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   Dear Reader,
 
    
 
   I love words. Of course I do—I’m an author. I love to write them. I love to read them. I love to listen to them. And I even like to sing them very badly and off-key.
 
   For as long as I can remember, music has been important to me. Sometimes when the right words refuse to form, a song will say them for you.
 
   Each chapter in this novel is named after a song title. I did this because, like me, Chase eats, sleeps, and breathes music. And sometimes what he’s unable to voice aloud, he says with a song.
 
   The playlist is on the next page if you want to look over it prior to reading.
 
   I hope you enjoy Chase and Annie’s story.
 
    
 
   XOXO,
 
   Cheryl 
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   Nobody is perfect until you fall in love with them.
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   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I have tunnel vision. That’s the only way I can describe it. I can’t see his face anymore. The only image in front of me is the memory of his hands on her. Something flips, and I get a flash of her face. Of the terror and panic in her eyes.
 
   The faint smack of skin hitting skin resonates in my ears, but it sounds far away. My hand stings and it fuels my anger.
 
   I’ve never felt like this in my life. Never. Nothing else has ever made me this way—this angry. I don’t think anger even comes close to describing what’s happening inside of me right now.
 
    I’ve heard the saying: “Seeing red.” I never understood it until two minutes ago. My sight actually changed. It was a purely physical reaction I had no control over. Everything darkened. And then everything was red. 
 
   So red.
 
   There’s a ringing in my ears, accompanied by a whooshing—my blood pressure or adrenaline drowning everything else out. My face is hot. My hand is starting to hurt less. I register all of this.
 
   But I still can’t see his face, even as my fist makes contact over and over.
 
   And over.
 
   I want to kill him.
 
   I’m going to kill him.
 
   I can’t stop.
 
   I don’t want to stop.
 
   As my hand slams into his flesh, it doesn’t feel like I’m striking hard enough. I strain the muscles through my arm, trying to put more pressure behind each hit. I need to hurt him. He needs to feel pain. Pure. Fucking. Agonizing. Pain.
 
   He hurt her.
 
   He fucking hurt her.
 
   I raise my hand, popping my arm back. It shakes. My whole body is vibrating. I can’t stop it. It’s the merciless rage roiling through my veins.
 
   My chest is heaving and sweat trickles down my temples. I let my eyes find her face again. Take in the red and purple skin there. My gaze lowers to her throat. Scarlet fingerprints line her neck. I clench my fist and narrow my eyes. My jaw is set so tightly it feels like I could break teeth.
 
   More images fire through my mind’s eye—Annie’s body pressed to the floor, pinned beneath his weight, his hand clutching her throat. Her lips were blue. God, her lips were fucking blue and he wasn’t stopping.
 
   He wasn’t stopping.
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   In Repair
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I can remember the exact moment I met Chase Malloy as if it were yesterday. It was the day Mom took me and my little sister, Addie, over to meet Alec’s kids. She’d been dating Alec for a few months and he had proposed. He was going to be Mom’s third husband, and though I didn’t count on their relationship lasting—because, honestly, her relationships never did—I decided to go with that whole third-times-a-charm thing.
 
   When Alec called the other kids into the living room to make introductions, a tall, gangly boy trailed behind everyone else. Even though the boy didn’t belong to Alec, he was Guy’s friend and a constant in the house. His brown hair was long and messy and he wore a band tee shirt that had seen better days. There were holes in his jeans—ones I’m fairly certain he put there purposely—and he had the biggest grin on his face. Even at fourteen, even though he was dressed like a freak, I thought he was gorgeous. There was this soft beauty to his face. Most teenage boys were covered in acne, but Chase had flawless skin. And his hazel eyes were almost mesmerizing, framed in thick lashes the same color as his hair. When he shifted in front of the window, and the light caught his eyes, it was like a kaleidoscope of color. And oh, that smile. He had a mouth full of perfectly straight white teeth.
 
   I remember sliding my tongue over my own teeth, bumping along my braces. I kind of hated him right then and there. Boys shouldn’t be that pretty. Especially when I had to work so hard to not look hideous. My blonde lashes are invisible unless I wear mascara, and Mom hadn’t let me wear it until just a few months prior.
 
   At least my chest had finally started to grow—something I had thought would never happen—though I was still much smaller than most girls my age.
 
   Chase didn’t seem to care much about the way I looked. He barely registered I was even in the room, which made me dislike him more.
 
   I was sick of not being seen.
 
   I was tired of being so plain that I couldn’t garner the attention of a single person in my life. Except from Mom, and that was attention I’d rather not have, because she only reminded me of the many ways I wasn’t good enough.
 
   I had already decided I didn’t like Chase because he made me feel inferior. It wasn’t his fault. He didn’t do anything wrong. But fourteen year old Annie didn’t understand that.
 
   Sometimes twenty-one year old Annie has a problem recognizing that, too.
 
   So when he finally acknowledged me, trying to make small talk, I did the only thing I was ever truly good at.
 
   I pretended I didn’t care about a single word that came out of his mouth. I treated him like he was stupid. I acted as if he was the most annoying person I had ever met, and at times, he actually was. Because Chase didn’t care how I treated him. He just ignored my attitude and when he wasn’t ignoring me, he was dishing it out just as fiercely as I was.
 
   And so began a silent rivalry. Each time we saw one another, it was game on. I would sling an insult, to which he always had a comeback for. This was how our relationship worked. And really, it worked well for a while. Until something shifted. Something changed and I didn’t want to insult Chase anymore. I wanted to talk to him. I wanted to laugh at his jokes. I wanted to be near him. But he was far from my type. Besides, hating each other was our thing, and I’m nothing if not consistent.
 
   So what happened?
 
   I don’t know.
 
   I wish I could distinguish the defining moment we became more than… Just more. But I don’t know when it happened. Maybe it had always been this way and I just didn’t know it. I think that’s possible. Maybe every time I made some smartass remark, what I was really doing was trying to earn his attention.
 
   To let him know how I really felt.
 
   I should have told him sooner. I should’ve…
 
   Everything is so dark and blurry right now. Confusing, as if I’m dreaming.
 
   If only.
 
   God, if only this were a dream.
 
   My eyes flutter with the thought and I finally allow them to close.
 
   



 
  



 
   [bookmark: Two_Weekend_Warriors]2
 
   Weekend Warriors
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   Twenty-seven Months Ago
 
    
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask, angling the Super Soaker upright against my shoulder.
 
   Annie rolls her eyes and places her manicured hands on her thin hips. “Trying to get a tequila shot.” She throws one hand out, gesturing around her. “Just like everybody else.”
 
   “Erm…no,” I say, turning her around and giving her back a little shove. “Move along.”
 
   She whirls back quickly, her blonde ponytail nearly taking out my eye. “You’re giving them to everyone else.”
 
   Now I roll my eyes as I maneuver around her. I pump the gun three times and spray into the waiting mouth of a cute brunette. She wipes her chin, laughing and I grin. Annie steps in between me and the brunette, not allowing me to ignore her. My smile falters and I frown at her.
 
   “Why not me?” she demands.
 
   I throw Park a look, but he’s no help, too busy spraying a line of girls. I sigh. “Look…if Guy found out I shot tequila into your mouth with a Super Soaker…he’d kick my ass.” I shrug. “I’m not in the mood to get my ass kicked. I’m not a real big fan of pain.”
 
   She drops her eyes, staring down at her shoes. “Guy won’t care,” she says quietly. I feel my brows draw together in confusion. Her step-brother will definitely take issue with this whether she believes it or not.
 
   “He’ll care. He’ll be pissed and he’s still out of it over Hope and Mason moving. Just go get a Solo cup and be on your merry little way.”
 
   “You are such an asshole,” she mutters, but she pivots on her heel, walking away, so I don’t bother to reply.
 
   “Who’s next, ladies?” I call, pumping the gun again. Who knew college could be so damn fun?
 
   Girls scurry over in front of me, all opening their mouths wide, and I can’t help but grin. College is fucking fantastic.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I plop down into a lawn chair next to Park and sigh. “I’m out.” I toss the water gun to the ground. 
 
   He smirks, lifting a bottle to his lips. “I ran out an hour ago.”
 
   “Money well spent.”
 
   He nods his agreement. “But next time, I say we charge.”
 
   That’s not a bad idea. We could charge a dollar a shot. Easy money. I tip my head to the side. “Does that mean we have to shoot guys in the mouth? Because I don’t really see girls paying for it.”
 
   Park shrugs. “Probably.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound as fun,” I say.
 
   “Nope.” He grins at me around a cigarette. “But profitable.”
 
   I look past him, Annie’s blonde hair catching my attention. My eyes trail down her back and over the jeans hugging her ass. I glance back at Park to verify he hasn’t noticed where my attention went. He’s focused on the girl to his other side, so I turn back to Annie.
 
   She’s openly flirting with a guy that definitely did the whole Boy Scout thing in grade school. I eye his khaki pants and polo shirt and laugh lightly under my breath. He hasn’t stopped talking yet and she hasn’t stopped bobbing her head, nodding along to whatever lame-ass story he’s spitting.
 
   I laugh lightly under my breath. I can tell from here that she’s bored shitless. I also know she’ll play along all night to keep his interest.
 
   I completely want to go mess with her over this dude.
 
   And I think I will. I can’t miss out on a golden opportunity like this.
 
   I pick up an abandoned bottle and make my way over to Annie. I hook my arm around her shoulder. Her eyes widen and I smile.
 
   “Hey Sweetums,” I drawl. “I’ve been looking all over for you.” I nod at the guy in front of her. “Who’s this?”
 
   “This is Todd,” she says tightly.
 
   “What’s up?” Todd holds up his palm in an awkward wave, confusion clouding his expression. 
 
   Squinting her eyes, Annie tries to duck out under my arm, but I squeeze her into my side. I touch my mouth to her ear. “Remember last weekend?” I whisper, reminding her of the little stunt she pulled.
 
   She laughs for Boy Scout Todd’s sake and leans in to reply. “It was a joke. Let it go.”
 
   “You told Ella Hamilton I have a bestiality fetish,” I state, my voice rising. Her gaze darts over to Todd who has backed up a step. “And,” I continue, “it didn’t help when I told her I thought her dog was cute.”
 
   Annie bursts out laughing. She covers her mouth, shaking her head as she fights for composure.
 
   “She canceled our date and told me I needed help. Payback is a bitch,” I finish.
 
   I clap my hands, rubbing my palms together. “So anyway,” I say loudly. “Make sure you get checked. Shaving doesn’t get rid of them. That’s a myth. You need the special shampoo.” I nod at Todd and scratch my crotch for good measure. “See you later.”
 
   “Uh…later,” Todd grunts.
 
   I do an about face, winking at Annie’s horrified expression. This is going to come back to bite me in the ass, I’m sure, but right now, the payoff is just too good.
 
   “I hate you, Chase,” Annie yells. “You’re such an asshole.”
 
   I don’t turn around—I’m used to her little pet name for me. I just lift my hand above my head and wave. If I were keeping score, which I’m not, that’d be 18 me and 15 Annie, just since moving on campus.
 
   It’s good to be king.
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   Unwritten
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m still seething when I get to my dorm room. I hate Chase. I hate him so much. Todd couldn’t even look at me after that spectacle.
 
   I slam the door and kick my shoes across the room. And then I go over and pick them up, placing them on the rack inside my closet.
 
   I’d never admit this to the idiot (Chase—not Todd), but it was actually pretty funny. I mean, if he had done it to someone else, it would have been hilarious. Repulsive, but still funny. We’ve come a long way from “kick me” notes and tacks on chairs. Now he’s messing with my future.
 
   I release a deep breath and fall onto my bed. I really should do my bedtime cleansing routine. And I have to study. I groan loudly. Sometimes I wish I could make myself not care about anything. It would be so completely wonderful to just not give a shit. I don’t know how Chase does it. I don’t allow myself to envy him for too long, though. Chase is going nowhere fast and I shouldn’t admire that.
 
   I push myself back up and grab my basket. It has everything a girl could ever need to beautify herself. If I was ever asked the question: If you were stranded on an island and could only bring three items, what would they be? This basket would be my number one.
 
   I think a lot about questions like that. The “what if” questions. What would I do if there were a fire? Tornado? Flood? Mugging? I even contemplate the less likely what ifs. What if a zombie apocalypse took place tomorrow? World War III? Nuclear explosion? Sometimes I spend so much time on those questions that I wish I could just shut my brain off. Because I’m always trying to improve my answers. Always trying to identify what problems could arise and adjust my answers accordingly. It’s a curse. But if the world ever suffered a zombie attack, I think I’d outlive most of the people on this campus. Just saying.
 
   After completing my nightly facial ritual, I drop onto my bed, and crack open my notes. I study every night. Every night. I don’t know how not to. I also try to study during any free time I find throughout the day. But I refuse to be like those girls who do nothing but stare at books. I make sure to include time for social interactions. How else will I find my future husband?
 
   The door opens, causing me to jump and my heart to stop beating for one startled moment. My roommate, Gretchen, tosses her messenger bag onto the desk without a glance in my direction before retreating right back out the door. Music starts up in the common room and I ignore it.
 
   Gretchen is Chinese, and the exact opposite of every Asian stereotype I have ever heard. She’s barely passing her classes and she couldn’t care less. On top of that, she’s extremely unmotivated—unless it comes to partying. And the way she dresses, with her band tee shirts and pink streaked hair… She reminds me of Hope in a lot of ways. Something I thought would be comforting, but Gretchen despises me, so not so much.
 
   She bursts back into our room and tugs her shirt over her head. She throws the shirt in the direction of the clothes hamper in the corner, but it falls short by several feet. And she leaves it there. Did I mention that Gretchen is also messy? Because she is.
 
   I try to concentrate on my notebook as she fishes through her drawers. I pull my legs up, blocking her from my sight and reread the sentence I’ve already read several times.
 
   “I have some people over,” Gretchen says.
 
   I look up at her with a blank expression. I don’t know what she wants me to say to that. She has people over all the time—when she’s actually here.
 
   She rolls her eyes as she pulls a tank top over her head. “I like one of them and if things go well, I’ll need the room.”
 
   Gretchen can be kind of rude, too.
 
   “Go to his place,” I say, not masking the irritation in my voice. I’m not a prude. Not by a long shot. I happen to see nothing wrong with sexual exploration and have no expectations when it comes to others. But this is my room, too. And I would never try to kick her out just to hook up with some guy. I find that ridiculously unreasonable on her part to even consider the idea.
 
   “He doesn’t have a place,” she replies, her tone now matching mine. “He’s visiting his brother for the weekend.”
 
   “So you don’t even know him?” I know I’m being judgmental, something I should probably work on, but she’s getting on my nerves. I don’t like when people mess with my routine.
 
   “Actually,” she says slowly, obviously trying to control her anger, “I’ve known him and his brother for years. Not that it’s any of your business, but we all went to school together.” She narrows her eyes as she picks up her iPod. “It’s not like you’re doing anything. And I never ask anything of you.”
 
   This is true. Her not asking anything of me, I mean. But that’s because she never speaks to me. But I am doing something. “I’m studying.”
 
   “You can skip studying for one night.”
 
   I grimace and Gretchen rolls her eyes again. “You can study somewhere else,” she amends. “Don’t you have any friends that can put up with you for one night?”
 
   That stings. The truth is I don’t have any friends that I would feel right about showing up at their door this late at night and asking to crash with them.
 
   But I don’t give her the satisfaction of telling her this. I snap my notebook closed and sit up. “Fine. But you owe me.”
 
   She snorts and crosses the room, heading out the door without another word.
 
   I guess I’m having a sleepover with Guy. Yay.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I twist the strap of my overnight bag as I knock. Music filters through the door and I hope they heard me. I also hope they aren’t having a party, too. I can handle the music—I spent the last four years of my life with Guy, Chase, and Park who are all about music. And then when my foster sister, Hope, came to live with us, they started their band and the house was always full of guitar riffs and drumbeats. It’s just background noise to me now. But I didn’t reapply my full make-up, just the basics, because I was anticipating studying in a corner and going to bed shortly. A party means people. People mean I need to make myself more presentable.
 
   I blink in surprise as the door opens and I’m met with darkness. Guy steps into the light streaming in behind me. He squints at my face before pulling me inside and closing the door quickly.
 
   “Hide and Seek in the dark,” he whispers. “Chase is it.” He pushes me forward and then I have no idea where he is. Or where I am.
 
   I’m frozen in place, blinded by the complete lack of light. I wait, hoping my eyes will adjust, but as the seconds tick by, I realize that’s not going to happen. This isn’t my first game of Hide and Seek in the dark. We used to play in the basement back home. It was Mom and Alec’s way of getting us to clean up. I quit playing years ago since I hate losing, but I’m well acquainted with the rules.
 
   I slide one foot then the other, moving slowly in the direction I think the couch is in. When my shins hit cushion, I smile and drop my bag. Now I just need to find a good place to wait this out.
 
   I turn around and slam into a hard chest. Hands slide up my arms and then back down. “What the fuck?” Chase says. His hands keep roaming and as they slip onto my sides, fingers pressing into my ribcage, I shove him back.
 
   I hear his quick intake of breath, followed by the scuffle of feet over carpeting, and finally the loud crash of breaking glass.
 
   Oh, my God.
 
   I didn’t mean to do all that.
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   Hands Open
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m dumbfounded for several seconds, my brain trying to put together what the hell just happened. I close my eyes against the harshness of the overhead lights as they flicker on. And then the pain sets in.
 
   I let out a long breath, groaning as I open one eye. “What the hell?”
 
   “You all right, man?” Guy asks, offering me his hand. I take it and let him pull me up. Annie’s standing perfectly still, her hands over her mouth, eyes wide.
 
   “What the fuck just happened?” Park asks as he storms around the corner. He pauses, his gaze shifting from me, to the broken table on the floor, and then to Guy. “What the fuck happened?” he repeats.
 
   Guy and I both look at Annie and she drops her hands. “It was his fault,” she insists.
 
   I raise my eyebrows and my jaw works as I grind my teeth. “How about, ‘I’m sorry, Chase’? Or maybe, ‘Are you okay, Chase?’ Anything?”
 
   She straightens her back and crosses her arms defensively. “You were touching me.”
 
   I shake my head and throw my arms out at my sides. “It’s Hide and Seek in the dark. I can’t see. I have to touch.”
 
   “You were about to touch things you have no right to touch,” she hisses. Park chuckles and I glare at him for a second before turning back to Annie.
 
   “Trust me, you have nothing I’m interested in.”
 
   Not true. She has plenty I’m interested in, but if she ever knew that, she’d use it against me every chance she got. Not to mention, Guy would probably kick my ass.
 
   Annie’s cheeks blush pink. She glances away, focusing on the wall. “I didn’t mean to push you. I was just trying to stop you before your hands got too high.”
 
   I’m not pissed off because she pushed me. I was about to feel her up—not because I’m some asshole pervert…okay, maybe I am a pervert—what guy isn’t?—but in this case, I did that because I was confused as to who the hell was in the room. It was a gut reaction on her part. But: “When most people do something they didn’t mean to do, they still apologize.”
 
   She looks at me, confusion crinkling her brows. “I did.”
 
   I lick my lips slowly as I take a long breath through my nose. And then I release it on a dry laugh. “No, you didn’t.” God she is frustrating.
 
   Guy picks glass off my shoulder and examines it. “I always hated this table.”
 
   “Clean that shit up,” Park says before retreating back to his room.
 
   “You guys should’ve moved the table before you started the game,” Annie says suddenly. She’s searching for any possible way to cast blame on somebody other than herself, which drives me insane, but she’s right. We should’ve moved it. Still doesn’t take away from the fact that she can’t just tell me she’s sorry.
 
   “Why are you here?”
 
   Annie’s body tenses in response to my question, her face flaming. “Gretchen wanted the room. I need a place to stay tonight.” 
 
   She’s embarrassed, but I’m not sure why. The way she can’t look at me or Guy makes me feel like shit. And now I’m wondering how I ended up feeling like an ass when she’s the one that pushed me into a table.
 
   “She can have my bed,” Park says as he glides past us. “I don’t plan on coming home tonight.” He slams the door after him and Annie sighs. She picks up her bag and starts for the room Guy shares with Park.
 
   “Where are you going?” I ask incredulously.
 
   “To study?” 
 
   I open the closet door and pull out the broom and dust pan, holding it out to her. “I didn’t break it by myself. I’m not cleaning it by myself.”
 
   Letting her bag fall from her shoulder, she yanks the broom from my hand. “Fine.”
 
   “Fine,” I repeat.
 
   Guy brushes the hair out of his eyes and settles onto the couch. He lifts his feet to rest them on the table that is no longer there and then drops them quickly with a chuckle.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   The co-ed building is setup with three bedrooms, one common area, and one bathroom to a dorm room. Though the building is co-ed, the dorm rooms themselves are not, but nobody ever cares when a girl stays. Nobody except my roommate, Pauly.
 
   I waited too long to make the college decision. By the time I made up my mind to enroll, Guy and Park had already requested to room with each other. Even though we all ended up in the same dorm room, I got stuck with Pauly for a roommate.
 
   You know those super annoying, know-it-all types? Those guys that look down on everybody that’s different from them for no other reason than they’re different from them?
 
   That’s Pauly.
 
   I think it’s a pretty accurate assumption that he hates everybody. Like all people. All the time.
 
   As soon as he comes home and lays eyes on Annie in her pajama pants, studying on the couch, I know he’s going to start shit. In a preemptive attempt to keep the peace, I try to distract him by being nice.
 
   “Hey, Pauly, how’s it going, man?”
 
    “Don’t call me Pauly.” He looks from Annie to me, as he lifts his hand to toss his keys on the table that isn’t there. It’s going to take some getting used to.
 
   “Where’s the table?”
 
   “Yeah, uh, it broke.”
 
   “Did you let the RA know?”
 
   Did I also mention that Pauly likes rules? In fact, he likes rules so much, he follows them. All of them. Even the stupid ones. Whereas I don’t give a shit about rules, per se. 
 
   It must be hell for Pauly to room with me.
 
   “I’m right on top of that, chief.” I salute him with two fingers and Annie makes a garbled noise beside me, regaining Pauly’s attention. I’m not sure, but I think she may have laughed. Or tried not to. Either way, it doesn’t matter because now he’s not only reminded of her presence, but pissed she was laughing (or trying not to laugh) at his expense.
 
   Well, I tried to keep peace—poorly, I’ll admit—but I did try.
 
   “It’s after midnight,” he announces. “Your friend can’t stay.”
 
   “Who?” I ask. “Her?” I point at Annie. “She ain’t my friend.” I see Annie squirm out of the corner of my eye. I don’t know if it’s because I claim she’s not my friend or if it’s from my use of “ain’t.”
 
   Pauly looks at Guy expectantly. “What? She’s not my friend, either,” he says.
 
   “I have no idea why you guys are both such assholes to me,” Annie states.
 
   “Technically,” Guy begins, “you’re not my friend. You’re my step-sister.”
 
   I laugh and Annie kicks my leg. “Just because I’m your step-sister—”
 
   “Evil step-sister.”
 
   She glares at me before continuing. “Doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”
 
   “I think it’s more that you’re a bitch than the whole step-siblings thing,” I say with a grin.
 
   Pauly’s head swings back and forth, trying to follow our dumbass conversation.
 
   “Maybe I wouldn’t need to be such a bitch if you were nicer to me,” Annie states slowly.
 
   “Maybe we’d be nicer to you if you weren’t such a bitch,” I retort. “Break the cycle, Annie.”
 
   “I want to break your neck right now, Chase.”
 
   “You couldn’t break an insect’s neck.”
 
   “What’s happening?” Pauly asks. 
 
   “I could break an insect’s neck and shove it up your ass.”
 
   “You want to shove things up my ass?” I wiggle my brows. “I didn’t know you were so kinky.”
 
   “There’s plenty you don’t know about me,” Annie says coolly.
 
   “Thank God for small favors,” I reply.
 
   “Speaking of small favors…” Her eyes flick down to my pants, then back up to my face.
 
   And then I lose because I laugh. But it’s not a total loss since Pauly gave up and retreated to our room at the first mention of the word kinky.
 
   “You’re lucky I’m such a nice guy or I’d show you just how un-small my favor is.”
 
   “Nice, my ass,” Annie snorts.
 
   “What about your nice ass?”
 
   “You’re getting on my nerves,” Guy sighs. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
   “He means you,” I whisper, wiggling my finger in front of her face. She smacks my hand away. I flip my wrist, showing her my middle finger.
 
   “It’s your finger, you fuck it.” 
 
   “I’m not that hard up.”
 
   She smirks as her eyes rake over me. “Your impotence issues are no concern of mine.” She gets up, trailing after Guy and my eyes follow, hypnotized by the swing of her hips.
 
   Damn.
 
   Not only did Annie get the last word, but she bested me on insults. Sans water boarding, I’d never willingly say this aloud, but I actually like Annie’s bitchy attitude. When I get her angry, that’s when she’s the most fun. 
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   The Descent
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   Something most people don’t know about me is I have a mild form of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. Self-diagnosed.
 
   Everything has a place. Organization is key. If you can’t keep your belongings in order, then how can you manage your life? Seriously think about that for a moment. Chaos breeds chaos.
 
   There is a wrong way to do a task, and then there’s a right way—my way. And it bothers me when people don’t perform a task in the way I would. Bother may not be the correct word, either. It’s like watching someone purposely walk into a burning building for absolutely no reason. My heart races and I get slightly panicky. I want to stop them. Help them. Save them. And when they ignore my offered corrective criticism, it gets worse. In which case it usually ends with me acting in such a way that I get called a bitch.
 
   I try not to think too hard about this as I make the bed. I had the worst time sleeping last night. It may have been the fact I was in Park’s bed, and not that I’m judging, but the boy has turned into a man-whore since school started. Or maybe my sleepless night had more to do with sleeping across from my snoring step-brother. Either way, I stepped off the cranky side of my borrowed bed this morning.
 
   Picking up my bag, I slip out the door, careful not to wake Guy. I got up early partially because I couldn’t sleep anyway, but mostly so I could get into the shared bathroom before the other guys in the dorm room wake up. Showering while some random guy relieves himself in the urinal across the room is something I’m not real comfortable with. And yes, I could go back to my own dorm and take a shower there, but I never let people see me without my hair and make-up being done.
 
   I set my playlist and hop into the shower. It’s the same set of songs I listen to every morning. I chose them purposely for the fast paced beat and easy-to-sing-along-to lyrics.
 
   I have a playlist full of inspirational songs that I work out to. And one that’s specifically for when I take the next step in a relationship. A good make-out playlist is a must.
 
   I’ve just rinsed the shampoo from my hair when my music abruptly stops mid-song. I’m habitual when it comes to charging my electronics—you never know when there might be a power outage—so I’m almost positive it had a full battery.
 
   “How can you listen to this shit?” Chase asks, his unexpected voice startling me.
 
   “Oh, my God. Get out,” I call as I automatically attempt to cover as much of myself as possible with only a loofah and my hands. I may be hidden behind a thick shower curtain, but I’m not taking any chances. I mean it’s a shower curtain, not a locked door.
 
   “Hold on,” he replies with a sigh. “I’m putting on some good tunes for you.”
 
   “I want the music I had on.” What the hell? Why is he messing with my routine? I have a process. There are certain cleansing and moisturizing procedures I perform for the lengths of certain songs. He’s completely throwing me off. How will I know how long I have my conditioner in my hair without Party in the U.S.A. playing?
 
   “Your music is crap. I can hear it through the wall and it’s making me want to insert sharp objects into my eardrums.” The screech of a guitar fills the room as music begins to play. “This is Bob Mould. Listen. Learn.”
 
   I wait, but he doesn’t say anything else and then I hear the door open and close.
 
   I peek around the shower curtain, my eyes trailing through the empty room. Um…okay… I glance over at the counter where my iPod was sitting. In its place is Chase’s. 
 
   He totally just stole my iPod.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Even though I was furious with Chase, I had to take the time to put my make-up on and dry and straighten my hair. By the time I’m completely ready, most of my previous anger has faded. It helped that I actually kind of liked the music he had playing on his iPod.
 
   Okay, I liked it a lot.
 
   I knock on his door, preparing my argument in my head. There’s no answer, so I knock again. When I’m greeted once again with silence, I open the door slowly, peering inside.
 
   Chase is sound asleep, his arm flung over his eyes. I pause, trying to decide what I want to do. I should go jump on him and demand my iPod back, but he looks so…
 
   I’ll come back later. It’s not like he’s going to keep it. I have his as collateral.
 
   I go back to my own dorm, but I just drop my stuff off and head over to the library because, by the dark-haired guy lying in Gretchen’s bed, I’m guessing things went well for her. I hate that I envy her. I’ll never understand how things come so easy to the people that seem to never try.
 
   I say a quick hello to Lynn, the librarian, and settle into my usual table. I like this one because it’s close to the exits in case there’s an emergency, and the windows, so the lighting is good. But it’s still far enough from both that I’m not easily distracted.
 
   I always sit facing the doors. I like to be aware of my surroundings. It’s good to know who is coming and going.
 
   Ella Hamilton’s a few tables away with a large cup of coffee and several books. I smile as I recall what I told her about Chase, which she takes as an invitation to come talk to me.
 
   Great.
 
   “Hey,” she says as she pulls out the chair across from me. “Are you going to that pool thing?”
 
   “What pool thing?”
 
    She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear and leans forward. “That party thing the swim team’s having on Friday.”
 
   I vaguely recall Chase mentioning that. He’s not on the swim team because that would require commitment and responsibility on his part, but he likes to swim. Somehow he managed to become buddies with the entire team. I even heard a rumor they tried to talk him into joining. And true to form, he blew it off.
 
   I shrug. “I might stop by.”
 
   Really I have no intentions of going. Pool parties mean swimming suits. I work my ass off to maintain my 115 pounds, which is exactly the recommended weight for my height, age, and activity level. I’m in great shape. But years of cheerleading have rewarded me with zero hips and my chest is still a lot smaller than it should be. I barely fill a B cup. I feel like a boy when I stand next to other girls in swimsuits.
 
   “It should be fun. I love pool parties.” Ella grins and I stifle an eye roll.
 
   Of course she loves pool parties. I’m sure Ella adores any excuse to put on a bikini and flaunt her hourglass figure in front of all the half naked boys. To girls like Ella, a swim party is like a boy smorgasbord. She can just walk up and down poolside and point her finger at whatever she wants. And get it.
 
   “Yeah,” I agree. “Me too.”
 
   She smiles again before returning to her table. I’ve gotten so good at lying it’s scary. People are so eager to believe you when you’re agreeing with them. This is how I made it through high school. I just followed what everybody else was saying and doing. Joined in on the gossip. Wore the right clothes. Connected myself to the right groups.
 
   It was easy.
 
   It was also incredibly lonely. Because at the end of the day, I didn’t have any real friends. I disliked everybody that I hung out with. Except for Guy and his friends. But we were from different social circles. And my circle didn’t associate with his. So neither did I. Not really.
 
   After my Uncle Donnie died in a car accident with Hope’s mom, my family started fostering Hope. When she came to live with us, everything changed. Again. She was this quiet drummer girl with ridiculously dyed hair and crazy clothes. She had a bad attitude and got bad grades. But everybody loved her.
 
   She did everything in her power to hide herself. Make herself unappealing. But it was like, the more she tried to hide, the more people began to notice her. I was doing everything I could at that age to stand out, to be noticed by somebody. Anybody.
 
   I hated her instantly.
 
   She moved into my bedroom, crowding me with her obnoxious band posters and musical instruments. And she took Guy away. Not that Guy ever really liked me, but he was my brother. Not once had he ever claimed me, but when Hope came around, he told everyone that would listen that she was his sister.
 
   So I hated her more.
 
   It was a bad time for me. Too much change at once. I was stuck in this hole that I had dug myself and all I wanted was a way out. It felt like Hope was just filling in the hole with me still in it.
 
   It wasn’t until senior year that I finally started to see the real girl underneath her hard exterior. I made some mistakes and Hope was the one that stood by my side. I let my guard down and allowed her in. It had taken a long time, but I realized she pretty much felt the same way I did all my life. Where I felt like I was being buried, weighed down from pressure, Hope felt like she was drowning in it. Something changed between us, and though I’ve never been able to tell her this, she became my best friend and favorite person.
 
   I sigh, my gaze moving through the library.
 
   I miss her.
 
   Pulling my cell phone out of my purse, I pull her number up, and stare at it. I think about hitting send, but she hasn’t called me once since she left. I remind myself that just because she became my best friend doesn’t mean I was ever hers.
 
   I tuck my phone back into its spot and try to focus on studying. 
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   Boyfriend
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I’ve never really enjoyed school. I don’t like getting up early. I don’t like being forced to sit through boring lectures. I despise homework. Once I go home, I shouldn’t be expected to do more work.
 
   But I love tests.
 
   I know it’s weird, but I’m good at them. In high school, I didn’t do homework because we’ve already established homework is bullshit. But I’d show up to class, listen to the lecture, and take the tests. That’s how I passed with a B average.
 
   College isn’t like that. One paper can be worth half your grade, so just passing the tests can’t save me. And that…sucks.
 
   I don’t even know what the hell I’m doing in college. I only enrolled because if I didn’t, I would’ve been left behind. In retrospect, I should’ve made friends with people less goal-oriented. Then I could be sitting on my parents’ couch, playing my bass—not trying to write a paper about dead people.
 
   Too damn late now.
 
   I backspace the last two paragraphs I wrote as I glare at the screen. In my next life, I better be an actor or a mafia kingpin because I’m not doing this college shit twice.
 
   “Chase,” Pauly yells, pulling the headphones away from my ear. “That girl is here again.” He gestures toward the door and I follow his movement. Annie’s standing just outside the open door. She’s nibbling on her lip, which kills me a little bit. She does shit like that all the time, absentmindedly chewing her lips or licking them in this way that draws my attention. I can’t remember when I started actually looking at her like a girl, but it’s been torturous for the past few years. 
 
   I look down at where my headphones are connected to her iPod resting on my bed. Annie smirks and I know she just realized. Then I smirk because it’s not what she thinks. In fact, she’s about to be extremely pissed off when she discovers what I did. That’s why I did it.
 
   I push the headphones back around my neck and unplug the chord. “You’ve got some good music on here,” I say as I switch it off and hold it out.
 
   Annie steps inside, gazing around as she walks hesitantly in my direction. “I thought my music was crap?”
 
   I smile at her, not replying.
 
   She sighs. “What did you do?”
 
   “Let’s just say I’m schooling you.”
 
   Her head tips to the side as one blonde brow arches in disbelief. “You’re schooling me?”
 
   “Hey,” I say defensively. “In this situation, I’m more educated. Clearly.”
 
   She snatches the device from my hand and switches it back on, scrolling through the music I replaced her old tunes with.
 
   “You erased all my music.” She drops her hand to her side and looks at me with round eyes. “Why would you do that? What is wrong with you?”
 
   I blow out a long breath and stretch my legs out. “I had to do it. For mankind. That shit you call music…it’s…shit.”
 
   She shakes her head, confusion furrowing her brow. “Okay, you don’t like it and that’s fine. It was on my iPod because I do like it. It wasn’t affecting you in any way. I can’t believe you did that.”
 
   “It was affecting me—negatively—when you played it where I could hear.”
 
   She’s glaring at me, but the corner of her mouth is twitching, fighting back a smile. “There’s something very wrong with you.” 
 
   I grin. “Don’t worry, I fixed the problem.” I tap her hand. “I put some of my favorites on there—you’re welcome. You only have eight gigs of memory, though, so I couldn’t put everything I wanted on it.” I set my laptop to the side and swing my legs over the bed. “How can you live with only eight gigs?” I stand up and she takes a step back. “Oh,” I continue before she can reply. “Don’t worry. I replaced all your playlists too.”
 
   “What?” Annie’s cheeks ignite with color as she quickly swipes her thumb over the screen.
 
   I lean in and point. “I really like how you had them named, so I didn’t change that,” I say. ‘“Don’t Let Your Ass Get Fat’, epic. Oh, and there’s my favorite—‘Who’s Your Daddy?’”
 
   She presses her lips together and I grin at her.
 
   “Do you really get it on to The Biebs?”
 
   She closes her eyes, somehow managing to look more embarrassed and I chuckle. That would make the score 19 me—16 Annie.
 
   “I know you may not understand because you can’t get a girl to hook up with you, but it’s not about who is singing the music. It’s about the rhythm and the way your body moves to it.”
 
   She opens her eyes, her gaze landing on me, and I have no reply—which is a first for me. But I have the sudden desire to see the way Annie moves her body to Boyfriend. I used to love watching her cheer in high school. I’m not sure there isn’t a hetero male out there that wouldn’t. Images start flying through my mind and I puff up my cheeks, blowing out a big breath.
 
   I still have nothing.
 
   Okay…19 me—17 Annie.
 
   She definitely scored that point.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Sometimes, on certain occasions…some might say I tend to lean—slightly—toward the sensitive side. I’m not going to deny that I tend to be more open to my emotions than others. Here’s important knowledge about me—if I like you, I like you. I don’t give a shit what other people say. I don’t give a shit if you fuck up because we all fuck up at some point. I have no problem reminding you how or why you messed up, but it’s not a deal breaker for me. If you’re my friend, that’s it. That’s `til the end. I will do anything for you. I will always have your back. And you can count on me for anything, including crazy-ass shit nobody else is willing to do.
 
   What can I say? I’m loyal.
 
   Has this gotten me into trouble? Hell yeah it has.
 
   Do I regret it? Nope.
 
   Does this make me weak or lesser of a man?
 
   Well, I have a theory about this. I could easily say fuck it and blow off my friends when they need me. Choose to not open doors for women. Ignore calls from my family. Walk past someone struggling with his or her groceries. Take advantage of drunken females. Lie to get out of helping a buddy move his two-ton couch. It would be so simple to do nothing.
 
   But I make the choice to help others out. It’s just who I am. I can guarantee I’m more reliable, more dependable, more trustworthy than most guys.
 
   Not to pat my  own back, but I think I’m a damn good friend to have. And I’d make a pretty good catch, too.
 
   So why the hell am I still single?
 
   No, really. Why am I still single? If you know, you should really help a guy out. I’m not looking to get married. I just want a nice, simple relationship with a girl that’s cool. One that likes music, can make me laugh, and that I get to have sex with on the regular.
 
   It doesn’t take much to make me happy.
 
   I pull my swim trunks out of the dresser drawer and toss them on the bed by my gym bag. Park started working out several days a week and I started going with him. He always bails after an hour, so that’s when I hit the pool.
 
   There’s a bad side to being the nice guy. Sometimes even nice guys get pissed. Occasionally, I’m ready to scream “fuck the world.” But nobody understands when the nice guy loses it. 
 
   Swimming keeps me straight. It’s my release. My meditation. My stress reliever. I don’t admit this often, but the smell of chlorine takes me directly to my happy place.
 
   And, man, our school pool is freaking spectacular. I could live in it if they let me. I’m almost positive I was a fish or a merman in my past life.
 
   I would be badass as King Triton. 
 
   It takes a lot for me to not like a person, but anybody who hates water is untrustworthy in my opinion. How can anybody not love feeling weightless? Or how your body can move through water in a way it isn’t capable of on the ground? That’s not normal to me.
 
   I shove my trunks and towel into my bag and pat my pockets. Wallet, cell phone, keys. I’m good. I open my door and pause as I almost run into Annie.
 
   “Hey,” I say wearily. This is starting to become a habit, her showing up at my door unexpectedly. She licks her lips as she gazes up at me and my mind flips through several scenarios that involve her mouth and various parts of my body.
 
   Just an FYI, every single time a girl does anything with her mouth, a guy will fantasize about it. Talking not excluded—that’s why men have such a hard time paying attention.  
 
   “You need to put my music back on my iPod.”
 
   Oh. This again. “I’m on my way out. Can’t you do it yourself?” She can’t. I know she can’t, but I love pissing her off. It’s like an addiction at this point.
 
   “You changed all my passwords,” she huffs. The way her voice squeaks at the end makes me smile.
 
   I chuckle as I push past her. “Maybe you should have protected your music better. It took me four tries to figure out the password. ‘Annie rocks.’ Really?” I pause in front of the elevators and push the down button several times. “I find that ironic, by the way.”
 
   She sighs as the doors open. I step inside, knowing she won’t follow. She has a thing about elevators and malfunctions. Something about plunging to a fiery death. Blah, blah, blah.
 
   I grin and wiggle my fingers as the doors begin to close. Her eyes narrow and she hurries inside just in time. My brows raise in surprise.
 
   “Are you that desperate to be near me?” I ask, smiling smugly at her.
 
   “No,” she pants. “I’m that desperate to get my music back.”
 
   “Why?” I ask seriously. Her music is that lame, pop shit you can listen to on any of the top forty stations.
 
   “I have a routine.” Her hands fist at her sides and I notice a sheen of sweat glossing her forehead. “I need it back. You don’t understand.”
 
   She’s right. I don’t. She could stand here all day and try to explain and I still wouldn’t comprehend how she could possibly miss that shit she calls music. I open my mouth to tell her this, but stop when I see the panic consuming her. 
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   Faint
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I hate elevators. I feel dizzy and my stomach is knotting as every possible outcome is running through my head. I watched this time-lapse video once of a man stuck in an elevator for an entire weekend. Trapped.
 
   I’m not claustrophobic, but I don’t like the idea of being imprisoned. Especially with Chase.
 
   Plus, I’ve seen enough movies to know that sometimes, elevators fall. Crash.
 
   I can’t breathe.
 
   “I swear to God, Annie, if you puke in here…”
 
   That grabs my attention. I narrow my eyes on Chase. “What? What will you do?”
 
   We stop moving and my heart stops beating. The doors slide open and I scurry out as quickly as possible. My knees feel weak, my legs shaking.
 
   I jump as a hand settles onto my shoulder. “You okay?” Chase asks. His voice is low, soft, and it almost makes me believe he cares a little about my answer.
 
   “Yeah,” I rasp. “I’m fine.”
 
   I look up and meet his eyes. God, I love his eyes. Even though he’s grown out of his awkward, gangly phase, and into this thicker, sharper, well-built frame, I still think his eyes are his best feature. He could be a male model.
 
   His brows arch over those gorgeous eyes and I realize I’m staring. I step back, causing his hand to drop from my shoulder. He watches me, his gaze focused on my face for several more seconds. He adjusts his bag and nods. “You sure?”
 
   “I think so,” I say.
 
   His hazel eyes flick over me, from top to bottom, before he cocks his head to the side. “You want to work out with me and Park?”
 
   “What?” I’m so thrown off by the invitation all I can do is repeat my question. “What?”
 
   “I’m meeting Park at the gym.” He pauses as he licks his bottom lip. “If he remembers. Sometimes he’s too hung over and he doesn’t show. Do you want to come along?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Chase chuckles and shakes his head. He turns and starts walking toward the main doors. “I thought it might help loosen you up, relax you a little. Maybe not.”
 
   “What about my iPod?” I call after him. 
 
   I hear him sigh, but he doesn’t turn around or even slow his pace. “It can come along too.”
 
   I press my lips together to keep from smiling. He knows damn well that’s not what I meant. I tap my foot, trying to make a decision. I have a few hours before I need to be in class, but I work out every other day. He’s throwing off my routine. Again.
 
   Chase slows, glancing over his shoulder at me as his hands rest on the door handle. His lips turn up in a smirk as if he’s challenging me.
 
   And I can’t ignore that.
 
   “I need to get my bag,” I say.
 
   He grins and nods his head, acknowledging me. “I’ll walk with you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   “I don’t like working out without my playlist,” I say as I trail behind Chase.
 
   “You have a new playlist,” he replies. “I made sure all the songs are motivational.”
 
   I haven’t listened to it yet, but somehow I imagine what motivates Chase is very different than what motivates me. I shoot him a look, which he ignores.
 
   “Trust me,” he adds.
 
   “Not if my life depended on it.”
 
   He stops and I take several more steps before I realize. I pivot on my heel and look back at him. He’s watching me with narrowed eyes, his arms folded in front of his chest.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Why don’t you like me?”
 
   “What?” I repeat stupidly. I heard what he said, I just don’t know how to answer it and the honesty of the question has me completely off kilter. 
 
   “Everybody likes me except you. And you’ve never liked me. I don’t get it.”
 
   I tip my head to the side as I regard him. “Are you serious?”
 
   He nods slowly. I take a step toward him. I don’t really want to have this conversation here where everyone can hear us. “You’re mean to me every chance you get,” I say incredulously. “Can we not talk about this right now?” The thing is…I really do like Chase, like deep, deep down inside. I just hate how he makes me feel.
 
   “I’m not mean to you.” His eyes are searching my face and I know I must look like I’m dumbfounded or in shock or something.
 
   “Yes, you are. All the time. Sometimes I’m afraid to get anywhere near you because I’m scared of what you’re going to say next to make me feel like shit about myself.”
 
   I watch his dark brows furrow as he continues to stare at me. “You’re scared of me?”
 
   I breathe out a dry laugh. “I’m not scared of you. Just what comes out of your mouth.”
 
   He steps closer, his hands twitching at his sides. “I don’t say shit to hurt your feelings,” he says, his voice low. I look down at our shoes and I can’t help noticing how old and dirty his are compared to mine. “I’m just messing around. I thought we were having fun.”
 
   My head pops up so quickly a pain shoots through my neck. I rub it as I glare at him. “Calling me a bitch—all the time—is not fun for me. Hear something often enough and you believe it’s true.”
 
   Chase chuckles and I shake my head. I don’t know why I bother trying to have a real conversation with him.
 
   “You do realize,” he begins as he takes another step forward, “that you call me an asshole multiple times a day.”
 
   I open my mouth to deny it, but I can’t. It’s true. He grins when I don’t bother to defend my actions. 
 
   “Truce?”
 
   My eyes follow his movements as he reaches out one hand and cups it around mine. My stomach tightens and then something flutters inside.
 
   “Truce,” I agree.
 
   As soon as Park shows up, he and Chase hit the weights, so I decide to do my own thing. Placing my ear buds in, I find Chase’s workout playlist and hop up on the elliptical. The music starts and I can’t help picking up my pace to the quickening beat. I feel my lips form a smile as I work my legs. 
 
   Damn. Who knew Chase would know what he was talking about?
 
   The chorus fills my ears and my feet falter for a moment. I look down at the screen, reading the song title. I look over my shoulder, trying to locate Chase. My eyes find him almost immediately. As if he senses me looking at him, his head rises, his gaze falling on me.
 
   I know there’s no way he’s aware of how I feel invisible most of the time and my need to make sure I’m seen. Remembered. But it’s almost like he put this song on just for me. Like it could have been written just for me.
 
   He smiles before turning back to whatever Park is saying to him. I realize my smile has never wavered.
 
   When the song ends, I start it over and let myself get lost.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Chase tugs an ear bud, causing it to fall onto my chest. “You wanna swim?”
 
   I try to catch my breath as I slow down to a stop. “Do what?” I pull the other bud out and pause my iPod. I have to look down at the screen on the elliptical to see how long it’s been. I’ve completely lost track of time.
 
   “Swim,” Chase says. “Do you want to swim?”
 
   I crinkle my nose. I love to swim. Hate to swim with other people. Hate to wear a swimsuit. He holds out his hand and I just look at it.
 
   “Come on.” He wraps his fingers around my wrist and nods his head. “They have a killer pool. It’s a great cool down.”
 
   “I don’t have a suit.”
 
   “It’s fine,” he insists. “Just go like that. Nobody will say anything to you if you’re with me.”
 
   I glance down at my shorts and school tee shirt. I can’t go like this.
 
   “You look fine,” he says, reading my thoughts.
 
   “No, it’s fine. You go ahead. I’ll just go back to the dorms.”
 
   He rolls his eyes and pulls on my arm. “I want you to come swim with me.”
 
   “You want me to?”
 
   He chuckles as he runs his free hand over his forehead, wiping away sweat. “That’s why I asked.”
 
   “I’ll come with you, but I’m not swimming like this. I’ll just sit by the pool and talk to you.”
 
   He eyes me for a moment and then relents. “Fine. But you have to at least put your feet in.” 
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   Girls and Boys
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I dive into the pool and swim a full lap, butterfly stroke—my favorite—before I glide through the water to join Annie as she settles in on the side of the deep end. Her shoes are still on and she’s sitting with her legs crossed at the ankles, leaning back on her palms.
 
   I dip my head, letting the water push my hair back, and then prop my arms across the floor between us.
 
   “Take your shoes off,” I say, flicking my fingers and sending drops of water onto her calves.
 
   She eyes me curiously. “Why? I’m good here.”
 
   “Because I want your feet in the water.”
 
   “Why?” she asks again. She shifts her weight, straightening her back. I’ve known Annie for a long time. And even though I don’t hang out with her all that much, I know how she ticks. That little straightening of her back is the equivalent to a soldier putting on protective gear.
 
   I don’t bother to argue with her when she’s like this. Instead, I reach over and pull off one shoe and throw it over toward the benches lining the outer walls. Before she can recover from her surprise, I tug the sock off and send it flying.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asks, which is stupid as hell, since I’ve made it very clear I want her in the water.
 
   Why do I want her in so badly? I have no idea. But when I decide I want something, I take it. Little motivates me, and it doesn’t happen often. She should feel special.
 
