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    Prologue


    Misty


    


    “What?”


    I heard him—every single sweetly uttered word—but I need clarification. Or verification.


    Or another glass of wine.


    It’s warm in this room. Stuffy. Stifling. Sweat beads above my lip and beneath my hair uncomfortably. An open window and a cool breeze would be nice right about now.


    Luke’s lips twitch with amusement, his blue eyes crinkling at the edges. In this moment, I feel our age difference.


    “I said: Will you marry me?”


    “I heard you,” I breathe behind my trembling fingers, causing Luke to chuckle. My eyes shift from his smile to the small pale blue box resting on the table in front of me. The white silky ribbon is tied in a perfect bow. I wonder fleetingly if there’s a special Tiffany’s class the sales staff is required to attend just to learn how to tie these bows.


    He’s waiting for a response and I know I need to give him one. I open my mouth to say something, but my throat suddenly closes up, prohibiting me.


    Walters. Luke’s last name is Walters. If I say yes, I’ll be Misty Walters, which is so close to Misty Waters. And that’s just…ugh.


    Of course, it’s not like I have to take his name. I could stay a Handlin. Or I could hyphenate. Maybe he could take my name…


    “Misty?” He laughs again, nervous discomfort twisting the normally pleasant melody into something that fills my stomach with dread.


    It’s so damn hot in here.


    I watch silently as he tugs one side of the ribbon. The loops pull free, floating to the table, and he removes the lid, exposing the small black velvet box inside.


    A box inside another box. Why do they feel the need to do that? It seems wasteful.


    “I knew I was going to ask you this question after our first date,” he says softly, stirring me from my wandering thoughts. “I don’t know if it was because I couldn’t get you off my mind once I dropped you off that night or if it was the way you powered through the basket of hot wings while cheering for the Buckeyes. It might have been the jersey and jeans you wore while I was dressed in khakis and a sweater, ready for a romantic dinner. Or possibly because you were—and still are—the prettiest girl I’ve ever had the fortune to lay eyes on. I fell in love with you that night. And every day since has just been leading us here.”


    He pops the box open—the second one. Light reflects off of the princess cut ring. It must be at least two carats. Maybe three. I’m guessing this is a twenty-thousand-dollar ring. Probably more.


    Holly shit, that’s big and sparkly.


    I don’t know what to say.


    Luke is thirty. He’s established with a great job, condo, cars, and all the expensive toys men love. He’s at that point in his life where he’s prepared to settle down. Get married, have children.


    I’m still in school. I share an apartment with three other people and can barely make rent. I’m only recently able to drink—legally. I’m not ready to marry a man I’ve known for just ten months.


    Am I?


    Luke is great. He’s smart, funny, attractive, and he’d make a wonderful husband.


    And this ring is so big and pretty.


    “Will you make me the happiest man in the world?”


    I’m looking directly at him, but I don’t see him. I see myself standing at a crossroads. One path leading me toward a bright, secure future. The other full of shadows, questions, and ghosts from my past.


    We were supposed to be celebrating the end of finals. Not changing our lives. I should have known something was coming when he insisted on staying in and cooking for me.


    He never cooks.


    “I don’t know,” I finally choke out.


    Luke’s eyebrows crinkle in confusion, and I can’t blame him. He’s a catch—he couldn’t possibly have anticipated my reluctance. Any woman in her right mind would jump at this opportunity.


    “I don’t understand,” he murmurs.


    “I need time. I need to think about it.” I need air. And more alcohol.


    “What is there to think about?” he asks. The skin between his brows pinches into a white line. “Either you love me and want to marry me—or you don’t.”


    “I do love you. It’s not that.” He releases a breath as if he’d been holding it in wait of those words. The muscles in my throat tighten as if I’m being choked, but I keep going, trying to explain whatever this is I’m feeling inside.


    “This is just fast. I’m only twenty-one. I still have another year of school. And…” I shake my head, my hair swinging across my back. Nine years never felt like much of an age difference. Not until now. Now it’s the space between planets.


    I close my eyes, inhaling deeply. How can I possibly say yes to the most important question I’ll ever be asked without knowing if I’m missing out on a once in a lifetime love?


    “Is this about ‘sowing your wild oats’?” Luke questions, his eyes flicking over my face. “Because if that’s all this is—if that’s what you need—I can handle that. You’re young. Take the summer, go crazy. Get whatever you need to get out of your system, and then give me your answer.”


    I take a sip of wine, the bittersweet liquid doing nothing to sooth my dry, aching throat. “You want me to go wild. For the summer.”


    He nods, gently snapping the box closed. “I want you to say yes. But I want you to feel good about it when you do. Whatever is holding you back, take care of it.”


    I laugh lightly. “And if what’s holding me back is a deep rooted desire to participate in an orgy?”


    He smirks at me, his full lips curving upward wickedly. “Do it, because once this ring is on your finger, nobody else is allowed to touch you.”


    “What if I’m secretly a lesbian?”


    “You enjoy my cock too much for that, but if you feel the need to experiment, now’s the time.”


    “What if I have feelings for another man, but our timing has always been wrong? What if I can’t marry you until I know without a shadow of a doubt that there can never be anything between this man and me?”


    His eyes narrow as he looks back at me, pinning me in place with his probing gaze. “The fact that you’re sitting here with me and not him tells me he either doesn’t exist, he’s a fool, or he’s completely insane. Either way, I feel good about my odds.”


    It shouldn’t, but that stings. Because Kellin is most certainly real and he’s probably saner than I am.
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    Misty


    


    Three years ago—The Wedding


    


    This room smells musty and unused. The light streaming in through the window highlights the dust floating and dancing through the air. I don’t want to breathe it, but can’t stop taking in large lungfuls of air in an attempt to fight off my queasy stomach.


    Anxiety.


    I don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous in my life. My palms are damp, my fingers trembling. I suck in another breath of stale air, wishing I could be as relaxed as the bride.


    My stepsister, Annie, hands me a glass of water. I’m afraid I’m going to drop it as I bring it to my lips, taking a large gulp.


    It’s not water.


    The liquid slides down my throat in a hot trail. My eyes land on a half full bottle of vodka sitting open on the ornate wooden table in the corner.


    I gag and throw my hand over my mouth in hopes of keeping down my breakfast. Moisture blurs my vision and I frantically wave my free hand, trying to fan the tears away before they can destroy my make-up. Other than a few sips of champagne on special occasions, I don’t drink. Taste isn’t the only reason why, but it tops the list.


    “It’s time to put the dress on,” Annie trills excitedly. She brushes her long blonde ringlets over one shoulder and wiggles the hanger holding the wedding gown.


    Hope holds up a finger as she tosses back a drink of the retched liquid I nearly regurgitated. She takes it like a pro, as if she shoots vodka every day. Her only tell is the small hiss that follows. “Not yet. I want to change my tampon first. I have no idea when I’ll get another chance.”


    Annie scrunches up her nose causing a crease to form between her blonde brows. “Ew.” She glances over at me and I shrug, still attempting to air-dry my eyes. “You haven’t done anything traditional for this wedding. No rehearsal dinner—no rehearsal whatsoever. A male maid of honor. And now this. I can’t believe you didn’t take precautions,” she continues. “There’s birth control that allows you to have less periods. Most women skip the month they’re getting married.”


    “I didn’t do that,” Hope replies matter-of-factly. Her dark hair sways with her movement as she shakes her head.


    “Obviously,” Annie shoots back.


    “Can we discuss this later?” I murmur. Battling nausea is much easier when everyone around is getting along.


    “Or not at all,” my brother, Guy, adds from across the room where he sits, ankle propped on his knee, thumbing through an old magazine. He sweeps the hair from his eyes as he looks at Hope’s reflection in the mirror. “Nobody wants to hear the details of what will surely be a gory consummation.”


    My stomach rolls. That visual didn’t help matters.


    Hope tugs a tampon out of her bag. “It won’t be that gory. It’s my last day. And trust me, Mason won’t mind anyway.”


    “No,” Guy sighs. “Just no.” He snaps the magazine closed, kicking up more dust motes. I step back out of the sunlight. I know I’m still breathing the dirty air, but it’s easier when I can’t see it.


    My brother drops his foot to the floor, his long legs sliding out in front of him. “Why do I need to be in here again?”


    “Because you’re my best man of honor,” Hope throws over her shoulder before disappearing into the small bathroom.


    Guy’s head falls back against the chair, and he releases a low groan.


    “Don’t even start your shit,” Annie hisses. Her eyes narrow into a glare. “I don’t know why she chose you as her maid of honor—”


    “Best man of honor,” Hope calls from behind the bathroom door.


    “But,” Annie continues as if she wasn’t interrupted, “for whatever reason, she wanted you over a more conventional choice—over a wiser, more suited choice—so you need to own the title.”


    “Don’t be jealous, Annie,” he breathes, shooting her a wide grin—all teeth and gums. “It’ll give you premature wrinkles.”


    Annie arches a brow, staring Guy down. He chuckles, unaffected, and reaches for another magazine.


    “I’m not jealous. Just annoyed that I’ve done everything the maid of honor is supposed to do while you act clueless about everything.”


    “Or as anyone else would put it,” Guy replies, still staring down at the magazine, “jealous. It’s all right. It happens. Not everyone is capable of this level of awesomeness.”


    I press my lips together, trying not to laugh. My brother is funny, but Annie is kind of scary sometimes. She’s gotten better since she started dating Chase, but there are still moments when I find myself holding my breath in anticipation of an Annie bomb.


    A heavy silence fills the room. She closes her eyes and I can tell she’s counting to ten—a trick she uses to calm herself.


    Annie counts a lot.


    “I’m late,” Hope’s friend, Lucy, says as she bursts through the door, bringing the scent of peanut butter with her. Her little girl is latched on to one side, the diaper bag, purse, and dress hanging off her opposite arm. “I’m so sorry. Emari had a blowout right before we left. I had to re-bathe her and find a new dress for her to wear.”


    There’s a quick round of greetings as Lucy drops everything onto the chair next to Guy and sets Emari on his lap. The little girl grins and offers him a bite of the peanut butter sandwich she’s munching on. He pretends to nibble a corner and she giggles.


    “You’re getting potty-trained this summer,” Lucy adds, tickling Emari under the chin.


    “She’s only two,” Guy says almost defensively, tucking her closer to his chest. “Give the kid another year.”


    “I’m tired Guy,” Lucy utters. “I’ve been tired for the past two years. I need a reprieve from something. I’m sick and tired of cleaning poop. And I’m so over buying diapers.” She pauses, giving him a desperate look as she swings her long golden locks off her shoulders. “Unless you’re volunteering to take over diaper duty?”


    Guy snorts. “Honorary uncles don’t do diaper duty.” He chuckles, catching the bad pun. “Diaper doody—classic.”


    Lucy’s shoulders sag in defeat. “It was worth a try.”


    Hope emerges from the bathroom with her sweatpants in hand. She tosses them in the direction of her bag. “I’m getting married today,” she whispers slowly.


    “We know, honey,” Guy says. “That’s why we’re here.”


    “No,” Hope breathes. “I’m getting married. Today.”


    “In forty-seven minutes,” Annie adds. “But not like that.” She nods at the button-up shirt Hope’s wearing. It’s a few sizes too large and I’m guessing it’s Mason’s. I hope it’s not the one he needs for today.


    Thinking of Mason makes me automatically think of his brother and how I’ll be seeing him today, finally. Talking in person again. Dancing. Having fun. And maybe, hopefully, so much more. My stomach rolls with the thought. I’ve been counting down the days as anxiously as Hope and Mason have, and it’s finally here. My Kellin time.


    Hope looks down at herself, her lips very slowly turning upward in a beaming smile. She blinks, fighting tears, I think. Her whole face transforms, radiating happiness. When people talk about someone glowing, this must be what they mean.


    “You’re getting married today,” Lucy sings.


    Hope bounces on the tips of her toes. “I’m getting MARRIED TODAY.”


    Her excitement is contagious. Though there are only six of us in the room—one of which is a toddler—we all giddily succumb to her enthusiasm, cheering so obnoxiously for the bride-to-be that it sounds like the reception has already begun. And all my pent up tension over Kellin floats away.


    “Okay.” Hope shakes her arms out and puts a serious face on. “Let’s do this.”


    Annie grins, unzipping the garment bag. “Dress time.”


    Guy passes Emari to Lucy and she takes her over to the window on the other side of the room to look out at the small garden area. Even though we all know about Hope’s past with self-harm, she doesn’t want us to see her scars. The tokens of who she used to be. As strange as it may sound, my brother is the only one—other than Mason—she will allow to see her naked. More than her best man of honor, Guy is her best friend. The person closest to her outside of her fiancé. Even if he weren’t gay, I’m not sure it would change anything between them. They have a bond stronger than he and I have, and he’s my brother.


    Hope begins unbuttoning her shirt and none of us need to be reminded. We all turn away to give her privacy, but stay close in case they need assistance. I can hear the shuffling of the material and my heart beats a little faster. I can’t wait to see my foster sister in her wedding dress. The girl who didn’t believe in love, now getting ready to spend the rest of her life with someone.


    “Is that right?” Guy asks.


    “Yes,” Hope whispers. I hear the quiver in her voice, the small yet powerful reaction obvious she’s holding back tears once again. I swallow tightly, choked with my own emotion. The Patel brothers came into our lives five years ago like a tidal wave, fast and without warning. For Hope, Mason washed away the painful memories, cleansing her of the agony, and absolving her of her destructive choices.


    And nothing has ever been the same for any of us. Mason changed Hope’s life for the better—helped her get into counseling and stuck by her even when she was her own worst enemy. He makes her feel good on her worst days.


    He and his brother have a knack for that.


    “You’re killing me,” Annie says. “Are you done?”


    Hope clears her throat. “Yep.”


    I pivot on my heels to find Guy embracing Hope securely. She clings to him tightly and I feel like I’m invading on some silent, intimate moment between the two. As if they’re having an entire conversation with their arms, their fingers, and the pressure of their touch. And I feel like they’re saying goodbye in some way.


    “Seriously?” Annie tugs on Guy’s sleeve. “Hug her later. I want to see her in the dress she chose without me.”


    Hope sighs, quickly swiping away a tear before it can drop. “Cheese and rice. Get over it, Annie,” she croaks. “We were states away from each other and it was on sale. I couldn’t wait for you. And, by the way, let’s not forget you picked your dress without me.”


    Guy steps out of the way and whatever retort Annie was getting ready to shoot off is forgotten.


    “I can’t even be mad it isn’t white,” Annie croons.


    Lucy circles Hope, grinning. “You look beautiful.”


    And she does. Hope isn’t the dress type, but the cream-colored gown suits her as if it were made especially with her in mind. The silky material hugs her body softly before pooling on the floor around her bare feet, which much to Annie’s dislike, Hope intends to keep bare. The back is open, gathering in folds at the small of her back, showing off her smooth pale skin, as well as the blackbird tattoo Mason loves so much.


    Hope chose to wear very little make-up—basically only what Annie absolutely insisted on—and her hair falls in soft waves around her shoulders naturally. She’s a simple bride, and she’s gorgeous. I can’t wait to see Mason’s face when he watches her come down the aisle.


    There’s soft tapping at the door, stirring me from my thoughts. I make my way across the room, my heels clicking on the wooden floor. Mason stands on the other side of the door, dressed in a pristine black suit, camera in hand as if he’s trying to burst my happy little thought bubble and sneak an early peek at his bride to be.


    “Who is it?” Annie calls.


    “It’s Mason,” I say flatly. He grins at my narrowed eyes.


    “I’m the photographer,” he reminds me, raising the camera to add emphasis.


    “He wants to take pictures.”


    “Let him in,” Hope insists happily, clearly not concerned with superstition.


    A puff of air surges between Annie’s lips. “NO. Tell him to go away. He knows he can’t see the bride before the wedding. It’s bad luck.”


    Standing less than a foot away from him, I don’t bother relaying either message. He pouts his lips, pulling the strap over his head, and hands me the camera. “I brought five memory cards so get as many pictures as you can. She likes to make stupid faces when the camera comes out—try to get some candid shots or all of our wedding pictures will be of her cross eyed and tongue out.”


    I laugh because I know it’s true. “Okay.”


    “Thanks.” He slides his phone out of his pocket, checking the time. “Thirty minutes,” he yells to Hope. “If you’re having second thoughts you better take off now.”


    “You have my keys,” she yells back.


    He chuckles, the dimples in his cheeks appearing. “You run, I run with you.” He winks at me, leaning in conspiratorially. “Right to Vegas,” he whispers.


    “The only place I’m running is straight to you,” Hope bellows.


    “Oh, my God,” Annie mutters. “You guys are going to make me run to the bathroom—so I can vomit. Go away.”


    Mason shakes his head, laughing. “All right. I’m going.” He points at the camera. “Lots of pictures.”


    “Okay,” I assure him as he retreats down the hallway. “Hey Mason?”


    He glances over his shoulder at me. “Yeah?”


    “Is Kellin here yet?” Waiting to see him is torture. I keep running through all the different scenarios. Maybe I’ll hug him. Maybe I’ll put on my big girl panties and kiss him. Maybe…


    “He rode here with me,” Mason replies, smiling knowingly.


    I release a breath. A storm of nerves attack. Thunder and lightning in my veins. “Thanks,” I utter. “And you look nice, by the way.”


    He slides his hand over his tie, pausing on his stomach. “Just wait til you see Kel.”
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    Kellin


    


    I would rather be anywhere else in the world than here. Standing in the same little church where my parents were married, watching my mom look around with that expression on her face—nostalgic, sad, and joyful all at once. Listening to my brother share his dreams of the same kind of marriage—the same kind of love—my parents had, though silently praying it lasts longer. And knowing that in exactly three minutes, those doors at the end of the aisle are going to open and I’m going to see the girl that had me wanting those same damn things before she broke my heart.


    I’m going to be forced to watch her walk toward me, reminding me this isn’t our time, looking prettier than she’s ever looked before. And I’ll have to face the truth.


    It will never be our time.


    The past month flashes through my mind like a dream. All our talks. Our hopes. Our plans. Just to find out it was all bullshit.


    Mason smacks me on the shoulder, grinning like a lunatic. He’s cool as ice. Not a doubt in his mind. The most confident groom in history.


    From the back of the room, positioned on either side of the doors, Park, Lucy’s husband, and Chase, Annie’s boyfriend, perform their usher duties—which mostly consist of them making faces at Guy and Mason in between escorting guests to their seats.


    “Just remember,” Guy says, his eyes trained on the door, but clearly speaking to my brother. “If you ever hurt her in any way, shape, or form, I’ll rip your nuts off and feed them to you with a dirty spoon. Clear?”


    “Crystal,” Mason replies without missing a beat—or losing the smile.


    “The same goes for you,” Guy adds, shifting his gaze to me. “You ever make my little sister cry from anything other than happiness, you’ll find out what your testicles taste like.”


    I raise my eyebrows, stunned that he’s threatening me after Misty was the one to lead me on and leave puncture wounds in my chest.


    “Don’t look at me like that,” Guy mutters. “I know about all your little texting, messaging, face-timing whatever. She tells me everything. Nesquik.”


    My heart lunges into my throat and I feel my pulse spike for several seconds with the shock of his knowledge. And then I laugh. It’s a terrible time to laugh, in church, up front where everyone can see me, but I can’t hold it in.


    Misty has a big family. And when I say big, I mean huge. She is one of eight kids, five of which are still in her house daily. Sometimes during our conversations, she and I talk about sex. The fact she hasn’t had it yet, how I have had it—once with Marissa Howard after homecoming, and a handful of times with Gwen Longwell while we were dating—how she wants to have it, and how maybe we could have it with each other. But when there are four other kids always coming in and out of rooms or picking up phones, we decided we needed a code name. I suggested calling it “making chocolate milk.” Misty came up with the modified version. Nesquik.


    My laughter dies off for several reasons. One, Guy looks like he wants to make good on his testicle promise, which I’m in no hurry to see how real that threat is. Two, I have over fifty sets of eyes on me—and I don’t even know who most of them belong to. And lastly, Misty and I will never make Nesquik together—or any other form of delicious drinks for that matter.


    “Nesquik?” Mason questions.


    The music trickles from the speakers and I’m spared from answering. Everyone turns as the doors open. My pulse is throbbing again, this time because I know she’s coming. I scan the people in the pews, trying to determine which one is Misty’s date. Which one of these guys she really wants to make Nesquik with.


    Misty’s seven-year-old brother and sister bounce through the doorway claiming my attention. I just saw the twins at Hope’s graduation last month, but I swear it looks like they grew an inch each. Though they started out side-by-side, Archer makes it down the row first and I kneel, slipping Hope’s ring from the small pillow.


    Amy’s too busy meticulously dropping rose petals one at a time to keep up. It takes her twice as long to find her way to the sanctuary. This is followed up with laughter and murmurs from the pews, but it all sounds far away because a bridesmaid comes next, followed by another, and then—though I’m pissed as hell at her, my mouth goes dry when my eyes meet Misty’s. She grins at me—one of those breath-stealing smiles that gets me every time. Her lips are pink and shiny and I’ve never craved the taste of lip-gloss so badly in my life.


    Those pale blue eyes stay focused on me the whole time as she closes the distance. And I’m a total fucking sucker because I can’t look away. She’s pulling me right back into her web, and once I’m stuck, she’ll suck the life right out of me. Again.


    “Holy shit,” Mason breathes, and I finally break free of Misty’s spell. I follow my brother’s gaze, landing on Hope as she passes through the doors accompanied by Misty’s dad—Hope’s foster dad.


    I shove my issues aside and try to stay in the moment. This moment where Mason is happier than I have ever seen him. This moment where Hope looks so pretty and free, nearly floating toward my brother. This is their day. Their time. And I’m happy for them.


    “Take care of her,” Alec murmurs before releasing Hope’s hand.


    “Yes, sir. Always.” And then to Hope, “You look… Can I say it?”


    She looks down at herself and does a half shrug half nod gesture as if she can’t argue with him.


    Mason grins widely. “Beautiful. You look abso-fucking-lutely beautiful.”


    As if of their own will, my eyes slide to Misty. Her long dirty-blonde hair is straight and smooth. It looks soft, silky, touchable. She’s in the same sleeveless green dress as all the other bridesmaids, but to me, she’s the prettiest. So pretty, in fact, it hurts to look at her. I force my gaze away, giving the happy couple all of my attention.


    After the minister says a few words, it’s Hope and Mason’s turn to exchange their own vows. Mason slips a folded sheet of paper from his pocket and clears his throat. The paper crinkles loudly as he opens it and I notice his hands are shaking. It’s the first sign of nerves he’s shown all day.


    The room falls utterly silent as my brother begins.


    “Hope, the first time I saw you I fell in love,” Mason rasps. “A lot of people have balked at that over the years, unable to understand or believe how I could possibly fall in love on the spot.


    “I’ll admit, at first, it was superficial love. I was kind of in love with your toes—hanging out of the car window, bouncing to the beat of your music. Then I fell a little in love with your Beatles t-shirt. Next was your beauty.” He licks his lips and gives his head a sharp shake, a smirk turning up the corner of his mouth. “And when you kicked that guy’s ass in the parking lot, I fell for your badassory.


    “Then there was your love of music, the way you killed it on cello and rocked out on drums, your lyrics and singing, your fondness of bad scary movies, and your adoration of all things candy.”


    We all laugh lightly, aware of Hope’s obsession with sweets.


    “But I think what really sealed the deal was how you loved people. I fell in love with the way you love—wholeheartedly and passionately. Your compassion and protectiveness for others took me by the balls and never let me go.


    “And so I promise to love you back just as fiercely. I also promise to substitute candy for flowers, and to never eat Oreos without you for as long as we both shall live.”


    Hope’s chin trembles and she runs the backs of her fingers under her eyes. She’s crying and laughing at the same time—more emotion than I can recall in all the time I’ve known her.


    “I didn’t write mine down,” she says softly. “But I have every line memorized because I think about them daily. Mason, the day we met was the best day of my life. I didn’t know it at the time—it seemed like any other day—but when I reflect on it now, I know I was sleeping through my life. You woke me up and changed everything for me.


    “You’ve made me a stronger, more confident woman. Helping me find myself and heal from old wounds.”


    She pauses, sucking in a sharp breath.


    “I can never express how much that means to me, but I want to spend the rest of my life trying.


    “I vow to make every day count. I promise to keep that Beatles t-shirt until it turns to dust.”


    Mason grins, pressing his palms together and mouthing the words thank you.


    Hope laughs, and then sobers quickly. “And I swear to love you like you deserve to be loved.”


    “Would you like to exchange rings?” the minister asks.


    That’s my cue. I pat my pockets, trying to remember where I put it. Mason looks back at me, worry crinkling his brows. I feel it in my jacket, but pretend to keep searching anyway. I only get so many chances to mess with him and this is a once in a lifetime opportunity.


    I widen my eyes and shake my head. “Shit,” I whisper for extra effect. “I’m so fucking sorry, man.” My mom is probably hanging her head in embarrassment between my cursing in a church and “losing” the ring.


    So fucking worth it.


    “No you didn’t,” he says. His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat as he swallows and I can’t keep a straight face any longer.


    I pull the ring out, holding it up for everyone to see. “Just kidding.” I hear Misty laugh appreciatively, but I keep my gaze on my brother.


    Mason closes his eyes, his shoulders relaxing. “I’m going to remember this,” he states, plucking the ring from my hand. “One day, it’s going to be your turn up here, and I’m going to make you pay. You just wait.”


    I grin. I’m not remotely worried. In about twenty seconds, he’s going to be so damn happy he’ll forget all about me.


    Rings are exchanged and Mason’s directed to kiss his new bride, which turns into a mini make out session. After several throat clearings, and Annie throwing flower buds from her bouquet at Hope, they finally break apart and everyone cheers.
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    Misty


    


    I’m standing just inside the doors with my best friend, Sadie, waiting for Kellin to arrive at the reception. Seeing him earlier at the wedding looking adorable in his suit was a little painful because I couldn’t talk to him or touch him. I swear, when he walks through this door, I might tackle-hug him.


    And then kiss him.


    The thought alone gives me goose bumps.


    “You look like you’re going to throw up,” Sadie says. She nudges me with her elbow until I acknowledge her.


    “I might. I’m so nervous. Did you see how sexy he was all dressed up?”


    “I did,” she agrees enthusiastically. “I hope he brought a friend just as attractive for me.”


    I smile at the thought. If Sadie hooked up with one of Kellin’s friends, then maybe I could talk her into applying to some colleges in Illinois with me. I’ve been researching schools for a couple of weeks now. Hope left Ohio for Mason. I think I could do the same for Kellin. If we made this official, which I’m hoping to accomplish tonight.


    There are those goose bumps again. I try to shake them off as I smooth my hair. I hope it’s holding up and my make-up still looks good.


    “I’m going to make a quick trip to the bathroom to touch up,” I say. “Watch for him for me?”


    “I’m going with you. I need to look hot for his friend.”


    “You don’t know if he’s even bringing a friend,” I remind her.


    “Just-in-case procedure,” she says, hurrying after me. “Better safe than sorry is my motto.”


    “I thought ‘deny, deny, deny’ was your motto.”


    “No, that’s my back-up plan,” she corrects.


    I push into the bathroom and head straight for the mirror. “No,” I say. ‘“Run like hell’ is always plan B.”


    She drags her pinky under her lip, catching some stray gloss. “I am so disappointed in you. ‘Run like hell’ is the last resort. You need to keep these things straight.”


    “There are too many to remember,” I complain.


    She looks at me in the mirror for several seconds, her expression almost pained. “I’ll make you a playbook.”


    And she will, too.


    “Okay, how do I look?” I ask, spinning around to face her. I strike my best I’m-trying-to-seduce-you pose and pucker my lips.


    “Smoking hot. If he doesn’t do you, I will.”


    “Awe,” I croon, tipping my head to the side. “That’s so sweet.”


    “That’s just the type of person I am.”


    “Pervy?”


    “To the bone,” she breathes through a smirk. “See what I did there?”


    I shake my head and pull her toward the exit. “I really don’t. You should explain it to me on the way back.”


    We wiggle past a group of older women I think I might be related to as they make their way to the open bar. As soon as we’re out of earshot, Sadie repeats, “To the bone.” She shifts her hips, thrusting into the air. “Because people call sex boning.”


    “Humping,” I add.


    “Screwing.”


    “Nailing.”


    “Fucking.”


    I stop dead in my tracks, the smile sliding off my lips, and my words dying in my throat. Sadie takes a few more steps before she realizes I’m no longer beside her.


    “What’s wrong?”


    I can’t answer. I can’t move. I can’t think, or comprehend what I’m seeing. But worst of all, I can’t look away from Kellin. Kellin, who I’ve been waiting for. Kellin, who I was so excited to see. Kellin, who I was considering moving states and schools to be closer to. Kellin, who I was so ready to give my virginity to.


    Kellin, who is in the corner, openly shoving his tongue down some girl’s throat. A really pretty girl with long legs and gorgeous hair.


    It’s like watching a car wreck. A horrible, gruesome car wreck. You don’t really want to see it, but for some reason you can’t seem to look away.


    I don’t understand.


    I blink. And then I blink again as if somehow it’ll change what I’m seeing.


    It doesn’t.


    Why is he kissing her?


    I wait for him to shove her away or scream at her or punch her in the ovaries—something. Instead, I watch in horror as he pulls her closer, dragging his hands up her sides and exposing her thighs.


    I try to replay every conversation we’ve had over the past four or five weeks. I visualize every email and text message. Our FaceTime and Skype exchanges. And I try to understand how I could have possibly misunderstood what was happening.


    “What the fuck?” Sadie hisses.


    I look from Kellin to my best friend, now fuming mad, and then back just in time to see him finally come up for air. He wipes his mouth with the pad of his thumb as his eyes scan the large banquet room. When they land on me, there’s a split second when I think I read regret in his gaze, but then he smirks, turning back to the girl beside him, and I’m forgotten.


    This isn’t really happening. Is it?


    What did I do wrong?


    Tears burn my eyes and my legs finally decide to work. I pivot on my heels, heading right back to the bathroom I just left.


    I’m not going to cry.


    I’m not going to cry.


    Shit. I’m totally going to cry.


    Please just let me make it to the bathroom.


    Fuck. I’m not going to make it.


    Here it comes.


    Don’t let him see.


    Just don’t let him see.


    A sound rips from my throat and I slap my hand over my mouth. Luckily the music is just loud enough to cover my embarrassing display. I shove my way through another group talking and laughing. The bathroom door comes into view, blurring as the tears spill over.


    I feel like I can’t breathe.


    Oh my God. I think I might be sick.


    I dash for a stall, dropping to my knees in front of the toilet. A sharp pain shoots through my joints, and though I feel it, it’s dull and diluted compared to the pain I feel everywhere else.


    Sadie bends over me, scooping up my hair and holding it out of the way just in time for me to empty my stomach. There wasn’t much in there to begin with, but it feels like it takes forever before my abdomen stops convulsing.


    Now all I’m choking on is my misery.


    Sadie rips off a wad of toilet paper and hands it to me. “You okay?” Her voice is soft, careful, because she knows I’m not okay. I feel like I’ll never be okay.


    I shake my head, scooting to my butt, and lean my back against the wall. My ears are ringing. My head is hot. Sadness drains the body quickly.


    Why does it hurt so badly? I know Kellin didn’t cheat on me—we weren’t together—but this feels the exact same way as if he had. I feel betrayed. Humiliated. Angry. And sad. God. So sad.


    I talked to him about sex—about giving him my virginity.


    How could he do this to me?


    Why? Why would he do this to me?


    “What’s going on up here?” Sadie asks gently, her fingers stoking the hair atop my head. “Talk to me.”


    “Who is that girl?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Is that his girlfriend?”


    She shakes her head slowly. “I don’t know, sweetie.”


    “Am I the other girl or is she?”


    She doesn’t bother repeating that she doesn’t know the answer. She just stays quiet, letting me voice my confused thoughts as she continues to caress my head.


    “How could he be so cruel? Why is this happening? Am I really this stupid? Did I misunderstand everything?”


    “No,” she says adamantly. “I was there for some of your conversations, remember? You definitely didn’t misread the situation. He’s just a fucking douche bag.”


    My chest shudders as a new wave of tears fall. “Why does it hurt so badly?”


    “I’m sorry, Misty. I’m so sorry this happened to you. But I swear, there will be other guys. Better guys.”


    I nod, not really believing her. Kellin and I clicked from the very first moment we met all those years ago. And even with the years apart, when we saw each other again last month, it was like we picked up exactly where we left off. Like we weren’t missing years of our friendship.


    At least that’s how it felt for me.


    “Can you get me some ginger ale? My stomach is killing me.”


    “Sure. I’ll be right back. Do you want anything else?”


    I shake my head. What I really want is my bed, but since I’m at a wedding two states from home, that isn’t an option.


    I sigh. Hope and Mason are probably here by now and I’m hiding in the bathroom, sprawled out on a public restroom floor. This is the lowest I’ve ever been in my life. At this point, I would do just about anything to start this day over. Or skip forward until I no longer feel this way.
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    Kellin


    


    Present—The Breakup Trip-Upgrade


    


    “What?”


    I fucking heard her, but I don’t understand. I don’t understand how she can alter my entire life with a few short sentences.


    I don’t understand how a person can betray another person like this.


    “I said I don’t love you anymore,” Kelly, my girlfriend, says. The girlfriend who spent the last three months of our relationship helping me plan a once in a lifetime summer trip—as well as fucking her ex-boyfriend behind my back, apparently.


    I guess this officially makes her my ex-girlfriend.


    My roommate, Roh, sits in the chair, just a few feet away, his jaw clenched tight. His bare toes are tapping the hardwood floor, but to his credit, he remains silent even though I can tell he’s dying to comment. He’s never liked Kelly, so I can’t tell if he’s holding himself back from cheering or from finally telling her how much he can’t stand her.


    “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Kelly continues. Roh snorts, shooting her an incredulous look, and I just stop listening. Tears well in her eyes. She twirls a lock of her dark hair nervously. Her lips tremble as she keeps speaking—keeps trying to explain or defend or justify what she did.


    None of it means a thing to me.


    “You need to go,” I utter, cutting her off. I just need her to get away from me. Out of earshot. Out of sight. Out of my life.


    “What?” She says it as if it surprises her, not like she’s having trouble hearing. And the fact that it would shock her speaks volumes as to the type of person she is.


    How didn’t I see it sooner?


