure anyone would believe you could accidentally lift, aim, and swing a shovel at Ben’s head…and don’t lie, you didn’t mean to break Jay’s arm, you just meant to hit him a lot harder than you needed to. Plus, you love Lacy. I would have done it if you didn’t.”


  My heart squeezes painfully in my chest at the thought of Lacy. I have to talk to her. I don’t even know if she’ll call, even if it is my birthday. We've fought a lot before, but this is different.


  Asher scratches the back of his neck, and I can swear his cheeks flush slightly in the moonlight.


  “I love you, Graceland. You’re my baby sister. I would do anything for you. We all would. Even if ninety-nine percent of your pain and injury is caused by us, we’d avenge you to the death for the other one percent of your hurt.”


  I hop off the fence, and Rasp weaves his way between my feet. He’s not happy I teased him with a run and am now bailing.


  “I’m fine, Ash. Really. We…we’ve been hanging out a little, and I just got upset. He didn’t do anything wrong, I just. I’m just overwhelmed.”


  It’s refreshing to be honest with my brother, but also feels foreign. Asher’s the sensitive one, even when he’s a dick, but I've never confided in him before. That was always Hunter. That was his place in our family. Hunter is the caretaker, Asher is sensitive. Archer is smart. Me? I don’t know what I am anymore. But right now I don't feel good about it. I feel like the evil sister.


  Asher’s also been in love with Lacy forever, and in this moment, I feel guilty. Truly guilty that I’ve always kept them apart. Or would mock her for how she feels. I'm definitely the bad sibling.


  Asher jumps down next to me and wraps his arm around my shoulder.


  “Aw, does my baby sister have a real crush on a boy?” His teasing tone is back. We are no longer bonding, and it feels good for the emotion to be lifted. It feels good to be back to the light-hearted, keep-everything-at-your-fingertips emotion that my family prides themselves on.


  I smirk.


  “If a girl can have a real crush on the perfect pair of god-like abs, then totally.”


  Asher makes a gagging noise. “Just remember, if he touches you I’ll kill him. He’s not from around here. No one would even notice he was gone.” He smiles widely, and I punch him in the chest.


  “You’re a psychopath. Who even thinks of that?”


  “Guys with beautiful sisters…every one of them.”


  I bump him with my hip, and he curls me into his chest for a hug.


  “We just want you to be happy, Gracie. And speaking of happy, we better go home so you can sleep, I know how you get.”


  I glare at him and throw a leg over my quad. Rasp practically wiggles out of his skin while my brother and I start our machines. Once we’re both in the ditch heading home, we start to race. Ash revs his engine and pulls ahead of me, then lets off the throttle and slows down.


  “If you could drive a car like you can drive a quad, sis, you’d be golden. Too bad you kill cars.” His mouth opens wide in a laugh that’s swallowed up by the sound of rumbling engines dispersed into the night sky. He pulls ahead slightly, but I hammer on the throttle and stand up on the foot pads. I fly by him, gaining a good lead. Rasp is between us and thinking this is the best game ever no doubt. Everything is the best thing ever to that dog.


  I laugh as I approach our driveway. I win. But Ash let me win. Tonight I need to win.


  


  CHAPTER 21


  Graceland


  A combination of being sixteen, and the fact that I was up most of the night being confused, or upset means that I sleep through most of my birthday.


  When I finally pad downstairs, my whole family is sitting around the table. My dad is drinking coffee and reading the paper; my brothers are shoveling food into their faces. Asher looks up at me briefly and looks back down.


  “Nice of you to join us.” My dad’s voice is tight, but he wraps his arm around me and pulls me in for a quick hug. I pat his shoulder and kiss his balding head.


  “Why didn’t anyone wake me?” I ask.


  “It’s your birthday. We figured we’d let you sleep in. Especially with that little adventure you decided to take in the middle of the night. We’ll be talking about that later, by the way.”


  I push away from Dad to get a glass of water but mostly to avoid eye contact.


  “Yeah, that.” I mumble and hop onto the counter to sip at my water.


  “So,” my dad says breaking the silence. “What do you want to do today, birthday girl?”


  I shrug. I’m still groggy, but I feel heavier. I didn’t want to get out of bed. Lifting my legs, my head, my heart, seems impossible.


  “I think I’m just going to go for a ride on Belle. Maybe barbecue later before Mel’s party?”


  Dad’s eyes widen, and the twins look up at me. Archer looks slightly confused, his finger pressed onto the page of whatever book he’s reading. Asher looks concerned, and it makes me feel heavier.


  “You don’t want to do anything? Go to town to see Lacy? Go to the diner? You know Maggie always gives you those puffy cake things you like for free?” Dad’s voice is higher than usual.


  I shake my head. “Dad, I’m not thirteen anymore. I just want to chill.”


  I kiss him quickly and leave so he doesn’t ask questions. My chest feels tight, and the sound of scraping chair legs doesn’t make it any better. Footsteps catch up with me faster than I can run away from them. My wrist is grabbed in mid-step, and I spin to look down at my brother, three stairs below me.


  “You okay, Gracie?” Asher asks, trying to keep the concern out of his voice, as if he were asking if I had the flu and not if my heart is being crushed from my body while the most confusing and convoluted emotions wage a war inside me.


  “Fine, Ash. Just text me when Hunter gets here.” I shrug my arm out of his grip and turn to run up the stairs. He clears his throat.


  “Uh? Hunt didn’t call you?” Asher’s confusion makes ice spiral out from my chest and freezes my body in place.


  “No,” I say without turning because I know how this is going to go, and I can’t do it right now. I just can’t.


  “That dick,” Asher mutters and clears his throat again. I know he’s running his hand through his hair, tugging it until it stands straight up. “Hunt’s not coming, Gracie. He got a job in Lincoln. He had to start today.”


  My first instinct is to scream. Not words. Just scream. I am so filled with so many different things I can’t sort them out. I’ll be mad at him later.


  Dermott. Lacy. Bentley. Hunter. I can’t handle thinking about all of them at once. I slowly begin to walk up the stairs.


  “Okay, then.” I’m proud of how confident I sound because I don’t think I know the definition of that word right now. I push into a run and don’t look back at Asher.


  ***


  Grabbing my mother’s journal from my closet, I run back down the steps and almost make it out the front door.


  “Graceland!” Dad hollers, and I stop, turning slowly to face him, hiding the book behind my back.


  “Yes, Daddy?” I try to smile but right now I don’t ever feel like smiling again.


  “You can go ride Belle if you want but no quad. That’s twice now you just think you can take them whenever you want. You’re, uh, grounded from using them?”


  I laugh shakily and look over to the key rack. Both sets are gone. He’s never grounded me from anything, which is probably why it sounds more like a question than a statement.


  “Okay, Daddy.” I slide my boots onto my feet and leave. I’m not going to see Belle, so it doesn’t matter anyway.


  I walk to the old rusted tractors sitting behind the house and then run to my barn. I just need to sit and think. I need to figure out what to do with no distraction.


  As I round the corner of the barn, I see Sasha. It takes me a second to register who she is. Why she’s here. She looks over at me, her blonde curls bouncing around her shoulders and her smile almost perfectly symmetrical. Teeth gleaming. She looks completely out of place next to the barn.


  I’d say that all the guys around here would fall insta-in-love with her, but like me, I don’t think anyone from around here would know what to do with her. Unless she was a picture on the calendar that Jake keeps above the parts counter at the hardware store.


