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    Chapter One 
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was used to being invisible.  
 
    At school, the cheerleaders and girls from the popular cliques commanded everyone's attention.  
 
    In my family, Jackson was the golden child. I was pretty sure Dad didn’t like either of us, but Mom definitely had a soft spot for Jackson. For what little amount of time our parents spent at home with us, Mom harped on about my brother like he hung the moon.  
 
    Jackson was, as my mother liked to call him, an all-rounder. He was one of the 'popular' kids at school; the star running back of the varsity football team, lead singer in his band Alternative Kiss – and even though I wasn’t much of a rocker myself, I had to admit that my brother's band were electric.  
 
    Heck, they were more than electric – they were magnetizing.  
 
    And Jackson did all that while maintaining a 3.5 GPA.  
 
    Douchebag.  
 
    He couldn't leave the academia side to me.  
 
    No, Jackson had to have brains as well as brawn and charisma.  
 
    I wasn't the social butterfly my brother was.  
 
    In fact, I was quite the opposite.  
 
    I seemed to slip-slide through my life, awkward and uncomfortable in my own skin.  
 
    Adriana Davis; book worm personified, inhaling up to three books per day.  
 
    Even so, content with my books, my music, and the handful of genuine friends – one friend – I had amassed over the years, I accepted my role as Jackson Davis's baby sister.  
 
    Besides, I knew who I was and I didn't need anybody's validation, and most of the time being invisible didn't bother me.  
 
    I knew my brother loved me, and even if our parents didn’t take notice, Jackson always made me feel like I was a wanted and valued member of our family.  
 
    But once every so often, like tonight, when my brother and his friends used our house as a freaking love pad, irrespective of my presence, being invisible drove me crazy.  
 
    It pissed me the hell off actually that I had to hide in my own damn house while Jackson and his buddies entertained their catch of the day.  
 
    And tonight was no different to any other night.  
 
    As was the norm, both of my parents were noticeably absent, and Jackson was taking full advantage of our parentless house.  
 
    Leaning my back against the bar stool I was sitting on, I propped my feet against the cool marble countertop of our kitchen island and adjusted my glasses on my nose as I attempted to ignore the sound of giggling and cooing coming from the outdoor hot tub out back.  
 
    Even though we were starting back at school tomorrow after summer vacay, Jackson had invited half of his class over to get smashed in our back yard. Someone out back was playing an acoustic version of Every Avenue's Only Place I Call Home on a guitar, and I could hear my brother belting out the lyrics of the song like a pro.  
 
    Humming along, I flicked through another page of the book I was currently reading on my Kindle, desperate to distract myself.  
 
    The story I was trying to fall into was a favorite re-read of mine by the amazingly talented Danielle Taylor– a guaranteed page turner… except I couldn't get into it tonight.  
 
    My vision kept blurring and I was only giving the book thirty percent of my attention.  
 
    Shaking my head, I blinked a few times before refocusing on the screen. 
 
    "Can we go somewhere more private?" A female voice called out over the music and I shuddered before flushing an unflattering shade of red.  
 
    A droplet of sweat trickled down my chest and I pulled at my nightgown absentmindedly, feeling overheated.  
 
    This was getting too much for me.  
 
    Ever since I turned seventeen back in April, I was growing more and more agitated with my love life – or lack of.  
 
    It wasn't as if I wanted to go out and screw some random guy, but going out on a date would be nice. Hell, even a kiss would be pretty damn great, but aside from being a Class A nerd, being Jackson Davis's sister meant I was off limits to every guy at school. And being Clive Davis's daughter meant I was off limits to every boy in the state. My father had rules for me and Jackson.  
 
    Apparently it was absolutely fine for Jackson to screw anything with a pulse, but I wasn't allowed to go on a single date. No, I had a reputation to maintain.  
 
    Once, in freshman year, Clay Thomas asked me out. Jackson and his best friend Nathan terrorized him so badly he cancelled our date and ignored me for the remainder of the school year.  
 
    My father's reign of narcissistic sexism and threat of impending punishment had a lot to do with why I was currently sitting inside while my brother was partying out back. That, and the fact that I was socially awkward and didn’t exactly fit in. 
 
    "Jackson, please," another one squealed in a fake, high pitched mewling voice and I couldn't take another moment of it.  
 
    Admitting defeat, I placed my Kindle down on the marble countertop, closed my eyes and bit back a heavy sigh. 
 
    Sliding my feet off the counter, I hopped down off the stool and grabbed the countertop when a bout of dizziness engulfed me.  
 
    Inhaling a few slow breaths, I steadied myself and retrieved my Kindle, braced for a quick and painless getaway from the debauchery happening in my back garden.  
 
    I made it to the far corner of the kitchen when the sound of a sliding patio door slamming filled my ears, followed by the sound of someone clearing his throat.  
 
    "What are you doing down here?" the deep familiar voice asked in a tone of annoyance. My entire body ignited in a hot flush. "Spying on us again?" 
 
    Clenching my eyes shut, I stifled a moan and fought back the tsunami of butterflies attacking my stomach. "I live here, remember?" I managed to squeeze out.  
 
    Turning slowly, I opened my eyes and let out a strangled sigh when I locked eyes on the boy who had played an equal leading role in every dream and nightmare I'd had since childhood.  
 
    Nathan Cole, lead guitarist in Alternative Kiss and my brother's best friend since kindergarten, stood in my kitchen looking like a freaking swimwear model.  
 
    At eighteen years old, Nathan was already clocking in at 6'2" covered in tattoos and smeared in another girl's lipstick. His shaggy, black hair was drenched and falling over his brow in a deliciously disheveled way. His brown eyes were narrowed in confusion as he took in my appearance.  
 
    "Sorry to disappoint you, but I have better things to do with my time than spy on you and my brother," I added, letting out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding as I played with the hem of my nightgown.  
 
    "I'm sure you have," he shot back tauntingly, dropping his hands to his narrow waist. "Must be hard choosing which one of Daddy's credit cards to use for your online shopping spree." He tilted his chin, eyes locked on my Kindle, and smirked cruelly. "Poor little princess."  
 
    "It's a Kindle," I corrected him angrily, clenching the leather cover with trembling fingers.  
 
    It wasn't my fault I was born into wealth, but Nathan tried his damned hardest to make me feel like it was.  
 
    For years, I had suffered at the hands of my brother's best friend. He had an opinion on everything. What I wore. Where I went. Who I hung out with. He shook his head in disgust at every decision I had made since I was thirteen. In my dreams, in the corridors of my school, and now in the kitchen of my home. I couldn't escape him.  
 
    I knew I should hate him.  
 
    He was mean, and cruel, and sometimes I really did hate him, but he was still… Nathan.  
 
    He was still the same boy who had shown kindness to a timid little girl.  
 
    He was still the boy who had taken me home when Jackson forgot me at the ball park when I was seven.  
 
    He was still the boy who took a beating off his momma because he'd taken the blame when I broke the window of his trailer with a baseball.  
 
    He was still the same boy my mother took in on numerous occasions over the years when his latest step-daddy got a little too heavy handed with his mother – and with him.   
 
    I guess it was safe to say that I harbored some pretty strong feelings for my brother's best friend when I was younger.  
 
    My life, from the age of four to thirteen, had been consumed by him. I had to be near him. I followed him around constantly, and when I was near him, I had to get closer.  
 
    He was wild, unattainable, and unlike the other boys at school – unlike anyone I'd ever known.  
 
    Nathan had never cared what people thought about him. In fact, he never seemed to care about anything at all, and I had been drawn to him like a bee to honey.  
 
    But in his eyes, I was Jackson's little sister; a cling on he tolerated throughout his childhood out of sympathy.  
 
    And when I hit thirteen, I became a nuisance to him. One he didn't need to pretend to like anymore, or even tolerate.  
 
    Back then, Nathan was my hero. 
 
    Now, he was my tormentor. 
 
    "And I have my own money, Nate," I made a point of saying. "I don't need my father's credit cards."  
 
    I hated that he accused me of being some brainless girl, content to spend my father's money.  
 
    That wasn't me, that had never been me, and it hurt me when he threw dirt in my face.  
 
    Nathan cocked a brow and shrugged nonchalantly. "Whatever. Isn't it past your bedtime?"  
 
    "I'm seventeen, not seven," I shot back, unable to hide my frustration. I was about to start junior year at Spring Hill high. He and Jackson were going to be seniors. There was barely a year between us. "But you may want to remind Jackson about bedtimes and curfews," I added cattily, tilting my head in the direction of the kitchen window.  
 
    Nathan's gaze followed mine, landing on the two half naked girls in our yard. "In case it hasn't crossed his or your attention, Shelly Winters is sixteen."  
 
    Nathan grinned at my remark, revealing two dimples in his cheeks, before sauntering towards me.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest, my stomach flipped, and all the while I remained motionless, watching with wide eyes as my brother's best friend moved closer.  
 
    I tried to look unaffected by his presence and I failed miserably.  
 
    I couldn't help it.  
 
    I was a terrible liar and Nathan Cole affected me like no one else ever had. 
 
     I knew I was never going to be on Nathan's radar. He didn’t date girls like me. Girls who kept their noses stuck inside the pages of the latest romance thriller, or volunteered at kid summer camps. No, his tastes were more selective, sluttier…more Dallas Holloway. 
 
    "Adriana Davis has a backbone." The way he called me by my full name, and the way it curled on his tongue caused my breath to catch in my throat.  
 
    His lips curled into a devilish smile. That 'you're going to want me so bad' look that made the girls at school melt into a puddle of mush at his feet was etched on his beautiful face.  
 
    Droplets of water trickled down his toned, hard chest, and I had to advert my eyes from the dark trail of hair disappearing under the waistband of his black swimming shorts. "Who would've thought, huh?"  
 
    "Not me," I muttered, flustered, not feeling like I had a backbone.  
 
    Nathan stepped closer and the air deflated from my lungs.  
 
    In that moment, and with Nathan so close, I didn't feel like I had a single bone in my body.  
 
    Everything inside of me seemed to soften and sway.  
 
    "You're shaking," Nathan stated, his tone suddenly serious, drawing me out of my reverie.  
 
    He was right.  
 
    I was shaking.  
 
    "Are you sick?" he demanded, appalled, as he towered over me now, invading my personal space and wreaking havoc on my nerves.  
 
    I opened my mouth to respond when Nathan reached forward and placed a large, warm hand on my shoulder.  
 