    I should have. There were signs. Like the way she always finished off the last of the milk, adding it to her morning coffee when she knows I always eat cereal before classes. Or the way she would flip the channel if she didn’t want to watch what I was watching.


    Or the way she continued to text her ex.


    I’m such a fucking dumbass.


    “He said,” Roh states evenly, leaning over the chair so that his face is just inches from hers, “take your ratchety ass out the door.”


    Kelly’s eyes narrow, the tears miraculously drying with angry efficiency. She inhales sharply, either from insult or because she’s ready to go on a rant. She has no right to either.


    “Just go, Kelly.”


    Without a second thought, I push off the couch and head straight for my room, swinging the door shut behind me. When I hear the familiar sound of her car tires screeching out of the driveway, I grab a box and begin gathering her shit that has slowly accumulated in my apartment over the past eight months, including the things she bought for me. I don’t want them.


    What’s the point?


    I hold my t-shirt—the one that somehow ended up becoming her nightshirt—and I have no idea what I’m supposed to do with it. Is it still mine? Should I keep it and be reminded of her every time I put it on, or should I just put it in this box with all of her other shit?


    Maybe I’m doing this too soon.


    Maybe I should wait.


    And then I shake my head, pushing the idea away. There’s no reason to wait. Nothing to fight for. She doesn’t love me. Doesn’t want me.


    What I think—how I feel—it clearly doesn’t matter. I need to turn the lock on that part of my life and be done with it. I keep looking for any sign of Kelly left in my apartment.


    As I move through each room, I try to decide what hurts more—that Kelly cheated, that she doesn’t love me—and obviously never really did, or that I’ll have to cancel our trip now that she and her friend aren’t coming, or more accurately, contributing to the costs. Roh and I can’t afford to go alone.


    I know it’s not really the vacation. Though I wanted to take this trip since I was five years old, it became something I wanted to share with her. It was the journey we’d experience with each other. The fun we’d have. The memories we would make. Together.


    It was a stupid romantic notion. One I inherited from my dad.


    I was only six when my dad died, and sometimes I have a hard time recalling what he was like, but one thing I have always remembered clearly is how much he and my mom loved each other.


    Images of Dad serenading Mom while she washed dishes or put on her make-up in the morning are vivid in my mind. Times I would find them snuggled up on the couch, watching movies. Or fighting over who forgot to refill the ice cube trays, and then making up after, dancing and kissing in the kitchen. And little things, like when he would bring home flowers and make Mom smile. Or he’d sneak up behind her and pull her into his arms. She would scream, and then nearly melt into his embrace. I’ve always wanted that with someone. Always been searching to find it.


    But Kelly and I didn’t have that kind of relationship.


    The kind run by passion and unconditional love. The true, the mad, the deep.


    We never really fought so there was never a reason to make up. Even after the bomb she dropped on me minutes ago, we didn’t argue. Voices didn’t rise, nothing was thrown, nobody said anything they wished they could take back—other than Roh calling her ratchet, but I’m sure he has no desire to retract his statement.


    I can’t recall a single time we were consumed with anger, or yearning, or sorrow for one another. Nothing wholly fervent.


    We just…were.


    And though we didn’t have the kind of love books, songs, and movies are written about, I did love her. In my own way, I cared for her, and I invested a lot of time and effort into our relationship. It hurts that she didn’t give a shit about me. But what hurts even more is knowing I may never experience the kind of love my mom and dad shared. Not if I keep choosing the wrong girls.


    The ache seems to be growing more potent as the minutes tick by. Questions mounting. Doubts rising. Loneliness setting in. It sucks when you’re left with the Why? Why did she do this to me? Why didn’t she care? Why wasn’t I enough?


    So I shove all those Why’s deep, deep down. Because in the end, the answers don’t matter. They won’t change anything.


    I drop the now full box on the coffee table in the living room and heave myself onto the couch.


    “You torching it?” Roh asks with a creepy amount of excitement in his eyes. He grins, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.


    I cock a brow, considering. It sounds really fucking appealing, but then I’ll have more drama to deal with later. “I just want it gone,” I finally say, though even to me it doesn’t sound remotely convincing.


    Roh nods as he scoops up the box and heads for the door. “Text her and let her know her shit will be on the porch if she wants to come back and pick it up.”


    I send the text and follow him outside in time to watch him douse the box with lighter fluid. This right here—this is what makes Roh more than a roommate. This is why he’s my best friend.


    “What are you doing?” I ask, knowing exactly what it is he’s getting ready to do. It’s only right that I pretend to care. This way I can say I tried to stop him.


    He flips his zippo, an evil smirk spreading easily across his face.


    “Oh, no, Roh,” I say flatly, not bothering to feign sincerity. “Don’t set Kelly’s shit on fire. That’s…wrong?”


    “It feels so right though.” He touches the flame to the box, lighting it up like a bonfire.


    I wish I had a bag of marshmallows.


    “You know,” Roh says, “I never liked her.”


    I nod, my eyes glued to the fire. “I know.”


    “But I’m going to miss her prancing around in those little dresses. That was nice.”


    I nod again. The girl is sexy as hell. When I first laid eyes on Kelly, scantily clad in a barely there, tight-as-hell sundress, I knew I wanted her. Once we started dating, her clothing choices became slightly more reserved, but the memory of that sundress came in handy several times during showers. Pun most definitely intended.


    “Me too,” I sigh with wistfulness.


    “Just remind yourself what a bitch she is every time you think about her while you beat off. That’s what I always do.”


    I lift my hands, palms up. “Dude. You whack it to fantasies of my girlfriend?”


    “Not today,” he replies. “And she’s your ex. I whacked it—past tense—to fantasies of your now ex girlfriend.” He sucks his lip ring into his mouth, unabashed.


    “That’s not okay.”


    “It was better than okay. I have this warming lotion I like to use…”


    I walk away. Not because I’m pissed off. She is hot, so I can’t blame him. And I’ve jerked off to dirty thoughts about several of his “girlfriends” over the years. I walk away because I seriously don’t give two shits that he’s talking about Kelly that way and it’s kind of fucking sad.


    “Too soon?” he calls after me.
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    Misty


    


    “So what you’re telling me is that I have to stay here by myself, in Ohio, while you go to Chicago to sex it up for the summer?” Sadie says into the phone.


    “What kind of guy tells his woman to go fuck-crazy for three months anyway?” she continues. “And more importantly, does he have a brother you’ve been hiding from me?”


    “First off, he didn’t tell me to go ‘fuck-crazy.’ He said ‘sow your wild oats.”’ I pause, tucking the phone under my chin so I can fold the pile of shirts I just removed from my closet. “Secondly, you are welcome to come with me. And lastly, you know Luke is an only child.”


    Sadie sighs heavily. “His parents suck.”


    I blow out a soft laugh as I open my suitcase and begin filling it. “Seriously, though. Come with me.”


    “I’d love to come with you, but I can’t take three months off work. I might be able to swing a week or two since I’ve never taken a single vacation day in the three years I’ve been working for the lawyer from hell—AKA my father, but not a whole summer. How are you getting away with this? Last time I checked, you could barely afford deodorant?”


    “Are you telling me I smell bad?”


    “If the stinky armpit fits.”


    “I don’t stink,” I scoff, and then I sniff test my shirt to be sure.


    “You’re changing the subject.”


    “The guys found someone to sublet my room while I’m gone, and Hope’s letting me stay with her for free. She’s going to try to get me in at the little pizza place she used to work at while I’m there too, but I actually do have a savings account. I just don’t like to use it unless I absolutely have to. It’s my rainy day fund.”


    “Your summer of fuckery reserve.”


    “You know the term ‘sowing your wild oats’ doesn’t necessarily mean sex, right?”


    “We’ll agree to disagree,” she says, quickly disregarding my theory. “What about your job here? Are they going to hold your spot?”


    “I told my manager I got a summer internship. It was Hope’s idea. She’s surprisingly excellent at coming up with convincing lies. It’s a little scary.”


    “It’s probably because she was a foster kid. They learn that stuff from all the weird families they stay with.”


    I roll my eyes. I love Sadie, but I swear the girl suffers from some kind of suburbia syndrome.


    “Not every kid in the foster system is automatically a liar. And my family fostered Hope.”


    “Exactly,” she sings.


    “If you were here I’d hit you.”


    “And I would like it.” She makes a purring sound, causing the phone to vibrate against my ear.


    “I’ve told you not to include me in your kinky sex play.”


    “Boo. You’re no fun. Speaking of kinky sex play… What are your plans for this summer now that you’ve been given the green light? I think it’s more than a coincidence you chose to stay with Hope.”


    “I honestly don’t know,” I say squeezing the phone tightly. My stomach is doing somersaults just thinking about it.


    “Misty, it’s me. Be real. We both know you’re heading to Chicago for one person and one person only. What I want to know is whether you’re going to play kinky sex games with Kellin Patel and leave him begging for more, or if you’re going to chicken out and waste this once in a lifetime opportunity.”


    I fall back heavily on my bed. I’m pretty sure I’m wrinkling half the clothes I still need to pack, but I don’t care. “I need some answers. He was the first guy I ever loved and I thought he cared about me too. I understood when he moved. That was out of his control. But after we saw each other again at Hope’s graduation…I thought something was still there. And then…”


    “And then he showed up at Hope and Mason’s wedding with a skank on his arm. I know. I was there. You still haven’t answered my question.”


    “I can’t give you an answer. I don’t know what I want or what I’m going to do.”


    “Kellin’s attractive. He’s sexy with a capital S, and he was your first love. But just because he was first doesn’t mean he’s better. He treated you like shit. There are plenty of guys to sow those wild oats with. Ones that won’t hurt as much. Just remember that.”


    “I have to finish packing,” I say, choosing not to comment. I know what Sadie’s saying and I understand where she’s coming from. She only remembers her best friend crying in the bathroom at her foster sister’s wedding. She never knew Kellin. Not like I did. She didn’t get to see when he made my heart whole. Only when he broke it into pieces.


    “Call me when you get there?”


    “Yes, Mother.”


    I end the call, glancing over at my half-full suitcase. And I wonder what the hell I’m doing.
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    Friday nights at my brother’s place are my sanctuary. My reprieve from the stress of the week. He and I hold up in his well-stocked kitchen and try to master our dad’s old pasta recipes. And then we spend the rest of the night with his wife, eating and drinking, and listening to music. It’s about as perfect as a Friday can be. At least for me.


    Mason has always been more than a brother. He took on the role of dad, counselor, and best friend years ago. I look forward to our few hours together all week.


    It’s especially needed tonight after the shit with Kelly yesterday.


    I have a key, but I knock anyway. If it were just Mason, I wouldn’t bother, but I do it out of respect for Hope. That and there’s a small piece of me that has always feared walking in on her self-harming. Again.


    My brother fell for a woman with a very dark past and piss-poor ways of dealing with it. She’s been in counseling off and on for years, and as far as I know, she hasn’t hurt herself in a long time. But no matter how hard I try, I’ll never forget watching her burn herself. Some shit just stays with you. The scent of burning flesh and hair filling a room as your brother’s girlfriend purposely sticks a curling iron against her arm is one of them. It’s enough to scar a twelve-year-old boy for life. Trust me.


    Hope and I get along well. And all that shit is just a memory at this point, but it’s always there in the recesses of my mind. I’m struck with a mini bout of anxiety every time I knock on their door. If it’s like this for me, I can’t imagine the fear my brother lives with every single day.


    But he loves her, so it’s worth it to him. He’s a much stronger man than I am. I don’t think I could deal with that level of constant tension.


    Something good did come out of all Hope’s issues. Her desire to help people like herself. Her goal is to finish her final stretch of college—getting her second degree—and open an art therapy center. Somewhere she can use her love of music to make others better.


    Mason greets me with a beer, and I happily accept. About four more of these and maybe I won’t feel like I was rolled down a hill of shit.


    “You all right?” he asks as I follow him inside and head straight for the kitchen.


    “Not really.”


    He pulls a pot out of the cabinet, glancing over his shoulder at me. “What’s wrong?”


    I chug down the rest of my beer and toss the bottle in the recycling. “Kelly and I broke up.”


    Mason straightens, setting the pot in the sink. “That sucks.” He says it deadpan as if it doesn’t suck at all.


    “Good riddance,” Hope says as she sweeps into the kitchen long enough to grab two bottles of water. I watch her retreating form and exhale a long breath.


    “Did anybody like my girlfriend?”


    “Nope,” Hope calls from the living room.


    Mason chuckles and shrugs unapologetically. “I think you’re better off, man. She was kind of a bitch.”


    I hop onto the counter, pondering his statement. I know I’m better off. And I know Kelly is bitchy. But I invested eight months of my life with her and that’s time I’ll never get back.


    “She cheated on me with her ex.”


    “Ouch.”


    “Right?” I push the refrigerator door open with my foot and grab another beer out. I think I deserve a few pity drinks tonight.


    “Two and you stay,” Mason reminds me. He has a two-drink rule: Crash on the couch so you don’t crash your car. Even if I weren’t months shy of being legal, I still wouldn’t drink and drive—I learned that ugly lesson early in life after Hope’s ex nearly killed Guy. So I obey the rule.


    “I know.”


    He starts handing me ingredients to cut and I get right to work. Cooking has become therapeutic. Something to focus on. A skill to improve upon.


    “You’ll have to take the floor, though.”


    “The floor?” I pause mid-cut, the knife resting half inside a tomato.


    “Did I hear you right?” Hope asks, peering around the corner. “Did you say Kelly cheated on you?”


    I nod, returning to my progress on the vegetables. I really don’t want to get into it. Telling Mason that Kelly cheated was as much as I was willing to discuss about the subject. Stretching it out, rehashing, and dissecting it isn’t on my To-Do list.


    “I knew there was a reason I never liked that girl,” she says before disappearing again.


    “Apparently that’s a common sentiment,” I murmur to myself. I scoop up a handful of chopped veggies and drop them in a pan. “What are we making tonight?” I hope it’s something time consuming.


    “Lasagna. Sound good?”


    “Sounds perfect.”


    Mason turns on his iPod and we continue to work on dinner, falling into a relaxed routine. Most people would tell you pasta is all about the sauce, but for me, it’s the cheese. The more the merrier. And on a lasagna, I swear I live for that slightly crispy top layer. It’s the perfect comfort food.


    My brother and I make one badass cooking team and I can’t wait to devour our masterpiece. I watch him slip the pan into the oven while I crack open another beer.


    “I have your tent in the car,” I say as I begin the only part that sucks about our Friday night ritual. The cleanup.


    “I thought you needed it for the trip?”


    “I’m not going now.” I can feel the weight of his gaze, but I shrug it off and focus on my task.


    “That’s bullshit. You can’t let her keep you from going. All you’ve talked about for months is this trip. You’ve wanted to do something like this since you were a little kid—despite how many times Mom moved us. All I wanted was to stay put in one place long enough to make friends, but you were always talking about all the new places you wanted to visit. ‘Sleeping under new stars.’ You’re going to let a girl take that from you?”


    I sigh audibly, dropping the washcloth into the sink. “Roh and I were paying for half the trip. Kelly and her friend were paying for the other half. We can’t afford to go anymore.”


    “How much do you need? I have some money saved. You can borrow it and pay me back when you have the money.”


    “I’m not taking your money. You guys are saving for Hope’s therapy center. I’ll just go next year or the year after when Roh and I can afford to go alone.”


    “I’ll go with you guys,” a familiar voice says behind me. My heart automatically beats in double time, my body reacting to her presence. She’s the only girl who has ever had this effect on me—this mental, physical, and emotional stormy mix of excitement, anticipation, regret, and longing—all at once.


    I quickly try to remember how long it’s been since I’ve last seen her. Heard her soft, sweet laugh, felt my stomach twist this way, or my breath catch like it is now? Two years?


    No, three. Not since the wedding when I fucked everything up.


    I try to take a calming breath, but my lungs refuse to cooperate. I’m not sure if it’s the shock, or maybe it has more to do with the way my pulse is throbbing and my stomach is still churning with guilt.


    At seventeen, guys can be assholes. It’s not intentional. We’re just fucking stupid. And I’ve been paying for that stupidity ever since.


    I know we’ve maintained a silent don’t ask, don’t tell agreement regarding Misty since the reception, but Hope and Mason could have warned me she was here. A little heads up would have been nice.


    I pivot on my heels, and even though I knew Misty was standing behind me from the moment I heard her voice, I’m still startled to see her after all this time.


    And I’ll be damned if she doesn’t look even better than she did the last time.
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    Misty


    


    Seeing Kellin after all this time is harder than I expected it to be. When Hope told me she and Mason hadn’t told him I was coming, I kind of wanted to turn around and go back home.


    And then when I heard his voice in the kitchen, my heart nearly pounded out of my chest. I ached to set eyes on him, but at the same time, I was terrified. Scared I would break open right there in my foster sister’s kitchen. But when I heard how unhappy he sounded, my feet dragged me in there, and my mouth started going—both of which I couldn’t seem to find control over.


    And just like that, the part of my heart I closed up years ago is threatening to burst wide open.


    It’s those eyes. The striking green against the dark, chaotic mess of hair. The way they hide nothing, yet refuse to give anything away. Like right now, I can tell he’s surprised to see me. But shock is the only expression I’m able to get a grasp on, though I clearly see a multitude of other emotions flash like lightning in his gaze.


    The last time I saw him comes rushing back in vivid detail. All the confusion. The pain. The anger. And I wonder if he can see it reflected in my eyes. Are my feelings transparent, or am I as protected as he is?


    The silence is reaching an uncomfortable level, so I try to fill it. “Hope told me a little about your trip,” I say going back to my earlier statement. “My dad used to take us camping all the time. Back before he married Jenny and there were too many kids to fit into a tent.” I laugh softly, but Kellin’s expression doesn’t change.


    “Anyway,” I go on with less confidence than I started with. “If you’re looking for two more to help cover the trip, I’d love to go camping again and I’m sure I could get my friend to go. I mean, if that’s okay with you.”


    Hope squishes in between me and the small doorway, draping her arm over my shoulder. “I think that’s a fantastic idea,” she states with too much enthusiasm. I wonder if she wants rid of me already until she not so subtly winks in my direction.


    “I do too,” Mason says, tag teaming.


    “I can talk to Derrick at Newton’s Pizza and let him know you’re unavailable to start for a couple more weeks,” Hope adds.


    Kellin reaches back blindly and swipes up his beer bottle. He gives me a nod before taking a long drink. “Talk to your friend and let me know.”


    I smile, but once again, I get nothing in return but that probing stare of his. I wiggle my phone out of my pocket and slip outside to make some phone calls.


    


    ~*~


    


    The first time Kellin broke my heart I was thirteen. Granted, it wasn’t his fault. Since his dad’s death, his mom had become a runner. Always on the move, trying to outrun her pain. His move to my Ohio town was the shortest stint he spent anywhere. We were just getting to know each other when his mom decided yet another move was in order. It was an innocent crush and I bounced back pretty quickly after crying myself to sleep each night that first week. I think what made it easier was knowing he was as upset about it as I was. I knew I wasn’t alone in the heartache.


    At that age, you get busy, caught up with the everyday—school, friends, new crushes—and you lose contact. Because Hope was dating Mason, even though I didn’t have direct communication with Kellin anymore, I still knew what was happening with him. And that was comforting. In a way, it felt like he was still a part of my life. When Hope moved to Chicago for school, the updates stopped. There were no more little details to overhear or ask about without her in the house anymore. It felt like I lost them both.


    Then Hope graduated from her first round of college. We all attended the ceremony and the party that followed. The whole ridiculously large family was there, as was Mason with his mom and Kellin.


    Almost as if five years hadn’t passed, Kellin and I sat in a corner and talked while everyone else partied the night away. We exchanged cell phone numbers and email addresses. We promised to add each other on all the social networks. And everything seemed…promising.


    Day after day, Kellin and I texted, called, emailed, and messaged each other like we were the best of friends. We talked about anything and everything. I opened up to him about my mom and how her religious beliefs tore my family apart—my first family—back before Dad met Jenny and remarried. And in turn, Kellin told me about his dad’s death and the toll it took on his family.


    After two weeks, I knew I had feelings for him. Different, stronger feelings. I had recently become an official adult and was no longer dealing with the little crush I experienced at thirteen. This was deeper, more meaningful. This was love. My first. And I had it hard.


    By week three, I was ready to scream it to the world, but Hope and Mason’s wedding was just one short week away, so I decided to wait and tell Kellin in person. I was so sure he felt the same way. I had this whole scenario in my head: I’d tell him I loved him. He’d tell me he loved me too. We’d share our first kiss. And I would finally lose my virginity to someone I loved and trusted.


    I was certain I’d leave that wedding reception in a long distance relationship and plans to join him in college, though I had already been accepted at my first choice in Ohio. I was willing to give up everything to be closer to him. To give us a real chance. Because he was worth it to me.


    We didn’t talk as much that last week before the wedding, but I knew he was busy helping with the last minute details. The fact that he was so committed to helping his brother made me care about him more.


    And then the wedding came.


    Kellin broke my heart for the second time when he showed up with his girlfriend on his arm. A girlfriend he never mentioned to me in any of our daily talks, as if the weeks of conversations never really happened.


    Now, here I am, back for another shot to the heart. Only I’m not thirteen, experiencing my first infatuation with a boy this time. And I’m not eighteen, falling in love for the first time.


    I’m here to have some fun and get some answers so I can finally put Kellin Patel behind me and go back to Luke with no doubts.
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    Kellin


    


    It’s hard to explain how I’ve held on to feelings for a woman I’ve never had sex with. Or even kissed for that matter. I think it’s because she was the first. Maybe because she was also the second. Probably because she was the constant. Definitely because I’ve always thought she was the coolest chick I ever met.


    To be honest, a lot of it might be because I always wanted more than what I got. But there was always something standing in our way. Time, family, myself.


    All I keep thinking as I try futilely to get comfortable on this hard-ass floor, is Misty’s back.


    She’s back and looking sexy as hell. And I’m going to be in close confines with her for the next fifteen days.


    My gaze automatically settles on her face, features relaxed as she sleeps comfortably on the couch just a few feet away. The blanket is draped just over her middle, as if she’s too warm to cover up, but too cold to lose the blanket. It leaves her upper and lower halves free to be perused.


    So of course, I look.


    Misty has always been pretty. I thought that from the very first time I saw her. But now that she’s older, there’s a soft, womanly beauty that wasn’t as obvious before. Her curves are more pronounced and her muscles more defined.


    My eyes rake over her toes, painted a shiny purple, and follow an invisible trail up her long legs. I wonder if she still plays sports. The toned muscles tell me she does.


    I realize I don’t know much about her life anymore. Not the little things. Not the details that really matter.


    My gaze moves slowly over her chest, rising and falling with her steady breaths. She’s fuller there, a small amount of smooth cleavage visible from the low cut of her tank top. And just inches above, a necklace rests in the groove under her throat. These delicate lines of the breasts, collarbones, and throat are my favorite spots on a woman. The places my mouth is always drawn to, and I find myself wanting to kiss those places now.


    I finally pause on her face once again, trying to detect exactly what’s changed there. I can’t pinpoint it, evidence of the years since I last saw her.


    Her dirty-blonde hair is still damp from the shower and I can just make out the scent of her shampoo. It brings a flood of memories rushing back. The day we met replays in my head as if it were yesterday.


    


    


    I tossed the XBOX controller on the floor in front of me and raised my hands over my head in victory.


    “That’s three,” I said. Guy held up his palm for a high-five and I obliged quickly. We kicked ass. I’m not even going to point out that at twelve, I was years younger than everyone else playing.


    Mason, who was completely lovesick at the time and staring at Hope like he had never seen a girl before, looked away long enough to give me a slight nod, letting me know he was proud of me. I’m pretty sure it was because I had just owned Hope’s boyfriend on the game of Halo. And since Hope was the object of his affection, anyway he could stick it to the guy she was dating at the time was appreciated.


    I leaned back on my palms, letting my head fall back, and my gaze locked on the prettiest face I had ever seen. The pencil in the girl’s hand tapped at an open schoolbook, her knee bouncing in time to the same beat.


    Even from my upside-down angle, and even though her attention was focused on the book in front of her, her hair covering half of her face, she was so damn…pretty.


    Her pencil stilled and her eyes shifted from the book, meeting mine directly. I snapped my head up and tried to feign interest in the TV as if it’d somehow erase the fact she caught me staring.


    My heart pounded. My mouth went dry. My palms began to sweat. It took every ounce of self-control not to turn my head back to take another look. Because nobody had ever captured my attention like that.


    This holds true to this day.


    “I’m bored,” another of Hope’s foster brothers, Dylan, said.


    There were so many kids in that house it was hard to decipher which ones lived there and which ones were just visiting. Like the girl sitting at the table. I wanted to know everything about her, and whether I would see her again. Only I was twelve and didn’t own the balls to ask.


    I gave in and shot a quick glance in her direction. She closed her book and pushed her chair back. I looked away.


    “Why don’t you go outside,” Hope suggested in response to Dylan.


    “Do you want to play basketball with me?” the girl asked. I thought she was my age until she was standing right in front of me. Her legs were so damn long.


    “Only if I get a hiccup,” Dylan said, causing my brows to crinkle in confusion.


    The girl laughed, drawing my attention right back to her. She was even prettier when she laughed.


    “It’s a handicap, Dylan. And yes, you can have one.” And then she looked at me as she plucked the rubber band off of her wrist, gathering her thick hair into a ponytail. “You want to play too?”


    I shrugged casually, but as soon as she turned around, my lips split into a grin. As I pushed myself up, I caught the cocky smirk on my brother’s face and knew he’d give me shit over it later. And I didn’t care.


    Outside, the girl scooped up a ball from the porch and hopped off the steps. Her legs were so Goddamn long and tan, I couldn’t stop staring at them. It was the very first time I was mesmerized by any part of a girl’s body. I’d like to say my thoughts were innocent, and they were to an extent, but I can pinpoint that moment as ending my boyhood. It was the exact moment I realized girls were not just girls.


    “Dylan gets double turns if he needs them and he stands at the first line,” the girl said pointing to the crack in the driveway, a few feet from the basketball hoop. She swung her ponytail over her shoulder and bounced the ball to me.


    “You can go first. We shoot from the second line.” She nodded to the purple chalk line behind me. And as I stood there, holding onto the ball, I wondered if she looked at me as just a boy. Was I just some kid she was being nice to? Was this simple politeness? Or did I fascinate her as much as she did me?


    I backed up until my feet were behind the line and dribbled the ball a few times. I hadn’t played basketball since I was forced to participate in gym class. That was two—three schools prior.


    My mom liked to move a lot.


    Mason always hated it. I didn’t like new schools, but I liked the new places.


    Until we made that move to Ohio. He and I both found someone there. A reason to love the state. A reason to stay.


    “Bend your elbow,” the girl explained as I lifted my hand to take my shot and undoubtedly embarrass myself. I looked at her blankly. She slid up next to me, placing her hands on my arms and positioned me into the correct form.


    The first thing I noticed was how soft her hands were. And then the scent of cookies or frosting or something delicious hit me. I inhaled deeply, trying to infuse my lungs with her smell. The breeze picked up a strand of her hair, blowing it into my face, and any normal person probably would have moved it. But I let the lock slap me in the cheek just so I could get another whiff of her.


    “Make sure you follow through.”


    “What?” I glanced at her, trying to make sense of her statement.


    “Your hand,” she murmured as her blue eyes met mine again. “Follow the ball, letting your wrist bend with the throw.”


    “Oh, okay. Don’t expect much. I’m not really into sports.”


    She raised her brows as she stepped back, giving me room. “No way. Seriously?”


    I shook my head, smiling. “It’s hard to believe, I know,” I replied as I released the ball, letting it fly. It fell a foot short of the net, bouncing into the grass.


    “I believe it,” Dylan said. “Maybe you should shoot from my line too.”


    The girl laughed again as she retrieved the ball. “What’s your name?”


    “Kellin,” I said.


    “You seriously suck at basketball, Kellin.”


    “I’m good at other things.”


    Her lips twitched as she continued to hold my gaze and I knew right then I liked her. “I’m guessing none of those things involve balls.”


    I really wanted to say something completely inappropriate—something I’d say in a heartbeat if she had been a guy—but she wasn’t a guy, so I held back.


    “Trust me,” Mason called as he descended the porch steps. “He’s great with his balls.” He chuckled at his own joke and headed for the car, not concerned by the flaming heat radiating off my cheeks. It was extremely close to what I had been thinking of saying, but not nearly as funny when it came from my brother. “Come on, Kel. We have to get home. Mom needs the car for work.”


    I ducked my head and practically ran for the safety of the car. The first girl I liked and my brother embarrassed the shit out of me in front of her.


    “See you, Kellin,” the girl said. I raised my hand in a wave, but refused to look back at her. “By the way,” she added, “I’m Misty.”


    I paused and glanced over my shoulder slowly. She was already facing away, back into the game with Dylan. She didn’t see me smile or repeat her name silently to myself.
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    Misty


    


    Day One


    


    The sun is streaming through the blinds and somehow managing to shine directly into my eyes. I pull the pillow out from under my head and cover my face with it. I’m not a morning person. Not since I realized how good it feels to sleep in. When I moved out and lived in the dorms my freshman year, it was like a vacation. One where I still had to go to school, but could schedule my classes for the afternoons. And so began my love affair with sleep.


    I can hear movement—the clanking of dishes in the kitchen—and know I should probably get up, but my body refuses to cooperate.


    Until I hear Kellin’s voice. It takes me all of two groggy seconds to remember that I’m at Hope and Mason’s, and I’m supposed to be heading back to Ohio to pick Sadie up. So we can go on a camping trip. With Kellin.


    This is officially day one of our fifteen-day camping trip.


    Oh, my God. I’m actually doing this.


    I lift the pillow and peer out of one half opened eye.


    “Morning, sunshine,” Hope trills much too close to my face. I let the pillow fall back onto my head, locking it in place with my arms. I groan my disapproval. It’s too early and I’m feeling a sick mixture of nerves and excitement for the trip. I can’t deal with her weird happiness. It’s so out of character for the Hope I lived with for years.


    I have no idea what Mason has done to her, but they should consider selling the secret.


    “Is she awake?” Kellin asks, his voice nearly a whisper.


    “Yes,” Hope answers.


    “No,” I correct. I roll onto my side, giving them my back for extra emphasis. I hear Kellin laugh and it makes me smile.


    “Wasn’t it you, Misty, who always sat on top of my stomach and tickled me until I would get up?”


    My eyes pop open beneath my pillow shield.


    Shit. That was totally me. I was slightly annoying when I was younger. I’ve gotten a little better over the years.


    “No,” I croak. “I think that was Addie.”


    Her voice moves closer as she says, “No, I think it was you. Almost every Saturday morning.”


    Most Sundays too, but I’m not going to point that out.


    Some people are slightly ticklish. Some not at all. I, however, am extremely sensitive to any form of torture. Like pee-in-my-pants sensitive, especially with a full bladder. I jump up, holding the pillow in front of me protectively.


    “I’m up. I’m up.”


    Hope and Kellin share a satisfied look as I trudge grumpily to the bathroom to get ready for the day. If this is how my summer’s going to be, I might just go back to Luke now. Not only does he let me sleep, but he also has the most comfortable king sized bed.


    As soon as the shower spray hits my face and I’m a little more alert, I realize resolving my commitment phobia is worth a little missed sleep.


    


    ~*~


    


    Kellin’s friend pulls up as I finish off the last bite of my breakfast. It threatens to make a reappearance as a new wave of anxiety hits me. It’s one thing to think about doing something, and completely different actually following through.


    I’m getting ready to leave with one guy I barely know anymore and another I will be meeting for the first time today. And not just leaving with them—going camping in multiple states over the next couple weeks. That’s a lot of close confinement between travel and tents. Especially with a guy that tore my heart out at one time.


    At least I’ll be in my element. I like being outdoors, and I used to love camping and everything that came with it. Fishing, hiking, swimming, campfires. I always have been—and always will be—a tomboy at heart.


    I swipe the crumbs off my shirt and follow Kellin outside. The door to the packed truck opens revealing his friend and I know immediately this vacation is going to be anything but relaxing.


    Because this guy is not only intimidatingly tall, but he’s also corded in thick muscle—enough to know he hits the gym regularly, but not enough that he’ll be winning any Mr. Universe pageants. His large arms are covered in full-sleeve tattoos. His hair is dark and short, his eyes an icy blue. The sun glints off several piercings between his brow, lip, and ears. Oh, and his tongue, I see, as he opens his mouth to greet Kellin.


    “You ready, man?”


    His voice is deep and raspy, but surprisingly gentle at the same time. And his smile is panty melting.


    This guy is exactly Sadie’s type. And I mean exactly. It’s as if God pieced together my best friend’s fantasy man in the form of Kellin’s best friend.


    “Misty, this is my roommate, Roh,” Kellin says introducing us. “Roh, this is Misty.”


    Roh steps forward, wrapping one of his giant hands around mine. “Nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.” He ducks his head, leaning in conspiratorially. “I was beginning to wonder if you really existed.”


    I try to hold back my smile as I clarify, “He talks about me?”


    Roh straightens and rolls his eyes dramatically. “All the fucking time.”


    “What’s he say?”


    “No,” Kellin sighs as he moves in between us and gives Roh a shove. It barely budges the big man, but he chuckles and retreats back to the truck.


    “I don’t talk about you,” Kellin says. He runs a hand through his dark hair before covering it with a baseball cap.


    “Oh.” It’s all I can manage because I’m caught off guard by my disappointment. It shouldn’t bother me, but I can’t deny what I’m feeling. It’s like a little jolt to the heart.


    “I mean, I have,” he continues. “I’ve mentioned you before.”


    Roh rolls down the driver’s side window and shakes his head at me. He mouths something that looks a lot like, “he’s lying.” Kellin notices my attention is focused just over his shoulder and he glances back, catching Roh in mid-gesture of what I assume implies Kellin has talked about me quite a bit.


    “Shut the fuck up, asshole.”


    When Kellin turns back to face me, he’s grinning. My breath catches in my throat. I almost forgot how incredibly beautiful he is when he smiles like this, open and uninhibited. All dimples and teeth.


    “I may have talked about you a little bit. But nothing bad or weird or anything.”


    I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear and his eyes follow the movement. I don’t know why something so small makes my stomach muscles tighten, but it does.


    “Okay,” I say, not sure how else to reply. I guess I could tell him I’ve talked about him over the years as well, but honestly, a lot of it wasn’t good based on how we left things, so I choose to keep that to myself for now.