  “Gracie, right?” Sasha pushes off the barn and makes her way to me. She has to be in her earlier twenties, maybe mid. I’m not sure anything about her features is a natural indication.


  “Yeah,” I answer.


  “I was wondering if I could talk to you for a second. It’s about my brother.”


  Ben’s words come flooding back to me about how she thinks all girls are after his money, after a chance at his music studio. I clutch Mom’s journal tighter to keep my hands from shaking, but it doesn’t work because my whole body is shaking. I don’t trust myself to say anything so I don’t. I don’t need this right now. It’s my birthday, and I’m just getting shit on from every direction.


  “I would ask you to sit down, but this whole place is just filthy. Dust everywhere.” Sasha laughs a sweet laugh like she said something funny, not offensive.


  “Where is Bentley?” I finally say, crossing my arms over my stomach.


  “He’s out checking that machine thing that cuts the round grass stuff.” She waves her hand around as if what he’s doing isn’t important.


  “You mean the swather?” I can’t hide the irritation in my voice. This is my life, and she dismisses it with a wave of her manicured, artificially nailed hand. Like she has no idea that I’m the one who grows the soy for her veggie burgers and double espresso non-fat lattes. How can Bentley belong to this world?


  “Whatever.”


  My shaking is no longer due to nervousness. A strange urge to defend my farm, my family...my tractors...to this girl who burst into my life just to tell me how the world works. I push forward, stepping around her.


  “Not whatever. Are you done insulting my entire existence or was there a point to this? Here to warn me to stay away from your brother’s money? Well here’s a thought: not everyone is only after money.”


  Sasha laughs, and my skin crawls with hot prickly anger. I’ve never wanted to punch someone who wasn’t my brother before. Especially with that amused smile on her over painted face.


  “I like you, Gracie. You would definitely have the fire my brother needs. But no, I came to warn you. I am taking Ben back to California next week. I want to warn you that while he likes you, he always falls too fast and too hard. It’s always been his way. He doesn’t see things for what they are. I am not saying you’re after his money, but back home, most were. So he’d immerse himself in his girls and get in so deep that the only way out was to cut and run.”


  I turn slowly to face Sasha.


  “What does that even mean?”


  “It means that my brother can’t commit. He’ll think he can, but he won’t. He’ll run. He always does. The thing is, he can’t fall for you. We need him home in the fall. He can’t stay here with you. It would never work. You’re from different universes, and you know it. It’s doomed, and I’m just ending it faster than it would end naturally.”


  “I, uh.” But I don’t know how to process it.


  “I’m not saying or doing this to be a bitch to you, Gracie. I helped him plan his surprise for you this morning, along with your plain little friend there. Then I hear that you just ran out on him. I’m protecting my brother from himself before he invests in you. He needs to come home. But he won’t leave if he thinks you’re together, or has a chance. But eventually I promise he’ll run. I am begging you to see this for what it is. I’m asking for your help in getting him home.”


  My mouth hangs open, and I am breathing fast and shallow. There are so many things in there that I have questions about. The thing that sticks out is, before he invests in you.


  We stand in the shaded grass by the old run down barn and watch each other while I try to process. Eventually, she sighs and shrugs.


  “Just think about it, okay? I know he won’t leave until he helps with this bale thing, but I’m leaving and I want him with me.”


  She walks away, and I plop into the grass, all the strength being sucked from my body as soon as she’s out of sight.


  This is supposed to be the best birthday of my life, but so far it’s definitely the worst.


  


  CHAPTER 22


  Bentley


  The hard work is rewarding. It takes my mind off things, and by things I mean Gracie. I should be around the house. Say Happy Birthday or something, but I just can’t be around it her.


  The barbecue’s going to be awkward, and I need to stop thinking about it. I’m embarrassed that I put myself out there like that. But it usually works. Finding out exactly what a girl needs and giving it to her is kind of my specialty. I like Gracie. That is the truth. That’s the worst part of it. I actually legitimately care.


  I drop the wrench I’m holding and wipe my hands on my work jeans that are steadily turning black from all the machine oil. My fingernails are caked, my skin is baked, and everything on my body aches. I’ve never worked this hard in my life, but I’ve also never felt this productive. To build your life with your hands, like my dad did. Like Carter did. I do not in any lifetime want a farm. The work is torture, but trying to fix up this massive piece of machinery steadies my hands. It calms my mind. Until I think of Gracie, then I’m screwed.


  “What are you thinking so hard about?” A deep voice shatters my thoughts, and I jump.


  “Shit, Carter, you scared me,” I say, forgetting he’s my boss and the dad of a girl I may be falling for. But Carter just laughs, his easy-going attitude is hard for me to digest because I can’t tell if nothing bothers him or he’s just as good as Gracie at keeping it hidden.


  “You look like you’re working out some serious stuff in there.” He points to my head.


  “Yeah, I guess. My sister wants me to go back home with her.”


  His eyes are shadowed by his thick eyebrows, and he casually hooks his thumbs in his huge belt buckle. I’ve never seen a real life cowboy, but Carter looks like something straight out of a movie, plaid and all.


  “Are ya gunna go? You know we have to finish harvest this weekend.” He sounds partially concerned and partially irritated.


  “No, no, not until after. If I leave at all. I dunno yet.”


  His eyes are wary, but I think he believes me.


  “Trouble at home?”


  I laugh. “Always trouble at home. You met my sister.”


  Carter returns my laugh. “She’s interesting, that’s for sure. I think my boys are having a hard time figuring out what to do with her.”


  “It’s a common feeling. I have a hard time figuring out what to do with her.”


  Carter slaps my back and fortunately changes the subject to the swather. I run down the things I think it needs and different things I’ve already tried.


  “I have no clue what this thing is so you might want to have someone who’s licensed take a look at that, but mostly I think it’s fixable.” I point to this huge rotating thing that powers the blades


  “You know, Ben, you’re really good at this. Have you ever thought of Heavy Duty Mechanics?”


  My jaw tightens, and I feel my expression flatten. It shouldn’t bother me so much when people want to talk about the future. I just graduated. I’m eighteen. It’s that time. What am I going to do with my life? I just don’t want to give a voice to anything specific because I’m afraid that means I have to commit to it.


  I shrug and wipe the rest of the grease off my hands. “Yeah, that’d be kinda cool. So the twins and I start back up tomorrow, to make up the lost time, right? Then you’ll be here on Saturday to finish with us?”


  We start to make our way back across the yard to the house. We are passing Gracie’s run down barn, and I watch it, wondering if she’s in there.


  “I’ll be here in the morning. I won’t be leaving to meet Diana until the afternoon. We’ll be going to the diner for supper. I don’t remember the last time I went on a date. I’m sure you have lots of dates. Do I have to bring her anything? Like a gift? Do women still like flowers?”


  I can’t stop myself from laughing and feeling awkward at the same time. “I don’t really know, sir. I’m not the flower buying type. My sister would say diamonds probably, so that’s a bad example.”


  Carter looks at me blankly, and I shift uncomfortably from one foot to the other. I don’t think he gets it, so I change the subject just as we’re passing through the two half rotting tractors. “Why don’t you ask Gracie? I’m sure she’d give you way better advice than I ever would?”