    "Andi, you're fucking trembling all over," he announced with a mixture of confusion and concern in his eyes as he searched my face for something I wasn't sure he would find.  
 
    It was at that exact moment my grasping reflex decided to abandon me.  
 
    I felt my Kindle slip from my shaking hand seconds before it landed on the floor, clattering loudly against the tiles.  
 
    "Dammit," I muttered, dropping to my knees to retrieve it.  
 
    Regret and bitter disappointment churned inside of me when I turned it in my hands and noticed the cracked screen. I moved to stand, but the ground came up to meet me. 
 
     Whoa…  
 
    Shaking my head once more, I placed one hand on the floor and tried to stand up.  
 
    I failed.  
 
    Crouching down in front of me, Nathan reached forward his hand and tipped my chin upwards with his thumb. Instantly, I was looking into his dangerous eyes.  
 
    "You're burning up." A deep frown appeared on his forehead as he studied me. His fingers remained on my chin. "Have you taken your insulin?" 
 
    Shame crept through me and I shook my head slowly. "I forgot."  
 
    It was a lame excuse, but it was the truth.  
 
    I had genuinely forgotten to take my insulin tonight.  
 
    "Goddammit to hell, Andi!" Nathan let out a string of muttered curse words. "How many fucking times do you need to be told?"  
 
    Jerking to his feet, Nathan caught me under my arms and pulled me to my feet in one swift movement.  
 
    "Your diabetes isn't a game, you know," he added as he lifted me into his arms before carrying me upstairs to my room.  
 
    Nathan slung me down on my bed, and I watched through hooded eyes as he rummaged around in my top dresser drawer for a brief moment before pulling out my insulin pen.  
 
    "When did you last eat?" It wasn't a question, it was an accusation, one I chose not to respond to. "Do you want to go back to the pump?" His voice was hard but his hands were gentle when he pushed me onto my back. "Because that's what will happen if you don't keep yourself regulated."  
 
    Nathan didn't need to lecture me on the dangers of diabetes. I had been living with type one since I was a child. It sucked, I hated it, and of course I didn't want to go back on the pump.  
 
    "I screwed up," I whispered, feeling drunk and woozy. "Stop being mad at me." 
 
    Slipping his hand under my nightgown, Nathan tugged it upwards, exposing my panties, and if I wasn't already dizzy, the thought of Nathan touching me in areas no other boy had touched would have certainly done the job.  
 
    "Stay still," he warned.  
 
    I felt his hand gently touch my stomach and then a sharp pinch as he injected me with my pen.  
 
    "And I'm not mad at you." His left hand was clamped on my bare hip, as he trailed his fingers over my stomach. "I'm worried," he added after a long pause.  
 
    "You're always mad at me," I told him when the room stopped spinning.  
 
    Feeling a little better, I sheepishly pulled myself into a sitting position before readjusting my nightgown.  
 
    "Maybe I am always mad at you," he replied in a thoughtful tone, eyes cast downwards towards the floor, shoulders stiffened. "But only because you deserve it." 
 
    "Why do I deserve it?" I croaked out.  
 
    Sighing heavily, Nathan jerked to his feet and stalked over to my dresser. "Because of nights like tonight," he accused, dropping my insulin pen into the drawer. "You're reckless and careless and goddamn selfish."  
 
    Nathan removed my emergency carton of juice from my nightstand.  Stabbing the straw through the intended hole of the juice carton, he handed it to me. "I'm not your keeper, Andi. I won't always be around to take care of you." 
 
    "You say that like you're always taking care of me," I countered childishly. Nathan cocked a brow as if he dared me to tell him otherwise.  
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn't.  
 
    Somehow, whenever I was in trouble, he was always the one to come to my rescue. Nathan had unintentionally taken on the role of co-parenting me with Jackson when our parents checked out on us. 
 
    "Are you going somewhere?" I asked then, feeling a trickle of unease run down my spine.  
 
    He's so beautiful…  
 
    I knew that was a word usually reserved to describe a woman, but every time I looked at Nathan Cole, the word beautiful always sprang to mind.  
 
    "I've got one more year in this shithole," he shot back, jaw clenched. "You can be dammed sure the minute I'm handed that high school diploma, I'll be on the first bus out of here." 
 
    "Oh." Pain speared me. The thought of Nathan not being around hurt me more than I wanted to think about. "I didn’t realize you were leaving Springhill." 
 
    "What did you think I would do, Andi?" he sneered. "Stay here and work in a dead end job for the rest of my life?" He shook his head. "No, girl. I'm getting the hell out of this town before it takes me down like my – while I still can." 
 
    Like his momma. That's what he was going to say.  
 
    Nathan's mother had a real bad problem with alcohol. For as far back as I could remember, Becky Cole had been a hot mess. As kids, Becky would forget to pick Nate up from school. She never paid the bus fee for him and nine times out of ten, she sent Nate to school without money for a hot lunch. 
 
    Nate's older sister Kim had picked up a lot of the slack back then and had taken good care of him, but their momma kicked her out of their trailer when she got pregnant at sixteen. She moved across town with the father of her baby, Trey, and they were still together to this day and the proud parents of nine-year-old Callie. Nate had been nine at the time, and after Kim left he'd been pretty much left to his own devices. It made me sad because when Becky was sober she was a real nice person. Problem was, she couldn’t stay sober – and hadn't been for a very long time now. 
 
    "I don’t know," I admitted honestly, drawing myself back to the present. "I just never thought you'd leave."  
 
    "Don’t look so sad about it," Nate shot back, confusion evident in his brown eyes. "I'm sure you'll be thrilled when me and Jackson are out of your hair." 
 
    "Jackson?" I balked. "He's going too?" 
 
    "Well, yeah…" Nate's brows furrowed. Exhaling a heavy sigh, he sank down on the edge of my bed. "You know there's nothing in this town for us." 
 
    I didn’t want to agree with Nathan, but I knew he was right.  
 
    Spring Hill had a way of choking the life out of its residents and killing their dreams.  
 
    "My father is expecting Jackson to go to college," I whispered, unable to take my eyes off his face. "He won't allow Jackson to take off on a road trip." 
 
    Nate laughed humorlessly and there was a bite to his tone when he said, "Your father can't control Jacko like he controls you." Sniffing, Nate twisted his head from side to side. "I'd like to see him try and fucking stop him…" 
 
    "I don’t want you to go, Nate," I blurted out then. "Or Jackson either." 
 
    "Andi…" 
 
    "No, Nate. I mean it, " I interrupted, shuffling onto my knees. "I don’t want you guys to go anywhere next year." I don’t want you to go anywhere… "Can't you guys just…I don’t know, wait around for a year until I graduate and take me with you?" Reaching out my hand, I placed it on his shoulder. "I don’t want to be left behind with them." The thought of being left in Spring Hill with my parents made me feel physically sick to my stomach.  
 
    "I can't…" His words broke off and he pinched the bridge of his nose. "It's not up to me, Andi. You know that." Jerking off my bed, Nathan stalked towards my bedroom door. "Look don’t worry about it for now. I'll…ah… I'll see you at school tomorrow." Having said that, he stalked out of my bedroom without a backwards glance, leaving the door wide open behind him.  
 
    A few minutes later, the sound of a guitar being strummed outside filled the silence of my bedroom and I flopped back on my pillow and sighed.  
 
    That night I dreamt about the old Nathan – the boy who would never leave me here on my own. 
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    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Would it be a horrendous breach of girl code to get with your brother at DJ's pre-homecoming party the Friday after next?" My best friend, Ivy Dupree, asked in a joking tone as we waited for said brother after last period the following afternoon; though I knew she was one hundred percent serious. We had just completed our very first day as juniors and I was finding it hard to get back into the swing of school life. 
 
    "It would be a disturbing breach of girl code," I replied in horror, giving my best friend my full attention. "Come on, Ives," I pleaded, slamming my faulty locker door three times before it finally shut. "Jackson's a tool, not to mention a major man-whore. You know this." Of course she knew this. Ivy had known Jackson almost as long as I had. How she could find him even remotely attractive was beyond me. I loved my brother to death, but I wasn’t beyond admitting that when it came to the opposite sex, Jackson had inherited some of our father's traits. Though, unlike our father, Jackson was kind. He was good and gentle and I had a feeling he wandered from girl to girl because he was lonely. He was lacking something deep down inside – something neither of us had been given from our parents. 
 
    "It's practically incest," I added, scrunching my nose up, thoroughly disgusted at the thought of my brother and best friend hooking up. "Besides, why would you even want to go to one of JD Kellerman's parties? And a pre-homecoming party?" I shook my head at the idea. We had just returned to school. "Homecoming isn’t for another month." Talk about any excuse to throw a party. 
 
    "I'm fully aware that Jackson Davis isn’t boyfriend material." Leaning her head against the metal frame of the locker next to mine, Ivy turned to face me and grinned. "But he's so damn pretty." Her crystal clear brown skin looked flawless, her brown eyes danced with mischief, and I was immediately green with envy. Ivy was gorgeous – blatant, eye-catching gorgeous – and it was hard to be around her without feeling slightly inferior; or in my case, majorly.  
 
    "Whatever," I mumbled in defeat. "Don’t say I didn’t warn you when my brother breaks your heart." 
 
    "Deal. And you're one to talk about incest." Ivy grinned, revealing a set of pearly white teeth. "You've been fantasizing about Nathan Cole since we were in the second grade." 
 
    That was a very true statement, one I'd long given up denying. Ivy was good like that. She could keep secrets. It was in her I confided my feelings for my brother's best friend. Ivy was the one I had turned to when I first found out about Nathan and Dallas dating. I'd never cried so much as I had that day. 
 
    "You should come with me next weekend," Ivy said in a low tone. "Nate will be there, you know."  
 
    I shook my head and bit back a sigh. "You know I'm not allowed to go to parties." Mom and Dad would have a coronary if they even suspected that I wanted to attend. "Besides, if Nate's there, then Dallas will be there too." It was a given.  
 
    Wherever Nathan went, Dallas Holloway was close behind. Dallas was a senior like Jackson and Nate. She and Nate had dated all through sophomore and junior year. She was also beautiful. Really beautiful. 
 
    "That girl is plain nasty." Ivy scrunched her nose up in disgust. "She needs to get a clue and move on. He ended it three months ago. It's over. Get over it and stop trailing after him." 
 