    “You guys coming or am I camping alone?” Roh calls, biting down on his lip ring.


    Kellin’s gaze stays on me for a few seconds more before he leans over and grabs my gear.
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    Kellin


    


    I almost forgot how this feels.


    There’s something about being near Misty that just makes me feel…good.


    I can’t isolate one particular trait that meshes well with me, or even a specific reason as to why her. It’s this overwhelming sensation of peace. Of happiness. Of calm.


    Whenever I’m close to her, I feel like me. Like the me I used to be. Like the me I’m meant to be.


    Like the me I want to be.


    Though admittedly, it’s been a little weird with her talking to Roh more than me, I’m glad they’re getting along so well.


    For the countless time, I wonder what my life would be like right now if I hadn’t been such a fuck-up three years ago.


    “Wait,” Roh says, blowing out a heavy sigh. “Explain that again. There were just way too many names.”


    Misty laughs softly and gives a quick shake of her head. Her ponytail swishes from shoulder to shoulder, drawing my attention to her neck. She has a nice neck. One I’d like to place my lips against or run my tongue over. Do all the things I never got to before but always dreamed about.


    “Don’t worry,” she replies, “I have a hard time keeping track of them too and they’re my family.” She inhales deeply. “Okay… Guy is the oldest—he’s my full brother. Dylan is my youngest full brother, but not the youngest out of all the kids. The twins, Amy and Archer, are the youngest. They’re my half-brother and half-sister from my dad’s second marriage. Annie and Addie are my stepsisters. Annie’s older. Addie’s younger. And then Hope is—was—my foster sister—cousin.”


    “Your sister cousin?” Roh grins at Misty in the rearview mirror. “You a bunch of hillbillies?”


    I chuckle. It took me a while to get everyone down too. Misty’s family is the epitome of the modern family. And the whole foster sister versus cousin aspect is confusing as hell.


    “Hope’s mom was engaged to my stepmom’s brother. Had they gotten married, Hope would have been my cousin. But they both died before that happened and Hope came to live with us. I’ve always considered her my sister, but she prefers cousin. I have no idea why.” She shrugs, turning her attention out the window.


    “There are thousands of foster sisters and daughters,” I explain. Misty shifts her gaze to me and I go on. “But she’s probably one of the few—if not the only—foster cousin, foster niece.” Now I shrug. “Or something to that effect.”


    “She told us during a drunken game of Truth or Dare,” I add in answer to the silent question in Misty’s eyes. “We play sometimes when I go over on Friday nights. I only remember because it was one of the few times she actually picked truth.”


    “I had a dog brother,” Roh chimes in. “I was a miracle baby. My mom was told she’d never have kids, and then boom.” He flashes a smile. “I came along. Mom and Dad tried to have another for years, but perfection like this only comes around once in a lifetime.”


    Misty laughs as she pulls her legs up, crossing them beneath her on the back seat. “You were so perfect they got a dog?”


    “My mom was afraid I would be lonely. And she was right. That dog ended up being my best friend.”


    “Do you still have him?”


    “No,” Roh says. He twists the ring in his brow and focuses back on the road ahead of him, the lightness lost from his voice. “He died…just last month.”


    “I’m so sorry,” Misty says immediately.


    I roll my eyes and bite down on my lip so I don’t laugh. Roh is an only child, that’s true. His mom wasn’t able to conceive a second child, and she really did buy him a dog. But that dog wound up being insane. From what he told me, it growled at its own tail and attacked anyone that came near it. His mom took it back two days later and ended up getting a cat just to find out Roh was allergic. When he was nine, she got him his first of many, many gerbils.


    “He was really old,” Roh says, wiping pretend tears from his dry eyes.


    “What was his name?” Misty asks. She places her hands on Roh’s seat, pulling herself forward. I shake my head, cupping my hand over my mouth. This story sucks girls in like flies to manure. Which is funny because the story is a load of—


    “Bullshit.”


    “Your dog’s name was Bullshit?” Misty clarifies, her nose crinkling.


    “I think it was Gullible,” I throw in.


    “No, that’s Misty’s new name,” Roh corrects. He chuckles, winking at her in the mirror. Her mouth falls open in response.


    “Oh, my God. You suck. I believed you. I felt bad for you.” She leans back, crossing her arms and tries to fight the smile stretching her lips. “Don’t tell that story to Sadie.”


    “Why not?” Roh scoffs. “It’s a winner.”


    “Her dog actually did die last month. She’s devastated.”


    “Shit,” Roh says. “Good thing she isn’t here.”


    Misty raises her brows, nodding. “Yep. She loves dogs. And Duke was like a member of the family. They’re all pretty broken up about it.”


    “Damn. I haven’t run into this issue before. Usually I just get pity laid.”


    “You were trying to seduce me with a story about a dead dog?”


    Roh glances over his shoulder, trying to decide if Misty is actually upset or just fucking with him. Her face is impassive and he doesn’t catch the twitch of her lips as he turns back.


    “No. Not you. I wouldn’t do that with you.”


    Misty makes a sound, airy and offended. “What? Am I not your type? Am I not attractive enough?” She ducks her head immediately and I can only guess she’s hiding another smile. I stay quiet, waiting to see how this all plays out, but I’m entertained as hell right now.


    “You’re probably most guys’ type,” Roh states evenly. “Just not mine.”


    “Why not?”


    “I’m gay.”


    Her head snaps up, meeting his gaze in the mirror. “Oh,” she utters.


    Both fall into a silence. I wait for one to call the other out—I remember Misty telling me Sadie is a cat lover. And Roh isn’t gay—he’s wearing his “Vaginatarian” t-shirt at this very moment. But neither one says a word. I might be the only one aware that they’re both lying.


    This trip is going to be interesting.
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    Misty


    


    I direct Roh into Sadie’s parking lot and bounce in my seat, anxious for the chance to get out and stretch my legs. There are worse things than being trapped in a vehicle with two sexy men, I know this, but I’m not used to eight hour long drives two days in a row. I pretty much arrived in Chicago just to turn around and come right back home. Plus, it’s been kind of awkward hanging out with Kellin again. I’m glad I’ll have Sadie with me to alleviate some of the discomfort.


    “I’ll go get her,” I say to the guys. “Be right back.”


    Sadie meets me at her door, her long auburn hair pulled up in what I call the ballet bun. Sadie isn’t a ballerina—not since grade school—but she has whole-heartedly adopted the hairstyle. Every hair is in order, as usual, smoothed back flawlessly. But this is where that pristine dancer look begins and ends.


    Below the hairline Sadie is a temptress on the prowl whether she means to play that part or not. Everything about her is exotic. Her eyes are a soft brown, filled with flecks of gold, green, and blue. She calls them hazel, but that word just doesn’t do her justice. Her eyes alone can garner a person’s full attention until they look a little lower. She’s gorgeous. Voluptuous. Thick in all the right places. But her rare beauty doesn’t stop there.


    Sadie is smart, funny, and the absolute sweetest girl I know. She’s also spoiled, sarcastic, and opinionated. For all these reasons, she’s my best friend.


    I met her my freshman year of high school when we were fourteen. I was on the girls’ JV basketball team and that’s as far as my team spirit went. She was president of pretty much every group she joined—and she joined as many as she possibly could. We couldn’t have been more different if we tried, but for some reason, she and I clicked that year as we shared a table in science class.


    It might have been the way we evened each other out. Sadie was loud when I was quiet. She was popular when I was a loner. She had a small, complete family when I had a big complicated household.


    As we got older, graduated high school and went off to college, we stayed together. After all the group activities and high school sports teams are done and over, and all the other friends go their own way, it’s all about the few friendships that last.


    And Sadie and I—that’s for life. I’ll be damned if I’m not the maid of honor at her wedding or she isn’t the godmother to my children someday.


    She rolls her suitcase out the door and shoves her sleeping bag into my hands. “I have one more bag.”


    “What the hell is all this?” I ask incredulously. “I said camping, didn’t I? I’m pretty sure I did. I can’t imagine I confused sleeping in tents with relaxing at the Ritz-Carlton.”


    “Just because we’ll be camping doesn’t mean I don’t want to look good doing it. And don’t forget, there isn’t going to be a washing machine handy. I’m not wearing dirty clothes.”


    “So you have fifteen days worth of clothing packed?” I ask just to verify.


    She quirks an auburn brow. “I have three weeks worth of clothing in case of emergency.”


    “A clothing emergency?” I have no idea if she realizes I’m teasing her right now or not. She’s too distracted, dragging her duffle bag across the floor. It must be too heavy to pick up, which is too damn funny to even comment on.


    “Look bitch,” she pants as she continues to fight the bag, “I might get wet or sweaty or something.”


    “Oh, you’re going to get both wet and sweaty when you see the surprise I have for you.”


    “Goodie. You brought me a present? Gimme.”


    “It’s out in the truck. You won’t be able to miss it. But don’t get too attached. It’s gay.”


    She pouts out her lips. “Boo. All the best ones are.”


    I sling her sleeping bag over my shoulder and pull her suitcase down the sidewalk, hoping she follows. Kellin and Roh hop out when they see me coming.


    Kellin steps in front of me, causing me to stop. He leans down, his fingers brushing mine as he takes the handle to Sadie’s luggage. His breath sweeps across my neck, provoking a full body shiver out of me as he says, “I got it.”


    I step back quickly, unable to meet his eyes. This is why I’m here. To get this out of my system. I shouldn’t be this affected by him.


    I shouldn’t be this affected by any man other than Luke.


    Luke.


    I should probably call him now that I’m doing this whole camping trip. Or at least when we get to our first stop, to let him know where I am. I pull my phone from my pocket and decide to just send him a quick text, letting him know I’m no longer in Chicago, camping with friends instead. I give him as much of our itinerary as I can remember and explain I may not have reception once we head into the mountains.


    “Are you sure he isn’t bi?” Sadie whispers as Roh tosses her duffle bag onto the truck bed.


    She’s staring at him like she wants to have his babies—not that I can blame her. I follow her gaze, watching Roh’s large arms flex with his movements. “He said gay,” I reply.


    “Exactly how illegal is sexual misconduct? Like, not a lot—just a little. Mostly ogling, but maybe some ass and penis groping?”


    I press my lips together. “Pretty illegal.”


    “In all states?”


    “You know it is.”


    “Damn it. You know, I read an article that claimed everybody is actually bisexual,” Sadie offers as she pulls herself inside the truck, no longer bothering to whisper.


    Roh slides into the passenger seat this time, letting Kellin take a turn behind the wheel. He turns sideways to look at Sadie, his tongue spinning the ring on his lip. I scoot in next to her and hook my seatbelt into place.


    “I find that extremely interesting,” he says, grinning. “Are you?”


    “Bi?” she asks.


    Roh nods.


    “Are you?”


    “I asked you first.”


    “I asked you second and two is bigger than one,” Sadie shoots back. She inches closer, her eyes fixed on Roh.


    “That depends on what we’re comparing.”


    “I thought we were discussing order.”


    “And I thought we were talking about sexuality,” Roh replies.


    “I’m not bisexual.”


    “Neither am I.”


    Sadie deflates, sinking back into her seat. “Guess that article was wrong,” she sighs. “Never believe what you read on the Internet.”
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    Day Two


    


    I made some last minute changes to the trip itinerary and added a tent park in southern Ohio last night when it was clear we weren’t going to make it into West Virginia at a reasonable hour. By the time we got to the campsite, we had just enough time to get the tents up before dark.


    There was some slow, awkward conversation—mostly between Roh and Sadie—but what made it awkward was that Misty and I weren’t really talking. When it came down to it, it proved difficult to jump into casual discussions with the one person I have nothing but regret over. She was just as uneasy with me.


    Then we all went to bed in order to get an early start this morning. In all actuality, I think it had more to do with the discomfort of realizing we’re all stuck together for the next two weeks. This wasn’t thoroughly thought out.


    I should be well rested, but I spent several hours wondering why in the hell I agreed to take this trip with Misty.


    The drive into West Virginia went much the same way. Sadie and Roh were the only ones talking, Misty and I contributing the occasional one-word replies or head gestures.


    We spent several hours hiking, and that should have been fun. It wasn’t. Because once again, I didn’t know what the hell to say. Eventually we ended up split, Misty and Sadie walking several feet in front of Roh and I, both groups in their own private conversations.


    Now I’m lounging in my Big Bubba chair with the organizer and side table—the boss of all portable chairs—enjoying a semi-cold beer as Roh builds the fire.


    “Is that all you brought?” I ask Misty as she huddles into the thin blanket wrapped around her shoulders.


    “Uh-huh.”


    “You don’t own a sleeping bag?”


    She tucks a few stray hairs behind her ear and I notice they appear overly red.


    “No. I haven’t been camping since I was little. The last sleeping bag I owned was Hello Kitty and I outgrew it a long time ago.”


    “You’re going to freeze,” I say on a sigh. “The temperature is still dropping down into the low forties overnight here. That blanket isn’t going to be enough. You’re going to have to share with someone.”


    “I’ll be fine. I can share with Sadie if I get too cold,” she says disregarding my concern.


    “Um, no, you can’t,” Sadie chimes in. “I love you to death, but I’m not sharing a sleeping bag with you. One, your feet are always freezing—always. Two, you know I can’t stand someone all up on me when I sleep. And three, when have you ever known me to share well?”


    “I’ll be fine,” Misty repeats. “Sadie might be saying no right now, but she won’t be able to deny me when I’m dying of hypothermia.”


    Sadie shoots her a dubious look.


    “All right,” I say, letting it go.


    “So, what do we do now?” Sadie asks, lowering herself next to Misty on one of the logs placed around the fire pit. I should be nice and let one of the girls have my seat, but this chair wasn’t cheap, and I’ve been looking forward to this exact moment ever since I bought it.


    I can be nice another day.


    “We sit back and relax,” I say.


    “That’s it?”


    I nod and take a sip of my beer, knowing it’s easier said than done. “That’s it.”


    “I don’t want to just sit here. That’s boring.”


    “It’s not boring,” I say defensively. “You can watch the fire, look at the stars, talk, drink, and listen to music. It’s fucking fantastic.”


    She narrows her eyes at me. “It sounds boring.”


    I met Sadie exactly one time before yesterday, and that was when she threatened my life if I ever tried to contact Misty again after my epic fail at my brother’s wedding. It’s no secret I’m not her favorite person, and with good reason, but she agreed to come on this trip. Granted, it was probably to ensure I didn’t try to get with Misty, but she could still try to have a little fun.


    What happened between Misty and me was a long time ago. I’m a different person now. I’ve grown up, matured. And I not only regret my actions that day, but I’ve learned from them. I’d like to think I’m not nearly the asshole I was when I was seventeen.


    I’d like to prove that to Misty. I just need to learn how to talk to her again first.


    Do I still like Misty? Of course.


    Do I still want her? Hell yes I do.


    Am I going to try anything with her? I don’t know.


    Do I want more than friendship? I’m not really sure right now. Kelly and I just broke up. That shit still hurts. But I’m not willing to write anything off.


    I have two weeks. I’m not going to rush this. I have a lot to make up for. A lot of time missed. And I have no idea how she feels about me. She volunteered to come on this trip knowing it was going to be a lot of time together, so it gives me hope. But she hasn’t exactly been warm to me, either.


    Reconnecting our friendship could be her only intention. And I’m okay with that.


    “Seriously,” Sadie groans. “We need to do something. I only have two weeks of vacation, which was hell to get. I don’t want to spend it sitting around doing nothing. Let’s play a game.”


    “Drinking game?” Roh asks just as the fire finally roars to life. He flicks the ring in his lip with the tip of his tongue.


    Misty yawns into her hand, earning a glare from Sadie. “That sounds like too much work. I’m kind of tired.” She stretches her arms over her head and arches her back. I rake my eyes down her frame, from the tips of her fingers, over her toned arms, lingering on her chest—shirt tight against her breasts in this position—along her sexy legs, and all the way down to her toes, bare in her flip-flops.


    “Misty doesn’t drink,” I say. That earns me strange looks from both of the girls.


    “Um, where have you been?” Sadie asks. “Oh, never mind. You wouldn’t know. See, Misty grew out of her no drinking rule three years ago, about twenty minutes into Hope and Mason’s reception. She found it soothed her aching heart.”


    I flick my eyes to Misty, but she’s averting her gaze, suddenly enthralled by the fire.


    “What about Truth or Dare?” Roh offers. “You love that game, don’t you Jimmy?”


    “Who’s Jimmy?” Sadie asks, her eyes sliding back and forth from Roh to me.


    “It’s a nickname he gave me,” I say. A stupid nickname at that. I fucking hate it and he knows it, which is exactly why he likes to call me by it. I also hate Truth or Dare, thus the reason he suggested it as well.


    “Why Jimmy?” Misty asks. Her eyes meet mine over the flames. She’s the last person in the world I want to explain this to. I’d much rather beat Roh’s ass right now. He may be bigger than me, but I know his weak spots.


    “It’s short for Jimmy Neutron,” Roh explains. “Because Kellin’s a boy genius.”


    I take off my hat, placing it on my knee, and run my fingers through my hair. There are about twenty other things I can think of that I’d rather be doing at the moment. One of which involves my childhood fantasy of becoming invisible.


    “I don’t get it,” Sadie says. “You’ve never seemed very smart to me.” She flashes a smirk my way before turning back to Roh. “Explain.”


    “Let’s play the game,” I suggest, finishing off my beer and immediately reaching for another.


    “Okay,” Sadie agrees. “Roh, truth or dare?”


    “Truth,” he answers immediately, grinning like this is the funniest shit ever.


    Asshole.


    “Why do you call Kellin Jimmy?”


    Misty presses her lips together, trying to stifle a laugh. Even though I’m not in the mood to get into this shit tonight—or any other night for that matter—I can’t help but enjoy seeing her smile.


    “It’s meant to be ironic,” I say, answering for Roh. “Because some of the girls I dated—”


    “By which he means most of the girls,” Roh cuts in. He gestures at me, letting me know I can continue.


    “Haven’t exactly been the best decisions on my part.”


    Roh holds out his hand, counting off on his fingers. “Most of his exes are either bitchy, psychotic, or cheaters. Or variables of the three.” He peers over at me, giving me a knowing look. “All except Misty,” he adds unapologetically.


    “Is she technically an ex?” Sadie asks. Her lips plump up as she shifts her attention back and forth between Misty and I. “You guys never actually had a chance to get together, right?”


    I glance at Misty to find her gaze set on me. I give a little shrug and tip my bottle back, taking a deep drink.


    “Truth or dare?” Sadie says, her eyes pinning me in place.


    “I think it’s Roh’s turn,” I rasp.


    “No, man. I’m straight. Go ahead.” I flip him off and he chuckles, unaffected.


    “What do you want me to pick?” I ask Sadie. She obviously has something she wants to ask me or needs to get off her chest. I knew this would come eventually. I might as well get it over with. Fast and only a little painfully.


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “Dare?” I say, but it comes out as a question.


    She arches a brow, leaning her elbows on her knees. A small smile twists her lips.


    “I dare you to tell us what happened at Hope and Mason’s wedding. Why didn’t you tell Misty you had a girlfriend? Why did you dick her over like that?”


    Fuck.


    This sucks more than I was anticipating.

  


  


  


  
    13


    Misty


    


    I am so mad at Sadie right now. I am also kind of proud of her. This is what I came here for. I imagined it going a little differently, like not in front of other people, and not during a game of Truth or Dare. But it is what it is.


    Roh referring to me as Kellin’s ex just raised a lot of old questions for me. And Sadie as well, apparently. Kellin and I never got to the dating part, but I honestly believed it was heading in that direction. I need answers so I can finally put all of this behind me, and hopefully Kellin and I can be friends and enjoy the rest of this trip.


    Kellin’s eyes meet mine. He slaps his hat onto his head and stands up. “Can we take a walk?” he asks, burying his hands in his pockets. The way the light of the fire glows against his skin is breathtaking. The warm orange illumination highlights half his features, leaving the other half in shadow, mimicking the way I’ve felt about him for years. As if he’s two different personalities. A Jekyll and Hyde—the Kellin I thought I knew and the Kellin that really is. The flames kick up, lapping at the air as if they’re trying to get closer. As if they want to knock the darkness away.


    I push myself up, leaving the warmth of the fire as I follow him past the tents and into the cool dimness of night.


    We walk side by side in silence for several minutes. I can hear the sound of traveling water—like gushing wind though there’s very little breeze—and know instinctively we’re near a creek.


    “Amanda wasn’t my girlfriend,” Kellin finally says. His voice is thick, husky. Nearly a whisper. “Not when you and I started talking again.”


    This conversation is already making me feel worse. “So you started dating her after we were talking?”


    It’s too dark to see his expression, but I don’t miss the way he flinches at my words. “Yes,” he admits. “But only because I misunderstood the RSVP’s.”


    “What?” I pause, refusing to walk any further.


    He tips his head back, staring up at the sky. I look up too and my breath catches in my throat. There are more stars than I’ve ever witnessed in my life. And they’re beautiful, but I can’t enjoy them the way I should.


    “I was jealous and reacted without thinking,” he says.


    He was jealous? I pull my eyes away from the sky and turn my attention to him, but he doesn’t look my way. He keeps staring at the stars.


    “It was the week before the wedding,” he continues. “I went over to help Hope and Mason go through the RSVP’s for the final reception count. It was my job to mark the dinner choices from the replies.”


    He sighs, finally lowering his gaze to me. “You marked a plus one. You both wanted chicken. I’ve never forgotten that. Every time I eat chicken, I think about that moment and everything that followed. Just the smell summons the memories. It’s weird the things that stick.”


    “I don’t understand,” I murmur. “I brought Sadie. Why would you be jealous of her?”


    He huffs out a dry laugh and shakes his head. “I didn’t know it was Sadie. Hope referred to her as your ‘other half.’ I thought you were bringing an actual date. I thought you were with someone.”


    “So you asked another girl out to what? Get back at me? Try to make me jealous? Try to hurt me?”


    Kellin doesn’t reply right away, but it’s written clearly all over his face. He releases a harsh breath and nods a confirmation.


    “Wow. Well, you definitely did all of those things.”


    “I was an asshole. I know. And I’m sorry, Misty. I’m so damn sorry and I’ve regretted it ever since.”


    I take a step back. I don’t know how to respond to this. The pain and heartache flares to life as if it were yesterday. He really damaged me. It took me a long time to trust men again and believe they weren’t all going to hurt me like he did. But it was years ago—the actions of a young, stupid kid. I can see how much he regrets it. I can feel it. And it makes so much more sense than what I was coming up with all these years.


    “It never made sense to me… Hope and Mason knew how much I was looking forward to seeing you and they didn’t say anything—they didn’t warn me—”


    “They didn’t know,” he says, cutting me off. “I didn’t tell them Amanda was going to meet me at the reception.” He shrugs regretfully. “I never told them anything about that night.”


    “But why didn’t you tell me?”


    He focuses on a tree a few feet away and shakes his head slowly. “I don’t know. It didn’t matter, did it? I fucked up. I hurt you. I made you cry. Would my reasons have mattered at the time?”


    “Yes,” I say resolutely. “It might not have changed anything, but at least I would have known.”


    “I’m sorry,” he says again, and maybe I’m a masochist, but I believe him.


    There are a ton of other choices—better, less spiteful choices—he could have made. Like asking me about my plus one instead of assuming. Or not trying to hurt me.


    Knowing why he did what he did doesn’t make it better, but it helps understanding he reacted out of pain. People do absurd things when they’re hurting. And he was hurt because he really did care about me.


    It’s like a weight is lifted. One I carried on my shoulders and in my heart for too long.


    “Okay,” I whisper.


    “Am I forgiven?”


    I blow out a breath and cross my arms over my chest. I kick at the grass, watching it bend with every sweep of my foot. “I’m still kind of in shock. I racked my brain, trying to figure it out for years, and it was over RSVP’s.”


    “I know. I’m an ass. But I’m going to spend the next couple of weeks trying to make it up to you,” he replies seriously.


    “Oh.”


    “I give great back rubs. I make mean powdered eggs. And I have a lot of fun shit planned.”


    “Oh,” I repeat. I’m still stuck on back rubs, wondering what all that entails.


    “I remember you being more eloquent.”


    “I remember you being an asshole. People change.”


    He tips his head to the side, studying me. “You’ve changed quite a bit.”


    “Yes, I have.” Heartbreak does that to a person. Sometimes it’s for the better, sometimes not. But nobody walks away untouched.


    “I’d like to get to know the new you,” he husks. “Start over fresh. If you’ll give me the chance.”


    Ever have a moment when you know you should step away and really consider all angles before making a decision? The kind of moment when you’re fully aware you should weigh your words carefully because you know you can’t take them back?


    I know I’m having that moment right now.


    I know my next words should be: Kellin, I have a boyfriend, and after this summer, I’m going to go home and I’m going to marry him.


    I know it, but that’s not what comes out. Instead, my heart kicks my brain’s ass and I say, “I’d like that too. A lot.”
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    We make our way back to the campsite, our feet crunching over dried pine needles. A part of me wants to keep walking with Misty. I’m not ready to hang out with other people yet. Having explained and apologized, I feel free. New. Reborn. It’s a fresh start. And all I want is to stretch this moment out as long as I possibly can. But I have to address the question lingering in my mind.


    “What Sadie said earlier,” I say breaking our quiet retreat. “About drinking… Is that true?”


    Misty bends down, scooping up a pinecone. She rolls it gently between her palms. “It’s actually a funny story,” she replies.


    I cock an eyebrow, surprised. “Care to share?”


    She laughs, tossing the pinecone to the ground. “After I saw you with that girl—Amanda?”


    She pauses, waiting for me to confirm. I nod tightly, not sure I really want to hear this now. But I asked. If it’s a little difficult to listen to, I deserve that.


    “I was upset and pissed off, and a lot of different emotions that didn’t even make sense at the time. I didn’t want to miss the reception, but I wasn’t in the mood to really have fun, either. Sadie and I found a table away from everyone else and…”


    She trails off, a smile lifting her lips. I have no idea what she’s going to say next, but she has my full attention. I know whatever’s coming is going to be good based on her expression alone. A mix of humor and guilt. That combination always guarantees greatness is coming.


    “We were kind of people watching, re-voicing conversations from our corner in the back of the room.”


    “What kind of things were you saying?” I ask, smirking. She and I used to do that with Hope and Mason. It was fun as hell because they unknowingly provided us with hours of entertainment.


    “I don’t remember,” she says a little too quickly. “It was a long time ago.”


    “I don’t believe you, but I’m not sure I want to hear that part now anyway.” I gesture at her to continue her story.


    “We were sitting there, talking and I was actually laughing even though I was completely miserable—”


    Misty cuts herself off, looking at me apologetically. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad.”


    I reach for her, grasping her wrist. She stops, her eyes falling to my hand before flicking up to my face. “I know you’re not,” I assure her. “It’s fine. It’s just part of the story.”


    Her skin is soft and cool. It feels good against my hand. Even though I don’t want to—even though it’s almost painful—I release her arm and we fall back into step.


    I don’t know what’s going through her head right now, but her silence is killing me. She looks lost, confused. I don’t know if she’s trying to find her place in the story or if there’s something else going on in her head.


    “Anyway,” she continues slowly. “We were sitting there, talking, and I hear giggling coming from under our table.” The smile returns to Misty’s face and I mimic it, relieved to see her looking happy again.


    “Sadie and I pulled up the table cloth and found the twins laying on the floor. Drunk.”


    “What?” My pace falters, shocked. “They were drunk?”


    “Shit faced,” she confirms with an exaggerated nod. “They had a few Jell-O shots under the table with them. Apparently they didn’t understand there was alcohol in them.”


    “Holy shit. How old were they then? Seven, right?”


    “Yes.” She laughs again, tears forming in the corners of her eyes, and I’m not sure which is funnier—her recounting or her own reaction to it. “I took them over to Jenny, literally dragging Amy because she could barely walk. They only had a few, but they were seeing pink elephants.”


    “How did I miss that?” As soon as I say it, I realize how. Because I had my mouth fused to Amanda all night. “What did they do—Jenny and Alec?” I ask, detouring from my previous question.


    “They made them eat and kept an eye on them. The twins were fine after they got some food in them. Although they thought they were the best dancers ever, typical drunken behavior.


    “Dad told me to get rid of the rest of the Jell-O shots. So I did. Sadie and I took Archer and Amy’s place under the table and finished them off. It made me feel better at the time, but the next day sucked. I’ve learned how to prevent hangovers since, thank goodness.”


    Guy almost died in a drunk driving accident when he was in high school. It was a close call, and she swore she would never drink. To know all that conviction was lost because of something I did makes me feel like shit all over again.


    “I truly am sorry,” I say.


    She puts her hand up, silencing me. “I’ve already forgiven you. That means you can’t keep apologizing.”


    I smile weakly. “Okay.”
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    Day Three


    


    “Why do you need to know?” Kellin asks after Sadie insists on hearing about each past girlfriend that earned him the title of Jimmy Neutron—the boy (not-so) genius.


    “I don’t need to know,” she clarifies, her speech slightly slurred. “I just want to. You were the one who said we’re supposed to talk. So talk.”


    After another full day of hiking, we came back to camp and started drinking right away, hoping to numb our aching muscles. Sadie may have had a few more than me. Or anyone else for that matter.


    I’m hoping the alcohol also helps keep me warm tonight. Sadie made good on her promise, refusing to share her sleeping bag with me. I’ve been curling up beside her once she falls asleep, but I still spend most of the night shivering. I’m exhausted from my growing lack of sleep.


    Of course, if she gets wasted enough tonight, she might just let me share with her. She’s always so much sweeter when she’s had a few drinks.


    “You want the list?” Kellin clarifies, stirring me from my thoughts. He rubs the back of his neck, the gesture making it clear he’s uncomfortable discussing the subject, which is probably why Sadie pushes it.


    Though this trip began a little shaky, it’s definitely getting better now. Easier, I guess.


    “There’s a list?” She nods enthusiastically. “Hells yeah, I want the list.”


    “All of them? Ever?”


    Sadie cocks her head to the side, contemplating. Roh discreetly holds up ten fingers, wiggling them for extra emphasis. “Just ten?” she says, but it sounds more like a question.


    Roh bites his lip ring and shakes his head, flashing the ten fingers again.


    “Oh, your top ten? No. Worst ten?”


    Kellin’s brows shoot up. He twists around in his seat, trying to figure out what Roh is doing to cause Sadie’s indecisiveness, just in time to catch him throwing up jazz hands and spirit fingers all at once.


    Roh drops his arms, his palms slapping his legs loudly. “Start in tenth grade,” he sighs dramatically. And then he flashes an evil smile Kel’s way. “When you lost your virginity.”


    Kellin sloshes his hand through the cooler, the few remaining beer bottles now floating in the melted ice. “Then I need another drink first. And if I’m sharing my first-time story, then we all are.”


    “Ninth grade, in my basement, with Harley Harrison,” Sadie ticks off without a second thought. You have to love the candidness of an inebriated woman.


    “That doesn’t count,” Roh says flatly.


    “Oh, it counted,” she says, “trust me. I was sore for a week.”


    “No.” He chuckles. “You can’t just present it like a game of Clue. That’s not fun. We need details.”


    Sadie bites her lip drawing Roh’s attention directly to her mouth. This isn’t the first time I’ve noticed this. It’s not the second or the third, either. For a guy who’s supposed to be gay, he seems to really appreciate Sadie’s mouth.


    And chest.


    And ass.


    There are actually very few parts of her body he hasn’t openly admired since she joined us on this trip.


    “Okay,” she agrees.


    Roh sits up, crossing his legs underneath him and tucking his fists beneath his chin. Despite his large size, he looks like a little kid at circle-time, anticipating a good story.


    “Harley was a junior, I was a freshman,” Sadie begins. “We were going out for two months when he started using the blue-ball-plea—”


    Roh holds up his hand, halting the story. “Define ‘blue-ball-plea.”’


    “When a guy claims he’s going to lose his dick and balls because he hasn’t gotten off in so long.” She follows this up with a wink.


    Roh grins back at her. “That’s what I thought. I’ve used that a few times. Carry on.”


    Sadie and Roh together and drunk are the best form of entertainment. My own personal comic relief.


    “Harley started claiming he’d never father children,” she goes on. “So I finally agreed to have sex with him. My parents were home, so we went to the basement—”


    “I’m sorry,” Roh interrupts. He holds up his hand apologetically. “Are we talking like a creepy, musty basement full of spiders and cobwebs, or was it a nice, warm, finished basement?”


    “Finished. It was the rec room.” She pauses, anticipating another question from Roh.


    “Define rec room. Like as in leather sofa and big screen TV or game room?”


    Sadie presses her lips together, her fingers working on peeling the label from her bottle.


    “I’m just trying to get a clear image,” Roh adds.


    “Game room. We did it on the pool table. It hurt. And after, Harley and I played a game of air hockey. I won, but he never lost the big, ridiculous smile on his face. It took me a couple more times before I was able to enjoy it and smile like that.”


    “You didn’t get off?” Roh asks, his earlier excitement gone. “That’s a terrible story.”


    Sadie shrugs. “Most girls don’t their first time.”


    “Did you?” Roh asks, shifting his attention to me.


    Well this is bullshit. I thought we were supposed to hear about Kellin’s exes. How did I get pulled into this?


    Roh grins, eating up my uncomfortable silence. He rubs his hands together and turns to face me straight on. “This is going to be good, I can tell. Spill it.”


    “I didn’t get off my first time.”


    “And…?”


    “His name was Ryan James. We met at orientation freshman year of college.”


    “Two first names?” Roh scoffs. “He’s a douchebag.”


    I try not to smile and fail. Ryan kind of is a douchebag, but it’s crazy Roh can so easily pick up on that. “You’re basing that on his name?”


    “Yes,” he replies evenly.


    “Was he?” Kellin asks. My gaze flicks his way. His green eyes skim over my features attentively, waiting for my response. There’s an intensity in his stare that makes my stomach clench.


    I lean against the tree, running my fingers over the soft needles overhead. The bark is rough against my back, poking me through my thin shirt. I focus on all these sensations, trying to stifle the stir of emotion Kellin’s careful attention is creating.


    “He wasn’t that bad,” I offer. “We just had different interests.”


    “By different interests you mean…?” Roh prompts. He lifts his beer to his lips, smiling around the rim.


    “He was into clubbing and expensive cars. I wasn’t. But he was funny. And he had his sweet moments.”