  “Advice for what?” Gracie’s voice makes us both jump as she steps out from behind the tractor. Her eyes are wild, her face tight. She doesn’t look happy already, which does not bode well for Carter. I press my lips firmly together and wonder how a skinny sixteen-year-old girl can dominate this full-grown man, but then again, I’m standing here silent, too. Neither of us speaks, but Carter sighs.


  “I’m going on a date with Ms. Trimble tomorrow night. I was asking Ben here for some tips on how to not make an ass of myself.”


  Gracie’s eyes flash between us as she registers what Carter said, and I feel my jaw tense.


  “You’re going on a date? Since when?” she asks. Her voice matches the look in her eyes. Pure betrayal. I can’t think of why she looks like that. The man deserves to find someone.


  Carter clears his throat. “Since I asked her at the Summer Kick-Off.”


  “That was like two weeks ago. Why didn’t you tell me?” Her arms cross, and I’m looking between them, unsure of when she’s going to lose it. She’s definitely going to lose it.


  “Well, I didn’t really feel I had to, Graceland.”


  Here it comes.


  Gracie’s face twists into this weird angry, pouty, sad face, and it throws me. I’ve seen a lot of girls’ trying-to-get-their-way faces, but no one has anything on this girl.


  Gracie breathes out slowly and wrinkles her nose.


  “Right. Because I’m just your daughter. I don’t need to know when you’re dating someone. It doesn’t affect me at all. Have fun then.” Her voice is ice cold. She turns and begins to walk away, but not as confidently as I think she means to.


  “Graceland Marie Holloway. Stop right there.” Carter booms. I really desperately want to sneak away, but I don’t know how. Gracie stops but doesn’t turn.


  “You drop the attitude right now, young lady. What I do with my spare time is my business. Show a little more respect.”


  Gracie does turn, and they glare at each other. They have the same glare.


  “We all pitch in. We work together. A strong family works together. That’s what you said. You don’t think this affects our family. You can’t lie to us, Dad. Lying to us affects our family.” Gracie tries to control the volume of her voice, making it deeper and more scathing.


  I make a fatal mistake as I listen to her, and look at Carter, confused. Gracie thinks that Carter’s keeping it from the twins, too. Gracie catches my look, and her eyes snap back to her dad.


  “Asher and Archer know?”


  Carter steps forward, and Gracie steps back.


  “You just kept it from me?” she asks before looking at me accusingly. I shift my eyes down. I do not want to be dragged into this.


  “I didn’t want to tell you until I knew for sure. I know how you are about these things.” Carter tries to explain, and Gracie takes another step back. I have no idea who’s the parent and who’s the child. They switch roles so many times.


  “Knew what for sure?”


  “If I love her.”


  Gracie chokes.


  “If you love her? You haven’t even been on a date yet.”


  Carter’s face goes red but not out of embarrassment.


  “For Christ sake, I’m not a teenager. Diana and I have been flirting with the idea for a while now. We have common interests. We live the same lifestyle. She makes me happy, Graceland. I’m not some little girl with a crush. Don’t be ridiculous. This conversation is over.”


  The defiant, I’ve-got-you-cornered look melts from her face. I don’t think her dad has ever spoken to her like this. She turns and walks away, only making it a couple steps before she breaks into a run.


  I watch her for a second before turning to Carter, who has his nose pinched in his fingers.


  “I don’t know what to do with her sometimes.”


  “I’ll talk to her. See if she’ll listen to me.”


  He laughs. “Good luck.”


  I take off across the yard after her.


  ***


  She almost knocks me out with the screen door, but I catch her just as she’s running up the stairs. She yanks her arm from my grip and keeps running.


  “Gracie, wait.” I’m out of breath but manage to intercept her in front of her door.


  “Get out of my way, Ben,” she says, crossing her arms.


  “Just talk to me, Gracie. What was that?” I so badly want her to just let it go. Stop trying to be this tough, controlling chick and just let it out.


  “That was my family lying to me. That was you lying to me.” She glares.


  “Whoa, how did I get pulled into this?” I lift my arms off the door frame, and she takes the opportunity to duck around me. She tries to slam the door in my face, but I stick my foot in and push it open.


  “You knew. You knew this whole time. After everything you said. Be real. Be honest. How you feel. But you lied to me about my dad. How long have you known?”


  “I didn’t lie,” I stutter, but that’s only a half-truth. I didn’t lie because I didn’t mention it.


  “Get out.” Her eyes are so distant. So cold. She’s looking at me, but there’s no focus.


  “Gracie.”


  “Get out, Ben. Get out. Go home. Go with your sister. She already told me you’re leaving. Get off the farm. Get out of my life.” Her mouth presses together to stop the tremble in her lip.


  “I,” I start, and she flings open the door and pushes my chest. She’s strong, and I fall back into the wall.


  “GET OUT!” she screams at me and slams the door so hard I’m surprised my eardrums don’t shatter. I’m about to push off the wall and argue, but someone grabs my shoulder and I turn to face Asher.


  “You should go, man. I’ll handle this.” He steps up to the door and knocks. “Gracie, it’s me.”


  Asher shoots a glance at me over his shoulder, and I start down the stairs. Gracie lets him in, and her shrieky muffled voice sounds through the old wooden walls.


  “You knew! You asshole. You knew?” Then the sound cuts out.


  I feel absolutely exhausted by the time I get to the bottom of the stairs and do not want to deal with the smug look on my sister’s face. She’s leaning against the railing, her arms crossed and eyebrows raised.


  “She’s just like all the others, Bentley. Don’t waste your time.”


  “Shut up, Sasha.” I blow right by her without stopping until I’m outside. I head back to the tractor. I need to be distracted.


  Sasha’s right. On the outside, Gracie is like all the others. But it’s not who she is. She’s hiding something behind these perfect memories, behind this fear of love, behind the wall of complete selfish bitch. Part of me wants to stay and figure it out, to see if I can get her to open up. Part of me doesn’t want to go down that road again. I need to leave. For my own sanity. I need to believe I can’t get Gracie to drop the act.


  


  CHAPTER 23


  Graceland


  It’s hard to keep a smile on while we drive to town. Asher knows, Archer suspects, Hunter’s gone, Ben’s a liar, Dad’s sneaking around. Guys suck. Whether they’re related or not.


  The only reason I’m even allowed to go to Mel’s party is because Dad knows how pissed I am at him. Asher tries to talk to me a couple times, but I just continue to stare out the window. When we pull up to Mel and Kels’ house I’m out of the truck before it even comes to a complete stop.


  The night air is muggy and hot. There is a storm coming, and I hope it’s a massive tornado that picks me up and takes me far, far away. The dark grey clouds on the horizon tell me it’s just a storm, though. I push through the big red wooden door. The air inside the house is even stickier and so hot I can barely breathe. The stench of alcohol and pizza grease floods my senses, but almost as soon as I enter, I know what I’m here for. I know what I need to do. Who I need to find.


  The imperfect glares. There is no perfect. This isn’t a movie, or some stupid book where everything always ends up okay. This is real life. This is how it’s supposed to be. At a party with someone I’ve known my whole life. Someone I trust. Someone I don’t love. Someone who can’t leave me because they’ve never invested in me. Someone who doesn’t give me the Ben Feeling.


  Asher steps into the house behind me and Archer behind him with a bag of beer he took from Dad. I fish into it and pull out a can.