    "Maybe you're right," I muttered. "But it's not like he puts up much of a fight." They still hooked up. It happened all the time and it made me sick.  
 
    "She's trash," Ivy hissed, patting my arm in sympathy. "You're a million times better than her. In every way." 
 
    "Thanks." I smiled, appreciating her loyalty. 
 
    "Does that mean you'll come?" 
 
    "You know I can't." 
 
    "Please, Andi!" 
 
    "If my parents found out…" 
 
    "How will they ever find out?" Ivy shot back. "They'd have to be present in your life to do that, and we both know they're not… Ooh, speak of the devil." Grabbing onto my shoulders, Ivy not-so-subtly turned me towards the main wing. "And he shall appear." 
 
    With my back pressed to my locker, I watched as Nate sauntered out of the principal's office with Jackson by his side. Everyone in the hall stopped and watched them as they passed. I didn't blame them. I was staring too. The moment Nathan's dark eyes landed on my face, the air expelled from my lungs in a heady gasp. 
 
    Remaining perfectly still, I forced myself to breathe, all while my heart thundered in my chest as I watched both boys approach us, looking like night and day. 
 
     Jackson; blonde haired and smiling.  
 
    Nathan; black haired and brooding. 
 
    "So," Ivy muttered as the boys honed in on us. "About that girl code…" 
 
    "Don't you dare," I warned her, but it was a halfhearted threat. 
 
    The moment the boys were standing beside us Jackson's eyes landed on Ivy. He smiled and her entire face lit up. Tilting his head to one side, he gave her one of those 'come hither' looks and she was a goner – quite literally.  
 
    I was abandoned for my older brother.  
 
    Wrapping his arm around Ivy's slender shoulders, Jackson tugged her into his embrace, and Ivy – being the turncoat she was – squealed in delight and pressed her lips to Jackson's. The two continued to kiss as they half walked, half stumbled towards the front entrance and the student parking lot.  
 
    I turned away before I vomited.  
 
    Watching those two groping each other wasn't something I ever wanted to see, but then again, standing around trying to work up the courage to speak to Nathan wasn't exactly appealing either.  
 
    Since childhood, I had adored the boy in front of me – my brother's filthy mouthed, risk-taking troublemaker friend from the wrong side of town. Over time those feelings had deepened into something I was afraid to admit, even to myself.  
 
    "Nathan," I finally acknowledged in a quiet tone, not knowing what else to say but knowing that I had to say something.  
 
    "Adriana," Nate shot back in a low gruff tone, his angry eyes locked on mine, hard and unforgiving. 
 
    Not sure what to do, I decided rummaging in my locker was a good place to start, and while I was at it, I decided to pray for the ground to open beneath me.  
 
    Hell had to be a better option than being the sole recipient of Nathan Cole's bad mood.  
 
    Turning my back to him, I keyed in my code and struggled to open the crappy metal door, all while my cheeks turned crimson red.  
 
    I felt Nathan step closer seconds before his tanned, muscular forearm reached around my body and pulled my locker door open easily.  
 
    Suppressing the urge to close my eyes and shiver at the feel of the heat emanating from his body, I whispered, "Thanks," before busying myself with looking for a book I knew I had already packed into my bag.  
 
    "You almost ready?" he growled, his breath fanning my neck. This time I did shiver. It was an unstoppable reaction. "I'll drive you home."  
 
    Shaking my head, I sagged forward slightly, finding my balance against the frame of my locker. "I came with Jackson. He's taking me..." 
 
    "Jackson just walked out of school with Ivy Dupree. I can guarantee you he isn’t waiting in the parking lot to give you a ride home," he shot back tauntingly. "Let's go."  
 
    "I thought you said I wasn’t supposed to depend on you to take care of me anymore?" I heard myself reply, cheeks flushed as I craned my neck up and forced myself to hold his gaze.  
 
    His eyes pierced through me, intense, dominating and incredibly beautiful. "I'm not gone yet," he finally said, jaw clenched, eyes blazing with intensity. "Give me your bag and let's go." 
 
    I didn’t argue for two reasons. The first; I knew he was serious. The second; I wanted to go with him. Any opportunity that gave me extra time with Nathan Cole, I grabbed with both hands.  
 
    Handing over my bag, I followed after him, all the while forcing myself to breathe slowly and calm the heck down. 
 
    "Did you have a good day at school?" What possessed me to ask that question, I would never know, but I was sitting in his truck, he was giving me a ride, and I kind of felt obliged to make some small talk.  
 
    "It's over," he shot back, hands clenched around the old, tattered steering wheel. "That's good enough for me." 
 
    "Okay." Deciding not to bother saying anything else, I clasped my hands in my lap and peered out the passenger window. The Alabama heat was muggy and stifling and I was regretting the long sleeved shirt I had thrown on this morning. It was too hot for clothes.  
 
    Nathan surprised me by making conversation with me. "So, have you got plans for the weekend?"  
 
    Startled by his unusual interest in my life, I turned and gazed at the side of his face.  
 
    God, he was so handsome. His black hair was all tousled and the scruff of his jaw was so darn appealing. I would have given anything to brush my thumb over his jaw, just so I could feel it for myself...  
 
    He looked at me then and I blinked before quickly averting my gaze. "Not this weekend, but Ivy wants me to go with her to DJ's party next weekend," I quickly rolled off the one and only invite I'd had for the weekend.  
 
    "Yeah," Nate sniffed, twisting his neck from side to side. "That's not happening."  
 
    "Excuse me?"  
 
    "Obviously, you're not going," he replied, this time turning to stare at me. "People go to DJ's parties are for two things. To get drunk and hook up." Smirking, he added, "Since you don’t do either, I doubt a place like that would appeal to you."  
 
    Defiance roared to life inside of me. "Actually, I am going." Why the heck was I antagonizing him? I wasn’t going. We both knew I wasn’t allowed. "Who knows? It might be fun." Still, I continued to spin my little web of lies. "Maybe I'll meet a nice boy." 
 
    "It won't be," Nate growled under his breath. His eyes were blazing with heat. "And you won't." 
 
    "And why not?" I demanded, upset now. "Why is everything good enough for you guys, but not for me?"  
 
    "Because you're too good for everything and everyone in this goddamn town," he shot back angrily before pulling into my driveway.  
 
    "Nathan." I wasn’t sure what to say. Watching him like a hawk, I whispered, "You really think that about me?" 
 
    Jacking the handbrake, Nate slipped the truck into neutral and sat stony-faced, staring at the front of my parent's mansion of a house.  
 
    He was silent for so long that I unfastened my seat belt and knelt sideways facing him.  
 
    "Nate," I said, daring to reach out and place my hand on his bare arm. "Did you mean what you said just now?"  
 
    The moment my fingers curled around his bicep, his muscles bunched and thickened beneath my touch. Exhaling a heavy sigh, Nate threw his head back and closed his eyes. "It's not what I think that matters," he finally said, tone low and gruff, eyes still clenched shut. "Your father would kill you." 
 
    It does matter, I wanted to scream. Everything about you matters to me… 
 
    Before I had a chance to even form a sentence, Nate was back to being a jerk.  
 
    "Look," he said, shaking my hand off. "Just hurry up and get out," he grumbled, scowl resumed. "I'm late for work."  
 
    He worked evenings and weekends at Kim's boyfriend Trey's auto body shop in Riverside.  
 
    Huffing, I reached for the door handle. "If you're late for work then why offer me a ride home in the first place?"  
 
    "I don’t have time for this, Andi," Nate muttered under his breath as he drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, clearly agitated. "Go inside and eat."  
 
    Climbing out of his old battered Chevy, I turned at glared at him. "You know; I get that you don’t like me." I held his door of his truck as I spoke, making sure he couldn’t drive off without hearing me out. "And that's fine. I can't change your feelings. But you don’t have to be so mean to me." 
 
    "You have no idea what you're talking about," he shot back angrily.  
 
    "I'm not stupid, Nathan." He refused to look at me as I spoke, but I knew he was listening so I continued. "And I've done nothing to deserve your tone." 
 
    "My tone?" he laughed humorlessly. "You're one to talk about tones." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" I held onto his truck door like it was a weapon, and in that moment, it was. He couldn’t drive away from me. He had to stay and face me.  
 
    "Your spoiled, snotty, little superior tone," he barked. "Now close my damn door and go inside." 
 
    Furious, I glared at him and hissed, "Screw you, Nathan." I slammed the door of his truck closed with more force than I knew I was capable of before storming towards my house.  
 
    The sound of tires screeching filled my ears but I didn’t look back at him.  
 
    I was too mad. 
 
    Yeah, anger was the reason tears were filling my eyes. 
 
    Nothing else.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 **** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent all of the rest of the evening holed up in my bedroom, licking my wounds and wallowing in self-pity. By the time seven o clock rolled in, I was feeling at a loss, having completed all of my homework.  
 
    Fresh from a shower and dressed in a clean pair of jammies, I skulked downstairs, feeling lonely and bored to tears. I went into the kitchen and prepared myself a snack and grabbed my insulin pen before padding back to the living room with every intention of molding my butt to the couch for the night. Settling down, I pulled up the hem of my pajama tank top and positioned my insulin pen before clicking the tip and releasing the little lifesaving juice into my body. 
 
    Our house was like winning the lottery for teenagers, I thought to myself when I spotted my brother saunter down the staircase in nothing but a pair of blue board shorts.  
 
    "Sup, Andi-Pandy," Jackson said with a yawn when he reached the bottom step. His blonde hair was sticking up in forty different directions and he had that sleepy look about him that I'd come to learn he had after sex. 
 
    "Jackson," I replied with a shake of my head.  
 
    "You hungry?" he asked in his usual lazy drawl.  
 
    "I'm fine," I shot back, eyes locked on Cambrey Smith, a girl in Jackson's grade, who was padding down our staircase, clad in my brother's football jersey. 
 
    "Hey, Adriana," Cambrey said with a blush when she reached Jackson's side.  
 
    "Hey, Cambrey," I replied. None of this was a surprise to me. I was perfectly aware of what Jackson and Cambrey had just done upstairs. She wasn’t the first this week and she wouldn’t be the last.  
 
    "Did you drop Ivy home?" Jackson didn’t have a monogamous bone in his body and this was an exact example of why I didn’t want Ivy getting involved with him. Jackson couldn’t help himself, and Ivy was too good to be strung along like this. 
 