    “Douchebag,” Roh says, coughing into his hand. “So you guys met, he wooed you with his ability to effectively cleanse vaginas, and then what happened?”


    “We started dating and the natural course was sleeping together, so we did.”


    I was young. I just had my heart broken by Kellin the month before. Ryan was cute, full of a contagious energy, and he was the first guy I had ever met who spent money like a Kardashian. He was new and different, and I was looking for someone as opposite from Kellin as I could get.


    Ryan fit perfectly.


    “Lame,” Roh announces, his voice booming in the otherwise quiet night. “Details. We want details.”


    Sadie laughs, knowing how incredibly awkward the whole incident was for me. Most first times are, but mine is beyond the norm. I’ve definitely gotten over the first time jitters, but it’s horribly embarrassing to relive in front of Kellin. He was supposed to be my first, so for him to know this could have been his fate… I kind of want to crawl into a hole.


    “I’ll tell you the story, but then Kellin has to do his list,” I state.


    We all look to Kellin. I could tell earlier that he really didn’t want to list his exes and how the relationships failed. And I don’t blame him in the least. This sucks. Hopefully he’ll be understanding, and we can let each other off the hook.


    Kellin’s eyes meet mine. “Deal.”


    I glare at him, causing him to grin and show off the dimple in his cheek. My life would be so much easier if he wasn’t so cute.


    “Fine,” I growl. “It was in Ryan’s dorm after his roommate left for class.” I move quickly, recounting only the key parts. “I had made out with guys prior to that day, but none of those others guys had ever seen me naked, plus it was my first time, but not his. I was nervous. When I get nervous, I get sick to my stomach.”


    “OH,” Roh explodes. “Please tell me you puked on him.” He holds a fist to his chest, his eyes pinched closed in hopeful anticipation.


    My cheeks are burning, my ears on fire. I can’t look at Kellin. I focus on Roh’s absurd eagerness instead. “I didn’t puke on him. It was more like beside him. On the bed, and the floor…and his schoolbooks, and cell phone.” I cover my face with my hands, peeking between my fingers.


    The only person I ever told this story to, before tonight, is Sadie. I’m dying of shame.


    Roh lies back on the ground, literally rolling with laughter. “That’s fucking awesome. What did he do?” He sits back up, leaning on his palms. “I know he still had sex with you—I wouldn’t care about a little vomit either. But what I want to know is whether he cleaned it up first or not.”


    “We did it in the shower,” I say from behind the safety of my hands. “I cleaned it up after. His books and phone were ruined and his room smelled for days.”


    “That has to be the best worst sex story ever,” Roh utters.


    “Misty did her part,” Sadie trills. “Time to pay up, Patel. Give us your dirty little list.”
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    I can’t say I really miss Kelly. I definitely can’t say I’d be having more fun if she was here, either. But I know I wouldn’t be talking about my ex-girlfriends. And I’d probably be having sex.


    Regardless, I’m glad I’m here with Misty—even if it means sharing all my fuck-ups and having to abstain from sex.


    “Start with Marissa,” Roh reminds me, tugging on his brow piercing, twisting and spinning it. “That shit is hilarious.”


    “Misty already knows that story,” I say, a little surprised she never told Sadie about it. “And I don’t really consider her an ex, but I’ll give the CliffsNotes version since we’re talking about first times.” Nobody disagrees and I keep going.


    “Marissa and I were nominated for Homecoming court sophomore year, so we decided to go together. We went to a party afterward and hooked up. Her ex-boyfriend was at the same party and found out. I went to my first Homecoming, had sex for the first time, and got into my first fight all on the same night.”


    “Who won the fight?” Sadie asks.


    I chuckle, scraping my hand over my chin. “They did.”


    Sadie raises a brow in confusion. “They?”


    Roh claps his hands together, laughing his ass off, knowing what’s coming.


    “Marissa’s ex punched me, so I punched him back. And as soon as I did, she jumped on me. I had her hitting me with her purse from behind and her ex pummeling me with his fists from the front. They kicked my ass.”


    Sadie bumps Misty with her shoulder, both girls joining Roh, having fun at my expense. “You got beat up by a girl.” They all burst out laughing louder and I try to pretend I’m pissed about it, but I can’t pull it off. Sometimes you have to laugh at yourself, and this is undeniably one of those times.


    “Okay, Jimmy,” Misty says, dabbing at her eyes and trying to quiet her giggles. She inhales deeply, her hand over her stomach. “Marissa wasn’t over her ex-boyfriend, and obviously had some anger issues. What about the others?”


    “It’s not so much what was wrong with the girls I dated,” I explain. “It was the reasons I chose to date them that earned me the name. Marissa was just convenient. We were nominated together and she asked me. I went along with it because it saved me from asking somebody else.


    “I dated Gwen because after I had sex with Marissa, I realized how much I liked it. She talked openly about her sex life, so I knew she was having it. I wanted it. I asked her out.”


    “What ended up being wrong with her other than she was promiscuous?” Sadie asks. “If you dated her for sex, it sounds like it worked out.”


    “She was having so much sex because she wanted to get pregnant. She told me I didn’t need to use condoms—as tempting as that was, I declined because I knew she’d been with a lot of guys before me. I caught her poking holes in a condom a few days later. She admitted she wanted a baby and was hoping I had already impregnated her. That was a terrifying few weeks. I never looked forward to a girl’s period so much before—or since.”


    “You don’t want kids?” Sadie asks, her tone overly cavalier. She glances over at Misty and winks. I think she was trying to be discreet, but she’s too wasted to pull if off.


    “I do,” I reply. “When I’m in love and married. Horny, jobless, teenage boys aren’t the best applicants for the job.”


    “That’s real talk right there,” Roh states, adamantly agreeing with me. “There’s a time and a place for everything. High school isn’t baby time. Kids shouldn’t be making kids.”


    “Agreed,” Sadie murmurs with approval. “We have Anger Management and Baby Drama.” I laugh at her nicknames as she counts them off on her fingers. “Who’s next?”


    My laughter fades and my smile vanishes. My eyes automatically slide to Misty. “Amanda,” I utter. Her body goes visibly rigid and I know no matter what she says about forgiving me and starting over, she’ll never forget the way I made her feel that day.


    “And then there was Paige,” Roh declares. “Beautiful, smart, Klepto Paige.”


    “She was a klepto?” Misty asks, and it’s clear she doesn’t want to rehash Amanda any more than I do. Sadie must pick up on it too, because she doesn’t argue.


    “She was a sexy, female version of Swiper,” Roh answers for me.


    Sadie gives him an puzzled glance. “Who?”


    “Swiper. The evil little fox bandit from Dora the Explorer?”


    “Oh, that asshole who’s always stealing Dora’s shit just to throw it into a tree or something. Yeah, I know him. So this Paige chick stole from you?”


    “Paige was Wiccan,” I say. “She liked to take stuff to—according to her, ‘bring us closer to the spirits.”’


    Sadie’s eyes widen. “Like a witch?”


    “No. Like a Wiccan. It’s a religion. Her whole family practices Wicca.”


    “She dressed like a witch—all black clothes and hair, but that never bothered me,” Roh states lying back and placing his head in his locked hands. “Although all that worshipping the earth and rain shit was a little strange. But not as strange as coming back to the dorms and finding her inside our room that we locked when we left. She’d be there going through our stuff. The first time was weird, but the Wicca thing was new to us, so we let it go. But by the fourth or fifth time, I was sick of all my shit missing. Kel finally dropped her when his guitar disappeared.”


    “What was her reason?” Misty asks. “Why did you date her?”


    I cock a brow and finish off my beer. “She was hot.”


    “Of course.” Sadie sighs. “Next?”


    “Kendra, and then Cassidy. I dated them back-to-back. Both for about three months each. Kendra was cool; we just had nothing in common outside of the bedroom. She introduced me to Cassidy and we hit it off.


    “She was sweet and pretty, but she was looking for a little more than I was ready for. I wanted a relationship, but I wasn’t ready to move in with someone, especially after three months. She gave me the: If-you-can’t-see-a-future-with-me-then-we-have-no-reason-to-be-together-in-the-present speech, and that was that.”


    “I kind of agree with that,” Sadie says.


    “The beginning of the relationship is just as important as the future,” Roh says. “You have to get to know each other, learn all those little things about one another before you make long-term commitments. Details,” he adds, flashing her a grin. “They’re important.”


    “That makes sense, too, but I still want to know I’m not wasting my time on something that will never grow into something. Unless I’m only looking for sex at the time.”


    “Only date fun, sexy men, then,” he suggests. “That way it’ll never be a waste of time. At least you meet someone awesome and have some fun.”


    Sadie beams at Roh. “I like your brain.”


    “You’re probably the first person to ever appreciate my mind over my body,” he replies, returning the smile.


    “I appreciated the body before I knew the mind,” she corrects. “I like both equally so far.”


    “The feeling is mutual.” He wiggles his brows, which on Roh is fucking creepy as hell, but Sadie sends him an approving smirk.


    I’m going to throw up all this beer I’ve consumed if they don’t quit. Misty and I share a look over the fire. I’m pretty sure we’re in agreement. She shakes her head, rolling her eyes dramatically.


    “And lastly,” I say getting Roh and Sadie’s attention. “There’s Kelly.”


    “Wait, you didn’t tell us what your stupid reasons for dating the other girls were,” Sadie pouts. “It sounded like you dated Cassidy for a good reason.”


    “I dated Cassidy because I didn’t want to be lonely.”


    “And what about Kendra?”


    I grind my teeth, the silence growing thick. I hate Roh right now, sitting there, smiling like an idiot because he knows exactly why I dated Kendra, and he knows how uncomfortable it’ll be to own up to it in front of Misty. I wish he didn’t find so much joy in torturing me. He needs to learn an important lesson about keeping his mouth shut.


    “Because she reminded me of someone,” I finally say. I stare hard at Sadie, my jaw clenched tightly. It’s a clear warning she shouldn’t push it. She arches a brow in challenge, and I move on before she can comment further.


    “I dated Kelly because she looked good in a dress and we broke up because she cheated on me. That was four days ago.”


    “She cheated?” Sadie rests her arms on her knees, leaning forward as if the conversation has just peaked her interest. “Well that sounds a lot like karma to me.”


    “Sadie, stop.” Misty says. “Kellin and I are good now.”
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    For the past couple of nights, Kellin has offered to share his sleeping bag with me. And for the past couple of nights, I’ve been quietly freezing my ass off—mostly out of pride. Not to mention awkwardness. It’s getting more and more difficult to maintain my stand.


    “You can sleep with me,” Kellin offers as we head to bed. “I promise I won’t bite.”


    “He’s lying,” Roh calls from their tent. “That’s one of the main reasons he and Kendra couldn’t get out of the bedroom.”


    Kellin closes his eyes, his nostrils flaring as he inhales deeply, obviously annoyed. He drags the cap from his head and rakes his fingers through his dark hair.


    I have no desire to here about Kellin and Kendra’s sex life—past tense or not. I repeat my mantra the same as every other night. “I’ll be fine.” Sadie shuffles past me, stumbling inside our tent.


    “All right,” Kellin sighs. “If you need anything, we’re right next door.” He pops his thumb back, motioning over his shoulder. “Just a few feet away.”


    “I know. Thanks.”


    He tips his head in a slight nod. I step inside, zipping the tent closed behind me. Sadie climbs into her sleeping bag, still dressed in the same clothes she wore all day. I put on my college sweats and tee as well as a thick pair of socks, preparing for the long, cold night ahead.


    After my makeshift bed is spread out, I attempt to make myself comfortable. It’s been a little difficult on the hard ground. I don’t remember having this issue when I was younger. Maybe on top of a sleeping bag, I can pick up one of those inflatable mattresses when we stock up on supplies tomorrow.


    I grab my phone and shoot Luke a text. We’ve never gone this long without talking to each other. It’s weird that even though I notice this fact, it doesn’t bother me like I thought it would.


    Sadie’s already snoring by the time I slip my phone under my pillow and close my eyes. She doesn’t usually snore like this, but once she has a couple of drinks she’s worse than anyone I’ve ever heard, male or female.


    The cold is setting in much quicker tonight. I don’t know if it’s because I’m expecting it at this point, or if maybe that whole warmth from alcohol thing is a myth. I hold onto my blanket tightly and scoot closer to her, trying once again to find a comfortable position.


    When that does nothing more than get me a face full of her exhaled beer breath, I roll onto my side and curl into a ball.


    The past few days replay in my mind. As much fun as I’ve been having, it’s also been a very heavy stretch. Hearing about all of Kellin’s failed relationships was difficult, and just sad. I was surprised there were so few, yet each one was tough to envision. I knew he’d been with people over the years, Hope and Mason would fill me in from time to time, but it’s different coming from him. I know I shouldn’t care—I’m trying not to—but I can’t help feeling like I missed out. Like that should have been my time.


    And it was emotionally tiring listening to Kellin explain and apologize about Amanda. I don’t like the way it makes me feel to know the truth. I came here for answers, certain once I got them I could move on, but now I’m somehow more mixed up.


    That saying, the truth will set you free keeps running through my head. I don’t feel free. I feel lost.


    And cold.


    So damn cold.


    Jesus.


    I can’t take it anymore. I slip out from under my blanket and crawl over Sadie. She’s tucked in nice and cozy in her sleeping bag, the top folded snugly up under her chin.


    I try to pull it loose, but she’s clinging to it tightly.


    “Sadie, wake up,” I whisper, my teeth clicking together audibly. “Let me in there with you. I’m freezing my lady balls off.”


    And then the worst thing happens. Sadie mumbles something indecipherable, rolls onto her stomach, and farts. A really long, loud, horrible fart.


    I slap my hand over my nose and mouth, holding my breath, and skitter back quickly. I tug on the tent’s zipper, fighting it as if my life depends on it. It takes me three times as long as it normally would to find my way outside.


    I finally fall out of the tent and suck in a lungful of fresh air. The puff of foggy breath that floats around my head reminds me of how cold I am. I hurry, crawling on all fours to Kellin and Roh’s tent.


    If I can find the keys, I can sleep in the truck.


    My fingers are shaking as I slide the fastener upward enough to squeeze inside. I’m not sure if I’m trembling more from cold or nerves.


    The guys’ tent is much smaller than the one I just came from and I nearly land on top of someone. I wish I had brought my cell phone with me so I could use the screen’s light to see better. I’m guessing by the size of the dark lumps I’m at Roh’s feet. I carefully edge over him, trying not to touch or wake him in any way and slide my fingers around his sleeping form in search of his keys.


    I already notice a difference in warmth in here. It could be because my heart is racing as if I just ran a marathon. I pause, contemplating whether I should just do some jumping jacks and go back to my tent. But then I think of Sadie and the very plausible lingering smell. A shiver racks my body, either from repulsion or the low temperature.


    Once I’m between the two guys, I lean down trying to verify the one I think is Kellin is, in fact, Kellin as I continue to feel around. The keys have to be around here somewhere.


    “Misty?” His sleepy voice startles me and I gasp, jumping back. “You okay?”


    I lick my suddenly dry lips. “Yeah. Sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I’m so cold and Sadie is so gross…”


    He chuckles softly, sending the hairs on the back of my neck straight up. “Come on.” I hear the drag of the zipper and he lifts one corner.


    “No, I’ll just sleep in the truck. Do you know where the keys are?”


    “You’re not sleeping in the cold truck. That’s dumb. Come on.” He gives the sleeping bag a little shake and I can feel the heat radiating out of the bag. It’s all the enticement I need to hurry inside.


    It’s a tight fit—our bodies pressed firmly together, my back to his front. I can’t summon any guilty feelings because he’s so warm. I slip my hand down and start working on closing us in.


    “You should take the sweatpants off, you’ll get too hot.”


    I pause, my eyebrows lifting in surprise. “I’m freezing.”


    “You won’t be.”


    “I am not taking my pants off.”


    “I’m not hitting on you,” he murmurs and I can hear the smile in his voice. “Trust me, there’ll be no doubt in your mind when I do that.”


    “You’re the one with all the leverage here,” I utter.


    “I’m not trying to take advantage of you either. Yet.”


    “You plan on taking advantage of me?” My stomach tightens and my pulse throbs in my throat.


    Do I want him to take advantage of me?


    I’m not running away.


    “For all I know, you’re trying to seduce me. You climbed inside my tent,” he reminds me.


    “Because I was cold.”


    “And I’m only trying to warm you up.”


    I tilt my head, trying to look at him though it’s too dark to make out his features. “Now are you hitting on me?”


    “Is that a question? I told you you’ll know.”


    I sigh, lowering my head. Kellin’s arm slips underneath, tucking me more securely to his chest. I’m sure his only intention is comfort, his and mine. It doesn’t mean anything.


    “Sweet dreams.” I feel the rumble of his chest against my back. The sound of his voice, low and raspy, stirs something inside of me I know I shouldn’t be feeling with him.


    Desire. Longing. Need.


    Every rise and fall of his chest is distracting. Every breath that tickles my neck even worse. My body wants to react. It wants to arch into him, stretching my neck, and sliding my legs over his. It wants to press up against all his most sensitive spots and find out how good it feels.


    I can’t breathe.


    I drag the zipper down, flinging the sleeping bag off of me.


    “What are you doing?”


    “I’m hot,” I hiss. I sound angry, but I’m not. I’m frustrated. Partly because this is the umpteenth time I didn’t listen to him and he was right. And partly because I’m probably only this hot because he’s turning me on without doing a damn thing.


    He laughs quietly as I wiggle out of my sweats, dropping them beside me on the tent floor. I settle back into the cozy little bag, assuming the same snuggled position.


    “Better?”


    “Mm,” I mumble, neither confirming nor denying. My body is still on fire, now verifying it has nothing to do with the way I was dressed. I can feel his bare legs against mine and that skin-to-skin contact makes it so much worse.


    I want Kellin. I don’t know if I’m strong enough to make it through this trip. It’s even harder knowing I have my boyfriend’s permission.


    God, that makes me sick to my stomach.


    “Goodnight,” I breathe.


    Sleep. I just need a good night’s sleep.


    “Goodnight, Misty.”
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    Day Six


    


    We fall into a pattern over the next few days—spending the daylight hours playing hard, having fun in the sun, and the evenings getting drunk, stuffing ourselves with hot dogs and S’mores while playing games around the fire. Then at night, Misty goes to her tent. I go to mine, and I wait. Because when she’s away from the warmth of the nightly fires, the cold sets in and she crawls into my tent, into my sleeping bag, nestling close to me. It has quickly become my favorite part of this trip so far.


    The mornings are torture, feeling her pressed up against my body, her scent all over me, and my morning wood looking for relief as it’s tucked snugly up against her ass. Nonetheless, I look forward to waking up with her just as much as I anticipate falling asleep with her in my arms.


    Every time we stop at a store, I know I should pick up a sleeping bag for her, but I like our routine too much. I’m not willing to give it up yet. Her reluctance to purchase one as well hasn’t slipped my notice.


    I don’t know what happened, but since we’ve gotten past that initial awkwardness, it’s like old times. This feels a lot like when I was seventeen and saw her again at Hope’s graduation. We were able to pick up right where we left off almost as if no time had passed. Social media helped a lot with that—a luxury we didn’t have the first time I had to leave. At twelve, I didn’t have a Facebook account or a Twitter. Hell, I didn’t even have a cell phone. I had an ancient computer and no Internet service for the first year and a half after we moved back to Chicago.


    But when Misty and I came face to face at Hope’s graduation, things were different. Once we had the ability to talk every day, we did. And she once again became my favorite person—even more so than my mom or brother. That’s why it hurt so badly when I thought she had betrayed me and I acted so stupidly, fucking it up.


    And now, here we are, picking up in the same exact way. No, that’s not right. It’s not the same way. It’s easier. Like my feelings grow deeper, stronger, each time I see her.


    It occurred to me last night as I waited for her to come to my tent, that’s all love is. Friendship. It’s not a complex equation. All those people who say they married their best friend—there’s a reason for that. It’s friendship that can stand the test of time, growing and evolving.


    At twelve, I wanted her to be my girlfriend because she was already my best friend. I wasn’t thinking about the future—living together, getting married, having kids—I was just thinking I liked being around her, and that I thought my best friend was pretty.


    At seventeen, it didn’t change much. We were states apart; all our interactions were long distance conversations, getting to know each other again. I wanted her to be my girlfriend because she rapidly became my best friend just like before. She was really fucking pretty, and she was also cool as hell. I still wasn’t thinking about the future. I was just thinking I wished she lived closer because I wanted to make out with my best friend, and hopefully have sex with her.


    Now, after less than a week, we’re falling right back into that same closeness. The friendship. The same desires. Only this time, I’m actually considering the future. The fact that this could be my last shot. Or that it might not work out this time, either. We still live states away. This trip very well could be the last time I see her for another three years. Maybe longer.


    I try not to dwell on it, but it’s difficult.


    So I keep our days busy. Tuesday we drove to Virginia, bought a couple days worth of supplies, and then held up in one of the tents, playing cards as it rained. That night, the weather broke. We ate and drank—Misty and I made up our own private drinking game. Every time Roh eye-fucked Sadie, we drank.


    We were wasted within the first hour. The morning that followed would have been shitty if it weren’t for the fact I woke up with all four limbs twisted with Misty’s. Untangling ourselves was…interesting.


    On Wednesday, we spent the day fishing. Well, Roh and I fished. Misty was excited at first, but ended up getting bored after missing several bites in a row, and Sadie lost interest as soon as she realized there were worms involved. But both girls stayed close by, soaking up the sun and keeping us company.


    We arrived early this morning at the next site in North Carolina. It’s a great little place near a pond. The retired couple that owns the land has a trackhoe at the pond for water slinging. The old man likes watching dumbasses propel themselves from his heavy machinery, so he operates it for the price of diesel. None of us have ever done it before, so we’re getting ready to go try it out. If anything, it’ll be a new experience.


    “I just realized you never told us your first time story,” Sadie says, squinting up at Roh as we head for the pond.


    He smirks at her, his eyebrows shooting upward. “You’re a curious kitten.”


    Sadie makes a purring sound with her tongue, but claws at the air. I don’t point out the contradiction. I’ve learned over the past few days that Sadie is hauntingly similar to Roh, and just like with him, I need to choose my battles carefully.


    Roh smiles approvingly, pulling her into his side. They walk like that for a moment before he dives into his story. “I was fifteen, horny all the time, and didn’t know shit about sex other than what I watched in porn or learned in school—which, as I’m sure you know, neither one really prepares you for the real thing.


    “I went over to my friend’s house to play video games, it got late, so I just stayed the night. I had done that probably twenty other times before this particular night, and every time we slept in his room. But on this night, for some reason, we decided to sleep in the basement.”


    “Finished basement or creepy basement?” Sadie asks, mimicking his questions to her from the other night.


    “Finished. Sofas, TV, bar.” He pauses as the pond comes into view up ahead.


    “That’s a lot bigger than I was imagining,” Misty says, shielding her eyes with her hands. I’m not sure if she’s referring to the pond or the trackhoe.


    “That’s what she said,” Roh replies excitedly without missing a beat. He sticks out his tongue, flashing his piercing


    “Oh my God,” Sadie laughs. “You’re so stupid.”


    “A few days ago you loved my brain,” he reminds her.


    Misty shakes her head, miming the movement of drinking, reminding me of our game. I chuckle, pulling the cap down lower on my head to shade my eyes, and start walking again.


    “What happened next?” Misty urges, trying to get Roh back on course.


    “The sofa sucked,” he says, finally shifting his gaze from Sadie. “I couldn’t get comfortable, so I went upstairs. My friend’s mom was in the kitchen, getting something to drink. She was wearing a t-shirt and panties. Nothing else. I looked, and then things progressed from there. All over the kitchen floor.”


    “You lost your virginity to a girl?” Sadie asks, her voice full of disbelief.


    “You know, that’s not usually the question I get asked when I tell that story.”


    “That’s really…gross,” Misty murmurs. (And it would be if it were true.) Her nose crinkles as if she smells something bad. “Please tell me she’s in jail?”


    Roh smiles wickedly. “You guys are so trusting. Seriously, do you always believe everything people say?”


    “So you didn’t have sex with your friend’s mom?” Sadie asks, confused.


    “No, we had sex, but I was nineteen, and she was recently divorced.”


    She throws her hands out dubiously. “Wait. What? I’m so confused. Were you fifteen or nineteen? Did you lose your virginity to her?”


    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” he replies smugly. Sadie opens her mouth to argue, but the old man greets us, halting whatever she was about to say. It’s clear, however, the conversation isn’t over.
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    Without an ounce of insecurity, Sadie lifts her shirt off, tossing it to the ground, and then wiggles out of her jean shorts, revealing the bikini she’s wearing underneath. Roh makes a slow perusal of her body, from head to toe, rolling the ring in his lip as he whistles through his teeth.


    “I like your brain,” he says, dragging his shirt over his head. There are more tattoos on his well-chiseled torso and I’m a little in awe of his body.


    Sadie takes her time, admiring him as well. “I like your tattoos.”


    I turn around, facing away as I slip out of my clothes. I don’t have body issues, but I feel weird undressing in front of a group of people.


    “Who’s first?” Ed, the owner of the trackhoe, asks.


    I circle around, folding my clothes as I move back into the group. My gaze lands on Kellin, now shirtless, and my breath hitches. He’s not as thick and sculpted as Roh, but his thinner, more toned frame is right up my alley. My eyes trail over his stomach, counting the six contoured muscles of his abdomen. I know I should look away, but I catch sight of the small moles or freckles spread periodically over his chest. I count them, envisioning myself placing kisses to each individual one.


    There are seven, but I wish there were more.


    My thoughts startle me and I’m finally able to shift my gaze away. I don’t look at his face. I don’t want to know if he saw me staring. And if he did, it’s better I don’t know how he reacted.


    I came here for answers. Not to have one last fling.


    It doesn’t matter if Luke gave me permission or not, I don’t want to be that person.


    “I’ll go,” Roh offers. “Just tell me what to do.”


    A thick rope hangs from the bucket of the trackhoe. There’s a large knot at the end of the rope, and that’s what Ed gestures to.


    “Hold on above there,” he says. “I’ll raise you up and swing you out over the pond. As soon as you see water under you, let go or you’ll end up landing somewhere you don’t want to. I had a fellow hang on a bit too long once, he ended up on the other side of the pond in the mud.”


    “Was he all right?” Sadie asks.


    “Sure,” Ed reassures her. “He broke his leg, but he lived to tell the tale.” He scratches his scruffy chin in contemplation. “Had another refuse to let go at all. He wound up flipping right into the bucket. Tore his side up pretty awful, but he walked away.” He waves off Sadie’s look of concern. “Just release as soon as the water’s at your feet and you’ll be fine.”


    I’d like to believe we’re all fairly intelligent people. I’d also like to think none of us have a death wish—or desire for injury. Yet, when Ed fires up the trackhoe, we all stick around.


    Roh grabs the rope, overlapping his hands above the knot as instructed, and Ed lifts him into the air. The whole cab spins slowly, the arm sliding out over the high grass. Roh dangles about five feet in the air, swaying back and forth. Without warning, Ed swings back in the opposite direction, flinging Roh out over the water, well over the five feet he started at.


    I hold my breath—half out of fear, half out of excitement.


    Sadie gasps as Roh relinquishes his grip, plummeting into the pond below with a splash. The seconds feel like minutes as we wait for him to resurface.


    “Is it deep enough?” Sadie asks.


    I shake my head, unsure, as I stare out at the pond. Roh’s head breaks the surface, a wide grin on his face.


    “WOOH,” he shouts as he treads water. “That was FUN. Can I go again?”


    “Get in line,” Kellin calls back.


    


    ~*~


    


    After two hours of water slinging and another three swimming, we finally make our way back to camp. I’m tired, hungry, and my hands have blisters. And it was completely worth it.


    Sadie and I change into warm, dry clothes while the guys get the fire started. I towel dry my hair and comb through it, trying to work the tangles out.


    “He’s not really gay, is he?” Sadie murmurs, staring into her lighted compact to make sure there are no bumps in her bun.


    I huff out a surprised laugh. “It took you this long to figure that out?”


    “Well,” she replies slowly, “I didn’t want to believe my best friend would lie to me about something like that.”


    I hold my hand to my chest. “I didn’t lie,” I whisper. “He told me he was. He likes messing with people.”


    “I’m going to have to mess with him now,” she says quietly, her tone almost apologetic.
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    Day Seven


    


    We spent our last day in North Carolina swimming down at the pond. That was my idea—a good excuse to get Misty back into her bikini. This time, when we split into two separate groups—me with Misty, Roh with Sadie—it happened naturally. We talked, we swam, we had fun. And every chance I got to touch her, I did. Small, casual touches—my hand brushing her arms or back as I swam past, my thigh pressed against hers as we sat in the grass, my shoulder alongside hers while we found shapes in the clouds.


    It’s been a good day.


    “What’s the game tonight?” Roh asks as he adds kindling to the fire.


    Sadie brushes past, hips swaying as she brings Misty a beer. “I have a fun idea,” she offers, her smirk assuring me I probably won’t find her idea fun at all. “Everyone familiar with spin the bottle?”


    I know what spin the bottle is. I think everyone over the age of eleven knows what it is. The rules are easy and straightforward—someone spins the bottle then kisses the person it points to.


    I’ve never actually played before. I always found the idea pointless. Where’s the fun in allowing a bottle to control who you’re allowed to kiss. I want to make that decision for myself.


    However, I see the possibility in it now. I’ve kept things perfectly platonic with Misty, not wanting to rush anything, even when it was painfully difficult. Spin the bottle is a game changer. It’s the opportunity to take our friendship to a new level. One we’ve never made it to before.


    But I have no desire to kiss Sadie or Roh.


    “Pass,” I say.


    “Me too,” Misty agrees. “I’ve never gotten over my horrible experience.”


    Roh settles down on the ground next to the girls. “Sharing is caring,” he states, blatantly prying. And I’m glad he has no shame because I want to know as well.


    Her lips curve up in the corners. “It was awful.” She cringes and smiles at the same time.


    A burst of laughter spills from Sadie. “Only because you kept landing on Jamie Alexander.” She leans toward me covertly. “He had chronic Halitosis.”


    I feel my whole face contort.


    “Ugh,” Roh groans. “Did you make him chew gum or eat Tic-Tacs at least?”


    Misty covers her face, shaking her head. “Nobody had any,” she squeaks, peeking around her fingers. “I only used tongue once,” she adds.


    And an image of her using tongue flashes through my head, turning me on and making me unreasonably jealous at the same time. I understand it making me horny—I’m a guy, it doesn’t take much—but I shouldn’t give a shit about what she did in her past.


    I find myself kind of hating Jamie Alexander. And I’m glad he has persistent bad breath issues.


    “What’d you do the rest of the times?” Roh asks curiously.


    “Pecks,” she replies with a shrug. She finally drops her hands, resting them on her legs.


    Roh raises skeptical eyebrows. “That’s not kissing. That’s what birds do to fight or eat.”


    “It’s also what girls do when guys have mouth issues.”


    “What’s a little shared tongue fungus amongst friends?”


    Misty shudders. “Share time is over.”


    “If spin the bottle is out, what are we playing?” Roh asks.


    “Hop off your throne, Patel,” Sadie says. “Get down here amongst the peasants.” She pets the grass in front of her. “We can play another round of truth or dare.”


    I set the stick I’m sharpening for marshmallows aside and snap my knife closed, tucking it into my back pocket. My eyes slide to Misty, her long legs pulled close to her chest. She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear and looks up at me. Last time we played truth or dare, a lot of shit came out.


    Roh sits up straight, rubbing his palms together. “Me first. Sadie, truth or dare?”


    She puckers her lips, contemplating her choice. “Dare.”


    Grinning deviously, Roh announces, “I dare you to kiss Misty.” He holds up his hand. “You don’t suffer from Halitosis, correct?”


    Misty and Sadie simultaneously roll their eyes. They pivot on their butts, facing each other. I realize, though normally I would find two girls kissing hot as hell, that same mix of jealousy and hunger I felt moments ago flares up with a vengeance.


    I don’t want anyone kissing Misty.


    Unless it’s me.


    But I also can’t look away as they lean toward one another. I have no idea how I truly feel about this.


    Sadie shifts her head one way, Misty the other. They inch closer and closer. Just before their lips connect, both girls slap their hands over the other’s mouth, kissing the backs of their own hands.


    I’m disappointed and relieved at the same time. And shocked that I wasn’t fully on board with two girls kissing. It feels so wrong to not want it.


    What’s happening to me?


    Who the hell am I?


    “That’s bullshit,” Roh breathes, disheartened. He deflates like a holey balloon. He shakes his head from side to side slowly. “It’s like catching my parents putting the Christmas gifts under the tree all over again.”


    Sadie arches a brow, moving her mouth close to his ear. “Truth or dare?” she breathes.


    His answer is immediate. “Dare.”


    Her cheeks lift, her eyes squinting from the size of her beaming smile. “Kiss Kellin.”


    I start shaking my head. This is bullshit. This is worse than spin the bottle. “No way, man. I love you, but I know some of the places your mouth has been. Re-do.”


    Unaffected by my rejection, he puckers his lips, moving toward me. I jump to my feet and make a run for it. But there’s nowhere to go. Roh chases after me as I zigzag through the open field, futilely trying to get away. The melody of laughter fills the air.


    “Let me love you,” Roh calls. I sidestep him once, but when he lunges for me a second time, I misinterpret his reach. His fingers lock onto my shirt and I go down. But I go down fighting.


    I slip out of my shirt, rolling sideways. I make it to my knees before I’m tackled right back to the ground. Roh lies over me, his weight pressing into my back and pinning me down.


    “Rape,” I wheeze.


    “Don’t fight it.”


    I groan in defeat as he smacks a wet kiss onto my cheek and pushes himself off me.


    I stay where I am, lying sprawled and gasping for breath. “Someone call 911,” I pant between gulps of air. “I was violated by a mad man.”


    Roh scoffs. “You liked it.”


    I roll onto my back, staring up at the sky. It’s exceptionally clear tonight. The stars and moon bright. Damn, that’s an awesome sight. Despite being assaulted by my best friend, it’s been a spectacular day.


    “Come on, cry baby.” Roh stands over me, offering his hand. I take it, letting him pull me to my feet.


    “That was one of the best things I have ever seen,” Sadie laughs as we take our seats once again. “It was sexy, violent, and hilarious. All my favorites.”


    “You’re a sick and twisted individual,” Roh says, his voice full of wonderment. “I know I’ve said it before, but I really mean it this time—I like your brain.”