  “Gracie Marie,” Archer starts, but my glare silences him. I’m allowed one beer. I crack it defiantly and turn toward the music coming from the huge living room. The dark furniture is pushed to the walls, and there’s about ten people dancing in the middle of the room. The kitchen is to the left, and I see Lacy sitting on the counter. Her hands are in Asher’s hair, and her forehead is pressed against his. He leans against the counter between her legs, his hands on her knees. Her smile takes up her whole face. I don’t ever remember her smiling like that. I’ve never seen her look like that, and momentarily, I hate her for it. I hate my brother for being so damn dedicated to her. I hate that my first reaction is hate. Who cares if they’re going to break up? Who cares if it fails? Who cares if one of them leaves? That smile looks like it might be worth it. For her that is.


  As soon as Lacy sees me, she straightens up, and the smile falls from her face. I look at her, trying to seem as apologetic as I can. But she’s done with me, so I turn and weave my way to the middle of the dance floor. Kels screeches and hugs me like we haven’t seen each other in months. I hug her back, and she starts dancing with me, swinging my arms and twirling me sloppily around the floor. I laugh and try to keep my balance and not spill my beer, all while keeping my eye out for him.


  In mid twirl I see Dermott. He’s leaning against the back wall next to Julia. He looks good. For a second I get that feeling in my stomach I used to get with him. Like I want his lips on mine, his hands on me, even though he doesn’t make me smile like Lacy does with Ash. His eyes are on me, and they’re conflicted. I smile at him, and he smiles back. A small smile, like if our smiles were combined they still wouldn’t make a full one. There’s comfort in his smile, though, and I drop Kelsey’s hand and move toward him.


  “Hey, D,” I say and lean next to him on the wall.


  “Hey,” he answers, his eyes moving across my face, still unsure of me.


  “Listen, sorry about the other night at the Bowl. I was a total asshole.” I smirk at him because I know he’ll think it’s funny. He laughs.


  “You were kinda.”


  I nudge his shoulder with mine.


  “I was. But I want to make it up to you.” I look sideways at him and bite my lip. I was sure when I walked in, but now that I said it, there’s a twinge of doubt somewhere deep in my pounding heart. I push the feeling down. I can’t screw around with it anymore. If this is what I want, I need to man up, as my brothers would say.


  Dermott’s concerned expression turns to confusion, his shoulders angle toward me, and I reach for his hand. He looks down at our fingers then back at me. I reach up with my other hand and cup his neck, leaning in and pressing my mouth to his ear.


  “I want to make it up to you,” I whisper and bite his earlobe like he used to do to me. “Like, all the way make it up to you.”


  He makes a weird cross between coughing and choking sound and pulls back. His eyes go wide, and his mouth hangs open. I pull my hand from his neck and run my thumb along his bottom lip, like Ben had done to me. My heart jumps up, and my gut sinks down simultaneously, which is a very jarring feeling.


  No, no thinking about Ben. This has nothing to do with Ben. Or the Ben Feeling. Waiting for love is bullshit. I’ve never heard of a good first time. Lacy, Kels, Mel… not one of them start with “it was beautiful and perfect”. Lacy was drunk and has never drank since. She doesn’t remember and cries every time she talks about it. Kels says Brandon lasted barely long enough to get started. Mel lost it to my brother Archer, in a car, which makes me cover my ears every time it is brought up. By the way, she laughs hysterically while she reenacts her leg getting caught, her inability to get her clothes off in such a tight space, and there’s something about bashed teeth and a bloody lip.


  At least with D, I trust him. I’ve been with him. I know him. D can’t hurt me because I don’t love him.


  Not that I love Ben.


  “Are you serious?” D’s voice brings me back to the party, to him. To the all of a sudden too loud music, too fast heart beat, too unstable limbs. Am I serious?


  I look at him, his eyes unzipping me, undressing me already. He knows how to look at a girl to make her feel wanted, desired.


  Is that what I want? I glance around to see who’s watching. No one’s paying any attention to us. A nervous bravery comes over me, or desperation. I can’t tell because my whole body is vibrating with so many things. I hook my fingers in the pocket of his jeans and pull him behind me as I make my way to the stairs.


  The sound is deafening. The sound of my beating heart, the sound of my fear. The sound of the door as it closes behind us, leaving us alone together. Apart, separate. Isolated.


  I take Dermott’s face in my hands, running my thumbs along his jaw before pulling him in for a kiss. He kisses me back like he’s done a thousand times before. It’s different now. Completely different.


  I want to run. To turn and run. But I want to stay. I want to savor it. I want to get it over with. I don’t know what to expect when I deepen the kiss and grab the hem of Dermott’s shirt, pulling it over his head.


  He reaches for me now, and for the first time, when D touches me, his hands shake.


  


  CHAPTER 24


  Graceland


  I sit in Archer’s truck with my knees pulled as tightly to my chest as I can. The window is open, and the hot air does nothing to cool me down. It does nothing to blow away this feeling I can’t identify. The heaviness of my thoughts makes it hard to keep my head up, so I rest my forehead on my knees.


  “You okay, Gracie?” Archer asks for the tenth time. I nod my head, still resting on my knees. I readjust my arms and try to pull my legs in tighter, to cross them, to make my self smaller than I feel. I squeeze my eyes tight, but they feel so dry I can’t blink. Everything plays in my head over and over.


  It was okay. It didn’t hurt. It was safe. He was safe. We were safe. It was okay.


  But it doesn’t feel okay. I don’t feel okay. I feel stuffed full of things I can’t register, but at the same time, empty. Completely gutted like my insides were scooped out of me. I am uncomfortable, but no matter what I do, I can’t shift it away. I can’t squeeze it out.


  ***


  I can’t do anything but fall into bed and stare at the ceiling. I can’t cry, or smile, or think. Everything and nothing runs through my head, and I’m distanced from it. I’m separate from my thoughts, as if they’re an old cheesy drama playing on screen and I’m just watching. I feel like they’re not my memories, not my experiences, not my feelings, but someone else’s. I hate that person. I hate what she’s done.


  Rolling over and curling into a tight ball, I bury my face in my arms and grab fistfuls of hair in my hands.


  I lay still.


  It gets light.


  I don’t cry. I stare.


  It gets dark.


  I get up only when I absolutely have to.


  My brothers take turns coming to see me. Asking if I’m okay. Telling me that they covered for me with Dad.


  It gets light.


  I sob until I’m void of all emotion.


  It gets dark.


  It’s just sex. It isn’t supposed to be this way.


  I didn’t expect it to be this way.


  I never expected to feel so empty.


  


  CHAPTER 25


  Bentley


  I haven’t seen Graceland since Friday, and her brothers keep telling me she isn’t feeling well. I don’t buy it. Something happened at that party, and I have to see if she’s okay. I shouldn’t want to know. I should be pissed at her for the things she said to me. For the things she’s done to me.


  But I’m not.


  It makes me want to be closer to her. To coax out the real Gracie, to make her see she’s not the person she pretends to be. I get her. The fact that she’s lying to herself makes me feel better. Like I’m not alone. It makes me want to coax out the real me. It makes me want to do the things I want to do and be okay with it. It makes me want to accept that I don’t belong in my world, that I don’t belong here either. But somewhere in between.


  As ridiculous as it sounds, I want us to do it together. To be real together. Stop hiding. Stop running. Stop trying to force it. Just be. Together. See what happens.