   I dunk my hand in the pool, scooping up water, and let it trail from my fingertips onto her bare foot. Her toes twitch, but she doesn’t pull away. I move to the other shoe and repeat the whole process before I look up to gauge her reaction.
 
   “See? It’s nice, right?”
 
   “Mm,” she agrees quietly. Damn that’s a nice sound.
 
   I pull her by the ankles, sliding her closer to the edge, and maneuver her legs into the pool on either side of me. Annie’s eyes widen, her hands gripping the ledge.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   I stare up at her and shake my head. I have no idea. I push off the wall and backstroke toward the middle of the pool. “I’m just swimming,” I say. I’m not sure she even hears me. We’re nowhere close to alone and it’s loud, especially with the way sounds echo in here. Like waves of noise pinging off the painted brick walls, shooting from one side to the next.
 
   “Then what am I doing?” Annie calls out to me.
 
   I tread water as I regard her. That’s a damn good question. I’m not really sure why I felt the need to drag her along with me today. Maybe because I felt bad for her? Maybe because I actually like spending time with her. I don’t know. But why did she feel the need to follow?
 
   I shrug and swipe my hand over my face. As I bob aimlessly in the deep end, water makes its way into my mouth, and I spit it out. I keep watching her, waiting to see if she’ll find an answer to her question, but she looks away, watching the other swimmers.
 
    I flip my body, diving down to the bottom. When I was younger, my dad took me to the local pool every weekend during the summer. It was a lot smaller, but so was I. I would swim to the bottom and stare up at the people moving around the pool. It was like watching another dimension or looking through a portal to another world.
 
   I do it now, looking through the heavily chlorinated water, up at Annie, sitting by herself. She fidgets with her hair, taking it out of its ponytail and working it into a bun on the top of her head. She must be getting hot. Pool areas are always kept warmer. I should get out and take her home. I don’t know why I insisted on her coming with me when she wasn’t going to swim.
 
   I kick off, pushing myself up to the surface. I toss my hair out of my face and rub the water from my burning eyes.
 
   Annie’s gone. I move my legs, turning myself in a slow circle. And then I find her. She’s sitting on one of the benches, knees tucked into her chest and she’s smiling. All her attention is targeted on Loden Guiles.
 
   Loden’s kind of a friend of mine. He’s on the swim team and exactly Annie’s type. He has that whole golden-boy thing going for him. He comes from money. I’m not sure of the who, what, or why, just that there’s money to his name. And a lot of it. He’s pre-law. From what I can tell, he’s smart, socially polite, and all that other boring shit she’s always looking for in a guy.
 
   He’s also a little bit of a douche bag. I’ve never had an issue with him personally, but I’ve heard rumors. Apparently Loden doesn’t have a type. He likes women. A lot of women. And from what I understand, he’s not choosy.
 
   The way he’s smiling at Annie, I’m guessing she fits whatever little requirements he might have. She’s a big girl. She can do whatever she wants. But as my friend’s sister, I feel an obligation to warn her. And if I’m being honest with myself, which I rarely am, I’m pissed off.
 
   I pull myself out of the pool, my trunks slinking low on my hips from the weight of the water. Finding my towel, I pat my legs somewhat dry and join the two lovebirds on the bench.
 
   “Hey, man,” Loden says. He nods at me. “How’s it going?”
 
   “I can’t complain.” I nudge Annie because I’d rather talk to her alone, but she shoots me a look and refuses to move.
 
   I sit down too close to her, my hip shoving into hers, forcing her over and getting her clothes wet. She makes a noise in her throat, something close to a growl, and I grin at her. “Can I talk to you real quick?”
 
   She presses her lips together tightly and I can almost hear her counting to ten. “In a minute.”
 
   “No it’s cool,” Loden says. “I need to go change anyway.”
 
   Annie turns back to him and her face completely changes. Her eyes light up like a kid on Christmas morning and she smiles widely.
 
   “Tonight though. Eight o`clock.”
 
   “Eight o`clock,” she echoes in confirmation. She watches him until he disappears through the locker room door.
 
   “What’d you want?” she asks, her eyes lingering on the door.
 
   “What’s at eight?” Not what I had wanted to talk to her about, but it is now.
 
   She smiles and glances over at me. “He’s taking me out. Dancing.”
 
   Annie likes all that kind of shit. Dancing and gymnastics. I guess that’s why she was a cheerleader all through high school.
 
   “Where you going?”
 
   Her brows merge and she gives her head a slight shake. “He didn’t say. Why?” I can feel her eyes on my face, but I’ve shifted my gaze away from her. I can’t watch her looking all happy when I’m trying to warn her about Loden. 
 
   I grimace. She’s going to be pissed. And usually I’m all for pissing Annie off, but I need her to hear me on this. And I’m not in the mood for her fury right now.
 
   “Do you know him?”
 
   She shrugs. “We have a class together. I talk to him sometimes.” She gestures at the pool. “I forgot he was on the swim team.”
 
   “Do you know about his reputation?”
 
   Eyes flicking over my face, Annie tips her head to the side, her cheeks growing pink. “What do you mean?”
 
   I massage my forehead and groan simultaneously. It’s difficult to say this to Annie. Her specifically. Beginning of our senior year, something went down between Annie and this asshole at our high school. I was never given details—nor did I ever ask—but all of a sudden, Annie started avoiding him like he had the plague. Like she was scared of him.
 
   My guess? Date rape. I punched the guy in his face at a party one night for talking shit about her and Hope. I’ve never talked to her about it because I’m afraid we’d have to talk about what he did to her.
 
   So talking to her about sex and dating makes me nervous.
 
   “Chase. What?”
 
   “I’ve just heard that he doesn’t…you know…do the whole relationship thing.”
 
   She blinks at me but remains silent. I have no idea what she’s thinking or if she even understands my meaning.
 
   I inhale deeply and let it out all at once. “I think he wants to take you out to have sex with you,” I say, no longer choosing my words with care. “I wanted you to know that might be what’s going on so you’re prepared. In case you were expecting more.”
 
   And then it occurs to me that maybe she wasn’t. Maybe she wants a hook-up.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she says softly. “I don’t expect much from anybody anymore.” She scoops up her shoes as she stands. “Thanks for the warning, but I’ll be fine. I always am.”
 
   “Are you?” I say to her retreating back.
 
   She pauses and glances back at me. Then she shrugs indifferently. “Doesn’t really matter.”
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   Long Road to Ruin
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   It doesn’t really matter. That sentence keeps swirling around and around in my head. I haven’t been fine for a long time. I’m not sure I ever was to begin with. But I don’t know how to find that place in life where everything is fine. Where I’m content. All I can do is follow my plan and hope it leads me there. I try to push these thoughts down as I get ready for my date with Loden.
 
   Loden Guiles. My stomach does this little twist, somewhere between butterflies and nausea.
 
   He’s so beautiful with his blonde hair and blue eyes. He’s almost as tall as Chase, though not as pretty. But he has a more put-together vibe going for him. Clean shaven. Well dressed. And he has manicured nails at the end of soft hands. He takes pride in his appearance, which I appreciate. 
 
   I love that he’s on the swim team as well. It says so much about him as a person. I was in cheer in high school, so I know being part of a team means commitment, hard work, and dependability.
 
   He’s exactly what I’ve been looking for. Exactly what I need in my life.
 
   I won’t make the same mistakes my mom did. She didn’t know how to make a relationship work. She chose the wrong men time and again. Countless boyfriends came and went. Two failed marriages. Four children by three different men.
 
   It wasn’t until she met Alec that this changed for her. She was thirty-five by that point. I don’t want that to be me. That can’t be me.
 
   I don’t fail.
 
   It’s just not an option.
 
   This is why Loden is a great choice for me. I have heard the rumors Chase was talking about. But I’m not like those girls. I know better now than to just give it up in the back of some asshole’s car. Been there. Done that. Learned from it.
 
   I’m going to make Loden work for it. If he can handle that, then we’re good.
 
   I can see a whole future with him. The large colonial we’ll live in. The two children we’ll have. A boy and a girl. The nice cars we’ll drive. The charity events we’ll attend. The influence he’ll have as a lawyer, or even better, District Attorney.
 
   I’m getting way ahead of myself, I know, but if I can’t picture some kind of future, then what’s the point? I don’t want to waste my time on frogs. Give me my prince, so I can begin my life.
 
   I gaze at my reflection in the mirror. I can’t say I’m exactly happy with what I see, but I don’t make myself want to cry anymore either. Large blue eyes that aren’t so bad after the eyeliner and mascara are applied. Cheekbones that are a little too sharp, but can be softened with the right blush. Lips that are on the thinner side. Thank goodness for lip liner to create the illusion of fuller lips guys go for. My teeth are now straight and I whiten every night. I’d say I like my smile now, but I hate the lines it creates around my eyes.
 
   There’s always something.
 
   I brush through my hair, choosing to leave it straightened. I examine the ends and my eyes flick over to the calendar above the desk. I’m due for a cut. I make a quick note and adhere it next to several others on my mirror so I don’t forget.
 
   Lists and notes are important when it comes to organization. I should buy stock in post-its for as much money as I spend on them.
 
   The alarm sounds on my phone—my five minute warning. A rush of adrenaline bursts through my body. I quickly spray some perfume into the air and step through it before going out to the common room to wait for Loden.
 
   I pace the length of the couch twice and am just about to go for a third when there’s a knock at the door. I take a deep breath and smooth my hands over my stomach, down the length of my dress.
 
   When I open the door, my breath catches. Loden looks incredible. And he smells so good. I don’t think guys truly understand how important scent is. The way it holds memories. The way it can either draw you in or push you away. The way a certain smell can make you feel safe or happy.
 
   Loden’s cologne makes me want to abandon that whole make-him-work-for-it plan.
 
   His eyes slowly move over me and he grins with approval. “You look beautiful,” he says.
 
   “Thank you. You look nice too.”
 
   He holds out his hand and I take it immediately. I like the smooth, softness of his embrace. An intelligent man’s hands.
 
   He takes me to an eighteen and older club not far from campus. There’s a line wrapped around the corner, but Loden walks us past, and straight up to the door. The bouncer crosses his arms as he eyes us without much enthusiasm. 
 
   “Capacity,” he grunts. He hooks a thumb in the air and nods. “End of the line.”
 
   Loden chuckles and leans into the big man. I don’t know what he says, but I catch an exchange of money, and the door is pulled open for us to pass. He takes my hand and guides me inside.
 
   The music is loud, vibrating through my chest and pounding in my head. I like it and hate it at the same time. Loden’s large hand settles on my lower back as he maneuvers us through the crowd. He puts his mouth close to my ear so I can hear him over the music. “You want something to drink?”
 
   “No, thanks. I’m okay right now.”
 
   “You want to dance?”
 
   I’d actually like to talk, but that doesn’t seem plausible here. Now that I think about it, this is a terrible place to have a first date. Unless you don’t really care about getting to know the person you’re with.
 
   I nod. “Sure.” Even though I planned for this, I can’t help feeling disappointed that the rumors appear to be true after all.
 
   He grins and spins me onto the dance floor. I let my body move to the beat of the music and Loden watches me for a moment before he joins in. I love to dance. When I was a little girl, my dream was to grow up and be a dancer. Mom put me in every class she could afford because there wasn’t much else that appealed to me. And I was good at it.
 
   But I’m smart enough to know there’s no future in it. I don’t want to be a starving artist, spending my days auditioning and competing against girls more talented than me, hoping I get something that pays enough to cover my rent.
 
   “You’re a good dancer,” Loden yells.
 
   I grin at him, pushing the hair out of my face. “I’m good at a lot of things.”
 
   He returns the grin and moves closer. My statement wasn’t an invitation, but a promise of what could come if he plays his cards right and doesn’t screw this up by rushing. 
 
   Loden’s hands rest on my hips as he moves in time with me. We make a good dance team, I have to admit. We look good together. We move well together.
 
   We dance through several songs until my hair is plastered to my neck with sweat and I’m out of breath. “You want that drink now?” he asks.
 
   I nod enthusiastically. My throat is dry and I’m overheated. A drink sounds perfect. I follow him, my hand wrapped securely in his. He gets two bottles of water and tugs me toward an open table. I sit and he pushes the other chair close to mine before heaving himself into it.
 
   “Damn. I feel like I’m out of shape after that. That was intense.”
 
   I sip the water, my eyes trailing over his shirt. “You’re definitely not out of shape,” I say.
 
   He stares at me for a long moment as he drinks from his bottle. I wish I knew what he’s thinking when he looks at me like that.
 
   “You’re so pretty,” he says suddenly.
 
   Oh.
 
   “Thanks.” I shift in the chair, my stomach doing somersaults. It’s always nice being complemented, but my defenses automatically go up as well.
 
   “You want to get out of here?”
 
   And there it is.
 
   “Loden, I’m not sleeping with you.”
 
   He swallows the water in his mouth and one side of his lips turn up. “That was direct,” he states through a chuckle. He leans closer and tucks a chunk of hair behind my ear, his fingers brushing over my neck. “I like you. I’m not going to deny I want to sleep with you. But I only meant going to get something to eat.” He sits back and my face heats even more than it already was. “For now,” he adds with a wink.
 
   I arch a brow at him as I study his face. “Just something to eat?”
 
   He nods. “For now,” he repeats.
 
   “What does that mean? For now?”
 
   He shrugs, placing his empty bottle on the table. “Eventually, I’d like this to lead somewhere. I’m going to be finishing my undergraduate requirements next year. My life is going to be changing pretty soon with law school approaching. I’m looking for something a little more permanent.” He sighs, running a hand through his damp hair. “That sounds creepy, doesn’t it? I barely know you. I’m not talking marriage. I just mean…I need to start thinking about the future.”
 
   That doesn’t sound creepy at all. It’s like he read my mind. “Okay,” I say.
 
   He smiles uncertainly. “Okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” I confirm. “Let’s go get something to eat.”
 
   He holds out his hand and I take it, letting him help me from my seat. We stand chest to chest for several seconds as he looks down at me.
 
   “That was easy.”
 
   He says it jokingly, but something about his statement bothers me. I’m not even sure what exactly, so I brush it off. I refuse to find faults in everything he says. I won’t be my mom. I’m going to give this a real shot.
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   A Dustland Fairytale
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I should be swimming. I should be having fun. Instead, I’m pouting in the corner by myself, watching Annie and Loden like some fucking stalker. I force my gaze away. It’s not my business. 
 
   But he better be good to her.
 
   Guy stops in front of me, hands on his hips as he pants. He’s grinning like a lunatic. “Dude, that’s fun as hell.” He nods toward the high dive, shaking water from his head, and I chuckle.
 
   “Cannonballs are always a party favorite.”
 
   He nods distractedly. “Why aren’t you in the pool? You invited me to this thing.”
 
   I scratch my head, smoothing out my hair. “I’m people-watching.”
 
   He sits down beside me, bringing one knee up to rest his arm on. “Who we looking at?”
 
   My gaze flicks to Annie quickly before moving on. I point at Ella Hamilton, sitting on the side of the pool with a few other girls. She’s laughing, kicking her feet through the water, careful not to get too wet. Girls like Ella won’t actually swim because they don’t want to mess up their hair and make-up. They aren’t here for the pool part of the party.
 
   “I thought she hated you for putting the moves on her dog,” Guy says. I look sideways at him. His shoulders are shaking with his silent laughter. “What kind of dog was it anyway?”
 
   I shrug. “I don’t know. It was one of those little yippy things.”
 
   “Like a Chihuahua?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so. That’s the Taco Bell dog, right?”
 
   “Uh-huh. So, small, yappy, taco-loving dogs get you all hot and bothered?” He’s laughing again, loudly this time, and I try not to smile.
 
   “Shut the fuck up.” I shove him hard with my hip, sending him off the bench. “That shit’s like a stigma now. Ella and her friends run—literally run—in the opposite direction when they see me.” 
 
   Guy rests his head against the wet floor and grabs his stomach, laughing harder. “Annie deserves serious props for that one,” he says. He sits up quickly and gestures to the pool. “Come do cannonballs with me?”
 
   “Are you sure? You wouldn’t rather lie on the floor laughing at me for a little while longer?”
 
   He cocks his head to the side, thinking. “Nah, I’m good. There’s plenty of time to laugh at you later.”
 
   I stand up, kicking his shin as I step over him. “Someday you’re going to feel bad about the way you treat me.”
 
   “Possibly, but not today.” He holds his hand out and I help him up. “Maybe tomorrow, though.”
 
   He heads toward the high dive and I follow. We have to walk past Ella on the way, but I’m not paying attention to her. My focus is on Annie. She’s standing in between Loden’s legs as he sprawls out on the bench. She’s still dressed, so I guess they’re not swimming. Her head lifts just as I pass by and she smiles.
 
   I’m not used to getting smiles from Annie. I like it.
 
   Guy stops and I almost walk into his back. I follow his gaze to Ella and her friends, still sitting along poolside. He moves up behind them and squats so that he’s right next to Ella’s head.
 
   And then he starts barking.
 
   All four girls jump, startled, and slide into the deep end. Before they have time to resurface, Guy ushers me forward.
 
   Laughter from behind me catches my attention because I recognize it immediately. Annie’s hand is over her mouth, and she’s trying so hard to calm down. Her eyes are watering with the effort.
 
   I grin and point at her. “You started it.”
 
   She shrugs. “Worth it,” she calls. “That is some funny shit.”
 
   I cock a brow and exchange a look with Guy. We take two steps toward Annie and she throws her hands up, palms out. “Wait. What are you doing?”
 
   Guy smiles at her and I’m impressed at the level of deviousness he puts into it. There’s no way she doesn’t know exactly what’s coming.
 
   “Stop,” she yelps. She glances back at Loden for help, but he’s laughing. “Don’t you do it Guy Handlin,” she demands, but her tone is pleading. She steps sideways, moving around Loden’s legs. She’s going to run. Guy realizes it at the same time I do. We both lunge at her, but she slips past us and takes off.
 
   I don’t chase after her and I put my hand out, stopping Guy from pursuing her as well. Probably one of the only rules I actually take seriously—don’t run on the wet floor around a pool. That and don’t dive in the shallow end, but that’s just common sense.
 
   “Annie.” I say her name, trying to warn her, but it’s already too late. Her feet slip out from under her and she falls backward.
 
   Now I run. I slide onto my knees next to her and she looks up at me, her eyes blinking quickly. “You okay?” I ask. My hands hover above her as I await her reply.
 
   She puts her hands over her face, but doesn’t answer me.
 
   Guy and Loden kneel on her other side. I tug on her wrists, trying to pry her hands away from covering her face. “Annie, are you hurt?”
 
   “Just my pride,” she groans. “How many people just saw me fall on my ass?”
 
   Guy looks over his shoulder and shrugs. “Pretty much everybody here.” He looks at me. “What would you say? Thirty, maybe forty people?”
 
   “Give or take,” I agree.
 
   “Ahh,” Annie sighs.
 
   “But,” Guy announces, “that was some funny shit.” She glares up at him, not missing the way he uses her same words.
 
   Loden helps her stand and there’s applause around us. Nice. Annie’s cheeks redden and she covers her face again.
 
   “I need to go home,” she says, her voice muffled behind her fingers.
 
   “What?” Loden says. He puts his hands on her waist and she drops her hands. “Annie, I have to stay. This is my team’s party.” He wiggles her hips from side to side and smiles. “It wasn’t that bad. Nobody cares.”
 
   “I know. I just…” She takes a deep breath and sighs. “You stay, but I’m going to go. My back kind of hurts. And I need to study anyway…” She trails off and Loden’s eyes search her face.
 
   “All right. You sure?”
 
   She nods and waves her hand. “Positive.”
 
   “We’ll walk her back,” I tell Loden.
 
   “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.” He leans in and kisses Annie on the cheek. “I’ll call you later.”
 
   I put my hand on her elbow and steer her toward the door. She pauses, looking up at me. 
 
   “Don’t you need to change or get shoes at least?”
 
   “I’m fine. I’m coming right back.”
 
   Guy holds the door open and we step out into the cool night air. The three of us walk in silence. I want to bombard Annie with questions about her and Loden. Three days ago they were just going dancing and now they seem like a couple.
 
   Huh. Guess you can’t believe rumors floating around a college campus. Like guys that use girls for sex or are into bestiality.
 
   “How’s your back?” I ask. I feel responsible for making her run, which makes me feel like shit.
 
   “It’s fine. I just wanted out of there.” She tucks a loose hair back behind her ear and shrugs. “Loden wouldn’t have understood.”
 
   I don’t know what a normal response is to that. But I’m thinking it sounds messed up. She’s allowed to leave a party whenever she wants. She doesn’t need to make up an excuse to go.
 
   “What’s going on with you two?” Guy asks. He leans forward to look around me at Annie. “You together?”
 
   She lifts the end of another strand of hair and examines it. “Yeah. I guess so. We’ve hung out the past three nights.”
 
   “He seems nice.”
 
   Annie smiles at him and nods enthusiastically. “He is. I like him a lot. He’s smart and funny. And he’s so…” She shakes her head, her smile growing bigger. “I like being around him.”
 
   Ugh. Fuck. I want to cover my ears and start humming the Star Spangled Banner as loud as I can. I don’t need to hear her talk about this shit.
 
   We stop in front of her building and I wave my hand. “Well, here you are. I’ll see ya.”
 
   “Thanks for walking me home,” she calls after me.
 
   I shoot my hand up to let her know I heard her, but keep walking. I don’t even remember Guy’s with me until he clears his throat.
 
   I glance over at him. “That’s weird, right?”
 
   “What?” he asks.
 
   “Nothing. Never mind.”
 
   Guy’s gaze is glued to my face, looking for something.
 
   I smirk at him. “I cannot believe you barked at Ella. That was probably the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.”
 
   He chuckles softly. “I just figure if she’s going to run away every time she sees you, she might as well have a reason.”
 
   I shake my head. “It’s scary how evil your mind can be.”
 
   “Pft. That was nothing. Just wait until I come up with the Mac-Daddy of plans to get Annie back for spreading that shit.”
 
   “It’s cool. I already took care of it.”
 
   He glances at me with a knowing grin. “What’d you do?”
 
   I huff out a laugh and rub my forehead. “I made some dude think she had crabs.”
 
   Guy bursts out a cackle of laughter that echoes off the surrounding buildings. “And you think my mind’s scary.” 
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   All in Your Hands
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I stopped asking Chase for my music back weeks ago. I’ve decided to live with it. Partially because some of his songs have grown on me. And partially because I have full intentions of replacing all of the music on his iPod. Revenge is a real bitch.
 
   I noticed he likes to leave his account open on his laptop. And he takes his laptop with him the evenings he swims after classes. He leaves it in his locker while he does laps, along with his iPod. It wasn’t difficult to figure out his combination. It’s the same one he used all through high school. It’s almost too easy.
 
   The only part I’m having a difficult time with is deciding whether to load my music on it or if I should fill it with country. Chase cannot stand country music.
 
   I swing my feet from my perch on the bench as I watch Loden sway just under the surface of the water. He moves like a fish, sliding gracefully across the pool. It’s almost hypnotic. I could watch these guys swim all day.
 
   I sigh and return my attention to my book, trying to work these math problems out. If I can get this out of the way, I’ll have the rest of the evening to spend with Loden.
 
   The last few weeks have been great, but we don’t get as much time together as I’d like. Between my studying rituals and his practices, we’re lucky to get an actual date in. Most nights are spent just like this. At the pool. I work on homework while he trains. I’m not complaining because I appreciate his commitment. I just wish I were a little bit higher on his list of priorities. But our relationship is still new. I can’t expect him to change his life around for someone he’s been seeing for such a short amount of time.
 
   “Whatchya doing?” Chase says in my ear, causing me to gasp at his unexpected proximity.
 
   “Jesus,” I pant, my hand covering my speeding heart. I swing at him, trying to slap his arm, but he steps back, chuckling. “It’s not funny. You gave me a mini heart attack.”
 
   He runs his hand over his bare stomach. My eyes follow the movement before I glance up at his face. He grins at me, fully aware I was checking out the hard plains of the six-pack he has going on. Freaking swimmers and their hot, swimmer bodies.
 
   I feel my cheeks burn and know I’m blushing. I shouldn’t be embarrassed. These guys are all walking around wearing next to nothing. The whole swim team wears Speedos. It’s impossible to not look at all the skin they show. But somehow it feels different with Chase.
 
   At least he wears trunks. He’s just too beautiful to be walking around all wet and tucked into a tight, barely-there Speedo. Even with the tattoos from bicep to wrist, and his hair constantly changing colors, he’s still incredible to look at. Almost like a piece of fine crafted art. Not anything I’d buy, but something I enjoy viewing from time to time.
 
   My gaze somehow managed to trail right back down over his toned stomach while I was lost in my thoughts. I flick my eyes up to his face and he smirks.
 
   “You done?”
 
   “You’d think there’d be more to look at with all the laps you swim,” I sigh as if I’m disappointed.
 
   “Good thing you have a boyfriend for staring at,” Chase replies.
 
   Now that he mentions him, I turn my attention to the pool, searching for Loden. He’s out of the water and talking to some of the guys while he towels off. I know I shouldn’t, but I compare him to Chase. Only his body because Loden is way ahead of Chase in all the places that matter. Like intelligence and drive. He has a sure future. Where Chase is heading straight to his parents’ basement.
 
   But… I shiver, despite the heat of the room. Loden falls short in the looks department when you stand him next to Chase. Don’t get me wrong, Loden isn’t ugly. Not even close. In fact, I’m sure there are plenty of girls that would find him more appealing than Chase.
 
   I’m just not one of them.
 
   But that doesn’t matter. I’m not with Loden for his looks.
 
   Chase snaps his fingers in front of my face. “Earth to Annie.”
 
   I shove his arm away and glare up at him. “What?”
 
   “I know I’m good looking, but you’re making me uncomfortable, checking me out right in front of your boyfriend.” Chase crosses his arms over his chest and sighs dramatically. “I’m not on display. There is so much more to me than this sexy body.”
 
   I can’t help the startled laugh that escapes. “Sorry,” I say softly. “I got lost in thought for a minute.”
 
   He scrunches his lips and nods. “It’s cool. You’re not the first girl I’ve wowed into speechlessness.”
 
   “Bored,” I correct. “You bored me. Not wowed. And I’m never speechless.” I toss my hair over my shoulder and stand up. I start gathering all my work, placing it inside my bag.
 
   “When you get all defensive like that, it just makes me wonder what you’re trying to cover up.” 
 
   I turn around so he can see me roll my eyes. “I’m not being defensive. It’s called honesty. I thought we called a truce?”
 
   “We did. I haven’t called you a bitch since that day. I mean, I’ve thought it a couple of times, but I haven’t actually said it out loud once.”
 
   I raise my hands in front of me and then just let them fall, smacking my thighs. “Ugh.”
 
   “It’s all right if you want me—most girls do. Your secret’s safe with me.”
 
   My entire face ignites because there is some truth to his words. I can’t tell if he knows it or not, but I know it, and that’s enough.
 
   “Never mind.” His brows draw together and he frowns at me. I step around him and he takes my hand.
 
   “You know I’m just messing with you.”
 
   I look down at my hand wrapped in his for several heartbeats. His hand feels so different from Loden’s. Warm. Rough. Callused from the many hours spent playing his bass. Another shiver runs over my spine and I pull away.
 
   “Unless I’m not,” he adds, his narrowed eyes searching my face.
 
   I press my lips together and shake my head. “I have a boyfriend. You shouldn’t mess with me that way.”
 
   He lets out a harsh breath and nods his head slowly. “Got it. Won’t happen again.”
 
   His words feel like a slap to the face. The thought of him not messing with me burns just as much as when he messes with me. I pivot on my heel and walk as quickly as I can to the locker room to find Loden.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I push the door open slowly and announce my arrival. I’m not trying to catch anyone mid-change. I hear the shower running, but get no answer, so I move inside slowly. The locker area is empty, so I sit on a bench and wait for Loden to finish up.
 
   My gaze keeps heading over to Chase’s locker—number twenty-two. But I’ve lost all desire to hack his iPod. Instead, I pull out my book and continue to work on my homework.
 
   I just finish the final problem when I hear the squeak of the shower faucet and then silence.
 
   I clear my throat. “I’m in here,” I call out.
 
   Loden comes around the corner, a towel wrapped around his waist. He looks at me for a moment, his eyes narrowed, before quietly opening his locker. I wait while he fishes around inside, but as he begins dressing without a word, I stand up.
 
   “I finished my homework,” I say, turning around to give him privacy. I stare at the wall, still waiting for some response from him.
 
   I get nothing.
 
   “Did you want to do something? Maybe go to a movie? Or we could rent one if you’d rather do that.”
 
   Still nothing.
 
   The rattle of the metal locker slamming shut startles me. I turn around slowly. Loden walks toward me, his gym bag over his shoulder and his hands on his hips. He stops a foot away, his gaze never wavering.
 
   “What the hell was that?”
 
   I shake my head, clueless. “What?”
 
   He laughs one of those dry, not ha-ha funny laughs, but pissed off, breathy laughs. “You and Malloy. What the fuck was that Annie?”
 
   Oh. That.
 
   I don’t respond because I’m trying to come up with some kind of excuse. Some plausible reason that makes it okay to stare at another guy in front of your boyfriend. I know I need a good defense. Loden’s pre-law, after all, but my mind’s coming up blank. I guess I can go speechless. 
 
   Loden steps into me, forcing me back against a locker with his body. His chest is firm, tensed against my torso. He lowers his face directly in front of mine. “Are you fucking around with him?”
 
   I still can’t speak. My heart is pounding against my ribs. I shake my head and he grips my upper arms. “He’s my friend. I won’t put up with you flirting with my friends. Embarrassing me.” He squeezes his hands, pinching my arms painfully.
 
   Tears form in the corners of my eyes. How did this happen? How could I screw this up so badly? So quickly? “Loden,” I rasp, “you’re hurting me.”
 
   “Don’t do this shit again, Annie, or I’m done.” He releases me, but I don’t move. I just stare at him. Watch him adjust the strap on his shoulder and smooth back his hair. He takes a deep breath then stares at me, his eyes penetrating.
 
   My fingers curl into fists at my sides. I don’t know what to do. What to say. My knees keep shaking and I need to sit down. Or run.
 
   Loden moves quickly, pushing his body against mine once again. He touches his hands, soft and smooth, to my face. “I’m sorry. I got jealous. I don’t like thinking about you with other guys.” He trails his lips over my cheek and then presses them gently to mine. “Don’t make me jealous.”
 
   I nod and he slams his mouth down on mine, kissing me hungrily. I’ve kissed Loden a lot over the past few weeks, but never like this. This is demanding. He’s taking. And I can’t decide if I like it or not. My mind is still several steps back, going over everything I did wrong.
 
   He was so angry with me.
 
   I almost blew this.
 
   I slide my fingers up his arms slowly, carefully, testing his willingness. When he doesn’t protest, I continue on to his shoulders, firm but no longer tense, and then to his neck. I let my fingers play with the soft, thick hair at his nape. He slips his into my curls and angles my mouth where he can better reach me.
 
   I meet his tongue with my own and he groans lowly. It’s as if he’s praising me, rewarding me for my efforts. So I put everything I can into this kiss, telling him I’m sorry with my touch, and searching out his forgiveness.
 
   He pulls back and wraps his arms around my back, hugging me tightly to him. I breathe in the scent of his soap and shampoo. Trying to reset myself. I have to be more careful in the future. I can’t let Chase screw this up for me just because I’m slightly attracted to him.
 
   “I won’t do it again,” I promise. 
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   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   Present
 
    
 
    
 
   There’s a hand on my head. 
 
   Warm. 
 
   Firm. 
 
   It guides me into the back of the police cruiser.
 
   I sit.
 
   Stare out the window, but I don’t really see anything.
 
   There’s talking. Crackling on the radio. 
 
   Silence.
 
   More talking.
 
   It’s all just noise.
 
   Just background sounds I don’t hear. Don’t care to hear.
 
   I feel the car shift. A door closes.
 
   We move, I know, because I start to get dizzy as cars and trees become colors and blurs. 
 
   I don’t close my eyes. 
 
   But I don’t see.
 
   We stop several times. 
 
   There’s more talking. 
 
   I think I catch my name. 
 
   I don’t know if someone is talking to me or about me. 
 
   I don’t care.
 
   The next time we stop, my door is opened. 
 
   I step out. I don’t know where. 
 
   I don’t ask. I just let them guide me.
 
   I’m sitting in a chair that’s bolted to the ground. 
 
   I wonder why anyone would need to bolt a chair to the floor. 
 
   Do people really steal chairs that often it makes this a necessity?   
 
   They cuff my wrist to the chair. 
 
   Now it makes more sense. 
 
   They aren’t worried about theft.
 
   They’re worried about me getting away.
 
   My hands are caked in blood. 
 
   Some is mine. Most is Loden’s. 
 
   My clothes are stiff with more of Loden’s blood, dried to a deep brown.
 
   I want it off.
 
   They won’t let me change. 
 
   They won’t let me wash my hands.
 
   They took pictures. 
 
   Photos of my blood-soiled clothes. 
 
   My hands.
 
   Documented the few marks on my neck and face. 
 
   I don’t have much to show. Loden barely had time to react when I jumped on him.
 
   I close my eyes, refusing to remember until I have to. 
 
   I can’t relive it over and over again. 
 
   I feel like a monster because I can’t summon an ounce of remorse. 
 
   None. 
 
   Zero.
 
   I use my one call on my dad. 
 
   He promises he’s on his way. 
 
   He says something else, too. Something about a lawyer. 
 
   I know that’s not something we can afford. 
 
   The state’s supposed to appoint me one. I remember the cop telling me that when he read me my Miranda rights.
 
   I wonder why they’re called Miranda rights.
 
   I never thought about it before.
 
   Never needed to. 
 
   I want to know what’s going on with Annie. 
 
   Where is she? 
 
   Is she okay? 
 
   They won’t tell me. 
 
   They won’t tell me anything. 
 
   All they see when they look at me is a tatted up criminal.
 
   A murderer.
 
   I guess that’s what I am. So it’s a fair assumption.
 
   Maybe if I were willing to talk to them, tell them what happened, then they’d reciprocate, tell me about Annie. 
 
   But I don’t talk about it.
 
   Not yet. 
 
   I don’t think I can claim self-defense since my life was never in danger. 
 
   After the first few hits, when Loden went still, I could have stopped. 
 
   I should have stopped. 
 
   But I didn’t. I didn’t stop. 
 
   I couldn’t. 
 
   All I could think about was him buying his way out of trouble and getting away with it.
 
   There’s more talking.
 
   More noise.
 
   Nobody is really saying anything.
 
   Shit.
 
   I want to know what the hell is happening. 
 
   Where is Annie?
 
   Shit. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   Shit.
 
   “You’re one lucky son-of-a-bitch,” someone tells me. 
 
   I don’t know who he is.
 
   I don’t know why he’s talking to me.
 
   He takes a sip from his coffee cup before setting it on the corner of a desk. It’s piled high with manila folders. 
 
   The desk. Not the coffee.
 
   “Your guy didn’t die.”
 
   I look at him blankly.
 
   “He’s still unconscious. It’ll be touch and go until he wakes up, but he has a heartbeat. That’s all that matters, kid.”
 
   I don’t reply. 
 
   I don’t know how I feel about that. 
 
   I’m glad I’m not a murderer, but… 
 
   Well, no, there is no but. 
 
   I’m glad I’m not a murderer. 
 
   It’s just now he’ll live to do this again. 
 
   God.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   He can do it again. 
 
   He can hurt somebody again.
 
   “That reduces your charges,” he adds.
 
   I nod. 
 
   I get it. 
 
   I know I should be relieved. 
 
   This weight on my shoulders should lighten a little. 
 
   The pain in my chest should ease. 
 
   But none of that happens.
 
   The guy settles in the chair beside me, resting his ankle on his knee.
 
   I stare at my own knee. It bounces up and down. 
 
   I wish my dad would get here. 
 
   I hate sitting here alone.
 
   Not knowing what’s happening. 
 
   I need someone to check into Annie for me. 
 
   That’s all I need.
 
   “You want to talk to me? Tell me what happened tonight?”
 
   I shake my head.
 
   Concentrate hard on my knee. 
 
   He sighs. Leans over to retrieve his mug. Takes a long drink. 
 
   He doesn’t say anything else. 
 
   We sit in silence as the time passes. 
 
   The large, overhead clock ticking each second away. I wish it were quiet.
 
   The more I try to block it, the more flashes I get.
 
   I don’t know why the ticking of a clock makes me think of it. 
 
   Images of Loden on top of Annie. 
 
   Annie’s lips blue and trembling. 
 
   And her eyes.
 
   God, her eyes.
 
   I’ve never seen fear like that in my life.
 
   I don’t want to see it ever again.
 
   How can a person do that to another human being? 
 
   How can they look them in the eyes and be so merciless?
 
   I chuckle, gaining the guy’s attention once again. 
 
   I probably look insane to him, laughing at nothing while I sit here. 
 
   Am I the pot or the kettle in this scenario? 
 
   I showed no mercy for Loden. 
 
   Not even a little.
 
   None at all.
 
   What does that make me?
 
   The monster I think I am? 
 
   Or am I something else? 
 
   Something worse?
 
   I sure as shit don’t know the answer. 
 
    
 
    
 
   I wish someone would tell me.
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   You Got Time
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   Nineteen Months Before
 
    
 
    
 
   I’ve done it again.
 
   I made him angry. [bookmark: _GoBack]
 
   I’ve overstepped some unknown boundary, trailed past some invisible line, and now Loden’s fingers dig into my hips. I gasp from the unexpected sharp bite of his nails. I feel the blood drain from my face as his eyes hold me, cold and irate.
 
   “Why do you keep doing this?” His voice is low, quiet, but accusing. “You make me crazy. Why do you keep flirting with my friends?”
 
   “I didn’t—”
 
   “Stop,” he growls. His fingers flex, squeezing harder. I want to pull away, shove him back, but I hold myself immovable. Every muscle in my body is rigid, unsure what he’ll say next. What he’ll do.
 
   “The swim team is off limits.” He glowers at me, the skin around his eyes tight and I think he’s restraining himself. “Do you understand me?”
 
   I don’t reply, partially because I assume the question is rhetorical, and partially because, no, I don’t understand him. Off limits?
 
   He presses into me, his whole body against mine, pinning me to the wall. “Answer. Me.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   He closes his eyes and inhales deeply. One hand climbs my body, caressing across my throat, and continuing to thread into my hair. His hold is too tight, stinging. “You are not allowed to flirt with anybody on the swim team. Do you know how it makes me look when you pull this shit?”
 
   “I wasn’t flirting.”
 
   I was only talking to one of his teammates—this really sweet guy, Vince. He’s always been nice to me and I consider him a friend. He walked past me on his way to the locker room and noticed I was working on the homework assignment from our shared class. He told me he was having a hard time with it, so I offered to help him by walking him through some of the problems.
 
   Vince was appreciative. He took a seat beside me and we discussed the homework until he had a better understanding. He thanked me with a smile that I returned—because he’s my friend. That’s it. This is nothing like what happened with Chase. I was careful to keep my eyes on Vince’s face. We stayed on topic the entire ten minutes it took for him to get it down.
 
   But I knew as soon as he walked away and I turned back to the pool I was in trouble. Loden’s gaze was locked on me, dark with fury. He dove underwater and swam several more laps, letting the natatorium clear out before he approached me.
 
   And now, here I am, trapped against the painted tiled walls, his hot breath in my face.
 
   “I saw you,” he seethes. “You know how that makes me feel.” His eyes narrow, brows puckered.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whisper, not because I did anything wrong, but because I know it’s what he wants to hear.
 
   Loden smiles, placated, and releases me. He dips his head, running his tongue up my throat. He skims his nose along my jaw and then he’s kissing me, rough and urgent.
 
   I hear a door open and I use that moment to pull away from him. A couple of guys from his team nod at us as they pass. Loden waits until they’re gone before he speaks again. “You have to stop doing this to me. I don’t like feeling like this.”
 
   Neither do I.
 
   I nod stiffly.
 
   He sighs, taking my hand, and leading me toward the locker room. “I don’t know how I’m going to last the summer away from you. I’m going to go crazy thinking about you here by yourself.” His eyes blaze as some thought—probably me flirting with his entire team—flashes through his mind. His hand squeezes mine.
 
   I don’t know if I want to do this anymore.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   When Loden called me to tell me he made it home safely, I told him I needed a break. Time to think. Just while he’s gone for the summer.
 
   He wasn’t happy—in fact, he was downright pissed. More so because there was nothing he could do about it, which is exactly why I chose that moment. He had an early flight the next morning with his parents—vacationing with family on the other side of the country where he’ll be for the next three months.
 
   I know I didn’t handle the situation in the best way possible, but I need time to think. I know Loden can give me everything I want out of life. I see such a bright and promising future, but his jealousy is smothering.
 
   It’s comforting to know he cares so deeply for me. It is. And maybe that’s why I’m having a hard time with it. Nobody’s ever cared enough to be jealous. As nice as it is to know he feels so strongly, his physical reaction scares me. He’s never really hurt me, but he hovers this very fine line. Maybe this is the reason I shot down all his requests to have sex, insisting we take it slow. Something about Loden is unnerving.
 
   I just need some time.
 
   Maybe I’m overreacting.
 
   I don’t know.
 
   The first thing I do on the first day of my new freedom is go see Chase. Park and Guy have both moved out of the dorms and it’s so strange to be coming here without them. I knock and for some reason, my stomach churns nervously as I wait.
 
   I shake my head. I know exactly why I’m nervous. I’ve barely spoken to him in the past six months. Loden pretty much forbade me, and I understood his concern, so I complied, keeping my distance.
 
   But Loden’s not here.
 
   The door opens and a guy—Chris, I think—holds it wide.
 
   “Is Chase here?” I ask as I slide past him.
 
   “In his room,” he says. I thank him and hurry to Chase’s bedroom before I change my mind.
 
   “He isn’t going to hear you over his music,” Chris calls as I raise my hand to knock. My brows furrow in confusion. I don’t hear any music. Chris gestures to his ears. “Headphones. Just go in. He’s alone.”
 
   I turn back to the door and stare at it, unsure. Maybe I should just leave. It’s been so long…But I kind of miss him. I take a breath, holding it as I turn the handle slowly with resolve, and peek into his dimly lit room.
 
   He’s stretched out on his bed, his long legs crossed at the ankles, his feet bare. One arm is resting under his head, pulling his shirt up a few inches onto his tight stomach where his bass is perched, the fingers of his other hand plucking smoothly along the strings. My eyes trail over his form, stopping finally on his face. He’s looking at me, his gaze glued to my face, his lips parted in surprise.
 
   I shut the door behind me and he sits up, pushing the headphones onto his neck, and propping the bass against his nightstand.
 
   “Hey?” He says it unsure, like he’s asking a question.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   His eyebrows raise slightly, an unspoken question. He’s wondering why I’m here.
 
   I clear my throat softly. “I was in the neighborhood,” I say lightly.
 
   He smirks at me, his eyes crinkling with amusement. “You’re always in the neighborhood.”
 
   I tug my iPod out of my pocket and climb onto the end of his bed. This is the only thing I can think of that will make sense to Chase. Music. If anything, it’ll distract him. I don’t know why I’m here, other than I just want to be. I push one bud into my ear, the cord trailing between us as I hand him the iPod.
 
   “Pick one of your shitty songs and explain to me why the hell you like this music.”
 
   He grins and I relax, leaning back against the wall as he chooses a song. 
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   Absolute
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   Since the day Annie showed up at my dorm room, we’ve spent a lot of time together. It was weird at first because I didn’t understand why, after months of ignoring me, she was suddenly coming around. Not that I’m complaining. As weird as her sudden appearance was, it was also comfortable and welcome.
 
   I finally ended up getting a mumbled, generic explanation about she and Loden taking a “break.” I had no idea what that meant and really didn’t give a shit, because Annie was back. That’s all that mattered.
 
   We’ve spent the time going to movies, out to eat, and hitting local parties. There have been weeks that I’ve seen her more than Guy and Park. And I’m…I’m good with that.
 
   Annie scoots into the passenger seat and drops her purse between her feet. “Are you drinking tonight?”
 
   “Probably not. Why?”
 
   “Oh, good.” She smiles and sighs as she leans her head back against the seat. “I need to get drunk.”
 
   I cock a brow and grin. “Rough day?”
 
   She shrugs, not elaborating. “Are we going to Guy’s?”
 
   “No. Park and Jessie’s. Hope said there’s a little party going on over there.”
 
   “Oh. She didn’t call me,” Annie says softly. I glance over at her and she’s staring out the window, hiding her face from my view.
 
   “I told her I’d bring you.”
 
   Annie turns to regard me, a smirk turning up the corners of her lips. I shift my eyes away from her mouth and watch the road. “How’d you know I’d definitely come along?”
 
   “You haven’t turned down one of my invites so far this summer.” I nod at her knowing expression. “You and Loden should take breaks more often,” I add.
 
   She shifts in her seat and I know I shouldn’t have mentioned him. He’s like this dark cloud hovering over our heads. I don’t know how long their break will last. Is it just while he’s away for the summer? Or is it permanent?
 
   I park at the curb and head around the car for Annie’s door, but she hops out before I get there. She gazes up at the apartment building and I take the opportunity to look at her. Her hair is smooth and stick straight, hanging down her back. There isn’t a lock out of place and for some reason that makes me smile. She adjusts her shirt, running her fingers over the front from below her breasts to the hem. Then she repeats the gesture, this time with her hair.
 
   When she glances at me, I raise my eyebrows and look at her expectantly. “Ready?”
 
   Her cheeks flame as she nods. “Yeah.”
 
   I chuckle and touch her arm, right above the elbow, guiding her toward the door. From my peripheral vision, I notice her peer down at my hand against her and then up at me. I refuse to acknowledge her. I keep walking, climbing the steps.
 
   The apartment door opens as soon as we hit the landing and Hope practically attacks Annie, pulling her in for a hug. Annie freezes, surprised, her arms stiff at her sides for several seconds before she slowly lifts them, returning the hug. Even I’m taken aback by the gesture. Hope’s never been the huggie type.
 
   “I’ve missed you,” Hope whispers.
 
   “Me too,” Annie says, her voice tight, either from emotion or because Hope’s cutting off her air, not sure which.
 
   I clear my throat obnoxiously, but seriously. What am I? Chopped freaking liver? I throw my arms out when Hope eyes me over Annie’s shoulder. “Where’s my love?”
 
   Laughing, Hope releases Annie and steps in, wrapping her tiny arms around my waist. “Don’t worry, I’ve missed you the most.”
 
   I pat her back, chuckling lightly. “Of course you have. I’m awesome.”
 
   Annie snorts and I narrow my eyes at her. “Awesomely stupid.”
 
   Hope heads back to the door, shaking her head. “Do you guys ever stop?”
 
   “What’s that?” I ask Annie, pointing at her face, and ignoring Hope’s comment. Annie’s hand shoots up to her face quickly, searching.
 
   “What? Where?”
 
   I take a step, bringing me closer to her, my chest grazing hers as I lower my head. “You’re jealousy is showing.”
 
   She glares at me, pivoting on her heel. “Jealous of what?” she throws over her shoulder. “Your stupidity? Or your dumb haircut? Or maybe,” she continues, pausing halfway through the threshold, “your ability to drive me insane?”
 
   I grin at her and she rolls her eyes. “Hope likes me more,” I sing.
 
   Annie scoffs. “She just said that to make you feel better.”
 
   I hear Hope’s voice filter into the hallway. “I hate you both equally.”
 
   I squeeze past Annie, my front pressing into hers as I wiggle between her and the doorframe. “Now you pissed her off,” I murmur into her ear. I go for teasing, but my breath hitches as our bodies touch, and it comes out slow and whispered. Her eyes flick up to mine, her lips parting, before she drops her head and pushes past me.
 
   I’m trying to come up with something to say to diffuse whatever the hell that was that just happened when someone screams. I see Guy and Jessie run past the kitchen. The music cuts off in the living room. I move toward the panicked voices, Annie’s eyes meeting mine in question.
 
   Jessie, Park’s roommate, flies around the corner. “Mason, Chase,” he pants, his expression grim. “Some guys jumped Park down in the parking lot. Lucy said they beat the hell out of him.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m leaning against the wall outside Park’s hospital room with half the people who were at the party. All the people closest to Park. Two nurses have asked us to clear the hall, pointing in the direction of the waiting room. We ignored both of them. Park went down for some head scan or something. We aren’t going anywhere until he’s back.
 
   My eyes trail Annie as she paces back and forth in front of me, her hands clasped together. Back and forth. Back and forth.
 
   I close my eyes, shutting out her endless pattern, and my thoughts drift. How could anybody do something like this? How can a human being use his bare hands and beat another person to within an inch of their life?
 
   Park may not make it through this.
 
   I inhale sharply, my breath shuddering, and my eyes snapping open with the thought. He’s one of my closest friends. He can’t…
 
   Back and forth. Back and forth.
 
   “Can you stop?” I hiss. “Annie. Stop. Sit down.” Just sit the fuck down. Please.
 
   “I can’t sit down,” she murmurs, her voice so quiet, I nearly miss it.
 