    "Don't go there," Jackson shot back in a warning tone, catching ahold of Cambrey's hand. "By the way, have you taken your insulin?" 
 
    "Yes, Dad," I shot back, hoping he could hear the distain in my voice. He could try and turn this on me all he wanted, but I was thoroughly disgusted with him. I wanted to scream 'you're acting just like dad' but I didn’t dare. I knew that statement – however true it was – would cut Jackson much deeper than he deserved. 
 
    "Cool. We'll be out back if you need me." 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I grabbed the remote and flicked on the television, choosing to focus my attention on anything other than my brother and his latest love interest.  
 
    If I were dying on the floor, I wouldn’t go out back for help. Not when I knew what would be unfolding in the hot tub.  
 
    I actually shuddered at the thought. 
 
    Flicking through the bazillion channels we had, I settled on an old rerun of Friends. Settling down on my back, I folded my arms behind my head and laughed my way through the next thirty minutes.  
 
    "Having fun?" Nate's voice came from somewhere behind me and I fell off the couch as I tried to sit up. "Relax, it's just me," he said with an amused tone of voice, as he walked around the couch. "I don’t bite."  
 
    I wish you would… The thought penetrated my mind and I blushed beetroot red.  
 
    "Jackson's out back," I told him, climbing back onto the couch.  
 
    "Yeah." Nate sank down and stretched his arms out across the back of the couch. "I kind of figured that when I walked into the kitchen and saw his bare ass flapping around in the tub." 
 
    "Gross," I whispered, cringing at the thought. Settling back down on the couch, I tucked my knees beneath me and angled my body so that I was facing Nathan. I knew I shouldn’t. It made me look weird and stalkerish, but I couldn’t help myself. It was impossible not to stare at Nate when he was sitting so close to me; close enough that if I reached out my hand I could touch his thigh...  
 
    "What?" Nate asked, turning to face me. His brown eyes were dark and heated as he stared back at me. "Have I got shit on my face or something?"   
 
    "You have engine oil on your cheek." But that's not why I'm staring. "Did you just finished work?"  
 
    "No," Nate drawled. "I like to go around wearing overalls covered in oil and reeking of gasoline." When I didn’t reply, he looked at me again and smirked. "Joke, Andi. I came straight here after finishing." 
 
    "Oh, okay," I mumbled, ducking my face so he couldn’t see the embarrassment in my eyes. My hair fell forward then and Nate reached a hand out and tucked it behind my ear. 
 
    His brown eyes locked on mine. "Don’t know how you can balance yourself," he said, tone low and gruff before drawing his hand back. "With all that damn hair." 
 
    "I've never cut more than inch off it," I admitted, my hands immediately moving to my hair. "It's almost like a comfort blanket to me." 
 
    Just then, Nate's phone pinged and he let out a muttered curse before digging in his pocket to retrieve it. "Goddamn," he grumbled, glaring down at the screen of his cell.  
 
    "What?" I asked nosily, edging closer. "Who is it?" 
 
    "Dallas," he told me as he furiously tapped his thumbs on the screen. "Girl needs to take a hint."  
 
    "Oh." My heart sank.  
 
    "Yeah," Nate said flatly. "Oh." 
 
    I could hear the wistful desperation in my own voice when I asked, "you guys broke up though, right?" 
 
    "We did," he confirmed grimly. His phone pinged again and this time Nate tossed it across the room." The phone landed perfectly on the other couch. Letting out a sigh, he threw his head back and closed his eyes. "Although, according to Dallas, we're on a break." 
 
    My hand shook when I reached out and touched his shoulder. "I'm glad you broke up with her." Sidling closer to him, I added, "She's not good enough for you." I felt Nate's shoulder stiffen beneath my hand. He opened his eyes and looked straight into my eyes.   
 
    "What would you know about relationships?" he asked gruffly. I knew he meant to hurt me with that question, but I didn’t let it. Not when he was looking at me with such intensity I could feel it right down to my toes.  
 
    "Nothing," I admitted, moving closer, breathing faster than normal. "But I know you, Nate." My pulse had skyrocketed and all I wanted to do was climb onto his lap. "And I know you're smart and kind and loyal and everything she's not." 
 
    My eyes were glued to Nathan's face, waiting for a sign, a signal of some sort that would tell me it was okay to feel like this. That it was okay to want to kiss him. 
 
    "Andi." Nate let out a ragged breath, his dark eyes locked on my face. Reaching up, he grabbed my shoulders and pulled me closer to him, so close I could practically taste the mint flavored gum he was chewing. "You've got me all wrong, girl." 
 
    Shaking my head, I leaned closer and whispered, "I don’t think I do." 
 
    The patio door slamming startled us and Nathan blinked rapidly before shoving me away and jerking to his feet.  
 
    "Hey, man!" Jackson said cheerfully as he sauntered into the living room, this time with a towel wrapped around his waist. "You been here long?" 
 
    "No," Nate muttered, tone gruff, looking anywhere but me. "Just got here." He ran a hand through his black hair and exhaled a heavy breath. "I was thinking of hitting Dixies," he added. "You up for it?"  
 
    Dixies was a crummy, rundown bar on the other side of town. They served anybody in that place. It wasn’t exactly kosher. 
 
    Jackson's face broke out in a grin. "Count me in. Let me just drop Cambrey home and I'll meet you down there." With that, Jackson disappeared back through the kitchen. 
 
    The moment my brother was out of sight, I sprang to my feet. "Nate –"  
 
    "Don’t," he tossed out over his shoulder as he stalked out of the living room. "It was my mistake. It won't happen again." 
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    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Because of Nathan and Jackson's late night trip to Dixies, and my lack of sleep worrying about what they were getting up to, I ended up being later for first period Bio.  
 
    Looking worse for wear, Jackson muttered a slurred goodbye to me at the school door before rushing off in the direction of the gym.  
 
    I snuck into Miss Peters' class as unobtrusively as I could, hoping to avoid a detention slip for my tardiness. I had never been late for class in my life and I was hoping that she would take that into consideration. Thankfully, Miss Peter's merely raised her eyebrows at me and muttered, "End desk on the left, Miss Davis," before resuming with her lesson. 
 
    I scrambled down the aisle to my assigned desk, pleased when I reached it and saw that Brad Lakewood was my partner again this year. He was one of the few boys in our grade who I'd spoken to. He was also in my History class and we'd completed a group assignment together last semester.  
 
    "Hey," I whispered as I pulled out my chair and sat down. Brad looked up at me with a half formed smile frozen on his face. "What?" I asked anxiously, grabbing his arm when he didn’t answer.  
 
    Brad shook his head and cleared his throat. "Nothing, you just…uh…you look different”  
 
    Dammit, I was going to kill Jackson when I found him at lunch.  
 
    It was his fault I looked like a mess. I usually kept my blonde hair in a braid. I hadn't had time this morning, barely having time to run my comb through it. It was flowing freely down my back now. And my clothes? I'd thrown on the first thing I'd found in my closet, which just so happened to be a spaghetti strapped white sundress that fell to my knee. I looked like I was ready for church. 
 
    "I look awful, right?" I whispered, looking down at myself in despair.  
 
    "No," Brad shot back a little too loudly – and a little too squeaky – before clearing his throat again. "No, it’s nice…you're nice, I mean you look nice."  
 
    "Um…thanks?" I think… 
 
    "No problem." Reddening, Brad turned his attention to the front of the classroom.  
 
    "Come on, come on, pay attention, class," Miss Peters called out then, and I quickly opened my text book and focused on the lesson. 
 
    "That was pretty hardcore," Brad announced after the bell rang.  
 
    "I know," I muttered in glum agreeance, as I piled my textbook into my bag. I was going to have to put a lot of work in to keep my grades up in this class.  
 
    "I’ll see you in History," Brad said as we walked from the classroom together, parting in separate directions in the hallway.  
 
    "Sure," I replied, tightening my hold on my backpack. 
 
    "Oh, and Andi?"  
 
    "Yeah?" I called out, turning back to face Brad.  
 
    "I meant it," he said with a grin. "You really do look nice today." 
 
    My face flushed bright pink as I watched Brad saunter down the hallway. He was a nice guy. A good one, too. And he wasn’t bad to look at either with warm green eyes, rusty, brownish hair and a warm smile. 
 
    One moment I was walking along, thinking about my lab partner, and the next I was sprawled out on the flat of my back having walked into something hard.  
 
    "Ouch," I groaned, half stunned as I pulled myself onto my elbows. The back of my head ached from where I hit the ground. It was throbbing so badly I closed my eyes and laid back down, feeling too sore to care that I had just made a massive scene in the school hallway. 
 
    "Damn, is that Adriana Davis?"  
 
    "Is she okay?" 
 
    "Don’t even attempt to help her, dude…" 
 
    "I'm not gonna leave her laying there." 
 
    "Seriously, man, don’t touch her. Jackson will have your balls for it." 
 
    "Enjoy the visual; it's the only time you'll see that girl on her back." 
 
    "What the fuck are you all looking at?" My eyes were still closed when I heard Nathan's harsh growl silence the audience around me. Seconds later, two strong arms came around my body, pulling me to my feet.  
 
    "Picking fights with doors again, Andi?" Nate mused, setting me down on my feet.  
 
    His hands moved over my face, checking for damage, I guessed, and I exhaled a pained sigh.  
 
    "I didn’t even see a door." Reaching up to clasp the back of my head, I looked around to find the culprit… and yep, Nathan was completely accurate. I had indeed walked into an open door. "God, I'm such a klutz." 
 
    With his thumb, Nate tipped my chin upwards and studied my face again. He used the other hand to feel my scalp. I saw concern in his eyes and immediately, my heart began to hammer in my chest. I felt so little around him. At 5'1", I was consciously aware that I was lacking in the height department and Nate's 6'2" frame did little to make me feel better. 
 
    "I think you're good," Nate announced after a long moment of prodding and probing. Clearing his throat, he released me and took a careful step back. "Be more careful." 
 
    "Thanks for saving me," I quipped with a smile. "Again." 
 
    He smirked and shook his head, seemingly annoyed with himself for smiling at my joke. "Don’t get used to it." Reaching down, Nate picked up my bag from the floor and handed it to me. "Keep your eyes open now, ya hear?" he ordered before turning around and walking off. 
 