  But Gracie doesn’t forgive very easily. I just hope she realizes that she’s not the only one who needs to forgive.


  Fingers snap in front of my eyes, and I almost drop the cup in my hand into the kitchen sink. My eyes focus, and I turn away from the rain-coated window to face Sasha, standing with one hip out, her hands on her waist. Her it’s-so-annoying-when-you-do-that look saturates her features, and I press my lips into an apologetic smile.


  “Way to listen.” Her voice is whiny and irritated.


  “Sorry, what did you say?” I don’t have the energy for my sister right now.


  Sasha points over her shoulder. “I said, it moves.”


  My eyes follow to where she’s pointing, and I see Gracie. She shuffles down the long hallway toward the front entrance with a wool blanket wrapped tightly around her shoulders and her head angled down. I don’t need to see her face to know that this isn’t ‘sick’. Her stooped shoulders and inability to actually lift her feet while she walks is proof enough. She looks weighed down, dragged out, and basically really damn depressed.


  The part of her that I wish I could wrap up inside myself pulls me from the counter, and I try to follow. Sasha grabs my forearm.


  “You can’t save her, Bentley. Stop trying to save people. To believe the best in them. She’s no good for you, and you know it.”


  The screen door slams, and I yank my arm back.


  “No, Sash. I don’t know it. You can never know it. You talk about it like it just happens, like it’s not my choice. If you ever had to put a little effort into anything in your ridiculous existence you might understand that. Some things are worth working for, even if they fall apart in the end.”


  Sasha’s half drawn-on eyebrows go straight up, but she ignores my comment. Like she always does when she hears things she doesn’t like.


  “Well, I overheard the twins talking about that guy, D or Dom or Derm or something.”


  “Dermott.”


  “Whatever. Apparently Gracie’s phone is off, and the guy keeps calling here and being weird. They think something happened between them. Looks like your little perfect worth-it girl is a bit of a slut.”


  Sasha looks satisfied with herself as every muscle in my face, neck, and chest tightens. My heart hammers as I try to figure out my thoughts, but the only one that is clear and concise and makes any sense is the need to see if she’s okay. That’s all I care about. Is she okay?


  My feet start moving, and I back away from my sister. She’s playing the hurt game. Say the most hurtful thing you can just to prove you win. I shake my head. I don’t want to play this game right now, but I don’t stop myself from laughing at her. A short mean scoff as I gesture to her with my hand.


  “Coming from the girl who got caught screwing some other woman’s husband on the day of our father’s funeral. When she was seventeen… Real classy, sis. Maybe you should think before you say things. Maybe you of all people should realize that sometimes decisions are made for much deeper reasons. When your halo starts shining, then you can start judging people, okay?”


  Sasha’s mouth hangs open. I win. When it comes to mistakes, my sister’s a pro. I know why she makes most of them. I know where her behavior really comes from. Sasha acted out when Dad got sick. Started living recklessly. Disrespecting herself and everyone around her. She wanted everyone to feel the pain she felt. I handled it differently. I internalized it. Only wanted me to feel pain. I tried to save people from pain, to show as much love and affection as I could to any girl that wanted it. Smothering them with gifts and money and time in the studio to record. When I started to realize I couldn’t save them, when the pain came back, I bailed. I knew I was being used, which made it easier to run, but it also kept the hurt inside. I lived in it by thinking I deserved to be used. Just like Sasha lived in her pain by inflicting it on everyone around her.


  For a moment, I feel like apologizing. I hate fighting with my sister, but I also hate how quick she judges without ever turning inward to take a look at herself. She needs to hear it. Or I need to say it. I don’t know which one is true. All I really to know is I have to see if Gracie’s okay.


  I spin around and leave my sister still shocked, still unable to respond.


  ***


  Gracie sits on the thick wooden railing of her porch, her knees pulled tightly into her chest with the blanket still wrapped around her. She leans against the huge pillar that holds up the awning and stares blankly at the rain, coming down in sheets. The hammering of the drops on the roof creates a rhythm that, mixed with the expression on her face, fills me with sadness. There’s that need to wrap her up. To save her. But Gracie doesn’t need saving. Gracie needs to be real. With herself.


  “I just needed fresh air. Don’t come close or you’ll catch whatever it is I have.” She doesn’t look at me, and her voice is flat. She’s living inside her head, and she’s almost as good as me at locking it away. But I’m better, which means I notice it.


  “I don’t think I can catch what you have, Gracie.” I lean against the rail at her feet, and she turns a hard stare my way.


  “I know something happened. You don’t have to tell me. I just need to know you’re okay.” I touch her knee, and she jerks back.


  “I’m fine. Nothing happened.” She’s a terrible liar. A great manipulator but a terrible liar.


  “Alright. I like to come outside and stare at the rain and look like someone just drowned my pet kitten when I’m fine, too. Maybe I’ll join you.” I pull my legs up and lean against the opposite pillar and rest my feet against hers. The corner of her mouth twitches, and she moves her toes against mine. The blanket falls off her shoulder exposing her arm and the little leather book that is clutched in her hand like it’s her life force.


  “What’s really in that book, anyway?” I nod toward it, and she shakes her head.


  “Poems written by my mother.” She turns her head away and continues to watch the rain, but her eyes become shiny, and she looks up to stop whatever’s happening behind them.


  “No, Gracie. I know that. What’s really in that book?”


  The tear that falls has nothing on me because I’m up and sitting at her feet before it hits the porch. I’m straddling the rail, sitting on her feet with her hands in mine around that book. Her eyes are wide as she looks around.


  “Your dad’s not here. He’s with Diana. I don’t give a shit what your brothers think.”


  Another tear falls, and she tightens her grip on the book, pulling her hands from mine.


  “You should care what my brothers think. And you shouldn’t want to be here with me. You shouldn’t because you’re leaving anyway. You shouldn’t care about what’s really in this book.”


  “But I do.”


  I grab her legs and throw them over mine so I can get closer to her. Her eyes are wide and scared. I’ve never seen this look on her. I didn’t know this look could exist on her face. Torn. Defeated. Terrified.


  “You had sex with him, didn’t you?” I am not sure if I should say it until I do, but it’s definitely the right button. Or wrong button, depending on how you look at it.


  Her lip trembles violently, and the one or two tears gathered in the corners of her eyes turn into a flood. Her face contorts, and my heart breaks for her. The first time is never good. Maybe it is for some people, but it definitely was not for me. More like an embarrassing disaster.


  I lightly pull on her arms, and she flings herself at me so hard we almost fall off the railing. I hug her tight to my chest as she sobs into me. Her breathing comes in hiccups and coughs and short choking bursts.


  I rub her back, squeeze her tight, stroke her hair. Everything about her feels good to me, and I don’t want to leave her, even though she’ll push me away. Even though I might run. I listen to her cry. I hear the thunder roll in on the horizon. The rain has calmed the dust, and the air is wet and clean smelling. I feel her shaking in my arms. It makes me feel strangely calm. This is life. It’s a weird time to re-prioritize, but as the storm resets the world and a girl is crumbling in my arms, I think about how unimportant most of the things I worry about are. The things I’m afraid of suddenly don’t matter.


  I lean back and take Gracie’s puffy face in my hands.


  “I’m so sorry, Bentley. You should hate me. I hate me,” she chokes out, and I frown.


  “Why would you say that?”


  She starts sobbing again, and I hug her again so she can calm her tears and slow her breathing.