   “Then stand. I don’t give a shit. But stop pacing.” I suck in a quick breath, trying to calm down. “It’s driving me crazy,” I utter.
 
   Her eyes, wide and scared, rake over me slowly, carefully, and I feel like the biggest asshole. She’s as freaked out as I am. Shit. As we all are.
 
   “I’m not good at this,” she breathes.
 
   Seeing her like this, helpless and scared, it makes my stomach clench. “Come here,” I demand, needing her close. Needing to make this right. She takes two hesitant steps, putting herself in front of me and I hold out my fist.
 
   “What?” she asks, confused.
 
   “Rock, paper, scissors.” She doesn’t remember, I realize. But when we were younger, and her mom first married Guy’s dad, we fought over everything. From what we watched on TV to what music we listened to down to what board game to play. Annie and I always disagreed, mostly because I always chose the exact opposite of whatever she wanted just to piss her off.
 
   We settled it with rock, paper, scissors.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I said. Come on.” I smack my fist into my palm. Her gaze lifts from my hands to my eyes and I see it. That flicker of memory.
 
   “But…what are we playing for?”
 
   She remembers. I grin.
 
   “For fun.”
 
   Annie lifts her hand, mirroring my position as she shakes her head. “Rock, paper, scissors, shoot,” she says, her voice even, soft.
 
   I go with rock because Annie is so incredibly predictable. She always chose scissors first.
 
   I raise my fist above my head triumphantly. “Rock beats scissors,” I say, smiling widely at her.
 
   She smiles, shaking her head once again. And something inside feels lighter. I made her feel better. 
 
   “Again?”
 
   She nods, trying to hide her growing grin by rolling her eyes. But it’s too late. I saw it. And she isn’t pacing. Mission accomplished. I’d pat my own back if I weren’t in the middle of an exciting game. 
 
   



  
 



 
   [bookmark: Fifteen_Say_All_I_Need]15
 
   Say (All I Need)
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m in my room, getting ready for Chase to pick me up. We’re going to see Park’s band play. It’s a special show. Park’s first since he was released from the hospital last month. I pause as that thought registers. Loden will be back soon.
 
   This summer has flown by much too quickly. I’ve been so busy I haven’t really had time to think much about Loden. We haven’t even talked this summer.
 
   Now it’s just a few more weeks before he comes back for school and I’m nervous. Nervous what will happen between us. Nervous what he’ll do if he finds out I’ve been spending most of my time with Chase.
 
   Chase, of all people. I swallow tightly. He can’t find out.
 
   I just finish changing when my new roommate, Hannah, comes bouncing into the room with a basket of laundry. She’s small and energetic with shoulder-length, dark hair, and the widest, most innocent green eyes I have ever seen. And she’s much nicer than Gretchen. She smiles a lot, though she hasn’t talked to me much over the summer. I’m not sure I ever saw Gretchen smile—not once in the whole year we roomed with each other. She had been more of a frowner, prone to scowling.
 
   I learned pretty quickly that Hannah’s innocent appearance is just that. Appearance. She smiles at me as she pulls freshly laundered sheets from the basket. Her phone rings, and while she’s in the middle of placing her baby blue sheets on her bed, she puts it on speaker. Then she and her boyfriend proceed to have phone sex. After my mouth drops open, I decide it’s as hilarious as it is awkward, because Hannah’s in sweats, struggling to make her bed the entire time she’s laying out this elaborate, erotic scene for him.
 
   I press my lips together to keep from laughing as I slide my ear buds into place. I turn the music up until it’s loud enough to drown out her breathy, whimpering, voice. And I wonder, could I ever be like that? Be that carefree to have phone sex? I can’t imagine Loden ever participating in it. It goes against that perfect image we silently try to maintain. I bite down on my lip as I imagine doing that with Chase. My cheeks heat because I can envision it clearly. Too clearly.
 
   My phone lights up on the dresser and I scoop it up quickly. It’s a text from Chase saying he’ll be here in thirty minutes. I’m grinning as I type my reply—which is something about him not being able to count that high—when I look into the mirror and see Loden standing in the open doorway.
 
   He’s back. Early.
 
   I pluck the ear buds out, letting them fall. Hannah discreetly ducks past him, closing the door behind her as he moves purposefully to stand before me.
 
   “I’ve missed you so much,” he breathes, wrapping his arms around me.
 
   I don’t say anything for several seconds, still shocked he’s here. “I missed you, too,” I whisper finally.
 
   His arms tighten and he hugs me firmly to his chest. “I’m so sorry. I know I can be a jealous asshole, but I’m going to work on it. Tell me we’re okay.”
 
   I close my eyes, trying to think. My heart is racing. I have fun with Chase. I do. I really, really do. But Loden…he’s my future. 
 
   “I love you, Annie. I need you. Tell me.”
 
   My breath hitches. I open my eyes and nod. “We’re okay.”
 
   Loden steps back, holding me at arm’s length as he grins at me. “Let’s celebrate. I’ll take you out to dinner.” He pulls me back in as he adds, “And then we can go dancing.” His voice has gone husky and I know he’s remembering our first date.
 
   “O-okay,” I agree. “I need to finish getting ready.”
 
   He looks at me then, his eyes trailing down my body, taking in the dress I put on for Park’s show. “Were you going somewhere?”
 
   I shake my head stiffly. “Nope. Just a late start today.”
 
   “All right,” he says, his brows drawing together. “I’ll be back in an hour. I need to run home to the new place real quick. Be ready.” He kisses me gently and then walks out of my room with a smile. I slump against the dresser as I pick up my phone and text Chase. 
 
   This is for the best.
 
   Hannah comes back in, still on her phone. I watch her in the mirror as she lies back on her now made bed. She’s happy and relaxed. I sigh. No. There is no way I could ever have that [bookmark: Sixteen_Fade_Into_You]kind of relationship with Loden. 
 
   



  
 



 
   16
 
   Fade Into You
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I open the passenger side door and offer my hand. Kayla takes it with a smile. She interlocks her fingers with mine and we walk that way, hand in hand, toward the restaurant.
 
   I met Kayla through Ella—back before Ella thought I was going to accost her dog. At the time, I had been interested in Ella and barely noticed Kayla. Then she turned up in my Lit class this semester and we started talking. Annie disappeared on me again and it doesn’t take a scientist to figure out the Loden equation. When she was dating him, she stopped hanging out with everybody. They broke up for the summer and she started coming around. Loden comes back, and Annie’s MIA once again. 
 
   Kayla’s a good distraction. I like her. She’s nice and she’s sexy as hell. But there’s something about her that holds me back from making this exclusive in the way she wants.
 
   Shit. It might not even be anything about her, regardless of how much she gets on my nerves. In fact, I’m pretty damn sure it’s me.
 
   “What are we doing after we eat?”
 
   “Uh, I don’t know…” I let the end of my sentence float off into space because I had no intention of doing anything with her after this. I want to go get in a late workout and maybe swim a few laps if I have time. Ever since Park met his girlfriend, Lucy, over summer break, he’s bailed on nearly all our workouts. With Guy and Park both in their own apartments, I ended up going back to my old pattern, which consists of me sleeping in every chance I get, but I still try to get my swim time in.  
 
   Now I’ll need some way to get rid of all this extra energy I have if I’m not working out. I glance at Kayla with the thought. I’m sure she and I could come up with an alternative way to relieve my excess energy issue.
 
   “Why? What’d you have in mind?”
 
   I open the door and usher her out of the brisk night air. She twirls a thick lock of her dark hair around one finger and shrugs her shoulders.
 
   “There’s a party.”
 
   I’m always up for a party, but that wasn’t exactly what I was hoping for. The hostess greets us and we follow her to a booth in the back. Kayla slides in beside me and I stifle the annoyed sigh that’s dying to burst from my lips. I hate this about her.
 
   Hate it.
 
   I need my space while I eat and I’d rather be able to look at the person I’m with. Seriously. Who the hell likes to cuddle while they eat dinner?
 
   She hooks her arm through mine as she opens her menu. I fight against the urge to shake her off me. It doesn’t matter. I already know what I want. It’s the same thing I get every time I go out. But Kayla will read the menu for the next ten minutes, looking at all the stuff she really wants, before ordering another fucking salad.
 
   “What are you getting?” she asks with her attention still on the open menu in front of her.
 
   I want to bat my lashes and tell her I’m thinking about getting a salad with dressing on the side and ice water to drink. But this would cause her to stare at me blankly until I explained it was a joke.
 
   This also irritates me.
 
   Damn it. This is why I’m single.
 
   “Burger and fries,” I reply.
 
   “Mm, that sounds good,” she says.
 
   I arch a brow that she doesn’t see because she still has her nose buried in the menu. I stare out the window and wonder how long I’ll keep doing this. How long will I keep her around? How long will I keep scrutinizing everything she does?
 
   “I think I’ll get a salad,” she finally decides.
 
   Oh, the mockery that erupts inside my head.
 
   Outside I smile and nod, and pretend this hasn’t happened at every meal in every other restaurant we’ve been to over the past few weeks.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   After I make a phone call, in which I beg Guy to join us and to which he denies my request because he already has plans, Kayla and I go to the party. It’s at a frat house, Sig something another—I don’t keep up with all that shit.
 
   I had texted Park to come hang out with me because if my only form of conversation is Kayla, this night is going to drag. I didn’t hear back and I know that means he’s busy with Lucy.
 
   Kayla interlocks our fingers as soon as we’re out of the car. The front door is standing wide open. There’s a guy puking over the porch railing and I chuckle. When the first thing you see is someone upchucking large quantities of alcohol, you know it’s a good party.
 
   I should have stopped and got my Super Soaker.
 
   The music is techno. Not my favorite, but better than that pop shit I deal with at most parties. I fill two cups, offering one to Kayla, and lean against the wall while I chug half of mine down.
 
   “You want to dance?” Kayla shouts over the music. I glance around at the overly filled living room, looking for the designated dance floor. And my eyes land on Annie. She has her arms wrapped around Loden’s waist and they’re dancing much too slowly for the fast-beating song. Her face rests on his chest as if she’s listening to his heartbeat—which makes me want to gag.
 
   I nod and Kayla sets her beer down. I bring mine along as she tows me behind her. Her hands slide up my chest and hook around my neck.
 
   “I love this song,” she says close to my ear.
 
   I ignore the comment, turning my head to the side so I can down another mouthful of my drink. I try to keep my eyes off Annie, but it’s been weeks since I’ve seen her.
 
   I hope she doesn’t plan on avoiding me until next summer. That’s going to get old real quick. She hasn’t even gone to talk to Guy as far as I know. Looking at her now has my breath hitching in my throat and my blood boiling at the same time. I don’t like being a part-time friend at her convenience.
 
   I look away and try to focus on Kayla, but it isn’t happening. My thoughts keep forcing their way back to Annie. Maybe she’s just been busy. She always has so much going on.
 
   I don’t realize I’m staring at Annie’s face until her eyes open and her lips part in surprise. I offer her a grin and she smiles for half a second before she turns away, looking up at Loden. He doesn’t notice the way she’s gazing at him because he’s too busy watching me.
 
   I nod a hello. Annie says something and he glances down at her.
 
   And then Annie’s entire body tenses at his reply. I stop moving with Kayla, my hand dropping away from her side. All my attention focuses on Loden’s hands and the way they’re pressing into Annie’s hips, his fingers digging into her skin. It takes me a second to register what’s happening. I want to make sure I’m actually seeing what I think I’m seeing.
 
   But before I can react, Loden releases her, causing Annie to stumble back a step as if she had been struggling against his grip, and confirming my suspicion.
 
   Kayla puts a hand on my arm, wondering what the hell I’m doing, but I can’t even acknowledge her. I’m stuck, frozen in place as my body wars with my mind. As my eyes battle my thoughts, trying to convince me that I didn’t see what I know I just saw.
 
   Loden pushes through the crowd and it takes Annie a second to follow after him. I grab hold of Kayla’s hand and drag her along as I make my way through the crowd.
 
   “What’s going on?” Kayla asks. “Where are we going? Are you okay?”
 
   I glance at her over my shoulder. “I just need to check on something,” I say, giving her the vaguest answer I can come up with. When I look back, I can’t find Annie. I pause, shifting my gaze from one side of the room to the other. I continue on to the kitchen where the kegs are set up. There’s a game of quarters going on at the table, a few guys doing shots at the bar area, and a couple of girls sitting up on top of the counters, talking.
 
   No Annie.
 
   I turn around and head for the staircase. I’m assuming it leads up to the bedrooms. My heart rate kicks up into overdrive. If he took her up there to carry on what I saw in the living room…
 
   Maybe I misunderstood.
 
   Maybe I want something to be wrong in their relationship. Maybe I imagined it.
 
   She didn’t ask for help. She didn’t yell. Hell, she followed after him. I must have gotten the wrong impression. But I have to be sure. I won’t feel right until I’m positive.
 
   “Chase,” Kayla sighs. “What are we doing?”
 
   There are six doors, all closed. I nudge Kayla against the wall near the landing. “Wait here for a second. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “If you want to mess around we can go back to my place. My roommate went home for the weekend.”
 
   I shake my head. “I’ll be right back,” I repeat. She rolls her eyes at me, but stays where I leave her. I stop in front of the first door and press my ear against it. Holding my breath, I listen. I’m met with silence. The second door gives the same response. Third door is slightly ajar so I peer inside. It’s a bathroom and there’s a girl hugging the toilet while her friend holds her hair.
 
   Moving on to the next door, I repeat the process. When, again, I get nothing but the quiet hum of wood against my ear, I start for the next door.
 
   Voices make me pause. I concentrate on listening as I step back to the door I just abandoned.
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” Annie says. Her voice is lifeless, void of any emotion.
 
   “Bullshit. You were watching him while you were dancing with me.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I see the way he looks at you.”
 
   Annie gasps and my blood runs cold.
 
   “I told you, that’s the one thing I won’t put up with.”
 
   “Loden,” Annie says, her voice quiet, but I can hear the panic in her tone. I shove the door open and move into the room.
 
   Loden has his hands in Annie’s hair and for one agonizing second, I think I really did misunderstand everything I’ve seen and heard tonight. It looks like he’s about to kiss her.
 
   Until I detect the fear in Annie’s wide eyes and the anger etched into his features.
 
   “Oh, that’s just fucking great,” Loden spits. He removes his hands from Annie’s hair and I notice it doesn’t fall right, like maybe he had been gripping it for awhile. Like maybe he had been pulling it.
 
   “You all right?” I ask Annie.
 
   She doesn’t answer. She doesn’t move. Her only reaction is to stare at me, the fear not leaving her eyes. I take another step closer and that jerks her out of whatever thought she was trapped in.
 
   “I’m fine. We’re fine.”
 
   I let my eyes move away from her and find Loden. His hands are in his own hair now and he’s pacing the length of the bed.
 
   “Why don’t you let me give you a ride home?” I suggest, not knowing how to deal with this situation. I don’t want to make shit worse, but I’m not about to walk away, either.
 
   She bites her lip, shaking her head. She brings her hands up to rub her arms like she’s cold and I see something that has me across the room before I even realize I’ve moved.
 
   I put myself between Annie and Loden and place my hand on her back, ushering her toward the door.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asks incredulously. If she could see her arms the way I can, she wouldn’t even ask me. 
 
   “We’re leaving.”
 
   “I can’t—”
 
   I stop and take her face into my shaking hands. “It’s taking everything in me not to beat his fucking ass. Just come with me.”
 
   Her mouth opens, but nothing comes out.
 
   “Fucking go,” Loden yells. “We’re done.”
 
   Perfect. I drop my hands, wrapping one around Annie’s and pull her out of the room. I take Kayla’s wrist in my other hand and I don’t let go until I have to open the car door.
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   Coming Undone
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   The bass from the speaker thrums against my side. My cheek is pressed to the cool glass as I stare out the car window. I angle my face up so I can watch the stars blur past. I love autumn. The sky is always so clear.
 
   Other than the music—I recognize this song as one Chase loaded on my iPod so long ago—the car is silent. Nobody talks—not even Kayla, though it’s obvious she has questions sitting on the edge of her full ruby lips. I feel my hatred for her burn through my chest. She’s everything I’m not. Beautiful. Carefree. Happy.
 
   And she has Chase, who I know doesn’t have much more to offer her other than a hot body and fun times, but at least he will never tear her heart apart. He just doesn’t have it in him.
 
   I’ve made one mistake after another with Loden. Nothing I do is right. Nothing I do is good enough. Everything is wrong. Everything. I couldn’t even make it a month this time.
 
   Failure hurts. Literally.
 
   The first week had been great, but it quickly escalated, everything going right back to where it was when we had decided to take the break. If I’m not being accused of wanting to sleep with any male that glances my way, then I’m not dressing sexy enough, or I’m dressing too sexy because I must want the attention of every guy in a ten mile radius. Or I’m chewing in an unladylike manner, talking too softly, breathing too loudly.
 
   The lyrics pulse in my ears—“I’m coming undone, too late, I’m coming undone”—and I feel the tears sting my eyes. Taste the salt in the back of my throat.
 
   I don’t think I’ve ever related to a song so strongly before. I let my eyes flutter shut and just listen. And breathe. And try not to feel whatever it is that I’m feeling. 
 
   The car pulls to a stop and a door opens. I force my eyes open to watch Chase get out. He leaves the car running, music playing. My gaze tracks him as he walks around the front of the car and stops beside the passenger side door. His eyes lock with mine in the backseat before he tugs the handle, opening the door for Kayla.
 
   I can’t seem to look away as she takes his offered hand and they walk up to the apartment building. Chase leans in and kisses Kayla on the lips. My stomach pulls tight as I watch her fingers dig into the back of his neck, prolonging the intimate moment.
 
   I think I drank too much because I feel like I’m going to vomit.
 
   After an exchanging of words and Kayla wangles one more kiss, Chase comes back to the passenger door, opening it widely. He pushes the seat forward and pries my hand from my lap. I look up at him and he presses his lips into a straight line. Not smiling. Not frowning. Just a flat line devoid of any one emotion.
 
   I can relate.
 
   “Sit up front with me,” he murmurs.
 
   I let him pull me out and guide me into the passenger seat. He tries to buckle me, his hair brushing lightly against my cheek, and I smell the scent of his shampoo. It snaps me out of my stupor. I yank the strap from his hand and shove the buckle into place with a click.
 
   All my senses recognize his scent. Everything inside me screams “safe, familiar, home.”
 
   I want to throw myself into his arms and hope he hugs me. I want to burrow into his embrace and pretend everything is all right in the world.
 
   That I’m all right.
 
   I can feel Chase’s stare pressing into me. I finally look up from the seatbelt and he touches my face. I cringe. It takes a moment before I register his thumb drying the moisture under my eye. Even longer to understand the moisture is from tears. I’m crying?
 
   “Shh,” he soothes. “I won’t let it happen again.”
 
   I shift away, startled by his vow. Afraid of the way I believe him. Sickened by the way I can’t tell him the truth.
 
   I swore I’d make this work this time around and I can’t get it right. God, I’ve been trying. I’ve been trying so hard. But I just keep screwing it up. Just like my mom. I’m just like her and I don’t know how to change it. Nothing I do is working and it’s only getting worse.
 
   Chase falls into the driver’s seat beside me. He sighs, rubbing his face roughly, and turns the volume down on the music. He looks tired. I wonder what he’s been doing to be so tired. I heard he got a new part-time job, bussing tables somewhere off campus. I wonder if he likes it. If he’s able to keep up with his school work. Questions I won’t ask.
 
   “What do you want to do?” he asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.
 
   I don’t know what he means. I shake my head. “I just want to go home and go to bed.”
 
   He nods slowly, but doesn’t move. We’re still sitting, idling in the parking lot of Kayla’s apartment complex.
 
   “Do you want to go to the cops? Try to get a restraining order? Do you want me and Guy to take care of it?” He stops then, searching my face.
 
   I open my mouth. Close it. Take care of it? God. No. He wants to go kick Loden’s ass. “Chase,” I choke, “he was drunk.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit if he was fucking drunk, Annie. Don’t do this. Don’t make excuses for him.”
 
   I shake my head back and forth quickly as more tears fall now. “I’m not. I’m explaining. He’s not like that—”
 
   “Like what?” Chase throws back fiercely. “Abusive?” He grabs my arm, shaking it between us in the small confines of the car. “Look what he did to you,” he demands. “Look.”
 
   I do. I follow his brutal gaze and peer down at my arm. I just stare at it, unfeeling. Chase opens his hand and gently touches one finger after another to my skin, covering the matching red marks, one at a time, until he’s circled around my bicep.
 
   “It’s not like you think. He was drunk. He got jealous and we argued. He grabbed me, but he didn’t mean to hurt me. He would never do this on purpose. He knows his jealousy is a problem and he’s trying to work on it.” 
 
   I haven’t taken my eyes away from his hand. He hasn’t removed his hand from my arm. I take a deep breath and wiggle out from under the warm pressure.
 
   “What are you saying right now? You don’t blame him? All is forgiven? Everything is rainbows and butterflies because he’s trying?”
 
   I blame myself. And everything is far from perfect. But I don’t tell him that. “There is nothing to forgive,” I say instead.
 
   Chase laughs with complete lack of humor. He leans over and shifts the gear into drive. “I’m sorry I interrupted. If I hadn’t intervened you guys would have made up by now.” His voice is low, his tone full of sarcasm.
 
   “Most likely,” I agree. “Don’t judge me. You don’t understand.”
 
   “Then explain it to me really slowly,” he retorts.
 
   “No,” I spit. “It’s none of your business. My relationship with Loden has absolutely nothing to do with you. This is none of your concern.”
 
   Chase’s hands seize the steering wheel. His jaw clenches, his teeth grinding loudly. “Maybe not, but it is Guy’s business.”
 
   My stomach somersaults. I press the button, opening my window. I need some fresh air or I might actually throw up. I let the wind blow against my skin, cooling it before I turn to face him.
 
   “Are you threatening me?”
 
   He laughs again, his eyes narrowed into a glare that puts mine to shame. “I’m not threatening you.” He tips his head in my direction. “I’m just explaining,” he adds, throwing my words back at me. And they hit hard.
 
   “Don’t you dare tell him,” I say harshly.
 
   “Why not?” Chase inquires, his shoulders lifting carelessly. “Could it be because he won’t be able to understand your lame excuses either? Because he’ll want to kick Loden’s ass as much as I do?” He stops at a red light, giving him the opportunity to face me full on.
 
   “Or is it because deep down, underneath all your bullshit defenses, you know as well as I do what Loden did to you is fucked up?”
 
   One. Two. Three. Four.
 
   “Stop fucking counting,” Chase huffs as he presses on the gas.
 
   “Stop butting into my life,” I fire back. “This is nobody’s business but mine.”
 
   “Not if you’re being hurt.”
 
   “I’m not being hurt.”
 
   “You have fingerprints. On. Your. Arms.”
 
   I sigh in defeat. “I care about him,” I whisper.
 
   Chase is quiet for a long time. He doesn’t speak again until we pull into a parking space on campus. “Do you want to stay in my dorm room?” he finally says.
 
   I shake my head slightly. I just want my bed. But I can’t go until I know he won’t run his mouth and make a big production out of this.
 
   “He’s never done anything like this before,” I lie. “I know he didn’t mean to be so rough. Haven’t you ever lost control before? Haven’t you ever done something you didn’t mean to do? Haven’t you ever made a mistake you regretted?”
 
   Chase inhales deeply, his eyes on mine. He releases it slowly and nods. “Of course I have.”
 
   “And do I strike you as the type of person that would stay in a relationship I couldn’t handle?”
 
   He chuckles. “No. I never thought so.”
 
   “Then please just trust that I know what is best for me—who is best. And that I know what I’m doing.”
 
   His lips press together into that flat line again as he contemplates my words. “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to feel right to you. It’s my relationship.”
 
   “He said he was done, Annie. Maybe it’s for the best.”
 
   I ignore that. I have to. We can’t be done. We just got back together. I have plans. We made plans together. He’s promised me a future. I’m not giving up that easily. Not this time. I won’t. We can get past it.
 
   I don’t want to be alone.
 
   “He’s going to wake up tomorrow and realize what happened. He’s going to feel terrible.”
 
   “He should,” Chase states roughly. “Don’t let him off easy.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   He closes his eyes and I swear, I think he’s using my trick, counting to ten. When he looks at me again, I’m confused by his expression. It’s indecipherable and something about it pulls at my insides, making my heart beat faster.
 
   “If he ever does it again—anything remotely close—you call me. In fact, I think you should give me a call every night. Just check in so I know everything’s cool.”
 
   “What? I’m not a child—”
 
   “I know you’re not. Fucking hell. I know you’re not a child, Annie. Just do this for me or I’ll worry all the time.”
 
   “Why?” I say so quietly I’m surprised he can hear.
 
   “You’re my friend. I care. Just call.”
 
   I nod. “Okay.”
 
   He returns the gesture and I open the door. It creaks loudly in the still night. I stand next to the car, trying to find the right words to thank him.
 
   “Chase…”
 
   He leans, looking out at me through the open door. “Goodnight,” he says softly.
 
   “Goodnight.”
 
   He waits until I’m safely inside before pulling out of the parking lot. I droop against the wall, press my hands to my eyes, and cry.
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   Bound For the Floor
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I get inside my dorm room and contemplate turning right back around. I don’t feel good about how I left things with Annie. My gut is telling me this is wrong. That I should do more. But I don’t know what more I can do. I can’t force Annie to stay with me. I can’t force her to stay away from Loden.
 
   I press my head against the cool wood of the door and thump it several times. My hand squeezes the knob until my fingers cramp. I hate this war Annie causes inside of me. I don’t like feeling unsure. I could do without all this inner turmoil over a girl that hates me more than she will ever like me.
 
   “What are you doing?” Guy asks. His voice—scratchy, nasally, and unexpected—makes me jump.
 
   I release my death grip on the innocent door and about-face. His red-tinged eyes catch my attention first, causing me to look closer at him. His hair is pressed to his skull, looking unwashed, which is unusual for Guy. His clothes are wrinkled and I’m pretty sure that’s the shirt he wore yesterday. He looks like shit.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I ask. He sighs, his shoulders sinking. “You sick?”
 
   He flinches and averts his eyes. “That bad, huh?” He chuckles darkly. “No. I’m not sick.”
 
   “What’s up, man?” My body tenses. Guy is one of the calmest people I have ever met. He never looks like this. And since he moved out of the dorms, he has never just showed up in my dorm room like this. Something is obviously bothering him. My mind moves quickly over the different possibilities. Did he find out what Loden did? Is he pissed I didn’t call him? Did something happen in the three minutes since I dropped Annie off? Did something happen to her? “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Not out here,” he says. I watch him as he crosses the common room and disappears inside my bedroom. I hesitate for only a second before I follow.
 
   “What’s going on?” This is the third time I’ve asked the same question, just in different words. If he doesn’t answer me real damn soon I’m going back to Annie’s.
 
   Guy sighs, the sound so melancholy, my head snaps up to read his expression. Shit. He’s sad. Yesterday he was flying high because Hope would be coming home soon to visit for the holidays.
 
   “Samuel and I broke up.” He says the words matter-of-factly and throws in a shrug at the end. He gets an A for effort, but he may as well be made of glass the way I see right through him.
 
   “Shit, man. I’m sorry.”
 
   He runs his hands through his hair, staring over my shoulder, but seeing something other than the sand colored wall behind me.
 
   I sink down beside him on his bed, my arm pressing into his. “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing. Everything.” He closes his eyes, pressing his lips together. There’s a line creasing his forehead and I get the impression he’s trying not to cry. What the hell is in the air tonight? I don’t know how much more sadness I can deal with.
 
   I put my arm around his shoulder. I feel his body tense before he relaxes into my side.
 
   “I know it’s early, but when he came over tonight, I asked him to go home with me for Thanksgiving, and he said he wants to see other people. I took that as a no.”
 
   Fuck. Guy hasn’t always been a one man kind of dude. But he and Sam have been serious for a couple years. I know he loved Samuel.
 
   “I’m sorry. That sucks. Do you want me to kick his ass? I don’t think it’s a hate crime if I do it because he’s a dickhead.”
 
   Guy laughs and shakes his head. “Not this time,” he says. “He’s allowed to want something else. Someone else. At least he respected me enough to tell me. We actually ended as friends.” He laughs again, sadly this time. “Doesn’t make it hurt less.”
 
   “What’s Park doing? We can all play XBOX and get shitfaced drunk.”
 
   He sits up straight and stretches his arms over his head. “Where do you think?”
 
   “Lucy?”
 
   “He’s hooked.”
 
   “So he doesn’t know?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Fuck it. We don’t need him.” I roll the TV stand over and toss him a controller.
 
   I find my hidden stash—a bottle three-fourths full of Jack Daniels. I spin the lid off, letting it fall on the floor and take a long pull. I hiss at the taste, but relish the trail of heat burning down my throat and settling in my stomach. Guy wiggles his fingers and I hand it over. He chugs twice the amount I did. We keep this up, we’ll both be paying tomorrow for this little bit of numb tonight, but I don’t give a shit. And from the looks of Guy, neither does he. You do what you got to do to get by.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Annie calls me the next night. It’s close to midnight when my cell vibrates in my pocket. Her name on my caller ID makes my stomach clench.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “I’m checking in,” her voice is quiet as if she’s unsure she should be calling me.
 
   “Okay. Thanks.”
 
   “Yeah, no problem. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “Annie?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   I lie back, propping my head on my arm and close my eyes. “How was your day?”
 
   She’s quiet for a long time, as if she’s not sure how to respond. Or maybe she doesn’t want to respond. Finally, she says, “It was good. How was yours?”
 
   “My day? I woke up with one hell of a hangover, courtesy of Guy. I didn’t get enough sleep, but I had to get up anyway and go to class. I ate half a bottle of Advil over the course of the day and still have a headache. But other than that—it’s been good.”
 
   “V-8,” she replies.
 
   “Do what now?”
 
   “You need to drink a V-8 and eat something greasy and bready. Like a cheeseburger from Manton’s. They’re open all night.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll pick you up in five minutes.”
 
   “What? No. I…”
 
   I grin. “I can’t go alone. This was your idea. Don’t back out on me now.”
 
   She growls and my smile grows bigger. I sit up and start putting on my shoes, knowing I have her. 
 
   “I just washed my face. I’m in my pajamas.”
 
   I shove my keys and wallet into my pockets and head for the door. “Four minutes now,” I say.
 
   She huffs, but I can hear the smile plainly behind it. “Fine. But you’ll have to give me a little more time. I need to reapply my face.”
 
   “Reapply your face? What the hell do you do at night?”
 
   “Shut up. You’re making me waste time.”
 
   “Fine. Go pretty yourself up for me.”
 
   She clicks her tongue loudly. “I’m not doing it for you,” she insists.
 
   “Then who you doing it for?” I ask.
 
   “I don’t know. Society?”
 
   I chuckle as I unlock my car door. “First, I need to point out that I am a member of society. Second, if you aren’t doing it for you, then why bother?”
 
   “Is everything you do always for yourself?”
 
   I sit in my car, placing the keys in the ignition, but I don’t start it yet. “Of course.”
 
   “You do a lot for other people,” she says, her voice soft.
 
   “Because I like to do things for people. I enjoy it, so I’m actually doing it for me. Society—AKA me—is not going to care if your eyelashes aren’t curled.”
 
   She laughs, making me smile, once again, as I hold the phone between my cheek and shoulder. “Why do you know about eyelash curlers?” 
 
   “I am full of useless knowledge. Don’t let my good looks fool you.”
 
   “Whatever,” she deadpans. “I’m ready.”
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   “Hurry up before I change my mind and go to bed.”
 
   I chuck my phone onto the seat and start the car. My day was shitty as all hell, but my night’s shaping up to be pretty damn good. 
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   Someday
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   The headlights flash over my face, blinding me momentarily. Chase pulls to a stop and swings the passenger door open. I settle in beside him, buckling up, and feel the weight of his gaze on me.
 
   I glance over at him and he smiles. “You look nice.” He says it as if it surprises him, which I find really insulting. And the way his eyes crinkle with curiosity doesn’t help matters. Why am I here? Why did I agree to this? Why does it sting like hell every single time he says something like that? And how does he manage to somehow make a compliment seem offensive?
 
   My throat feels as if it’s stuffed with cotton. I can’t respond because I kind of feel like crying, or slapping him, and I don’t even know why.
 
   “I thought you were putting on make-up?” He keeps staring at me and I squirm.
 
   “I did,” I say. “Just not very much since it’s so late and I’m not worried about impressing you.”
 
   He leans in, moving his face so close to mine I can feel his breath on my neck. I shiver as goose bumps race down my arms and legs. I turn away quickly, his proximity making me uncomfortable. Not because I want him to move back to his own side, but because my body became alert to his nearness in a way it never should.
 
   “It doesn’t look like you’re wearing make-up,” he says. His voice is exactly like it always sounds, gentle, carefree. It causes this pain to radiate in the confines of my stomach.
 
   I clear my throat and swing my hair so that it forms a shield between us. “Just mascara.”
 
   Chase pushes my hair back, tucking it behind my ear, deliberately not allowing me to hide. “That’s the shit you put on your eyelashes, right?”
 
   I nod, still refusing to look directly at him, but my peripheral vision is getting one hell of a workout.
 
   His hand drops away and he shifts into drive. “You know, you’re prettier when you aren’t trying to be so perfect.”
 
   My lips part in shock and my head snaps his way. Now he’s the one who can’t meet my gaze and the whole situation makes me feel…lighter?
 
   He thinks I’m pretty?
 
   “You think I’m pretty?”
 
   One corner of his mouth turns up as if he wants to smile. His shoulders lift and fall unapologetically. “Ninety-nine percent of the time. Remember when you had that allergic reaction to fish sticks or whatever, and you swelled up with those gross hives? You were all red and puffy, and your eyes got all goopy—”
 
   “I remember,” I hiss. “And it was shrimp. I’m allergic to shrimp.” Leave it to Chase to bring up a bad memory and totally ruin a perfectly nice moment.
 
   “Whatever it was, you weren’t very pretty then.”
 
   “Thanks,” I bite out.
 
   “Just being honest.”
 
   I fake a smile as I glare at him. “I’ve always called it something else.”
 
   He grazes his teeth over his lip as he chuckles. “Don’t forget, you’re only allowed to call me an asshole once a day. It’s a little past midnight—the day’s only just begun. Can you make it almost twenty-four more hours?”
 
   “I’ll manage,” I say flatly. “Besides I have catching up to do. And there are always more creative words I can utilize. Like: jerk, dickhead, bastard, prick, asshat—”
 
   “Wait, wait, wait,” he interrupts loudly. “I object. Asshat is too close to asshole.” He pulls into Manton’s and I arch a brow.
 
   “Fine. I can always come up with more. I’m very capable when it comes to name-calling.”
 
   “I know you are,” he sighs. He gets out and as I open the door, I realize he’s coming over to my side. He stretches out his arm and I stare at his hand. The memory of last night rushes back and I can’t move for a moment.
 
   It’s so hard to pretend everything is okay sometimes.
 
   Sometimes I just want to be able to open my mouth and scream out every single emotion and thought I have. To be wholly honest, just once. It would feel amazing, that brief release. And then I’m sure all hell would break loose because people aren’t meant to be completely honest with each other.
 
   I place my hand inside of his, enjoying the sensation it delivers. The calm familiarity. Yet, this isn’t like it’s ever been before. Something is happening. Something feels different.
 
   I get lost in my thoughts, trying to place exactly how today differs from yesterday. Or a month ago. Or a year ago.
 
   What’s scary is I can’t find it—that exact thing that changed.
 
   Chase slips into the booth the waitress leads us to and I fall in across from him. He smiles at me before waving away the menus.
 
   “We know what we want,” he explains. “Two cheeseburgers and fries. And I want a Coke.” He glances at me. “What’d you want to drink?”
 
   I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the fact he ordered for me. “I don’t want a cheeseburger.”
 
   “Yes you do,” he states confidently. 
 
   Okay, I do. Really badly. But I can’t eat like that. Not if I want to maintain my weight. A cheeseburger today means thirty extra minutes working out tomorrow. I’m not in the mood to work out longer. I’m more in a stay-in-bed-all-day mood. “Make mine a veggie burger,” I tell our waitress. “And water is fine.”
 
   Chase sinks back in defeat. “Burgers were your idea.”
 
   I shake my head. “For you. Not me.”
 
   “Why not?” The skin between his brows puckers as he looks at me intently. I’m reminded again of how gorgeous he is while he sits there, so serious, across from me. Those kaleidoscope eyes peer at me inquisitively, waiting on my reply.
 
   “I’m trying to eat healthier than that,” I say in a tone I hope conveys I don’t want to spend any more time on the subject.
 
   He places his arms on the table and spins the salt shaker absentmindedly. The waitress sets our drinks down and as soon as she’s out of earshot, Chase pounces.
 
   “Have you talked to Loden?” I watch his movements, so fluid, as he taps his straw on the table, loosening the paper wrapping.
 
   I hesitate, trying to decide the best way to explain this. “Yes,” I say slowly. “He came by this morning.”
 
   Chase looks at me expectantly as he sucks on his straw. He takes a long drink and I watch his throat muscles work with each swallow. “And…?”
 
   I take a deep breath and release it quickly. “And he apologized for the way he acted.” This is true. He was at my door before my alarm even went off. He expressed regret for his jealous reaction, I apologized for causing the whole spectacle, and we moved on like it never happened.
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   I raise one shoulder as I tear my napkin apart. “That’s it.” I leave out the part where Loden told me to stay away from Chase because the thought alone makes him crazy. What I’m doing right now—sitting here alone with the person I’ve been forbidden to see—getting ready to share a meal… I would lose Loden in a heartbeat if he ever found out.
 
   Yet here I sit.
 
   “Did you show him your arms?” His eyes trail over the sleeve covering the evidence of Loden’s actions.
 
   “I just want to move past it. I just want to move on.” I look away, concentrating on the dirty dishes splayed across the adjacent table. “No point dwelling on what can’t be changed. I made a note not to let it happen again. Now I continue on. Stronger because I’m wiser.”
 
   Warm fingers twining around my hand draw my attention back. He doesn’t say anything, just looks at me as if it’s still summer. As if I didn’t spend the past few weeks avoiding him as often as possible. Again. I feel like he can see all the things I want to say—all the truth I refuse to speak. And God, I want him to. I want him to see what’s inside of me and tell me it’s okay. 
 
   His lips open and I hold my breath in anticipation of what will come out. A plate blocks him from my vision and then we’re pulling apart as our waitress delivers our orders.
 
   I curse the interruption, but sigh inwardly with relief at the same time.
 
   As much as I want something from Chase, I know it’s such a bad idea.
 
   Loden. I have Loden. I’ve invested too much into our relationship.
 
   Chase is just a friend. I have to get my priorities straight. I’m not thinking clearly because the past couple of days have been so draining. And Chase eases some of the emotional strain. Because we’re friends.
 
   “We’re friends,” I say aloud, needing to hear it. Needing him to confirm it.
 
   He lifts his brows, but drops his eyes to the plate sitting untouched in front of him. “Friends,” he murmurs as if he’s testing the word on his tongue. He nods as he picks up his burger. He smiles at me. “Yep. We’re buddies.”
 
   I try not to cringe. Buddies? That’s not right. I don’t like when he says it like that. Buddies? No. Buddies punch each other in the shoulder and watch sports together. They play wingman and meet up for beers after work. They give noogies and wedgies. 
 
   “Buddies” is all wrong. Ugh. Just hearing it in my head makes me feel sick. And disappointed.
 
   Buddies?
 
   No.
 
   “Friends,” I correct. Friends have room to grow. Friends trust each other. Rely on one another. Care for the other person. Friends are permanent. They hug and spend time together. They have real conversations. You can call your friend in the middle of the night when you need them because you had a bad day—or your boyfriend hurt you. You know they’ll be there for you.
 
   Buddies? You call a buddy to move a couch.
 
   “What’s the difference?” Chase asks. 
 
   I pucker my lips and shake my head. “I guess there isn’t one,” I clip out. He takes a big bite looking smug and I push my plate away. I’m not hungry. And I don’t really feel like hanging out with my buddy anymore, either.
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   Stir It Up
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about?” I scoff. “Have you lost your mind? That is the worst idea I have ever heard in my life. And this is coming from me.”
 
   Annie’s frustrated sigh sounds in my ear and I almost expect to feel her breath against my skin. I shift the phone, adjusting it in the crook between my chin and shoulder. “It’s impeccable planning,” she says, trying to defend herself.
 
   “No, no, no. Deep into the woods. That’s your best shot. You stay away from malls at all cost.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” she replies. Her tone rises several octaves and her enthusiasm on the subject makes me smile. I’ll argue all night with her—whether I agree with her or not—just to hear the passion in her voice.
 
   “Where would you get supplies?” she continues. “Where would you find shelter?”
 
   “Live off the land,” I say. “Hunt. Make shelter out of nature.”
 
   “You’d be dead within a week,” she states dryly. “You’re not thinking about all the elements. Nature would kick your ass. I don’t care how awesome your twig fort is, it won’t protect you from the cold. You’d get hypothermia or pneumonia. Or both.”
 
   “I’d make a fire.”
 
   “You can’t make a fire,” she squeaks. “They’d see it and you’d be dead no matter what.”
 
   I chuckle, loving how riled up she’s getting. “How many zombies do you think would be wandering around the deep woods?”
 
   I wait and when no reply comes, I sit up, swinging my legs off the side of the couch. “Hell just froze over,” I announce in awe. “I just won a debate against Annie Phillips.”
 
   She growls into the phone. If she were here right now, that noise might make me kiss her.
 
   “Admit it,” I sing. “I need to hear you say it out loud.”
 
   “I’m thinking. Stop distracting me.”
 
   “You have nothing. Just own it. I have a valid point—one you hadn’t considered, by the way—so I win.”
 
   “There’s no prize for being an asshole,” she quips.
 
   “Oh, man. There should be.”
 
   “You’d have a proud trophy shelf.” She follows this up with a long, breathy yawn that I unintentionally return. I glance up at the clock on the common room wall.
 
   “Shit. It’s almost two,” I realize.
 
   “Mm,” she agrees.
 
   These phone calls have grown longer and longer each night as the weeks have passed. I rub my face and stifle the next yawn. Damn. I’m becoming sleep deprived on a daily basis. What’s messed up is I don’t care nearly as much as I should. I feel a slight twinge of regret when my alarm goes off in the morning, but I already know I’ll be anticipating her call all day tomorrow.
 
   “Get your iPod,” I tell her.
 
   She groans tiredly. “Can we skip the nightly music class, Mr. Malloy?”
 
   God. Shit. I can’t even explain how much my body responds to her calling me “Mr. Malloy.” That’s fucking hot, especially in her low, sleepy voice. I imagine her stretched out across her bed, long, blonde hair spread over her pillow.
 
   “Where you at right now?” I ask.
 
   “My bedroom. Why?”
 
   “On your bed?”
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   Jesus. “Are you in pajamas?”
 
   “Yes. Why?” She tries to sound annoyed, but I hear the true curiosity in her voice.
 
   “What do they look like?”
 
   “My pajamas? They’re just plaid boxers I stole from Guy years ago and a tank top. I think I stole it from Hope, actually. I can’t remember. Why?”
 
   I laugh at her complete unawareness. She has no clue what her little description just did to me, either. “Is your roommate there?”
 
   “Huh-uh. She’s dating some guy with an apartment. She’s hardly ever here. What’s up with the third degree?”
 
   I ignore her question and ask my own. “You have your iPod yet?”
 
   She sighs. I hear the springs in her mattress creak as she moves and it doesn’t help matters. I’m being stirred, slowly, but surely. All I can think about is how that tank top is probably sliding up her side as she reaches over to her night stand. I picture her rolling onto her stomach, her ass on display under those little, threadbare shorts. I know exactly what pair she’s talking about. I’ve seen her in them so many times before. The memory of how they show off her legs, long and lean, attacks my senses.
 
   I groan quietly. This is Annie. She’s Guy’s step-sister.
 
   I chant it over and over in my head.
 
   Not her. 
 
   She’s off limits. 
 
   It’s wrong.
 
   But I can’t find it in me to give a shit. I can’t find it in me to actually believe there is anything wrong with the way I feel about her.
 
   How do I feel about her?
 
   “Okay,” she says. “What song tonight?”
 
   I hesitate. All other music is erased from my mind except the one song playing on repeat in my head right now as I envision Annie.
 
   You know those moments when time seems to stand still? The ones where you try to decide what your next move should be? Where fifty different thoughts attack you and you have to make your decision on the fly? Because you know time really hasn’t stopped, you’ve just been sitting there, quietly contemplating your life like an asshole?
 
   I’m having one of those moments right now.
 
   “Chase? What song?”
 
   “Stir It Up,” I finally say. “Bob Marley.” I close my eyes and jerk my hand through my hair. “And Annie?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Think of me when you listen to it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just think of me.”
 
   “Okay…”
 
   “Goodnight,” I rasp.
 
   “Night,” she echoes, her voice full of confusion. Sixty seconds into the song and she won’t be.
 
   Shit. What the hell did I just do?
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I think I fell asleep in class. Or else I zoned out for the last forty minutes. People shuffle past me as I blink rapidly, trying to orientate myself. The corner of my mouth is wet and I wipe it with the back of my fingers. Nice. Drooling is a pretty obvious tell. I might as well have brought a blanket and pillow.
 
   At least I made it here. I swear I had just fallen asleep when my alarm went off. Despite how tired I was, I couldn’t sleep last night.
 
   Wondering what Annie’s reaction to that song was—or what it will be—had me unable to turn my mind off. 
 
   I don’t know what I was thinking. 
 
   That’s bullshit. I know exactly what I was thinking. Annie’s cool. I like her. I like talking to her. I like hanging out with her. I like pissing her off so I can be rewarded with her smartass mouth. I like that she’s got a really great sense of humor, even if she tries to hide it. I like that she’s smart and organized.
 
   It makes me want to do anything I can to mix her life up. There’s nothing wrong with messy sometimes.
 
   And, hell, I am so attracted to the girl it isn’t even humorous.
 
   But she has a boyfriend—a shitty boyfriend, albeit, but a boyfriend all the same. She’s my friend’s sister. Step-sister, but that doesn’t change anything. We’ve known each other for years. Years that we’ve been nothing more than friends. And most of the time not even that.
 
   What scares me the most is the idea of her not wanting to be around me anymore. She already avoided me for six months during last year. I didn’t like it. I really don’t want her to hide from me again. All because I opened my mouth and made her feel uncomfortable.
 
   I like easy. So what the hell possessed me to go make shit complicated?
 
   I finish packing my stuff up and slip out the door before my professor gets the urge to call me out on my class time nap. The sun’s too bright for my taste at the moment. I pause, slumping against the building as I tug a hat out of my backpack.
 
   Pulling the bill down to shade my eyes, I stay this way, leaning against the cool brick while I work through my internal debate. I want to go back to the dorms and sleep. I want to pass out and pretend last night didn’t happen.
 
   But I have two more classes, one of which is Lit with Kayla.
 
   Shit. I’m not in the mood to see her today. I don’t have the patience to see her today. I need to end that. I push off the wall. If I’m going to act like a grown-up and go to all my classes, I need to go now. I look up just in time to see Loden round the corner, Annie towing behind him. He stops, pulling her until she’s flush against him. I watch—because for some reason I can’t look away—as he glides two fingers over her cheek before kissing her. My jaw grinds, teeth to teeth, as I glimpse flashes of tongue.
 
   It’s enough to repel my gaze. I force myself forward, giving them a wide berth as I pass. I keep my eyes on my shoes. One foot in front of the other. At the last second, I glance up and note they managed to untangle their tongues.
 
   Annie’s eyes are following my movement. I don’t want to ignore her, but there’s no way in hell I’m going over and playing nice with Loden. I nod, not slowing down. She turns, giving me her back—the only clue she noticed the gesture.
 
   I can’t be mad. I brought this on myself. But if she thinks our nightly phone calls are over, she’s damn wrong.
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   Love Somebody
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There is something therapeutic about packing. I get to make lists. I get to check items off. It’s calming. Relaxing. All my energy is focused on the task. I have no time to spend dwelling on anything other than making sure I have enough underwear to last the four days I’ll be away.
 
   I’m taking Loden home to meet my family for Thanksgiving. And then we’ll be making the hour trip to Loden’s parents’ house.
 
   I’m nervous. My mom is all paper plates, plastic utensils, and serve yourself for Thanksgiving. With overloaded, flimsy plates in hand, we all hunker down on the living room floor and watch the first Christmas movie of the year. While eating our turkey—which is always either undercooked or sadly resembling cardboard—we make fun of the movie, re-voicing the characters’ lines. Someone always uses this as an opportunity to make fun of somebody else. A year’s worth of pent up aggression released in a few rewritten lines of Jingle All the Way. Then someone gets mad, peas get flicked, bread winds up being thrown… This all leads to ending our day with one massive food fight.
 
   My stepdad started the rule a few years back that no showers are taken until the living room is cleaned. It’s not a bad rule—it guarantees quick clean-up—but Loden and I will need to get ready for his family’s dinner.
 
   In his house they actually have Thanksgiving dinner at dinner time. Not at noon like we do in my family. They also dress nicely and sit at a dining table. Loden told me his mom has special china she uses for the holidays.
 