    Sadie blushes. I never would have believed she was capable of the action if I hadn’t just witnessed it with my own eyes.


    Without taking his eyes off of her, Roh calls my name.


    “Yeah?”


    “Truth or dare?”


    I’m kind of afraid to choose either. Especially since this game has turned into some weird form of same sex spin the bottle.


    “Dare?”


    Finally tearing his eyes away from Sadie, Roh taps his finger against his chin in careful consideration. “I dare you to…kiss…whoever you want to.”


    My choice was made by the time he finished his sentence, but I let my gaze slide from Roh to Misty, to Sadie, and then back to Misty as if I’m trying to make a difficult decision.


    Without another moment’s thought, I bend forward, leaning in toward Sadie. Her eyes widen, surprised.


    Though I’m looking at Sadie, I’m focusing on my peripheral vision. My stomach is one big knot as I continue leaning in. I wet my lips, and as I’m about to close the final distance, I change course swiftly.


    I sneak attack Misty’s mouth, placing my lips on hers. She startles and I realize she must have closed her eyes. Which I can only assume means she didn’t want to watch me kiss her friend.


    And then a noise radiates from her throat. Her fingers twist into the hair at the nape of my neck, holding me in place.


    Taking these little details as cues, I crush my mouth against hers. When she doesn’t pull away, I use the pressure of my lips to part hers easily. My hands slide across her jawline before I sweep them into her hair, gripping the back of her head.


    Misty’s tongue brushes mine deliberately, hungrily, and I mimic the sound she made a second ago. A chill skitters down my back. I’ve wanted this for so long. Dreamed it, envisioned it, fantasized about it.


    I have a great imagination, but it didn’t prepare me for this.


    This is so much better.


    This is perfection.


    From the taste of her mouth to the warmth or her fingers, very little compares to how good this feels.


    Misty jerks back, and it’s not until her lips are no longer touching mine that I comprehend a phone is ringing.


    I feel almost dazed as I watch her slide her cell phone from her pocket. A crease forms between her brows and she says one word.


    “Luke.”


    I draw back as she stands abruptly, hurrying past me to answer the call.


    Puzzled by her reaction, I look at Sadie and question, “Who’s Luke?”


    Her eyes soften into something that almost looks like sympathy. “Her boyfriend.”


    “I thought they broke up? My brother said they were taking a break…”


    “They are taking a break, of sorts, I guess.” She pauses, staring at me for several seconds. The expression on her face is torn, as if she’s weighing her options. “Luke asked Misty to marry him.”
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    Day Nine


    


    Everything has shifted in the days since Kellin found out about Luke.


    In all honesty, I can’t contribute the whole shift to Kellin finding out I have a boyfriend. A lot of it actually has to do with the kiss.


    And how much I liked it.


    And sleeping together each night.


    And how much I liked that too.


    And then the way I stopped sleeping with him because I liked it too much.


    I suffered through the cold after he kissed me the other night, sticking it out in my own tent the way I did at the beginning of the trip. The next day, once we made it into South Carolina and stopped to pick up fresh supplies, I bought myself a sleeping bag. I should have done that from the beginning.


    Or maybe never come at all.


    Conversation between Kellin and me is back to being nonexistent.


    It’s mostly me. My mixed feelings. My guilt. He’s made attempts with me, but I can’t look at him. Because every time I do, I think about him shirtless. I replay the way it felt to sleep tangled up in his arms. I recall the kiss and how it made me want things I shouldn’t want.


    I came on this trip to get over him, but I am so under him right now, it’s not even funny.


    I don’t know how I truly believed this wouldn’t happen. Kellin has always had this effect on me. And it took me forever to get over him.


    I nearly laugh.


    I’m here because I’ve never gotten over him. Not really. Not fully.


    So yesterday was spent in total discomfort. It’s like those first couple of days all over again. Only this time, it’s my fault. Sadie keeps telling me I didn’t do anything wrong, but if that’s the case, then why do I feel like I did?


    “Come on, bitch,” Sadie calls from outside the tent. “It’s time to get up. We’re going to the beach.”


    “Go ahead without me,” I mumble into my pillow. “The water’s too cold to swim anyway.”


    I hear the unzipping of the tent and know she’s coming to scold me for ruining her vacation. I pull the pillow a little tighter to my face, hoping to shield my ears.


    “Misty?”


    My heart leaps into my throat when I hear Kellin’s unexpected voice. My stomach rolls and I fight against the need to be sick. I hate this turmoil happening inside of me.


    “If you don’t want to swim, you don’t have to,” he continues as if I haven’t remained rudely silent. “We can just look at the ocean and get some sun. Build sandcastles.”


    I can hear his soft intake and release of breath as he waits for me to acknowledge him. I focus on that sound, matching my own breaths to his.


    “I’m sorry I kissed you.” He pauses, laughing dryly. “I can never seem to get it right with you. But I’m going to try my hardest not to screw this up anymore. I just want my friend back. Sandcastles. That’s it, I swear.”
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    Day Ten


    


    I told her I was sorry for kissing her.


    I said it because in some small, fucked up way, I am sorry. I’m sorry that it took me this long to do it. I’m sorry my mom made me move back to Chicago eight years ago, causing me to miss my first opportunity. I’m sorry five years after that I had a big, shitty reaction to a menial misunderstanding and screwed up my second chance.


    But I can’t be sorry I didn’t allow another occasion to pass me by.


    I’m sorry I’m not sorry.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Roh asks as we begin setting up tents. I’m starting to get a little tired of these tents. Six states in ten days with two more to go—putting them up, taking them down. In and out of the truck. It’d be a hell of a lot easier if we all slept on the ground.


    “I’m putting this tent together for the nine-hundredth time, why?”


    Roh pulls on his brow ring, looking skyward likes he’s searching for divine assistance. “Not the tent, dumbass. Misty. What are you doing with Misty?”


    I look past him, my gaze finding her immediately. She and Sadie are perched on the dock, staring out at the still water. I watch her for several seconds as she lowers her bare feet into the lake.


    “I don’t really have a clear-cut plan, per se.”


    He straightens up, locking his hands at the back of his neck. “You understand she’s going to marry him, right? Once she says I do, that’s it.” I don’t answer because he’s fully aware I know this. I’ve dissected it from every angle since Sadie broke it all down for me—the way Luke sent Misty off for one last summer of fun before they settle down for the rest of their lives. I’ve done nothing else but obsess over the fact that this is my last shot.


    Once she goes back to Ohio at the end of the summer, my time’s up. She’ll marry Luke and I’ll… I have no goddamn idea what the hell I’ll be doing other than being miserable. I never worried about time before. We’ve always come in and out of each other’s lives. But the idea of her spending forever with someone else—I’m not sure anything else has ever scared me this badly.


    “She has feelings for you—a blind man could see that from a mile away,” Roh says, his tone almost wistful. As if he assumes I’ve already given up. Granted, my track record with Misty thus far would make anyone jump to that conclusion, but the ante was raised the moment I stepped on the wedding proposal mine she left behind.


    I can’t come late to the party and expect Misty to end a ten-month relationship. This is a delicate situation and needs to be approached accordingly. For the next five days, I have Misty day and night. And I’m going to use every single minute of it to get my best friend back.


    And then, once we’re back in Illinois, I’m going to spend the two months we have left taking advantage of my secret weapons. Hope and Mason.


    Misty and I will always have the connection of our past, our friendship, and our family. Maybe it’s wrong to exploit that, but…I just don’t care. Desperate times call for desperate measures. A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do. And any other cliché sayings that apply to the situation.


    “I know she has feelings for me,” I admit to Roh. “I just don’t know how deep they go.”


    “That kiss didn’t look friendly.” He glances back at the girls, striding toward us, shoes hanging off the tips of their fingers. “And it didn’t look like the actions of a happy fiancé.”


    “It didn’t feel that way, either.”


    He cocks his brows, shrugging. “She’s supposed to be sowing her oats, right?”


    “Yep,” I say, my eyes returning to Misty. She smiles when she sees me looking, raising her hand above her head in a little wave.


    I return the wave, but the smile doesn’t come as easy.


    “Then sow her oats, man.” He shrugs again. “She’s here for a reason.”


    That’s a very good point. If she’s happy with this guy, then why isn’t she wearing his ring? Why isn’t she back in Ohio planning a once in a lifetime wedding?


    Why is she here with me?
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    Day Eleven


    


    I’m lying in the grass a few feet from the lake. The sun is bright, the air warm and humid. It’s the perfect day for swimming, but I’m content where I am, shoulder to shoulder with Kellin. Eyes closed, breaths steady, listening to Sadie and Roh screaming and laughing as they dive off the dock.


    It took five hours and one very large and intricate sandcastle to get us back to this point. The less I talked, the more additions Kellin made to our castle. With each question I answered in one word, or less if I bobbed my head, he added some elaborate and completely unneeded detail. But Kellin didn’t give up—making faces at me from his side of the castle, splashing me with buckets of gritty ocean water, and purposely singing song lyrics incorrectly until I couldn’t help but laugh.


    In the days since, I’ve allowed myself to stop feeling guilty. In fact, I’ve even grown angry. Not with myself. Not with Kellin.


    Irrationally or not, I’m mad at Luke. For sending me off. For giving me permission to be with other people, as if he had any right to do that.


    For calling and interrupting the best kiss I’ve ever had.


    And because I felt so horribly guilty over it.


    But mostly because I can’t seem to hold onto the guilt. How can I feel bad about something that felt so good?


    At the same time, I know not to trust this. I’ve been down this road with Kellin before. I know I can’t get used to this or expect anything from it.


    We’re friends. And I’m happy with that.


    I feel Kellin shift beside me, sitting up. Regardless of the heat, my arm feels the loss of his warmth when he’s no longer touching me. Seconds tick by as he remains silent, but I can feel the weight of his gaze. I peer up at him from under the shield of my sunglasses.


    I feel my lips part as I realize he’s staring directly at my face. Watching me. I have no idea if he knows I’m looking back at him or not, but he doesn’t stop.


    His gaze lowers, moving slowly over my neck, my chest, down my bare stomach. My pulse flutters in my neck. Goose bumps burst along my skin, and they don’t go unnoticed.


    Kellin’s gaze flicks up to my face once again, and I swear he’s looking right through my sunglasses, right into my eyes. My chest rises and falls with my quickened breaths.


    It’s these moments when I want to lash out at Luke.


    I was fine with the way things were. Going to school, working, dating. Then he flashed a ring in my face and sent me on some quest like a hobbit.


    Kellin looks away. He releases a long, shuddered breath and leans back on his elbows. “So what’s he do?” he asks casually. “The fiancé?”


    My voice is thick when I try to answer. Fiancé. The word sounds alien. Off. I have to clear my throat a couple of times before I can get the simple reply out. “He’s a trader. Stocks, mostly.”


    He doesn’t look at me when he responds, staring out at the lake instead. “That’s impressive. There’s a lot of money in that.”


    I shrug, though he doesn’t see the gesture. “I guess.”


    “A lot of stress, too.”


    “It can be,” I agree. He’s quiet again. I push myself up to a sitting position, resting my weight on my palms.


    “What’s his name? What will your name be?”


    “Walters,” I utter.


    He glances over at me, flashing a smile. “Misty Walters.” He chuckles softly. “It has a ring to it.”


    And then, almost as an afterthought, “Why don’t you have a ring?”


    I push my glasses up on my head and dig my fingers into the cool dirt beneath the grass. There’s so much I could tell him right now. He opened the door right up for me. But I close it, keeping it on point.


    “I haven’t said yes yet.”
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    Day Twelve


    


    Back into the mountains—this time in Tennessee—hiking. Every time Misty’s hand brushes mine, I have to stop myself from grabbing hold of it. I’ve had a lot of moments like this. A lot of foreign reactions and weird thoughts.


    Like “accidentally” losing her sleeping bag so she’ll be forced to share with me again.


    Or “unintentionally” dropping her cell phone into a large body of water just so I don’t have to watch her texting, wondering whether or not she’s talking to him.


    Or, my latest idea, “mistakenly” pumping diesel into Roh’s truck instead of gas so I’ll have a few more days with her.


    It doesn’t stop there. When she smiles, I find myself wanting to lean in and kiss her again. The same goes for each time she talks, or eats, or does anything that involves her mouth.


    Every time she touches me, I want to pull her close and wrap my arms around her.


    I’m constantly fighting against all of my instincts.


    And in the back of my head, there’s a clock silently ticking down at all times.


    “The clouds are really dark over there,” Sadie points out. “Are we going to make it back to camp?”


    Roh looks up, assessing the cloud situation. “Probably not,” he replies. “Nice choice on the white tank top.”


    “Okay,” Misty announces. “I need to know. Why did you say you were gay when you’re clearly not?”


    Roh grins at her, unabashed. “Do you really want to know the answer to that?”


    “YES,” both Misty and Sadie say in unison.


    “Well I can’t tell you yet.”


    Misty pauses, shooting Roh a suspicious glare. “Why not?”


    “It’s not time yet.” He says it with finality, refusing to budge.


    “But you do admit you’re not gay?” Sadie clarifies.


    “I’m not gay,” he agrees. “I love women. Deeply.” He smiles at her wickedly, making sure she understands his innuendo. Evidently she does, mirroring his smirk with eerie accuracy.


    I press into Misty’s side, pushing her slightly off course. “Come on,” I whisper close to her ear. My fingers wrap around hers and I pick up the pace, pulling her along with me. “Let’s give them some space. All their overt sexual overtones are not pretty to watch.”


    “I know,” Misty agrees, easily keeping pace with me. “I wish they’d just do it and get it over with.”


    My brows shoot up, my eyes sliding over to her. Her cheeks are pink. I can’t tell if it’s from our quick pace or embarrassment over her statement. She glances my way, our gazes locking, and I wonder if her heated skin has nothing to do with either.


    Thunder booms and echoes overhead. I can feel it vibrate through the ground. The scent of rain fills the air and I know we aren’t going to make it to the shelter of the tent.


    I guide her under the low hanging limbs of a tree, pushing her close to the trunk just as the downpour begins.


    Misty’s eyes close, her eyelashes resting on her still flushed cheeks. Her chest rises as she inhales a deep breath, releasing it slowly through her lips. “I love that smell,” she breathes.


    A drop of water hits her forehead, followed by another and another. They run down her face, dripping from her nose. She smiles, looking upward as several more hit her face. I take the cap off my head, placing it on hers.


    As the rain makes its way through the leaves, pelting me in the face, I can’t move. I can’t stop staring at her. She looks sweet as hell in my hat. I want to slip under the cover of the rim and reenact the kiss we shared the other night.


    I rest my hand on the tree beside her shoulder, leaning closer. She shivers as goose bumps trail down her arms. Her eyes are hidden under the hat, but I watch her lips part. I hear her breath hitch.


    “What are you guys doing? Come on,” Sadie yells. I jump, startled by her intrusive voice. She waves, gesturing for us to hurry. “It’s getting bad.”


    She has no idea how true that statement is.
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    Day Fifteen


    


    It’s the day we go back to reality.


    The realization hits with sickening force.


    I’ll still have the remainder of the summer left with Kellin but it won’t be the same. We’ll both be working. He’ll be at his place. I’ll be at Hope and Mason’s. It’s just not the same.


    I didn’t know how much I missed him until this trip.


    I slip out of the tent, careful not to wake Sadie, and find Kellin lounging in his chair. His posture is relaxed, but the expression on his face is anything but peaceful.


    “Morning,” I whisper as I tiptoe through the damp, cool grass toward him.


    He doesn’t return the greeting, instead, “I was thinking…Roh and I have an attic.” He sits forward, resting his arms on his knees. His shirt pulls tightly across his back and shoulders in this position, drawing my attention. “It’s not much,” he continues, unaware of my inspection. “But there’s a mattress up there and storage for your stuff.”


    He finally looks up at me, his eyes studying my face. “You could stay with us. The mattress isn’t the best, but it has to be more comfortable than a couch. And there’s a hell of a lot more privacy than my brother’s living room.”


    “You want me to move in with you guys?” I clarify, shocked.


    Kellin’s gaze is penetrating. He nods tightly. “Come stay with us for the rest of the summer. We’re fun, we’re pretty good about not keeping the toilet seat up, and we’re fucking awesome. Also, sexy.”


    I laugh, but it dies off quickly as I let the scenario run through my head. I wouldn’t have to say goodbye yet. I could still have him for two more months.


    “Is Roh okay with this? Did you already discuss it with him?”


    “No, not really. But trust me, he’ll be good with it.”


    “I don’t clean,” I say. “At least not well. I don’t really cook, either. And I like to sleep late. I’m a terrible roommate.”


    He grins at me, his dimples denting his rough cheeks. My tummy does a little flip. I wonder if he has any idea just how beautiful he is. Those damn green eyes and gorgeous smile get me every time.


    “I lied about the toilet seat thing, so it’s okay. We’re pretty shitty roommates too.”


    


    


    ~*~


    


    After everyone was dressed and fed, we packed everything up and took one last hike before heading out. Even though I knew it was the last, I wasn’t dejected like I was when I woke up. I noticed Kellin’s mood seemed to lift after our conversation this morning as well.


    I don’t know how I should feel about that.


    But I know right now, in this moment, I’m happy.


    Roh pulls into Sadie’s parking lot, cutting the engine. But he doesn’t move to let her out of the truck.


    “It was really nice getting to look at you these past two weeks,” he says peering at Sadie in the rearview mirror. He offers her one of his mischievous grins, giving his lip ring a little flick with his tongue. “I also liked getting to know your brain.”


    “Right back at you.”


    “And I’m really sorry about Duke,” he says as he opens the door. He pulls the seat forward, making room for Sadie to step out.


    “Who?” She glances at me for help, but I’m as clueless as she is. Until Roh shoots me a confused look.


    “Your dog? Duke?” His nose crinkles and he tips his head to the side. “You didn’t have a dog named Duke, did you?”


    She presses her lips together, shaking her head. “Um, no. I was bitten when I was three. Been a cat person ever since.”


    “Wow,” Roh breathes. He rests his arm on Sadie’s shoulder as he peers into the truck at me. “I expected more from you.”


    Ignoring him, I scoot across the seat and hop out to hug Sadie goodbye. “I’m going to miss you.”


    “I’ll miss you too, bitch.” She tugs me closer, holding me tighter, and whispers into my ear. “Don’t forget you’re supposed to have fun this summer. Take a chance. Take lots of chances. And get laid. Get lots of laid. Follow your heart—and your vagina. Neither will ever steer you wrong.”


    “That sounds like sound advice,” I tease.


    “I’m so serious, Misty. Don’t let this opportunity pass you by or one day you’ll wake up and regret it.”
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    “What the hell, Kel?” Mason sighs heavily into the phone after I explain Misty’s new living arrangements. “Hope is going to be pissed. Why do you do this to me?”


    “I have to try. I can’t stand by and let her go marry that asshole without at least knowing.”


    He expels a loud, harsh breath and I know he’s losing his patience. “He’s not an asshole. He’s a really nice guy—and he’s her boyfriend. And what do you need to know, exactly?”


    “Fifteen days, Mason. It took me fifteen days to fall in love with her again. All I could think about yesterday was bringing her back to your place. I kept imagining that moment when she’d get out of the truck and walk through your door. And how it would make me feel to watch her walk away from me. I knew I loved her when just the thought made my chest ache. It felt like when dad died. I know it’s not the same thing, but—shit—it felt the same. It was that same sense of hopelessness. That same feeling of loss.


    “I have to know if she feels the same way. By the end of summer, if she doesn’t love me, then I’ll let her go.”


    “You’re so much like Dad,” he murmurs. “I wish you knew.” He’s quiet for several seconds as he considers all angles. “You know, love isn’t a bucket that empties and gets refilled.”


    “I’m not following,” I say puzzled.


    “You said you fell in love with her again. Love doesn’t work that way. It doesn’t run out and need refilling. It’s like a well. You draw from it. But the supply is endless.”


    “I still don’t follow, dude.”


    “You said again, jackass. You fell in love with her again. Either you never loved her or you never stopped. Love. Is. A. Well. You fall deeper.”


    I close my eyes and let his words sink in. And I feel the truth of them.


    “I fell deeper,” I agree.


    “Hope has always wanted you two together,” he replies and I can hear the smile in his voice. “She was pissed over the whole incident at the reception. But I know she’ll jump aboard the Kellin train, but she’s not going to be happy about Misty staying with you. No matter how old Misty gets, she’ll always be Hope’s little cousin.”


    “I’ll be on my best behavior,” I promise.


    “No. Don’t do that.” He sighs again, this time as if he pities his poor, dumb, baby brother. “You’ll never win her over that way. We Patels were born with special gifts—nice faces, good bodies, dirty minds, and unwavering persistence. Utilize what God gave you.”


    “You’re encouraging me to seduce her?”


    “Nobody buys what they don’t want. And for the record, I never said the word seduce. You did. I said utilize your natural talent. I want that distinction clear in case this ever comes up with Hope.”


    I chuckle. “Got it.”


    “Where is she while we’re discussing this?” he asks as an afterthought. “Your place isn’t that big.”


    “Shower. A commodity we didn’t see a lot of while camping. She may never come out.”


    “Do something nice for her when she does. Make her some hot chocolate or something.”


    “I can do that.”


    No. Not hot chocolate.


    I hurry off the call with my brother and head for the kitchen. I’m really glad we stopped and picked up some basic groceries on the way home. I pull two glasses out of the cabinet and set them both on the table. Then I set out two napkins, two spoons, and the gallon of milk. And then I set a large can of powered Nesquik in the middle.


    Roh pads into the kitchen for a bottle of water, eyes my setup on the table, and having heard all about Misty and my code word for sex, shakes his head and walks right back out.


    “My mom gave me that table,” he calls over his shoulder. “Try not to break it.”


    I feel my eyebrows shoot up. I wasn’t thinking about doing it on the table, but now that he put the thought in my head, I’m intrigued.


    No.


    I’m not trying to have sex with her. Yet. I’m just trying to remind her of when we were younger. Back when she wanted to be with me.


    I hear the squeak of the bathroom door and sit back in my chair casually. Misty walks into the living room, her fingers working her damp hair into a ponytail. My eyes rake over her form, dressed in a pair of pajama shorts and tank top.


    Her shirt rises as she loops the band into her hair, and my gaze follows the curves of her hips, trailing up her stomach. She pivots, noticing me in the kitchen, and she smiles.


    “Feel better?” I ask.


    “Yes,” she breathes, coming toward me. And then her feet stop abruptly, her eyes zeroing in on the contents of the table.


    “Thirsty?” I ask. She doesn’t answer, but her eyes flick up from the table, moving over my face. “Would you like some Nesquik?”


    Her lips twitch and she continues forward. I watch her movements as she pulls the other chair out and sits across from me. “I haven’t had any in a while,” she says, nonchalantly. One brow arches in challenge, letting me know it’s my move.


    “Me neither,” I offer. “And it’s been even longer since I’ve had a cup with someone else.”


    “You prefer to enjoy your Nesquik alone?”


    “Oh, no. I definitely prefer to share it with someone else. It just hasn’t worked that way in a while. So I’ve been forced to chug it solo.”


    A laugh burst through her lips. Her hands curl into loose fists on top of the table. “Chugging Nesquik. That sounds messy.”


    I shake my head, filling both glasses with milk. “I usually do all my chugging during my morning showers.”


    “Oh, my God. Stop.” She laughs again. “This is too much info.”


    I look at her very seriously as I offer her a spoon. “I’m just talking about chocolate milk.”


    I pop the lid off the powder, tipping it toward her. She dips her spoon inside, taking a heaping scoop. As she stirs it into her cup, I release a quiet, but obvious moan.


    “Oh, yeah,” I utter. “That’s real nice.”


    “Stop it.” She tries to sound stern, but her wide smile ruins the effect.


    Once both glasses are made, I clink mine with hers, and wait for her to take a drink. She raises the glass to her lips, taking a sip. I do the same.


    “Our first time having Nesquik with each other,” I muse.


    She grins at me, her eyes bright with amusement. “Was it good for you?”


    “The best I’ve ever had.”
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    I roll onto my back, staring up at the unfamiliar ceiling. A smile forms instantly to my lips as realization makes its way through my groggy brain.


    The smell of something delicious hits me, making my stomach growl. Thinking about eating makes me think about the kitchen. And Kellin sitting in the kitchen, waiting on me last night.


    And Nesquik.


    And thinking about Nesquik reminds me of our many conversations when I was eighteen.


    Thinking about those conversations remind me of how much I looked forward to those moments. His texts, his calls.


    And how much I loved him.


    My phone vibrates somewhere on the bed. I feel around, patting the sheets, trying to locate it. Luke’s face smiles up at me from the illuminated screen. A mix of emotions twists my stomach.


    I slide my thumb, answering the call.


    “Hello?”


    “Good morning,” he says brightly. “Did I wake you?”


    I stretch my legs and wiggle my toes beneath the blanket. “No. I was just thinking about getting up. I smell food cooking. What’s up?”


    He laughs softly. “I missed your voice. I miss your face too. Can I come see you?”


    “When?” I feel my body temperature rise several degrees as I try to work this out in my head quickly. I haven’t told him I’m staying at Kellin and Roh’s place yet. In fact, I wasn’t sure I would tell him at all. And I wasn’t expecting to see him.


    Not that I don’t want to see him.


    “Today. I can be there in six hours. I’ll get us a hotel room, stay the night, and take a personal day tomorrow. We can spend the morning together and then I’ll head home in the afternoon.”


    I start at Newton’s Pizza tomorrow evening and Kellin goes back to work in the morning. I was looking forward to spending our last little bit of free time together. But I haven’t seen Luke in weeks. Maybe a romantic twenty-four hour getaway with him will ease my confusion and get me back on track.


    “Okay,” I agree.


    “What’s Hope’s address? I’ll program the GPS right now.”


    “I’m not at Hope’s,” I correct him. I bite down on my lip, waiting for him to reply.


    “Where are you, Misty? Should I not come out?”


    Though the questions alone don’t imply anything, his tone makes it clear what he’s asking me. And it irks me in an overwhelming way. I know I came here to have one last crazy and wild summer. But I didn’t leave home with the intention to have sex. I haven’t had sex with anybody. And I haven’t acted on any of my tangled feelings for Kellin.


    I haven’t taken advantage of the way Luke gave me his blessing to be a summer slut in any way.


    I’ve done nothing wrong.


    I haven’t done anything.


    Permission or not, it pisses me off that he thinks I would. That just because he said it was okay to have sex with other people it was automatically okay with me.


    At the same time, I know I’ve thought about it. And what do I expect him to think when I willingly packed up and took off as soon as he mentioned it.


    Maybe he really wanted me to stay. Maybe he was expecting me to tell him my oats didn’t need any sowing. Maybe this has been really difficult for him, not knowing. Wondering. Waiting. He already wants to see me after only two weeks, and that speaks volumes.


    “I’m at Kellin’s,” I explain. “He and his roommate have an extra room. They offered it to me so I didn’t need to live in Hope’s living room.” I pause, inhaling deeply. “You can pick me up here.”


    I give him the address and get off the phone so he can throw a bag together and get on the road. He didn’t sound very happy when we said goodbye, but in all honesty, neither was I.
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    Some things are easy to fake.


    Like interest in a friend’s vacation photos even though you’ve actually zoned out, planning your weekend while they drone on and on about how much fun they had on the bunny hill.


    Or insisting your girlfriend does not, in fact, look pudgy in her new jeans, although she clearly bought them a size too small and is now sporting a muffin top and camel toe.


    Or choking down your mom’s onion soup with a smile on your face when she clearly burnt it based on the smell alone, and also somehow forgot you hate onions with a passion.


    We pick up on faking polite behavior at a pretty young age and it becomes second nature. However, some things are impossible to pretend, no matter how good an actor you may be.


    Like the male orgasm.


    Or soberness.


    Or liking the boyfriend/fiancé of the woman you’re in love with.


    I try. I really do. But Luke received his first strike the moment I found out about his existence. His second strike when he pulled up in front of my house in the douche-mobile—or as he referred to it when Roh asked, “a Ferrari.”


    His third strike came when he stepped out of the car and I actually laid eyes on him. My competition looks like he should be on a GQ cover.


    The fucker is rich, good looking, and he’s dating Misty.


    I hate him.


    So when it came time to put on a polite smile, welcome him into my home, and shake his hand as expected, I couldn’t do it.


    Roh answered the door while I sat back in the chair, strumming my guitar strings. When Misty made introductions, I offered a bland nod.


    Now we’re all sitting around my living room, making small talk. Well, I’m not. I haven’t said a single word since I found out he was coming.


    I can’t help it. I’m pissed. This was supposed to be my time. My two months. Not his. He gets the rest of their lives.


    “I don’t come to Chicago often,” Luke says. “What’s fun to do?”


    “There’s a lot of touristy stuff,” Roh replies, clicking his tongue ring against his teeth. He’s been awfully damn chummy with the guy since he spotted his car.


    Traitorous asshole.


    Luke glances at his watch. “It’s kind of late to do the tourist thing. Are there any good clubs?”


    “Yeah, we have clubs.”


    Luke places his hand on Misty’s knee, giving it a squeeze. My jaw clenches. I have no legitimate reason to dislike this dude. I know that. But if I have to keep watching him touch her, I’m afraid I might punch him.


    What makes the situation worse is how goddamn nice he’s being to me.


    “You guys up for it?” Luke asks. His eyes move from person to person, and he offers each of us an excited smile.


    “It’s Sunday,” Misty reminds him. “Why don’t we all go to dinner, though?”


    “I can always eat,” Roh adds, flashing a discreet smirk my way. The dickhead lives for my torture.


    I need a new friend.


    “I’ll pass,” I mutter.


    Roh stands up, placing his hands on his hips, and grins at me. “Oh, come on Kellin, I don’t want to be the third wheel.”


    I narrow my eyes, promising him a beat down with one look. “And I don’t want to be the fourth,” I say through gritted teeth. I lean my guitar against the chair and stalk out of the room. It takes all my self-control to shut the door like a normal person and not slam it like I really want to.


    I drop back on my bed, propping my head on my arm.


    A few minutes pass. The muffled conversation falls silent. And then I hear the front door close.


    It’s just for the night.


    Come tomorrow, he’ll go back to Ohio and everything will go back to the way it was.


    But I don’t want it to go back. I want it to change. I want Luke to disappear from existence, and I want Misty to give me a chance.


    I feel like I’m going crazy.


    The shit running through my head isn’t normal. I know it’s not. Misty and I have a history. An off and on again relationship that spans eight years. But she and Luke have the last ten months. He asked her to marry him. This isn’t some middle school crush they’ll outgrow.


    I have to make a decision. Either I man up, let her go and try to be happy for her.


    Or I go balls to the wall and start fighting with everything God gave me.
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    Luke’s hands slide around my waist the moment the hotel room door shuts behind us. His lips skim my jaw and he pulls me closer.


    “Have I told you how much I missed you?” His breath caresses my ear with each word.


    “You’ve mentioned it,” I reply as I pull away. I kick my shoes off and head for the bathroom. There’s an overpowering urge to put some space between us that I can’t seem to shake. His hand wraps around my elbow, tugging me back. He smiles mischievously, leaning in to me. I turn my head when he makes an attempt to kiss me.


    And I have no idea why I do it.


    There’s a flash of hurt in his eyes. His hands slip from my arms and he pivots on his heel, taking the couple of steps to the bed. I watch him sit heavily, resting his elbows on his knees. His head is down as if he’s unable to look at me.


    “I thought I could do this, but it’s harder than I thought.” He speaks so quietly I can barely hear him. I inch forward, not sure I understood him correctly.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I need to know.” He tips his head back, his soft blue eyes meeting mine. “I need to know that at the end of the summer, you’re going to come back to me. That you’re going to marry me.”


    I release a slow breath, my chest shuddering, and I lower myself beside him. “If you weren’t okay with me coming here, then why did you tell me to come?”


    His shoulders lift in a shrug. “I’m okay with you being here. I’m just not okay with this changing your mind. Tell me you’re going to marry me. Tell me, in the end, you’re still mine.”


    My eyebrows pucker as everything he’s saying—and everything he isn’t saying—penetrates my skin, sinking deep into my bones. He can handle me fucking every guy I meet, as long as he knows I’ll slip his ring on my finger in two months.


    The only thing different in this speech is the guarantee he’s asking for, but somehow, this time, it makes my stomach churn.


    “That wasn’t our deal,” I choke. “You said I could give you my answer at the end of the summer.”


    He holds my gaze a second more before looking past me, staring hard at the wall. “I think I’m being pretty accommodating about this, Misty. I understand you’re young, you’re beautiful, and you need to get some things out of your system. I get it. All I’m asking for is a little assurance.”


    I bite down on my lip, staring at the floor. “What about you? I have no idea what you’re doing back home. What assurance do I get from you?”


    He blows out a quick breath, his hand folding around mine. “I’m not doing anything back home but working. I don’t need to date other people or release my wild side. I’ve already been there, done that. I know I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I wouldn’t have proposed if I didn’t.”


    The pressure of his hand increases and his thumb moves back and forth over my skin. “You’ve become distant since you left. I can feel it when you text, hear it when we talk.”


    I feel the surprise register on my face. I hadn’t thought I was being distant. I didn’t mean to be.


    “Before you left… You said there was a man you still had feelings for…you couldn’t marry me until you knew there was no future with him—he’s real, isn’t he? You were being truthful.”


    I nod.


    “Is he here in Chicago?”


    I swallow tightly as the conversation replays in my head. And I know, no matter what I’ve been trying to make myself believe, I came here for one reason. Because I’ve never stopped loving Kellin. Because I knew promising to love, honor, and cherish only Luke until the day I die would be a lie.


    But it never meant I didn’t love Luke. I just love both men differently.


    I nod again, one quick jerk of my head.


    “Then I need your answer now, Misty. Tell me you’ll marry me.”


    “I can’t,” I say and I don’t know if I mean I can’t marry him or I can’t give him my answer right now.


    “It’s Kellin, isn’t it? I see the way you look at him. The way he looks at you. Is it him?”


    I don’t answer, but I don’t think I really need to.


    “I don’t know how to deal with this. I need you to come home with me.”


    


    ~*~


    


    I use the key Kel gave me and let myself in when I get back to the apartment the following day. Kellin and Roh are both gone and it feels weird coming into their home without them here—and also very empty. Both guys have such big personalities. When they’re not around to fill the silence, it’s extremely noticeable.