  “After what you did for me. After everything you’ve done. I just ruined it. I just ruin everything. I wish I didn’t.”


  “Graceland, it’s not like you’re my girlfriend. Yes, it’s kinda shitty that I tell you I care about you and you immediately go to him, but I think I get it. As long as he didn’t hurt you.”


  She shakes her head vigorously. “No, it was me. I was mad. I was lonely. I was desperate. Stupid. I started it. Dermott is a great guy. I’ve known him forever. It was after. After that I just. I just. Felt empty.” Her sentences are choppy as she tries to catch her breath.


  “Like you weren’t ready?”


  She looks down into her lap.


  “It’s that I was the last one of my friends. It’s a stupid reason. I just wanted the memory. But it’s not perfect.”


  “What is your obsession with perfection and these memories? I’ve heard it from you, your dad, your brothers, Lacy, and almost everyone else I’ve met.”


  Gracie holds the book out to me, and I stare at it. She pushes it closer to me, and I take it. The book falls open in my hands to a cracked and broken piece of the spine. This page is obviously the most visited of them all.


  When happy is sad/and fear swallows joy/when life is thrust upon us/the imperfect glares/it’s all around, all around/it never leaves, it’s always there/the only time it fades/is when I’m alone/with the air/Under the dusty sky


  At first I don’t understand. It’s just a poem.


  “You collect perfect memories because your mom wrote a poem about life being imperfect?” I don’t mean for it to come out so disbelieving, but I never would have thought something her mother wrote years ago would literally dictate her life.


  Gracie points to the date and now I get it. That’s kind of a downer poem to write on the day her child was born.


  “I’m the reason she left. I’m only eleven months younger than the twins. Four of us in just over two years. I wasn’t supposed to happen. I’m the imperfect.”


  She starts to cry again, and I take her chin. “Do you know that for sure? Have you ever talked to your dad about it?”


  She shakes her head. “He doesn’t talk about her. Not ever.”


  “Have you tried?”


  She shakes her head again.


  “Why not?”


  “He doesn’t know I have it. I stole it when I was ten. He was so mad when it went missing that I’m still scared to tell him I did it.”


  I laugh.


  “Seriously? Your dad thinks you’re the poster child of perfection. He’d forgive you in a heart beat.”


  “You don’t understand, Ben. Not for this.”


  “I doubt that, Gracie. Just do your eye thing and tell him you’re sad and he’ll fold.” I try to lighten things up a bit, because with the rain and the sadness it’s just too much.


  Tears are still rolling down her cheeks, but I see a tiny smile pull at the corners of her mouth.


  “What eye thing?”


  “The one that gets you everything you want.”


  Her eyes shift down.


  “It didn’t get me you.” Her voice is basically a whisper under the spattering of rain on the roof. I reach out and tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.


  “Yeah it did. Just not in the way you’d planned.” I cup her neck with my hand and force her to look at me.


  “Don’t, Ben.” Her voice is suddenly serious, and I drop my hand from her face.


  “Don’t what?”


  “Don’t be nice to me. Touch me like that when you know I don’t deserve it. Don’t care about me when you know you shouldn’t. Just stop being nice. Especially because you’re leaving. You can’t care if you’re just going to leave.” Her chest is rising and falling fast and fresh tears form.


  “Then tell me to stay,” I say flatly, and her eyes lock onto mine. She doesn’t respond.


  “You pretend you don’t care, and you’re right here. How is that different? Be real with me, Graceland. Tell me to stay, and I’ll stay,” I continue.


  “But your sister?” she stutters, unable to look at me now.


  “To hell with Sasha. To hell with your mom. Forget about everyone who’s telling you what you are and just be you. What do you want?” I’m getting irritated, but I move closer to her despite the frustration.


  “Ben, I can’t—“ she starts, and I shake my head.


  “I’m not asking you to love me. Or marry me. Or even date me. Jesus Graceland, I’m not asking you for forever. I’m asking you if you want me to stay. I’m asking you for right now.”


  Her eyes dart everywhere but at me. Her hands shake, so I take them in mine and place her palms on my chest.


  “I like you, Gracie. I want to be around you. I want to touch you and find any ridiculous reason to do so. I care about you. But the real you. I said that in the barn the other day, and it’s still true. I can’t stay, though, if you won’t say it. I won’t stay if you can’t tell me what you want. What you truly want from me. I won’t play along with your perfect memories. You can’t pull shit like you did the other day. It doesn’t have to be much, but it has to be real. I can’t take any more pretending.”


  Her arms are tense, and her fingers dig into my chest. I wonder if she can feel how fast my heart is beating. I think this is the most real I’ve been with anyone, too. It’s true. I am sick of pretending. I want something real, something that isn’t based on sex, or money, or lies, or insecurity. I don’t know why Gracie always has this way of making me feel like I’m 'the girl' in our messed up situation, but here I am, giving her an ultimatum, heart pounding, telling her I want to be friends as well as more.


  But she doesn’t say anything. There’s nothing but rain now like a torturous rhythmic beating that keeps in time with my heart and works its way into my ears, drowning out everything else.


  After a while, her facial expression hasn’t changed. She’s torn and tortured. Her thoughts swirl around behind her unfocused eyes. I drop her hands from my chest and push back. The movement startles her, but I’m already halfway to the door. Halfway gone.


  


  CHAPTER 26


  Graceland


  “Stay!” The word is louder and way more desperate than I wanted it to be. Bentley spins as I scramble to pull my leg over the railing and hop down onto the porch. He has that neutral thinking face on, but his gaze envelops me and pulls me toward him.


  He’s right. I like him. I don’t love him. This isn’t forever. He has to leave at the end of the summer, but if I let him go now I’ll never know him the way I want to. Better.


  “Stay?” he asks.


  “Yes, I want you to stay.”


  I open my arms, and he steps into them, sliding his hands around my waist. I wrap my blanket around us both and drop my mom’s journal on the ground behind him so I can hold him right.


  “Why?” He grins down at me, and I finally feel like I can smile again. Not a full real one but half hidden and almost honest.


  “I kinda want to get to know you better,” I say and press my lips together, hoping he gets it. He does. A kiss for everything he learns about me.


  He leans in for a short soft kiss that does more to my heart and my mind than any full-on make-out session has ever done before he pulls me into his chest. Guilt washes over me as the realization of what I did sinks in yet again. Not that I feel bad because of Bentley, because he’s obviously a lot more sane than I am. I feel bad because of me. This is a memory that won’t go away. My mistake. Just like I was my mom’s mistake. I dragged Dermott into it when I shouldn’t have. I wanted it so badly I didn’t think about him.


  How I hurt Lacy, Dermott, and Bentley rips at my chest, and I hug Ben tighter. How I yelled at my dad for wanting to be happy, for trying to be happy. How I made sure my brother and my best friend felt guilty about how they felt for each other. All because of her. But Ben’s right.


  “I’m going to talk to him.” I mumble into Ben’s chest, and he pulls back to look at me.


  “Who?” he asks, and my chest constricts. I have a lot of people to apologize to.


  “My dad. I’ll give him back the book. I’ll ask him. He probably won’t tell me, but I’ll ask.”


  Ben touches my face for the millionth time, but I lean into it. In this moment, I feel like I’ll never tire of it. I want him to touch my face always, with that gentle tentative stroke of his thumb across my cheek. In this moment. That’s what he asked for. For right now.