   It sounds exactly as I’ve always wished holidays had been in my house. But my family is made up of all these strange little bits—like pieces from several different puzzles all thrown together to make one big, odd picture.
 
   I’ve wondered what it would be like to just have a whole sister or brother. To not have to put “half” or “step” in front of it. I’ll never know, but I will make damn sure my own children will never have to think about it.
 
   And that’s why I’m nervous. I don’t want Loden to know how messed up we all are. I try so hard to keep it all together, to not let anyone see anything less than perfection. But I’ll be giving him a front row seat to the live show. Cirque du Soleil—Annie Phillips style. Except I won’t be wearing a funky costume and I doubt there will be any applause at the end.
 
   My cell phone rings, causing me to jump. I drop the shirt I was folding and look at the clock. 12:15. I know by the time exactly who it is without looking at the caller ID. I ignore it, letting it go to voicemail.
 
   I know I promised I would call him every night, but I just can’t talk to him today. I… I have no idea how I feel. I’m so confused. Why did he tell me to listen to that song and think of him? What does that mean?
 
   I barely slept last night because I kept repeating the song, trying to decipher each and every word. And then arguing with myself over whether I misinterpreted. I’m pretty sure that song is all about sex. Like really hot, giving sex. Either that or cooking.
 
   But I’m pretty sure Chase wouldn’t have me listen to a song about cooking. Of course, I didn’t think he’d have me listen to a song about sex and ask me to think of him. And, God, I did. I did think about him and that just made it so much worse. Because there is an attraction there. I admit it. The boy is so beautiful that I can’t stand it, and maybe if it were a different time or we were different people…maybe if I didn’t have a boyfriend.
 
   No. Just no.
 
   Not Chase. No matter how much the thought of kissing him had me tossing and turning last night I cannot go there. I have Loden. And Loden is perfect. I think he loves me. And I think I could be happy with him. We’re making plans. Planning our future together. We’ve even discussed marriage as a future possibility.
 
   That’s what really matters.
 
   My phone rings again and I sigh as I stare at it. I can’t. A part of me wishes I could explore this—whatever this is—with Chase, but it’s just not worth the risk. Avoidance is the best answer. I’ll go home with Loden, have a great holiday weekend and come back next week, relaxed. Time will heal all this awkward confusion inside and I can get back to normal.
 
   Pounding on my door is followed up with, “Annie?”
 
   I open the door slowly, not recognizing the voice. One of my dorm roommates, I can’t remember her name, is waiting, one bright pink slipper tapping the tiled floor.
 
   “Some guy is here for you.”
 
   I nod my head absentmindedly and look out into the common room.
 
   And then I freeze.
 
   Seriously. I can’t do this.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I hiss. If I act like a total psychotic bitch he’ll turn around and leave. He’ll rethink whatever message he was trying to send me and run far, far away.
 
   “You didn’t call,” Chase says quietly. “And you didn’t answer.” He shrugs unapologetically. “So I stopped by to check on you.”
 
   I watch him scratch his chin nervously and something in that small gesture—that tiny little slip that gives him away—makes my breath shake as I exhale. He was worried about me.
 
   “I don’t need you to check on me. I’m fine.”
 
   He nods and slides his long fingers into his front pockets. “I just needed to see.”
 
   He keeps looking at me and I fight the urge to squirm. To cover myself. To run into my room and lock the door. “Well you saw,” I say, but there’s no bite to it.
 
   “You should’ve called.”
 
   I press my lips together so I don’t scream at him. Instead, I take a step closer and cross my arms over my chest like a shield. “You shouldn’t have told me to play that song.” There. I said it. It’s out. Maybe he’ll feel like an ass and go.
 
   “You’re right,” he agrees.
 
   I search his face, looking for any sign of sarcasm. All I see is uncertainty and it makes my heart squeeze. Maybe I should say something here, but all the thoughts running through my head aren’t ones I can voice. God, if I did… I can’t even imagine it.
 
   “I’m sorry. It wasn’t—I didn’t mean—shit.” He rubs his forehead then drags his fingers through his hair. It’s brown today. Must be because he’s going home. I forget sometimes what his natural color looks like, even though it’s always been my favorite on him.
 
   He looks good like this. Just him.
 
   “You don’t have to apologize,” I whisper.
 
   “Why not?” he asks quickly. It catches me off guard and I try to think. Why not?
 
   I shake my head, letting my arms fall to my sides. I feel numb. Sad. And that doesn’t make sense. I should feel good that we’re getting this out and over with.
 
   “I don’t know.” It comes out barely more than a breath through my lips, but he somehow hears it.
 
   He takes this step in my direction and though it’s not any bigger than any other step he’s ever taken, this one feels huge. “I need to know why I shouldn’t apologize, Annie.”
 
   If I tell him he shouldn’t apologize because I have these feelings for him—this attraction—then that’s really important, right? That could change things drastically for a lot of people. 
 
   And if I tell him that he doesn’t have to apologize because he is so low on my radar that it didn’t affect me in any way, that’s important too. Because that changes us. Our relationship. Our friendship.
 
   I hate that word right now. Friendship. You’re not allowed to kiss your friends. Not the way I wish I could kiss him. 
 
   No. I have Loden. That’s the most important part. I focus on the tile in front of my feet. The one with the uneven crack in the corner.
 
   “Everybody makes mistakes,” I say evenly. “We’re friends. And friends forgive each other. I know you didn’t mean anything by it.”
 
   There. That was the right response. The mature response. People are drawn to one another all the time. It doesn’t mean they act on it. Now we push through this little bump and move on.
 
   “I meant something by it, Annie,” he says softly. “I’m just not sure what.” I look up in time to see the door close behind him. I’m left alone, shivering in the common room, even more confused now than I was five minutes ago. 
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   About A Girl
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   After throwing together a bag, I take off. I need the familiarity of my house. I need the scent of Mom’s fresh baked cookies that she’ll be shoving in front of me all day tomorrow. I need the sound of Dad’s breathing machine, like white noise while I sleep. And I need the queen-sized, overly soft mattress I grew up with.
 
   I just need to be home.
 
   I feel like I’m nursing a broken heart and it’s such bullshit because A, I have never had my heart broken—everybody loves me. B, this is Annie—she’s a pain in my ass, and not the fun, kinky kind. Not that I’m into being spanked, but I can’t knock what I’ve never tried.
 
   Anyway…
 
   C, there was nothing ever there so there’s nothing to be heartbroken over.
 
   I’m just sulking because I want something and I can’t have it. I’ve always been this way. When I decided I wanted to play the bass, the first time I asked, my dad told me he wasn’t wasting money on something I’d get bored with in a month. I earned the money myself and when I realized the bass didn’t magically make me a rock god, I started teaching myself how to play. I’d listen to a song over and over again until I could copy it. I refused to give up and prove my dad right.
 
   If only he had the insight to mock me in all aspects of my life. I’d be a fucking overachiever, running my own business by now or some shit.
 
   Thanks dad.
 
   I flip on the radio because for once, I don’t feel like listening to my iPod. I want some mindless top forty tunes for a while. Damn. Maybe I’m coming down with something. A virus would explain so much.
 
   I ignore the little voice in my head yelling “Love sickness.” It sounds alarmingly similar to Guy’s voice. And he needs to shut his imaginary fucking mouth. Even in my mind he messes with me.
 
   Bastard.
 
   Perk of driving home at two in the morning—I make the hour and a half trip home in one. I try to be quiet so I don’t freak Mom out. That’s all I need now is for her to mistake me for the Hamburglar and call the cops. The damn door squeaks like it’s auditioning for a horror movie and I hold my breath. The only sound is the whirl and hiss of Dad’s breathing machine. I take a deep breath and sigh.
 
   It’s good to be home.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up this morning, put on a pair of sweats, and helped Mom prepare the yearly feast. When everything’s finished, I have no sense of accomplishment, so I sit down and eat way too much of my mom’s cooking. It’s Thanksgiving and I feel like shit, so the third helping of cornbread stuffing seems like a great idea. It’s not. But I don’t understand how big of a mistake it is until Mom has me standing in line, in the cold, waiting for black Friday sales to begin.
 
   How the hell I got roped into this shit is beyond me. All I know is I feel like I’m about to puke, there are at least forty people ahead of me in line, and there’s only five TVs available like Dad wants for Christmas. I hope these people aren’t all here for that TV. I also hope I don’t puke on them.
 
   My stomach bubbles and makes disturbing sounds, loud enough to catch the attention of the middle aged women in front of me. They smile politely as if they didn’t hear the rumbly in my tumbly, but carefully put a safe distance in between us.
 
   I want my bed.
 
   I rub my hands together and breathe into them, trying to regenerate feeling. They’re numb with cold and it just makes me that much more miserable.
 
   “Here.”
 
   I glance over my shoulder and do an actual double-take. I’m not expecting the large, dark eyes set in the pale face of a girl to be peering at me. She pulls the hood closer to her head with one hand as she holds the other out to me.
 
   “Here,” she repeats. I look down at the offered gloves and chuckle. They’re purple with neon green smiley faces.
 
   “Thanks,” I say as I wiggle my fingers inside, stretching the tiny things completely out of shape. They don’t offer much warmth, but it’s better than nothing. I hold my hands up, palms facing my chest, and grin. “What do ya think? Are they me?”
 
   She laughs, nodding her head. The light from the store sign glares off the stud in her nose, drawing my attention to it for the first time. “They suit you,” she proclaims.
 
   “Purple’s always been my color.”
 
   She laughs again. She has one of those laughs—the kind that cause you to smile back, and so I do. “I’m Heaven.” She shakes her head. “And you can save all the cheesy lines—I can promise you I’ve heard them all.”
 
   “Chase,” I say. “And don’t be so sure. I’m incredibly talented when it comes to cheesy lines.”
 
   She grins as her brows lift in challenge. “Give me your best shot.”
 
   “Man, all I’m coming up with right now are really dirty ones. And since you were nice enough to offer me your gloves, and the fact that we’re stuck in line with each other for the next several hours, I’d rather not piss you off—or wind up burning in Hell. Let me think about it for a little bit.”
 
   “Damn, the dirty ones are my favorite.”
 
   Oh, hell yes. “You just answered all my prayers.”
 
   She scrunches her nose. “Heard it.”
 
   I grin widely and notice I’ve taken a step or two in her direction, gravitating toward her naturally. “That wasn’t a line. Just the God’s honest truth.”
 
   She rolls her eyes. “Your unoriginality is showing.” 
 
   Damn. I thought that one was good. “Sorry, I’m just awestruck. I’ve never met an angel before.”
 
   She presses her full lips together, her eyes crinkling with humor. “Lame.”
 
   “Agreed,” I say. “I need to get it together or I’ll never get into Heaven.”
 
   “Raaaa,” Heaven hums, making a buzzer sound. “Terrible.”
 
   “Okay, okay.” I straighten up and tug on the ends of my coat sleeves. “God sent you to me for a reason.” I hold my hands up and wiggle my gloved fingers. “I think we should explore this miracle. I mean, it’s not every day I’m given the gift of warmth from Heaven. So you should give me your number. That way, when I find a line fitting of your name, I can call you.”
 
   Her lips pucker as she looks up at me, her hood sliding off her dark hair. “Okay,” she says with a tilt of her head.
 
   “Okay?” I confirm.
 
   “You had me with ‘we should explore this miracle.’” She shrugs, a smile lifting her rosy cheeks. I watch her tug her cell phone out of her pocket and then I follow her lead. 
 
   “I can’t wait to tell people I got Heaven’s number,” I deliver, cocking my brow, and waiting for her retort.
 
   A laugh bursts from her lips as we exchange phones. “Don’t get too cocky—I could be giving you a fake number so we can part ways without your embarrassment.”
 
   I finish adding my number to her phone and trade off with her once again. “I’m not easily embarrassed,” I state as I hit send. Her phone rings in her hand and I smirk. “I knew it. Heaven can’t deny me.”
 
   “Oh, wow. They just keep getting better and better,” she deadpans.
 
   “It’s not just my pick-up lines, either. I’m like a fine wine.”
 
   “Rich, middle-aged women have a penchant for you?”
 
   I love this chick. I realize I haven’t thought of Annie once since Heaven handed me her gloves. Well, until now. Now I’m thinking about her again, but this is the longest I’ve gone in months.
 
   I sigh. “It’s a curse.”
 
   “Mm, cougar worship—remind me never to introduce you to my mom.” I have no idea what she means by that, but I don’t even go there. I’m all for equal-opportunity and don’t discriminate based on age, but I’ve never jumped in bed with a friend’s mom—or an acquaintance’s for that matter—and I have no intentions of starting anytime soon. Heaven seems like more than enough to handle all on her own.
 
    “Noted,” I agree.
 
   “So what has you in line, at midnight, in the cold?”
 
   “My mom,” I say flatly. “Or my dad, I guess. He wants a new TV for Christmas.”
 
   “The big flat-screen in the ad?”
 
   I nod. “That’s the one.
 
   “Since we’re friends now—having exchanged phone numbers and you busting out all those horrible lines and all—I feel the need to let you know I’m also here for the TV. And seeing as how there are only five available…” She trails off, leaving the sentence hanging unfinished between us.
 
   “I’m not worried. Not only am I in front of you, but I’m also a lot bigger. I’m pretty sure I can take you if it comes down to it.”
 
   “I just want you to remember I loaned you my gloves.”
 
   I nod, acknowledging her. “Not to mention enduring my poor attempt at picking you up,” I add.
 
   “Yes, there’s that too.”
 
   “I’m still not giving you my TV.”
 
   “Damn. It was worth a try. Guess I’ll just have to be quicker.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I go home empty handed.
 
   When the doors had finally opened at four in the morning, Heaven and I followed the line into the store as all hell broke loose. The TVs were already gone by the time we made it into electronics five minutes later. We ended up in the adjoined Starbucks, drinking coffee, and laughing at the frazzled employees as they ushered crazed shoppers through outrageously long lines.
 
   It was one of the best sleepless nights I’ve ever had. And for the first time in so long I don’t feel like shit. I actually had a really good time freezing my ass off. I met this girl that’s cool as hell. I like her. This girl is single, and most importantly, this girl likes me, too. 
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   In Too Deep
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   “My mom likes you,” Loden says as he merges onto the highway. “The word ‘love’ may have been used, actually.” He looks sideways at me, grinning proudly. “She’s probably planning the wedding already.”
 
   I arch a brow in surprise. I mean, we talked about this. Someday. Marriage, kids. All of it. But later. In the future. Like, way, way into the future. After school. After we’re established. So his little offhanded announcement has my stomach twisting with panic and my heart fluttering with…excitement.
 
   Because he wants me. We’ve had so many ups and downs, I was beginning to worry. But this is…this is great news. Great, great news. My nerves are just a side effect of all the excitement.
 
   “Hey,” Loden murmurs. He brushes the backs of his fingers across my cheek, capturing my full attention. “You look anxious.”
 
   Anxious. A startled laugh bursts from my lips in a very unladylike manner and I close my mouth immediately, glancing quickly at him. His brow furrows, but he doesn’t call me on it.
 
   “I’m not anxious,” I say softly, making sure my voice doesn’t quiver.
 
   His hand slides down, entwining with mine. He sighs loudly. The sound fills the quiet car and my limbs stiffen in response. “She knows I want to pass the bar first. She’s just excited. You can relax.”
 
   “I’m not anxious,” I repeat, this time more adamantly. Because it’s true now. Now that he confirmed it’s still a while off. I almost laugh at myself. I don’t even have a ring yet. These are just future plans so we know we’re on the same path, heading in the same direction. I still have years. Years.
 
   I smile over at him and he returns the gesture. “You had me scared there for a minute,” he says with a chuckle. “I wouldn’t want to start a new search.”
 
   “A new search?”
 
   He winks at me. “For the perfect girl.”
 
   I don’t know what he was going for, but I have to turn away. I focus my attention out the window, counting the mile markers. It’s not that he would consider looking for someone else. It’s not even the way he admitted he was looking for the perfect girl to play wifey. It’s mostly the way I wished, for just a second, he would find someone new.
 
   And that’s so messed up.
 
   He can give me everything I want out of life. I can have it all with him. I repeat it in my head until I can look at him again.
 
   “You tired?” he asks. His fingers are on my face again. Soft and smooth.
 
   “A little,” I admit.
 
   “Almost there. Am I dropping you at your dorm, or do you want to come back to my place for a while?”
 
   I understand what he’s asking me. We haven’t had sex yet. We had broken up before that had ever happened and I’ve tried to keep the pace slow this time around as well. He’s been asking for several weeks now, getting tired of waiting on me. I have a rule about sex. I won’t give it away to just anybody. I made that mistake before. But Loden isn’t just anybody. If I’m in it, then I’m in it.
 
   There is only so long I can hold him off with blowjobs and lame excuses.
 
   “Your place,” I decide.
 
   He grins at me, happy with my answer. And it feels good. Good to make him happy. Good to know he wants me. Not just right now, but long term.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Loden’s new apartment is nice. He chose to live alone when he got back from summer break because he likes his privacy, which I can understand and relate to. It’s been so long since I’ve had my own space. I roomed with my little sister, then Hope, then I came to college and have had roommates ever since—dealing with someone else always there, or their mess even when they’re not.
 
   I like neat. I like order. I like privacy.
 
   His dad paid for this apartment. His mom furnished it. I’m not sure he’s earned anything he owns. I don’t hold it against him, but I can’t stop myself from thinking it either.
 
   “Do you want to go to the bedroom?” His eyes meet mine and I feel like he’s testing me or challenging me, maybe. That’s what we’re here for though, right?
 
   “Lead the way.”
 
   He pulls me behind him. I take a deep breath as he pushes the door open, revealing a large bed taking up most of the room.
 
   Loden steps up behind me as I move inside. His hands slide around my waist, gripping my hips as he draws me back against him. Quickly skimming my hair off my neck, he places his lips there, kissing his way down to my shoulder. He pulls the collar of my shirt, giving himself better access.
 
   Sex is healthy. It’s done every day, by millions—billions of people. It’s natural. This is no big deal. The tightness in my chest is nothing to worry about. That urge to pull away can be attributed to my need to be in control.
 
   This is fine. I’m fine. I want this. I want to give this to him.
 
   I turn in his arms and find his mouth. Closing my eyes, I kiss him. This will change everything. Make us more solid. Our future more secure.
 
   I pull away long enough to remove my shirt, tugging it over my head. He watches me intently, desire evident in his eyes. It makes it easier to stand here. To not cover myself, hiding my inadequacies from his view.
 
   He strips off his own shirt, throwing it onto the chair in the corner. And then he steps closer to me, chest to chest, and I know this is it.
 
   “Are you on the pill?” he asks as his fingers trail along my spine, working their way toward my bra clasp.
 
   “Oh, uh, yeah. Since I was sixteen.”
 
   He unhooks my bra and I stiffen. I’m not sure if it’s his questions, or my insecurities, or just the fact that we’re really about to do this.
 
   “I’m clean. I get tested every year, but we’ll use a condom until you can set up an appointment.”
 
   He’s clean, but I must not be? 
 
   “Okay,” I whisper. He plucks the lacy material away from my body. I shiver, holding my breath. He continues onto my jeans, unbuttoning them. I help him slide them off before he slips out of his own pants. Then we’re lying back on his bed and he’s opening a condom.
 
   I tell myself it’s because he can’t wait. The anticipation is too great. He wants me so badly he can’t wait another second.
 
   But even my biggest sexual mistake took more time than this. Even in high school and even though all he wanted was an easy lay, he still took time for foreplay.
 
   I shove the thoughts away as Loden positions himself over me. The urge is back, that need to pull back and run. But I don’t. I press my lips together and close my eyes. It hurts when he pushes into me. My body is too tense. I’m not turned on at all. There is no natural lubrication whatsoever.
 
   He moans. I feel my eyes tear behind closed lids. I keep them sealed tight. It’s not dark enough to hide it and I can’t explain it. This just feels so wrong.
 
   And I realize it’s because, no matter what I’ve been telling myself, I don’t love Loden. Not even a little bit.
 
   Maybe I can learn to love him.
 
   I repeat this to myself as I grip his shoulders and try to get into the moment. I will my muscles to unclench. I attempt a deep breath, but his weight is pressing down on me, making me feel constricted, smothered.
 
   I bite the inside of my cheek and pray he finishes soon. I just want this over. Next time—next time will be better.
 
   Eyes pinching tighter, I try to think of something—anything—to help pass the time. And, God, I know this is bad. I know it, but I feel trapped. Not just by his body on mine, but in my mind. In my decision. In this relationship.
 
   I think of Chase and I don’t know why. I don’t know why I turn to him to help me through this moment, but I do. I picture his face. His smile. His laugh. And that way the light catches his eyes, making them glow. And I think of how much I love it when that happens.
 
   Loden moans again, long and loud. His body shudders and he goes limp on top of me. I run my hand over his sweaty back and wonder if he noticed my response to him—or lack of one. How could he not notice?
 
   I wipe my eyes before he can see the tears that managed to escape. And then I wait for him to get off me. I just want him off. I just want to go home.
 
   “That was incredible,” he rasps.
 
   I watch him pull back and I wince as something catches along the way. It feels like it rips along my insides, but I hold my breath and ride it out. He discards the condom and heaves himself to lie down beside me. Thankfully he doesn’t touch me again. I don’t think I could handle it. Not yet.
 
   I know I was a willing participant, but it almost doesn’t feel that way.
 
   I sit up and start getting dressed as quickly as I can without being obvious.
 
   “You taking off?”
 
   I clear my throat and nod. “Yeah. I need to study and unpack.”
 
   “Okay,” he says. He sits up and presses his lips against my back. I freeze.
 
   “Make an appointment,” he says. 
 
   I shift away, picking up my shirt. “Okay.”
 
   “I want to feel you without anything between us,” he continues. 
 
   I nod.
 
   “Next time you don’t have to be so shy.”
 
   Shy. I nod again. “Sorry. I was just a little nervous.”
 
    “You don’t have to be nervous with me,” he replies as he pushes off the bed. He pulls his pants on and wraps his arms around me.
 
   “I know.” I press a kiss into his cheek and pull away.
 
   “I’ll call you later.”
 
   “Okay,” I say as I head to the door, trying hard not to run. 
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   Say You Like Me
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I get back to school Sunday night. I spent the weekend hanging out with Heaven and it was fun. Easy. She’s awesome. Great sense of humor, superior taste in music, and when we went out to eat, she sat on her own side of the table. She’s a vegetarian, so she didn’t get a burger, but she ordered a shitload of fried appetizers and that just might be even better.
 
   I like being around her. I spent a lot of time laughing and that felt good as hell. And she’s hot, which is the best kind of perk. Finding a girl that’s attractive and funny—that’s my perfect combo.
 
     It sucks she lives over an hour away, but we decided to see what happens. She’s coming down on Friday and I’m actually excited to introduce her to Guy. Now I need to figure out what to do about Kayla. We’re not serious—there was never a relationship established, but I know I need to make a clean break.
 
   It’s close to ten and I’m lying in bed listening to music when my cell vibrates on my chest. I pick it up and stare at the screen. Annie. I was going to call her because I wasn’t expecting her to call me. Not after how I left things…
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hi,” she says softly, followed by a quiet throat clearing. “I’m checking in.”
 
   She sounds off. Something’s wrong. I don’t know if it’s me—because of the song—or if it’s something else entirely. I’m afraid to ask because I’m glad she’s talking to me. And I didn’t realize how much I missed her these past few days until I heard her voice.
 
   “All right. How was your long weekend?”
 
   She’s quiet. One beat. Two. “It was good. Yours?”
 
   She’s lying. I know she’s lying. I can hear it in the pitch of her voice. I close my eyes, trying to decide what to say. My other line beeps and I glance quickly at the caller ID. Heaven. Damn. I don’t even think about answering it. I like Heaven, but Annie’s upset about something and she’s been my friend longer.
 
   “You okay?” I ask.
 
   She laughs darkly, but doesn’t answer and it’s all the confirmation I need. “My mom actually didn’t screw up the turkey this year. Did Guy tell you?”
 
   “I haven’t seen him yet.” Annie obviously doesn’t want to talk about it, so I try to respect that. “I hope he brought me back leftovers.”
 
   She laughs. “You’ve been to my house how many times? You know how many people live there. There were no leftovers.”
 
   “Damn,” I sigh. “I’m hungry, too.”
 
   “Want to go to Manton’s?”
 
   “With you? Now?” I ask, surprised.
 
   “Sure. Why not?”
 
   “Okay. I’ll come pick you up?”
 
   “Give me five minutes.”
 
   What the hell is going on?
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I glance over at Annie, still trying to figure out why she’s in my car. Why we’re headed to Manton’s. Why she called me. This seems like more than honoring our agreement. 
 
   I checked her immediately when she got into my car, my eyes flicking over her quickly, looking for any bruises. I didn’t see anything, but I do a more thorough inspection once we sit down in a booth. She looks fine. Pretty. Maybe a little sad.
 
   “How’s Loden?” I ask, probing. And there it is. Her shoulders stiffen, her eyes drop to the table top, and she bites down on her lip.
 
   “He’s fine. Good. Um, I met his parents this weekend. They’re nice.”
 
   “Mm. That’s good. He went home with you?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. We did the whole meet-the-family thing.” She runs her finger over a groove in the table and my eyes trail the movement.
 
   “How’d he handle that? Thanksgiving with the clan. Twins tear him apart?” The twins are the youngest. Dinner with four-year-olds still going through their terrible twos is kind of like venturing into Hell.
 
   With a sigh, Annie shakes her head. “Can we not talk about him?”
 
   I cock a brow. Oh, now I really want to talk about him. “He’s your boyfriend,” I say, raising my hands, palms out. “If he’s that boring of a subject then why you with him?”
 
   Not even kidding, she flinches. My thumb strums against my leg, tapping a beat out while I wait for her to answer me. The longer she sits there, quietly staring out the window, the more pissed I become.
 
   “What did he do?” I demand. What the fuck did he do to her this time? I’m done playing games.
 
   “Nothing,” she utters. “He didn’t do anything wrong. I just don’t feel like talking about him.”
 
   Bullshit. Bull-motherfucking-shit. “Did he hurt you again?” I hiss. If he did it again…
 
   “NO,” Annie says adamantly. “No. God, Chase. Calm down. He didn’t do anything. I swear.”
 
   I stare at her, holding her gaze and trying to decide if she’s telling the truth. I can’t tell. “Why don’t you want to talk about him? The romance fading?” That comes out shitty, so I try to soften my expression.
 
   She leans her head back and closes her eyes. “I just want to hear about your weekend. Just talk to me.”
 
   She doesn’t open her eyes, so I watch her for a moment. She’s so pretty, especially when she doesn’t try too hard. Like right now, with her hair loose, slightly damp from the shower, minimal make-up—she looks perfect.
 
   “I met this girl,” I say. I don’t know why I tell her, but it just comes out. Annie’s eyes open and she blinks. “Met her waiting for the store to open for Black Friday. Her name’s Heaven.”
 
   “Is that her street name?” Annie asks. She says it in this light tone, making it impossible to tell if she’s joking or being judgmental.
 
    “That’s her real name,” I say.
 
   “I bet it helps with tips, though.”
 
   This time there is a distinct bite to her words. She pushes the hair off her shoulder and begins twisting her straw, stirring her drink. I laugh lowly. Is that jealousy? “She’s not a hooker or a stripper. She’s in school and she’s really nice.” I grin as I pick up my drink. “I think you’ll like her.”
 
   “You’ve never been real good at that,” Annie clips out.
 
   “Thinking?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
    Oh, I missed this. I missed her rapid and flawless delivery of shitty retorts, the smartass mouth, and fiery attitude. How quickly she comes out to play at the mention of another girl. And now I’m wondering what tonight was really about.
 
   Why is she acting like she’s resentful when she has the ideal, does-no-wrong, shits-rainbows-and-sunshine kind of boyfriend. (I may be paraphrasing.) Why does she care who I meet, or who I talk to, or what Heaven’s name is?
 
   “What happened to our truce?” I inquire casually.
 
   “I haven’t called you an asshole,” she states. “Yet.” She narrows her blue eyes on me and smiles icily. “But there’s still plenty of time.”
 
   Damn—jealous is sexy on Annie. She wears that shit well. I like this so much more than the quiet, melancholy girl from just minutes ago. I like it a lot. And I know I shouldn’t find jealousy hot or even condone it, but I don’t feel bad about it. It doesn’t feel wrong. In fact, it feels really right.
 
   “Calm down there, sparky,” I say through a chuckle. “Heaven is very likable. And hot,” I add just to provoke her. Which it shouldn’t since there is the boyfriend.
 
   “I’m perfectly calm,” Annie replies. “And I’m sure your prostitute girlfriend is attractive. Thanks for sharing.”
 
   “She’s not my girlfriend,” I say seriously, wanting to make that clear. “We’re just taking it slow. Seeing if there’s anything there. I have no idea where it’ll lead.” Annie watches me silently, her eyes raking over me slowly as she weighs my words. I sit back and look at her evenly. “I’m keeping my options open. You never know if the right person will end up right in front of you.”
 
   Her blonde brows rise and her cheeks ignite. “Do you think that exists? That there’s one right person meant for us?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “But I think we all have that person we connect to on a higher level than with anybody else. That one person that makes us feel safe. That feels like home. Ya know?”
 
   Annie flicks her eyes away. “No,” she says flatly. 
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   When You Were Young
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I hold my breath, waiting for Loden to loosen his grip. He has my wrists pinned to the wall on each side of my head. I whimper, hoping he’ll release me, but he squeezes tighter instead. I turn my face away as he screams at me, his voice throbbing. It only turns his anger up another notch. He jerks my arms, pulling me away from the wall just to slam me back against it again. I gasp, not in shock—his actions no longer surprise me—but in response to the pain that pierces the back of my head. 
 
   If you asked me how this happened, how I wound up here, I couldn’t tell you. So please don’t ask. There was not one specific act that landed me in this situation. It was a series of wrong choices and bad decisions. So many bad decisions.
 
   I should have walked away at the very first sign—that first time he scared me. I shouldn’t have ever taken him back. But I thought I could fix this. I thought he was worth it. I thought I was lucky to have him.
 
   Now I’m just numb.
 
   “Tell me,” he spits. His breath is hot against my cheek and I tremble. All I have to do is get through the next six months. Then he’ll be gone, off to law school where maybe he’ll find somebody he finds more fitting to be the future Mrs. Guiles. Because that role is no longer reserved for me. I can’t. I just can’t do this anymore. I can’t do this for the rest of my life. I can’t be his perfect little stepford wife. 
 
   “You were with him again, weren’t you?” He presses into me, his firm body tight against mine, holding me in place though I don’t try to get away. I know better than that.
 
   “Did you fuck him?”
 
   No. Cheating is Loden’s job. Not mine.
 
   The first time he hit me was the weekend after we came back from Thanksgiving break. After we had sex for the first time. I went over to Chase’s dorm to meet Heaven. I wanted to see her. I needed to know what she looked like. I needed to see what Chase found so appealing about this girl. Thirty minutes after the initial awkward greetings, I saw it. Not only is she gorgeous in this exotic and quirky way with dark hair and eyes that are striking against her pale skin, but she’s smart and so funny with this subtle humor that I found myself laughing right along with everyone else. And then I got really depressed because even I loved her.
 
   So I went to Loden’s unannounced, hoping he could offer me a little attention, a little praise, a little something to make me forget about Chase and the perfect Heaven he found.
 
   But Loden wasn’t alone in his apartment. There was a girl with him, and I don’t know if I would’ve thought too much about it, but he answered the door shirtless. The girl was even less clothed than that. I don’t even know if she goes to school with us. She looked too young to be in college. I didn’t ask.
 
   I waited for her to dress herself and leave before I freaked out. I was mad and hurt. I’m not sure if the hurt came from finding Loden with someone else or if it was left over from meeting Heaven—a girl I can never compete against—or maybe it was the final straw. I wasn’t good enough for anybody obviously.
 
   I cried. I yelled. I told him I didn’t want to see him ever again and headed for the door. But I didn’t make it. Loden liked being yelled at about as much as he liked being dumped, which wasn’t at all. I felt his hands in my hair before I hit the floor on the other side of the room, and then he was on me. The next thing I felt was the back of his hand. With everything he’d ever done, hitting me had never been on that list. After that, the shock deadened my senses, making the rest seem insignificant.
 
   It’s not insignificant.
 
   He threatened that if I ever tried to leave again, he’d do much worse to me. This wasn’t the perfect life I was promised. This was a failure of a relationship, but I was trapped.
 
   “Answer me,” Loden shouts, bringing me back to the present. God, I wish I could melt away. Sink into the floor, or the wall, or into nothingness.
 
   “You fucking whore,” he hisses. “You let him inside you?” His fingers unwind their vice grip on my wrists and skim down my hair until they find purchase on my neck. My throat. I know I need to say something before he makes it impossible to speak.
 
   “No, Loden,” I whisper. “No. Only you. I don’t let anybody inside me except you. Just you.”
 
   His eyes are dark with rage and I have no idea how to ease his anger. All I know is I’m alone. Completely alone. I have no one to turn to. It’s just me and him. I lean my head toward him slowly, so slowly. Carefully. He allows me to touch my lips to his, but he’s unresponsive at first. I slide my tongue over his upper lip before slipping inside. At the first meeting of our tongues—mine warm, his cold from breathing heavy—he groans and kisses me back feverishly.
 
   His hands drop from my throat and squeeze my breasts. He thrusts his hips forward and moans.
 
   “Why do you do this to me?” he murmurs, his mouth still against mine. “Why do you make me go crazy?”
 
   It’s my fault. Always my fault.
 
   “Why can’t you just stay away from him?” His hands move a little rougher, his fingers digging a little deeper into my skin. “Can’t you see how much I love you? Can’t you feel it?”
 
   Loden pulls back long enough to remove my shirt. He lowers his head to my chest and kisses my bare flesh, pulling my bra out of the way. “Don’t you see? I’d do anything to keep you.”
 
   I hope that isn’t true. I hope and pray he’ll leave and some other girl can play this game better than I do.
 
   “Tell me you love me,” Loden demands. He lifts his face, his eyes meeting mine, waiting.
 
   I swallow tightly. Of all the lies I’ve ever told, this one is the hardest to pull off. To look at a person I’m only with because I know no other way—someone I loathe with everything in me—and claim I love him is the most difficult thing I’ve done or will ever do.
 
   “I love you,” I say. I guess I convince him, or maybe he doesn’t care it’s a lie. He crashes into me, his mouth seizing mine possessively.
 
   This has become my life. I secretly talk to Chase every night on the phone. The only part of my day I feel good. Free. We see each other once, maybe twice a week. An hour at Manton’s in the middle of the night, or an hour at the gym, or if I’m really lucky, I can manage a couple hours with him at Guy’s apartment under the pretext of seeing my step-brother. But that doesn’t happen often because Loden knows there’s a chance I’ll be around Chase.
 
   And Loden grills me when he suspects I’ve been anywhere near Chase. If he knew about our nightly phone calls I don’t know what he’d do. If he ever had real proof of the time I spend in Chase’s company…I’m afraid to even consider the possibilities.
 
   Tonight started because I mentioned Guy has a new boyfriend. Something so little and simple. But I didn’t tell him I was going to see Guy. Stupid me for being happy for my step-brother. Now I’ll have bruises to worry about covering. Because nobody can know.
 
   Just six more months. I remind myself of this over and over as Loden’s tongue brushes over my skin. I shiver and he mistakes it as desire. And I let him. It’s so much easier that way. Really, I feel nothing except the occasional disgust or fear. I’m dying inside. I know it.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Sometimes I try to fool myself into thinking Loden’s not entirely bad. There are these rare moments where he’s so gentle and caring that I let my defenses down, just for a little while, and let myself believe that maybe it’ll get better.
 
   Like right now. We’re at a party and he’s holding me against his chest, his hands that hurt me just days ago are now caressing my back tenderly. He whispers sweetly against my ear, telling me everything he loves about me.
 
   If he could stay like this, we might be able to make it work. If he stayed like this, maybe I could try to get past everything he’s done to me.
 
   It doesn’t last long because Chase walks in, trailed by Heaven. My heart races at the sight of him for several reasons. First, looking at Chase does something to my body, making it react to him in ways I’ve never reacted to other guys.
 
   The second reason is from pure, undiluted fear. If he mentions our nightly conversations or occasional outings, I’m in deep shit.
 
   And the third is jealousy. Plain and simple jealousy because Heaven is with him once again. The girl has been down every weekend since Thanksgiving. I’d hoped she wouldn’t work out, even though I know she’s perfect for Chase. But I couldn’t help hoping anyway.
 
   I react as they make their way through the door, my body stiffening. My heart slamming against my ribs fiercely. Loden looks down at me and follows my gaze before I have time to look away. His arms tighten around me and now my heart is going crazy inside my chest because I don’t know what he’ll do, but I’m pretty damn sure I’m going to be on the receiving end of whatever move he makes.
 
   It’s not just Chase that Loden has this reaction to. He doesn’t like me around any good-looking guy, but it’s always worse with Chase. I think it’s because he knows. No matter what I tell him, Loden knows I feel something for Chase. Even if I don’t know what that something is, he knows it exists. And he hates it.
 
   Just as quickly as I had the insane thought that this relationship could possibly have a future outside of pain, it’s gone, replaced with panic. And now I’m berating myself for my stupidity. Why didn’t I ask to stay in? Why didn’t I ask to leave earlier? We were having a nice night. Why didn’t I cut out while it was still going well? Because I wanted to enjoy this rare feeling? Stupid. So stupid.
 
   If we leave now, I’ll just have to deal with Loden’s accusations. If we stay, I risk the chance of secrets coming out. And then it will be so much worse. I can’t breathe. I close my eyes as the music fills my ears. Loden presses into me, his beer breath invading my nose. I feel like I’m being smothered. I don’t think I can do this anymore. I’m so tired. I’m so weak. I just want to crawl into bed, go to sleep, and never wake up.
 
   “Annie, hey.” My eyes pop open meeting Heaven’s. She looks up at Loden and smiles. “Hi. You must be the boyfriend I’ve heard so much about.”
 
   I didn’t really mention Loden more than to say I had a boyfriend, so anything she heard didn’t come from me, but neither of us mentions that to him.
 
   “I’m Heaven,” she continues, “Chase’s girlfriend.”
 
   Loden’s body relaxes visibly. Mine somehow tenses even more. Chase’s girlfriend? I take a step back, trying to hide my reaction to her title.
 
   I have no right to it, but I feel an overwhelming sense of loss. Of what? I don’t know. But it consumes me until I’m nothing but a shadow, left standing, watching, always on the outside. Always alone. Nothing more than darkness.
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   F.O.D.
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I squeeze between a couple of girls dancing and come to a standstill as Heaven’s words register. Did she call herself my girlfriend? Because I’ve been referring to it as “casually dating.” There’s a difference, right? Like commitment? I haven’t committed myself to her. I’m not seeing anyone else, either, but that doesn’t mean anything. I just ended things with Kayla. Heaven hasn’t been around long enough to be considered my girlfriend.
 
   My gaze flicks to Annie. She doesn’t look at me. She doesn’t look at anyone. Loden grabs my shoulder and it takes every ounce of self-control to not shove him away from me. Annie may have forgiven him for that shit a few months ago, but I haven’t. And it’s not like he can’t tell I don’t like him. I don’t talk to him anymore and I stay away from the pool during his practices. I can’t stand this dude and he knows it.
 
   “Hey, man,” he slurs. “I haven’t seen you around in awhile.”
 
   Ex-fucking-actly, asshole. 
 
   “I’ve been busy,” I state as I take a step back out of his reach.
 
   “Doing what?” Loden presses. “Not swimming. I haven’t seen you at the pool in months.”
 
   And then he chuckles as he puts his arm around Annie’s shoulder, drawing her to his side. He gestures at Heaven. “Never mind, man. I get it. If I had that I’d never leave my room either.”
 
   What. The. Fuck. I don’t know who I should be more pissed about. Heaven, for the way he not only assumed I’m fucking her, but for reducing everything she is to just a piece of ass. Or Annie, for insinuating that she somehow doesn’t equal Heaven’s beauty. For whatever reason, she’s his girlfriend and she should never have to listen to him say shit like that. On top of all that, all I can think about is how lucky this bastard is and he doesn’t even realize it.
 
   He doesn’t deserve her. Not even close.
 
   Heaven glances from me to Annie as I try to reign in my temper and come up with something that’s not completely shitty to respond with. Not to spare him. Fuck him. But I don’t want to make Annie feel any worse. So I try to think of a few words I can string together to brush his dumbass remark under the rug.
 
   I have nothing.
 
   “Maybe you should spend more time appreciating what you have and less time worrying about me,” I reply.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Loden asks. He straightens his stance, trying to stand taller. The gesture doesn’t make him appear bigger. If anything, the way he sways makes him look pathetic.
 
   “Which part didn’t you understand? I’ll say it again, slower this time.”
 
   “What’s your fucking problem, Malloy?”
 
   I smile tightly, ready to thoroughly explain exactly what my problem is, but I catch Annie shaking her head out of the corner of my eye. I sigh, backing off. I don’t need this fight anyway. If Annie’s okay with being treated like dog shit on the bottom of Loden’s shoe, who am I to throw a wrench at it?
 
   “Nothing, man. No problem at all.” I put my hand on Heaven’s back, guiding her forward. “You say and do whatever the hell you want. But I don’t have to stick around for it.” As soon as my back is to him, I realize I shouldn’t have left Annie with him by herself. What if he has a repeat of the last party we ran into each other at?
 
   I start to turn around when Heaven slips her hand inside mine. “That was…weird,” she says, searching for the right word. I don’t think weird covers it. “What’s wrong with that guy?”
 
   “He’s an asshole when he drinks,” I explain. “He’s kind of an asshole all the time. Just worse when he gets some alcohol in him.”
 
   “Why is Annie with him?” she asks incredulously as she pivots to face me.
 
   That’s a good question. “I have no idea.”
 
   “She’s too good for him,” Heaven says. 
 
   I’m in full agreement. 
 
   “A cockroach is too good for that guy,” she adds. 
 
   Agreed.
 
   And then, “We should go egg his car,” she supplies with a wicked smile.
 
   I like that idea. A lot. “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   After a quick stop at the store, I park down the street from the house full of partygoers. Heaven and I—two dozen eggs in hand—walk along the sidewalk, looking for Loden’s car. It’s closer to the house than I’d have liked, but it doesn’t put a stop to our evil plot.
 
   “How do you want to do this?” Heaven asks as she sets her carton on the trunk of a neighboring car.
 
   “I want to throw these eggs at this car. I thought it was a pretty straightforward idea.”
 
   “There could be an alarm—in fact, I’m betting there is. So we’ll have about ten seconds before we’re caught. We need to have a plan of action before we start.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, grinning. “What do you suggest?”
 
   “I’ll stand on one side, you on the other, that way we can cover as much space as possible.”
 
   “I like it. Keep going.”
 
   “I think we should double-up eggs in each hand in order to make a lot of mess in a little amount of time.”
 
   “Evil genius. I love it.” I open my carton and then look over at her, moving around to the other side of Loden’s BMW. “You’ve done this before, huh?”
 
   She smiles proudly. “Annie’s boyfriend isn’t the first asshole I’ve met.”
 
   Duly noted. “So you’re an expert.”
 
   “Something like that,” she trills. “By the way,” she adds, eggs in hand. “As soon as you throw the last egg, run like hell.” And with that, Heaven smacks four eggs into the passenger side door. The headlights flash and the horn honks loudly. I hurry and throw my eggs, watching them splatter in a gooey, yolky explosion.
 
   I move to the front of the car at the same time Heaven moves to the back and we toss more eggs. Shells shatter against the windshield with a satisfying crack. As soon as I’m out, I look at Heaven who’s wearing a huge smile, and we take off for my car.
 
   I slam the door and shove the key in the ignition as Heaven drops beside me. She’s panting and so am I. “That felt good,” she breathes.
 
   And it did. Throwing eggs at someone’s car shouldn’t be that fun.
 
   I pull around a parked car and pop a U-turn. I don’t know if we were seen or not, and I don’t care either way, but there’s no way we’re going back to the party. “What do you want to do now?”
 
   She gazes over at me, her eyes trailing over my face. “Can we go back to the dorms and hang out?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “There’s hardly anyone left, so we won’t have to deal with my roommate.” Thankfully everybody started heading home for Christmas break today. I’m hanging out with Heaven this weekend before going home because her family’s spending the holidays two states away with her grandparents. This is my last night with her for the next three weeks.
 
   “Good,” she replies. “We’ll have some privacy.”
 
   “You want to rent a movie?”
 
   She smiles, but keeps her eyes focused out the window. “I don’t feel like watching a movie.”
 
   “What do you want to do then?”
 
   She arches a brow, a small smirk forming on her lips.
 
   Ah. I grin. Yeah, I could get down with that.
 
   I park close to the building, having my pick of spots in the empty lot. I take Heaven’s hand as we walk inside. We’re quiet in the elevator as my thoughts wander to Annie. I check the time on my phone. It’s only ten. She doesn’t usually call until midnight. I don’t let myself worry about her. If I don’t get a call, then I’ll worry. I can’t keep torturing myself, always wondering if she’s okay. Not when she insists on staying with that dickhead. But I feel guilty for possibly making shit worse.
 
   And then I egged his car.
 
   Why did I do that? Now that it’s done, I can’t help the panic that rises. What if he hurts her because I pissed him off?
 
   As soon as we get into my room, Heaven pulls me toward the bed. She falls back, dragging me down on top of her. Her lips press into mine, parting them. Her tongue sweeps into my mouth. She tastes sweet, like some kind of candy. I moan quietly as she works my coat off my shoulders and I fling it off my arms.
 
   I grip the blanket and kiss her back. Heaven’s hands snake up the back of my shirt, her nails skimming my spine. Propping myself on one elbow, I help her out of her coat and slide my hand down her side, pausing at the hem of her sweater. She takes the next step, sitting up enough to tug it over her head.
 
   Static has strands of hair sticking up in multiple directions and I smile, smoothing it back into place. She draws me down, her lips working a heated trail along the length of my neck.
 
   My phone rings.
 
   Then it rings again.
 
   I pull back, rolling off of Heaven and onto my side in order to reach my phone. I can feel her eyes on me as I look at the caller ID. And I know it’s a dick move to answer my phone, but it’s Annie.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Heaven laughs and she doesn’t sound amused. I ignore her because Annie doesn’t respond. I sit up quickly, dropping my feet to the floor. “Annie? What’s wrong?”
 
   “Can you pick me up?” she finally says, her voice low.
 
   “You still at that party?”
 
   She clears her throat and this whimper releases at the end. I shoot off the bed and grab my coat. “Where are you? I’m coming.”
 
   I glance back at Heaven. She’s just now getting her sweater on. She’s not quick enough, so I leave without her.
 
   “Yeah,” Annie utters. “I’m still at the party. Please hurry.”
 
   “I am. I’m almost to the car. What happened?”
 
   “Nothing—nothing yet. He started freaking out, so I came outside. I don’t want to go home with him. He’s drunk and…” She doesn’t finish the sentence, but she doesn’t have to. I know. 
 
   “Did he do anything?”
 
   “No,” she says. “But I didn’t want to take the chance. I haven’t seen him this drunk in a long time.”
 
   “I’m glad you called me,” I tell her. “I’m almost there. Watch for me.”
 
   She sighs with relief. “I am.”
 
   I turn onto the road and stop in front of the house, looking for her. “I’m here. Where you at?”
 
   “I see you.” And then she hangs up. Panic rises in my throat until I see her walking across the street, coming from the opposite direction. I don’t realize I’m holding my breath until she’s sitting beside me, buckling her seatbelt and I finally exhale. My eyes fall over her, checking for any marks that don’t belong.
 
   “You all right?”
 
   She nods, resting her head against the window.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” I say as I stop at the light.
 
   “You can do whatever you want, but that doesn’t mean I’ll answer.”
 
   I rake my fingers through my hair and sigh. “Why are you with him?”
 
   Annie lifts her head and stares at me. I keep my eyes on the road, but I can feel her watching me for several heartbeats.
 
   “It’s better than being alone,” she whispers.
 
   I look at her then, my stomach twisting. Is that really the reason she’s with him? Because she doesn’t want to be alone? If that’s the only reason…shit…I can—I could…
 
   “Is it?” I ask, my voice choked. “Is dealing with this better than being alone?”
 
   She doesn’t answer me. Instead, she turns back to the window and asks, “Where’s your girlfriend?”
 
   Damn it. Heaven. I really don’t know where she is. She probably left pretty pissed off.
 
   “She’s not my girlfriend,” I say.
 
   Annie laughs dryly. “I don’t think she’s aware of this.”
 
   Truth can sting sometimes.
 
   I pull into my parking lot and Annie glances at me. “What are you doing?”
 
   “You’re staying here tonight. Just to be safe. You can sleep in Guy and Park’s old room. The guys in there already left for break.”
 
   “I want to sleep in my own bed.”
 
   I pretend like I don’t hear her, shutting off the engine, and getting out of the car. I walk around to the passenger side and open the door for her. She glares up at me, but I pretend to not notice that, too. I’m not taking chances. She can stay here then go home to her mom’s house with Guy tomorrow. A couple weeks away from Loden will do us all some good.
 