    And I did exactly what Nathan told me to do. I kept my eyes open and glued to his butt until he was out of sight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 **** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    By the time lunch rolled around, my tumble outside of Biology class had reached my brother. Instead of laughing about it, like I thought he would, Jackson was mad.  
 
    Really mad and really suspicious.  
 
    "Did you pass out?" he demanded the moment I placed my lunch tray down on the table. "Did you not take your insulin again and faint?" 
 
    "I didn’t pass out," I assured Jackson as I sank down on the chair opposite my brother. "And I didn’t forget to take my insulin. I honest to god walked into a door."  
 
    "I find that hard to believe," Jackson shot back accusingly, blue eyes locked on my face. "Who does that?" 
 
    "I do," I muttered, embarrassed. "I was distracted and wasn’t looking at where I was going." 
 
    Jackson cocked a brow. "And that's your story, is it?" 
 
    I could feel dozens of pairs of eyes watching our little scene and I ducked my head, letting my hair fall over my face like a curtain from their stares.  
 
    "Yes, Jackson," I replied with a weary sigh. "That's my story and that also happens to be the truth."  
 
    I understood why my brother was overreacting.  
 
    He'd brought me to the emergency room enough times when my blood sugar spazzed out of control. He was completely OCD when it came to my diabetes.  
 
    "Jacko, back off, man." That was Nathan's voice and my head shot up. He was standing behind me with his lunch tray in his hand. "She fell. Plain and simple." Settling his tray down beside mine, he took the seat next to me. 
 
    Jackson glared across the table. "Nate, man, if you're covering for her, I'm gonna be real pissed." 
 
    "Two things," Nate shot back, eyes locked on my brother as he reached across the table and swiped an apple from Jackson's tray. "First, I've always been straight with you." His bare arm brushed against mine and I had to force my body not to shiver at the contact. "And second; you need to calm your ass down and stop making a goddamn mountain out of a molehill." Shrugging, he added, "You're embarrassing your sister." 
 
    Jackson stared hard at Nathan for a long moment before nodding his head once and turning his attention to his teammates who were all watching our little scene. The minute Jackson began to talk about football and touchdowns, I sagged in relief and whispered, "Thank you," to Nathan who was still beside me. He accepted my gratitude with a grunt before biting into his apple with a crunch. 
 
    For the rest of lunch, I sat beside Nathan Cole. He never spoke another word to me and I didn’t offer up any conversation either. Instead, I mentally added this to the very long list of reasons of why I was desperately in love with him. 
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    "What's going on between you and Brad Lakewood?" Ivy demanded in an excited tone the moment I sat in her car after school. 
 
    "What?" Fastening my seatbelt, I gaped at her in confusion. "Nothing's going on between us." 
 
    "That's not what I heard," Ivy shot back with a wink before switching into drive and pulling out of her parking spot. "Apparently, you two were flirting like crazy outside of Biology this morning. Word is you fell on your ass while you were checking out his ass." 
 
    "People at this school are ridiculous," I muttered. "I can assure you that nothing is going on between me and Brad." 
 
    "Hmm." Ivy clicked her tongue as she pulled out into traffic. "Then what about you and Nathan?" 
 
    I just about choked on my own spit. "What about me and Nathan?" 
 
    "Don’t be coy," Ivy teased, casting a glance at me. "I heard all about big, bad Nathan Cole coming to your rescue when you fell – not to mention taking up for you at lunch when big brother had a go at you." Winking, she added, "It was all the girls could talk about at soccer practice – Dallas is mad as hell, too." 
 
    "Great," I whispered, feeling every ounce of blood in my body heat up and burn. With my hands clasped on my lap, I inhaled a deep calming breath before explaining to Ivy what had happened between Nathan and I the other night and how close we'd come to kissing. 
 
    "So you guys were like that close?" Ivy gasped as she pulled up outside my house and killed the engine. "Damn Jackson for interrupting you." 
 
    "And then Nate told me to forget it happened and that it was his mistake," I added dejectedly as I climbed out of my car.  
 
    "Of course you haven't forgotten it." Trailing into my house with me, she closed the door behind us and smiled. "You know; I think he wants you, Andi." 
 
    "He doesn’t," I replied. Walking into the kitchen, I dropped my bag on the counter before going in search of a snack. "I practically offered myself to Nathan on a plate and he turned me down." Stifling a groan, I pulled out a container with a salad I had prepped last night and grabbed a fork. "All I am to Nate is his best friend's little sister. He knows I like him and keeps letting me down gently. I need to get a grip on it…"  
 
    "That's because he's torn," Ivy shot back with a gleam in her eye. She hoisted herself onto one of the stools at the island and sighed. "I've seen the way Nathan Cole looks at you, Andi, and it's not in a brotherly way."  
 
    "I like him so much, Ives," I admitted with a groan. "It's not fair." Dropping my fork down, I exhaled heavily. "I can't stop thinking about him. He's literally on my mind all the time." Sulking, I picked up my fork and stabbed a piece of lettuce. "And Dallas is still calling him." Taking a bite of my salad, I chewed and swallowed quickly before adding, "She obviously wants him back, and it's inevitable that they'll get back together because, lets' face it, I can't compete with a girl who is that beautiful and experienced…" 
 
    I almost jumped clean out of my skin when I heard Jackson ask, "Who's beautiful and experienced?" 
 
    "God," I hissed, pressing a hand to my chest. "You scared the heck of me, Jackson." 
 
    "Sorry." Smiling wolfishly, he sauntered into the kitchen and picked a grape from the fruit bowl on the island. "So." Leaning his hip against the island, he winked at Ivy before popping the grape in his mouth. "Who's so beautiful and experienced that you can't compete?" 
 
    "Me," Ivy filled in smoothly with a chuckle. "Andi here was worried about the homecoming dance at the end of the month."  
 
    "Homecoming?" Jackson frowned. "You girls are worrying about that shit already?" 
 
    Smiling up at my brother, Ivy flicked her long dark hair and smiled. "Andi thinks because she's never been to a dance that she'll look silly." Shrugging, Ivy added with a sultry purr, "She's also seen what I'm wearing for homecoming and… well, let’s just say, it will hard to beat." 
 
    Jackson's brows shot up in surprise. "Oh, yeah?" 
 
    "Uh-huh." Ivy nodded innocently, batting her big brown eyes at my brother. "See, it's red and has a slit all the way up to my thigh. It's also low cut. Really low cut…"  
 
    Holding out his hand in front of his face, Jackson said, "Hold that thought," in a pained voice before turning his attention to me. "Someone ask you to the dance, Andi?" 
 
    "No," I muttered, blushing. "Not at all." 
 
    "Huh." Folding his arms across his broad chest, Jackson continued to study my face. "You want to go to homecoming?" he finally asked. 
 
    "As if," I shot back sarcastically, struggling to keep his stare. "Dad would have a coronary if I even asked for permission to go." 
 
    "Fuck dad," Jackson shot back, tone suddenly heated. "If you want to go then you can go."  
 
    Jackson had zero respect for either one of our parents.  
 
    'Pretentious pricks' was the expression Jackson's used to describe our mother and father, and it was with a heavy heart that I had to admit he wasn’t entirely wrong. 
 
    Professionally, our father was a shark. He owned his own law firm and was the go-to divorce attorney in the state of Alabama. Extremely well respected up and down the country, Clive Davis had amassed quite a reputation for himself, not to mention quite a lot of money. His shrewd business techniques and keen eye for the stock market kept his bed full with a different woman every night and our mother draped in diamonds.  
 
    Mom was no better. She'd had more affairs in the last three years than I cared to remember. She, like Nate's mom, had a fondness for alcohol and men; though our mother was much more discreet about it, choosing to take extended vacations and attend charity auctions.  
 
    To the outside world, we looked like a perfect family, but it was all an act. An act held together by the lack of a pre-nup and a solid reputation.  
 
    The sad truth of it all was that, along with the flavor of the week nanny – and those were a dime a dozen – Jackson and I had brought ourselves up.  
 
    Mom had given up hiring help when I turned eight. By then, Jackson was going on ten and more than capable of taking care of the both of us – and by then Dad had slept with pretty much every nanny listed with the agency.  
 
    Yeah, even at the ripe age of eight, I'd understood all about my father's extramarital habits. Jackson would try and shield me from it, but I knew. I had ears and eyes and our father wasn’t exactly discreet.  
 
    Even though Jackson was only a year older than me, he took on the role of parent. He spent his childhood taking care of me and bossing me around.  
 
    Starved for parental authority, I had gladly accepted this from my brother…  
 
    Nodding in some sort of personal affirmation, Jackson said, "I'll take you myself." 
 
    "Oh yeah." I rolled my eyes. "Because that wouldn't be weird at all; showing up to homecoming with my brother."  
 
    "I didn’t mean I'd take you as my date," Jackson scoffed. Turning his head, he winked at Ivy and said, "That spot's filled," before looking back to me. "I meant you could ride with me." 
 
    "Dad would never go for it," I blurted out, trying to think of all the reasons why this was a terrible idea. 
 
    "And I told you; fuck Dad," Jackson shot back. "Prick can't keep you holed up in this house forever."  
 
    "I don’t have a dress." 
 
    "Buy one," Ivy piped up with a grin. "I'll take you shopping." 
 
    I turned and glared at her. "I don’t have a date."  
 
    Raising her brows, and the stakes, she suggested, "Ask Nate." 
 
    "What?" I hissed, shaking my head, begging Ivy not to say another word in front of Jackson. "No way!" 
 
    "Why not?" she replied in an innocent tone. "He and Dallas broke up months ago. Nate has no interest in getting back with her. If you ask me; you’d be doing each other a favor by going together." 
 
    "You're crazy," I growled, mortified. "Insane." 
 
    "Actually, I think it's pretty fucking genius," Jackson announced and I gaped. "You should go with Nate." 
 
    My first reaction when I heard those words come out of my brother's mouth was to laugh, followed very quickly with an overwhelming feeling of warmth in my core. "What?"  I shook my head, unable to comprehend what was happening. "How?" 
 
    "Well," Jackson said slowly, as if he was figuring everything out as he spoke. "Nate's been trying to shake Dallas off since the summer. And if you're going to the dance, I need to know you'll be safe and not with some punk who'll try and get you drunk first chance he gets. Who better than Nate? He won't take advantage of you. He'd never look at you like that. Hell, you're practically his little sister." 
 
    "Nathan would never agree to this," I choked out.  
 