  Not the future. Not forever.


  Right now.


  The Ben feeling pushes out all my fear and all my memories as he soaks me up with those eyes.


  “I want to kiss you. But I need to know you’re okay. With it, I mean. You’ve had a pretty intense weekend.”


  He chuckles under his breath, but his eyes are so serious.


  “I’m not okay. Not yet. But I like you, Bentley. I always have. I just didn’t want to. I’ve never had the Ben Feeling before.”


  His eyebrows pull sharply together. “The Ben Feeling?”


  My face heats up.


  “The way I feel when I’m around you. I’ve never felt it before, and I didn’t know what to do with it. I tried to hide from it. Make it go away, no matter what. But it’s still here. It’s here right now, in every part of me. I’m scared of it, but now I don’t want it to go away. I wish I would have listened to it earlier.”


  I barely take a breath after finishing, and Ben has me wrapped up in his arms, his lips on mine. He’s crushing me to his body, like he’s trying to pull me inside, and I do the same. It’s a kiss I’ve never experienced before. Not hungry but urgent, not frantic but passionate, not slow but almost as if it’s happening in slow motion. Everything else is gone. Nothing else matters but right now. Not the apologies I have to make, not the friendships I have to mend, not the forgiving of myself I have to do.


  In this moment.


  I can feel him. I can hear him. I can taste him, because I’m living in him right now.


  It’s not a memory to collect. It’s not a feeling that I’ve sculpted to fit some idea.


  It’s real.


  It’s happening right now.


  It’s beyond perfect.


  


  CHAPTER 27


  Graceland


  My heart sputters as I step into the kitchen. I take one more quick look at Ben through the screen door. He smiles encouragingly at me before turning and heading out to the field.


  The sunlight stretches across the huge kitchen, making it bright and warm and inviting. Dad’s sitting in his spot at the table, sipping his coffee and reading the paper. Today should be warm enough to dry out the rest of the hay so they can continue harvesting, so Dad looks happy. He always smiles as he reads the paper when the weather is good. He looks up as I cut a shadow in the light.


  “Morning, Bug. You done your chores?” He still sounds a little mad at me, but I guess I don’t blame him. I was a total bitch.


  Clutching the book behind my back, I shift back and forth a few times before he picks up on my discomfort and frowns. I don’t know how to start. I didn’t think about how to start.


  “Are you okay?” he asks, and I decide just to go for it. I place the book in front of him, and it falls open to the page of my birthday entry.


  I’ve never seen his eyes so wide. The color drains from his face, and his eyes flash with so many things it scares me.


  “Where did you get this?” He scoops up the book and looks at the page, his eyes filling with sadness, which looks unnatural on him.


  “I stole it. A long time ago.” I try really hard to keep my voice steady and my body upright.


  “Why would you do that, Gracie?”


  “Because it was hers. I wanted something of hers. I wanted to know why. That’s all I ever wanted to know. Why she didn’t love me. Why she didn’t want me.” I can’t stop the wobble in my voice this time.


  Dad reaches for me, and as soon as he pulls me into him for a hug, I start to cry. Taking deep breaths, I will the tears away and sit down next to him.


  “Oh, why would you ever think that? Your mother didn’t leave because of you, Graceland. She left because of her.”


  “But the poem.” I point to the book in his hands.


  Dad’s face is tight. I can tell he doesn’t want to talk about it.


  “Your mother suffered very severely after you were born. She had post-partum depression after the twins, but with you it was overwhelming. For all of us. She would hold you and cry for hours, then she would refuse to touch you for days. She would have fits of hysteria, and I’d have to take all of you out of here and leave you at Judy and John’s for weeks sometimes. Even after the medication. Your mother never wanted this life, Graceland.”


  “I’m sorry, Daddy. I didn’t know.” This is probably why he never talks about it.


  He pats my hand.


  “It’s okay. I should have told you. I forget how much you’ve grown. I forget that you’re not my little girl anymore.”


  “So why did she marry you? Have four kids with you?”


  He sighs.


  “She didn’t know what else to do with her life. Kristy and I were high school sweethearts. Started dating at fifteen. We didn’t know any better. We didn’t know that there was life outside of this town. I always knew I wanted to work on the farm when my dad retired. Kristy was always uneasy. She was always dreamin’, and we even broke up over it, and she took off to the south. But she came back. I took her back. That’s when we got pregnant with Hunter. So we thought we’d do the right thing. Get married, start working on the farm, and raising our baby. It was after Hunt that things started to change, but when we found out we were having you, your mother didn’t take it well. Four kids in such a short time. It was hard, Gracie, but it wasn’t you. It was her. It was everything combined, and she couldn’t take it. She went inside herself, and she never came out. We decided it was best for our family for her to leave.”


  Tears are rolling down my cheeks, and Dad pulls me onto his lap like he did when I was a kid. He cradles me and hugs me tightly, my face buried in his chest.


  “I thought she didn’t love me. I thought it was my fault.”


  “No. Don’t you ever think that. It was never your fault. Not ever, Graceland.”


  I hug him tighter. I feel bad now. I feel bad for bringing it up and making him relive it. And here I’m all twisted over Ben and the fact that he’ll leave at the end of the summer. I feel worse for freaking out on him about Ms. Trimble. I take in a deep breath, and Ben’s words come rushing through me.


  Be real, Graceland. What do you want? Stop being who everyone says you are and be you. What do you want?


  “I’m so sorry, Dad,” I start. “For yelling at you. I shouldn’t have. I’m just scared.”


  Dad pulls back and looks at me. “Why would you be scared?”


  “What we have works. I don’t want anyone to ruin us. We all pitch in. We work together. What happens if we bring someone else into what we have?”


  “That’s why I didn’t want to tell you. I didn’t want to unless I was sure that she’d fit with us. All of us. I’m a package deal, and any woman who would take on a man with four teenagers is a very strong woman in my opinion.”


  I smile and chew on my thumb. “I suppose so.”


  “I’m sorry I kept it from you, Bug. I honestly thought I was doing the right thing.”


  “I know, Daddy. Maybe you could invite her out for a barbecue or something?” Ms. Trimble has been the librarian at my school since I was in fourth grade. I don’t need to get to know her, but this protective feeling that is forming inside me wants me to get to know if she’s right for my dad.


  He smiles and nods, handing back the book.


  “It’s yours. Don’t you want it?” I ask. He shakes his head.


  “I’ve moved on from all this, Bug. I suggest you do the same. Live life today. Stop looking at yesterday.”


  I chuckle and grab the book.


  “You sound like Bentley,” I mumble, and Dad’s gaze shifts back to me.


  “What was that?” he asks.


  “Nothing,” I shrug, and stand up. I pause at the door on the way out to smirk at him.


  “The school librarian, Dad? Does she wear her glasses and say dirty book words to you like Dewey decimal?” I laugh.


  His face settles in a faux-glare, and he points to the door.


  “Git. Don’t you have a farm-hand out there to chase after? One that I specifically mentioned was off limits?”


  I suck in a sharp, shocked breath, and my dad looks very pleased with himself.


  “I may not say much, Bug, but I ain’t stupid. I’m not the only one sneaking around.” He winks at me and goes back to his paper.


  I blush deeply, and he shakes his head at me as if I’m the stupid one for thinking I could get anything past him.