   She gets out after a few colorful word choices and one that I’m pretty sure she made up. But she follows me inside. I take the stairs automatically, knowing she doesn’t like the elevator.
 
   “Is Loden still going wherever with his family?”
 
   “Denver, yeah. His family goes every year.”
 
   Good. I open the door and usher Annie inside. “I’ll text Guy and let him know you’re here.”
 
   “Don’t tell him why,” she insists.
 
   “I won’t,” I promise. And then, because I can’t help myself, I add, “If you’re only with Loden because you don’t want to be alone, why don’t you start thinking about replacing him?”
 
   She laughs again, but this time it’s lighter. “With who? In case you haven’t noticed, guys aren’t exactly lining up at my door.”
 
   “With me,” I rasp.
 
   She freezes halfway through the door to Guy’s old room, her head snapping back to look at me. The door behind me opens and I know without looking it’s Heaven. Of course it’s Heaven, because my luck wouldn’t go any other way.
 
   Annie looks over my shoulder for a moment before letting her gaze move over me unseeingly. “Looks like your plate is already full,” she says quietly. “Thanks for picking me up, Chase.”
 
   “Annie—”
 
   “Goodnight,” she says, cutting me off and I snap my mouth closed as I watch the door swing shut.
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   Smile Like You Mean It
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   Eleven Months Before
 
    
 
    
 
   Every day I send Loden’s calls to voicemail. My mailbox filled within the first few days, so he switched to texts. All his texts are the same. He’s sorry. He misses me. He doesn’t understand why I haven’t called.
 
   Hope’s home and I tried to talk to her about everything that’s been going on, but the more I searched for the words, the more they eluded me. I’m ashamed and confused. I don’t know how to admit how badly my life has been when she’s so happy.
 
   On Christmas, I broke down and called Loden. I listened to his promises and apologies. I returned them with an equal lack of sincerity. Then mom picked up on my mood. She made me hot chocolate and we sat on the couch, staring at the lights on the tree.
 
   I asked her what was different about Alec—what made their relationship work when her others had failed. It was probably a shitty question and way too deep to get into on Christmas, but she didn’t seem to mind. Her answer was short and sweet and made me want to cry.
 
   “I think I was afraid of being alone, so I settled.”
 
   “But you didn’t settle for Alec?”
 
   She laughed. “No. After it didn’t work out with Nolan, I decided to take a break. I had jumped from one relationship to the next, and it wasn’t fair to you girls. It wasn’t fair to me. So I stopped looking for the next Mr. Right, and he found me instead.”
 
   I had been trying so hard not to be like my mom, and ironically, I was making the exact same mistakes she had.  
 
   Now days later, I look at my face in the mirror and I hate what I see. I hate the girl staring back at me. I hate what she’s become. She’s weak and stupid. She’s nothing but a hollow casing.
 
   I laugh bitterly. So many big plans. So many years trying to be better, reaching for perfection, following a set path. All the time wasted. Everything I thought I was working so hard to achieve—I realize how pointless it all was now. What do I have to show for it? Nothing. 
 
   Nothing but fading bruises.
 
   Though I know there were times I’ve been happy, I can’t remember ever just being content. I’ve always wanted bigger, better, more. So many people search for permanent happiness, but they don’t realize it doesn’t exist. There will always—always—be some issue, some problem, some person causing upset. I would give anything to just feel content for once.
 
   I come to the realization on New Year’s Eve that this will never happen for me unless I make changes. So while my friends and family are blowing party blowers and chanting the countdown, somewhere between eight and five, I make the decision to implement the first step.
 
   After we’ve all been thoroughly hugged, I pull Chase into the kitchen.
 
   “What’s up?” he asks, unsure.
 
   I’m not sure how to word this. I’m having a hard time understanding all the jumbled thoughts running through my head. But I know I want to do this. I want things to be different between us. I want to talk to him about what he said. About replacing Loden. With him. I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I think I need to be by myself for a little while before I can do that. And I’m not positive it should be with Chase, but… All I know for sure is I want to break up with Loden.
 
   “I made a few resolutions,” I offer. “And I just wanted to let you know that you’re one of them.”
 
   “Me?” He grins, his eyes raking over my face. I don’t miss the way he pauses on my lips and I feel my neck grow warm in response.
 
   I lick my lips nervously. “I want us to be friends.” That’s what I want, right?
 
   He’s quiet for several seconds, his brows furrowed, before he says, “I thought we were already friends.”
 
   “No. We aren’t. But I want to be. I want to talk to you. I want…” I inhale sharply. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”
 
   “Okay,” he utters, stepping closer to me. “Talk to me.”
 
   I shake my head and stare at the wall. There are small black fingerprints there and I don’t know why seeing my little brother and sisters’ dirty smudges on the paint makes me cry, but I burst into quiet tears. They stream down my face, blurring my vision and clogging my throat.
 
   “Annie?” His voice is thick with worry as he places his hand on my arm. I pinch my eyes closed and take a long, cleansing breath.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it tonight. When we’re back at school. First thing.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What?” I croak, shocked. I sniffle and wipe at my face as I stare up at him.
 
   “You’re crying. Tell me what happened.” His eyes are narrowed on my face. He looks mad, but I know it’s not anger. It’s concern.
 
   “I already told you,” I explain. “I made resolutions.”
 
   “Then why are you crying?” His fingers trail over my cheeks, drying my tears. My body stiffens, but I don’t pull away even though my limbs are begging me to. He’s so confused and I can’t blame him. I’m confused too.
 
   “Change is hard,” I whisper. “And scary.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be. Just…Smile like you mean it.”
 
   “Is that a song or advice?”
 
   He laughs softly and the sound raises goose bumps along my arms. “Both,” he replies with a grin.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   My last day home is spent with Hope and Guy. We’re piled on top of Guy’s bed, all of us in our pajamas as we eat the candy Mom filled our stockings with. I’m surprised Hope had any left a week after Christmas.
 
   Guy pulls out a box of pictures and we spend the next hour going through them. I have a mix of emotions as I flip through photo after photo. I’m not in a whole lot of them, and the ones I am in, I’m off to the side, or lingering in the background. What strikes me the hardest is that these are some of my fondest memories and it’s almost like I wasn’t even there.
 
   While I spent my high school years hanging out with other cheerleaders, Hope and Guy had their own little group made up of Chase and Park. When I actually hung around them, I think they preferred I didn’t because I spent so much time being a bitch. 
 
   I can’t even understand why I acted the way I did. Jealousy? Bitterness? Attention? I really don’t know. But I wish so badly that I could jump into a time machine and go back.
 
   I hold a picture of all of us—Guy, Hope, Mason, Park, Chase, and me. Chase has his arm draped over my shoulder. We’re all together at Alec’s fortieth birthday party, and we’re smiling. We’re happy.
 
   I’ve made so many mistakes.
 
   It feels like so long ago. So much wasted time.
 
   “You all right?” Hope asks. She peers over my arm at the photo quivering between my fingers. She smiles and rests her chin on top of my shoulder.
 
   “Best and worst night of my life,” she says quietly.
 
   She and Guy share a look and I feel like an outsider. I have no idea what she’s talking about, but Guy clearly does.
 
   “So much happened that night,” she explains when she notices my lost expression. “With Park. And that’s the first time my cutting came out. And Mason.” She smiles again when she says his name.
 
   Her cutting. Her way of dealing.
 
   I don’t have an out—good or bad—like she used to turn to. I just have me and I suck at comforting myself.
 
   I admire the way she so easily talks about it, though. The way she owns something so ugly.  Once again I try to tell her about Loden. I want to lean my head on her shoulder for a little bit and let go, but just like every time before, I can’t find the words, and then the moment’s gone.
 
   “The cake was unbelievable too,” Guy adds with a grin.
 
   Hope laughs, pushing him off the bed. I follow along, laughing with them, faking it just like I did in high school.
 
   It’s a strange feeling, sitting here with people I love and want to be near, but feeling as if I’m not in my own skin. Pretending to be something I’m not. Pretending to be happy and normal when I don’t know how to be either.
 
   I wear my mask, smiling like I mean it, just like Chase instructed. As the time ticks by, I realize it’s getting easier to hold it. Easier to laugh. Easier to talk. Easier to breathe and just be.
 
   Not easy. Just easier than it was.
 
   And it gives me hope. Hope that maybe one day I’ll be able to do all this freely. To actually really mean it.
 
   My hand pauses on a picture of Chase. His hair is green and it makes his eyes somehow even brighter. I stare hard at his face, memorizing every feature while a thought runs rampant through my mind. When I’m with Chase, I smile real and laugh long. I feel good. I feel…
 
   I feel.
 
   There’s no numbness with Chase. And there may have been a time where I felt invisible in his presence, but it hasn’t been that way in a long time. He sees me.
 
   Me.
 
   I glance over at Hope and Guy deep in the remembrance of a story I wasn’t a part of. And noting their attention isn’t anywhere near me, I slip the picture into the pocket of my flannel pajama pants. I want it. I want to keep this to mark this moment. The precise instant that I understand there may be something worth exploring with Chase.
 
   The next smile that forms is genuine. Authentically Annie. Because now my head is full of Chase and possibility. And I haven’t felt like this in so long. It makes my stomach ache with a mixture of nerves and anticipation.
 
   I know what he said the night before I came home. The offer to replace Loden. But it could have been nothing more than his way of letting me know I wasn’t alone. As my friend, he’d be there for me. He has Heaven and she’s so perfect for him. But we’ve also grown so close over the past several months. We’ve known each other for years. There’s a history between us. Granted, not always the best history, but history just the same.
 
   I have to know one way or another.
 
   One of my New Year’s resolutions: Step out of my comfort zone.
 
   Chase is definitely out of my comfort zone. He’s also, ironically, the person I feel safest with.
 
   My highest connection. My home.
 
   And sometimes, you just need to go home.
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   Her Diamonds
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   At first, I don’t think too much about Annie being late. I mean, I’m late all the time. It happens. Twenty minutes go by and I know this isn’t normal for Annie. Then forty. And now I start to pace the common room. She is too anal to be this late. 
 
   At one hour, I text her. Maybe she changed her mind. Maybe she doesn’t want to talk anymore. And that’s…that’s fine. It’s shitty, but she’s allowed to change her mind. She just needs to tell me. When I get no reply, I call her. It goes straight to voicemail and something about this feels wrong. Annie always keeps her phone charged and she never turns it off. Not once in all the years I’ve known her. Yes, she’s ignored my calls, but I’ve never automatically gotten her voicemail.
 
   I call Guy as I put my shoes on and search for my keys. I need to verify that I’m overreacting. I just need to see her and prove to myself that everything is good.
 
   “Yel-low?”
 
   “Hey, man. Have you talked to Annie?”
 
   “Since we got back? No. She dropped me off and left. Why? What’s up?”
 
   I can’t tell him. If I’m jumping to conclusions and she’s fine, then she will undoubtedly hate me for opening my mouth. I hesitate, trying to decide what to do. “I tried calling her, but I think she’s ignoring my calls.”
 
   “Probably,” Guy agrees. “Just swing by and bang on her door until she answers.”
 
   I hang up with him knowing that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Skipping the elevator, I jog down the steps, because I know I won’t be able to stand in that little, metal box as it takes its sweet time. I drive over just to get there quicker—the more time that goes by, the more I start to believe something is definitely not right. Today would have been the first day she saw Loden since the night I picked her up from that party.
 
   If he took out what I did on her…
 
   I can’t let my mind go there.
 
   Once I’m parked, I push past a group of girls that look like they’re just getting back from break, and walk quickly to Annie’s dorm room. I knock and wait, my fingers jiggling my keys obnoxiously. I’m so antsy. I feel like a crack-head, unable to hold still.
 
   When the door opens, I hold my breath. It’s not Annie. Just one of the other five girls that reside in this room.
 
   “Annie here?”
 
   The girl shrugs as she twists her hair up into a ponytail. “Don’t know. Check her room.” She backs away from the door, giving me space to come inside. I head straight to Annie’s bedroom and knock again, fighting off the overwhelming urge to throw the door wide open.
 
   I should have checked to see if Loden’s car was in the parking lot. I didn’t think about it in my hurry. Shit. I should have done a lot of things. I should have not done a lot of things, too.
 
   This time when the door opens, and again it’s not Annie standing on the other side, a frustrated growl slips. Where the hell is she? I just need to see her face. Make sure she’s all right. Then I might yell at her because this shit has to stop.
 
   Either that or I’ll hug her. I haven’t decided. Both sound pretty good.
 
   “Is Annie in there?”
 
   Her roommate shakes her head. “No. She left like an hour ago.”
 
   “Did she say where she was going?” An hour ago she was supposed to be in my dorm.
 
   She shakes her head again, her hair swaying around her shoulders. “No. Just left with Loaded.”
 
   She rolls her eyes at my blank expression. “That’s what I call her boyfriend.”
 
   Yeah, I got that.
 
   “She left with Loden.” I release a harsh chuckle. Of course she did. Why say she wanted to talk? Why say she wanted to make changes? Why call me this morning and setup a time if she was just going to go out with her boyfriend? And why the hell am I so pissed off about it?
 
   Back in the car, I lean my head back against the seat and entertain the idea of going to Loden’s to mess with Annie for ditching me. I don’t do it, partially because I don’t know where he lives, but mostly because that’s a total psycho stalker move.
 
   Instead, I go home, pledging to forget about Annie. To give it a real try with Heaven. Because I swear if I don’t put a concrete wall between us, Annie will wind up driving me completely insane.
 
   I send Heaven a text on my way through the common room. And then I forget all about my phone when I step inside my bedroom.
 
   Annie’s sitting on my bed, her legs pulled to her chest, her hair veiling her face. She came. Late as hell, but she came. I grin as I drop my car keys on the desk and swing the door shut. Whatever little vow I made on my way home is being erased and amended in the back of my mind. Seeing her on my bed, the way my body physically reacts, can’t be ignored. I could never forget Annie no matter how hard I tried.
 
   “Your watch broken?” I ask, heavy on the sarcasm. “Or did I mistake the time? Because I could have sworn you were supposed to be here over an hour ago.”
 
   I plop down in front of her on my bed and she looks at me. The air hisses through my teeth as I take in a shocked breath. Jesus Christ. “What the fuck happened?” I reach for her, my hand shakily moving toward her face, and she flinches, drawing back quickly. She’s pressed as closely to the wall as she can get and she’s shaking. Her eyes are black with tear-smeared make-up and her hands are balled into tight fists.
 
   None of that is as disturbing as the puffy lip dripping blood onto her shirt or the red and swollen cheek.
 
   She doesn’t answer my question. She doesn’t have to. I know what happened. I know that piece of shit hit her. He fucking hit her. Right now I have to make a choice. A vital decision. Do I find Loden and let every violent fantasy running through the darkest depths of my mind come out to play? Or do I stay here and take care of Annie?
 
   She’s still cowering in the corner of my bed, trembling in fear. Like she’s afraid of me. I stand up and walk out of my room.
 
   Several deep breaths that do nothing to calm my coiled muscles and one warm wash cloth later, I’m back in my room. I sit facing her and move slowly, letting her know everything I’m doing. Walking her through it step by step.
 
   “I’m going to touch you,” I explain. “I need to move your hair so I can see your face.”
 
   She doesn’t reply, but her body tenses as I lift my hand. I gather her hair and move it behind her shoulder. I close my eyes for a second, wishing I weren’t seeing what I’m seeing. It’s worse than I originally thought. Son of a bitch. It’s the whole side of her face. Like he hit her over and over.
 
   Then I realize that’s exactly what he did.
 
   And she came here. She came to me.
 
   I clear my throat and choke down all the emotions twisting my tongue. “I’m going to clean your mouth. Your lip is bleeding.”
 
   Her eyes meet mine then and there’s this pleading—this vulnerability begging for help that I have never seen in Annie before. And I hope I never see it again. I know without a doubt, as bruised and bloodied as she is, her real pain is inside. And more than a wet cloth or ice, Annie needs to be held. She needs to be comforted and reassured. She needs to know she’s safe.
 
   I slip my arms around her as gently as I can and guide her toward me. She’s stiff at first, so I explain that I’m trying to hug her. The fact that I have to do that kills me. 
 
   Kills me.
 
   She comes willingly then, melting against me, and then a dam breaks. She claws at my back, pulling me closer or trying to bring herself closer. It’s almost as if she’s trying to crawl inside my skin with me. And God, if I could, I’d let her. I’d wrap myself around her and let her stay forever.
 
   “Shh,” I soothe as she sobs into my chest. “Shh, never again. I swear. I will never let this happen to you again.”
 
   I suspected my heart was breaking back at Thanksgiving. I was wrong. So fucking wrong. Because it’s clearly being torn apart now and it hurts so much worse. I can’t stand to hear her cry. To know how much pain she’s in.
 
   I could have prevented this. I knew. I knew there was something wrong. I should have stopped this when Loden pulled that shit at the party so many months back. I should have reported him to campus security. I should have killed him.
 
   I hold Annie until her crying slows to quiet whimpers and then I hold her some more. I wipe her face as easily as I can, trying not to hurt her. She winces a few times, but doesn’t recoil at my touch. She needs ice, but I can’t make myself let her go. If she’s in the confines of my arms then she’s safe.
 
   We stay this way, quietly holding onto one another, for a long time before she lifts her head. “Do you have any Advil?” she croaks.
 
   I nod and help her slide back onto the bed. I make an ice pack and grab the Advil as quickly as I can, but when I turn back she’s sound asleep on my bed. I watch her, making sure her chest rises and falls. I toe my shoes off, hit the lights, and lie beside her. I cover us up and pull her against me. Maybe I should call the cops. Maybe I should tell Guy. I don’t know. I don’t know the right action to take. But I know as long as she’s lying beside me I can protect her. So that’s the choice I make. I hold her and hope I’m not making a mistake.
 
   Sleep eludes me. I watch the hours spin by as I imagine everything I want to do to Loden Guiles. I want to make him pay for what he did to Annie. 
 
   I want to destroy him. 
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   Who I Am Hates Who I’ve Been
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   When I wake up in Chase’s bed, I panic. My heart races because I realize I didn’t perform my nightly facial routine. As I touch my fingertips to my cheek and feel the heated skin I begin to panic for a whole new reason. Everything floods back in, every single second of Loden’s fury.
 
   Dread sinks into my muscles, weighing them down. It squirms its way through my veins like poison before settling heavily in my stomach. I feel like I’m going to be sick.
 
   I sit up quickly and hop off the empty bed, thanking God Chase’s roommate isn’t here. The door opens just as I’m reaching for the handle and I jump back. Even though I know it’s unlikely, I automatically expect it to be Loden—pissed off and ready to finish what he started last night.
 
   I deflate like a popped balloon when I see Chase’s face. Relief doesn’t even come close to describing the feeling that overtakes me. My knees tremble and I close my eyes for just a moment as my blood pressure slowly returns to normal.
 
   “You weren’t here,” I say hoarsely.
 
   Chase’s hazel eyes catch the sunlight streaming through the window as they focus hard on my face. I must look like a complete mess. I turn away, letting my hair fall over me like a veil.
 
   “Sorry,” he says, his voice is soft and low, and…careful. “You were sleeping. I didn’t want to wake you up.”
 
   I hear the crinkle of paper and then I notice the smell. Fresh baked bread and coffee. My stomach grumbles in response even though I don’t feel hungry in the least.
 
   “I picked up some breakfast. Bagels and Starbucks. I got you that caramel drink you like.”
 
   I twist slowly, trying to peek around my hair. I don’t want him to see me. Bruised and smeared make-up. I know I look hideous and he’s the last person I ever want to witness me like this. “Do you mind if I take a quick shower first?”
 
   “And then we’ll talk, right?”
 
   I close my eyes again, this time to pinch back tears. I nod. “Okay.”
 
   He holds out his hand, offering me my cup. I take it with a trembling hand, ignoring the dried blood caked on the top of my fingers.
 
   “Thank you,” I whisper.
 
   He doesn’t step back. He does nothing to move out of my way and my stomach twists with alarm. I know—I know Chase would never hurt me, but it’s engrained in me now. Etched into my body. Tattooed into my muscles like second nature. My physical reaction is not my own. No matter what I tell myself, it responds out of habit.
 
   “Can I…?” He lifts his hand and I step back quickly, but he keeps coming, slipping his fingers under my hair to push it out of the way. His eyes meet mine and hold them. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he utters gruffly. “I just want to see.” His thumb trails over my cheek like a first kiss—cautious and gentle, and asking for permission. I don’t give it. I can’t. I don’t even know how right now.
 
   As much as I’d like to stay here all day with his fingers soft and light on my face, as much as I’d love to invade his space and press myself into his arms, I just can’t do it. I take another step back and hurry around him. I hear him say my name like a question, but I keep going until I’m on the other side of the bathroom door.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   After a long shower where I’m forced to use generic boy shampoo and community bar soap, which is gross, I put on my same dirty clothes. And that is even grosser. I try to not let this bother me, and maybe it wouldn’t have, but there are stiff spots of brown along the collar of my shirt. I pretend it isn’t blood.
 
   Luckily I carry a brush and emergency make-up bag in my purse. Unfortunately, I left my purse in Chase’s room.
 
   I keep the towel close to my face, pretending to dry my hair as I make my way back to Chase’s door. I don’t even consider knocking because he knows I’m here. I turn the knob and he’s standing at the foot of his bed, back—toned and tan—to me. And he has a sexy back. Lean with a defining line running the length of his spine. His jeans, low on his narrow hips makes my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth. I’ve seen all this more times than I can count over the years, but it always makes my insides quiver. He somehow manages to get better looking with each passing day.
 
   I pause, my eyes glued to his back, and wonder how messed up I have to be to feel so much desire after what happened last night. I should be completely turned off by men—I know I can’t think about Loden in any way without feeling nauseated—but I’m not getting that same feeling with Chase. I never have. But I thought Loden was going to kill me. I honestly believe he wanted to. And here I am, just hours later, wanting to jump Chase.
 
   That’s crazy, right?
 
   No, there’s crazy, there’s fucked up, and then there’s me. I’m all alone on this level of insanity.
 
   I push the door, letting it shut a little louder than I normally would. Chase glances over his shoulder before pulling a new tee shirt on. Finding my purse, I take it over to the bed and begin the process of concealing Loden’s handiwork. Hand, fist, whatever.
 
   Cover-up doesn’t quite cut it, so I add a layer of base, which I typically stay away from because it clogs pores, but a girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do. I bought this bottle after the first time he hit me. I look down at it now and promise myself after my skin heals, I will never use it again.
 
   By the time I’m finished, you can’t even tell my face is bruised. There’s not much I can do about the lip. The swelling isn’t too bad, and hell, I don’t mind a fuller lip, but the split is ugly and noticeable. Lipstick stung when I tried to apply it, so I decide to forgo that idea.
 
   I click my little compact mirror closed and find Chase watching me.
 
   “If I didn’t know it was there already, I wouldn’t ever have noticed,” he says, motioning to my face. “How many times have you done this before? Covered it up.”
 
   “You don’t want to know,” I murmur dismissively because, truly, he can’t want an answer to that question.
 
   “Yes,” he clips out, “I do.” I watch him cross the room to me. He locks his arms over his chest and puts one damn determined expression on his face. “How many times has this happened to you?”
 
   Some people—probably most people—wouldn’t notice the slight distinction of his words. But I notice. He doesn’t care if Loden’s done this a hundred times. He just wants to know how many times he’s done it to me. Such a small difference, but it means something so enormous. At least, to me, it does.
 
   “Do you want the number of times he hit me or just the number of times I had to wear an extra layer of cosmetics?” I’m circling around the question, I’m fully aware of this, but the ugly truth is, I don’t know the number. I know when it started. I know it happened a lot. And I know last night is the last time I’ll let him do it. I can’t believe I ever considered telling Chase all this. It’s too hard.
 
   Chase’s jaw tightens. I hear his teeth grind against each other and it makes me cringe. “Don’t do this. Don’t pull this shit with me. I want to know everything he ever did to you.”
 
   “Why?” I ask. “What does that accomplish?”
 
   “I don’t…I don’t know. I just need to hear you say it.”
 
   “What? That Loden likes to beat the shit out of me? There. It’s been said. I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   “We need to call the cops.”
 
   My head snaps back. “What? No.”
 
   “Yes. He can’t get away with this.”
 
   “I can’t go to the police. I don’t want to. He has money. Lawyers. It’s pointless. I just want to move on and forget it ever happened.”
 
   “Are you going back to him?” he asks, his voice lowers in a way I’ve never heard before. It’s not anger. It’s something deeper. Scarier.
 
   “No,” I breathe.
 
   His eyes flick over my face, searching. “How can I trust that?”
 
   “You just have to. I’m done letting Loden control me.”
 
   “You have to understand I’m uncomfortable taking you at your word. You lied to me before. You can’t pretend like it never happened this time. I’ll tell Guy if I have to.”
 
   “I’m not going back to him,” I say adamantly.
 
   “What makes this time different than the rest?”
 
   “Because he did this after I broke up with him,” I explain, the words bursting from my lips. “I told him I didn’t want to be with him anymore and I meant it this time. I told him it was over. Really over. Because I deserve better. And he wasn’t happy about it.” I point to my lip, not needing to emphasize it for Chase, but giving it to him anyway.
 
   “Fuck,” he hisses. He lowers his head and works his fingers through his hair. “What happens now?”
 
   It’s a fair question, but I’m sick of not knowing the answers. I shrug, shoulder my purse, and push myself off the bed.
 
   “Wait. Where are you going?”
 
   “I need to change and study.” And cry.
 
   “I’ll come with you,” he says, plucking the keys from his desk. “You wanted to talk about something yesterday before all this happened.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can right now, Chase.”
 
   He steps closer to me and I want to back up, but there’s nothing but a bed behind me. His eyes move over my face once again and I notice the way his throat shifts when he swallows. “Well I don’t know if I can let you out of my sight right now, Annie.” He touches his fingertips to mine and I’m caught off guard by the contact. My head snaps down quickly, gazing at where each point of his fingers connect to mine. I’m so lost in the emotions that attack, I almost don’t notice when he adjusts his hand, cupping mine in his palm.
 
   “I wanted to tell you about all this. I wanted to tell you I was breaking up with Loden… I just can’t have this conversation now.”
 
   He closes his eyes a little too long to be considered a blink, but when he opens them again, he smiles. “Let me come over,” he says, his voice taking on the usual playfulness he typically uses. I realize it’s been a while since I’ve heard it. And I miss it. “We don’t have to talk. I’ll just be decoration. A sexy decoration for you to look at.”
 
   I roll my eyes, trying not to laugh. I nod my head at the door and he grins. I’d smile if my face didn’t hurt because, even though I can’t tell him, I feel better knowing that I won’t be alone today.
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   Everlong
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I see missed calls and texts when I grab my phone on the way out, but I slip it into my pocket without a second thought. Anything I missed last night can wait.
 
   I follow Annie back to her dorm. It takes a little longer than usual because apparently it snowed sometime during the night. I love snow. Not just looking at it, but the idea of it. It blankets everything, making it new. Cleansed.
 
   That’s how today is going to work, I decide. It’s a new day. A fresh start. For Annie. For me. And maybe, just maybe, for Annie and I together.
 
   I’ve only been inside Annie’s dorm room a couple of times. And on both occasions, I was in and out pretty damn quickly. As I step inside this time, I take a minute to look around. It’s clean in here. Organized.
 
   “You know,” I say, “if you ever want to come clean my room, you’re more than welcome.” 
 
   She snorts, ignoring me. I slide a book off her shelf and flip through it quickly before putting it back.
 
   “That’s not where it goes,” Annie says. I regard her with a cocked brow and she sighs. Leaning around me, she shoves the book back into its designated space. 
 
   Ohhhh, this could be fun. 
 
   I step around her and pluck another book out. I skim it with mock interest then drop it purposely onto the wrong shelf. 
 
   Annie makes a noise in her throat that I pretend not to notice as I run my fingers over her small DVD collection. She might be anal, but Annie has a pretty nice array of movies. And they’re all in alphabetical order. I wiggle Easy A out, glance over the case, and then slip it in between Wall-E and Zombieland.
 
   And then I lie back on her bed and watch as she fixes what I messed up. 
 
   “Don’t touch anything else,” she commands. “And get your shoes off my bed.” She slaps my feet and I let them fall to the floor as I grin at her.
 
   “So what do you want to do?” I ask, slipping my hands behind my head so I can see her better.
 
   “I want to change my clothes.”
 
   I toe off each shoe and prop my feet on the bed post, crossed at the ankles. “Oh, go for it,” I encourage with a smirk. “I don’t mind.”
 
   Annie laughs and my smile turns into the real thing. I like seeing her happy, even if it’s only fleeting. “I bet you don’t mind one bit, but I’ll just get dressed in the bathroom.”
 
   “I’ll close my eyes.” I make a show of placing my hands over my eyelids. I feel like I’m ten again, playing Hide and Seek. I always peeked back then. I’m not sure I’ve matured much.
 
   “Yeah, I’m good,” she says as she pries my hands from my face. “Don’t do anything while I’m gone.”
 
   My brows crinkle and I let out an insulted huff. “What do you think I’m going to do? Steal your panties? Find your sex toys? Or…maybe I’ll reorganize.”
 
   “Stay out of my panty drawer,” she hisses as she rips a shirt off the hanger in her closet. “I don’t have sex toys, so don’t go searching for any. And if you try to reorganize my stuff, I’ll murder you.” She pauses at the door, glancing at me over her shoulder. “In fact, just…don’t touch anything.”
 
   I bite my lip, holding back a satisfied laugh. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Annie rolls her eyes and disappears out the door. I jump up and start looking for sex toys—obviously—but I’m quickly disappointed when a thorough examination of the nightstand turns up nothing more than hand sanitizer, a bottle of lotion, some chick magazines, and random pens that she stole from every bank, grocery store, and gym in town.
 
   I just close the drawer when she comes back in. Her eyes narrow on me and I hold up my hands in defense. “Don’t get all crazy-eyed with me. I’m not the klepto.” I slide the drawer back open and pull out a handful of pens as evidence.
 
   “I didn’t steal those.” Annie tosses her dirty clothes into the hamper. All except the shirt. She puts that into a plastic shopping bag then shoves it into the trash. “They expect people to take those. That’s why they put their logo on them. It’s advertisement.”
 
   “I’m sure the people at…” I choose a random pen from my hand and hold it out. “At Huntington Bank put this pen out on the counter for you to take home and keep hidden in your nightstand.”
 
   “That’s my favorite pen,” she says seriously. “It writes better than any other pen I’ve ever used.”
 
   “Are you joking?” I really can’t tell.
 
   “Not at all.” She sits down on the bed and takes the pens from my hand. “And this one—it writes purple.” She waves one in front of me, but I can’t read where it’s from.
 
   I cannot believe I thought she might have sex toys. Her dirtiest secret is an odd obsession with stolen pens. I chuckle and settle in beside her. “You’re very disappointing, you know?”
 
   I’m only kidding—I find Annie anything but disappointing—but she winces and drops her head as she sets the pens back into the drawer. “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “Hey.” I touch her chin, meaning to raise her head, but she jumps back, her eyes wide, and I freeze. Every time she reacts to me like this, it makes me want to hurt Loden so badly I can almost taste it. Her cheeks turn pink, even through all the extra make-up. I act as if I don’t notice.
 
   “You’re not a disappointment. I was joking.”
 
   She nods and I sigh because it’s the weakest agreement I’ve ever seen.
 
   “I’m serious. You’re pretty—more than pretty. You’re smart and funny as hell. And you’re the perfect mix of mean and nice. You don’t disappoint.” I reach for her again, slower this time. I lift her chin and meet her eyes. “Well, I was a little saddened when you wouldn’t let me watch you change, but I’ll get over it.”
 
   Annie smiles then presses her lips together, trying to hide it. “The perfect mix of mean and nice?” She shakes her head lightly. “Is that even a real thing?”
 
   “Absolutely. Smartass female with a heart of gold, that’s you.”
 
   She laughs through her nose and leans back on the pillow. “My heart isn’t gold. Nowhere close. It is a rock though.”
 
   “Is it?” I ask doubtfully. “The Annie I know wouldn’t let some dickhead with a temper take something like that away from her.”
 
   “Maybe I’m not the same Annie,” she whispers. “But I want to be.” She sits back up, her eyes locking on mine with determination. “I don’t want to be like this anymore, Chase. I know I’m fucked up and bitchy. I need perfection—spend so much time searching and reaching for it. I just want to be happy with who I am. Whatever that is.”
 
   She speaks with so much passion—fierce and desperate at the same time. It causes the hairs on my arms to rise and my pulse to race. She has no idea she’s flawless. By my definition, the girl is the epitome of perfection.
 
   “You’re perfect, Annie. To me, you’re perfect.”
 
   Something flickers in her eyes. A mixture of pain and happiness. Maybe more. Maybe I’m imagining the whole thing. But then she leans forward, not a lot, just enough that I notice the movement. Her gaze drops to my lips as she wets hers. Then she moves in again, inching her body closer to mine. I feel the warmth of her skin, her heat hovering right in front of me. My hands clench into fists because I want to pull her across the little remaining space. Annie’s chin lifts, shifting enough to bring her lips even with mine. 
 
   I don’t know if it makes me a good guy or a fucking lunatic, but after one long, agonizing beat, I pull back, and take her hand in mine. Standing up, I bring her with me and then I hug her. She’s so surprised by it all that she lets me.
 
   “I want to know you’re okay,” I murmur into her hair. “When you’ve had more time—”
 
   Annie jerks out of my arms, stepping back as far as she can go. “I need to study. Thanks for making sure I got home all right.”
 
   I raise my eyebrows, watching her, but she doesn’t notice because she’s staring at the floor. I feel like the biggest asshole because I wanted to kiss her—I still do. I want to do a hell of a lot more than kiss her. I was just trying to do the right thing. I don’t want to take advantage of her when she’s been through so much shit lately. But now she’s acting like I was turning her down. The flames in her cheeks are proof that’s exactly what she thinks.
 
   “Annie…”
 
   “Just go. Please. I’m fine.”
 
   “I—”
 
   “Just fucking leave, Chase,” she yells as she shoves past me and drops into the desk chair. I watch her open her laptop, making it evident she’s ignoring me. Dismissing me.
 
   I hesitate for a few more seconds, not sure what the hell I should do. Finally, I sigh and walk to the door. And then I turn, spin her chair around to face me, and kneel in front of her.
 
   “I’m not putting up with your bullshit. Not about this. Not anymore.” Her eyes are wide, her knees shaking. I may have scared her, which wasn’t my intention, but I’m not backing down now. “I didn’t kiss you just then because I fucking care about you. I’ve cared about you for a long time. When I kiss you for the first time, it’s not going to be overpowered with grief and trepidation. And you aren’t going to jump when I touch you.” I bring my hand up, grazing it along her cheek. She trembles and I don’t know how to take that.
 
   “You can be pissed at me all you want—I’m used to it—as long as you understand that I wanted to kiss you. That it’s a struggle, even right now, to keep myself from tasting you. Shit, Annie. It’s always been a struggle with you. But I want your lips healed. Your heart whole. And I want you to be sure I’m who you want. Because I’m not playing around here. I’m all in. I don’t know if it’s right or wrong, and I’m at the point that I don’t really give a shit anymore. But I’m putting it out there so at least you understand how I feel.”
 
   I push myself up, look at her for a second more, making sure every word I’ve wanted to say for so long, but never had the balls to express, has sunk in. She blinks, dumbfounded and I’m satisfied I’ve accomplished my goal. I spin on my heel and open the door.
 
   “Don’t forget to call tonight,” I add. Then I leave before she can find some kind of valid argument that I don’t want to hear. 
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   Alone Together
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   Overpowered with grief and trepidation.
 
   It keeps running through my mind on repeat.
 
   When I kiss you…
 
   When.
 
   Over and over I hear his voice in my head, strong, but gentle. Fierce, but soft. Chase was resolute. His decision unwavering. As if he had thought of these words before. As if he had this speech prepared for a long time now. Obviously not all of it—he didn’t know I’d have a split lip—but I wonder if he’d been feeling the confusion—the ache of the draw—all this time, the same as I have.
 
   When I leaned in to kiss him, I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess I wasn’t thinking at all. I just wanted to touch him. Feel him against me. Soak up his comfort.
 
   I know there’s an attraction between us. But “all in” is big. And scary.
 
   The day passes like this. My mind reeling as I try desperately to make sense of my life. To start sorting through the chaotic mess it’s become. I pick at the bagel Chase got me and around nine when my stomach won’t stop growling at me angrily, I order pizza, which I eat every last bite of by myself.
 
   By eleven, I’m debating making myself puke. For one thing, I feel disgusting—puking might occur all on its own. For another, gaining ten pounds over this breakup isn’t on my to-do list. And lastly, I’m so pissed at myself for putting something like greasy pizza into my body when I’ve been so careful to keep myself healthy.
 
   A lot of good that did me.
 
   In the end, I keep it all down, and decide this new version of me is going to let go every once in awhile and eat shit with no nutritional value. Just for the hell of it. Because even though I was regretting it after, I felt pretty damn satisfied while I devoured each slice of my pizza.
 
   Next time I’ll refrain from shoving the whole thing down my throat though. I’m giving myself a pass today. I think I earned it.
 
   Hannah gets back right when I’m summoning the energy to go wash my face. She has horrible timing. Of course she’d come home tonight. I guess I’ll be sleeping in my make-up another night, which I try really hard to not care about.
 
   We don’t talk often, mostly because she’s never here, but I think that’s why we get along so well. I know I can be a lot to handle with my endless post-its, compulsive cleaning, and constant need for order. But Hannah seems to take it all in stride.
 
   With a long, drawn out moan, she kicks her shoes off. One lands right in the middle of the room and I roll over so I don’t have to see it. Behind my closed eyes, I imagine Hannah picking her shoes up and placing them in the closet. I know she doesn’t do this—it wouldn’t even occur to her—but it makes me feel better.
 
   I sigh softly.
 
   I don’t want to be this person.
 
   I don’t want to care where Hannah puts her shoes.
 
   Sliding my hand under my pillow, I feel around until I find my phone, and then I slip out of bed and out the door. I feel Hannah’s gaze on me, but she doesn’t say anything, so neither do I.
 
   The common room’s empty. Most of my dorm mates went to bed early, tired from traveling, or in preparation of the new semester. I have to be up early too. I have a class first thing in the morning. I’m so drained. I don’t know how I’ll ever make it up in time.
 
   Maybe I won’t go.
 
   Maybe I’ll skip it. Or maybe I’ll just drop the class all together.
 
   As freeing as the thought is, I know I won’t do either of those things. In fact, I’ll get up extra early to make sure I have time to do whatever’s necessary to cover my face.
 
    I sit on the chair in the corner, pulling my legs to my chest, and dial Chase to check in. I don’t really know what I’m supposed to say to him, but I have to call.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hi,” I say.
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
   Is it? Not really. “Yep. Everything’s peachy.”
 
   He grunts and I have no idea what that’s guy for, but I have a feeling he doesn’t believe me. “Have you heard from Loden?”
 
   God, just hearing his name turns my insides into razor blades. “No,” I utter. And I hope I never have to again. I hope that somehow I can make it through these last few months without ever setting eyes on Loden Guiles again. Never seeing his smirk as he takes pride in knocking me to the floor. Never having to look into his cold eyes as his fist makes contact with my flesh for no other reason than the pure pleasure of it. Never have to see him try so determinedly to break me.
 
   Because he did. For a while, he tore me apart.
 
   I wipe the moisture from my chin, sweeping my hand up to smooth away the trail on my cheek. I don’t want to cry anymore. Not over Loden. He doesn’t deserve one granule of salt from my tears.
 
   And then I sigh. I’ll have to be careful that nobody sees my face. I’m sure I just cried streaks though my ten layers of base.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Chase says, his voice so quiet I almost miss it. I want to ask him what he’s sorry for. Because he knows I’m crying? Because of what happened to me? Because of his proclamation earlier?
 
   But I don’t bother to ask. I don’t have to. It’s for all of it. I feel it, even if I don’t have verification.
 
   “Me, too,” I whisper. And I am. Truly and wholly sorry for all of it.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   The following morning comes way too soon. I go through the motions, getting myself ready, and going to class.
 
   I do everything I’m supposed to do, smile appropriately, talk when it’s expected, pay attention, take notes, stay focused. I do it all. And even though I’m doing everything right, I feel empty. Lost. Alone. I don’t know how long it’ll take for this feeling to go away. Maybe it’s never going away. Maybe this is it for me.
 
   Maybe I should be okay with this.
 
   Maybe it’s better this way.
 
   I push the door open after my final class and I’m instantly greeted by the backs of several other students. Some are just standing there, gawking. Others laugh. A few shout. But they’re all mesmerized by what they see.
 
   There’s a group of girls to my right, short enough that I’m able to peer over one of their shoulders.
 
   And this is when I see Chase and Loden facing off in the center of the quad. My throat tightens. It feels like my heart may have lodged itself in my windpipe. I can’t move. Can’t breathe. Can’t even manage a coherent thought.
 
   This isn’t real. It’s not happening. I’m still in my room, sleeping, and this is just a messed up nightmare.
 
   Over the gasps and chuckles, the shouts of encouragement and appeals to stop, I hear a gut-wrenching sound I know well. Fist against flesh.
 
   A cold resolve washes through my veins and I shove my way through the gathered crowd. I yell Chase’s name as he raises his hand, ready to hit Loden for what appears to be more than the first time. Much, much more.
 
   He whips his head around, searching for me. As his eyes finally land on mine, Loden uses the distraction to his advantage, and slams his fist into the side of Chase’s face. I watch in shock as his head snaps back, and he loses his balance.
 
   Loden pounces on him then, pummeling him rapidly with a fury I’ve never witnessed before. I drop whatever I was carrying—books, purse, computer case—all of it, and run. I slam my palms into Loden’s chest, shoving him full force. I barely budge him, but I somehow squirm my way in between them.
 
   Loden’s eyes are glazed with rage. I’m not even sure he sees me when he looks at me. He draws his arm back, elbow pointed high, and I know he’s going to hit me. Even with an audience, he’s going to do it.
 
   The moment of hesitation is all Chase needs to pop back up on his feet. He grips my waist, pushing me to the side, and takes the swing meant for me. His feet stumble with the blow, but he regains his balance and sends his shoulder into Loden’s ribs. They both fall to the ground and Chase doesn’t waste any time striking Loden with the same unleashed venom used on him just seconds ago.
 
   Finally a few guys I recognize from the swim team pull Chase off Loden. It takes a moment, but Loden climbs to his feet, refusing the hand offered to him. The guys stand between Chase and Loden, hands securely on their chests, holding them both back.
 
   “I’m done,” Chase pants, raising his hands in the air. “I think I made myself clear. Stay the fuck away from her.”
 
   Loden looks past Chase, directly at me and he winks. I hold steady, refusing to drop my eyes, no matter how much I want to shrink away. He chuckles, shaking his head as he bends down to sweep up his backpack. He walks away without looking back, but I know Loden well enough not to be fooled into thinking this is over.
 
   I turn to Chase. He stares at me as he wipes the blood from his lip with the back of his hand, his other hand on his hip as he breathes heavily.
 
   “What the hell happened?” I ask.
 
   He glances around at all the faces still watching us. Ushering me forward, he picks up everything I dropped earlier. Slides my purse over my shoulder, hands me the books, then slips the satchel crisscross over his chest.
 
   “Come on,” he says, directing me toward the parking lot. 
 
   When we get far enough away from prying eyes, I stop and demand again, “What happened?”
 
   He shrugs. “We got into it. I hit him. He hit me back. That’s usually how fights work.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   Chase laughs dryly. “Why?”
 
   I nod, dumbfounded.
 
   All humor disappears from his features and he steps close to me. I shift back quickly, putting space in between us.
 
   “That’s why,” Chase states. He gestures toward me, his hand waving through the chilly air. “I can’t even go near you without you jumping half out of your skin.”
 
   I shake my head slowly. “But why would you hit him?” Nobody has ever defended my honor, let alone fought someone because of me. I don’t know if I think it’s sweet or completely moronic.
 
   “It’s not the first time I hit some dickhead over you,” he says indifferently.
 
   Whoa. “What?”
 
   Chase starts walking again and I have to jog to keep up. “What do you mean it’s not the first time you hit someone over me? What does that mean?”
 
   He stops so abruptly I nearly walk into his back. He whirls around to face me, placing his hands on his hips. “Senior year. Party at Warren Grant’s house. Christian Dunkin talked shit, so I hit him.”
 
   I remember that party clearly. That was the night Guy was in a car accident and almost died. It was one of the worst moments of my life.
 
   “But I thought… You did that for Hope.”
 
   “If you say so.” He starts walking again and it takes me a few seconds to follow. I thought that was all about Hope. I never even considered…
 
   “You did that for me?” I grab his arm, pulling until he stops. He looks over his shoulder at me and sighs.
 
   “I did it a little for Hope and a little just because Christian’s an asshole who needed to shut his mouth, but mostly, I did it for what he did to you.”
 
   I don’t know how to react to that. Christian was an asshole, just like Chase said. I lost my virginity to him in the back of his car because I thought he liked me, and for some sick reason, I had the biggest crush on him. But he had a girlfriend away at college—he was a cheating bastard—and I meant nothing to him. I don’t know how much Chase knows about it because I only ever told Hope, but obviously he knows enough. I knew it was a mistake, but I said yes. Because I didn’t want to upset Christian. Because I thought if I had sex with him then he’d care about me.
 
   None good enough reasons to give your virginity to some prick in the back of his shitty car.
 
   I’ve done nothing but choose the wrong guys my entire life.
 
   I trail my hand up Chase’s arm, stopping on the side of his neck. “You’re an idiot,” I breathe. His eyes narrow, but I don’t let him respond. I touch one finger to his lips as I place a soft kiss on his jaw. “But you’re a sweet idiot. Thanks Chase.”
 
   He smiles under my fingertip. “Anytime.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Chase is taking me to Park’s show. My bruises have faded and as sad as it is, this is our way of celebrating.
 
   I finish putting my make-up on and scoop up my shoes when my cell vibrates across the dresser. I’m already grinning before I even read the text. I know it’s him and he’s waiting for me.
 
   I grab my purse, hopping across the common room as I try to put my shoes on and walk at the same time. I fling the door open and Chase is standing there, his head bowed, his arms folded across his chest. He looks so good in his ripped jeans and thermal shirt.
 
   He lifts his head, his eyes raking over my frame. “Hi.”
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “You ready?”
 
   I nod. I think so.
 
   He heads directly to the stairwell, making me smile.
 
   “I’ve got you trained,” I tease as he pushes the door open.
 
   He chuckles softly. “You have no idea.”
 
   “What does that mean?” I ask, pausing on the top step.
 
   I watch his tongue dart out and slide across his bottom lip. He cocks a brow and shrugs. “We’re going to be late.”
 
   I roll my eyes, but continue on down the stairs, fully aware he didn’t answer my question. But I let it go as we climb in the car and he hands me his iPod.
 
   “I came across something interesting today,” he says, his fingers working over the small device in my palm. “Want to explain this to me?”
 
   I press my lips together to keep from laughing. It’s the song I snuck onto his iPod the other day. I couldn’t resist. He had left me in his room, unattended, a few days ago. He was only gone for a few minutes, so I could only get the one song loaded, but it was worth it.
 
   I can’t believe it took him this long to find it.
 
   “Why the hell is there a rapping country singer on my iPod?”
 
   I burst out laughing, no longer able to contain it. “Payback’s a bitch,” I manage to say between giggles. And then I push play and force him to listen to it on the way to the bar.
 
   By the time we get there, he’s singing along, but shooting me dirty looks the whole time.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a country singer rap. It’s kinda cool in a weird way,” he muses as he holds the door open for me.
 
   The place is packed, body to body, and Park’s already on stage. We make our way toward the stage, getting as close as we can.
 
   “I can add more music for you if you want,” I offer.
 
   “Hell no,” he grunts. “Think I’ll pass.”
 
   I bite down on my lip, fighting my smile as I shrug. “Your loss.”
 
   I gaze up at the stage, watching Park wail the lyrics to Clever Love, lost in the emotion clearly displayed in his voice. And then Chase slides his hand down the length of my arm, soft and slow. My body stiffens out of habit, but he ignores it, interlocking our fingers. It’s the first time he’s ever done something like this. Holding my hand this way. He’s not doing it to offer me comfort because I’m not upset. It makes me nervous, but excited at the same time. The mix of emotions is overwhelming, but in this really great way.
 
   His eyes, golden in the dim light of the overcrowded bar, lock with mine as his hand squeezes against my palm. His thumb draws an invisible pattern over the back of my hand and I shiver. He turns his head, returning his attention to the stage as a smile plays over his face. I gaze down at our hands, still wrapped around each other, and feel something inside of me stir.
 
   A longing.
 
   He doesn’t let go until after Park’s band finishes on the small stage.
 
   And after that, he took my hand all the time like it was the most normal thing in the world. And every single time, my stomach fills with butterflies, and I wish he would reconsider that kiss.
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   Chase
 
    
 
   Present
 
    
 
    
 
   The cop is still sitting beside me.
 