    "Why don’t we ask him?" With that, Jackson called out, "Nate? Can you come here for a sec?" 
 
    "He's here?" Oh sweet baby Jesus. I felt faint with fear and anticipation when Nathan walked into our kitchen a few minutes later with nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist.  
 
    "And naked!" Ivy squeaked. 
 
    "Yeah," Nate said gruffly. "The water's out at uh… at home." Shrugging, he added, "Jackson said it would be cool if I showered here." Water dripped from his hair to his hard, toned chest. "So, what's up?" 
 
    "Nate, my main man." Jackson grinned like a maniac. "How would you feel about taking my sister to the homecoming dance?" 
 
    Nathan stood stock still in the kitchen. His gaze flickered to my face for a brief moment before returning to Jackson's. "Is this a joke?" 
 
    "Actually, I'm serious," Jackson shot back. "Andi needs a date, someone I know won't take advantage of her, and you need help getting rid of Dallas." Smiling proudly, he added. "I'm a goddamn genius." 
 
    "Hey," Ivy chuckled. "It was my idea." 
 
    "No," Nathan barked, looking appalled. "No way in hell." Disgust laced his tone as he glared at my brother and in that moment a little piece of me died inside. "Have you gone insane, dude? You want to bait your sister out to Dallas?" Nate shook his head again. "No goddamn way." 
 
    "Nathan's right," I forced myself to say. I crossed my arms over my chest and forced myself to look at Nathan before quickly looking back at my brother. "I'm not getting involved in Dallas Holloway's business. No offense, Nate, but your girlfriend is seriously scary." 
 
    Dallas was from Riverside. She lived in the same trailer park as Nate, in a really bad area of Spring Hill. Stepping on Dallas's toes was not something girls like me did without suffering consequences – really painful consequences.  
 
    "Ex-girlfriend," Jackson chimed in before adding, "which is why you should take Andi. To help Dallas get it through her pretty, batshit crazy head that you are done, once and for all."  
 
    When Nathan didn’t reply, Ivy was quick to jump into the mix. "Look at her, Nate." She made a very embarrassing point of gesturing towards me. "My girl is off the charts beautiful. Dallas will die if she thinks you've hooked up with Andi." 
 
    "You do realize this is abnormal even for you," Nathan quipped, glaring at Jackson. "It isn't common practice to offer your younger sister as a pawn in your best friend's love life." 
 
    Jackson threw his head back and laughed. "Come on, Nate, we're talking about Andi here," he teased, ruffling my hair with his large callused hand. "She's like a sister to you." Sobering quickly, Jackson added, "Besides, you know she's off-limits." 
 
    "Obviously," Nate shot back, like the thought of being with me was the dumbest thing he'd ever heard.  
 
    "See!" Jackson announced. "The way you're looking at her now, like you're allergic or something, is exactly why this is such a fucking awesome idea." 
 
    "I don’t know about this, dude." Turning to look at me, Nate exhaled heavily and said, "What do you think?" 
 
    "I don’t know," I whispered, unsure and feeling wounded. Allergic to me… 
 
    "I won't force you," Nathan replied, brown eyes locked on my face and I couldn't look away. I was trapped in an internal battle and his brown eyes were winning me over. "It's your choice," he added gruffly. "Your decision."  
 
    I found myself looking into his brown eyes and nodding slowly. "Okay, I'll go with you to homecoming." 
 
    Nate stared hard at me then, hand tightening on his towel. "Okay." He nodded once before turning to leave. 
 
    "Wait, guys," Jackson called out. "I didn’t mean just homecoming. Andi needs to become your girlfriend." 
 
    "What?" I squeaked. 
 
    I watched as Nathan's large frame tensed. Turning slowly, he hissed, "What?" 
 
    "Yeah," Ivy added, eyes bulging. "What?" 
 
    "You know the saying; go hard or go home?" Jackson said with a dark smile as he rubbed his hands together. "Well, that's the approach we need to take with Dallas. It's not enough to go to homecoming together. She needs to believe you've moved on – that you're serious about Andi." Shrugging, Jackson added, "I say from tomorrow on, you two are officially a couple." 
 
    "This is insane," Nathan growled. "You've gone fucking crazy, Jackson." 
 
    "No," my brother corrected. "I've just figured out a way to get back at that bitch for what she did to us…" 
 
    Us?  
 
    As in plural?  
 
    I stared at Jackson. "Why? What did Dallas do to you?" 
 
    "Nate's my best friend," Jackson explained carefully, eyes locked on Nathan. "Dallas has been tormenting his ass for years now and I've finally found a way to shake her off. Is that so wrong?"  
 
    Ivy looked at me in horror. "Andi, you don’t have to do this." She knew exactly how I felt about Nathan Cole and the look in her eyes right now was sympathy. "Homecoming, fine, but this?" she shook her head. "This is twisted." 
 
    "Relax, Ives," Jackson piped up. "It's totally kosher. It's just a game," he added. "A little mind-fucking for Dallas's benefit. No one's getting hurt here." 
 
    "I don’t like this," Ivy announced, looking straight at me. The look in her eyes told me that she thought I was about to get hurt. "Andi," she whispered, concern in her eyes. "Are you sure you're cool with this?" 
 
    I didn’t know.  
 
    Was I?  
 
    I looked from Ivy to Jackson and then finally to Nathan. The moment my eyes landed on his face, my mind was made up.  
 
    "Okay, Nathan," I said shakily. "I'll be your fake girlfriend." 
 
    I knew I was getting myself into one hell of a ride.  
 
    But I couldn't stop myself from agreeing.  
 
    Deep down inside, I knew this was as close as I would ever come to being Nathan Cole's girlfriend. 
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    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the space of one week, I'd gone from being completely invisible to the most talked about girl at school. Being Nathan Cole's girlfriend did that to a girl's reputation.  
 
    Of course, I was under no illusions as to what the truth was. And the truth was, Nate wasn’t my boyfriend – far from it. It was a show, an act, one both of us were surprisingly good at.  
 
    He drove me to school every day and dropped me home afterwards.  
 
    He held my hand in the hallway and pulled me down to sit on his lap at lunch. 
 
    He walked me to most of my classes, and he made a point of waiting for me at my locker at the end of each day – knowing that I had trouble with opening and closing it. 
 
    I was surprised to realize just how in sync Nate and I were with one another. I'd watched him for years, knew his routine and habits like the back of my hand, but he surprised me by knowing mine, too.  
 
    Like the fact that I hated speed. He always slowed right down when I was in the truck with him.  
 
    Or the fact that I had a serious weakness for light popcorn. Every day since I'd become Nathan Cole's fake girlfriend, I'd received a little pouch of popcorn. It made me feel all warm and tingly inside to know that he had actually been taking note of my traits all these years. 
 
    Sometimes, when Nate was in fake boyfriend mode, I would let my mind wander.  
 
    I would allow my imagination to stray dangerously close to the lines I wasn't supposed to cross.  
 
    Sitting on his lap during lunch, reveling when he called me baby around other people, and the way my skin came alive when our bodies brushed...  
 
    It was the worst form of pleasure because it was one sided and forbidden.  
 
    I knew I was setting myself up for the ultimate rejection, but I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t pull away and I couldn’t stay away from him. I was completely caught up in my brother's best friend and nothing I did seemed to change it. 
 
    "Andi, did you hear me?" Ivy's voice penetrated my thoughts and I shook my head, forcing a sheepish smile. 
 
    "Sorry," I offered up as I rolled the food on my plate around with my fork. "I'm not with it today."  
 
    We were sitting in our usual booth in Daisy's Diner on the main street. We'd been coming here since as far back as I could remember. The guys in Daisy's made the best food, and even catered for my diet, but tonight I couldn’t eat a bite. Ivy and I were waiting on Jackson and Nate to come meet us and I was nervous. Those nerves had attacked my ability to consume food… 
 
    According to Jackson, Nate and I needed to be seen outside of school to really grate on Dallas's nerves. I didn’t understand his obsession with tormenting Dallas, but since I was getting what I wanted out of the deal by getting to spend time with Nathan, I did as I was told.  
 
    "You're never with it," Ivy shot back with a smirk. "At least not since you've become Nate and Jackson's pet project."  
 
    "I'm not their pet project," I shot back. "Don't judge me, okay. I know how this looks to you, but you don’t understand. You don’t get how much I like that boy." Rubbing my brow with my hand, I exhaled a sigh. "It's sad and pathetic and completely unhealthy, but I want him so damn much."  
 
    "And there's nothing I can say to make you change your mind on this, is there?" 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    Sadly, there wasn’t a damn thing that would or could change my mind on this. I was reeking with desperation, it was obvious, and still I didn’t have enough self-respect to stop myself. 
 
    Ivy exhaled heavily. "Then go for it." 
 
    My brows shot up. "What?" 
 
    "You heard me," she shot back. "I told you to go for it." 
 
    "But I thought you said this was too twisted?" I gaped at my best friend. "What about all that stuff you said about me getting hurt and this being a really bad idea?" 
 
    "It is a bad idea," she countered quickly. "And you will get hurt. But if you're not willing to listen to the voice of reason, which, FYI, is my voice, then what the hell. You might as well enjoy yourself!" Shrugging, Ivy leaned across the table towards me and smiled deviously. "You've wanted that boy since forever." She waggled her perfectly defined brows. "And trust me when I tell you he most definitely wants you too." 
 
    "I don’t think so, Ives," I mumbled.  
 
    "Well, I know so," Ivy countered with a smirk. "I know boys, Andi, and believe me; Nathan Cole wants you. Badly." Her attention flickered to behind me then and her eyes lit up. "They're here," she whispered in a hushed tone. "Get him girl."  
 
    My eyes immediately honed in on my brother and Nathan who had just walked through the door of Daisy's diner with another girl. The moment I recognized the girl whose hand Nate was holding, my heart warmed.  
 
    "Sorry we're late," Jackson announced when he reached out table. "Coach busted my balls at practice." Sliding into the booth alongside Ivy, he wrapped his arm around her and yawned loudly. "Have you guys ordered?"  
 
    "You hungry, Callie?" Nate asked, tone soft, as he ushered his niece into the booth. Instantly, Callie squeezed into the seat next to Jackson. "You want a burger or something?" he asked, frowning at his niece who was looking up at my brother like he hung the moon.  
 
    "I'll have a milkshake, Uncle Nate," Callie replied in her sweet little voice. "Strawberry please." 
 