    I run my stuff upstairs and then come back down to grab a quick sandwich. When I’m finished, I duck into the bathroom and run a hot bath. I haven’t soaked in a tub for weeks. I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror and cringe. My eyes are red and puffy, evidence of the night I had.


    Stripping off my clothes, I step into the steaming water, and submerge myself. The heat feels good on my muscles and I sigh. I make quick work of shampooing my hair and getting cleaned up so I have time to lie back and relax.


    I may never want to get out.


    Luke and I didn’t get much sleep last night. I’m exhausted. Physically and emotionally drained. The liquid warmth isn’t helping matters. I ring out my rag and drape it over my swollen eyes.


    “Holy shit. I’m sorry.”


    I startle, ripping the now cold rag from my face just in time to see Kellin pivot on his heel.


    I pulled the shower curtain over enough when I got in that I’m pretty sure he couldn’t see anything major. Still, this isn’t the best position to be in.


    “I knocked,” he says tugging the door open.


    “I must have fallen asleep.” And apparently for a while. There’s a noticeable difference in the temperature of my bath water.


    “I didn’t see anything,” he proclaims, which, despite my mood, makes me smile. He steps out into the hallway, shutting the door behind him and I decide it’s time to get out. I have no idea what time it is and I have to work tonight.


    I dry off and dress quickly, taking a glance in the mirror. Though my eyes aren’t quite as bad as they were earlier, they’re still noticeably pink. Kellin’s waiting in the hallway, back pressed against the wall and arms crossed over his chest, when I emerge. His eyes skim down my body before returning to my face.


    “It’s all yours,” I say as I move past him, finger combing my hair.


    “You okay?” he asks and I pause.


    “I’m fine. Just tired. I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.” I don’t think about how that sounds until it’s already out.


    “You’re lucky it was me and not Roh,” Kellin says, his voice a little rougher. It takes me a second to follow the subject change.


    I peer at him over my shoulder. “Why’s that?” I ask.


    “He would have looked.”


    “So you’re a gentleman?” I clarify through a weak smile.


    Kellin pushes off the wall and takes a single step toward me. His eyes are bright, pinning me in place with their intensity. “No, not a gentleman. I wanted to look. But not while you’re unconscious.”


    “I think that’s what makes you a gentleman,” I rasp.


    He chuckles quietly, the sound causing my core to tighten. “If you say so. Just…don’t make a habit of napping naked. My self-restraint is already at the breaking point.”


    With that, he turns around and closes himself in the bathroom.


    I stand in the hall, frozen, as I listen to the pounding of my heart. I close my eyes and suck in a deep breath. And I wonder how much longer until I find my own breaking point.
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    A thirteen-year-old Misty stood on her front porch, her long blonde hair pulled up in a messy ponytail. Wisps of stray hairs framed her face, some sticking to the tears on her cheeks. I stared at her, memorizing every feature. I didn’t want to forget her. My best friend. My favorite person.


    At twelve, everything’s different. You’re old enough to know Santa Claus isn’t real and the Tooth Fairy isn’t the one leaving quarters under your pillow. But you’re still just naïve enough to believe in miracles. My whole life was being flipped upside down for the countless time in six years and it was more than I could handle, but I truly felt our paths would lead us back to one another again.


    I looked into her eyes and I told her the only truth that mattered to me at the time.


    “I’ll think about you every day.”


    I wish I would have had the courage to kiss her goodbye. I wanted to, but my brother was watching us from the truck, waiting to take me to Illinois.


    Misty repeated my words back to me, her lips quivering over each syllable. And then she stepped forward, wrapping her arms around my neck. My fingers curled around her back, anchoring her to me for a second more.


    “Me too. Always,” she whispered.


    I offered her a weak smile, my hands sliding away. “Forever.”


    One of her hot teardrops hit my chin as I backed away, afraid to turn around. I wanted her in my line of sight as long as possible.


    One step after another took me farther and farther from her. I waved one last time from the large U-Haul truck. I don’t know if she saw or not because I finally turned my head, purposely avoiding her gaze when moisture began to pool in my eyes. If I was going to cry, I sure as hell wasn’t going to let her witness it.


    As I lie here in bed, eight years later, the moonlight casting a pale blue glow to my room, I replay that day over and over—that first time Misty and I were torn apart. And I think I might have loved her even then.


    I just didn’t know it. I didn’t recognize it. Because when you’re a kid, you kind of love everyone.


    It’s been nearly a week since we came home from the camping trip and each day gets more and more difficult. I don’t know how much longer I can do this. My feelings sit on the tip of my tongue every single day, desperately wanting to leap from my lips.


    Time has become my nemesis. My enemy. Too soon to tell her how I feel. Yet the days keep dwindling away like grains of sand in an hourglass.


    


    ~*~


    


    I take Misty over to my brother’s with me for our Friday night ritual. I’m going to cook for her and hopefully earn a few points. It’s not exactly the romantic meal I’d like to share with her, but we have to start somewhere.


    She joins us in the kitchen, perching on the stepladder in the corner. I’m not used to this because Hope usually stays clear of the kitchen during the preparation and cooking time so she doesn’t have to participate.


    “Do you want to help?” I ask. The kitchen isn’t very big, but I’m more than happy to squeeze in next to her while I chop veggies.


    “No, that’s okay. I’ll just watch.” She beams at me, unabashed.


    Mason nods at the iPod docking station. “Then you can deejay. We can’t work in silence.”


    “Yeah, because then we might have to talk to each other,” I deadpan.


    Mason’s face distorts in disgust and he feigns a shiver.


    I shake my head, rolling my eyes. “Don’t make me call Mom.”


    “You should call Mom,” he replies, turning thoughtful. “When’s the last time you talked to her? Have you even met that jackass she’s dating?”


    I sigh. Because I was so young when my dad died, there is little I can remember without the help of pictures, or Mom and Mason recalling it for me. But Mason was older. He had more time and made more memories. They were close, as most fathers and sons are. So for my brother, nobody has ever lived up to Dad’s memory, which is understandable. But he finds something wrong with every single boyfriend my mom has ever had—which really hasn’t been many. I think it’s easier for her to be alone than to deal with Mason’s bullshit.


    “I met him,” I say. “He seems like a nice guy. Mom’s happy.”


    “Mom’s lonely. Because we don’t spend enough time with her so she settles for these douchebags to pass the time.” In his anger, he puts too much pressure on the tomato he’s slicing, squishing it to the cutting board. He sweeps it into the sink and grabs a new one.


    “Dad would hate seeing her with another man.”


    I shake my head. “No, Dad would hate seeing her unhappy. This guy could be really good for her. You don’t know him—you need to stop hating him just because you want to.”


    Even before it finishes leaving my mouth, I see the parallel to my own situation and the way I feel about Misty’s boyfriend. Different circumstances, same general idea.


    Damn. We Patel brothers are judgmental bastards.


    I start trying to justify myself inside my head. Like for one, I’m not dead. Just stupid. If I hadn’t made the mistakes I did, Misty and I could still be together and she wouldn’t even know Luke.


    Mason clicks his tongue, shooting me a sideways glance. “It’s not that I want to. It just feels wrong. I don’t believe anybody else can love Mom the way Dad did.”


    I peer over my shoulder at Misty scrolling through music as she pretends like we aren’t having an uncomfortable conversation in front of her.


    “Maybe,” I agree. “Or maybe this guy could love her better for who she is now. You never know.”


    Mason grunts, regaining my attention. He gives me a flat, knowing look and points the knife at me. “This guy needs to shut the hell up and cut vegetables.”
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    After dinner, which was delicious by the way, I spent a couple of hours catching up with Hope. Now Kellin and I are back at his place, debating over which movie to watch.


    I drop onto the couch, leaning against the arm. “Where’s Roh?” I ask as I empty my pockets of the suckers I stole from Hope’s giant candy dish. Choosing a red one, I rip the wrapper free and place it on my tongue. The sweet flavor registers and I make a small appreciative sound.


    Kellin lowers himself beside me, getting comfortable. “Don’t know. Don’t care.” He grips the end of the sucker stick, surprising me when he tugs it from my mouth and slides it into his own.


    It takes me a moment to register how incredibly sexy I find this. I realize my mouth is still hanging open and snap it closed. “Well that was rude.” I try for playful, but my voice sounds coarse and breathy because Kellin’s words replay in my head—I’m not hitting on you. Trust me, there’ll be no doubt in your mind when I do that.


    His eyebrows rise as he grins around the sucker. “You’re right.” He pulls it from his lips, holding it out to me. “Sorry. You can have it back.”


    There are ten other suckers sitting on the table, three of which are the same exact flavor. I could just as easily take one of those. But I don’t.


    Right here. This is when I reach my breaking point. I sweep my hair to one shoulder and lean forward, wrapping my mouth around the sucker and gently pulling it from his hand.


    “Thanks,” I say softly.


    Kellin swallows, the sound audible in the otherwise quiet room. His tongue skims his bottom lip. His hands curl into fists. “I think I want it back,” he utters.


    I tilt my head, blinking slowly. “What will you give me for it?”


    There’s a second where Kellin looks completely stunned that I’m blatantly flirting with him, which I find kind of insulting. It’s not like I don’t know how to flirt. I’m actually pretty good at it when I want to be.


    The shock slowly dissipates and he gives me a cocky smile. His mouth opens with what I expect to be one hell of an offer, and my phone rings. I almost ignore it, but I need to verify it isn’t important.


    I push my back into the couch and pry my cell from my pocket. Luke’s face smiles up at me from the screen, making my stomach churn. Kellin shifts beside me, drawing my gaze. His narrowed eyes lift from my phone a second after mine do.


    It feels like we’re in some sort of standoff. He’s daring me to take the call and I’m wishing he could understand.


    “You should probably answer that,” Kellin rasps. I slide my thumb over the screen, silencing it as he stands.


    My heart beats quickly inside my chest. I follow him into the kitchen, trying to calm my throbbing pulse. The effort is futile because I know it’s about to get a lot worse.


    He pulls the refrigerator open, notices me in the doorway, and shuts it without taking anything out. “That was quick,” he murmurs.


    “I didn’t answer.”


    “Why not?”


    I moisten my dry lips. “Because I’m here with you.”


    His dark brows crinkle, his eyes flicking over my face. “What does that even mean, Misty?”


    “I’m here, with you,” I repeat.


    “You’ve been with me for weeks. I’ve watched you take his calls probably ten times. What’s different now?” He takes a step toward me, continuing before I have a chance to answer. “Why are you here? What do you want from me?”


    There are too many questions and no easy answers. I shake my head, trying to find the correct way to explain.


    “He doesn’t love you,” Kellin breathes. “I know because he let you go.” He stalks forward and I back up instinctively. His voice is gentle—but his words, his demeanor, and the heat in his eyes are not.


    My back hits the wall, halting my retreat.


    He stops less than an inch away from me, his heaving chest skimming mine with each of his breaths. “Because if he was really in love with you, the thought of you being with anyone else would break his heart.” He closes his eyes as if cutting me off from view. “And I know that because the thought of you going back to him is killing me.”


    He shakes his head slowly, his expression pained. “I die a little more each day knowing my time is running out and you’ll be gone in less than two months.”


    Hot tears blur my vision. My stomach twists, my heart thumping frantically. I’m pretty sure, in a roundabout way, Kellin Patel just told me he’s in love with me.


    “What do you want from me?” he questions again, his voice barely more than a whisper.
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    Seven


    


    “What do you want from me?” I repeat hoarsely for the third time.


    The silence stretches. I can feel every shaky breath she takes. I open my eyes and meet her gaze. I’ve said everything I can right now. I don’t know how I could possibly be any more honest with her.


    “Seven weeks,” she croaks.


    “What?”


    “That’s what I want,” she says, her voice quivering over every word. “The next seven weeks. With you. No regrets about the past. No plans for the future. Just seven weeks.”


    My gut reaction is to argue. Fuck seven weeks. I want more. I want seven months. Seven years. I don’t want an end date.


    As the thought of having her at all, regardless of a time limit, actually sinks in, I decide I’ll take what I can get.


    And that’s the last thought I have. My body takes over, doing all the things I’ve been yearning to do.


    I take that final step separating us, closing the distance. My chest slams into hers. My hands are steady, certain, as I reach up to cup either side of her face. I angle her head and look into her eyes, making sure she understands what I’m about to do.


    Right here, at this exact moment, I realize she’s exactly what I’ve been searching for my whole life. Someone to make me feel the way I feel right now. This exhilarating mix of fear, motivation, desire, and joy.


    It’s the ultimate adrenaline rush.


    The longest fall off a cliff.


    The greatest initiative to succeed.


    The softest caress.


    And the purest laughter.


    It’s terrible and it’s beautiful. And it’s mine.


    I inch forward, waiting for her eyes to fall closed. I can feel the moist warmth of her breath on my lips as she exhales sharply.


    Seven weeks.


    I’m going to utilize every last second.


    I press my mouth to hers, sliding my tongue along the seam of her soft lips. She opens for me, inviting me inside, and I accept immediately.


    This doesn’t resemble our first kiss at all. It’s not soft or sweet. Neither one of us are gentle or timid. There’s no surprise or uncertainty. This kiss is ravenous. Unrestrained. And aware of our deadline.


    Misty grips the sides of my shirt, bunching it in her fists. Her hips flex into mine, her back arching off the wall. I slide my hand down, locking it around the back of her thigh, and lift her leg to accommodate myself. I slip in closer, letting her feel the evidence of my physical need for her.


    A sound echoes in her chest, announcing her approval or appreciation.


    It’s the only prompting I need. I curve my hand around her ass, picking her up and guiding her legs around my hips. For a moment, I let her balance between me and the wall as I break the kiss long enough to yank my shirt over my head.


    I discard it and wrap my hands around her once again. Her lips find mine, continuing what I started. I shift us, pulling away from the wall. Misty yelps in surprise and then laughs against my mouth.


    Her arms are locked around my neck, her legs around my waist. I stumble through the living room, palming the wall in search of my door. When I finally find it, I hurry forward until I feel my legs hit the mattress, and drop her onto the bed without warning.


    She squeals, bouncing on her butt. The sound is so goddamn happy. It makes me feel like a fucking superhero knowing I’m the reason behind her pleasure.


    I reach for her, wanting to rid her of her clothing, and realize the blanket on the bed isn’t mine. I pause halfway toward her and look around.


    “This isn’t my room,” I say. I wonder how pissed off Roh would be if we had sex in his bedroom. I shrug. Guess I’ll find out. Before Misty can comment, I grasp the hem of her shirt and slide it up her stomach. I keep going, exposing a pale blue bra. I get tangled in her hair for just a moment before finally getting it over her head.


    I try to smooth her locks back into place, but she looks like she’s been thoroughly kissed. It’s a good look for her. But I think we can do better.


    Using the pressure of my body, I guide her backward until she’s lying flat on the bed. I hold myself over her, looking down at her face. It’s surreal to finally be here. I want her to know how much I care about her. I want to tell her how much I love her.


    But I hold back. If there’s even the slightest chance my feelings could get in the way of this, I’m keeping them locked up safely.


    Misty’s legs curl around mine, her feet resting on my ass. She nudges me, drawing me down until I’m flat against her. She nibbles my lip before kissing me languidly, her fingers soft and warm against my jaw.


    I want her more than I have ever wanted anyone else in my life, but just this—the feel of her skin, the taste of her mouth—could keep me content for the rest of my life.


    That thought makes my chest ache.


    I don’t have the rest of my life.


    Forever doesn’t belong to me.
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    Something changes in the way Kellin is touching me. Each caress grows gentler, softer, as if he’s afraid he’ll break me. Or scare me.


    But I’m not made of glass and I want this.


    I wouldn’t be here with him right now if I didn’t.


    I apply a little pressure to his chest and he pulls back. His eyes meet mine, a silent question in his gaze. He rolls to his side and I keep pushing until he falls to his back. Swinging my leg over his hips, I straddle him, resting my weight onto his thighs.


    “I saw you before you saw me,” I whisper. “That very first time, when we were kids. I watched you for probably twenty minutes before you finally noticed me.”


    I unhook the clasp of my bra, letting the straps slide down my arms. I pull my hands free and let it drop away, baring my breasts to him. His eyes follow the rise and fall of my chest as my breathing accelerates.


    “I had the worst time concentrating on my homework,” I continue. My fingers start on the button of his jeans, popping it open. I slide his zipper next, letting his erection spring free.


    “To this day, I can still remember what we were both wearing. I had on one of Annie’s old shirts—white with tiny blue polka dots.” I slip off the bed, dragging his jeans down his legs.


    He remains quiet, but leans back on his elbows, watching me.


    “You,” I go on as I undo the tie on my shorts, “were wearing a plain gray t-shirt and black jeans.” I wiggle out of my shorts and climb up Kellin’s body. His hands curl around my hips, drawing me closer.


    “Your hair always fell into your eyes.” I brush his hair back from his face, my fingertips trailing down behind his ear. His heated eyes haven’t left me once. “And I always longed to run my fingers through it.”


    “Always?” he asks, his dimples denting his cheeks as he smiles.


    “Always,” I confirm. I sweep my lips across his, savoring the way he tastes. His palms flatten against my back. I move against him, gliding my hips over his.


    Kellin hisses in pleasure, rolling us over so I’m the one laying down. He pushes up onto his knees, working his fingers into the waist of my panties. He hesitates, his eyes flicking up to my face to read my expression. I bite down on my lip and lift my butt off the bed.


    All reservation gone, he slips the thin material past my hips and down my legs. I feel my body grow warm as his hungry stare rakes over my bare body from my toes, all the way up.


    “When I first saw you, I thought you were the prettiest girl I had ever seen,” he husks. “And every time I saw you after, you grew more and more beautiful.”


    He works his boxers down until he can kick them onto the floor. I take my time, letting my gaze feast on his naked form. The silky smoothness of his erection begs to be touched.


    I reach for him, circling my fingers around his length. He bucks into my hand, a noise, low and guttural reverberates in his throat.


    “I want you,” I breathe.


    Kellin leans in placing a kiss on my lips, then one to my forehead. He pulls a drawer open on the stand beside the bed, then another drawer. I hear the crinkle of foil as he sits back on his heels, rolling the condom on.


    I can’t believe this is getting ready to happen.


    I close my eyes and inhale deeply.


    “We don’t have to do this,” Kellin murmurs.


    My eyes pop open and I shake my head adamantly. “I want to. I’ve always wanted to.”


    He grins down at me. “Always?”


    “Always.”


    “Me too,” he says. “When I saw you at Hope’s graduation…” He trails off, his cheeks turning a soft shade of pink. It’s so damn cute I can’t take it.


    “What?”


    I feel him at my entrance and it ignites a fire in my veins.


    “Let’s just say you were the sole benefactor of my spank bank.”


    I laugh, but my humor fades quickly as he presses into me. I open my legs wider for him, wanting him closer. My fingernails dig into his back muscles as he thrusts again, going deeper.


    The air expels from my lips on a moan. Kellin moves faster. I wrap my legs around him, clinging to him tighter. The mix of sensations and emotions is something I’ve never experienced in my life.


    It feels so good, almost too good. But my eyes sting like I want to cry. My chest feels tights, my throat clogged. I can’t get close enough. I can’t hold him tight enough.


    And I know without a shadow of a doubt, this is what making love feels like.
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    I move a strand of hair from her cheek and watch her sleep. Her cheeks are flushed, her lips parted.


    I’m afraid to look away. I’m afraid she’ll disappear or I’ll wake up and realize this was all just a dream.


    Seven weeks.


    Seven weeks.


    Seven weeks.


    It pounds through my head like a jackhammer.


    I have to change her mind. I have to make her stay.


    Or I’ll fucking follow her back to Ohio. I don’t care.


    Or we can do the long distance thing.


    Just as long as she doesn’t marry Luke.


    Fuck.


    FUCK.


    FUUUUUCK.


    I feel like I’m choking. I’m drowning in misery and I’ve never been happier in my life. It’s the sickest contradiction.


    I pull the blanket up, draping it over her body. We should probably get out of here before Roh gets home, but I don’t want to wake her. I slip out of bed slowly, careful not to jostle her, and pull my boxers on.


    I stand there, at the foot of the bed, staring at her. And all that’s going through my head is, I can’t lose her.


    Seven.


    Seven.


    Seven.


    I work my hands underneath Misty and lift her into my arms. Sound asleep, she nuzzles into my neck, her breath tickling the hair there. I take her into my room, lying her on my bed. Right where she belongs.


    After I have her settled, I take the stairs two at a time up to the attic. Most of her belongings are still in her suitcase. I grab the few items she left out and shove them inside, zipping it closed. I pluck her blanket off the mattress on the floor, and bring everything down to my room.


    When I only have weeks left, I’m utilizing the day and the night.


    I crawl into bed with her, tugging her against me, and finally close my eyes.


    


    ~*~


    


    “Morning,” Roh announces from the doorway. He scoops a large bite of cereal into his mouth, smirking at me while he chews. I glance sideways, making sure Misty is still in my bed.


    She is, and I smile.


    I adjust the blanket, making sure she’s completely covered before returning my attention to Roh.


    “So how was your night?” he asks casually. “Anything…interesting happen?”


    I chuckle softly. “Shut the fuck up and go away. She likes to sleep in.”


    He points his spoon at me. “I want details, Jimmy.” He pivots on his heel, pauses, and spins back around. “And an explanation as to why your guys’ shit is all over my room. That better have been foreplay only because if I find out you nutted in my bed, I’ll be forced to return the favor.” He narrows his eyes, taking another bite. His jaw works, chewing slowly as he backs out of my room.


    “I won’t tell if you don’t,” Misty grumbles into the pillow.


    “Good morning.” I sweep the mess of hair from her face and brush a kiss against her cheek.


    She sits up and there it is, that thoroughly fucked hair. She stretches her arms out in front of her, the blanket sliding down and pooling around her waist. The whole image is sexy as hell. The messy locks and rosy skin, combined with her bare breast, nipples hardening with the cool morning air.


    Noticing where my attention has gone, Misty picks the edge of the blanket up, and rolls to her side, tugging it over our heads. One of her legs slides in between mine, the other resting on my thigh.


    I slip my hand to the apex of her legs, my fingers caressing her gently. She moans, moving against me.


    “I think I could become a morning person if this is what I’m going to wake up to.”

  


  


  


  
    35


    Misty


    


    Six


    


    I ignore the shocked stares and gasps of surprise, the murmurs of disapproval and giggles of amusement. I block it all out and keep walking. My pace picks up speed with each step I take until I push through the double doors of the closest establishment I can find.


    There aren’t many patrons, but every eye falls on me as I squeeze into a booth and kick off my heels. My fingers won’t stop trembling—not that I expect them to.


    A throat clears softly, causing me to look up from my hands. “What can I get you tonight?” the waitress asks. Her eyes move over me, but she doesn’t comment on my appearance, though there’s absolutely no possible way she could miss it.


    “I need a shot of tequila, a rum and coke, and a Long Island Iced Tea.” She nods, pivoting on her heel. I grab her arm quickly, stopping her before she can walk away. “Make that two shots.” I hold onto her wrist as I consider making it three.


    The waitress pats my hand gently, almost as if she understands my dilemma. I release her and sink back into the vinyl seat.


    “So,” the old man seated at the table across from me says casually, a grin stretching his weathered cheeks, “big plans today?”


    I huff out a dry laugh and shake my head.


    “No?” he clarifies, confusion or disbelief crinkling his thick grey brows. He eyes my attire doubtfully, the silky material bunched around me and dangling from the seat.


    “No,” I say quietly.


    “You ain’t one of those runaways, are you?”


    I laugh again, but this time it’s slightly hysterical.


    He rubs his chin, giving me the once over as the waitress sets my drinks down. I gulp down both shots back to back and chase them with the rum and coke. My throat burns and I nearly gag on my final swallow, but I get it all down.


    “Why you running?”


    My eyes dart from my empty glass to the old man. He’s looking at me with curiosity. No judgment. Just interest.


    “Do you think it’s possible to love more than one man?” I ask, my voice quivering as I fight against the tears.


    His gaze meets mine and it takes him several seconds to answer, but I wait patiently, hoping this man can offer me some kind of wisdom. This is what my life has resorted to. Turning to drunken strangers for advice.


    “At the same time?” he asks.


    My head jerks up and down in a stiff nod.


    He rubs the stubble on his chin once again before shrugging his thin shoulders. “I don’t believe so. Seems to me if you were in love with one man, you wouldn’t have been looking to fall in love with another.”


    I shoot up in bed, my shirt soaked in sweat, my hair sticking to my face and neck. Kellin stirs beside me, automatically reaching out for me. I lie back down, snuggling into his side and try to calm my racing heart.


    


    ~*~


    


    The past week has flown by quicker than I thought possible. I feel like I blinked and lost days. Kellin changed his shift at his job, matching it to mine, so we work at the same time.


    When we aren’t working, we practically live within the confines of his bedroom. Our bedroom for the time being.


    We lie in bed and we talk. We talk, we kiss, we touch. And then we make love. I fall asleep in his arms. And when I wake up in the morning, I know it’s one less day we have left.


    I perch on the couch, eating a bowl of cereal. Roh’s on the other end, engrossed in an episode of Scooby Doo. He absent-mindedly rolls the ring in his brow, around and around.


    “Do you think Fred is gay?” he asks suddenly.


    I arch an inquisitive brow.


    “Everybody always claims Shaggy and Scooby are stoners, which I’m not arguing—they clearly are. Nobody gets the munchies that bad without a reason. I get a pretty powerful lesbian vibe from Thelma. Daphne’s a gold-digger, using her looks to get what she wants. But what about Fred? I mean, he isn’t even hooking up with Daphne.”


    “So, gay?”


    He shrugs. “Maybe he should unmask himself.”


    I almost choke on my food as I laugh. After I safely swallow down my bite, I nudge Roh’s knee with my foot. “You never told me why you claimed to be gay the day we met.”


    He turns sideways on the couch to face me. “You asked me why you weren’t my type. And at the time, I couldn’t explain it was a bro code thing.”


    “Huh?”


    He sighs. “A woman is automatically off limits if your friend is—or has ever been—in love with her. But I couldn’t tell you that then. The minute we pulled up to get Sadie, you would have ran.”


    Roh rolls his eyes, looking at the ceiling for a long moment. “Don’t act like this surprises you. You have to know Kel thinks rainbows shoot out of your ass. Just like you think he farts cotton candy and shits puppies.”


    I crinkle my nose at that imagery. “I wouldn’t have ran,” I say.


    He meets my gaze, his stare solemn. I can tell he wants to say something, but he presses his lips together and looks away without comment.
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    After my shower, I throw on a pair of jeans and go to find Misty. We both work tonight, so I want to get my time in with her now while I can.


    She looks up at me, smiling as she crunches on her breakfast. I walk around the couch, coming straight for her. She smells good, I notice, when I lean in and kiss her forehead before squeezing between her and Roh.


    “Why are you eating your cereal dry?” I ask, eyeing her bowl. “Are we out of milk?”


    “Almost, so I left it for you,” she says, her gaze returning to the TV.


    “You left it for me?”


    “Mm-hm,” she mumbles around her mouthful.


    It’s small. Very small and probably insignificant to anyone else. But I think she just made me fall even more in love with her. She notices my amazed stare and arches a questioning brow.


    “What?”


    I shrug and shake my head at the same time. “Nothing. I was just thinking how awesome you are.”


    I’m rewarded with her bright smile. Roh makes a gagging sound, pushing himself up from the couch. He stops next to Misty and nods at me. “Rainbows.”


    They share a look, and I can’t say I like it. I’m happy as hell that they like each other. I’m glad they get along and can talk with or without me. But I’m not real in love with them having secrets or inside jokes they aren’t sharing with me.


    “What was that about?” I ask the moment Roh’s door shuts.


    Misty shrugs, setting her now empty bowl on the table. “Roh claims you think I have a magic butt.”


    I lean back, raking my eyes over her. “I know that ass is magical.” I grin wickedly, making my eyebrows jump once.


    She throws her leg over me, pulling herself onto my lap. Her hands rest on my shoulders, fingers pulsing against my flesh. “I like when you forget your shirt.” Her fingertip slides to my throat, to my collarbone, to my peck, and then across to the other, moving from one freckle to the next like a game of connect the dots.


    Her hand skims over the spot on my abs and continues on to the one at my ribs. My head falls back, my eyes closing. That feels good as fuck.


    And then she starts the entire process over from the beginning, this time using her tongue.


    I clamp my hands around her ass, bringing her with me when I stand. “Where are we going?” she breathes, her breath cooling the place she just licked and sending a shiver down my spine.


    “We’re going to do some magic tricks.”


    


    ~*~


    


    I’m consistently living in two moments—trying to make the most out of the now, and wondering what will happen once this summer is over.


    What does the future hold for us?


    Where will we be in six weeks and a day?


    I fear the answer to that question. And so I don’t ask. I don’t make a single mention of it, but it’s never far from my thoughts.


    I sit at work, and though my job is as easy as a job can get, I keep screwing it up. Roh and I are telemarketers, selling magazine subscriptions. Even easier than that, they’re renewal sales. Somebody already purchased the magazine, but their subscription is about to expire, so we call and get them to renew. Hell, I don’t even call them. I wear a headset, so I don’t have to hold a phone to my ear, and I press a button on the computer so it can dial for me.


    All I have to do is get them to say yes.


    Before the camping trip, my sales were better than most of my coworkers. I could probably have sold flip-flops to people in Alaska and parkas to Floridians—I was that good.


    Now, I’m not sure I’ll make rent this month.


    Maybe I need to start looking at Misty as another sale—trying to sell her me. I’m fucking adorable—it shouldn’t be too difficult.


    Of course, I’m no Mr. GQ.


    I have never once cared about what one of my girlfriends did before me. I didn’t ask. Didn’t care to ask. And if they offered the information, I only listened because they wanted to talk.


    It isn’t that way with Misty. There’s a sick part of me that needs to know about her past. Because those moments were supposed to belong to me. And the situation with Luke is…different. He’s not just her past. He’s also her future.


    I tap my pen against my leg while I think. I need to come up with the perfect sales pitch.


    How do you sell love?
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    Five


    


    “Where are we going?” I ask Kellin, though I know he’s going to change the subject to avoid answering just as he did the first two times I asked.


    “Is your favorite color still blue?”


    “Yes. Where are we going?”


    “And your favorite food? Still Mac-N-Cheese?”


    I sigh. “I got burnt out on Mac-N-Cheese freshman year of college. Now it’s wild mushroom risotto, when made correctly. Where are we going?”


    “Movie?”


    “Wait, are we going to a movie or was that another question?”


    He grins, but doesn’t look away from the road. “What’s your favorite movie?”


    “The Breakfast Club. Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”


    “No. You’ll find out soon enough. What about books? I have to imagine your favorite book from when you were eighteen is no longer your favorite book now.”


    I smile with the memory of this conversation. “Sparkling vampires are still my favorite. You should give the series a try.”


    He grunts. “I tried the movies.”


    “And?” I prompt. He doesn’t answer. Instead, he pulls into a parking lot and cuts the engine.


    “We’re here.”


    I look around, taking in the single swing set and picnic table on one side, and a blacktopped half basketball court on the other. It looks like an abandoned park.


    “What are we doing?”


    He opens his door, stepping out and rolling a ball out from behind his seat. “You coming?”


    I hop out and swing my door shut. “I could be, but apparently you want to play basketball,” I tease.


    He pauses, his eyes meeting mine over the roof of the car. “Get back in.”


    “What?”


    “Get back in. Now.” I watch, stunned as he ducks into the car and starts the engine back up.


    I lower myself inside. Kellin reaches past me, pulling my door closed, and then he guns the gas, causing me to fall back against the seat.


    “I was joking,” I say. “I’m totally happy playing basketball. I haven’t played in a long time.”


    He ignores me, curving around the pavilion, and pulling into a parking space. Without warning, he reaches across me again, pulling the lever on my seat. The back leans all the way into the backseat, making me lie almost flat on my back.


    Kellin repeats the same action with his seat, but he doesn’t lie back. He turns heated eyes on me, his hand slowly pushing my shirt up to just beneath my bra.


    “What are you doing?” I ask, though I’m fairly certain I already know.


    He pops the button on my jean shorts, sliding the zipper down excruciatingly slowly. “I’m going to make you come.”


    I open my mouth to reply, but I lose whatever it was I was going to say as he slips his hand into my panties. He strokes me gently, up and down, several times. I arch into his hand, wanting more.


    His gaze settles on my face, watching me intently. And then he slides one finger inside of me. My lips part and I gasp with pleasure. Kellin’s expression doesn’t change, but the rise and fall of his chest moves quicker now.


    He inserts a second finger, circling and pumping. His thumb skims across my clit almost like it’s an accident, but then he does it again. And again. And again.


    My eyes close because it’s all too much. The intensity of his eyes on me devouring my reaction, the pressure building in my core, his exquisite touch, so in tune to what my body wants—it’s just too much.


    I grip his arm, my nails clawing at his skin. My hand slowly slides down to cover his. My stomach muscles convulse as I thrust my hips, pushing into his palm.


    Holy shit, he feels so good.


    “Kellin,” I sigh his name. I press my lips together. I bite the inside of my cheek. His fingers move faster and faster, on a mission until I explode.


    I gasp for breath as I float back down from my blissful high. My eyes flutter open, meeting Kellin’s that are still intent on my face. His hand is still inside of my pants, his fingers still inside of me. Neither one of us move.


    “You’re sexy as hell when you come.”


    


    ~*~


    


    I pick up the ball, tucking it under my arm. “You still suck.” I shield my eyes with my hand, looking up at him.


    “I’m good at other things,” he says mimicking the conversation we had the first time we met.


    I feel my lips twitch as I hold back my smile. He is definitely good at other things. I toss him the ball so he can take another shot. He dribbles a few times before he shoots. At least it hits the backboard this time.


    “How is it possible that you’re still this bad?”


    He grins at me, completely shameless. “I haven’t had you around to teach me.”


    “I don’t think I can teach you,” I utter as I once again retrieve the ball out of the grass. He pulls his shirt up to wipe the sweat off of his face, exposing his toned stomach. My eyes move over his golden skin, soaking up the sight as I stride toward him.


    I put the ball in his hand and position his elbow the same way I did for him when we were kids. “Make sure you follow through.”


    He’s staring at me, not even looking at the hoop when he tosses the basketball. I purse my lips, contemplating.


    “How about for each shot you make in the next ten minutes, you get to choose one sexual act—any sexual act—and I’ll perform it.”