   I’m not sure how long it’s been.
 
   Minutes?
 
   Hours?
 
   I just don’t know.
 
   I let my head fall back against the wall with a thud.
 
   I close my eyes.
 
   “I’m looking for my son, Chase Malloy.”
 
   My eyes pop open when I hear my dad’s voice. An officer points and my dad turns his head, following his finger. His gaze lands on me and I see the shock register on his face. My mom trails behind him, her arms wrapped securely around her waist, as if she’s giving herself a hug.
 
   I look down at my bloody clothes. My hands.
 
   I keep my head lowered because I hate for my parents to see me this way.
 
   “Chase?” my dad murmurs hesitantly.
 
   The officer beside me stands up and offers his hand to my dad. “Detective Cross,” he says.
 
   My mom and dad introduce themselves and then everyone turns their attention back to me.
 
   “What happened?” Mom asks. Her voice catches and I flinch.
 
   “He was killing her,” I utter.
 
   “Who?” My dad asks this, but Detective Cross pulls a notepad and pen from the desk, readying it.
 
   “I walked in and Loden was on top of Annie. He was chok—” I swallow and force myself to say it. “He was choking her. Killing her. So I…” I shake my head. “I stopped him.”
 
   “Okay,” Dad says, his palm pressing the air between us. “Don’t say anything else until you have a lawyer present.” He turns to Detective Cross and asks, “What happens now?”
 
   “Due to the nature of the crime, we’re not equipped to hold him. He’ll be moved to county until his court date.”
 
   “When’s that?”
 
   “Should be in the morning. His lawyer will walk you through the process.”
 
   Dad nods his head, his hands resting on his hips. I look away, unable to continue to look at the expression on his face. Fear and disappointment.
 
   I zone out after that. I can hear them talking, but it’s white noise. Static.
 
   Mom sits beside me, but she doesn’t dare touch me. I glance sideways at her and she offers a cautious smile.
 
   “It’ll be okay,” she utters.
 
   Her words have me turning away. I focus hard on the floor. “Can you do something for me?”
 
   “Whatever I can, Chase. You know that.”
 
   “Find out about Annie for me. How she is. Where she is. Get a hold of Jenny or Guy. Someone. Find out if she’s all right for me.”
 
   Mom nods, her eyes glossing. She rubs her nose and blinks rapidly. My parents have known Annie as long as I have. I know she’ll do this for me.
 
   She stands up and I watch her walk into the hallway, pulling her cell phone from her purse. I keep watching her as she dials and presses the phone to her ear.
 
   I hold my breath, waiting.
 
   She hangs up and dials another number and repeats the same process. She calls three times, or maybe she calls three different people, I’m not sure, but nobody is answering her call.
 
   My head falls back and I stare up at the ceiling.
 
   My knee starts bouncing. I’m anxious. I need to know if she’s okay.
 
   “Hey,” I say, my head dropping so I can look at Detective Cross. He’s in the middle of a conversation with my dad, his arms hooked over his chest. He pauses mid-sentence and gives me his full attention.
 
   “You want to know what happened tonight?”
 
    He shifts around my dad, coming to stand in front of me. He nods and props his hip against the desk. “You ready to talk to me?”
 
   I lean forward as far as the cuffs will let me go. “I’ll tell you every single detail, without a lawyer, if you find out how Annie is.”
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   She Ain’t You
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   Five Months Ago
 
    
 
    
 
   Just as our rivalry started silently when we were fourteen, this new phase in our relationship begins in much the same way. Chase and I never discuss “the kiss that never was,” as I like to refer to it. We don’t talk about the fight between him and Loden again, though I know Loden wouldn’t have let me go if Chase didn’t do what he did that day.
 
   Something has changed between us over the past few months.
 
   It started with the night at Park’s show when Chase held my hand for the first time. There’s this way we touch—deliberately, tenderly, secretly—that puts us into some category I don’t have a name for.
 
   I have never wanted somebody to kiss me this badly before. But I’m not sure what Chase and I are.
 
   We’re not together.
 
   But we’re not friends.
 
   It began with the hand holding then progressed from there. 
 
   Like tonight, we’re at a party. He’s taken my hand several times, or placed his hand against the small of my back. Little touches we never used to take part in.
 
   He peers over at me, watching me for several seconds before he asks, “Wanna dance?”
 
   Of course I want to dance with him. “Sure,” I call over the pounding music. He, again, takes my hand, leading me through the crowd. We give each other the normal, appropriate amount of space as we move our bodies along with the song. I can’t stop smiling. Everything I do with Chase is so much fun. 
 
   The song ends, replaced with a slower, softer beat. Someone dims the lights, which normally I’d find comical, but Chase and I both freeze, staring at one another, unsure. I see something flicker in his eyes. Desire and uncertainty. 
 
   So I make the decision. I step into him, pressing my chest to his and glide my shaking fingers up the length of his arms. Touching him like this feels…amazing. Freeing. Right. 
 
   I let my fingertips trace over his tattoos and I’m surprised how much I like it. Surprised more as I watch the goose bumps prickle his smooth skin—realizing he likes it just as much as I do. Even over the music, I hear his quick intake of breath. His hands grip my hips, pulling me closer, leaving no room for air between us. 
 
   I think for one wonderful second he’s going to finally kiss me, but he lowers his head to my neck, resting his cheek on my shoulder, and sings the lyrics of the song. His breath is warm on my neck and it’s the longest, most agonizing three minutes of my life to date. I can’t decide whether he’s singing the song to me, or just singing in general. But each time he murmurs the words: “She ain’t you,” I fight with myself, wondering if I should just kiss him. But he already shot me down once, so I keep dancing. Then the moment ends with the song and Chase pulls away, distancing himself from me.
 
   “It’s getting late. You ready to go?” he asks. His voice is gruff and his eyes flick around the room, not looking at anything in particular. But mostly not looking at me.
 
   I clear my throat before I say, “Yeah.” Inside, I wish we could dance a few more songs just like that.
 
   He takes my hand and leads me outside. I glance down several times, watching his fingers flex between mine as if he wants to do something or say something, but then we’re at the car and he’s opening the door for me.
 
   He hurries to plug in his iPod, making sure to fill the silence. I have several questions sitting on my tongue, but I keep my mouth shut until we pull up to my dorm.
 
   “I had fun tonight.”
 
   He grins at me. “Me too.” He skims his fingers over my cheek, making me stiffen in response. He sighs and drops his hand to the steering wheel. “Call me when you get inside.”
 
   I nod, completely deflated. I contemplate crawling into his lap and forcing him to kiss me, but mentally shake my head at myself before I open the door and head inside.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Since the party, Chase and I have spent almost every day together. A pattern has begun to form these past few months. Now it’s these little caresses. We search each other out, skin against skin, just needing to make contact. We do it when nobody’s looking. If anybody were to notice then there’d be questions. And I don’t think either of us have the answers. 
 
   It’s all innocent in a not so innocent way. And extremely frustrating. We hold hands in the car. Lay on each other in a tangled heap of arms and legs while we watch movies. I have this need to trace the calluses left on his fingers from playing his bass. He absent-mindedly skims his fingers through my hair whenever he’s within reach.
 
   But we never take it farther. No matter how much I want to.
 
   And there’s still been no kissing, though I think about it all the time.
 
   All. The. Time.
 
   I don’t know what we are, but I’m…happy?
 
   I’ve noticed Heaven’s weekend visits have become less and less. And when she makes it out, it seems different somehow. She doesn’t touch Chase like she did before. Like Chase and I do now. She doesn’t stay in his room. She brings friends with her. Sometimes other guys.
 
   I don’t ask him about her, though. Because no matter what his answer is, it will change our relationship again. And change is so scary right now.
 
   Chase and I are taking summer classes, which start soon. I’m staying in the otherwise abandoned dorms. I have two other girls in my dorm room, and my bedroom to myself.
 
   Well, when Chase doesn’t stay. 
 
   He’s slept in Hannah’s bed the past few nights. I think it’s because Loden is apparently staying in his apartment, which isn’t far from campus, instead of going home to his parents’ house. He showed up a few nights ago at a party Chase and I went to, which isn’t the first time. We’ve also seen him once when Chase talked me into a late night burger run.
 
   Loden didn’t say anything. Didn’t even come near me. But he watched me, his eyes following my every movement greedily until I was so uncomfortable we were forced to leave. Chase doesn’t know, but Loden still calls every so often. I don’t answer and he hasn’t left a message. I think it’s a reminder, his way of not allowing me to forget him.
 
   The first night Chase stayed was after the party. I didn’t really feel like going out that night, but I knew Chase did, so I went. We were in a semi-quiet corner, adlibbing other people’s conversations, and laughing our asses off. Chase’s phone rang and I watched him send Heaven’s call to voicemail before he looked back up at me. Our eyes locked and he gave me this small smile as he shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “You can answer it,” I said.
 
   He shook his head as his eyes flicked over my face. “You’re the only one I want to talk to.”
 
   My lips parted in shock as I inhaled a sharp breath. His gaze dropped to my mouth and the butterflies attacked again. Because, again, I thought he was contemplating kissing me. Then movement over his shoulder caught my attention and my blood ran cold. Loden was watching me. His icy eyes piercing me from just a few feet away. I drew back and Chase glanced over his shoulder, wondering where my attention had gone. I saw his shoulders tense and he started to rise from his chair. I grabbed his arm and his head swung back to me.
 
   “Please don’t. Let’s just go.”
 
   “Why’s he here? I thought he always went away with his parents for the summer?”
 
   All I could do was shrug.
 
   Chase slid his tongue over his lip as he watched me. Debating. Finally he reached down and took my hand off his arm, holding it in his as he pulled me to my feet. “Let’s go.”
 
   When we got to my dorm, he came in, kicked his shoes off, and plopped onto the empty bed in my room.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I don’t feel like driving back to my dorm.”
 
   “Your dorm that’s three minutes away?”
 
   He shrugged, tucking his hands under his head. I let it go because not only was I glad he was staying after seeing Loden, but mostly because I wanted him there.
 
   He still didn’t kiss me.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I smile at my reflection in the mirror. I don’t know where the last few months have gone. They’re a blur of Chase and fun. Of butterflies and touching. 
 
   I can’t believe my junior year is starting. But it’s a new beginning. 
 
   Loden’s starting law school. He’ll be on a different campus, and hopefully way too busy to keep tabs on me. I feel good. Like I’m starting over. Maybe I’ll actually do things right this time.
 
   When I open my door, Chase is waiting for me. Back against the wall, ear buds in place, legs crossed at the ankle. His eyes are closed, his face relaxed, and I just look at him for a moment. The corners of his lips turn up and I know he knows I’m watching him.
 
   So I kick him as I walk past.
 
   He chuckles and grabs a loop on the back of my jeans, pulling me back to him. His arms wrap around mine, pinning me to him from behind. I have no complaints. This is my happy place. Like…the happiest of happy places. His chest is pressed tight to my back and I can feel his heart beating. It’s strange how I notice these things now—the heat of his body, every single inch that connects to my body like a furnace, and I want to snuggle closer. His pulse, faster than it should be, causing mine to pick up in response.
 
   “If you want, I’ll take some selfies and send them to you,” he says, his breath blowing warmly across my neck and making it difficult to think. “That way you can stare at me as long as you want.”
 
   “I wasn’t staring,” I reply slowly. “I was trying to figure out what’s going on with your hair.”
 
   He releases me with an insulted huff. “You know you like it” His fingers rake through his already messy hair, causing it to stand up in multiple directions. And he’s right. I do like it. It goes against every OCD impulse, but I love his chaotic hairstyles.
 
   I shrug, refusing to acknowledge him. “I’m going to be late. What’s up?”
 
   He slides his fingers in between mine and guides us to the door. “Nothing’s up. I just wanted to see you before we were trapped in prison all day.”
 
   “You know college is a choice, right? You aren’t being held against your will.”
 
   “If I ever want to do more than bus tables, there is no choice. Trust me, I’m being held captive by this circus show. Same as everyone else.”
 
   “I like school,” I say, shrugging.
 
   Chase releases my hand as he opens the door and doesn’t touch me again until we’re in the stairwell. His hand settles on my back, against the skin between my jeans and tee shirt. Out of all the places he could touch me, he chooses this spot. Goose bumps explode across every inch of my body. This is what happens when he comes in contact with my bare flesh now. Even something so little as his fingers on a small strip of skin has my body responding.
 
   “When do you get a break?” he asks, stopping on the last step. He pivots so he’s facing me, my feet one step above, putting us at eye level with each other. This might be my second happiest place.
 
   “I have a break from one to two, then my final class of the day. Why?”
 
   “Have lunch with me.” He grins, his mouth forming that slightly crooked smile I’ve come to love. 
 
   I mean like.
 
   I like his smile.
 
   “Okay,” I agree. “Meet me in the quad?”
 
   He bites his lip as he thinks and all my attention focuses there. Once again I get distracted, thinking about “the kiss that never was.”
 
   “Actually,” he begins, but trails off quickly. His eyes flick to mine and I know he just caught me staring at his mouth. It’s not the first time. And I’m sure it won’t be the last. The movement of his tongue darting out to wet his lips draws my attention right back. I automatically follow suit, sliding my tongue over my own lips. And then I feel his gaze burning into me.
 
   This right here—this silent, unspoken heat that fires off between us—it happens a lot.
 
   Third happiest place.
 
   I don’t know what it means. I don’t know how to stop it. I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t know if I should do anything about it.
 
   I think I think too much.
 
   It’s the smallest shift, just this tiny movement of his feet, but I notice it. My whole body notices it. Chase is so close to me our shirts rub, cotton to cotton, as he lifts his hand. I try not to, but my chin twitches and my jaw clenches.
 
   It’s such a minor reaction, but his penetrating gaze doesn’t miss it. And just like that, the spell is broken. He clears his throat, hops off the final step backwards, and pulls the door open.
 
   “The quad’s fine,” he says. His voice is tight, controlled. I don’t know if it’s anger—anger at me because I still can’t manage to stop shying away when his hands come anywhere near my face—or if he’s disappointed. Maybe it’s both. 
 
   “Okay,” I whisper.
 
   “Annie?” He places his arm in front of the door, keeping me from passing through.
 
   “Yeah?” I don’t turn. I don’t look at him.
 
   “I’m still waiting on you,” he says, carefully forming each word.
 
   Now I turn around, confused. He’s the one blocking the door. “What?”
 
   He drops his hand. Shrugs his broad shoulders. “I just wanted you to know I’m still here. Still waiting. When you’re ready.” He smiles, but it’s not his usual Chase smile, which is so depressing because he has a great smile.
 
   But this one makes my stomach twist and my heart ache—physically ache inside my chest.
 
   He looks…sad, but also, resolute.
 
   “What if I never am?” I ask in a rare moment of pure honesty.
 
   Shaking his head, Chase says, “I was willing to wait on you long before you had a reason to take your time. I think I’m willing to wait long after.”
 
   I have a million responses to that. So many things I want to say to him.
 
   But words don’t form.
 
   Instead, I lean into his chest, resting my cheek against his heart, slip my hands around his waist, and squeeze. I inhale his scent. Soak up his warmth. Revel in the hard plains of his chest.
 
   Hands down—all time happiest place.
 
   I may not be able to tell him what I’m thinking, but I hope he can understand what I’m feeling. I hope my body speaks to his with the pressure of my arms and the heat in my cheek. I hope he understands that the longer I hang on to him, the less I want to let him go. I hope he gets it. I hope he knows.
 
   His hands work slowly into my hair, smoothing a fiery trail down my back. His arms tighten around me, embracing me, safe and secure.
 
   Sometimes words aren’t really needed, I think. 
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   My Best Friend
 
   Chase 
 
    
 
    
 
   I think I love her.
 
   Annie, I mean.
 
   I think this is what love must be like.
 
   That one person that’s always inside your head, running through your thoughts before you even realize you’re thinking about them. That person you like thinking about all the time because the image of her makes you smile. The one that has you counting time by how soon you can see her again. The one that makes you feel good just by sharing the same air. The only one you want to touch your fingertips to and relish the sensation of her skin against yours. To kiss. To really kiss—mouths, lips, tongues, teeth, breaths. Eyes closed and world blocked out.
 
   For me, that one person is Annie.
 
   Always Annie.
 
   So, that’s love, right?
 
   If not, it sure as shit should be. What else can have that kind of effect on someone? This isn’t friendship. I know. I’ve never felt the need to brush the hair from Guy’s face so I could see his eyes better. Or to pull Park close, my fingers searching for a pulse just so I could feel the way it quickened in response to my touch. I think I’d get my ass kicked. By both of them.
 
   It’s not friendship I feel for Annie, though I think it’s safe to say she’s my best friend.
 
   This is… Shit.
 
   I love her.
 
   It started sinking in over the summer—after Heaven called it quits. We were sitting in my dorm room, listening to music. Annie called for a ride—she’d left the dome light on and the battery died—so I told Heaven I had to go. And then Heaven asked me if I was in love with her—with Annie.
 
   My first reaction had been to say no. In fact, I think it was more like, “HELL no.” I knew I cared about her and wanted more with her, but love?
 
   In a way only Heaven can pull off, she calmly told me she was tired of coming second to a girl I didn’t even love. So either I was really insulting her, or I was in denial. She could understand the way I constantly ditched her if it was because I loved Annie.
 
   She added that I was obviously confused, promised we’d stay friends, and then she left. When I didn’t really care, and found myself more relieved than anything else, it occurred to me that she may have had a point.
 
   Because the plain and simple truth is, as cool and hot as Heaven is, she isn’t Annie.
 
   I think I may have always loved Annie. And that’s why none of my relationships have worked. Because they weren’t her and she’s all I ever wanted.
 
   Do you know how fucked up it is to have a realization like that slap you across the face? I hadn’t seen it coming. I knew I cared about her. I knew I was attracted to her. But love? It hit me like a freaking train. One of those super long trains that seem to have no end. And I’m lying on the tracks, being dragged as they rip me apart, over and over again.
 
   That’s what this feels like.
 
   For some reason, I didn’t think it’d happen like this. I wasn’t sure love was real. Not for me. And then it snuck up and sucker-punched me.
 
   What is it they say about unrequited love?
 
   Oh, yeah… It fucking sucks. And not in the fun way.
 
   I know I’m not good enough for Annie. I just wish she didn’t know it too. I may not be good enough, because no guy is good enough for her, but if ever there were two people that were made for each other, it’s me and her. She’s an uptight, pain in the ass, with OCD tendencies, and a killer body. I’m an easygoing, loveable, slacker with a killer body. We don’t make sense on paper.
 
   But when it’s just me and Annie, that’s when it all falls into place.
 
   And I’d do anything for her. She mentioned over the summer how much she missed doing random shit whenever she wanted, like baking cookies or having people over for dinner. When she told me she wished she had a place that felt like home, I knew it was time I went and found an apartment. I’d wanted my own place for a little while, but I didn’t want to move away from her. I rented the cheapest apartment I could find closest to her dorm so she would always have a place to go.
 
   I love her and I’ll always put her first.
 
   I’m sure I could make her see this with one kiss. Not to stroke my own bass strings, but Annie and I have chemistry. (The physical reaction—not the class.) I can guarantee, with all the sexual tension building over the years, she’d realize how well we go together the second I put my mouth on her.
 
   But I can’t stand the way she shies away from my touch. It makes me sick. I’m not a violent person, but every single time I see her flinch, I have murderous thoughts. I literally envision all the ways I could kill Loden and get away with it.
 
   Love. It turns you into a murder planning lunatic with a penchant for stalking.
 
   Why the hell does everybody insist love is a cure-all? All you need is love? That and a straightjacket. Or maybe some helpful brochures on choosing the right psychotic meds.
 
   I can handle this shit when it comes to anybody else. I’ll give the best damn advice you’ve ever heard. Like Oprah, Gandhi, and Dr. Phil all rolled into one. But when it happens to me—I’m completely fucking helpless.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I stop by Annie’s dorm room after work. I usually don’t do this because one: I typically smell. My clothes are always wet and greasy, and my hair is melded to my head from my work hat. And two: I don’t like reminding her I’m a busboy/dishwasher.
 
   But I want to see her. Even though I just saw her a few hours ago at lunch, it’s like this physical need—an addiction. And I need to feed my habit. She’s been on my mind all night. All I want is one quick glance and I’ll be happy.
 
   The main door is open, which pisses me off. With everything that happened with Loden, this door should be kept locked. I let myself in and pause in front of her bedroom to run my fingers through my hair, attempting to make myself a little more presentable. And then I hear something that has me backing up, fighting the urge to either kick down the door or vomit.
 
   Definitely vomit.
 
   A male grunt followed by a soft feminine moan has me cupping my hand over my mouth to hold back the desire to puke. My other hand tugs on my hair, hoping a shot of pain will wake me up from this nightmare.
 
   What the fuck?
 
   I turn around and head for the door as fast as I can because I have no right to be pissed—Annie’s not mine—but I can’t seem to comprehend this at the moment. I want to bust in that room and toss the guy out the God. Damned. Window.
 
   And then I want to throw up because some other guy—some guy that isn’t me—has his dick inside her. I gag as I slam my palm against the elevator button. It never bothered me this much when she was with Loden. I think because I never expected it to truly last. But this… I didn’t know she was seeing anybody. How the hell didn’t I know that?
 
   Why the hell didn’t she tell me?
 
   I deserve that much. Don’t I? She knows how I feel. I’ve made myself pretty damn clear that I want her. I’ve just been waiting on her. Obviously she doesn’t want to wait. She wants someone else. That’s not unusual. She’s always wanted someone other than me. But she should have told me. I thought shit was changing between us.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I’m such an idiot.
 
   I knew she didn’t feel as strongly as I did, but I never realized there was nothing there. 
 
   I’m over here talking about love and shit, and she’s over there—nope. I can’t even think it. 
 
   I jab the elevator button repeatedly. I want out of here now. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t keep hanging out with her, looking at her, touching her… Not now. Not knowing…
 
   The doors slide open and I step inside, willing the elevator to hurry the hell up. With all the technology in the world, they can’t make a faster elevator for quick escapes? I’d invest everything I own right now to make that a reality.
 
   My hands fist as each floor goes by. I want to punch the wall. No. I want to punch whoever is in Annie’s room with her.
 
   No. I want to punch myself. 
 
   I want to kick my own ass so damn bad for thinking there was something there. I’ll never be good enough for Annie. I know it. She knows it. That guy—the lucky bastard finding bliss in her bed—who’s probably smart, rich, and has a list of goals longer than I can pay attention—he knows it. 
 
   He’s probably perfect for her in every way.
 
   He sure as hell seemed to be making her happy. She sounded more than happy.
 
   Fuck.
 
   It shouldn’t hurt this much.
 
   I scrub my hands over my face, and then through my hair before starting the car. This is bullshit. It shouldn’t bother me this badly. What and who Annie does is her own personal business. It has nothing to do with me.
 
   And maybe that’s why it hurts. Because I want it to have everything to do with me.
 
   Only me.
 
   Screw this love shit.
 
   I’m done.
 
   Love isn’t a cure-all.
 
   It’s a fucking disease. 
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   Shelter
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I had put in a request for a single room. Hannah put in a request to room with me again. I was denied and she got her way. Living with her last year had almost been like living alone, but this year, with her boyfriend taking a job out of state, it’s extremely different. She’s home most nights now and Eric—the boyfriend—ends up in our room two weekends a month. I think it might be time to get my own place. I’m trying to hold out until next year because an apartment means rent and bills. The twenty hours I put in at the library’s computer lab for minimum wage isn’t going to cover that. It barely covers gas in my car. But I think I need to find a full time job. Besides, I’m way overdue to get out of these dorms.
 
   Was there really a time I couldn’t wait to grow up? How naively stupid of me. Being an adult is so overrated.
 
   I drive the fifteen minutes to Guy’s. I would’ve preferred to stay at Chase’s, because it’s much closer—his new efficiency apartment is just off campus. And to be honest, I like sleeping close to him. His apartment is so tiny, that even when I’m on the couch and he’s in his bed, all I need to do is turn on my side to face him. Sometimes he’ll reach his hand out and hold mine until I fall asleep. But he’s working tonight and I have no idea when he’ll be home. 
 
   Guy opens the door, looks down at the overnight bag in my hand, and sighs. He steps back, holding the door open for me. “Hannah’s boyfriend’s in town?” he asks as he pushes his blonde bangs off his forehead.
 
   Instead of answering his dumb question—because why else would I show up at his door this late at night with an overnight bag?—I say, “You need a haircut.”
 
   “Oh, joy. It’s going to be that kind of visit,” he says flatly. “Hold on. Let me gather all the fucks I give.” He pats his pockets and then his chest. “Okay, done,” he finishes, holding out empty palms. “What else do you want to complain about?”
 
   I drop my bag on the floor and fall back on the couch. I prop my feet on the coffee table and fold my hands over my stomach, making a show of getting comfortable. “Well, I could complain about your shitty mood.”
 
   Guy swings the door closed and bolts it before turning back to me. “I’m not in a shitty mood,” he replies and I detect a defensive edge to his tone. “I’m just sick and tired of everybody finding something wrong with me.”
 
   My feet slide from the table as I sit up. I look at him closely, trying to read his expression. This isn’t Guy. I mean, he often acts like an ass when it comes to me, but he’s always happy, too. And Guy isn’t happy at the moment.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask. The more I think about it, I realize Guy hasn’t seemed very happy for a long while.
 
   He sits down beside me and I shift closer to him, wanting him to know I truly care. We may be step-siblings, and it’s no secret we’re not the closest, but I care about him. I don’t like seeing him upset. Especially when he’s taking it out on me.
 
   “Nothing,” he sighs. “I’m good. Just been one of those days.”
 
   “You can talk to me,” I say. “I’ll listen and try really hard not to judge you too harshly.”
 
   His brows rise and he chuckles lightly. “As appealing as you make that sound, I think I’ll pass. But thanks.” He folds his leg under him and rests his chin in his hand. “Let’s talk about something else. What’s going on with you lately?”
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask, my eyes glued to the freckle on my knee. I skim my fingers over it several times as if it’s the most interesting speckle of brown in the history of brown speckles.
 
   “You’ve been different.”
 
   “So have you,” I say, finally meeting his gaze.
 
   His eyes narrow as he stares at me. He blinks and shrugs. “Point taken.”
 
   “Wanna watch a movie?” I suggest. He grins as he offers me the remote. It’s pretty clear we don’t want to talk about our personality changes. Or, for me, the person behind it. I glance at Guy, wondering if someone is responsible for his as well. In my case, I’m happier. But in Guy’s…he’s not happy.
 
   I sigh and turn the TV off.
 
   “I have feelings for someone,” I blurt.
 
   He regards me with an amused smirk. His blue eyes twinkle—I swear. “What kind of feelings are we talking about? Like, tingly-in-the-pants feelings? Or wedding-invitation-in-the-mail feelings?”
 
   I make a face and hold up my index finger. “Okay, first: Ew.” I cringe. I think I could’ve gone my whole life without him ever asking if I have a tingle in my pants. “And second: neither.” I’m staring at that freckle again. “It’s more like I-haven’t-told-him-because-my-feelings-are-so-strong-I-can’t-chance-losing-him feelings.”
 
   “It’s not me, is it?” Guy asks, his eyes darting over my face in a panic.
 
   “Oh, my God. NO.”
 
   He blows out a relieved puff of air. I roll my eyes. Of course Guy would think I was secretly pining over him.
 
   “ThankyouBabyJesus,” he breathes. “Not that you aren’t…” He waves his hand, gesturing from my head to my feet. “…a catch? But you know I’m like a solid six on the Kinsey scale, right? Like…fully homosexual.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, stretching out the word. “I’ve been pretty clear about your sexual preference since we were fifteen and you spent more time flirting with my boyfriends than I did.”
 
   “Okay.” He grins. “Continue with your hidden feelings.”
 
   I press my lips together and begin counting in my head. When I reach ten, I take a deep breath and let it all out in a rush. “I think he has feelings for me. In fact, I know he does. But I’m not sure if they’re just…‘tingly-in-the-pants’ feelings on his part. And he’s waiting on me to be ready. I feel ready, regardless of what kind of feelings he has, but if it doesn’t work, and I lose him—” I can’t even continue. I can’t lose Chase. He’s become too important to me.
 
   Guy puckers his lips and nods his head. “Hm.”
 
   I throw my hands out, palms up. You have got to be shitting me. “That’s it? Hm?”
 
   “What do you want me to say?”
 
   “I don’t know. I thought you’d have some gay wisdom to offer. Some profound insight that all homosexuals seem to have.”
 
   He laughs. Loudly. And for a really insulting amount of time. Just when I think he’s calming down, he looks at me as he wipes tears from his eyes, and breaks out into a whole new fit of laughter.
 
   Asshole.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he pants, trying to catch his breath. “Gay wisdom.” He shakes his head and starts laughing again. “Gay does not equal the Dalai Lama.” I glare at him as I contemplate sleeping in my car. I can’t believe I pour my heart out to him and he laughs at me.
 
   This is why I’m a bitch.
 
   It’s other people. Not my fault.
 
   “All right. Well, thanks for nothing.”
 
   “Okay. Okay.” He takes an exaggerated breath and blows it out slowly, his lips twitching the whole time. He clears his throat. “It seems to me,” he presses his palm to his chest, “with my ‘gay wisdom,’ you already know what you want. You just have to figure out if he’s worth the risk.”
 
   “How do I figure that out?”
 
   “I don’t really know. I guess… Is the risk of being without him worth trying to be with him? But before you answer that, think it through. Could you watch him be with somebody else and be okay with it?”
 
   No. I hated it when he was with Heaven and can’t explain the level of happiness when she stopped coming around so much.
 
   “Is the difference between a friendly hug and a real boyfriend hug that big of a deal to you? A kiss? More? And would it hurt to know he’s doing those things with another girl?”
 
   Hurt? No. It would be agony. I want that. I want him to kiss me and hold me. Not some other girl.
 
   “How do I prove to him that I’m ready for more?”
 
   Guy does this awkward headshake-nod-shrug gesture. “Talk to him? Tell him how you feel? It’s worked wonders for others.”
 
   I’m back to staring at the freckle again. I’m not the best at sharing my feelings. Feelings are so messy and uncontrollable. It’s so much easier to pretend you don’t have any than it is to not only acknowledge them, but proclaim them.
 
    “What’s the worst that can happen?” Guy asks.
 
   I groan. Because I know what the worst is. 
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   The Kill
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I clench my teeth as I glare at the caller ID.
 
   Annie.
 
   I wonder if she’s calling me with that guy still in her bed. If I hear him in the background, I might lose my shit.
 
   I inhale a deep breath, trying to calm myself.
 
   “Hello?” My voice comes out gravely, my tone tight.
 
   “Hey,” she says softly. My insides twist. How can she sound so normal? Sweet even? “I’m just checking in.”
 
   I grind my teeth until they hurt. “Okay.”
 
   “You all right?”
 
   I huff out a bitter laugh. “I’m great. How about you? You all right, Annie?”
 
   She’s quiet for a moment, and then, “You sound pissed off. What happened?”
 
   Ha. What happened? I heard some douche bag give you an orgasm and it made me want to stick needles into my eardrums. “Long night at work.”
 
   “I won’t keep you then…”
 
   “Great. Thanks.”
 
   “Do you have a song for me tonight?”
 
   I close my eyes, squeezing them so tightly my head begins to throb. “Yeah,” I say. “The Kill. Thirty Seconds to Mars. When you listen to it, I want you to really listen to it. Hear it. Hear me.”
 
   “Okay,” she agrees. I can hear the confusion in her voice.
 
   “By the way,” I add, “someone left your dorm room door open tonight. That’s not safe. Anybody could have walked in.” I don’t wait for her to reply. I hit end then toss my phone onto the desk. I hate myself for saying goodbye to her, but I can’t be her friend. I can’t pretend it doesn’t hurt to know she’s with someone else. It’s better this way. I’d rather rip the Band-Aid off once, quick and semi-painless, than pick at it over and over, day in and day out, for who knows how long. I can’t and I won’t.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~ 
 
    
 
    
 
   I look at the clock on the nightstand in disbelief. Why the hell is someone beating on my door at three in the morning? I sit up, pissed off because I had just fallen asleep. I flip on the lamp, squinting against the harsh light.
 
   “I’m coming,” I say as I pull the door open.
 
   I’m not sure what surprises me more, the fact that Annie’s standing in front of me in her pajamas looking livid, or that I’m relieved to see her standing in front of me in her pajamas, livid or not.
 
   “What the hell does it mean?” She thrusts her iPod at me, shoving it into my hands. I look down at it, reading the song playing. I can hear the music blasting through the attached ear buds. “You’re finished with me?”
 
   I sigh and step back, giving Annie room to come in so we don’t have to do this out in the hallway.
 
   I forget I’m in a pair of boxer-briefs until I sit down on the couch, the pleather cold on my bare back.
 
   “What’s it mean?” Annie demands. She places her hands on her hips, her eyes boring into mine. “Tell me,” she whispers.
 
   “I stopped by your room after work.”
 
   She looks at me blankly. “Okay…?”
 
   I rake my fingers through my hair roughly. She’s going to make me say it. Fine. “I heard you. With your company. I can’t…” I trail off as my voice gives out. I still can’t say it.
 
   “You heard me? What company? I haven’t been home all night…” Her eyes narrow and she takes a deliberate step in my direction. Her chest is rising and falling quickly with her angered breaths and she looks like she wants to dick-punch me.
 
   “I haven’t been in my room since nine o’clock because Hannah’s boyfriend came for a surprise visit,” she states slowly. Her tone razor sharp. “It’s their anniversary. What did you hear?”
 
   Oh.
 
   Shit.
 
   My eyebrows rise in revelation. And then I smile. Because I’m happy. She’s pissed. But I’m ready to start river-dancing or some weird shit. Annie didn’t do a rich douche bag.
 
   “I, um… I’m sorry,” I say. “I heard them and—” 
 
   “And you just assumed it was me. Having sex with someone else in my room.”
 
   Ouch. Does she need to say it like that? “Yes?”
 
   She slits her eyes, her lips pressed so firmly together the surrounding skin whitens. And then she kicks me in the shin.
 
   “Damn it,” I hiss. “I said I was sorry.” I look up from checking my leg for bruises—one’s already forming—and I notice a gloss to her eyes.
 
   “Are you crying?”
 
   A tear slides down her cheek and she bats it away. Shit. She is crying. I stand up, wanting to comfort her, but she puts her hand up in warning.
 
   “I listened to that song over and over, trying to figure out what the hell I did wrong. I played it on repeat, trying to come up with some reason you’d do this to me. I couldn’t understand… And it’s all because you thought I was hooking up with another guy?”
 
   Both of her hands disappear into her hair as she combs it out of her face. She starts pacing and I watch her silently. She’s been right all these years.
 
   I’m an asshole.
 
   And stupid.
 
   But mostly an asshole.
 
   Annie whirls around to face me, her hair falling right back into her face. “The hardest part for me,” she murmurs, “is how you could think—even for a second—I would want anyone in my room, unless it was you.”
 
   Unless it was you.
 
   I freeze. Every inch of me is still, except for my heart, racing inside of my chest.
 
   Unless it was you.
 
   “You want me in your room?”
 
   She licks her lips and shoves her hair off her shoulders. “I want you…”
 
   “You want me to what?” I ask carefully.
 
   She shakes her head. “That’s it.” She swallows tightly. “I want you.”
 
   I take a step, and then another until my chest is brushing hers. I lift my hand, skimming it across her cheek. I wait for it, but it never comes. She doesn’t flinch. Her gaze holds mine with determination. I can see myself reflected in her eyes and I know with certainty that’s how I always want it to be. 
 
   I bring my other hand up and gently guide her head back, angling her mouth closer to mine. I smooth my thumb over her parted lips, softly, but with enough pressure to make the plump skin move. They’re like velvet. I can feel the warmth of her breath. The moisture of her mouth. I’ve never wanted to kiss someone so much.
 
   Each heartbeat that passes while I touch her like this is agony. But the best kind.
 
   I move in until I can taste her breath on my tongue. “I want you too,” I whisper into her mouth. I slide my tongue across her bottom lip, groaning at the sweet flavor. I nibble there for a moment, savoring.
 
   Annie gasps and then moans against my lips.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Her hands trail up my bare stomach, my muscles clench and spasm in response to her soft caress. She stops on the back of my neck, her fingers locking firmly. Standing on the tips of her toes, she arches her body into me until all our points are touching. Her hips flex into mine. I drop one hand to her back, pressing her closer.
 
   “Annie?”
 
   Her breathing is erratic. Her eyes pinched closed. And her lips… God her lips are parted, waiting. Wet and ready for me.
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “I’m going to kiss you now.”
 
   She nods, causing our mouths to brush once, twice, three times. She whimpers in her throat and I feel it coarse through my body. Hot and needy.
 
   I lick my lips, but we’re so close, I catch hers as well. She quivers, her chest trembling against mine. I close my eyes and finely, finely press my mouth flush against hers. She opens for me immediately, her tongue searching.
 
   We both make a noise at the first contact. Something primal and appreciative. I’m so hungry for her. My hands hook around the curve just below her ass and I pull her closer. Press into her harder. I’ve never been allowed to touch her like this. Taste her. Feel her. I don’t want to stop. I don’t think I would even know how.
 
   Annie’s leg glides up mine. Higher. Higher. The movement brings us closer together. It’s the sweetest torture. I skim my hand over her leg, hooking it around my hip, and then I pick her up. Her other leg naturally wraps around my waist and I step back until I find the couch. Falling back heavily, Annie securely in my arms, I hit somewhere in the middle, jostling us, but never breaking the kiss.
 
   As if on instinct, Annie sways her pelvis, rubbing against my lap. She’s so warm. Everything she’s doing feels incredible. But I’m a greedy bastard because I want more.
 
   I find the hem of her thin tank top and push it up, exposing her stomach. I love the way it feels, skin to skin. I slip my hand inside and let my thumb trail the under curve of her breast. I want to do so much more, but I know I need to take it slow. It’s taken us over six years to get here. I don’t want to scare her off. She shifts, giving me better access to touch her more, which surprises me as much as it excites me. She’s not scared—she wants me to touch her.
 
   So I do.
 
   I go higher, working my fingers into her bra. She sighs when I meet her naked skin. My other hand skims up her leg, continues through an opening in her pajama shorts—the ones I’ve always loved—and I caress her. She feels damp and swollen, and so incredibly good.
 
   I freeze, one hand inside Annie’s shorts, the other up her shirt. She pulls back, looking at me questioningly.
 
   I reluctantly remove my hands from inside her clothes and pull her shirt down. “I want you so badly,” I growl. “But I don’t want to take this farther than you’re ready for.” It’s a question, not a rejection.
 
   She stands up, her cheeks red, her hair falling to shield her from my view.
 
   “Okay,” Annie utters. “That’s probably a good…a good idea.” She exhales roughly. “Guy’s probably wondering where I am.”
 
   I adjust myself and pull her back into my lap, brushing my fingers through her hair. It’s messy, tangled, and I grin because I know I did that. She looks perfect like this. Disheveled hair, pink cheeks, sitting on my lap.
 
   “You’re staying with him tonight?” She nods stiffly and I narrow my eyes. “I’ll take you back—I want to make sure you get in okay. But I need to know that you’re leaving because it’s late and you don’t want Guy to worry. Not because of this.” I gesture from her chest to mine, and then trail my thumb over her red and puffy lips. “You aren’t running from me, are you?”
 
   Her eyes meet mine and she smiles softly. “No. No running.”
 
   “Good,” I say. “Because, regardless of my name, with this hard-on, I don’t think I could chase you.” 
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   Something Real
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t sleep last night and it had nothing to do with Guy’s couch—it’s actually extremely comfortable. It was the fact I was incapable of turning my mind off. All I could think about was Chase. That kiss. And what it will mean for us. Plus, I was so physically worked up, I actually contemplated…easing the tension myself on my step-brother’s couch. I couldn’t get past the awkwardness, so I ended up tossing and turning until the sun rose. I finally nodded off just in time for Guy to wake me while he banged around in the kitchen.
 
   After borrowing his shower and getting myself ready for the day, I feel a little less like I got an hour of sleep and a lot more like a fifteen year old girl who just got asked to prom. I’m…almost giddy.
 
   I bounce into the small kitchen and join Guy at the tiny folding table with mismatched chairs for a cup of coffee. Guy may not know his way around an oven to save his life, but the boy can make a mean-ass Carmel macchiato. I inhale the sweet aroma and sigh.
 
   “You are my savior,” I say as I finger up some whipped cream and lick it off. “You have no idea how much I needed this today.” I grin before taking a long sip.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” Guy asks suspiciously. He flicks his finger, gesturing at me. “You’re all…bubbly.” 
 
   Regardless of cheering through my high school years, I have never been mistaken for bubbly before. Bitchy, boring, bold, blatant, blonde, these are all my B descriptives.
 
   I think I like bubbly.
 
   I shrug as I take another drink. “Must be you,” I say wistfully.
 
   His eyebrow rises as his head tips forward disbelievingly. “Mm-hm.” Smirking at me, Guy pushes his chair back and places his cup in the sink. “I have class. Lock up when you leave.” He pauses in the doorway, glancing at me over his shoulder. “And don’t clean anything. I like my shit exactly where it is.”
 
   Damn. I was totally going to alphabetize his movies as soon as he was out the door. It had bothered me all night while I tried pointlessly to sleep. I almost got up four different times to do it, but was afraid I’d wake him. I follow him into the living room, hands on my hips. “Whatever. Enjoy your disorganized life.”
 
   “It’s not disorganized,” he corrects me. “It’s controlled chaos and it works well for me.”
 
   Controlled chaos.
 
   “Now there’s an oxymoron if I ever heard one.”
 
   “You’re an oxymoron,” Guy states as he picks up his backpack. He smiles proudly as he pulls the door open. “Don’t touch my stuff.”
 
   I put my hands up in surrender. “Your mess is safe. I promise.”
 
   Before he has the chance to reply with whatever shitty comment he has ready on the tip of his tongue, Chase is gliding down the hallway with a heart-melting grin.
 
   “What’s up, man?” Guy says. “I was just on my way out.”
 
   “I’m not here for you,” Chase answers. He squeezes past Guy and strolls straight toward me.
 
   Panic fills my chest. I don’t know why, and I can’t explain it, but I completely freak out inside. As Chase stops in front of me, extending his hands to place them on—I don’t even know where, my hips, maybe?—I step sideways, ducking out of his reach. 
 
   Guy shuts the door behind him, leaving Chase and I alone, and I have the strongest desire to bolt after him.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   I look away from the door, Chase’s voice drawing my attention back to him. His eyes are narrowed, watching me with disappointment.
 
   “You said ‘no running,’” he reminds me.
 
   “I’m not running,” I squeak. 
 
   The way he smells, fresh from the shower, has my belly clenching as he moves closer. I take a step back. He sighs as he drags his long fingers through his hair. It’s still wet and he looks agonizingly sexy.
 
   “Back away from me one more damn time. I dare you.”
 
   I blink in surprise. And then I cross my arms over my chest. “You don’t tell me what to do,” I say. It’s meant to be strong, forceful, but my voice quivers and the tone is completely off. I don’t know if it has more to do with the fear of talking back to a man now, or the fact that this is Chase, and I don’t know how to act.
 
   Part of me wants to jump into his arms and pick up exactly where we left off last night. My body is still throbbing for him. From the memory of his hands on me. His fingers. His lips. His tongue…
 
   But there’s this other part that’s so scared, and I don’t even know of what. Or why. Or…
 
   “I didn’t tell you what to do,” Chase says, his husky voice breaking into my mangled thoughts. “I dared you.”
 
   I tilt my head to the side, my hands slipping to my hips. He dares me? What is that supposed to mean? “That sounds like a threat.”
 
   He doesn’t reply. The only indication he heard me is the cocky arching of his brow.
 
   So I take another step back.
 
   But here’s the ridiculous part… I’m shaking as I do it.
 
   Two years ago, I would have immediately taken five of the biggest steps I could just to prove to him I wasn’t scared. And I’m not, theoretically, scared of Chase, but Loden has instilled this fear in me that, regardless of the time that’s passed, I can’t seem to get past.
 
   My fight or flight reflex is always activated.
 
   Chase stalks toward me and I continue to back up with each of his strides. Until I hit the wall.
 
   He pauses in front of me, not touching. His hands move slowly, settling on either side of my head. My heart is racing. From fear.
 
   From fear that he’s going to kiss me.
 
   From fear that he won’t.
 
   From fear that I don’t know what he’s going to do.
 
   I take a stuttering breath as Chase leans in, his nose skimming my cheek. “It’s okay,” he whispers. “I knew you’d run.” His soft lips brush my ear, his breath warm against my skin, causing goose bumps to prickle across my arms. I shiver. “I’ll just need to give you a reason to run back.”
 
   He shifts, his mouth hovering in front of mine. My cheeks are on fire. My entire body is burning. For him. The anticipation is too much. I inch forward, just my head, lifting my chin. I’m relenting, giving myself to him. All he needs to do is take me. But he just looks at me, his eyes watching me fixedly.
 
   “I don’t… I don’t think we should tell anybody,” I murmur.
 
   He doesn’t budge as he asks, “Tell anybody what?”
 
   I lick my lips, my eyes focused on his mouth as he forms each word. “About us.”
 
   His arms bend, bringing him closer. His chest is flush against mine. I can feel the pounding of his heart. The rough shadow on his cheek. His hair, warm and slightly damp as it falls forward.
 
   “How can I tell anybody about us when I don’t know what we are?” He lowers his head, nestling his face into my neck. He inhales deeply as his tongue sweeps the sensitive skin at the base. “You’re in control here, Annie. Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you.”
 
   Something comes apart with his words. Something inside of me that has held me together for my entire life. I know, because I feel it break. I feel myself break.
 
   What do I want?
 
   I don’t know.
 
   But I know it involves him.
 
   “I want…” I swipe my tongue across my lips as he pulls back enough to meet my eyes. I take a deep breath, forcing my chest to press into his tightly. And then I try again.
 
   “I want…” I close my eyes and sigh. “I want you to kiss me.” 
 
   A beat goes by. Neither of us moves. Another beat and I open my eyes. Chase is staring at me, his gaze searing. Desire pools in my stomach, hot and unyielding. I’m trembling and it has nothing to do with fear.
 
   And then his lips move against mine, rough, but slow. As if he’s drawing it out, taking his time, and savoring, but it’s taking all his strength to do so. It’s not the unrestrained hunger of last night, but it’s somehow more powerful. My toes curl into the carpet and my hands fist into his shirt.
 
   I feel almost…crazed…as I clutch him closer to me. I want to burrow into him. I want him everywhere around me, but I hold it back. Each brush of his tongue sets me closer to losing my mind. His taste in my mouth, minty and something that’s all Chase, mixed with the sweet caramel and whipped cream from my coffee, has me forcing my lips harder to his.
 
   I was wrong. This is my happiest of happy places. Right here.
 
   And then I realize—controlled chaos.
 
   That’s exactly what Chase and I are. 
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   Do You Realize
 
   Chase 
 
    
 
    
 
   I can’t say it feels good that Annie wants to keep our…relationship?...on the down. It feels shitty as hell. But I knew she’d do this, so at least I prepared myself. I’m not Annie’s typical type. I know that. She likes Boy Scouts and hardworking, smart guys. She wants somebody with khakis and a bountiful bank account. I don’t have jack to offer her other than I’m better than Loden.
 
   And that’s not saying much.
 
   The thing is…Annie makes me want to be more. She makes me want to get my shit together and grow up. Be the man she needs me to be.
 
   But I still want to be me, too. Ya know?
 
   I know I need to find a balance. I just haven’t figured out how yet. And there’s this part of me I keep buried deep inside that wonders why she can’t accept me for who I am. Why can’t I be enough to make her happy?
 
   I look in the mirror and kick that part of me back into the corner where it belongs because I can’t blame her. She’s working her ass off to make something of herself and I can barely make it through my classes. It’s normal for her to expect more from me. I know I need to man up. But can I do it with my bass strapped to my back and tattoos on my skin?
 
   I think so.
 
   But I’m not sure she does.
 
   I’ve waited so long for this. I’m not going to complain. I’m going to go with the flow because I’d rather deal with it than lose her. And who knows? Maybe I’ll grow on her. I mean, I already did, right? It took six years, but she came around. If I can keep her from running away from me then we’ll have a pretty good start.
 
   I’ll continue to touch her in private—keep it from our friends—despite how wrong it feels. If that’s what she wants then I’ll do it. Hell, it won’t be hard. Everybody else is growing up. They have school and jobs, relationships or a kid. Everybody moved out and moved on. They’re all too busy with their own lives to pay attention to what’s happening in my and Annie’s lives.
 
   It’s sad, but true.
 
   They’re all still my closest friends—and they always will be—but time, man… It changes shit. It changes people. Priorities shift and everybody starts wanting to spend most of their time with that one person.
 
   Damn. Maybe I am growing up.
 
   Or maybe growing up and love are somehow tied together.
 
   Listen to me, all profound and whatnot.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~ 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Did I tell you Park and Lucy are getting married?” I say to Annie as I lie on her bed, her head on my shoulder. I hold up our hands, her palm flat against mine, and compare sizes. I can close the tops of my fingers over hers, dwarfing them.
 