    "I'm on it." Nodding gruffly, Nate looked to me. "You want something, Andi?" 
 
    "No thanks," I managed to whisper, feeling heated and flushed from having his eyes on me.  
 
    Nate nodded once more before disappearing to the counter. 
 
    He returned a few minutes later with two milkshakes. Sliding into the booth beside me, he slid one glass to his niece.  
 
    "Sorry," he whispered to me, tone low. "Kim had to work late. She needed someone to watch Callie." 
 
    "It's totally fine," I replied, smiling up at him. "You know I love Callie." I'd often babysat Callie myself down through the years. She was an adorable little girl. Casting a glance towards his little niece, I grinned when I noticed she was hanging on Jackson's every word as he made her a napkin airplane. "I think she's in love." 
 
    "Hmm." Nate looked across the table and frowned. "Isn't she a little young to have a crush?" 
 
    "Not really," I shot back with a wistful sigh. I had been crushing on her uncle since childhood. "I can remember being her age and having crushes." One crush. Him. "It's natural."  
 
    Turning his attention to me, Nate smirked down at me. "Yeah," he whispered gruffly in my ear. "I remember having a crush back then too." 
 
    "You did?" I breathed, heart racing. "On who?" 
 
    "Who do you think, Andi?" he shot back, tone husky.  
 
    "Is Andi your girlfriend now?" Callie piped up, eyes locked on me and Nate, bursting our little bubble of intimate bliss.  
 
    "What makes you say that, Callie?" Nate asked, stiffening beside me, as he turned his attention to his niece.  
 
    "Because ya'll look like you're in love or something." She squinted her eyes as she studied us. "Ew, do you two kiss now?" 
 
    Immediately, Jackson broke into a fit of laughter. "Kid's perceptive." Seemingly delighted, Jackson turned to Callie and said, "No, Callie, sweetheart. Nate and Andi are just pretending to be together." 
 
    "Why?" Callie frowned. 
 
    "Well, you remember uncle Nate's mean, old girlfriend, Dallas?"  
 
    Callie scrunched her nose up. "Unfortunately." 
 
    "Damn, Nate," Jackson laughed, mussing Callie's hair. "I love this kid." Smiling down at Callie, Jackson added, "Well, Uncle Nate's having a real hard time making Dallas leave him alone. Andi here is pretending to be his girlfriend so Dallas will stop…trying to kiss him." Jackson looked awfully smug – like he was proud of how he'd explained his twisted plan to a nine-year-old. 
 
    "So you guys are faking it?" Callie asked, looking at me and Nate. When we both nodded, she cocked a brow. "That's kind of…dumb." 
 
    "Okay, now I love her too," Ivy chuckled. "I agree, Callie. It's really dumb." 
 
    "Why's it dumb, Callie?" Nate asked in an amused tone. 
 
    "Because you guys love each other," she shot back innocently.  
 
    "No, sweetheart," Jackson replied, cackling with laughter. "They don’t love each other like that." 
 
    Callie stared hard at Nathan then. "You should. Andi's real pretty and nice and she always smells good."  
 
    "Yeah, Cal, she is," he replied thoughtfully. 
 
    "Me and your uncle Nate are just friends, Callie," I heard myself say, forcing myself to cover my feelings and blank out my emotions. "That's all." 
 
    "You should make Andi your real girlfriend, Uncle Nate," Callie insisted, eyes locked on her uncle.  
 
    "Christ…" Climbing out of the booth, Nathan gestured to his niece. "Come on, girl. I'm taking you home to your momma before you end up totally corrupted."  
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    "If anyone comes over here bugging you, then you honk," Nate instructed when he pulled his truck up outside his momma's trailer in Riverside on Thursday evening. "And I'll come straight out."  
 
    "Okay," I managed to say with a nod, eyes locked on the battered old trailer in front of me. I hadn't been to his home in years, and I had a feeling that the only reason I was here now was because of the emergency call he'd received from his sister Kim when we were leaving the school parking lot.  
 
    Apparently Nate's momma was on another one of her bender's and had taken Kim's car from her house. Now it was down to poor Nathan to try and talk some sense into her. 
 
    "Hey." I felt Nate's thumb stroke my cheek and I had to force myself not to shiver. "I'll be as fast as I can." 
 
    It was so hard being so close to him when all I wanted to do was throw myself on him. "Take your time."  
 
    I watched as he climbed out of his truck and jogged up to the trailer with a heavy heart.  
 
    Ivy was right.  
 
    This was too hard.  
 
    It was too much for me.  
 
    "Get the hell outta here, you little bastard!" 
 
    The screams coming from Nathan's trailer were so loud, I was pretty sure the entire park could hear.  
 
    Startled, I sat frozen to my seat and listened.  
 
    "For god's sake, Momma. You've gotta stop doing this." 
 
    Worried, I kept my eyes locked on the door of the trailer, wondering what the heck I should do. 
 
    "Just leave me be, boy. Go and walk on out that door like your sister." 
 
    "I'm not leaving you, momma, damn." 
 
    "Fine. If you won't leave, I will…" 
 
    The trailer door slammed open and out stomped Becky Cole, looking worse for wear. She staggered towards a silver Honda Civic and climbed inside.  
 
    I sat, with my heart in my mouth, and watched as Nate's mother started the engine and tore off through the trailer park like a bat out of hell.  
 
    When Nathan didn’t reemerge from the trailer after ten minutes, I began to panic.  
 
    Slipping out of his truck, I crept up to the trailer and let myself inside, the urge to make sure he was okay driving me forward.  
 
    The trailer was a mess. It looked like a hurricane had passed through it, and it reeked of stale cigarettes and beer. Careful not to step on anything, I climbed over the piles of dirty clothes and garbage, making my way down to tiny hallway to where I remembered Nate's bedroom was.  
 
    My heart was racing when I pushed his bedroom door open and it stopped altogether in my chest when I saw him lying on his back with his hands covering his face. I couldn’t help but notice his bedroom was immaculate. There wasn’t a thing out of place in here and it made me want to cry to think of him living in this world. 
 
    "Nate?" I whispered nervously, taking a step towards him. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "I don’t want you in here, Andi," he groaned, keeping his face covered. "Just wait out in the truck for me." Shuddering, he added, "I'll be out in a minute." 
 
    Closing his bedroom door behind me, I walked over to his bed and sat down on the edge.  
 
    Leaning forward, I wrapped my arms around his waist and pressed my cheek to his chest.  
 
    "I told you to go. I don’t want you to see this…shithole." His body trembled, he didn’t return my hug, but he didn’t push me away either. "You need to leave, Andi…" 
 
    I didn’t leave. 
 
    I remained exactly where I was, with my hands wrapped around him. 
 
    I was in his bed. It was small and clean and smelled just like him.  
 
    He never spoke a word and neither did I. I just stayed right there in his bed with him, holding onto him, praying I could somehow make him feel better. I laid with him, barely breathing, and with my heart hammering in my chest. I loved him that much. 
 
    Finally, when the sun had gone down, and the room was in complete darkness, I felt the mattress dip and then his arm came around me, pulling me closer.  
 
    Butterflies flapped around in my stomach like crazy as I compliantly lay beside him. Rolling onto my side, I snuggled into his side, wanting nothing more than to disappear inside this moment and never come back out.  
 
    One moment I was snuggling into his chest, and the next I was waking up to the feel of a steady rise and fall of a male chest. Nathan's chest, I realized and shivered.  
 
    I was lying on top of Nathan. We were chest to chest and I could feel his penis, hard and erect, pressing against my inner thigh.  
 
    Unable to stop myself, I gently rolled my hips and moaned loudly when a delicious shock jolted through my core. Desperate to feel it again, I rolled my hips again, biting down on my lip when the same jolt of pleasure shot through me. "Hmm…" Feeling flustered and aroused, I rocked my hips again and this time, Nathan's hip thrusted up to meet me. "Uh…"  
 
    Clenching the fabric of his shirt in my hand, I continued to roll my hips against him, moaning loudly every time his erection pressed against my aching clit.  
 
    I knew he was awake and he knew I was awake, we were both fully clothed and yet, neither of us were stopping. We continued to thrust our bodies against the other, with me whimpering and Nate breathing hard. 
 
    An urgency began to build inside me then, so overwhelming that I cried out in unsated frustration. That cry was all it took to make Nathan lose his mind.  
 
    Letting out a low growl, Nate flipped me onto my back in one swift move before dropping his hands to my waist. Without a word, he roughly dragged my jeans and panties down my thighs before burying his face between my legs. 
 
    "Omigod," I cried out, bucking and jolting as sensations I'd never experienced in my life flooded me. "Oh god…Nathan…please!" Shamelessly, I tugged on Nate's hair and thrusted my pussy into his face as I rode out this extraordinary feeling of bliss. "I'm…omigod…yessss…" 
 
    "Shh," he chuckled before pressing his thumb against my clit. That move alone was enough to make me scream at the top of lungs. "You're so fucking tight, Andi," he groaned as he pressed his finger inside me. "I can barely get one finger inside you." 
 
    "Don’t stop," I cried out. With one hand roughly yanking on Nate's hair, I moved the other between my legs and shoved his finger harder into me. "Please…" I whimpered, thrashing with need. "Give me more…" 
 
    "Fuck," he hissed before shoving another finger inside me. The feeling of fullness was overwhelming. The moment Nathan pulled my clit into his mouth and suckled, it all became too much to bear. I felt like I was shattering into a million pieces as my pussy convulsed almost violently around Nate's fingers.  
 
    My body continued to tremble long after the feeling of pleasure passed. My bones felt like jelly as I continued to lay there with Nathan Cole between my legs. I didn’t think either of us knew what to do then. We just stared at each other in a state of mutual shock and arousal until the sound of Nate's phone ringing broke the moment.  
 
    Pulling back on his knees, Nate dragged his phone out of his pocket and groaned when he looked at the screen. "It's Jackson."  
 
    Frozen on his bed, I watched Nate stand up and put his phone to his ear. "Jackson, hey." He looked at me and exhaled a pained sigh. "Andi, yeah, she's with me." He ran a hand through his hand then and opened his bedroom door before slipping out. "We went for dinner," I heard him say. "Caught a movie afterwards."  
 
    Unsure of what to do, I dragged my panties and jeans up my legs and readjusted myself before shakily climbing to my feet. 
 