    “Sounds good. Give me that ball,” he agrees immediately.


    “But,” I add. “For each shot you miss, you lose one.”


    “Got it. Ball.”


    I bounce the ball off the pavement and he sweeps it up and tosses it through the hoop in one motion.


    He raises a single finger as he jogs after the ball. My mouth drops open in shock, but he doesn’t acknowledge my surprise. He steps up to the line, bringing his arm up and releasing the ball.


    Kellin flashes two fingers in triumph.


    “Oh, my God. Have you known how to play all this time?”


    He shakes his head, his damp hair sticking to his temples. “Not when we were kids. I got better over the years.”


    “And that little act just now?”


    He smiles wickedly, the dimples popping in his cheeks. “I like when you touch me.”


    “Then shoot some more baskets.”
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    Four


    


    Misty’s hand curls around mine, offering me support. Coming here is easier now, but there was a time I couldn’t walk away from my dad’s grave without crying. Without missing him. Without being angry that I never got the chance to know him like I should have.


    We were robbed that opportunity when he died at such a young age.


    For the first few years after Mom forced me out of Ohio and moved us back to Illinois, I was pissed at the world. At the men that murdered my father. At Hope for giving my mom the ammo she needed to run again after she found out about the self-harming. At Mason for staying with Hope for those eight months because, at the time, I couldn’t understand how he chose her over me. And my mom for taking me away from everyone I loved.


    But mostly, I was furious with my dad. If he had just stayed home that night everything would be different. Everything. One simple little act changed all of our lives forever.


    I don’t know exactly when the anger began melting away, but one day, it was just gone.


    Sometimes, shit just happens. You can’t control it. You can’t stop it.


    Sometimes it’s meaningless, and sometimes…sometimes you realize that everything that happened after it is shit you’d never want to change.


    Mason never would have met Hope. And I don’t even want to consider the spiral that would cause.


    But the part I focus on is I wouldn’t be holding the hand of the only woman I have ever truly been in love with. I wouldn’t know her at all if it weren’t for that devastating day fourteen years ago.


    Today, I can stand at my dad’s grave without tears or anger, and silently thank him for looking out for my brother and me.


    We found happiness after tragedy. I have to believe he had a little something to do with that, and so I brought Misty here today so he could meet her.


    I rest my free hand on top of his gravestone. The sun has warmed the smooth slab of granite. I concentrate on the heat, the soft breeze, the sound of the birds chirping in the trees, and on Misty’s sweet vanilla scent. I memorize it all and store it into my mind.


    Life is too goddamn short.


    It goes by too quick not to seize every day.


    


    ~*~


    


    Misty’s head rests on my chest, rising and falling with each of my breaths as if we’re connected. Her hand moves back and forth, up and down my stomach. I stroke her hair, letting my hand trail over her back.


    “We have less than a month left,” I rasp.


    Her hand pauses, fingers flexing against my ribs.


    I swallow tightly. I didn’t mean to do this. To draw attention to our impending split. But it’s been spinning around and around in my head as each week passes, looming over me like a rain cloud, and it just spilled out.


    She lifts her head, her eyes flicking over my face. “I know.”


    I shake my head, my jaw muscles twitching in my cheek. Right here is where I should ask her to stay, but I’m a fucking coward. I’m not ready for this to slip away.


    “Have you talked to Sadie lately?”


    Misty caresses my bottom lip with her thumb, her eyes following the motion as if it’s the most mesmerizing thing she’s ever seen. “Yes. I had just enough time to tell her about you before Roh stole the phone.”


    “What’d you tell her? About me?”


    She smiles, her hand curving around my neck as she leans in for a kiss. “I told her you have gotten really good at basketball.”


    I chuckle, pulling her in for another kiss. “Is that all?”


    “No,” she says brushing her lips over my throat. “I also told her you shit puppies.”


    I open my mouth to question her, but she uses the opportunity to go in for a deeper kiss, and I decide I could live with shitting puppies.
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    Three


    


    “I dated Kendra because she looked like you,” Kellin says, his voice a hoarse whisper in the darkness.


    Though I was nearly asleep, he has me wide-awake now. His unexpected statement acting like a shot of adrenaline. “What?”


    “Not exactly like you, but similar.” His soft breaths gently stir my hair. He presses his lips against my head and continues. “For a split second, when I first saw her from the side, I thought she was you. Something about her mouth and the color of her hair. That’s what made me notice her. As soon as I moved closer and saw her other features, I knew—I saw the differences.


    “I asked her out because in some sick way, it felt like having another chance with you.”


    I can’t respond. I can’t move. It’s hard to breathe or think or…breathe.


    “Your personalities were so different, and even though she was nice, and I really did like her, it just wasn’t there.”


    Kellin sighs, his breath stuttering out slowly. “I felt like you should know that. These past few weeks haven’t been about sex. I love that part—a lot—but for me, it’s been about having this time together and getting to know you all over again. Now I know…if it had been you on my campus that day, or if I hadn’t made the mistakes I did three years ago, or if I had never moved away, we would have worked. I truly believe we would have. And we would have been happy.


    “I’m grateful, even if only for one summer, you’re mine.”


    One summer.


    I know in my heart, it won’t be nearly enough. Never enough.


    He rolls to his side and pulls me into him. His lips find mine, placing a soft kiss to them. I have a million things I want to tell him, but he continues to kiss me, almost as if he’s trying to keep me from speaking. And that’s how we fall asleep, holding onto each other, lips connected, breathing as one.


    


    ~*~


    


    After work, smelling like grease and covered in splotches of pizza sauce, I come in to my temporary home to find Kellin and Roh in a standoff.


    Kellin peers around the doorway to his room, signaling me to hurry inside. Roh, kneeling on the floor, body protected by the couch, looks at me like a hungry predator. Both guys hold Nerf guns in their hands, the floor littered with little foam bullets.


    I’m tired. My feet hurt. And I smell bad. I was looking forward to a hot shower, a bed, one of Kellin’s infamous massages, followed by great sex and some sleep.


    But none of this stops me from diving behind the opposite side of the couch, scooping up as many bullets as I can, and running, huddled into Kel’s room.


    He bends down, presses a kiss to my forehead, and begins reloading his gun. “I love you. You’re so fucking awesome.” He stands back up, firing into the living room, but I’m still down on the floor replaying his words. I don’t think he even realizes what he just said.


    “You suck, Misty,” Roh calls. “I’ll remember your betrayal.”


    “Sorry,” I yell back, my voice sounding choked. “My loyalty lies with the guy responsible for my orgasms.”


    Kellin grins at me, winking.


    “I could give you orgasms too, but then Kel might come after me with a real gun.”


    “I wouldn’t shoot you,” Kellin corrects. “I’d probably just hand you your dick.”


    “I think I’d rather die,” Roh says flatly.


    Scrunching his nose, Kellin nods in agreement. “Good thing we don’t have to worry about that,” he replies matter-of-factly.


    Thirty seconds later, they’re both out of bullets and the battle is over. Roh tosses his gun on the chair and plops down on the couch, turning on the TV.


    “That’s it?” I ask completely disappointed. When we played in my house growing up, Guy would hide reload stations, which were just coffee cans full of the soft darts. We had teams, bases, and areas to defend. There were times when I’d sit in the closet with a bucket full of ammo and just wait for someone to walk by. Our battles lasted hours, sometimes days.


    This was just sad.


    Kellin drops his gun onto his dresser. “I don’t feel like picking up all of the bullets.”


    I shake my head sadly. “I have much to teach you.”


    His eyebrows lift as he gives me an evil grin. “I’m an eager student, Ms. Handlin. Educate me. But just so you know, I learn better with a more hands-on approach.”


    “That is so not what I meant.”


    “You’re right. I’m already a very skilled student.”


    “Can you shut the door so I don’t have to hear your sex play?” Roh says. The volume slowly rises on the TV. “It’s only fun when I’m the one doing it.”


    


    ~*~


    


    “Did she really?” I’m not surprised that Sadie would do something like that, but I am shocked I haven’t heard about it sooner. I had no idea she could keep a secret this long.


    “I feared for my life.” Kellin cringes with the memory. “She walked up to me with a piece of wedding cake in one hand and a knife in the other, and told me if I ever tried to contact you again, she’d gut me. It was a butter knife, but I got the point.”


    I’m sitting on his bed, my legs folded in front of my chest, chin resting on my knee. I love Sundays. It’s the only day out of the week I’m home while Kellin works out. While he does curls in the corner on his bench, I catch up on my social media as I watch him.


    “I’m pretty sure she’s over it now,” I say, only partially paying attention to the conversation anymore.


    There isn’t anything I don’t like about these workouts. His hair darkens as it dampens. About ten minutes in, he always gets too hot and removes his shirt, leaving him in only a pair of basketball shorts. Sweat trickles down his chest in rivulets. The air thickens, the room growing warm and humid. His muscles bunch and twist under his skin.


    The whole experience is like an hour of foreplay. By the time he’s stacking his weights, he’s not the only one sweating.


    Sometimes I let him take a shower. And sometimes, like today, I can’t wait that long.


    Kellin releases the weights, letting them drop to the floor. I look at the time and know his workout is over. He chugs half of his bottle of water and I watch his throat work, swallowing it down.


    Before he can stand, I push myself up off the bed. My shirt is gone by the time I’m in front of him. He watches me through hooded eyes as I remove my shorts.


    He tugs the lifting gloves from his hands one at a time, his eyes never leaving me.


    My bra goes next, and then I step in between his legs, letting him remove my panties. I push into him, relishing in the feel of his sweaty body against my naked flesh, and kiss him deeply. His mouth is cold from the water he just drank and it makes me shiver with desire.


    Kellin stands up, smashing me against him as he backs me up until we hit his bed. I sit, grip the waist of his shorts and yank them off his hips, freeing his already hardened length.


    Kellin Patel, naked, damp, and turned on is a sight I’ll never tire of.


    He guides me backward until I’m lying down. The sun streams in through the blinds in thin lines across my stomach. He traces them one at a time. His touch soft, tender. I feel worshipped when he puts his hands on me.


    I feel sexy.


    I feel beautiful.


    I feel loved.


    I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to say goodbye to this man. I don’t think my heart will be able to take it.


    His lips follow the path his fingers just made. My muscles twitch in response. Every inch of my body basks in the sensation of his mouth on me.


    Tears well in my eyes. For the time we missed. For all the things we leave unsaid. For the happiness I feel when I know Luke is hurting. For what I’ve let go. For the uncertain future we face.


    I pull his head up, directing his mouth to mine and try to explain everything I feel with a kiss.
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    Two


    


    We’re on numbers eight, nine, and ten of my twenty-four rewarded sexual acts.


    I combined them to create one extremely pleasing experience. This one in particular is one of my all-time favorites. It’s basic—an oldie but a goodie.


    I prop my head on my elbow, watching Misty sway her hips to the beat of the music as she lifts her shirt, gradually exposing more and more skin. She sweeps it over her head, tossing it at my face. I drag it down to my chest, curling my fingers into the warm material.


    Wisps of blonde hair stick to Misty’s glossy lips. She doesn’t seem to notice, or mind. Her eyes are focused on me, watching me watch her.


    Someone knocks at the door. Not my bedroom door, the front door. I ignore it. Whoever the hell it is can go the fuck away. We’re busy.


    Misty pauses, looking toward the sound. “Are you going to get that?”


    “Hell no.” I gesture for her to keep going. I’m pressing so hard against my zipper, there’s no way I could get up right now anyway.


    The knock comes again—louder and more demanding now—before she has a chance to get back into her striptease. She sighs, moving toward me. I groan as she plucks her shirt from my hand and begins putting it back on. We’re going in the wrong direction.


    “It could be Roh. He might have forgotten his key,” she says, knowing exactly what I’m thinking.


    “If it is, tell him I’m going to hurt him.”


    She rolls her eyes and pulls the bedroom door open as the knocking—now pounding—sounds again. I adjust my jeans, pause the music, and wait.


    And then I hear a voice that makes my insides burn.


    “Is Kellin home?”


    My hard on dissipates immediately. I sit up, throwing my legs off the side of the bed. Before I can get to my door, Misty is there with Kelly on her heels.


    “What are you doing here?” I ask, my surprise and displeasure both clear in my tone.


    “We need to talk.” Her eyes go to Misty as if she’s the one intruding. Misty notices and turns to leave. I grab her hand, anchoring her in place.


    “I’ll be two minutes. Tops.”


    She nods, smiling weakly before she walks away.


    “Two minutes,” I reiterate to Kelly. She starts to close the door and I put my foot out, stopping it. Misty might not be my girlfriend—I’m not sure there’s a name for what we are—but I don’t want to make her feel uncomfortable. More than she already does.


    “Who is that?” Kelly asks, taking a seat on my bed.


    “Misty,” I say simply.


    She looks up at me through her dark lashes. “But who is she?”


    “She’s a friend,” I reply. I lean my side against the dresser, folding my arms over my chest. “What do you need, Kelly?”


    She twirls a lock of her long hair around her finger, blinking slowly at me. There was a time I thought that shit was cute. I don’t find it cute now. Not when I know she isn’t as innocent as she pretends.


    “I’m pregnant.”


    Boom. Just like that. No warning. No leading up.


    My first thought is, FUCK.


    My second thought is, that sucks for whoever the unlucky father is.


    What I say is, “What does that have to do with me?”


    Kelly’s big brown eyes narrow, her lips pursing in frustration. “I’m nine weeks, Kellin.”


    No.


    NO.


    No fucking way.


    I swallow tightly. I can feel sweat beading along my brow. The back of my shirt sticks to me uncomfortably. “How do you know it’s mine?”


    Kelly stands up, moving toward me. It takes everything inside of me to not jump back.


    “I don’t. Not for sure. But there’s a good possibility—you know that. We can do a paternity test once I have the baby if you want.”


    “I do. I want a test.”


    She nods, turning and pacing back toward the bed. “I’m not with Doug anymore. When I told him I was pregnant, he said he’d sign his rights over.” She laughs bitterly. “He said he’s too young to be a dad.”


    I know it’s shitty, but I’m thinking the same damn thing.


    I’m not ready for this. I’m too young. And when I am ready, I don’t want a kid with Kelly. I don’t love her. I barely like her.


    “I want you to give us another try. I want us to be a family.”


    I shake my head instantly. I don’t want any of that. Not with her. Not ever.


    She steps back toward me, her palm pressing against her belly. “I know we have a lot to work out. I know I hurt you. But please just give us another shot. For the baby. You grew up without your dad. If this baby is yours, do you really want that for him or her?”


    “I can be the baby’s dad without being with you. You just don’t want to be alone.”


    Her eyes well with tears. She nods and they spill over, running down her cheeks slowly. “You’re right. I don’t want to be alone. I’m scared, Kellin. I’m so scared.”


    I drop my head back, letting it hit the wall hard. I can’t do this. I can’t make this decision right now. I need to think. I need time.


    Always more time.


    “I can’t give you an answer right now,” I rasp.


    She nods again, batting the moisture off her cheeks with the tips of her fingers. “Promise me you’ll consider it. Think it over.”


    She could be carrying my child. I owe her that much.


    “Yes,” I promise. “I’ll think about it.”
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    I’m sitting on the porch when Kellin walks Kelly out. He waits for her to get into her car and drive away before he even looks at me.


    His expression is pained, almost sick, and I have no idea what it means, but I know whatever she came here for—whatever he’s getting ready to say to me—is not good.


    Kellin takes a seat beside me on the steps, looking out into the yard as if avoiding my gaze. “Are you okay?” I ask softly.


    He shakes his head, a dry laugh bursting from his lips. “No.” He laughs again. “Not at all.” He bites his lip, glancing sideways at me. “She’s pregnant. It could be mine. Could be the guy’s she was cheating on me with.”


    Time stills. I feel frozen in place, as if my limbs are made of ice, and my lungs can no longer expand or contract. I can’t breathe. I swallow down the bile rising into my throat. And finally my head snaps in the direction Kelly went, as if she’s still there. As if seeing her will somehow solidify what Kellin just told me.


    A baby.


    The idea of someone else carrying his child rips my heart in two.


    “I don’t know what to do,” he continues, his head now in his hands. “She’s alone and wants us…”


    Please don’t say it.


    I pinch my eyes closed.


    “She wants me to give her another shot. Try to be a family. I don’t know. I don’t know.” I feel him shift beside me and I open my eyes.


    He looks at me, his expression almost pleading. “I don’t know what to do.”


    He keeps repeating it. Like he’s asking me to tell him what to do without actually coming out and asking. But I can’t. I won’t. Because there is a big part of me that wants to advise him to tell her to go to hell. I know it’s wrong and it’s my own shock and bitterness, but I feel it all the same.


    I try to put myself in her shoes and I know I wouldn’t want to do it alone.


    “I don’t know, either,” I whisper.


    


    ~*~


    


    He hasn’t said it, but I can see it in his eyes when he looks at me.


    I can feel it in his touch when he holds me.


    It’s the same tender way he’s always regarded me, but it’s different now somehow. It’s like he’s saying goodbye.


    He’s already made his choice. And it isn’t me.


    I find this wretchedly ironic.


    I think he’s only waiting for our time together to conclude. Part of me wants to stay and try to get in every single last minute, but I know it will just make it more difficult in the end.


    Time after time, I’ve almost told him the truth I’ve been holding onto for weeks. But I didn’t do it, and I can’t do it now. I hold it in because I’m not sure it will matter. And if it doesn’t, it will hurt more than just walking away.


    If it does, I’ll always feel guilty about it.


    I’m supposed to work at Newton’s for one more week. I called and let them know I was going back to Ohio early. I was actually scheduled to work right now, and I feel bad for leaving them on such short notice. But I had to do this tonight. I knew I needed to pack while Kellin wasn’t here.


    I can’t hold the tears back while I pack. They turn into big, ugly sobs as I shove everything into my bag. I’m going home. There’s no other option. I’ve gone back and forth over whether or not I should go to Hope and Mason’s. But I can’t do it. It’s just too close. And I can’t look at Mason—he reminds me too much of his brother.


    When I’m sure I have everything, I leave the key on the coffee table and let myself out.


    


    ~*~


    


    I knock on Sadie’s door just as the first call comes.


    “I promise, I’ll explain everything, but first, I need you to text Roh and tell him I’m here and I’m fine,” I say in a rush as soon as she opens the door.


    She arches a brow, moves out of the doorway, giving me room to come in, and heads straight for her cell. Her fingers click out the text. I follow her to the kitchen, taking a seat at the bar while she pulls out two wine glasses and fills them to the brim.


    After a long drink, she sets down her glass, giving me her full attention. “Okay, what the hell happened?”


    She holds up a finger before I can answer, and takes another drink. “If that little fucker did it again, I want to be too drunk to drive out there.”


    “It’s not his fault,” I say. My chin begins to quiver, so I gulp down some wine, trying to keep another round of tears at bay.


    “Is it Luke?”


    I drop my head to the counter, letting the marble cool my cheek. “No. Well sort of. But no.”


    She runs her fingers through my hair, pushing it out of my face. “What’s going on sweetie?”


    “Kelly’s pregnant.”


    “Who the hell’s Kelly?” she asks, her hand stilling on my head.


    I spend the next thirty minutes and two glasses of wine reminding her who Kelly is and breaking the baby details down for her. In that time, I send thirteen calls to voicemail—some are from Roh, some are from Hope, but most are from Kellin. I’ve lost count of the texts.


    “This isn’t your choice. I mean, not to make alone.” Sadie refills our glasses and tosses the bottle into the recycling. “Does he even know about Luke?”


    I shake my head.


    “Then he can’t make an informative decision. You need to tell him.”


    I shake my head again. “I can’t keep going down the same road, expecting it to be different all of a sudden. I can’t keep getting my hopes up, wanting something that isn’t meant to be. I’m done.” Before she can argue with me, I continue on. “Can I stay with you for a little while? I can’t go back to my place yet, it’s still being sublet.”


    “Of course,” she says gently.


    “Great. Thanks. I’m going to give Hope a call so she can stop worrying about me and hopefully Mason can get Kellin to give it a rest.”


    “Okay.”


    I hate the way she’s agreeing with me so easily. Like she knows I’m about to break at any second and doesn’t want to push me. But at the same time, I’m so grateful she isn’t arguing because I am ready to break.


    I just want to curl up into a ball and sleep the pain away.
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    Six hours and thirty-eight minutes


    


    3:04 AM


    It’s been six hours and thirty-eight minutes since I realized she was gone.


    She went back home. No discussion. No goodbye.


    I called her until my brother told me she had contacted Hope and asked me to leave her alone.


    I guess that’s it.


    She’s gone back to marry Luke. I might have a kid on the way. The summer’s just about over. It’s not exactly how I saw this ending, but it is what it is.


    I wish I could sleep just to escape the nightmare that is my life.


    But sleep eludes me because I don’t have her warm body pressed to mine. I don’t have her scent flooding my senses or her hair brushing against my arm. My bed is empty. My heart is empty. But my head is too goddamn full.


    After my breakup with Kelly, I thought being left with the Why was the hardest thing, but being left with the What if is so much worse.


    I want to scream. I want to punch the walls and throw whatever I can get my hands on.


    I want to go to Ohio and drag her back here, into my home, into my bed, and wrap my arms around her.


    But I don’t do any of the things I want. Instead, I lie in my empty bed, staring up at the ceiling, praying for sleep to consume me.


    


    ~*~


    


    10:10 AM


    “My appointment is the first Tuesday of next month,” Kelly says as she pours herself a cup of coffee. “Make sure you’re available.”


    I yawn into my hand, exhausted from my lack of sleep. Hopefully this means I’ll be able to sleep tonight. “Yeah, okay. How soon is it safe to have the paternity test done?”


    “I’m not sure, but I mean, does it really matter? If we’re going to be together, you’ll be daddy no matter what.”


    I pull a bowl out of the cabinet and slam the door closed with more force than is necessary. “I said we could give it a try and see how things go. That’s it. I never said we were together. And it does matter. For more reasons than I can name.”


    I ignore her pouty lips and open the fridge, searching for the gallon of milk. Coming up empty, I slam that door too. “Did you use the rest of my milk in your coffee?”


    “Dairy is good for the baby.” She takes a sip, peaking at me over the rim.


    “Coffee isn’t good for the baby.”


    “It’s decaf,” she shoots back.


    I put the bowl back into the cabinet and leave her in the kitchen by herself as I lower myself onto the couch. I don’t want to kick her out, but I hope she leaves soon. When I called her this morning to tell her I was willing to see how the next six months go before she has the baby, I didn’t mean it as an invitation to come hang out right this minute. I thought we’d start slow. Maybe lunch after doctor’s appointments or a movie or something.


    Obviously she and I are on two different pages. I guess it doesn’t really matter because either way, our book is ending with a baby.


    Roh emerges from the bathroom, a trail of steam following in his wake. He drops beside me, running his hands through his wet hair. And then as if sensing Kelly’s presence, he leans forward, peering into the kitchen. She wiggles her fingers at him in a wave and he sits back, his head turning slowly to look at me. I hear his tongue ring click against the back of his teeth.


    “What the hell is she doing here?”


    I sigh. This is something that’s going to be happening now. He needs to get used to it. “She came by to tell me about her next appointment. Be nice to her.”


    “Phones serve the same purpose.”


    I shrug.


    “Is she finished telling you?”


    “I think so.”


    “Hey, Kelly, Jimmy and I are headed out. You need to bounce, sugar.”


    I try not to laugh when Kelly smiles at the endearment. Roh doesn’t do pet names. He does shitty nicknames that you don’t know are insulting unless he explains it to you. Sugar is one of them. It might taste sweet, but the whole time you’re enjoying it, it’s secretly rotting your teeth and putting your general health at risk.


    “Okay,” she pushes back her chair, walking out of my line of sight. I hear her coffee splash into the sink, which pisses me off. My stomach growls, apparently just as annoyed.


    “Call me later,” she murmurs, running her finger along my shoulders as she passes. Her skirt sways with the swing of her hips, catching both my and Roh’s attention until she disappears out the door.


    “She does have a nice ass, though,” Roh breathes, pulling on his brow piercing.


    “Do you do that with every girl I date?”


    “What?”


    “Check them out like that? Did you do that with Misty?” As soon as I say her name, my gut clenches, reminding me she’s no longer here.


    Roh shakes his head, regarding me seriously. “No. Not with her.”


    “Why not?” I ask, insulted and relieved at the same time.


    “She’s hot. I noticed that because I have eyeballs. But seriously, I never looked at her that way. Not the way I look at Kelly. Kelly’s a hoodrat. Her only redeeming qualities are the way she looks, and the kid she’s carrying—if it’s yours. But Misty is your four-leaf clover. I wouldn’t even consider treating her the same.”


    “My four-leaf clover?”


    “Hard to find, once in a lifetime, once you have it you hold onto it, etcetera.”


    I look away. I don’t want to hear that shit.


    “That’s over. She went back to Luke. And I’m going to see this baby shit through with Kelly. For once, I’m choosing a girl for the right reason.”


    His brows crinkle and rise simultaneously. “And what’s that?”


    I shoot him a dumbfounded look. “She’s pregnant.”


    He drops his head, shaking it slowly. “A baby is not an automatic reason to be with someone. Especially when that someone cheated on you and treated you like shit.”


    “Then what is?” I need to know. “What’s the correct answer here? What is the magical reason two people should be together?”


    “Love, dumbass.”


    I push myself off the couch, my hands fisted at my sides. “Nope. That’s not it either. I love Misty and she’s gone.”
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    Nearly three weeks


    


    I’m back in my apartment and school starts in a few days. Everything is back to normal.


    Everything except the way I feel inside.


    It’s been nearly three weeks and I keep waiting for this sick ache to go away or at least alleviate a little bit.


    It hasn’t yet.


    Maybe it will be better when I’m busy with school.


    I don’t bother to change out of my pajamas before I go to the store. I throw my hair into a ponytail, slip on my flip-flops, and go. I’m on a mission for comfort food. All things chocolate.


    As I roll the cart down the aisles, I realize everything reminds me of Kellin. The pasta section reminds me of his love of cooking. The Nesquik display reminds me of…so much. And the baby aisle, I hurry past it quickly, trying to block that reminder from entering my brain.


    It’s pointless. It never goes away.


    I’ve imagined what their baby will look like a million times. I’ve pictured them as a happy little family, shopping, vacationing. Taking camping trips.


    And I’ve hoped a million different times the baby ends up not being his. Knowing another woman could be carrying his child fills my veins with bitterness.


    This might make me a terrible person. But I can’t even bother to care.


    With my cart now filled with way more junk food than I should ever allow myself to purchase with a broken heart, I make my way to the check out.


    A familiar head of blonde hair catches my eye, and I try to turn away before he notices me. I make it a couple of feet when I hear my name. I almost ignore him, pretending like I don’t hear him. But I know how incredibly shitty that would be. I pause, waiting for him to catch up to me.


    “Hi,” Luke says, his voice low and soft.


    “Hi.”


    I bite down on my lip, my feet shifting nervously.


    “I’m surprised to see you. How are you?”


    “I’m…good. How are you?”


    He smiles weakly. “Better. It hasn’t been easy, but I’m getting there.”


    I want to ask him how long it takes to “get there.” How much longer my chest will feel like someone stomped on it with stilettoes. Miraculously, I’m not that selfish.


    “You look good,” I say instead. And he does. He looks as handsome as he always has.


    “You look tired.”


    I huff out a dry laugh. And then I burst into tears in the middle of the grocery store.
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    Three and a half weeks


    


    8:30 PM


    “Is this your life now?” Roh sits across the table from me, watching me shovel spaghetti into my mouth. I ignore him, adding more cheese and taking another bite.


    “Because,” he goes on, placing his hands on top of the table and interlocking his fingers. “I’m just going to say it—you’re going to get fat.”


    I glare at him, taking yet another bite.


    “First you’ll get fat. Then you’ll get comfortable in a loveless relationship. Next thing you know, you’ll be old and wrinkly, twenty years have passed you by, and you’re miserable.”


    I’m pretty miserable now, so…


    “Stop eating your feelings. You’re disgusting right now.”


    I scoff.


    “You have sauce on your face and I don’t even know what the fuck that is on your shirt. When’s the last time you showered?”


    I glance down at my shirt and I have no idea what that is either. I scratch my fingernail over the crusty stain and realize he’s right. I am disgusting. I set my fork down. I don’t answer the shower question—it’s been a few days.


    “You can’t keep on like this. Either own your decision or change it.” He pushes his chair back, picks up my plate, and dumps the remainder of my spaghetti in the trash before leaving me to think about everything he said.


    


    ~*~


    


    11:18 PM


    I don’t know what I was thinking. I can’t do this.


    The touch of her hand feels wrong. The smell of her perfume stings the back of my throat. Even the texture of her hair, stiff with some kind of hair product, makes me want to cringe.


    Everything Kelly does annoys me in some way.


    The way she hums while she gets ready. The way it takes her an hour to get ready. The way she changes the channel in the middle of a show.


    The way she won’t leave.


    I’m pretty sure I’m looking for reasons to not like her. Or maybe I’ll have an issue with anything she does differently than Misty.


    But what really has me about to lose my shit is the kissing. I was able to get out of it at first, but as the weeks continued on, it became harder and harder to find excuses. “I’m not ready” didn’t even fly.


    Every time her lips touch mine, it feels wrong. So wrong, it makes me feel guilty, like I’m doing something I shouldn’t be. Like I’m betraying Misty.


    Like I’m lying to myself.


    “I promised you I would try, and I did,” I say. Kelly gazes at me, her eyes intent on my face. “I’ll go to all the appointments. I’ll be there for the delivery. And if the baby is mine, I’ll be in his or her life. But I can’t do this. I’m sorry.”


    “You’re breaking up with me? While I’m pregnant?”


    “I’m sorry,” I say again.


    I’d rather be alone than live this lie. I don’t love her and I never will. I can’t pretend. And that’s no life for a baby.


    She sniffs, swiping at her eyes. “I know I’ve done a lot wrong in the past, but I’m trying to be better. I don’t want to do this alone. Please.”


    Fuck.


    My heart throbs with her plea. I lean over and pull Kelly in for a hug. “You won’t be alone. I promise. I’ll be there for you. I just can’t be with you. We’re not in love. You know that. You deserve someone that loves you unconditionally.”


    I’m just rattling on at this point, trying to say all the things I think she might need to hear. I don’t want to hurt her or stress the baby out. But this is done.


    Kelly pulls away. She runs her fingers under her eyes and stands up. “I guess this is for the best. I’m pretty sure the baby’s Doug’s anyways. You probably would have left after the paternity test.”


    I don’t know if she’s saying this to hurt me or if it’s because it’s true. Either way, I don’t care. I’m not going back on my word.


    


    ~*~


    


    12:32 AM


    After Kelly left, I finally showered. Now I’ve just been sitting on the couch, staring at the wall ever since. I’m looking at it, but I don’t see it. My head is full of Truth or Dare and swims in the lake. Nesquik and Nerf gun fights.


    It’s full of Misty.


    The longer I sit here, staring at this wall, not seeing this wall, the angrier I get. She’s my best friend—outside of Roh. Less than a month ago, I was kissing her lips and making love to her. I was holding her in my arms at night and waking up with her every morning.


    She loved me. I know she did. I felt it.


    Maybe she loves Luke more. Maybe she’s obligated to him. Maybe the baby was too much.


    Maybe she can’t be with me in the way I want, but she can’t just end our friendship.


    In the least, she owes me a proper goodbye.


    My foot taps the hardwood floor, my knee bouncing with the movement.


    Fuck it.


    I shoot off the couch and pad briskly for Roh’s door. I throw it open and flip his light on. “I’m going to Ohio.”


    “What? Now?” he croaks, wiping the sleep from my eyes.


    “If I wait, I might change my mind.” I turn his light off and pivot on my heel.


    “Wait,” he calls. “I’m going with you.”


    “You want to come with me?” I repeat for verification.


    He sits up, swinging his legs off the bed. “You can drop me at Sadie’s.”
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    I used to love Saturdays.


    I used to enjoy having nothing to do for a full day.


    Now I hate it. I don’t even have homework because I do it as soon as it’s assigned, just to keep myself busy. Because when I’m busy, I’m not thinking about how miserable I am for those few minutes.


    I just finish getting ready for the day when Phil, one of my roommates, lets me know I have a visitor. I assume it’s Sadie. She’s been trying to keep me busy whenever she has free time. Saturdays are usually her catch-up day—laundry, cleaning, homework—but she’s been blowing a lot off for me.


    Hell, if she wants me to come help her clean, I’ll do it. Scrubbing toilets has never sounded better, actually.


    I grab my purse and hurry out to the living room. My feet falter when I see him standing there. My head tips to the side in confusion.


    “I came to take you to breakfast, if you’re free,” Luke says with a soft smile.


    I hesitate for a moment, still trying to get over my initial surprise. “Sure,” I utter.


    I slide my feet into my shoes and look around for my purse, realizing it’s still on my shoulder. Luke has me completely flustered.


    He holds out his hand and I take it, letting him tow me toward the door. Outside, the air is still chilly though the sun is bright. The contrast of the warm sun on my face and the cool breeze blowing gently across my skin makes me shiver.


    Luke opens the passenger side door for me. I’m about to step in when a large truck pulls in behind us. I recognize the vehicle immediately and my breath catches, my stomach twisting violently as I meet Kellin’s eyes through the window.


    I say his name; at least I think I do. But I can’t move. I feel frozen to this spot between Luke and the open car door.


    My stomach continues to churn and spasm as question after question spins through my mind. I feel lightheaded. Queasy.


    Oh, my God.


    I’m going to throw up.


    I slap a hand over my mouth and push past Luke, hurrying into the apartment. I ignore my roommates questioning glances.


    Hold on.


    Just hold on.


    Make it to the bathroom.


    I kneel in front of the toilet, emptying my stomach for what feels like forever.


    “You okay?” Sadie asks from the doorway. I glance over at her, tears running down my cheeks, and my mouth tasting like hot garbage.


    “I’ve been better.”


    She hands me a towel and I wipe my face.


    “What is he doing here?” I ask her. My voice is accusing, though I don’t mean it to be. I close the lid and flush the toilet before starting the process of washing out my mouth.


    “They showed up at my door bright and early this morning. We would have been here sooner, but Kellin wanted to let you sleep.” She gives me a flat look. “I wasn’t allowed that luxury.”


    “Where is he?”


    “Still in the truck. What he wants to say to you isn’t something he wants to say in front of Luke.” Her eyes narrow as she stares at my reflection in the mirror. “You need to tell him. He came all this way just to talk to you.”