   “Mm-hm,” she says sleepily. “In a couple months.”
 
   I nod, my chin brushing against her hair, and I smile as I slip my fingers in between hers. I love the way her skin feels against mine. She’s so soft and smooth. 
 
   “I still can’t believe Park’s a dad.”
 
   She laughs quietly as she lowers her head back to my shoulder. She snuggles in. Her lips caressing my neck, making me tug her closer.
 
   “Is it weird I’m excited?”
 
   “Not really,” she says. “But aren’t you worried about them?”
 
   I shrug again and lay her hand on my stomach, my hand on top of hers. “No. I think they’ll be okay. They love each other.”
 
   Annie sits up, pivots on the bed so she’s facing me, and crosses her legs underneath her. “You say that like it’s enough. Like nothing else matters.”
 
   “It doesn’t. Not really.”
 
   “Love doesn’t pay for diapers and medical bills.”
 
   “It doesn’t,” I agree.
 
   “They’re so young. What if it doesn’t last? And then they have this baby, growing up with two different homes. Two different sets of parents. And that’s if she’s lucky.”
 
   I’m not a mathematician, but Annie’s mom just celebrated her forty-first birthday. That’d put her about twenty—twenty-one when she was pregnant with Annie. Annie’s dad isn’t around. Hasn’t been for as long as I’ve known her. And I know Guy’s dad was Jenny’s third husband. That has to be hard on any kid. I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me before, but Annie’s desire to always be perfect—to have the perfect relationship—makes more sense to me now. I’m not going to over psychoanalyze her—everybody has issues—it just makes sense.
 
   “I think,” I begin slowly, choosing my words carefully, “sometimes, people are stupid. They give up too easily or too quickly. Some people don’t understand what they have or they don’t realize how important their presence is. But,” I add, “if two people are meant to be then age doesn’t matter. If they really love each other, they can make it work. They’ll fight to make it work. It depends on the people involved. Not every scenario is going to be the same. Not every relationship is going to have the same outcome.”
 
   She bites her lip as she contemplates my words. I touch my thumb to her mouth, pulling her lip free, and smooth the skin there. Her gaze drops until she’s staring intently at her sheets.
 
   “What do you think will happen with us?”
 
   “Whatever we make happen.”
 
   Her eyes flick up to meet mine and she smiles. That must have been the right answer because she lowers herself until she’s lying across my chest, her legs interlocking with mine. Strands of her soft, blonde hair fall forward onto my face, but I don’t move them. This, with Annie’s chest pressed against me, her scent engulfing me, her hair, silky smooth against my cheek, this is perfection. Everything she’s tried so hard to achieve is reached in these moments.
 
   Annie is my definition of perfect.
 
   “When did you get so smart?” she asks, her voice low and breathy.
 
   I grin. “I’ve been telling you for years, you just wouldn’t listen. I’m a freaking genius. Einstein ain’t got shit on me.”
 
   “And you’re losing me.” She pushes her palms into the mattress on either side of my head, as if she’s going to get up, and I grip her hips, pulling her closer.
 
   “I’m not letting you go,” I whisper. And she can take that any way she wants. Because I don’t mean just at this moment. I want her. All of her. I always have and I always will. I’ll do whatever I need to in order to make her mine.
 
   “Who said I was going anywhere?”
 
   I lick my lips as I trail my fingers up her sides. She shivers and brings her face closer. God, I can’t stand how much I love her. It’s consuming me. And I want to tell her so badly—hell, I want to tell everybody I come in contact with—but I’m terrified. Plain and simple. I’d rather never tell her than scare her off.
 
   “You don’t have to say it when you always have one foot out the door.”
 
   “My feet are both right here.” She wiggles her toes against my legs, but I don’t laugh.
 
   “I’m more concerned where your heart is.”
 
   Annie’s eyes widen and she inches closer until her lips are pressing against mine, feather light. “I don’t know yet. Maybe I don’t have one.”
 
   My hand slides from her ribs to her chest, resting over her heart. It pounds erratically against my palm. “You have one,” I say. “A good one.” She gasps, pulling the air from my mouth into hers. “It’s okay if it belongs to you,” I continue hoarsely. “I just want you to share it with me someday.”
 
   “I’m scared.”
 
   “You don’t ever have to be scared of me. I’ll never hurt you.”
 
   “No, Chase. You’re the one I have to be the most cautious with. You have the potential to cause the most harm.”
 
   I sit, pushing her back in order to see her better. “Never. I will never hurt you in any way.” I’m practically yelling, but how the hell can she think I would ever do anything to damage this? Us? Her?
 
   She shakes her head causing her hair to hide her face. I brush it back, needing to see her expression. Shit. She really is scared of me. She’s shaking and her eyes are glossy. Her bottom lip trembles and she pulls it into her mouth, biting down.
 
   “I thought…” She sighs and closes her eyes. “At the beginning, I thought I loved Loden, but it became clear quickly that I didn’t. Couldn’t. I never gave him my heart. What Loden broke in me was physical and psychological. He messed with something that was already fragile, but I can repair it. I’m working on it.” Her eyes flutter open and she fixes them on me, holding me in place. “You’ve become so important to me. If this doesn’t go well, what you’ll break…I don’t think I’ll be able to fix it.”
 
   I don’t know how to take that, or how to respond, so I watch her quietly. Give her time to finish her thoughts or take them back if she needs to.
 
   “I don’t know if I can ever fully give you my heart, but I know I don’t want anyone else to have it.”
 
   I still have nothing. I’m confused—I don’t know whether to be hurt she doesn’t trust me with her heart, or happy she doesn’t want to give it to anybody else either.
 
   Though I have fifty questions, I have no words.
 
   So I kiss her.
 
   There’s always time to worry later. Right now, I just need her touching me.
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   The Heart Never Lies
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m in limbo and I’ve dragged Chase along with me. We live in this in-between. We hug. We kiss—God, do we kiss. We touch. We make out like high schoolers at a basement party. We go on dates that we don’t refer to as dates. We spend every available free moment together.
 
   But we’re not together.
 
   Weeks have passed this way. Just passing and passing. I feel myself slipping, falling for him deeper and deeper. I know he wants more. I want more, too. Every time he touches me I’m ready to take that next step. But then my fear gets the best of me and I pull away. Is there a future with Chase?
 
   I don’t know. I don’t know anything.
 
   It’s Halloween and he’s taking me to a party. A costume party. It might feel good to be someone different for a little bit.
 
   I don’t have the funds to purchase a costume. I was just going to throw something together until Hannah, taking pity on my complete lack of imagination, removes a nurse’s costume from the back of her closet. It’s nothing like a real nurse’s uniform. This is a short, white halter dress with red buckles down the side, ending in a ruffle skirt. It’s complete with a stethoscope and little white hat with a red medical symbol.
 
   “Eric and I like to role play,” she says with a shrug. 
 
   I crinkle my nose. “I can’t wear this.” 
 
   “It’s been dry-cleaned. Don’t worry.”
 
   “No,” I say quickly. “It’s not…that. You’re like three inches shorter than I am. It’s going to be really short and I’ll feel—exposed.”
 
   “You’ll be hot and your guy won’t be able to take his eyes off you.” She grins and wiggles the hanger at me, the dress swaying. I take it, cocking my head to the side.
 
   “My guy?”
 
   “Chase? He’s going to love this.”
 
   “Chase isn’t… We’re not…” I sigh. “Chase isn’t ‘my guy.’”
 
   “Oh,” she says, stretching out the word. “You’ll still look hot.”
 
   I stare down at the dress in my hand and decide to go with it. The old Annie would never be caught dead wearing something this…revealing. She was more of a sexy, yet elegant girl, and there’s nothing wrong with that. But this new Annie, she’s vowed to take chances.
 
   And in all honesty, I want to see Chase’s face when he sees me in this outfit.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m pacing my room, too scared to venture into the common room. I’m having horrible costume remorse and it only gets worse with each pass by my mirror. I look slutty—like I’m trying way too hard.
 
   There’s a knock, and I freeze, staring at the door. I scramble through my thoughts, trying to come up with an alternative costume quickly. I wish I had my old cheer leading uniform—which, by the way, covered a hell of a lot more than this nurse’s dress.
 
   The door opens and Chase peeks inside. His eyes fall on me immediately and his mouth parts in surprise. My stomach clenches.
 
   He steps inside, kicking the door shut behind him. He’s dressed in all black—black tee shirt, black jeans, black worn Converse, and a black leather jacket. His bass is across his back, the strap, also black, angled over his chest.
 
   Chase’s eyes slowly slide down my body, and then make a languid trip back up. When he lands on my face, he busts out the grin that always causes my heart to race. “You look so fucking good,” he breathes huskily.
 
   “So do you,” I say. He looks more than good. Mouthwatering comes to mind.
 
   I watch him pull the bass over his head and prop it against the wall. And then he stalks toward me. “I’m not feeling very well,” he states as one hand slides around my waist. The other toys with the stethoscope hanging between my breasts. “Maybe we should stay in and you can nurse me back to health.”
 
   I press my lips together to keep from laughing. He arches a brow as he places the disk part of the stethoscope against his heart.
 
   I pull the ear pieces from around my neck and slip them into place. It really works and I can hear his heart thumping rapidly in my ears.
 
   “What do you hear?” he whispers.
 
   “Your heart. It’s beating really fast.”
 
   Chase guides them off my head and fixes them in his own ears. My breath hitches as he brings the disk to my chest. It’s warm from being pressed against him, but I still shiver. His eyes flick up to meet mine and I can read the desire burning in them. I step into him, trapping his hand between us.
 
   “What do you hear?” I repeat his question back to him, though I already know the answer. I can feel my heart pulsing swiftly, pounding against my ribs so forcefully I’m surprised they don’t break.
 
   “I hear your heart answering mine,” Chase says softly. “It’s like music. I could listen to it all night.” He releases the stethoscope, replacing it with his hand, flush against my skin. “I love how that feels.”
 
   “So do I.”
 
   He closes his eyes and I just watch him. He looks like he’s struggling with something, agonizing over some decision. It scares me that it might be me.
 
   Finally, he opens his eyes, drops his hand as he plucks the ear pieces off, and slides them around my neck. “You ready?” he croaks.
 
   I nod, because I can’t manage words. 
 
   He definitely likes my costume.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m beginning to really enjoy Halloween parties. Hannah was right. Chase hasn’t been able to take his eyes off me all night. Regardless of the other eighteen “nurses” in the room, his gaze lingers on me. And he continually reaches out, skimming his fingers along the soft ruffles, as if he wants to do more, but only allows himself this.
 
   His restraint is stronger than mine. It’s getting harder and harder not to touch him as the night goes on.
 
   We’re standing in a corner, talking to some guy about his elaborate zombie costume, which I admit, is impressive. Chase fingers the hem of my dress absentmindedly, and then he notices my lingering gaze. He sets his cup down, excuses us from the conversation, and grips my hand, tugging me to the dance floor. Without giving me an opportunity to react, he slides his fingers onto my hips, and pulls me against him.
 
   We should be moving to the music—that’s what people do on a dance floor—but apart from our chests rising and falling with our breaths, we’re still. Chase angles his head down, inching toward me. This goes against our privacy agreement. I mean, I know we aren’t technically telling people—not with words. But kissing in public is a pretty big announcement.
 
   I don’t care.
 
   I want him to kiss me.
 
   I’m bumped from behind, my forehead slamming into Chase’s. “Ow,” I hiss, rubbing my head. Chase’s eyes narrow as he looks past my shoulder. I glance back and gasp. My shoulders tense as my eyes lock on Loden’s retreating form.
 
   “Are you okay?” Chase asks as his fingers gently guide my chin so that I’m looking at him.
 
   I nod. “I’m fine, but we should probably go.”
 
   “He did that on purpose,” Chase seethes.
 
   “I know.” Which is exactly why I want to leave. 
 
   Chase inhales deeply and releases it harshly. “You’re staying with me tonight.”
 
   “Okay,” I agree quickly. Like, way too quickly. Rein it in Annie.
 
   He focuses on me again, visibly relaxing, and he grins. “Bring the stethoscope.” 
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   All This Time
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   As many times as I fantasized about Annie, never once did my imagination conjure up Naughty Nurse Annie. I made sure to get a few pictures on my phone for future reference—not that I’ll be forgetting what she looks like any time soon.
 
   I’m already planning future costumes for her—Supergirl, Wonder Woman, Princess Leia—complete with ear buns—the list goes on and on. I have enough material to keep my fantasies extremely interesting for a long, long time.
 
   “I don’t have clothes,” Annie says as I shut and lock the door. “I want out of this dress.”
 
   Why? 
 
   “Oh, don’t let me stop you.” I smirk at her as I prop my bass in the corner and cross my arms. I wiggle my fingers at her, telling her to go right ahead, and then I run them over my chin. Her cheeks flush and I grin widely.
 
   “I’m not stripping for you,” she says, but there’s no bite to it. It comes out soft, breathy, and sexy as hell.
 
   I sigh, the air leaving my lungs quickly. “What about a little dance?”
 
   My lips turn up as I hold her gaze. Her eyes narrow, watching me closely. “Dance?”
 
   I drop onto the couch, stretching my legs out, and resting my arms along the back cushion. “If you won’t strip for me, dance for me.”
 
   She presses her lips together, fighting a smile. “In your dreams.”
 
   “You can’t even imagine,” I murmur. Before she can respond, I continue. “How about jumping jacks?”
 
   She scowls, lips still pursed.
 
   “Toe touches?”
 
   Now she crosses her arms, her high-heeled toe tapping into the carpet.
 
   “Okay, okay. How about you “accidently” drop your stethoscope right here on the floor,” I suggest, pointing in front of me. “And then you can just…bend down and slowly pick it up.”
 
   “Or,” she adds, holding up her finger, “I could just strangle you with it.”
 
   “Oh, kinky.”
 
   “Chase,” she says my name softly, her breath quivering. “I just really want to change and lay in bed with you.”
 
   “Fine,” I concede because how can I not? I want her lying in my bed with me too. I push myself up and take a tee shirt from my drawer. I hold it out to her, but don’t let go when she tries to take it. “But I want you there all night.”
 
   She swallows nervously, which makes me nervous in turn. I was kidding about strip teases and toe touches—well, not really. If she was willing to do any one of the things I suggested, I’d have happily watched. But I was only messing with her to get her riled. Her sleeping in my bed all night I’m dead serious about.
 
   “Okay.” Her voice is so quiet I barely hear it. She looks down, her eyes focusing on the shirt between us. I release it and she pads over to the bathroom, closing the door behind her. I inhale deeply and kick my shoes off, pushing them out of the way. I tug my shirt over my head, tossing it onto the arm of the couch. Next I unbuckle my belt, pulling it loose from my jeans, and drop it on top of my shirt. I just get my socks off when Annie steps out of the bathroom.
 
   Damn.
 
   She looked sexy in the nurse’s outfit, but she’s gut-wrenchingly beautiful in my tee shirt. Her hair falls loosely around her shoulders, soft and smooth. I hear her quick intake of breath as her eyes eat me up hungrily. She’s seen me in less, but her gaze burns as if it’s the first time she’s set eyes on me.
 
   When she looks at me like that, it’s so hard to maintain my self-control. I track her as she moves in my direction, each step purposeful. Stopping in front me, her bare toes touching mine, she places one hand on my stomach. Her palm is warm against my skin, the pressure firm, but gentle.
 
   My muscles twitch as she begins a slow, torturous journey up my abdomen. Her fingertips trace over my ribs, my collar bones, my Adam’s apple. They continue onto my shoulders and down the length of my arms. She’s careful to make contact with every inch of my heated flesh.
 
   And it feels indescribably good.
 
   She looks up at me, her eyes meeting mine before she circles around me leisurely. Her hands never cease their exploration as they travel along my shoulder blades, my spine, and finally, hesitantly, grazing over my jean clad ass.
 
   She never says a word and neither do I. As she makes the full circle, coming back to stand in front of me, I simply guide her back until her legs are pressed to the side of my bed. I take her hands, lowering her to a sitting position, and then I push her back, fluidly lying her down.
 
   Where my upper half is exposed, she’s exactly opposite. I start at her feet, running my fingers across her toes. They’re painted a soft pink that somehow fits Annie so well. It makes me smile. I take my time, vigilantly taking each one between my fingers and wiggling them. I caress the bottoms of her feet, making her squirm, and then I smooth my palms over the tops.
 
   My hands settle on her legs, her skin soft under my touch, and her breathing becomes shallow. I keep going. She feels amazing. I can’t decide what was better—her hands on me, or mine on her.
 
   I make it to her thighs, pressed tightly together. I slide both hands in between, pulling them apart, and her lips part as her chest rises quickly.
 
   Definitely my hands on her.
 
   This is unbelievably painful right now. I’m lodged tightly against my zipper with no more room left in my pants. I close my eyes for a second, taking a calming breath.
 
   It doesn’t help.
 
   I stroke my now shaking hand along her inner thigh and feel the goose bumps rise beneath my fingertips. I watch her face closely as I make a light sweep across her center. She gasps, her eyes flicking to meet mine.
 
   I do it again, firmer this time and her hips flex into my hand.
 
   Fuck.
 
   The need I have to please her is overwhelming. I’m so turned on by her reaction to me and we’ve barely begun. 
 
   Making her feel good is my only mission in life at the moment.
 
   I slip one finger under her panties, parting her, and then slide inside. She makes the most incredible sound—a breathy moan she tries desperately to keep contained. I withdraw my finger and then plunge back in with two. She moans again, this time unbridled.
 
   She’s still watching me touch her, eyes fixed on me attentively.
 
   “I want to kiss you here,” I tell her. “But I won’t if you don’t want me to.”
 
   She nods and I think she’s agreeing, but I have to be sure. This is Annie—I can’t rush her and screw this up.
 
   “I need you to say it.”
 
   “Yes,” she breathes. “I want you to.”
 
   Shoving my shirt up until it bunches halfway up her belly, I place a kiss there, and then lower her panties, tugging them off her legs. I place myself in between and her thighs squeeze my hips, attempting to close.
 
   With the smallest amount of pressure on my part, she opens, letting her knees fall to the bed. I sink down, eager to have her taste in my mouth.
 
   I flick my tongue out, sweeping it into her core, and then gradually upward. I nibble there for a moment, sucking her in between my lips, my tongue kneading and lapping.
 
   Annie cries out, her fingers gripping my hair. She yanks, and then she pushes, as if she can’t decide if she wants to bring me closer or push me away. I don’t stop. I won’t until she either tells me to or I make her come.
 
   And God, I hope it’s the latter.
 
   “Chase.” My name releases high-pitched and pleading. “I can’t—it’s too much—it feels too good—oh.”
 
   Shit. Hearing her say my name that way makes me want to draw this out. Prolong it as long as possible. And then do it all over again. Her pleasure is my pleasure. I want to bring her to the brink of ecstasy, and then I want to propel her over.
 
   My answer to her plea is to thrust my fingers inside her once again as I continue to greedily devour her. There is no such thing as feeling too good. I’m going to teach her that right now.
 
   She arches off the bed, her heels digging into my sides as her body stiffens. She quivers against me with a long, loud cry I will never get sick of hearing, before she collapses.
 
   She’s panting as she tips her head up to look at me. I keep my eyes on hers as I trail my tongue down to lick her fresh, warm wetness into my mouth. She tastes unbelievably good. I want to memorize her flavor. Savor it.
 
   “This is what I’ve been missing?”
 
   I place kisses along her thigh, over her hip, and onto her stomach before I reply. “We have a lot of time to make up for.” 
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: FortyOne_Near_To_You]41
 
   Near To You
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I can’t believe what I’ve been missing. Nobody has ever made me feel this way before. This…freaking incredible. It’s such a relief to know we’re compatible in this way too. Not that I doubted we would be. My attraction to him has always been scarily strong. But sex is so important to a healthy relationship, so it’s nice to have that confirmation.
 
   And now I’m going crazy. Because I want to touch him. I want to learn his body and make him feel as good as he just made me feel. I want him on top of me. Inside of me. But I’m also afraid it’s too much, too soon.
 
   Too soon. It sounds so ridiculous. I’ve known him since I was fourteen. He’s been such an important part of my life for so long. It’s not too soon.
 
   Yet, it is.
 
   I pull his borrowed shirt down, covering myself. He’s watching me cautiously. I know he’s afraid I’ll push him away, run, freak out. But it’s the farthest thing from my mind. I scoot over, making room for him on the bed. He crawls up beside me, still studying my expression.
 
   I put my palm to his chest and make him lie back. I can see him pressing against his jeans, begging to be released. It may be too soon to sleep with him, but there are so many other things we can do.
 
   “I want…” Damn it. Why is this so difficult? Chase doesn’t say a word. He just lies there, watching me. Waiting. His lips are puffy—proof of what he just did to me—and his hair is mussed—proof of the way I reacted to what he just did to me.
 
   After a deep breath, I try again. “I want to touch you.”
 
   He doesn’t respond, so I unbutton his jeans in an attempt to clarify exactly what I want to touch. His hand circles around my wrist, halting me.
 
   “You don’t have to. I don’t want to push this. We can just lie here with each other.”
 
   “You don’t want me to?”
 
   He closes his eyes, shaking his head quickly. “That’s not what I said.”
 
   “You do want me to?”
 
   He sighs. His hand releases me and he runs it through his hair. He looks way too good with messy hair.
 
   “Annie, I’ve wanted you to touch me for a long-ass time. But that doesn’t have to happen right now. I didn’t go down on you just so you could return the favor. I did it because I want to make you feel good.”
 
   “That’s what I want to do.” I rub the bulge in his pants and he hisses through his teeth. “I want to make you feel good, too,” I whisper. “Please let me touch you.”
 
   Chase’s eyes, dark in the dim light, burn with desire. I can see how much he wants this. Without a word, he unzips his pants, and drops his hands to his sides.
 
   Fighting the triumphant smile that tugs at my lips, I slide my hands into the top of his jeans, tugging both his pants and underwear at the same time. He lifts his hips and I work them down, letting them drop onto the floor. And I don’t even care that I leave them there.
 
   I look at him for several seconds before he laughs, drawing my attention back to his face. “Why are you laughing?” I ask defensively.
 
   His laughing subsides, but he continues to grin at me, amusement in his eyes. “I never thought this would ever actually happen—you and me. And now you’re staring at my dick like it’s a freaking cheeseburger you can’t decide if you should eat or not.”
 
   “Oh,” I utter, “I’m definitely going to eat it.”
 
   Chase blanches, swallowing tightly. I feel my face heat because I’ve never done that before. Talked like that. But the way his breathing is coming in erratic bursts, leads me to believe he liked what I said.
 
   I peek up at him. His eyes are pinched closed and his tongue darts out, skimming across his bottom lip. He buries his fingers into his hair—I think to keep from touching me. I take him into my hand and he grunts with approval. As my hand moves over him, up and down, he begins making small noises deep in his throat. It makes me feel good to know I’m doing this to him. I’m making him feel good. It’s empowering.
 
   With a quick flick of my head to toss my hair over my shoulder, I lower myself, taking him into my mouth. His hips buck, I’m not sure whether from surprise or because it feels good. His hands come down hard on the bed, twisting into the sheets. His legs are stiff, the veins in his feet standing out.
 
   I go faster.
 
   It’s shocking how much I’m enjoying this. I’ve given blowjobs, mostly to Loden to keep him happy when I refused to sleep with him, but I never liked it. It was a means to an end. Something I used to get what I wanted.
 
   It’s not like that with Chase. I love everything about this from his quiet moans, to the fisted sheets, to the slightly salty taste of his skin.
 
   “Annie.” He pants my name. A warning. His hand comes down on my shoulder, trying to push me back. I understand completely, but ignore him. I want to taste him the same way he tasted me.
 
   He tries again, more desperate this time. “Annie, I’m going to come.”
 
   His toes curl and he tries to pull away, but I grip him tighter and move quicker until he moans loudly and I taste him on my tongue.
 
   I sit back on my heels and peer down at him. He’s trying to catch his breath and he’s staring at me, a mixture of expressions on his face.
 
   “Jesus,” he says. He scoops his arm around my waist and pulls me to his chest. My head rests against his pounding heart as he combs his fingers through my hair. “That was so much better than I ever imagined.”
 
   He’s imagined it?
 
   That makes me smile until I realize there’s no going back now. We’ve taken a gigantic step and everything’s changed between us forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~ 
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake up tucked into Chase’s side. His scent surrounds me and I inhale deeply, breathing it in. It’s all warmth and security. I feel safe. I feel important. I feel cared for.
 
   Whatever this is—whatever is happening between Chase and I—I’ve never felt like this before. I’m so happy, but I’m scared all the time.
 
   Scared I’m like my mom and I’ll mess this up.
 
   He stirs beside me and I panic. I washed my make-up off after he fell asleep last night. Now it’s bright, the sun shining brightly through his windows. I don’t want him to see me like this.
 
   “Hey,” he rasps, his voice thick with sleep. I use my hair as a veil, shielding my face from his view as I sit up. He brushes it behind my ear and I push his hand away.
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   He freezes, his hand raised in the air between us. An excruciatingly long beat goes by before he pops up, blocks my hand as I try to stop him, and combs my hair out of my face. He takes my chin and raises it, forcing me to look at him.
 
   “What’s wrong?” He’s staring hard, eyes narrowed, concern furrowing his brow. “Are you running?”
 
   “No.” I pull back and crawl to the end of the bed. He jumps up, blocking me.
 
   “Talk to me. You’re freaking out. Tell me why.”
 
   “I’m not freaking out.”
 
   Both hands are on my cheeks, holding me gently in place. “Please don’t do this. Don’t run away from me again.”
 
   “Chase,” I sigh as I push his hands away. I duck my head, trying to hide.
 
   “Why won’t you look at me?”
 
   “Because.”
 
   “Because why?”
 
   “Just because.” I exhale shakily and try for honesty. “I need to get in the bathroom and shower. Put on my make-up. Then I’ll be fine.” He’s standing in front of the bathroom door and I wait for him to move, but he doesn’t budge.
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “NO.”
 
   “Look at me and I’ll move.”
 
   “Move or I’ll kick you in the nuts.”
 
   He chuckles and I look up to glare at him. As soon as I do, he crushes into me, smoothing my messy hair over my shoulder. “That’s better. Now tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   “I’m not wearing make-up.”
 
   He gives me a strange look, his brows drawing together in confusion, and his head tipping to the side. “So?”
 
   “So I look hideous.”
 
   “What?” He presses his forehead to mine, almost painfully. “You are beautiful. You are never hideous.”
 
   “Not even when I have an allergic reaction to shrimp?”
 
   He laughs, shaking his head against mine. “It wasn’t your best look, but no. Not even then. I think you’re perfect with or without make-up or hives.”
 
   I don’t know what he’s doing to me because I want to laugh and cry at the same time. It’s the sweetest, cheesiest thing anybody has ever said to me. And no matter how loudly that little voice in my head is shouting that Chase is lying, I believe him. Maybe I’m not very pretty without mascara, but he doesn’t see ugliness when he looks at me.
 
   He just sees me.
 
   And he likes what he sees. 
 
   



  
 



 
   [bookmark: FortyTwo_Endlessly]42
 
   Endlessly
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   “What would you do if I took all these post-its off your mirror and threw them away?” I ask Annie as she studies on her bed. I’ve been here for forty-five minutes. Forty-five minutes that she’s ignored me while she studies. I’m bored and I can think of a lot more interesting things to do instead. But I need to get her full attention first.
 
   “Don’t touch them,” she replies without taking her eyes off the book in front of her face. I sigh loudly as I pluck one off and read it. I hold it out, the sticky back clinging to my finger.
 
   “Do you think you could still function if you forgot to reread chapter six?” I crumble it, trying to be as noisy as possible. “I think you’ll live if you don’t do your homework twice.”
 
   Annie looks up—finally—and glares at me. “I always reread chapters. It sinks in better after the second time.” She pulls a new post-it from her nightstand and rewrites the reminder, sticking it on top of her notebook.
 
   I take another one down and crumble it, tossing it onto the bed at her feet. She raises her head slowly, eyes narrowed. I smirk as I snatch yet another bright pink post-it off her mirror and very slowly crinkle it. Her eyebrow arches and I pitch it just like the last.
 
   She sets her book aside and I can’t help but grin. Now we’re getting somewhere.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Getting your attention. Is it working?”
 
   “I don’t reward bad behavior.”
 
   “Maybe you should punish me,” I suggest lasciviously.
 
   “Fine. Leave.”
 
   I drop onto the foot of her bed, causing it to bounce. Her notebooks slide across the comforter and she groans.
 
   “You know you don’t really want me to go,” I say.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   I nod, trailing my finger over a wrinkle in the blanket. “You want me to stay.”
 
   “Really?” She laughs dryly. “And what else do I want? Since you’ve suddenly become an expert.”
 
   “You want to put your books away,” I say. I scoop up several papers and drop them over my shoulder. They flutter to the floor. Annie’s eyes widen with disbelief, but she doesn’t say anything.
 
   “You also want to kiss me,” I add as I push the books sitting between us out of the way. “And you want me to kiss you.”
 
   “You sound very sure of yourself.” Her cheeks are softly turning a satisfying shade of pink. I wiggle my finger at her, beckoning her to me. She hesitates for only a second before leaning in.
 
   “Hopeful,” I correct. “I was very hopeful.” I tuck my hand behind her neck and guide her closer until she’s near enough to kiss.
 
   And then I kiss her, kneading my hands down her back to her waist. I pull her against me, rolling as I do, so she’s lying on my chest. She laughs lightly, but it fades quickly as she begins kissing me back.
 
   There’s never been a time I didn’t enjoy kissing. I pretty much jumped right on that shit and liked it from the start when I was fourteen. But when I kiss Annie, I feel like I’m doing it for the first time. I get that nervous excitement, tightening my stomach and making my heart race. Every single time feels new. And I love it. I swear the girl has crack in her lip gloss because I am so addicted to her mouth.
 
   I could kiss her all day.
 
   And all night.
 
   Her fingers work into my shirt, running over my stomach. My muscles flex automatically in response. She pulls back and sighs sadly.
 
   “I really should study. I need to take notes and make a study guide.”
 
   I groan in protest. “You study too much.”
 
   She sits up, her expression torn. Shit. I don’t want her to end up getting a B on a test and blaming me for ruining her four-point-O GPA. “Compromise,” I say. “I’ll take my shirt off and you can write your notes on me.”
 
   Her lips lift into a smile—one of those rare ones that’s all teeth and happiness. “Write my notes on you?”
 
   “Yeah. Make me your study guide. That way I still have your hands on me, you can enjoy my body, and you’re still studying.” I grin. “And who knows? I might actually learn something, too.”
 
   “You’re incorrigible.”
 
   “I like to think of myself more as apt.”
 
   She arches a brow as she regards me. The longer she stares at me, the pinker her cheeks get, and I know I’ve won.
 
   “Take your shirt off.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m covered in Annie’s handwriting, but it was totally worth it. If she would let me take notes on her, I’d be acing all my classes. I think I’ll suggest it to her. After all, it made for one hell of a study hour. I kind of hope it doesn’t wash off. 
 
   I drop onto my bed and can’t help but to smile. I am so damn happy right now. I don’t care that Annie wants to keep us quiet. I don’t care that I don’t know how to categorize our relationship. I don’t even care that I’m in love with her and she doesn’t know it.
 
   Because I think she loves me too.
 
   This is enough. Whatever this is, whatever we are—it’s enough.
 
   My phone rings and I’m surprised to see Park’s name on the caller ID. Between Lucy, the baby, school, and all the extra gigs he’s picked up, I barely talk to him anymore.
 
   “Hey, man. What’s up?”
 
   “I will give you my entire savings account if you babysit for me. Just an hour.” He pauses. “Two. Two hours. Please. Emari hasn’t been sleeping well and I haven’t had any alone time with Lucy. Our schedules actually match for the first time in two weeks. Two. Weeks. I’m begging you.”
 
   I never thought I’d be having this conversation with Park. Park. Of all people. He sounds so mature. So grown up. So…much like a dad.
 
   “Sure. And I won’t hold you to the savings account.”
 
   “Good, because there isn’t anything in it anyway. Kids, man. Expensive.”
 
   I chuckle because as much as I love Emari, I’m glad as hell it’s not me. “When you dropping her off?” I might be able to get Guy over here with me to get his baby time in.
 
   “Now.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Two weeks, Chase.”
 
   “Got it. I’m home. Bring my little angel over and tell Lucy she owes me a plate of cookies.”
 
   “Dude, I can guarantee she’ll make you a four course meal for doing this.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~  
 
    
 
    
 
   Emari’s sleeping on my chest when Annie calls. I don’t know what Park was talking about with her not sleeping well. That’s pretty much all she’s done since she got here. I saw her eyes for about fifteen minutes while we watched Barney on Netflix, and then she was out like a light. There’s just something about a giant purple dinosaur.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey,” Annie says. “Just checking in.”
 
   “How was studying after I left?”
 
   “Extremely boring.”
 
   “I’m more than willing to help make it more interesting for you anytime you want.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “You better.”
 
   “Why are you whispering?”
 
   “Because I have a gorgeous girl sleeping on my chest and I don’t want to wake her.” I smile at the pregnant pause, waiting for her reaction.
 
   “What?” she asks, her voice low, tone clipped.
 
   “A very beautiful six-month old. You really believed I’d have another girl on my chest?”
 
   “No,” she says quickly.
 
   “Admit it,” I murmur, “you were jealous.”
 
   “I was not. I don’t get jealous.”
 
   “You do and you were.”
 
   She sighs dramatically and I can hear the smile in her voice when she says, “Okay. Maybe a tiny bit.”
 
   “I knew it.”
 
   “It doesn’t mean anything,” she adds.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “It doesn’t.”
 
   “Okay. I totally believe you.”
 
   “You’re so annoying.”
 
   “I think the word you’re looking for is sexy. I am so sexy.”
 
   “And annoying.”
 
   “As long as we agree I’m sexy,” I reply.
 
   “Begrudgingly, we do.”
 
   I carefully fix the small fleece blanket over Emari’s back before I say, “I wish you were here.” Because I do. I always wish I was with her.
 
   “Why?” God, she says it like she truly can’t understand it and it makes me want to tell her. To make her understand I love her. But I don’t. The opening’s right there, but I don’t take it.
 
   “Because I’d kiss you.”
 
   “I wish I was there too.”
 
   “Then you should be. I’ll come get you when my date leaves.”
 
   “Okay,” Annie murmurs. “And Chase?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   She’s quiet for a moment. I wait patiently, knowing it’ll be worth it. When Annie struggles over her words, it’s because it’s coming from the heart—a place she isn’t comfortable revealing.
 
   “I don’t want any girl to sleep on your chest unless it’s Emari. Or me.”
 
   Now I’m quiet, stunned she admitted that.
 
   “Neither do I.” 
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: FortyThree_Clocks]43
 
   Clocks
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m wearing a maroon dress and matching heels. I’ve kept my make-up minimal for once—mascara and lip gloss only. My hair is down, loose and natural. I’m not sure what shocks me more—that it took me only twenty minutes to get ready, or that I’m willing to go to a wedding like this, where pictures will surely be taken, just because Chase prefers me like this.
 
   I shake my head at my reflection. She doesn’t look so bad. What I normally would find plain, like her limp hair, now seems to be the feature making her appear more interesting. It’s full and wavy, and completely untamed.
 
   Her eyes seem brighter, her smile wider. Her cheeks are flushed and she looks…not so bad. Happy even.
 
   I tear the post-its from my mirror, one at a time, revealing more and more of this girl. The new Annie. 
 
   Chase’s Annie.
 
   The thought causes the butterflies in my belly to awaken. They flutter round and round, a tornado of emotions in the pit of my stomach.
 
   I’m Chase’s Annie.
 
   Because…I love him.
 
   No. Is that what this is?
 
   I close my eyes and huff out a dry laugh. That’s exactly what this is. He’s my one. How did he say that before? The one person we connect to on a higher level? That makes us feel safe? That feels like home? He’s always been that person for me. For as long as I can remember.
 
   Chase is my one.
 
   I open my eyes, irritated with myself. I think I knew this all along, but I was so scared. I made excuses. Denied it. Tried to get over it.
 
   I’m not sure you can get over love. Not when it’s real. And now what Chase was trying to explain to me makes sense. Some relationships don’t work because those people aren’t really in love. They may think they are, they may care deeply, but if they aren’t willing to make it work—fight for each other—then maybe it was never real. But when it is, that’s all you need. Because regardless of the life I’ve dreamt of having since I was a little girl, I’d live penniless with Chase in a heartbeat. No, love doesn’t pay the electric bill, but there isn’t anybody I’d rather be in the dark with.
 
   And Chase, he’s been living in the dark with me for so long. I just didn’t realize it.
 
   My reflection stares back at me in wonder.
 
   The man is right. He’s a freaking genius.
 
   It all comes down to love.
 
   The knock on my door pauses my reeling thoughts and I hurry to answer it. I can’t hide the disappointed sigh when I see a smiling Hope on the other side.
 
   “Good to see you too,” she quips.
 
   “Sorry.” I shake my head and smile. “I was just hoping you were someone else. Not that I’m not happy to see you.”
 
   Arching a dark brow, Hope regards me curiously. “What’s going on?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She holds her palm out, making a wide gesture at me. “You look different. You seem excited. And you were hoping for whom, exactly, to be at your door?”
 
   I bite down on my lip, trying to decide how much I want to tell her. It would be so nice to spill my guts for once and get another female’s thoughts. “How long do we have?”
 
   “Everyone’s waiting in the car.”
 
   I nod. “Later then.”
 
   Her lips pucker into a pout. “Fine. But at least tell me who you wanted to be at your door.”
 
   I pick up my clutch and double check to verify I have everything I need, grab the card I picked up for Park and Lucy, and slip out the door. “If I tell you, no comments or questions until we can talk later.”
 
   “Okay,” she says, intrigued, and—uncharacteristic of Hope—excited.
 
   I turn to her nervously and press my lips together. I’m trying to find the courage to say it, but my mouth isn’t cooperating. She pokes me in my side, her finger jabbing a rib, and I jump.
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   I close my eyes so I don’t have to see her reaction as I mutter, “Chase. I was hoping you were Chase.”
 
   I don’t know what I was expecting—maybe a shocked gasp, or a rant, maybe laughter—but Hope is completely silent. I open my eyes slowly, peering at her. And she’s grinning widely. I smile in response, relieved.
 
   It feels so good to finally admit. To share this with Hope.
 
   “And I’m not allowed to comment?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Does Chase know?”
 
   “Yes.” I make a face. He knows, but he doesn’t understand the extent of my feelings. How incredibly deep they run. That I love him. That I’m in love with him. “Kind of.”
 
   “Does Guy know?”
 
   “No,” I answer quickly, my eyes widening. “Don’t tell him. Don’t tell anyone yet.”
 
   She somehow manages to widen her grin. “I know before him? He’s going to be so pissed when he finds out,” she trills.
 
   “You’re talking about it,” I hiss as we approach the car holding Guy, Mason, and Chase. “We had a deal—later.”
 
   “Sorry. Done.” She shakes her limbs out like she’s trying to shake off the questions she’s dying to ask. “Just one more thing. I want you to know I’m happy for you. For both of you. And,” she smirks knowingly at me, “I saw this coming for years.” With that, she opens the door, and demands Guy moves to the backseat with her and Mason. He does it, unhappily, but he squeezes his long legs into the back, and I take his abandoned spot.
 
   She saw this coming for years? I wish she would’ve told me. It could have saved me a lot of time and heartache. Who am I kidding? If she had ever mentioned it, I would have done everything in my power to prove her wrong.
 
   Turning to look out his back window as he backs out of the parking space, Chase discreetly lays his fingers over top of mine. I fight a smile, my earlier realization sitting on the tip of my tongue.
 
   I’m in deep.
 
   With Chase of all people.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Laughter breaks out throughout the small hall as Park holds up his index finger, cutting off the clergyman, and hops off the steps. He takes his beautiful little girl, clothed in a frilly white dress, from an older woman I assume is probably Lucy’s mom.
 
   Emari’s been fussing since they began taking their vows, clearly wanting her parents. As soon as his hands are on her, she quiets immediately, smiling sweetly. He holds her snuggly to his chest with one arm as he climbs the steps and once again takes his place beside Lucy.
 
   Chase chuckles beside me, his finger trailing back and forth against my thigh between us. He leans into me, his mouth close to my ear, taking advantage of the distraction. “You look perfect,” he murmurs. I shiver as his breath caresses my skin.
 
   “So do you,” I say, returning the compliment. He cleans up well in his black suit. However, this is Chase, so of course he’s wearing his old, black Converse. The look is all Chase—fun and sexy.
 
   Perfect, like he said.
 
   “As much as I like your dress, I really can’t wait to get you out of it.” He smirks with wicked amusement.
 
   My muscles clench, tightening with the promise of what’s to come. We’ve continued to do everything short of making love to each other, but I think I might be ready. It’s getting more and more difficult to abstain from that one act, especially when it’s always on my mind.
 
   I make sure my lips touch his ear when I whisper, “I’m counting down the clock.”
 
   He grins. “I’m sure someone’s recording the ceremony. We could sneak out right now.”
 
   “I don’t reward bad behavior,” I remind him, trying to hide my smile.
 
   “You really should,” he sighs.
 
   I keep my eyes on the front of the room, trying my damndest to pay attention. He is so distracting. Not just the way his fingers maintain their torturous caress of my thigh, but his proximity alone. He smells so good and I can feel the warmth coming off his body. It’s driving me crazy.
 
   “You may kiss the bride,” the clergyman declares loudly. Park leans in, pressing his lips to Lucy’s, and applause erupts. I follow with unexpected tears in my eyes.
 
   I feel Chase’s gaze on me. I look at him sideways and he bumps his shoulder gently into mine, grinning. I press my lips together and blink the moisture away.
 
   Park steps back, and taking a cue from everyone else, Emari claps happily in his arms, causing her parents to laugh.
 
   They did it.
 
   They’re a family. A perfectly imperfect little family.
 
   



  
 



 
   [bookmark: FortyFour_Moonshine]44
 
   Moonshine
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   Annie leans forward, standing on the tips of her toes to capture my lips as soon as we step in the door. And I let it happen. I welcome it. I’ve been thinking about this exact moment all night. She tastes sweet, like the soft, fruity tang of the champagne we were all sipping on.
 
   I angle her head, deepening the kiss. A sound emanates from her throat and my body responds to the noise naturally, echoing it as if we’re having a conversation. And we are, in a way, communicating. Every touch that she reacts to, every moan, every gasp, encourages me to do it again. To take it a little farther. I’m telling her how much she means to me. How much I want her. How much I care.
 
   “Chase,” she sighs, her voice so low and slow with desire, I swear I feel it in every inch of my body. Her fingers work at the buttons of my dress shirt. Her hands are shaking, so I close mine over top of them, bringing them up to my mouth. I place a lingering kiss into each smooth palm before I drop them to remove my shirt.
 
   Annie’s eyes trail over my chest, pausing on my stomach before she finds my face again. I can’t help but grin at her. I know she likes what she sees, her gaze devouring me with a ravenous hunger. One I hope to satisfy tonight.
 
   When she looks at me like this, my whole body reacts immediately, every muscle contracting and rippling with a ferocious craving. An aching.
 
   I want her so badly.
 
   I need her.
 
   I step forward, reaching unhurriedly behind her. I sweep her long, unruly hair to the side, enjoying the soft strands as they move through my fingers. Unzipping her dress slowly is agonizing, but I want her to know exactly what I’m doing. Where I’m going. And give her time to change her mind if she needs to.
 
   I want her to know I’m not like the other guys she’s been with. I won’t be pissed if she needs to stop. I can wait longer. I want her, but I want her enough to wait.
 
   The zipper hits the end of the seam and she lets it fall from her arms, down to her hips where she wiggles the rest of the way out of it. I just watch, mesmerized by her body’s graceful movements, until the red material hits the floor.
 
   I swear she gets sexier with each passing day. And not just sexier. More beautiful—inside and out. Annie’s emerging from her shell, becoming more confident. More open. For me. 
 
   I touch my fingers hesitantly to her face, letting my thumb caress her cheek. “You are so…” I trail off because I can’t say pretty. Pretty isn’t big enough. Beautiful fits, but sounds so cliché.
 
   She’s staring up at me with wide blue eyes, waiting. On me.
 
   “Perfect,” I say, smiling. She laughs softly as her hand cups around my wrist. The humor fades quickly as I incline until our lips are once again touching and I’m claiming her mouth. As her tongue brushes mine, I slide my hands up her back. I unclasp her bra, pausing before I slip it off her shoulders, and then ever so slowly down her arms.
 
   I see her hands twitch as I release the material from my grasp. I think she’s fighting the urge to cover herself, her cheeks heating.
 
   I’m not sure I’ll ever understand how someone like Annie can cling to such a distorted view of herself. Will she ever know how incredible she is? Will she ever be able to see it?
 
   “You’re perfect,” I reassure her.
 
   She closes her eyes, her body trembling as she takes a deep breath. When she looks at me again, I see resolution in her eyes. I have no idea what it means because the girl will always be somewhat of a mystery to me, but I don’t ask. I don’t say a word. I just watch as she tugs the belt from the loops and unfastens my pants.
 
   I scoop her up and swing her onto my bed. Taking just a moment, I gaze down at her. Soak up every inch of her lying naked on top of my sheets.
 
   She begins to remove her panties. A little, silky thing that shouldn’t be considered underwear, but that looks sexy as hell on her body. I slide out of my boxers, and remove a condom from my nightstand, my eyes meeting hers as I roll it on. I crawl over her, stopping one last time, making sure this is what she wants.
 
   That I’m what she wants. Because this isn’t just sex. Not for me.
 
   She pulls me into her and I freeze.
 
   “Annie…” I can’t manage more than that. I’ve waited so long for this and there are no words for how incredible she feels wrapped around me. My heart feels whole suddenly. I never realized anything had been missing until this moment. I want to plunge deeper, but I hold myself still, enjoying her warmth, and memorizing every detail.
 
   “Shh,” she whispers. Her fingers work into my hair and she guides me closer. She bites at my lip. I groan as I begin to move. She’s so wet and I don’t know how long I’ll last. Her breaths come quicker. Her hips move with mine. She grips my shoulder, her nails sinking into the skin there.
 
   Shit.
 
   I duck my head and pull one pink nipple into my mouth, sucking hard. She jerks in my arms and holds onto my neck.
 
   “Chase,” she pants. I look up into her eyes and the way she watches me feverishly kiss her breast turns me on so much more. I trail my tongue down the space between, and then slowly make my way back up. I glance up to make sure she’s still watching.
 
   “You taste perfect, too.” I thrust into her, pulling a moan from her lips. She wraps her legs around me and we move in unison. Coming together and sliding apart just to come together again. Over and over. I press my lips to her hair, her cheeks, her lips, her neck—everywhere—as we find our bliss. 
 
   I fall onto the bed, curving my body around hers. She snuggles into me, sighing contently. Tonight has been pretty much…perfect. I watched two close friends get married. Then this. Finally this. She was worth every second of the wait.
 
   This girl I’ve loved for so long.
 
   I feel myself smile as my eyes grow heavy.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   When I open my eyes, the sun is shining way too brightly. I throw my arm over my eyes and groan. 
 
   And then I remember.
 
   My hand slides across the bed, searching. Cool sheets greet me and I peer out from under the curve of my arm. No Annie. My heart lurches, racing in my chest.
 
   No. 
 
   She ran.
 
   A bright pink post-it, one of hers, is stuck to the pillow. She wrote me a freaking Dear John letter on a post-it? I pluck it up and squint at it, my heart in my throat.
 
   And then I drop my head as something akin to relief washes through me, but stronger. So much stronger.
 
   I hold the post-it above me, reading it once more, because as Annie would say: “it sticks better reading it a second time.”
 
   Three words.
 
   Three prefect words left for me to find.
 
   I love you.
 
   I swallow tightly as I smile, stuck somewhere between awe and joy. 
 
   She said it first.
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   I Will Not Bow
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I told him.
 
   Okay, I didn’t tell him in the sense I spoke the words to his face, but he knows.
 
   Chase knows I love him. Or he will as soon as he wakes up and finds the note I left him.
 
   I’m sitting in the common room, freshly showered, working on homework before my shift at the library. But I’m a mess. I can’t concentrate. I’m worried how Chase will react. What if he doesn’t feel the same? Maybe his feelings aren’t as strong as mine. What if I rushed this and scared him off?
 
   I’m not sure my heart can take it.
 
   I look at my phone for the thirtieth time in the past hour.
 
   I shouldn’t have left it in a note.
 
   What was I thinking?
 
   Some things are just better left unsaid.
 
   Maybe I should go back over there.
 
   Can I take something like that back?
 
   Should I?
 
   Do I want to?
 
   “Ugh.” I throw my book across the room, glaring at it as if it’s the cause of my angst. And then I sigh as I hurry to pick it up.
 
   This is stupid. I’m going back over there. The new Annie isn’t like this. She’s not ashamed of how she feels.
 
   I pull the door open and gasp.
 
   Before I have a chance to react, he’s pushing me back, slamming the door, and spinning to press me into it. His mouth comes down on mine, his warm tongue stroking mine hungrily. 
 