  I feel lighter as I step outside into the clean, refreshed air. I clutch Mom’s journal in my hand. At least I know now. This one wasn’t my fault. I don’t have to apologize to her anymore for making her leave.


  But I did to Ben. To my dad.


  Two apologies down.


  Two more to go.


  


  Epilogue


  Graceland


  Surprisingly, I’m able to laugh along with my brothers at the epic failure that is my driving test. I knew I’d fail even before I got behind the wheel. I’ve only driven with Ben twice since the first time at the Shelton Shack, and with my apologies to Lacy and Dermott taking up so much of my mind, I really didn’t care about driving.


  “You sure you want to be dropped off here, Bug?” Archer says from beside me as he pulls his truck into the stable yard. He’s still sweaty and smells disgusting from football camp, and even if I didn’t have to meet Ben here, I’d gladly walk the rest of the way so I don’t have to smell the animal that I call brother. I’m just glad Asher had to drive my car home, and I don’t have both of them in here. There are not enough air fresheners in the world, I swear. I do not know what the appeal of football players is.


  “Yeah, here’s good.” I don’t say goodbye and hop out into the blazing sun. I jog around the barn to say a quick hello to Belle before heading out into the field. Ben should be finishing up the hay harvest, and I see a tiny speck in the distance standing on top of a big bale stack.


  Squinting into the sun as I approach, I can tell he’s smiling because it’s blinding.


  “So?” he yells down to me from the top.


  I look at the ground and shrug, but I’m holding in a laugh too.


  “You failed,” Ben states, and I glare up at him, backlit by the sun and surrounded by clear blue sky.


  “You sound so sure of that.” I grab onto the bales and begin to pull myself to the top.


  “C’mon, Gracie. No one drives three times and passes on a standard. Just say it. You failed.” He pushes my arm playfully once I’m standing beside him.


  “Failed epically is more like it. Don’t really want to talk about it.” I push him back. He sits down and settles himself on the bale before patting the hay between his legs. I lower myself and sit with him, resting my back against his chest. He wraps his arms around my shoulders and presses his mouth to my bare shoulder.


  “Hey!” I shrug gently so he lifts his lips from my skin. “Cheater.”


  His body shakes mine as he laughs, and he hugs me tighter. I’m quickly getting used to him. To this.


  “Since when do you play by any rules, Graceland?” Ben laughs and pushes the hair over my shoulder, his fingers running along the back of my neck. It makes me shiver even in this heat.


  “Fine, I’ll play by the rules,” Ben continues.


  “My favorite color is green.” He kisses my shoulder, and I smile.


  “I had a dog for a week when I was seven, but my mom made us get rid of it because it shed. I cried for a week,” he says and kisses the side of my neck.


  I turn to face him, my grin wide as I try to imagine him crying.


  “I cheated on a Chemistry test in eleventh grade because I was going to fail the class.” He presses his lips to my cheek and kisses me loudly. Pulling back, he smiles.


  “Better?” he asks.


  “Better,” I say and lean forward, kissing his mouth quickly at first, but he wraps me up in one of his crazy amazing hugs and kisses me harder.


  A kiss for everything I learn about him.


  This is the best way to get to know someone better. By far.


  And the summer has only just begun.


  END
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  Prologue


  Asher


  One year earlier


  She’s standing so close that I can feel the sun radiating off her body. Her skin is bronzed from our week of camping but her shoulders are bright red and burning. I touch them lightly.


  “Are you okay?” I ask, running my fingers lightly across the skin. It looks painful. But I never get to touch her and I want to more than anything.


  Goosebumps appear on her skin even though it’s hot enough to kill a horse and not a cloud in the sky.


  She tilts her head up to look at me. I can’t tell if her cheeks are burnt or she’s blushing.


  “It ain’t fair, Asher Holloway.” She says and pushes my chest. She turns away and looks out onto the lake.


  We're alone. We're never alone.


  “What ain’t fair?” I fight back a smile as she wraps her arms around stomach and holds onto her elbows.


  She glances over her shoulder, the purple strings from her bikini trail down her back. Double knotted like my sister, Gracie, taught her. Gracie says guys are never to be trusted, especially brothers. While it’s true anything to embarrass my sister is fair game, her best friend is different. I want to untie Lacy's strings but for entirely different reasons. Lacy really is the prettiest girl I’ve ever known and I've thought so ever since I can remember.


  “You,” she says and I can’t stop the smile this time. I step up behind her and turn her carefully by her shoulders and she lets me.


  “You and those stupid dimples. It ain’t fair that you know how you drive me. You and that ego of yours knows exactly what you do to me, but still you do it. Just to tease me. It ain’t fair that you’re Gracie’s brother. It ain't fair that we have to sneak like this. You know she’d kill me if she knew I was here.”


  The breeze picks up now that we’re close to the shoreline and the smell of standing water and algae sweeps past us. I tilt her chin up with my thumb and tuck a strand of her perfect golden hair behind her ear.


  “You remember that day when we were nine? After your Grams died and Gracie made you cry?”


  Her eyes widen and she bites her bottom lip, and Good Jesus, I can’t handle it, so I run my finger along the soft pink skin. Just to keep from kissin' her. She’s right. I can't stand the sneaking. I can't hold back anymore. Gracie made it very clear that Lacy was hers and I wasn’t to spoil their friendship by being myself. But I need to make Lacy understand how I feel.


  “That was six years ago. How do you remember that?”


  “I remember everything about that day.” It was the day I fell in love for the first time. Sad, boyish puppy love, but love none the less. It was the first time I wanted to sit close to her. To make her feel better because she was sad. It was the first time I kissed her.


  “Why you bringin' that up now?” she asks but I see it her eyes that she remembers that kiss too. Of course we were nine so I bashed my face into hers like a frightened calf and pretty sure I made her cry worse. But I bet she remembers.


  “Because you say you have no effect on me, but that’s a lie and you know it.”


  I slide my hands down her arms and take both her hands in mine, lifting them so we are palm to palm. She takes a step closer. I could rest my chin on her head, she’s so tiny.


  I lace my fingers through hers. She’s just trying to hold back a smile. Bitin' on that lip again in the way that makes me crazy.


  “I think about that day every time I see you, Lacy Pearson. You know why?”


  She shakes her head and her sunshine waves fly out around her burnt shoulders. “Because every time I see you I still want to be close to you. Like that day when we were nine, I want to hold your hand and make you feel better when you’re sad. I want to be the one you cry to. The one you laugh with.”


  I tug on her arms to close the distance between us, and place her hands on the back of my neck. Her chest is rising and falling fast. Her grey-blue eyes hold mine so intently that I feel like nothing around us exists. This is it. Her and me. Even the sand beneath my feet disappears. The moment slows and I'm glad, because after this moment we have to go back home. Back to pretending we're just friends. Back to secret conversations and hidden touches.


  “I want to kiss you.”


  My hands slide down her arms to her shoulders then continue down her back to her smooth waist. I twirl the long purple bikini stings in my fingers. She swallows hard and I swear she hasn’t blinked in over a minute. She tightens her grip around my neck and leans against me. She’s so soft it makes me ache. She stands on her toes and my arms slide tighter around her waist.


  She shakes her head again and smiles.


  “It just ain’t fair.” She closes her eyes and I take my chance.


  Lifting her feet off the sand I bring her mouth to mine, sure to be careful this time.
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