    I lean my hip into the counter for support and release a shuttered breath. “Two days ago you were telling me I needed to forget about him. You told me I needed to move on.”


    She holds her hands out, palms to the ceiling. “That was when I thought he was with Kelly.”


    I squeeze the counter so tightly my fingers throb. My heart does a gallop inside my chest. “He’s not with Kelly?”


    “He broke it off with her.”


    I let that swim through my mind for a few seconds, my eyes locked on the blue rug in front of the bathtub. Every muscle in my body is tense, aching.


    “What happens when he finds out the baby is his and he decides he wants to be with Kelly? That he wants them to be a family?”


    Sadie growls deep in her chest, her frustration clear. “This is something you need to discuss with him.” She pulls the door open, gesturing for me to go first. I don’t budge, my feet refusing to move me forward.


    “I love you,” Sadie murmurs. “And I know you think this martyr shit is the right thing to do for Kellin, and the baby that might not even be his. And I understand you’re trying to protect yourself. But,” she pauses, shaking her head for emphasis. “I say this as your best friend—you’re being completely fucking stupid. What’s the point in all of this if everyone is miserable?”
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    9:42 AM


    My eyes trail back and forth, from Misty’s door to Luke leaning against his car, his expression preoccupied. I find it strange, and maybe a little disturbing, that he hasn’t gone after Misty. He hasn’t even been inside to check on her.


    “What do you want to do?” Roh asks. I shift my gaze to him. His posture is relaxed, his elbow resting in the open window, fingers tapping a beat out on the mirror. He sucks the hoop in his lip into his mouth, biting down on it.


    What do I want to do?


    I want to walk into her apartment, throw her over my shoulder, and bring her back to Chicago. All grunting and chest pounding aside, I don’t know how the hell to make that happen.


    Roh starts the engine, causing Luke to look our way. His gaze lands directly on me and holds. “I’m just going to pull off to the side. Looks like we might be here for a while.”


    “Fuck this. I’m here. I’m going to do what I came here to do.” One side of Roh’s mouth lifts in an approving smirk.


    “Go get her, tiger.”


    I pause halfway out the truck. “Please don’t ever, and I mean never, call me tiger again.”


    “Put your claws away and get in there.” I flip him off and he grins at me in response. Freaking weirdo.


    I slam the door and give Luke a slight nod. I wish I could feel bad about having sex with his girlfriend, but he’s the one who sent her off to do it. And it wasn’t just a hook-up. I love her and I can never feel bad about that.


    “I’m going to take off,” he says as I pass by. “Tell her I said…” He looks as though he’s trying to figure out the end of that sentence as he stares up at the sky, dragging a hand through his hair. “Tell her I said goodbye.” He drops his head, his gaze sliding back to me. “And Kellin?”


    Here we go. I have no idea how much he knows about my time with Misty—how much she’s told him. I might be about to get my ass kicked for all I know. “Yeah?”


    “Be good to her.”


    I feel my brows draw together in confusion. That’s not at all what I was expecting. I nod, puzzled by our entire exchange. Sadie meets me at the door before I’m able to knock. She points over her shoulder to the guys playing video games on the couch.


    “Those are Misty’s roommates. Guys, this is Kellin.”


    They glance my way, one giving me a quick hello, the others nodding, before returning their attention back to the TV.


    “Where is she?”


    “Bathroom. Straight down the hall on the right.”


    “Thanks,” I say, brushing past her.


    “Good luck,” she calls.


    My gut clenches with her words. Luck. I haven’t had a lot of that lately. Four leaf clovers are supposed to be lucky, though, right?


    I press my palm to the door and take a deep breath. I have no idea what I’m going to say. Nearly eight hours in a truck coming here and I didn’t plan a damn thing to say. Honestly, I’m not sure why I’m here. What I think I can accomplish.


    Another deep breath. My fingers curl into a fist and I rap them against the door, the wood rough against my knuckles.


    I hear the rattle of the knob and my heart pumps wildly in my chest, knowing I’m about to talk to her after close to a month. Face to face. Close enough to breathe in her scent.


    I close my eyes and when I open them again, she’s standing in front of me.


    “Hi,” I breathe.


    “Hi.”


    Misty twists and tugs the ends of her hair. She looks down at our feet as if she can’t meet my eyes. I want to touch her, lift her chin. I want to put my arms around her and pull her close. Too long. It’s been too damn long.


    Time is still my nemesis. I can never outrun it. Can never slow it down or speed it up. It calls all the shots and I’m nothing but a slave to it.


    I think, in the end, we all wish for more of it though.


    “Is there somewhere we can talk? Just for five minutes.”


    She nods her head, indicating the door behind me. “In my room.”


    I step out of the way, letting her go in first. I close the door behind us and take a moment to look around her bedroom. At her private space. The things she chooses to surround herself with.


    It smells like her in here. That soft vanilla scent I’ve loved since the first time I met her. I inhale, taking it into my lungs. I wish I could hold it in forever. Let it seep into my veins and travel my blood, in and out of my heart.


    My eyes move over the shelves of books, noting she does in fact still have the vampire books and they look worn as hell. The desk full of schoolbooks. The unmade bed. Her sheets are blue, her favorite color.


    Misty clears her throat and my gaze snaps to her.


    And then, without thinking or preparing, I start talking.


    “I love you.”


    I’m surprised I actually just said that. But at the same time, I know I’ve been holding that in for way too long.


    “I do,” I continue. “I love you. And I think you should give me—give us—a chance. A real one. No rules. No time limits. Just us.”


    Her eyes are wide, bright, staring back at me like she’s concerned I might have lost my mind. Maybe I have. I’ve heard love can do that to a person. It can drive you bars-on-the-windows crazy.


    Crazy for you.


    Crazy about you.


    Crazy in love.


    Sanity is completely overrated.


    “There aren’t many certainties in life,” I say, my voice thick with emotion. “We all get old, fat, and wrinkly—if we’re lucky enough to live that long. And then someday, we all die. I want to get old, fat, and wrinkly with you—my best friend.”


    My chest feels tight, like my lungs refuse to expand. I can barely manage to get the next part past my lips.


    “I don’t want to die someday, knowing I didn’t do everything in my power to make that possible,” I whisper.
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    I’ve never seen Kellin look like this. Not once in the eight years I’ve known him. The expression on his face is almost desolate. Distraught. His eyes well with moisture. “Don’t marry Luke,” he pleads. “Don’t… Don’t give him your forever.”


    I back up a step. I have to. I don’t want him to be hit with the shrapnel of my demolished heart.


    I don’t know how I’m still standing. How my legs have managed to hold me up after a speech like that.


    “The baby,” I utter.


    He shakes his head, cutting me off before I can go any further. His hair falls into his eyes, but he doesn’t move to push it away. My fingers scream at me, begging me to reach out and brush it back. I tuck them into my sides, silencing them.


    “I’m going to be there for the baby if it’s mine. I know that’s a lot to ask for you to handle. Being with someone with that kind of responsibility is probably going to be hard. I’m just asking for a chance.”


    I move to my bed and sit heavily as I weigh his words. They’re much too substantial for me to hold onto. But I weigh each one carefully. Especially the part where he said he loves me.


    Butterflies dance through my stomach each time I think about it. But I know, sometimes, love isn’t enough.


    “And Kelly?”


    “I don’t want to be with Kelly,” he says flatly.


    “Not even for the baby?” I shoot back. I have to know.


    “I don’t want to be with Kelly,” he repeats, his voice a low growl.


    “Not even if the baby is yours? You don’t want to be a family?”


    “I DON’T WANT TO BE WITH KELLY.” He rakes his fingers through his hair desperately, shaking his head in frustration. “I want to be with YOU. Only you. Why can’t you understand that?”


    His image blurs in front of me as my eyes brim with tears. It feels like I’m being choked—suffocated.


    “I know Luke might seem like a good choice—an easier choice—but—”


    “I’m not with Luke,” I say barely above a whisper. “I haven’t been with him since he was in Chicago. Since before you and I…”


    His eyes flare with an emotion I can’t decipher. His brows crinkle and he fires question after question at me in rapid succession as he paces back and forth through my small room. “Why did you break up? Why didn’t you tell me? Why was he here if you’re broken up? Why didn’t you TELL me?”


    I release a shaky breath. My fingers hook into my blanket as if it can offer me some form of support. Some kind of warm comfort. Some kind of courage.


    “He came here today because he knows I’ve been having a hard time since I’ve gotten back. He was going to take me to breakfast—to keep me company. It’s easier that way, if I keep busy.


    “I didn’t tell you he and I broke up because I had no idea what would happen between you and I.


    “I wanted to tell you. I almost did a hundred different times. But we never talked about us beyond that day. And I guess, part of me was afraid to tell you, to want something more—to look that far ahead when every other time we tried, it never worked before.


    “I lost you once when we were kids,” I utter. “I lost you again at the wedding. I didn’t want to get my hopes up just to lose you again.


    “Each time we tried something got in our way, and each time it hurt more and more. It got harder and harder to get over you. If I had told you Luke and I broke up, you would have wanted to know why, and then it all would have come out—” I cut myself off, shaking my head.


    “And then the baby… I can’t describe how it feels to know another woman could be pregnant with your son or daughter. I know it happened before me, but I can’t help the way I feel. The way it hurts. And I will always be reminded of that feeling every time I see your child.


    “I know I would fall in love with anyone who’s a part of you, but I was also worried I might resent you—or your baby.”


    Kellin moves slowly, inching toward the bed as if he’s worried I’ll run.


    I’m done running. I’m done hiding. I’m too drained to do it anymore. Too tired. Too wounded.


    “Why did you and Luke break up?” He lowers himself to the bed, his legs so close to mine I can almost feel his heat. My skin nearly jumps toward him in search of his touch.


    “I stayed,” I whisper.


    “I don’t understand.” He licks his lips, his tongue sliding across the soft skin. I miss kissing those lips more than I like to breathe.


    I flick my eyes away, focusing on the little wooden knob on my dresser drawer. “When Luke suggested I sow my wild oats, it was because I told him I had unresolved feelings for someone and I couldn’t agree to marry him until I knew there could never be anything between us. It almost didn’t feel real at the time. Like a dream. I played it off as a joke, and so of course, he didn’t take me seriously. But when he came to Chicago, he knew.”


    I look back at Kellin, forcing myself to meet his eyes. Blue to green.


    “He knew the man I was talking about was you. He didn’t want to leave without me, and asked me to come home with him. He didn’t think he could handle it if I continued to stay. I thought about it all night. The ten months he and I had together. And I thought about you. I thought about how, in all these years, I’ve never been able to move on. I thought about the way I feel like a totally different person when I’m with you. Happy. Free. I thought about it all. And in the morning, he went home and—”


    “You stayed,” he finishes for me.


    I nod. “I stayed.”
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    The sound of our mutual breaths fills the air. There’s so much going through my mind. I try to sift through some of the clutter and voice the questions that matter most to me right now.


    “Where do we go from here?” I question. “Is the baby too much for you?”


    Maybe I’m being too hopeful. Maybe there is nowhere to go.


    “I don’t know,” she says. “There’s also the fact we live in two different states. We both have work and school.” She tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear. My fingers ache to follow the same trail. It’s been a long time since I’ve been able to feel her skin against mine. Once you get used to something like that, it’s devastating to lose.


    “I’ve been completely miserable without you,” she says. “I know not being with you doesn’t work for me. It hurts too much. I want us. I want to try. But are you sure you want this?”


    I close my eyes as her words sink in deep. “Yes,” I breathe. “Yes, I want this chance.” I know it’s not going to be easy, but that’s what will make it that much more worthwhile in the end.


    Her fingers brush my cheek before cupping my jaw. A sound, something close to a growl, vibrates in my throat. I put my hand over hers, holding her in place, and open my eyes, meeting her gaze.


    She smiles weakly. “I love you, too.”


    I yank her toward me so hard it’s borderline brutality, and press her body into mine. I lean in, my eyes set on her mouth.


    God, I’ve missed her mouth.


    “I just threw up,” she reminds me, her cheeks reddening.


    “Did you brush your teeth?”


    She laughs softly. “Yes.”


    I shrug. “Then I’m good.”


    Truthfully, I don’t think it would have mattered either way.


    I press my lips to hers, my tongue caressing her bottom lip before running along the seam, asking for entrance. She opens for me and I don’t waste a single second. I deepen the kiss. I moan into her mouth and she echoes the sound.


    I never want this to end.


    “Say it again,” I say against her lips.


    “I love you.”


    “God, Misty, I love you too.”


    


    ~*~


    


    After sending Roh and Sadie back to her place, Misty and I lie in her bed underneath the shield of her blanket. My arms are wrapped around her waist, securing her to my chest. I need to feel her close to me, her heart beating next to mine. It’s the only way I know this is real—that I’m not dreaming.


    Her legs wiggle in between mine, bringing our bodies tighter together, making me believe she needs the same assurance. I flex my fingers against her hips—my way of telling her I understand. I’m here, it’s real, and I’m never letting her go.


    “When you left, it felt like I disappeared,” I utter. “It’s the only way to describe it. I didn’t know who I was anymore. It felt like I didn’t exist without you.”


    Her body stiffens against me and I don’t know if it’s because this is hard for her to hear or because she knows the feeling. I press a kiss into her hair, trying to kiss away the past.


    “I understand why you went. And we always knew you’d be leaving. I knew it would hurt when the time came, but I wasn’t prepared for the way I lost myself. Right now, being here with you, it’s like coming home after a long trip.”


    “I know,” she says simply. “I know.”


    “I never want to do that again.”


    She lifts her head, her solemn eyes meeting mine. “Never again.”


    She lays her cheek against my chest, her hand over my heart. I smile, knowing we’re in agreement. And I’m holding her to it. Never again.


    My fingers skim under the hem of her shirt, gliding up and down her smooth skin. “You know,” I murmur, “you still owe me two weeks and seventeen sexual acts of my choosing.”


    I feel her smile against my neck.


    “When do you want to collect?”
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    March—Spring Break, Baby


    


    Over the past six months I’ve learned several things. One, Kellin likes to surprise me with impromptu trips to Ohio. At least twice a month, I get a very casual Where are you right now? text. And then he’s knocking on my door.


    Two, my boyfriend is insatiable. When he makes these visits, our hellos come after he’s thoroughly ravaged me. Which brings me to my third revelation: I love it.


    There’s been a lot of back and forth travel for us both. Though completely worth it, I’ll be glad when we no longer have to do it anymore and I can wake up next to him every day.


    Kellin decided to cash in the two weeks I owe him all at once during spring break. I arrived at his place a few days ago, just in time to accompany him to the hospital. Kelly had a beautiful baby boy she named Douglas. After his father. We spent the extra money to get the paternity test done by a private company the day he was born so we could get the results before he left the hospital.


    I know Kel’s relieved, but also, even though he’d probably never admit it to me, I think a part of him is a little saddened by the result. I think he was getting used to the idea of being a dad after all the doctor visits.


    It was a little difficult for us both at first. Though I tried not to let it, knowing my boyfriend was attending most of Kelly’s appointments bothered me. But being the kind of man to step up and do what he did is one of the reasons I’m so in love with him.


    Someday, I’d like to give him a child. Maybe two or three. Little pieces of him and me, made from love. I know he’ll make one hell of a daddy.


    For now, however, I’m really enjoying practicing the process.


    In fact, I’d like to practice right this moment, but it’s difficult when my best friend—who insisted on joining me this spring break—doesn’t know how to keep herself busy.


    Sadie’s lying on Kellin’s bed, completely unaffected by the obnoxiously obvious looks I keep shooting her way. She’s well-rehearsed in my facial expressions, so she’s just being evil at this point. I guess she figures if she isn’t getting any loving, neither can I. I really wish she and Roh would quit skating around the inevitable and do it already.


    “I thought this would be more fun,” she whines. “Like when we all went camping.” She sits up quickly, tucking her legs under her and sitting on her feet. “Let’s play Truth or Dare.” Her eyes are bright with excitement as she bounces on the springs.


    I glance at Kellin and he shrugs. Maybe I can dare some kinky sex out of him. He winks at me like he knows exactly what I’m thinking. I arch a brow, smiling mischievously.


    “Go ask Roh,” I say. Sadie hops off the bed and as soon as she’s through the door, Kellin swings it shut. I hear the lock click into place and laugh.


    “You’re so mean,” I murmur.


    “It had to be done.”


    “You have to be nice to her. She’s not taking the move well.”


    He stalks toward me like a hunter on the prowl. I’m terrible prey because I can’t wait to be caught. He lunges at me, knocking me onto my back and begins peeling my clothes off. One sock. Then the other. My pants. My shirt. My bra.


    When I’m left in nothing but my panties, he leans in and kisses me.


    “Two more months,” he reminds me. “And then I’ll never have to say goodbye to you again.”


    “I can’t wait. It’s going to be the longest two months of my life.” As happy as I am to move in with Kellin and Roh, it’s bittersweet to leave my family and best friend in Ohio. At least I’ll be close to Hope.


    Kellin’s fingers skim along my cheek. “Are you having second thoughts?”


    “Absolutely not. I’m just going to miss everyone.”


    “We’ll visit every chance we get,” he promises.


    “If we can leave the bedroom,” I add.


    “I don’t see that being often.” He grins and I lift my head, kissing his dimple.


    After that, all talking stops because Kellin uses his mouth for other things. He presses his lips against my belly button, kissing a heated line up my stomach. His tongue flicks out, licking between my breasts before he latches on to a nipple.


    I gasp and it turns into a moan as I begin tugging at his clothes. He helps me, undressing himself quickly.


    There are times when I wonder how I ever thought I could live without this man in my life. He’s my favorite person, my best friend, my first love and my last.


    I wiggle out of my panties, kicking them onto the floor. Kellin positions himself over me, his eyes meeting mine as we connect.


    I’ll never get used to how much I love this. How much I love him.


    The room fills with our panted breaths as he thrusts into me. He pulls my leg up, guiding it over his hip. This position allows him deep inside of me and I arch my back in ecstasy.


    I no longer know where he ends and I begin.


    Goose bumps trickle down my arms and legs as he slides his open mouth along my neck. He sucks on my pulse point before skimming his teeth across my flesh and biting gently.


    My nails dig into his back in response. I’m pretty sure this man knows my body better than I do. He knows every little spot that drives me crazy. Every one of his touches make my muscles tighten and twitch in response.


    I tip my head up and capture his lips. He kisses me back eagerly, his tongue delving into my mouth. A noise emanates from his chest, the sound mimicking how my body feels. I nip his lip as he moves against me, plunging into me faster.


    I drop my legs, digging my heels into the mattress, and arch my hips to meet him thrust for thrust. He ducks his head, pulling my nipple back into his mouth and I explode.


    I circle my legs around his waist, my feet pressing into his ass as I quiver in a frenzy of euphoria.


    He follows me over the edge a few moments later, his face buried in my hair, his breaths quick and heavy against my skin.


    We’re sweaty and sated. And I’ve never been happier in my life.


    “I love you,” he breathes. “So much.”


    I cling to him tighter, never tiring of those words. “I love you too.”
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    Kellin


    


    Two months later—Moving In and Moving Forward


    


    Time.


    I’ve spent it. I’ve counted it. I’ve wished for it to slow.


    There were moments when it couldn’t go by fast enough and instances when I’ve begged for more.


    I’ve loathed it. And then I’ve loved it.


    I’ve also tried to cheat, freeze, stretch, hold, stop, and ignore it.


    But in the end, it will always win.


    There is no conquering time. No matter what I do, I know I will never have enough.


    But I’ve realized I can find victory in the way I pass it.


    In the last eight months, I’ve tried to make the most of each day. Every chance I get, I tell her how much I love her. Not always with words. When I can, I tell her with a look, a touch, a gesture.


    Sometimes I make plans, sometimes I don’t. It drives Misty nuts.


    Roh stops beside me, chewing on his lip ring as we both watch Misty and Sadie reorganize the upper kitchen cabinets. Apparently we were doing it wrong. So now I’m sitting back, watching Misty bend and stretch as she makes room for her belongings. I wonder what else I can get her to reorganize?


    “God. Damn,” Roh breathes. I glance over at him and find his eyes pinned on Sadie’s ass. Just like every other time she’s been around.


    He pulls the chair out, dragging it up beside me so he has an unobstructed view. His legs stretch out in front of him as he sits heavily. “I’ve never wanted to do so many dirty, disgusting things to a woman I like as much as her.”


    My brows shoot up and I throw one of his signature smug smirks his way. He has no idea—this is just the beginning.


    “What?”


    I press my lips together, shaking my head. “Nothing man, just wondering if you’re seeing rainbows.”


    Roh chuckles lowly, but he doesn’t deny it, which I think speaks volumes.


    Misty opens the cabinet door on the end and I sit up. I’ve been waiting for her to find it. A bark of laughter leaves her lips and she glances over her shoulder at me.


    “I guess we’re stocked up for a while?” she asks, gesturing to the cupboard full of Nesquik.


    “For the rest of our lives,” I say with a grin. What I don’t tell her is that I’ve placed a ring in one of those containers. An engagement ring. Because I plan on marrying this woman some day. I’m just going to leave it up to her to decide when.


    But I’m not all that patient, so I made sure I put it in the open one up front.


    Misty hops off the counter and pads over to me. I tug her into my lap and press a kiss to her gorgeous mouth. When I finally come up for air, Sadie and Roh are gone. I bury my face into Misty’s hair, holding her tight.


    “I love you,” I whisper into her ear. “I always have. Always will.”


    Her lips lift into a smile against my neck. “Always?” she asks.


    I nod, my chin bumping against her shoulder. “Always.”


    “Forever.”


    

  


  


  


  
    Epilogue


    Kellin


    


    Three Months Later—Another Wedding


    


    “Okay,” Misty says, straightening my tie, her expression severely serious. “You are my plus one. You are my date. You are my other half. So I don’t want to find you with your tongue down anyone’s throat.” She pauses, her eyes meeting mine playfully. “Unless it’s mine, of course.”


    I sigh. “I guess I can give it a try.”


    She smacks me on my arm and turns to walk away. I grab her wrist, yanking her right back to me. My hands slide around her hips, pulling her close so I can whisper in her ear. “You forgot one.”


    She pulls back, her nose scrunched adorably. “What? What did I forget?”


    My hands move lower, palming the dip just above her ass. She looks incredible in this dress—I can’t wait to get out of here and rip it off her.


    “Fiancé.” I lick my lips and press them just below her jaw. “I’m your plus one.” I kiss her throat. “Your date.” A kiss to her collarbone. “Your other half.” I flick my tongue out, licking the sensitive area between her neck and shoulder. “And your fiancé.” I nibble the same space and she shudders against me.


    “I’m also your lover, your sexy best friend, and the best roommate ever.”


    Misty laughs softly. “I don’t know how you manage to find room for that many titles when your ego is taking up so much space.”


    “Is that what we’re calling my penis now—Ego?”


    “Oh, my God. Stop.” She tucks her head into my neck, giggling.


    “Misty?” Hope tips her head through the door, yelling down the hallway. “Get in here. Annie’s freaking out.”


    “Shit,” Misty murmurs. “Stepsister duty calls. Gotta go.” She starts to hurry down the hall, stops abruptly, and circles back toward me. “I love you.” She smacks a soft kiss on my cheek and takes off again. “Don’t kiss anybody else or I’ll tell my brother,” she calls over her shoulder before disappearing into a room.


    I am so crazy in love with that woman.


    


    ~*~


    


    “Have you seen Guy?” Misty asks me as I hand her a glass of champagne. Her eyes skim the designated dance area in search of her brother.


    “No,” I say. “Not since Chase and Annie smashed cake in each other’s faces and he got caught in the crossfire. He probably went to clean up.”


    “I was hoping to spend a little more time with him. Hope claimed him for the whole day tomorrow.”


    “She’s so greedy,” I tsk, shaking my head disapprovingly.


    “You have no idea,” Mason says, taking a seat beside me. He pulls Hope into his lap, locking his fingers around her waist. “I asked for one bite of her cake, and she refused.”


    “It was the icing,” she says, adamantly defending herself. “I gladly would have given you the cakey part if you would have asked sooner.”


    Annie slides a chair out, sitting heavily with a sigh. “Hope’s not good at sharing.”


    “Nope,” Chase agrees as he joins us. He narrows his eyes at her accusingly. “I’ve never forgotten the oatmeal cream pie incident.”


    Hope throws her hands up, exasperated. “It wasn’t an incident. I was unaware we had a snack pact.”


    “You knew,” Chase says flatly, his head moving up and down slowly.


    Emari runs over to Chase with her hands out for him to pick her up, Lucy on her heels. “Tase,” Emari sings. “Up.”


    “You heard the girl,” Lucy pants. “She wants her Chase. And I want to sit.” She drags a chair out, but before she can sit, Park is there. He slips his hand onto Lucy’s hip, his lips brushing her cheek.


    “I’ll take her onto the dance floor and wear her out.”


    Lucy smiles gratefully. “God, that is the sexiest thing you’ve ever said to me.”


    Park chuckles, giving Lucy one more kiss before he scoops Emari up and heads out to dance it up with his daughter.


    Mason bumps my shoulder with his. “It’s going to be your turn to get married next,” he says.


    “Yes it is,” I agree. And I can’t fucking wait.


    “Remember the ring stunt you pulled at my wedding?”


    “Yeah. Of course I do, that shit was hilarious. Why?”


    Mason shrugs his broad shoulders, giving me a sidelong smirk. “I remember it too.”


    Maybe we should elope.


    Misty’s hand slips into mine. I squeeze it, bringing it up to sweep my lips across her knuckles. As I look around, I realize that though there are some new faces, this is pretty much how it started out. This little group. All so different, but somehow, we all fit.


    I gaze at Misty, her blue eyes crinkling in the corners as she laughs along with everyone else. It took a long time for us to get here, a lot of ups and a lot of downs. But I know I wouldn’t change a minute of it.


    “What?” she asks, noticing me staring at her.


    “Just thinking about how much I love you. Always.”


    She leans in, her mouth meeting mine. “Forever,” she says against my lips.
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    See how the Sometimes Never series all began. Turn the page to read chapter one of Sometimes Never.

  


  


  


  
    Sometimes Never


    


    1


    Mason


    


    When people talk about what initially attracts them to someone, that first glimpse that makes them turn around and take a second glance, they usually say something sweet. Like pretty eyes or a nice smile. For me, it’s her toes. Shiny, bright pink, polished toes dangling from the passenger side window of a car. Her milky white feet bounce up and down as she sways her legs to the beat of music I’m unable to hear. And I really wish I could hear it. To know what sound flows through her ears and makes her move like that.


    My eyes trail up her legs, over her knees, and follow the path down her thighs. I don’t think I’ve ever seen skin so smooth and pale. My gaze sticks on her faded Beatles t-shirt for several seconds before I finally find her face. Her eyes are closed, long dark lashes resting on her cheeks. Her lips are shiny and I catch myself wondering what they taste like.


    Tearing my eyes away from her mouth, I flick them up to her hair, pooled around her like spilt silk. Shades of pink, purple, blue, and green peek through the otherwise dark strands. She has ear buds in, the cord stretching to the iPod clutched in her hands above her head as she lies across the bench seat. I can see the red vinyl through the gages in her earlobes. Everything about her is different. Singular.


    Special.


    She’s the most beautiful girl I have ever seen.


    I don’t use the word beautiful often. It’s an overly used word that has begun to lose its importance. But it fits here. Every one of my senses recognize this girl as just that. Beautiful.


    I force myself to keep walking toward the school, but I allow a quick look back as I step out of the parking lot. Her feet are gone. The car windows closed.


    I’m about to turn back around when I spot her walking next to a girl that fits into what I refer to as “the mass produced” category. Tall, tan, blonde hair, name brand clothes that half of the girls at this school probably own as well. She looks like the perky cheerleader type—popular and well liked for her status. I’m not trying to stereotype. I’m just good at reading people. It throws me off to see these two completely opposite girls walking together. Their heads are turned toward each other, engaged in conversation.


    I wonder for a second what they’re discussing. What topic could be mutually gratifying to such different girls? It bothers me that I really want to know.


    Then the one girl, the blonde, stops abruptly, her attention sliding to a big guy in a letterman jacket. Probably a football player. Probably her boyfriend.


    Blondie shakes her head and glares at the jockstrap as if the sight of him makes her sick.


    Okay, maybe not her boyfriend.


    He laughs and takes a step in her direction. And something very much unexpected happens. The other girl, the beautiful one, puts herself in between them. All of a hundred pounds and she’s what stands in the way of this guy getting to the blonde.


    The jockstrap laughs again, but there’s no humor to it this time. He’s pissed. His face is red and his eyes narrow. And now I’m not thinking about anything. I just start heading in their direction. I’m about twenty feet away when the asshole puts his hand up and actually shoves the girl backwards.


    What the fuck?


    But she doesn’t fall. She was braced for it, which I find extremely interesting.


    I’m ten feet away now and I have absolutely no plan. All I know is I’m not about to just stand by and let this dickhead intimidate someone smaller just because he thinks he can.


    “Don’t touch me again,” the girl says. “And stay away from Annie.” My eyes flick to Blondie. She must be Annie.


    Jock-boy smirks, his lips turning up in this smug, assholey way that makes me want to punch him in the face. He extends his meaty fingers and brushes them over the girl’s cheek. I cringe and I’m not sure why the idea of his sweaty fingers on her skin bothers me, but it does. A lot. Her eyes, which I can now see are blue, slit into a murderous glare. Obviously it bothers her too. I open my mouth to say something, to tell this guy to go fuck himself, but before anything comes out, the girl swings her leg up and kicks him right in the balls.


    Priceless.


    I throw my fist over my mouth to hold in the laughter threatening to explode. Jock-boy grunts, his face somehow manages to turn an even brighter red, and grabs himself as he falls forward. The girl doesn’t miss a beat. As soon as he’s down, she swings her leg again, kicking him in the chin. The snap of his teeth slamming together makes me cringe. But the girl swings again, thrusting her foot into his stomach. Air rushes out of his mouth sending a spray of saliva and blood across the blacktop.


    “I said not to touch me again,” the girl says in an unnervingly calm voice. She picks up her foot and I know she’s going to kick him again. I should let her. I should stand back and enjoy the show. But I don’t. I know what it feels like to lose control. To let your anger drive you. It’s crazy and blissful. Euphoric, even. But I also know the sting of regret when it’s over.


    I step up behind her, wrap my arms around her waist and swing her so she is facing the other direction. I can feel her shaking with adrenaline or rage, so I let her go quickly. But in the two seconds she was against my body, I caught the scent of her shampoo, something fruity that will drive me crazy until I can identify it. I also decide I like the way her back felt pressed to my chest.


    She looks up at me, her mouth opening in shock. “I don’t think he’ll touch you again,” I say, and I can’t help the smile that forms. I don’t know this girl, but I feel some unwarranted sense of pride as I gaze at her.


    She does something else that surprises me. The anger leaves her face and her lips turn up in a way that has my brain stumbling all over itself. For a second, I feel like a complete idiot because I’ve lost all ability to speak. The words tongue-tied finally make sense and all I can do is stare at her mouth. “Thanks,” she says.


    The blonde—Annie?—grabs her hand and pulls her away before I have a chance to respond. What was she thanking me for? For what I said? For pulling her off that guy? For staring at her like she’s my favorite flavor of ice cream?


    They make it about five feet before an older man in a suit, probably the principal, takes her by her upper arm and drags her off in the direction of the school. She doesn’t fight him, but after several steps she turns her head and looks back at jock-boy as his friends help him stand. There’s blood dripping from his mouth and he seems to be having trouble straightening up. The girl’s lips form into a radiant smile.


    “Fucking bitch,” jock-boy spits. And then she winks. She fucking winks at him.


    I realize I’m grinning like some psycho. Because what just happened, the entire situation, as crazy and violent as it was, was so frigging hot.


    I think, for the first time in my life, I’m in love.


    


    Buy Sometimes Never on Amazon:


    http://amzn.com/B00AQHUV1A

  


  


  


  
    Before Now (Sometimes Never 2)


    Park Reed is a bastard in every sense of the word. He hasn't always been this way. But after his heart was broken by the only girl he ever loved, being heartless gets him through the day and allows him to fill his nights with the nameless girls he has no intentions of seeing again. He now lives his life following his ever-growing list of “life lessons.”


    Lucy Braden is everything Park is not. She’s sweet, caring, and an all-around nice person. She tries to follow Lucy's Rules to Live By everyday.


    When Park moves in with Jessie, which happens to be the floor below Lucy, Jessie's one stipulation: Lucy is off limits to Park. The problem with that is Lucy is determined to be a good friend to Park and see past the drinking and random girls to find the man beneath it all. The other problem: Park follows his own rules.


    *This is a New Adult novel. Recommended for 17+ due to sexual situations, harsh language, and drug and alcohol use.


    **Before Now is a companion novel to Sometimes Never, and many of its characters are in Park’s story. However, it can be read as a stand-alone book.


    


    Buy Before Now on Amazon:


    http://amzn.com/B00D5XYVRW

  


  


  


  
    Long After (Sometimes Never 3)


    For Annie Phillips, there is a right way to do things and everything has a place. College and her flawless GPA are top priority, as is planning her perfect future. Anything less than perfection is unacceptable. So when she meets Loden Guiles, she believes she has finally found her perfect happily-ever-after.


    Chase Malloy is funny, loyal, and an all around nice guy. He’s also sloppy, tattooed, and undirected. All Chase wants to do is survive college, hang out with friends, and make music. Knowing his best friend’s stepsister since they were fourteen, Annie and he have always had a love-hate relationship. The last thing Chase expects is to fall for Annie, but he knows he’ll never live up to her idea of the perfect man.


    On the outside, Annie and Loden’s relationship appears picture perfect. But behind closed doors, Annie quickly realizes Loden isn’t the man he pretends to be. Every time her not so well laid plans crumble, and Loden proves to be not so Mr. Right, Chase is there to pick her up and brush her off. Will she realize the perfection she’s been searching for has been in front of her all this time?


    * This is a new adult novel. Due to harsh language, sexual situations, and violence, this book is recommended for 17+.


    **Long After is a companion novel to Sometimes Never. Many of the same characters appear in Chase and Annie's story. However, it can be read as a stand-alone book.


    


    Buy Long After on Amazon:


    http://amzn.com/B00FW5SEII
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    Getting Dirty (Dirty 1)


    Playing Dirty (Dirty 2)
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