    “I love you, too,” Chase breathes, his lips still on mine.
 
   I knot my fingers into his hair holding him against me, because if I don’t, I may fall apart.
 
   He loves me too.
 
   “For so long.”
 
   My breath hitches and I bite his lip, quieting him as I tug it into my mouth, licking and sucking. I can’t hear anymore. I can’t take it.
 
   I feel like the Grinch—my heart just grew three sizes.
 
   Okay, this is my happiest place—anywhere with Chase and the knowledge he loves me.
 
   “I can’t believe you left it on a post-it,” he utters. “I thought you ran again.”
 
   I shake my head, unable to speak.
 
   He kisses my forehead, his arms wrapped around me securely. “Does this mean we can start telling people we’re together?”
 
   Together?
 
   I nod slowly. “Okay.”
 
   He grins as his hands slide up to cup my face. “It took you long enough.”
 
   I scoff, pointing to myself. “First.”
 
   He laughs, his eyes crinkling happily. “But I said the words first.” His thumb smoothes over my cheek languidly.
 
   True. And hearing it was probably a hell of a lot better than getting a note.
 
   “I’m sorry it took me so long.” I inhale harshly. “I love you, Chase.”
 
   He closes his eyes, absorbing my words. When he looks at me again, I wonder how I didn’t know how he felt before. It’s written so plainly in his eyes.
 
   “Worth the wait,” he says adamantly. “Well worth it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~ 
 
    
 
    
 
   I get off work around nine and hurry back to my dorm. Chase is picking me up soon for our first official date.
 
   There have been a lot of firsts in the past couple days.
 
   First of our friends getting married.
 
   First time Chase and I made love.
 
   Our first I-love-yous.
 
   Now our first—long overdue—date.
 
   My phone rings and I fish it out of my purse, smiling at the caller ID.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey,” he drawls, his voice low and sexy.
 
   “I was just thinking about you,” I say, pausing outside my bedroom door.
 
   “You’ve been on my mind, too. I can’t wait to see you.”
 
   “I just got home. Give me twenty minutes?”
 
   “I might be able to manage fifteen,” he replies. I can hear the promising smile in his voice and my belly clenches with anticipation.
 
   “Okay. I’ll hurry.”
 
   “`Kay. Love you.”
 
   It affects me as strongly as the first time he spoke those words. “I love you, too.”
 
   I drop my purse and phone on my desk and turn on the lamp, trying to decide what I want to wear. I feel like I should dress a little nicer because it’s a special occasion. Not that I plan on staying clothed for long. Oh. Maybe I should borrow Hannah’s nurse costume. Chase would love that. I grin with the idea as I turn toward my closet.
 
   Something smashes into my chest, sending me staggering back against the wall, my head hitting hard with a loud thud. Bright dots fill my vision as I blink in surprise.
 
   And then he’s there.
 
   Loden.
 
   His hand clamps around my throat, squeezing, as he brings his face close to mine. I can smell the alcohol on his breath, hot and foul. “You were fucking him the whole time you were with me. Weren’t. You.” His voice is a slurred snarl, sending a shiver of dread down my spine.
 
   He pulls me forward and slams me back into the wall. I want to scream, but his hand is squeezing too tightly. I can’t draw the air into my lungs. 
 
   “Were you laughing at me while you fucked him behind my back? So funny, huh, Annie? You aren’t laughing now.”
 
   I shake my head, my eyes wide. I can’t think. I’m panicking, trying desperately to get a breath. I claw at his fingers. Kick out at his knees. He’s like a wall—immovable.
 
   I reach out, my hand smacking along the desk, searching for anything I can use to get him off me. I feel the cup of pencils spill. Notebooks drop to the floor. The lamp tips sideways, falling out of my reach. My palm rolls over one of the pencils and I pick it up, gripping it tightly in my hand, and swing it blindly.
 
   Loden groans in shock and pain as it sinks into his bicep, and then he releases me. I gasp, inhaling harshly before I shove him back. He stumbles, caught off guard, but catches himself on the dresser, and focuses on removing the pencil from his arm. I snatch my purse, fondling around inside, searching for my phone as I wrench the door open.
 
   Loden yanks me back by my hair, swinging me into the wall like a ragdoll. I hit on my side and slide to the floor. He stalks toward me, fury and rage twisting his features. His eyes are cold as they stare down at me.
 
   All I can manage is a weak, trembling whimper as he moves closer.
 
   I dig my nails into the carpet, pulling myself onto all fours. And then I crawl toward the open door. If I can just get out to the common room, maybe someone will hear me. Maybe I can yell for help.
 
   God, what if nobody’s here?
 
   Please let one of my dorm mates be home.
 
   Please.
 
   Loden stomps down on my hand and I finally scream. He cuts it off short with a backhand, quick and hard, to my mouth. I try to curl in on myself, trying to hide from his next blow.
 
   “You are so pathetic,” he spits. His hand is back in my hair, jerking my head up, so I’m forced to look at him. “Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Did you think I would let him have you?” I watch his fingers close, making a fist, and I close my eyes, knowing what’s coming next. I don’t know if I’m going numb or if it’s because I was expecting it this time, but when his knuckles make contact with my jaw, it doesn’t hurt as badly as I anticipated.
 
   Maybe he’s too drunk.
 
   I shove myself up, taking advantage of his inebriated state. My head snaps into his chin. He staggers back, his eyes glossing, either with pain or insanity.
 
   I hope it’s pain.
 
   I don’t wait around to find out. I lurch forward, running through the door. My vision blurs, but I don’t stop. I just need to make it through one more door.
 
   Loden tackles me, sending me to the floor once again, and I cry out as the wind’s knocked from my lungs. My mouth strikes against the floor and I bite my lip. The metallic bitterness of blood fills my mouth. I keep trying to crawl forward, my fingertips working to drag me, but Loden’s weight is too heavy. Suffocating.
 
   As Loden flips me over, I see one of the bedroom doors open. One of my dorm mates gasps and hurries back inside her room.
 
   Why isn’t she helping me?
 
   I need help.
 
   Please.
 
   Help.
 
   “You fucking worthless bitch. You’re going to pay for that.” He’s sitting on my chest, one hand wiping at the blood dripping from his mouth, the other clenching my throat. He smears his blood across my face, pressing hard into my cheek. I close my eyes out of instinct when his fingers come too close.
 
   Is that knocking? I can’t be sure. My hearing is coming and going, replaced with a humming, growing louder the longer I go without air.
 
   Oh, please let someone be here to help me.
 
   “Look what you did.”
 
   He beats my head into the floor. “LOOK what you DID,” he screams, his blood and saliva spraying in a hot mist across my face. I squirm, struggling beneath him, and try to hit him, but I can barely form a fist.
 
   I can’t breathe.
 
   Air. What a precious gift I always took for granted.
 
   This is how I’m going to die.
 
   Oh, my God. I’m going to die.
 
   My eyes are wide, pleading, as I stare at Loden. He has a cruel smile plastered on his face and I know he’s not going to show me any mercy. Darkness begins to invade my sight as my eyes droop, feeling heavy.
 
   And then his hands are dragging along my skin, clawing, trying to cling to me as he’s propelled backwards off me. A blur dashes over top of me, but I’m coughing, choking. My eyes fill with tears that fall quickly as I crabwalk, skittering away, not even sure which way I’m going.
 
   I wheeze, gasping for air several times before I can finally fill my lungs.
 
   Hands touch my face and I scream, slapping them away. My legs lash out, kicking frantically.
 
   NO. Don’t touch me. No more.
 
   No more.
 
   No more.
 
   “Annie. It’s me.”
 
   I blink, trying to clear my eyes. Chase.
 
   He touches me again, brushing the hair out of my face. He inhales sharply, his eyes darkening in a way I’ve never witnessed before. I draw back as he pushes himself to his feet.
 
   He walks deliberately over to Loden, who is grunting and moaning on the floor, and lowers himself on top of his chest.
 
   And then Chase is gone, replaced by someone so terrifying, I can’t recognize him any longer.
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   The Red
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   As soon as I hung up with Annie, I had grabbed my keys and headed out the door, unable to wait the fifteen minutes I committed to.
 
   I stepped out of the elevator, grinning, excited to take Annie out for our first real date. The door next to Annie’s dorm room opened and a girl came out, looking around, her expression confused, concerned.
 
   “Did you hear screaming?” she asked as I passed.
 
   A cold panic streamed through my veins and not bothering to knock, I tried to turn the handle. I pounded my fist against the locked door before looking back at the girl.
 
   “Did it come from this room?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m not sure.”
 
   I pounded again and then began kicking, desperate to get inside. My heart was racing as adrenaline took over.
 
   “Amanda has a key.”
 
   “Who?” I panted desperately.
 
   “The RA.” She pointed two doors down and I saw the name plate. 
 
   Praying she was in, I banged on her door. Every second that passed was torture. Nobody was answering Annie’s door, which wasn’t normal. I knew something was wrong. I felt it. And I was helpless, frantic, and terrified all at once.
 
   The RA acted quickly, opening Annie’s dorm room door for me, knowing I wasn’t fucking around. 
 
   And then I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing. I think I told her to call the cops as I stared at Loden, sitting atop of Annie, his hands locked around her throat. 
 
   Strangling her.
 
   I don’t remember making the choice to tackle him. I just know I wanted him off her and as soon as he was, I hit him, making sure he stayed down. Then I went to Annie. The terror in her eyes, the startled scream from her throat—raw and agonized—the way she scuttled back, swinging unseeingly at me…I’ll never forget that moment. My heart shattered seeing her like that. On the floor, blind with panic. I choked on her name, trying to make her see me.
 
   And then I saw all the damage Loden caused. Inside and out.
 
   Now all I know is I want to kill him.
 
   I have tunnel vision. That’s the only way I can describe it. I can’t see his face anymore. The only image in front of me is the memory of his hands on her. Something flips, and I get a flash of her face. Of the terror and panic in her eyes.
 
   The faint smack of skin hitting skin resonates in my ears, but it sounds far away. My hand stings and it fuels my anger.
 
   I’ve never felt like this in my life. Never. Nothing else has ever made me this way—this angry. I don’t think anger even comes close to describing what’s happening inside of me right now.
 
    I’ve heard the saying: “Seeing red.” I never understood it until two minutes ago. My sight actually changed. It was a purely physical reaction I had no control over. Everything darkened. And then everything was red. 
 
   So red.
 
   There’s a ringing in my ears, accompanied by a whooshing—my blood pressure or adrenaline drowning everything else out. My face is hot. My hand is starting to hurt less. I register all of this.
 
   But I still can’t see his face, even as my fist makes contact over and over.
 
   And over.
 
   I want to kill him.
 
   I’m going to kill him.
 
   I can’t stop.
 
   I don’t want to stop.
 
   As my hand slams into his flesh, it doesn’t feel like I’m striking hard enough. I strain the muscles through my arm, trying to put more pressure behind each hit. I need to hurt him. He needs to feel pain. Pure. Fucking. Agonizing. Pain.
 
   Something touches my arm. I shake it off, needing to continue my assault. Pressure on my back gives me pause for half a second. I cock my head to the side, nostrils flaring as I try to catch my breath.
 
   I meet Annie’s wide eyes. Take note of the tears streaming unendingly down her face. Her bruised face. I turn my attention back to the limp pile of bloodied flesh and broken bones beneath me.
 
   He bruised her face. He made her cry.
 
   He hurt her.
 
   He fucking hurt her.
 
   I raise my hand, popping my arm back. It shakes. My whole body is vibrating. I can’t stop it. It’s the merciless rage roiling through my veins.
 
   “Chase, please,” Annie chokes. “I don’t think he’s breathing.”
 
   My eyes flick down to his chest. His arms lay limply across the floor where my knees are positioned on each side of his torso. Annie’s right, it doesn’t look like he’s breathing.
 
   Something catches in my throat, but all I can think is…Good.
 
   “You care after what he did to you?” I ask, my voice coming out unwillingly ferocious.
 
   She moves to my side and I look up at her. My chest is heaving and sweat trickles down my temples. I let my eyes find her face again. Take in the red and purple skin there. My gaze lowers to her throat. Scarlet fingerprints line her neck. I clench my fist and narrow my eyes. My jaw is set so tightly it feels like I could break teeth.
 
   Annie shakes her head, her blood-splattered blonde hair clinging to her neck. “I’m not worried about him,” she says, her tone slow, careful. “I’m worried about you.”
 
   “I’m not the one he…” I trail off, not able to speak the words. More images fire through my mind’s eye—Annie’s body pressed to the floor, pinned beneath his weight, his hand clutching her throat. Her lips were blue. God, her lips were fucking blue and he wasn’t stopping. Her fingers curled into small, loose fists, as she weakly tried to fight him off. And the sound… 
 
   I flinch as Annie’s hand rests on my shoulder. “This isn’t you,” she whispers. It comes out sounding like a plea. Like she’s begging me to be different. To be somebody else.
 
   But this is me. I know, because I’m doing it.
 
   This isn’t the first time I’ve hit someone for Annie.
 
   I protect what’s mine.
 
   “Chase.” My name quivers through her lips and I drop my arm. I push up to my feet and the small gathering of students, crowded outside the open door, finally catches my attention. They’re all staring at me with mixed expressions. Fear, confusion, repulsion. I know what they see when they look at me. The hair and tattoos. The freak that used his bare hands to tear apart the golden boy. 
 
   A girl has her hand over her mouth, her eyes focused on the gruesome mess at my feet. Another closes her eyes to block the sight. And another can’t stop shaking her head.
 
   They begin to part, moving to the side as campus security pushes through. I step back and hold up my raw, blood-covered hands as prompted.
 
   “Chase?” Annie repeats my name and I offer her a tight smile.
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   My hands are jerked behind me, cuffs placed securely on my wrists, and then I’m shoved through the doorway. I’m guided down the hallway, past gaping students.
 
   I hang my head so I don’t have to look at them—I just don’t have the energy to address their silent questions. Not because I’m ashamed of what I did. I’d do it again in a heartbeat. I feel no disgrace for beating the life out of that sadistic piece of shit.
 
   My feet falter with the thought. I’m shoved from behind. The cuffs twist painfully with the bulky officer’s rough movements.
 
   “Keep moving,” he commands with another jerk on the cuffs.
 
   I tilt my head, glancing back to where Annie should be. I can’t be sure because there are so many people blocking the hallway. I keep gazing back, hoping to catch one last sight of her, just so I know she’s really okay. To make all of this worth it. As we’re rounding the corner, someone moves, allowing her to come into view. She looks at me, the tears still falling unchecked as she struggles with security. I can’t hear what she’s saying, but I see her battered lips moving, her movements frantic. And then I’m in another hallway, that last image of her stuck in my mind.
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   Here With Me
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   Present
 
    
 
    
 
   My mom and Alec arrive at the hospital minutes after the doctor finishes her exam. I’m waiting on the police to come in and get my statement when the curtain is peeled back hesitantly and my mom’s worried eyes meet mine.
 
   We haven’t ever been as close as a mother and daughter should—I’ve always held her at arm’s length, blaming her, resenting her—but she’s here. I needed her and she came.
 
   Sometimes you just need your mom.
 
   She hurries forward, her arms engulfing me in a gentle but secure hug. And I lose it all over again, bursting into loud, wailing sobs.
 
   “What happened?” she asks, her grip tightening around me, pulling me into her chest.
 
   I just shake my head. I don’t want to do this—to relive it more times than I need to.
 
   “It’s okay, honey. You’re safe now. Everything will be all right.”
 
   I cry louder because I don’t believe her. How can anything be all right ever again? What’s happening to Chase? It’s not all right that they arrested him. It’s not all right that I’m not with him.
 
   Nothing is all right.
 
   I look up quickly at the sound of a masculine throat clearing, my muscles tensing. Rationally, I know it’s not Loden. Can’t be. He’s somewhere in this hospital, unconscious. Chase made sure Loden couldn’t come after me, at least not yet. But all rationality flew out the door the moment I found Loden in my bedroom.
 
   Two police officers introduce themselves. As soon as they say their name’s it’s gone, my mind unable to save this information right now. The taller one opens a notepad, ready to take my statement.
 
   With a stuttering breath, I begin to recount everything, my voice a raspy croak. I start with the very first time Loden hit me, back when we were dating. I explain his constant presence when I’d go out, the phone calls, the incident at the Halloween party last month.
 
   And then I tell them everything I can remember about tonight. I’m careful the entire time I talk to keep my eyes on my hands, sitting in my lap. I refuse to look at my mom or Alec. I never spoke a word of any of this to them. They liked Loden and never really understood why we hadn’t worked out.
 
   I know they must be so disappointed in me for keeping something so important from them. And for handling this situation so horribly.
 
   Mom doesn’t say anything. She quietly rubs gentle circles into my back as I tell my story. When I finish, the officers ask me several questions, and then tell me to write down everything I just told them.
 
   I take the paper and pen and ask the one thing I’ve come back to all night.
 
   “What’s happening to Chase?”
 
   “He’s been taken into custody. They’ve reduced the charges to assault.” 
 
   I cringe, my eyes burning with fresh tears. Loden is somewhere in this building, being cared for, and Chase is locked up because he stopped the psychopath from killing me. It’s not fair.
 
   “The prosecutor will read through the arrest report and the witness statements, then decide if she’ll pursue the charges. It could go either way.”
 
   “He saved her,” Alec states, his brow furrowing in confusion. “He shouldn’t have been arrested. He should’ve been given a damn medal.”
 
   The officer doesn’t respond, just offers a small, tight nod as he waits for me to write down my statement.
 
   I try to concentrate, attempting to include every detail I can remember. Every horrible second. At the end, I make a note, asking the prosecutor to take into consideration that this would more than likely have been a murder case had Chase not done what he did.
 
   I hand it over with trembling hands, and then they explain that I have to do one last thing. I need to let them photograph all the marks Loden left on my body.
 
   I slide stiffly from the examining table, pushing my hair behind my shoulders. I flinch as the flash blinds me. After several shots of my face, I lift my chin so they can get good pictures of the contusions around my throat. Then my arms. I lift my shirt to reveal the bruising along my side and across my stomach.
 
   I’m shaking by the time the officers finally leave. 
 
   I’m humiliated. I’m devastated and exhausted. And I’m terrified that Loden’s family will buy his way out of this. Maybe even find some way to pin everything on Chase. He doesn’t have the money and influence the Guiles have.
 
   “When can I leave?” I ask the nurse, as soon as she sweeps the curtain aside.
 
   She smiles, handing over a few papers. “Just sign this form and you can go.”
 
   “I want to see Chase,” I tell my mom as I scribble my signature. “I need to thank him and make sure he’s all right.”
 
   She and Alec exchange a quiet, reluctant look. I’ll go on my own if they don’t take me.
 
   “I need to see him, Mom.”
 
   She nods, her hand sweeping under her eyes quickly. I hadn’t realized she was crying. I close my eyes and swallow the lump in my sore throat.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I utter.
 
   “Why are you sorry?” Mom asks, her voice low and confused.
 
   “For letting this happen. For not telling you.” I open my eyes and blink rapidly as I shake my head. “For disappointing you.”
 
   Her breath catches and she rushes forward, her arms settling gently on my forearms. “I wish you had gone to the police the first time he hurt you, but I am not disappointed in you. I love you. I’m just so relieved he didn’t—” She cuts herself off and I shudder, grateful she didn’t say it. I know. I know how close it was. I don’t want to hear the words.
 
   Alec puts his arms around both of us and I chuckle through my tears at our awkward group hug.
 
   I don’t tell her that I’m also sorry for thinking so badly of her all these years. Blaming her for the failed relationships. For being angry at her for making mistakes when I’ve made worse ones.
 
   I don’t apologize for being a terrible daughter because it would only hurt her to discover how horrible I’ve been. So I stay quiet, but I vow to myself, the new Annie will be a better daughter.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   Guy barrels into me the moment I step into the waiting room, his arms wrapping around my waist as he bear hugs me. I wince. “I’m so sorry. I missed the calls. I didn’t know… Are you okay?” He pulls back, his gaze raking over me from head to toe. The skin around his mouth pulls taut as he scrutinizes every bruise.
 
   I shake my head once. “No, I’m not okay, but I will be as soon as I can see Chase.”
 
   “What the hell happened?”
 
   “I-I can’t right now, Guy.”
 
   “Later,” Alec says firmly, guiding us in the direction of the doors. “We’ll stop and check on Chase, see if there’s anything we can do for him, and then we’re going home until…that monster is behind bars.”
 
   I flinch.
 
   What if that doesn’t happen? What if Loden gets out of this?
 
   I shudder, following silently.
 
   Home sounds good. I don’t want to go back to the dorms. I don’t feel safe there. Not at all. Not even with Loden in the hospital.
 
   I climb into the backseat, trying to grab hold of one of the many scattered thoughts running rampant through my head. How can such a good day go so bad? This morning, I woke up in Chase’s bed, content and blissfully happy.
 
   And now I’m on my way to see him in jail.
 
   I don’t know how much time goes by as I ponder this, but the car stops and Alec cuts the engine. I look up through the window to the small local police station. There’s nothing scary about the building’s appearance, but my stomach twists painfully with fear.
 
   Chase is in there. Because of me. Because he protected me.
 
   What if he hates me?
 
   I’ve ruined his life.
 
   I don’t know if I can face him. I can’t lose him. My heart won’t be able to bear that much pain.
 
   “Come on,” Guy says softly. He extends his slender hand to me, but I hesitate, too scared to move.
 
   “Come on,” he repeats. “He’s waiting on us.”
 
   I nod. Okay. I can do this. I owe him this much. And I need to see his face. To know he’s all right. I mentally shake my head as I make my way into the station, trailing behind my mom and stepdad. 
 
   Chase isn’t all right. He’s in jail.
 
   I miss what Alec says to the police officer at the counter, but then the man’s reply catches my attention.
 
   “Just missed him. They moved him over to county lock-up.” 
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   2,000 Light Years Away
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t sleep last night. Every time I closed my eyes, all I could see was Annie, her tear-streaked face as she tried to get past security.
 
   I told that cop, Detective Cross, everything. I spilled my guts, giving him every dirty detail of the night. When I was finally finished, he made the phone call for me, checking on her.
 
   She was released from the hospital. No more information than that. Then I was shuffled into the back of a cruiser for the second time and brought here to the county jail where I watched the sun rise. Not the actual sunrise because my one window is too small and too high on the wall to actually see out of. But I watched my cell go from darkness to muted light as I lied on my hard cot.
 
   Silver lining—I made friends with the guy in the cell next to mine. He helped pass some of the time with his long, inebriated stories. Keith, a balding, middle-aged drunk with a round, beer belly, took a liking to me. After I stopped being creeped out, I sat back and listened to him ramble about God and aliens, his family he hasn’t seen in years, and how the government is slowly taking our rights away. He finally passed out a couple hours ago, his snoring filling the silence.
 
   Now I’m just waiting. 
 
   “Malloy, you’re out.”
 
   I raise my head, looking at the cop opening my cell door. “What?” I ask, making sure I heard him correctly.
 
   “The prosecutor dropped the charges.”
 
   I sit up quickly. That was fast. At least, I think it is—I have nothing to compare this to. “No shit?”
 
   “No shit. Let’s go.”
 
   I hurry out before he can slam the door in my face and tell me he was just fucking with me.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   As soon as I’m out the door, I call Park for a ride. I feel bad because it’s early and he’s technically on his “honeymoon,” but he’s the only person I can handle seeing right now. Everybody else is too close to Annie and I don’t want my parents to see me walk out of the county jail. It’s bad enough they had to see me last night. I’ll call them when I get home.
 
   He pulls up twenty minutes later and I drop heavily into the passenger seat. “My, my. How the tables have turned,” he drawls thoughtfully. If I wasn’t so drained I’d flip him off.
 
   “Dude, just take me home.”
 
   “What the fuck happened?” he asks as he pulls into traffic. He stares impassively at the road, giving me time to sort my thoughts. I don’t know how much he already knows or how much I should tell. I feel like I’m betraying Annie if I talk about her history with Loden.
 
   “Annie’s ex, Loden—do you remember him?”
 
   He purses his lips. “Vaguely.”
 
   “Well, he showed up at her dorm room last night and…shit got out of hand. He hurt her and I lost it.”
 
   He glances at me, his brow raised. “You kick his ass?”
 
   “Yeah.” I drag my fingers through my hair then rub my palms across my face. “I went nuts and beat the shit out of him.”
 
   “Good.” That surprises me coming from Park. From someone who was beaten unconscious over a girl.
 
   We sit in silence for a moment and I think his inquisition is over, but then he pulls to a stop at the light and looks over at me.
 
   “You and Annie?”
 
   I nod. “Yeah. Me and Annie.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   I don’t know how to answer that. Do I tell him how long I’ve had feelings for her? How long ago we kissed for the first time? Or just from yesterday when we made it official?
 
   My heart clenches. I don’t know if there’s still a me and Annie.
 
   “A while,” I murmur.
 
   “Huh. I can’t believe you never mentioned it.”
 
   I press my head into the seat and close my burning eyes. I feel dead inside. Numb and lifeless. All the time spent waiting for Annie, and when it finally happens, it’s all taken away. She spent so much time in an abusive relationship. How can she look at me, after what I did, and feel safe with me?
 
   I was crazed and violent. She’s probably petrified of me.
 
   “If someone ever did something like that to Lucy,” Park says, his voice dark, breaking into my thoughts, “I’d fucking kill them.”
 
   I swallow forcefully. I nearly did. I would have if Annie hadn’t stopped me. And I’d still be sitting in that cell, next to Keith, waiting to stand trial for murder.
 
   “I don’t give a shit what anybody tells you,” he continues. “You did the right thing.”
 
   Did I?
 
   I’m not sure.
 
   I’d do it again, but was it right?
 
   I don’t think so.
 
   I would do it again, but I’d handle it differently.
 
   After I got Loden off her, I should have picked Annie up and gotten her somewhere safe. Called the cops. 
 
   I put my rage in front of her. That was wrong. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Once I saw what he did to her, I just wanted to kill him, and I didn’t think past that.
 
   No. What I did wasn’t the right thing.
 
   I fucked up.
 
   And now I may have lost Annie over it. I huff out a dry laugh. Loden may have gotten his way after all.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I don’t know whether to call Annie or not. If she doesn’t want anything to do with me then I’ll accept it. I’ll understand. I’ll just have to deal with it. But I’m not ready to know yet. The longer I put it off, the longer I can hold onto my hope. 
 
   But it’s crushing me.
 
   After staring at my phone for close to an hour, I decide to take the coward’s way, and text Guy.
 
   Me: How is she?
 
   Guy: She’s ok. As ok as can be expected. We’re home. Jenny wants her close for a few days. Where are you?
 
   Me: I’m home. They dropped the charges.
 
   Guy: Rumor has it Loden’s parents went ape shit crazy over this. Dad said they were trying to get all the charges dropped. Yours and Loden’s.
 
   Me: WTF
 
   Guy: I know. Dad’s not sure of details, but they’re trying to make a deal. They want this cleaned up quick.
 
   Me: He better not get off.
 
   Guy: I don’t see that happening. Too much evidence against him.
 
   Me: How’d he get in?
 
   Guy: Cops think someone left the door open.
 
   I close my eyes, sighing. It wouldn’t be the first time.
 
   Guy: Glad you’re out of the pen.
 
   Me: Ha. Me too.
 
   Guy: Thanks for being there. For everything. I know she’s a handful, but she’s kind of grown on me.
 
   I smile at that and it feels strange on my face.
 
   Me: Yeah. Me too.
 
   I set my phone on the table and literally twiddle my thumbs. I should have just asked him if she wants to see me. I rub my face, grunting my frustration into my hands. Guy said a few days. I’ll give her that. I don’t want to, but I’ll give her space for now. Let her get her mind straight. I can do that. For now.
 
   My phone rings and I hurry to answer it, not bothering to look at the caller ID because I’m convinced it must finally be her.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, how’s it going?”
 
   Heaven.
 
   I sigh, my disappointment evident in the long, drawn out release of breath.
 
   “Ouch,” she says. “I’m glad you’re so happy to hear from me.”
 
   “Sorry,” I rasp. Damn it. My heart is stuck in my throat. I wish Annie would just call and put me out of my misery. I can’t take this. I stand up and pace in front of the couch. My head feels like it’s about to explode and I want to scream. I want to throw shit. Instead I take a deep breath and use Annie’s trick, counting to ten.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “No. I am not okay. I’m not even in the ballpark of okay. I fucked up so bad.”
 
   “What’s wrong? Talk to me.”
 
   So I do. I tell her everything that happened—what I walked in on, what I did, my night in jail, and my need to hear from Annie.
 
   “I’m coming down. I can be there in two hours.”
 
   Part of me wants her to. I have nobody right now and a shoulder to lean on and an ear to fill would be really nice right about now. But Heaven isn’t the shoulder or the ear I want.
 
   “No,” I say. “I appreciate it, but I just want to be alone.”
 
   “She’ll call, Chase. She loves you.”
 
   I want to believe that’s true. I used to, but that was before…
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Anytime, dude.”
 
   I hang up and fall onto the couch, wondering what Annie’s doing right now. I would do anything to hear her voice. And God, what I’d do to see her. 
 
   Hold her. 
 
   Press my lips to her skin. 
 
   Inhale the scent of her hair…
 
   I stare at my phone, sitting ominously in my hand, and fight the urge to call her. She doesn’t need my bullshit. She’s been through enough.
 
   I close my eyes, astonished how lost I am without her. 
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   Give Me Love
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up almost every hour last night. Panting and sweating. My heart racing and my mind reeling.
 
   Nightmares.
 
   Loden’s in my room—this one, at my mom’s house—he’s on top of me, strangling me. I can’t breathe and I try to fight, but I’m too weak. I wait for Chase to come save me, but he’s locked up in a jail cell, unable to come to my rescue.
 
   And just when my eyes begin to close, shutting out Loden’s cruel smile, I bolt upright in bed. Over and over, the same horrible dream, playing on repeat.
 
   I’m so tired, but I go downstairs to find my keys. Alec never gave them to me after he followed us here in my car. I had no need for them at the time, but now I want to go home.
 
   Back to school.
 
   Back to Chase.
 
   I need him.
 
   I think if I could just see him I’d feel better. I know he’s home, but I haven’t heard from him. He talked to Guy, but not me. He hasn’t called. He hasn’t texted. Maybe if I could see him the dreams would stop.
 
   Mom’s in the kitchen. She’s been baking—a stress reliever that keeps her close. Guy hasn’t gone far either. Hovering over me. Hope’s called so many times to check in that I started sending her calls to voicemail. I appreciate their concern, I do, and I truly feel loved, but it’s overwhelming. After all these years, feeling alone and unseen, and wishing for a little attention, now that it’s here, I want to scream.
 
   They’re smothering me.
 
   And the one person I want to actually smother me with his presence hasn’t contacted me in any way.
 
   “I’m going home,” I announce as I stop behind the counter. Mom looks up from whatever she’s stirring on the stove and frowns.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I need my keys. I’m going home.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She tucks a lock of hair behind her ear, concentrating on stirring. “It’s too soon.”
 
   I don’t want to fight with her. And she’s right. It’s too soon. I know. And I’m not ready to go back to the dorms—to see the proof of what occurred in those rooms. But I just…
 
   “I need to see Chase,” I whisper. This is too important to do over the phone. And I just need… “Every time I close my eyes, all I can see is Loden. I can’t stand it. Chase can… He’ll…” I can’t find the right words to explain.
 
   I just need him.
 
   Mom nods stiffly. “He’ll make you feel safe.”
 
   “Yes.” I exhale quickly. That’s exactly it. He’ll make it better. He’ll make me better. Because I’ll feel safe with him. I’ve always felt safe and secure with him.
 
   “I can’t stop you,” she breathes. “God knows I can’t stop you from doing what you want. You’ve always been so strong-willed. So determined to go your own way.” She smiles sadly, her eyes brimming. “Have Guy go with you and I want someone with you every minute until that bastard is behind bars.”
 
   I press my lips together, nodding my agreement. “Thank you.”
 
   Her eyebrows pinch together as she pulls me in for a hug. “Call me as soon as you get there. And every hour after.”
 
   “Okay,” I say.
 
   She sniffles and sweeps her hand over my hair. “I love you so much. I don’t know what I’d do…”
 
   “I love you too, Mom.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~ 
 
    
 
    
 
   Against my mom’s explicit directions, I drop Guy off at his apartment before driving over to Chase’s. I don’t want an audience. Guy’s pissed, but I promise to go straight to Chase’s apartment without stopping.
 
   “You better call me as soon as you get there.” He sighs. “If Jenny finds out, she’s going to have my ass.”
 
   “I’m not going to tell her,” I say.
 
   He leans over, kissing my cheek. I’m so taken aback by the gesture, I gape, openmouthed, at him. He’s hugged me a handful of times over the years, but not once has he ever kissed me. I rub my cheek in shock.
 
   “Straight there and then you call me.”
 
   I nod.
 
   “And close your mouth. You look dumb.”
 
   Oh, there’s the Guy I know.
 
   “It’s because I’ve been spending too much time with you. I lose an IQ point for every stupid thing you say.”
 
   He cocks a brow as he regards me. “I have gay wisdom, remember?”
 
   “Right.” I roll my eyes. “I forgot.”
 
   “So it was Chase. The guy you hadn’t told you had feelings for.”
 
   I nod slowly, though it isn’t a question. “Yes.”
 
   He grins at me as he opens the car door. “Well, go get your man.”
 
    
 
    
 
   ~*~
 
    
 
    
 
   I may have unintentionally lied. I didn’t make any stops on the way over to Chase’s apartment, but after knocking several times, and getting no answer, I’m heading over to campus. An extra stop, and I’m nervous, but what else can I do? I have to find him.
 
   He doesn’t have morning classes this semester, so I can only think of one place he’d be.
 
   If he’s not at the gym, then I’ll go back to Guy’s.
 
   I will.
 
   I push the door open and let my eyes sweep the room. It’s not very busy, a few guys on weights, a couple of girls on the ellipticals, a girl folding towels at the counter. No Chase. I head back to my car, feeling defeated.
 
   Maybe he really was home, but didn’t want to see me.
 
   I sit behind the wheel and lock my door quickly as I try to form a new plan. Maybe I can have Guy call him, find out where he is?
 
   Speaking of which, I should call Guy before he freaks out and calls the National Guard. I fish out my cell and find his number.
 
   “Yel-low?”
 
   “You’re an idiot.”
 
   “So, you guys engaged yet?”
 
   “He isn’t home.”
 
   “You should try the gym. He’s probably pretty stressed out and looking for an outlet.”
 
   As soon as the words come out of his mouth, I know exactly where Chase is. “I’ll call you back.”
 
   I hurry out of the car and go next door, to the school pool. Chase’s sanctuary.
 
   This should have been the first place I looked. How many days did I spend here, watching him swim, pretending I wasn’t watching? 
 
   Stopping just inside the empty natatorium, I almost start crying. I was positive he’d be here. I’m about to turn back for the door when he breaks out of the water, startling me. He’s swimming away from me, his back moving in and out of the water with each stroke. I watch him, spellbound for a moment, my eyes soaking him up like I haven’t seen him in months.
 
   He flips just before the wall, swimming under the water once again. He moves so gracefully, so smoothly. I could watch him all day, but I’m here for a reason.  
 
   I step onto the low dive, walking slowly to the end, and then I sit. And wait.
 
   He resurfaces, his arms arching over his head, back and forth, gliding him forward. His hand comes down on the ledge, and he tosses his head back, flicking his hair out of his face. He’s panting heavily, his breaths echoing off the walls. My stomach clenches.
 
   It’s now or never.
 
   I clear my throat softly and his head snaps in my direction, his lips parting in surprise. And then he’s pushing off the wall, swimming toward me.
 
   I lean forward to see him better as he treads water below me. I could reach out and touch him, but I don’t dare. I couldn’t take it if he pulled away.
 
   “Hi,” he says, his voice husky, unsure.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “How—are you okay?”
 
   I nod. I think so. Just seeing him makes me feel so much better. His hand comes up, clutching the corner of the diving board, and pulling his upper half completely out of the water. I have to lean farther to see him, my eyes trailing the rivulets running down his chest.
 
   I wish I could trace them.
 
   “How are you?”
 
   “Better now,” he says, his voice tense. I’m not sure if it’s from the strain of holding himself up, or if it’s from me.
 
   But he’s better now. Now that I’m here?
 
   “I’ve missed you,” I whisper.
 
   He shakes his head and my heart picks up, pounding in double time. Please don’t send me away. Please tell me you missed me too.
 
   “Annie,” he rasps. “God, I’ve missed you so much.” He releases his hold on the diving board, causing it to bounce with the loss of his weight. He swims quickly to the side, pulling himself out of the pool. I scurry back, climbing down. We look at each other, my chest rising and falling quickly. He’s dripping, water streaming from his trunks onto the floor.
 
   We move at the same time, rounding our corners of the pool, hurrying toward one another. I stop in front of him, still afraid to touch him. He hesitates for just a moment, before his fingertips sweep up slowly to trace the bruises on my cheeks. His fingers are damp and it causes me to shiver.
 
   I realize belatedly that I didn’t cover them. The bruises. It didn’t even occur to me. I’m wearing them for everyone to see.
 
   “You’re letting me touch you. You didn’t flinch.”
 
   I feel my brows pull together in confusion. Of course I’m letting him touch me. It’s all I’ve longed for. I press my cheek into his hand, trying to show him.
 
   “I haven’t flinched away from you in a long time.”
 
   His eyes are haunted as he watches me warily. “After what I did—the way I acted… I could have killed him.”
 
   “But you didn’t.”
 
   “I would have,” he rasps. “If you hadn’t stopped me. I should have just taken you out of there. I was so…pissed. I fucked up everything. I should have taken care of you. I should have gotten you out of there. I should have…”
 
   “Chase,” I whisper. “Stop. I’m not afraid of you. We have all made mistakes, but what it comes down to is this.” I clutch his hand. “You saved me. I’m here because of what you did.”
 
   He drops his eyes, unsure whether to believe me and I realize none of this matters. We could argue this matter all night because it’s a matter of perception. 
 
   “I love you,” I breathe.
 
   A beat goes by, he’s rigid. Frozen in place.
 
   I start to panic. My breathing accelerates with each passing second. Say something. 
 
   Chase makes a sound in his throat, something guttural and needy. And then he steps forward, his body merging into mine. My clothes soak through, sticking to me, but I don’t care in the least. His eyes meet mine as he lowers his head, finally claiming my mouth.
 
   I clutch him, my fingers tangling into his damp hair, holding him against me as if he’s my life force. I kiss him deeply, pouring everything I’m feeling into it.
 
   He pulls back, planting a series of soft kisses down my cheek and onto my throat. Kissing my bruises, I realize. 
 
   “I’ve loved you for so long,” he murmurs. “Long before you ever loved me, and I’ll love you long after.”
 
   I close my eyes in relief. My heart pounds against my chest, against his chest. There’s no happier place than this.
 
   “There is no after,” I say adamantly. “Not for us. There’s only forever.” 
 
   



  
 



 
   [bookmark: Epilogue_Lovesong]Epilogue
 
   Lovesong
 
   Chase
 
    
 
    
 
   Six Months Later 
 
    
 
    
 
   “That’s the last box,” Guy calls as he kicks the door shut behind him. “You are officially moved.”
 
   I look at all the boxes lining my small living room wall and wonder where we’re going to fit everything. 
 
   “Screw it,” Annie says, answering my unspoken question. “I’ll unpack my clothes and the rest can stay in the boxes for now. Maybe we can get a bigger place later, but for now, this is perfect.”
 
   “Perfect?”
 
   “I’ve recently had an amazing realization—there is no such thing as perfect. There is only the perception of perfection. Ideals and notions, beliefs and concepts. It all depends on the person.
 
   “I’ve found mine.”
 
   I wrap my arms around her waist, drawing her against my chest. She tilts her head, resting it against my shoulder. I press my mouth to her neck, right over the pulse, and bite gently.
 
   “You guys are disgusting,” Park states, one hand on his hip, the other clutching his bottle of water. “Are Lucy and I that bad?”
 
   “Yes,” Guy and I say in unison.
 
   “I appreciate you both helping to move Annie’s massive amount of shit,” I continue before Park can defend himself. “But now I’d like to do unspeakable things to her, so please get the hell out.”
 
   “Dude,” Guy groans. “What have I told you about saying shit like that about my sister?”
 
   Annie grins at him, no doubt because his use of “sister.” Little distinction, but meaningful.
 
   “I’ll start spouting details if you don’t leave,” I threaten.
 
   “Going,” Park says, holding up his hands in defense.
 
   Guy opens the door and glances over his shoulder. “You knock my sister up, be prepared for an ass beating.”
 
   I chuckle, rubbing my chin. “Do you want to discuss our birth control methods?”
 
   “Not even a little.” He pries several envelopes from the mailbox and tosses them at me. “Be safe.”
 
   The door closes and I scoop up the mail. As soon as I straighten, Annie attacks. She launches herself at me, causing us to fall onto the couch. The envelopes fall out of my hands, scattering across the seat. I push her back, laying her over them as I kiss her.
 
   She grabs the hem of my shirt, lifting it quickly over my head. I nuzzle into her neck and she shivers.
 
   “Cold?”
 
   She shakes her head and I grin.
 
   “Then you won’t mind if I remove this?” I tug on her shirt.
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   Without hesitation, I pull it off and drop it over the side of the couch. Annie’s eyes follow it to the floor, but she doesn’t comment even though I know she’s dying to tell me to pick it up. Undoubtedly, she’ll do that later.
 
   The rest of our clothes follow quickly, falling to the floor, or being flung across the room. She pulls me back down and I sink into her.
 
   There was a while when I wasn’t sure we’d get back here—to this relaxed and happy state. Loden moving across the country has helped tremendously, though. Faced with four eyewitness accounts and an attempted murder charge, he plea-bargained out, pleading guilty to a lesser assault charge. His lawyer was able to make a deal, exchanging his prison sentence with five years probation, enrollment in an anger management program, and treatment in a drug and alcohol recovery center in California. He’s not allowed within five hundred feet of Annie either.
 
   It’s not what we had hoped for, but I’m just glad he’s gone. Maybe, just maybe, he can get the help he needs. I bought her a can of pepper spray to carry and we signed up to take self-defense classes together, just in case he doesn’t.
 
   It’s always good to plan ahead. I think it’s time for me to be more responsible. What can I say? Annie’s rubbing off on me. No, literally, the girl is insatiable.
 
   I roll us, sending us unceremoniously to the floor where we continue to make love. She grips me tightly, shuddering against my body and I kiss her forehead as I still. We stay this way until our breathing calms, wrapped around each other, arms and legs tangled.
 
   “What do you want to do today?” I ask, my nose skimming her neck.
 
   “Do you work today?”
 
   I shake my head. My new job, which is full-time and holds a lot of responsibility, as well as fulfills a college requirement for my summer course, gave me the day off to get Annie settled. I actually love working at the small instrument store, helping people make music, but my favorite part is giving bass lessons. Who knew someone would pay me to do what I love and it’d open a door for my future?  
 
   “Well, then we’re doing it.”
 
   “This is it?” I raise my head so I can read her expression. “No unpacking?”
 
   She shrugs. “The boxes aren’t going anywhere.”
 
   I grin, my fingers caressing her cheeks, and brushing her hair out of her face. “Can we eat?”
 
   “We better,” she agrees. “Need to replenish our energy so we can do this again.”
 
   “I love you living with me,” I say, my words serious, but my tone playful.
 
   “I kind of like it, too.” She sits up and yanks the throw blanket off the back of the couch, dragging the forgotten mail with it.
 
   She holds up an envelope so I can see it and I smile. “You’re first piece of mail,” I say. My eyes flick up to hers, gazing at me intently. “I like your name next to mine. It looks good.”
 
   “It does,” she agrees.
 
   She works her finger under a loose corner and rips the top, opening it quickly. And then grins as she flips it around.
 
   It’s a Save the Date for Hope and Mason’s wedding.
 
   “Hm,” I muse. “Theirs is before ours.” Shrugging, I tug her down to kiss her softly. “But ours is going to be better.”
 
   “Of course it will,” she says, placating me, which makes me smile. “We’ll kick their wedding’s ass.”
 
   “Damn straight. It’s going to be the best wedding ever.”
 
   “What song will we dance to?”
 
   “Get your iPod.” She complies, digging in her purse and coming back quickly. “Lovesong, by The Cure.”
 
   “Oh, I love that song.”
 
   “Think it’s a good one for our first dance?”
 
   She presses her palm, warm and soft, to my cheek, running her thumb over my chin. “It’s perfect.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
   *Turn the page for bonus scene, The Proposal.



  
 



 
   The Proposal
 
   Annie
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake up with the sun shining in my face. I always forget to shut the blinds when I stay here. I smile, remembering why I always forget. Chase is very distracting.
 
   Like right now, his hand is resting on my hip, his thumb making small circles on my skin. I wonder how long he’s been awake. I shift, turning my head so I can look at him. I’m not wearing any make-up, but it doesn’t stop him from brushing the hair out of my face and smiling at me like there’s nothing else in the world he’d rather look at.
 
   I blink slowly, relishing in the butterflies he still stirs inside. Only he can do this to me with just a look and a smile.
 
   “Morning,” he rasps, his voice thick with sleep.
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   “Move in with me.”
 
   I laugh because that came out of nowhere, but he continues before I can reply.
 
   “You practically live here anyway. You’re here every night. You have clothes in my closet, drawers in my dresser, all your girly face crap in my bathroom. Move the rest of your shit in and make it official. Please.”
 
   Wow. That seemed really thought out. Planned. He had his argument ready, just waiting for me to wake up to pounce. And he didn’t need any of it. I’m more than willing to move in. Like he said, I practically live here anyway.
 
   I stretch my arms over my head, elongating my legs, and drawing out my answer just to mess with him.
 
   He isn’t having it. His fingers, still on my hip, squeeze before he begins tickling me relentlessly. I squeal and jerk out of his attack.
 
   “Okay. Okay. I’ll move in with you. You’ve tortured me into compliance.”
 
   He pulls me back, dragging me across the bed until I’m tucked into his side. He leans on his elbow, peering down at my face. “Really?”
 
   “Yes,” I say breathlessly.
 
   He kisses me, smiling against my lips. “I knew you couldn’t resist me.”
 
   I don’t even argue. It’s true. I can’t resist him. But I do have to pee. I wiggle out of his arms and hurry to the bathroom before he can tickle me again.
 
   As I’m washing my hands, I notice a post-it stuck to the mirror. One of mine. There’s one word written in Chase’s messy scrawl: Me.
 
   I tip my head to the side as I stare at it. Then I look past it to my reflection. Weird. Plucking it off, I turn to the door and find another post-it at eye level. One word: You.
 
   I tug that one down and open the door, letting both notes stick to my fingers.
 
   Me. You.
 
   Huh.
 
   “What are these?” I ask, raising my hand to show Chase, still lying across the bed. He shrugs, rolling to face the wall as he yanks the blanket up to his chin.
 
   “Come back to bed. It’s still early.”
 
   I glance at the clock, my brows rising. “It’s almost eight.”
 
   “Exactly. It’s Saturday. Anything before ten is early on the weekend.”
 
   I sigh. I have nothing else I’d rather be doing than lying in bed with him. I drop the papers to the nightstand and climb under the blanket, tucking my feet in between his legs. He chuckles, twisting to wrap his body around mine. His nose presses into my neck, his breath caressing my skin. I shiver, but I’m not cold.
 
   I’m getting ready to crawl on top of him when I notice another post-it fixed to the headboard. Again, just one word: Will.
 
   I peel it off and add it to the others on the stand. Seeing all three of them side by side has me sitting straight up.
 
   Will. You. Me.
 
   I look over my shoulder at Chase, but his eyes are closed, his breathing heavy. I let my gaze move over the room, searching every surface. My eyes land on a bright pink post-it on the fridge and my stomach pulls tightly as I stand up. My legs are unsteady as I make my way past the couch.
 
   This can’t be what I think it is.
 
   Can it?
 
   I flick my fingers nervously, the other post-it notes crinkling in my hand as I stop in front of the ancient refrigerator.
 
   Tears blur the one word written there: Marry.
 
   With shaking fingers, I tug the tiny square, and lay them all across the counter.
 
   Will. You. Marry. Me.
 
   The first time I told Chase I loved him was on a post-it just like these.
 
   My hand covers my lips as I turn. Chase is behind me and the unsure expression on his face makes me smile and cry at the same time. He lifts his hand, opening his palm to reveal a small diamond engagement ring.
 
   It’s perfect. The whole thing is absolutely perfect. I never would have thought scraps of paper could be so romantic, but he once again proves me wrong.
 
   Lowering himself to kneel in front of me, Chase takes my left hand. He keeps it simple. Sweet. And completely Chase.
 
   “I’ve loved you for so long, Annie. Will you marry me?”
 
   I nod, unable to speak.
 
   “You can answer in a post-it if it’s easier, but I’d really like to hear you say it out loud.”
 
   I bark out a laugh and then tug him onto his feet. “Yes, Chase. Yes.”
 
   I’m waiting for a smartass comment, but it never comes. Instead, his eyes fill with unshed tears as he angles my head and brings his lips to mine, kissing me. 
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