    When I walked back into the kitchen area of the trailer, Nate was leaning over the sink with his back to me, still on the phone to my brother."  
 
    "I'll bring her home now…Yeah, the movie's just over…I don’t know, man, some chick flick she wanted to see…yeah. I'll see you in twenty."  
 
    When he hung up the call, Nate turned around slowly. "I…uh…" his voice broke off and he cleared his throat before speaking again. "Jackson wants you home now." 
 
     My eyes landed on the noticeably large bulge in Nathan's jeans and I licked my lips. I wanted more of him. "I don’t want to go home yet," I whispered, cheeks flushed. 
 
    "Andi…" Nate let out a pained groan. "I need to take you home. Now, girl, before I do something you'll regret."  
 
    "I won't." Shaking my head, I moved towards him, unable to keep away. "I promise I won't regret anything you do to me." I wouldn’t regret it. My body was screaming at him to take me. To stop making me suffer. I needed him like I needed the air in my lungs. I honest to god felt like I would burst into flames if he didn’t take me right here and now… 
 
    Nathan stood frozen to the spot for what felt like forever, with his eyes locked on my face.  
 
    Finally, he released a breath and shook his head. "Get in my truck, Andi."  
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    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    "He went down on you" 
 
    "God, Ivy. Can you say it any louder?" I hissed. "I doubt the people at the back of the line heard you." We were standing in line for lunch and I was seriously regretting opening my mouth and telling Ivy about last night.  
 
    "Answer my question, woman!" she shot back, oblivious to the stares we were receiving.   
 
    I cast a glance to Jackson and Nate's table. A jolt shot through me when my eyes landed on Nathan. "Yes," I whispered, thinking back to what we'd done in his bedroom last night. Biting down on my lip, I averted my eyes from him, unable to look at him without melting into a puddle. 
 
    "With his mouth?" 
 
    How many other ways was there to go down on someone?  
 
    "Yes with his mouth, Ivy." And his tongue. And his fingers… 
 
    How was it?" 
 
    "Ivy!" 
 
    "Come on," she pleaded, when we paid for our food. "Tell me." 
 
    I struggled to balance my tray as I thought about how I had felt when Nathan had his mouth on me. "It was… achy." 
 
    "Achy." Ivy sighed dreamily. "Damn." 
 
    "I came," I admitted, blushing again. "Loudly."  
 
    "Damn," she repeated, this time with an impressed glint in her eyes. "Boy must have some mad skills with his mouth." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "You're a virgin," Ivy said, like stating my sexual status somehow explained everything.  
 
    It didn’t, or not to me at least, but I didn’t ask her to explain because we had reached the boys' table.   
 
    Almost instantly, Ivy made a beeline for my brother. Sinking down on Jackson's lap, Ivy didn’t hesitate to place her lips on his. If this had happened a couple of weeks ago, I would have felt nauseated, but not anymore. Not since her affections for my brother provided the perfect distraction. I was able to enjoy staring and gawking at my brother's best friend without having to worry about being caught.  
 
    Even though it was Jackson's idea for Nate and I to pose as girlfriend and boyfriend, I was worried that one of these days he was going to see right through my façade and realize that I was actually in love with his best friend. The thought of what Jackson would do if he knew was the only thing that kept me from declaring my feelings to Nathan.  
 
    Placing my tray down on the table in front of me, my eyes immediately went to Nate, who was watching me with a hooded gaze. "Hey," I whispered, biting down on my lip, unsure of what to do next. Usually, I would just sit on his lap, but today I felt awkward an unsure.  
 
    Nate stared hard at me for a long moment before pushing his chair back from the table with his foot. "Come here," he ordered, eyes heated, as he patted his thigh.  
 
    Feeling weak at the knees, I eased myself onto Nathan's lap, my breath hitching in my throat when I felt his hand clamp down on my waist, melding me to him.  
 
    Unable to stop myself I sagged against his chest, breathing quickly, feeling that delicious tingle deep in my core again. 
 
    "Are you okay?" he whispered, lips brushing against my ear.  
 
    Not trusting myself to speak, I nodded slowly, leaning further into him, wishing I could mold my body to his and have him never let me go.  
 
    Battling my inner nerves, I forced myself to look at Nate and ask, "You don’t regret me, do you?" It was the question I'd been burning to ask him since he hauled me into his truck last night and delivered me home to Jackson without a word. "Last night," I added, blushing. "Did I…" biting down on my lip, I forced myself to be brave and say it. "Was it okay…did I…you know, taste okay?" 
 
    "What?" Nate lifted his chin and gaped at me. "Tell me this isn’t a serious question." 
 
    I was being very serious, but I didn’t have a chance to continue my conversation with Nathan because my brother chose this exact moment in time to spray us with water. 
 
    "Get a room, you two," he said loudly with a devilish wink and nod of his head.  
 
    Only then did I notice Dallas standing a few feet away from our table, glaring daggers at me and Nate. 
 
    Jackson trusted Nathan so much that he didn’t have a doubt in his mind that there wasn’t anything going on between us.  
 
    In that moment, when I looked at my brother, I felt a sudden pang of guilt. 
 
    They had been best friends their entire lives. I could only pray that my feelings for my brother's best friend didn’t ruin their lifelong friendship… 
 
    When lunch was over and I was walking towards my next class, I felt a hand grab my arm from behind, pulling me to an abrupt stop.  
 
    Swinging around, I locked eyes on Nate who was looking down at me with a heated expression.  
 
    "I never got to answer your question," he growled, voice low and thick as he took a step closer, backing me up against the cool metal lockers. "You asked me if you tasted okay." He pinned me to the lockers with his hips, surrounding me with his huge frame, making me weak from his touch. "And I've been going out of my mind ever since." 
 
    "I'm sorry," I breathed, unsure of what to say. He was pressed so close to me, his breath was fanning my face, and I honestly reckoned that if Nate took a step back from me in this moment, I was sure to collapse in a heap on the floor. "I've never…had a boy do that to me." Exhaling a shaky breath, I pressed my hand against his chest and sagged. "And I know you've been a lot of girls…so I was just wondering…" 
 
    "You taste just like you look," he rasped, pressing his brow to mine. "Like fucking perfection." 
 
    Exhaling a heavy sigh, Nate pressed a hard kiss to my forehead before stepping away and striding off down the hallway, leaving me reeling after him. 
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    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as I got home from school on Friday, I retreated to my room where I proceeded to complete some much needed revisions. I managed to catch up on my homework and even complete three assignments that weren't due to be handed in until next week. It was late in the evening when I finally came downstairs and fixed myself dinner.  
 
    When I was done, I checked my sugar levels before brewing myself a cup of black coffee and retreating to the couch with a paperback by one of my favorite authors; Hope Carter. 
 
    I had just gotten comfortable when my father's voice flooded my ears and I cringed, immediately on edge.  
 
    Seconds later, he entered my peripheral vision as he hurried down the stairs, clad in a well-fitting tuxedo, followed by my mother who was dressed to the nines and draped in diamonds.  
 
    Both in their mid-thirties, Clive and Liv were undeniably attractive. Dad was tall and broad with brown hair that had a slight dusting of grey on top. Mom was exquisite. Small and curvaceous, she had big blue eyes and light blonde hair. They were too young to be the parents of two teenagers – both in body and in mind. They'd starting dating their junior year in high school and Dad had knocked Mom up with Jackson by the time they got to senior year. I followed a year later.  
 
    Dad, having come from money, married mom, who had also come from old money, before she started to show with Jackson – not daring to taint their precious family names – and the rest is a toxic history. They weren't in love. They didn’t even like each other. They were also never home for long.  
 
    Half of the time they didn’t even sleep here – and I meant that in the literal sense of the word. At least three of four nights out of the week, my parents weren't home. 
 
    Heck, this was the first time I'd seen them in two weeks.   
 
    They either had complete faith in me and Jackson or else they'd simply checked out a long time ago. As much as I longed to believe the former, I knew the latter to be true.  
 
    I guessed that was why Jackson and I were so close. We'd been thrown together when our parents had checked out on us, having come to the stark realization that children were a complication they could do without.   
 
    "Your father and I won't be back until Monday," Mom announced, doling out a hurried list of instructions in case we needed her. There was no need. I hadn't needed my mom since 2009.  
 
    Heck, she wasn’t even at home for me the week I got my first period.  
 
    Jackson and Nate were.  
 
    Totally freaked out by it all, my brother and his best friend had cycled to the store and bought me a bunch of different sized tampons. I was only ten years old and remembered crying inconsolably as I looked at those weird bullet shaped thingies and wondered what the hell I was supposed to do with them.  
 
    Later that night, Nathan had come back with his older sister Kim, who sat me down and gave me the talk – and a bunch of sanitary pads. Before that night, I'd loved Nathan Cole, but afterwards, well, those feelings deepened and cemented inside of me. This dirty little boy from the wrong side of town had come to my rescue. 
 
    "Jackson!" Dad bellowed up the staircase as he glanced at his Rolex in dismay. "Get the hell down here, boy." 
 
    "What's up your ass?" I heard my brother holler.  
 
    I didn’t blame him for the lack of respect he had for our parents, but I would be a liar if I said it wasn’t awkward as hell when he spoke down to them. Every time Dad and Jackson were in the same room, a fight erupted. I'd lost count of the number of times my father had threatened to throw my brother out, but we all knew it wasn’t true. Our father wouldn’t dream of disgracing our family by tossing Jackson to the curb.  
 
    After all, we all had a role to play in this family and Jackson had his down to a fine tea.  
 
    He was the star of the varsity football team. He got good grades. He was popular and liked and a real asset to the family. There was a better chance of Dad throwing me out than Jackson.  
 
    All I had to do was keep my grades good and my reputation squeaky clean. No boyfriends or tarnishing the Davis name.  
 
    Yeah, Clive and Liv Davis's children had to be perfect.  
 
    Their son, the handsome all-rounder football hero and their daughter, the squeaky clean virgin, who only spoke when she was spoken to and kept her nose in books and away from boys. 
 
    It was utter bullshit. 
 
    When Jackson reached the bottom step, he looked at both our parents with disdain. "Oh look," he drawled sarcastically. "Heading out again? What's it tonight? A work function or a swingers' party?" 
 
    From my perch on the couch, I held my breath and watched as Dad stalked straight up to my brother and slapped him across the face. "Don’t you use that tone with me, boy," he hissed.  
 
    I hated when our father called my brother boy. He meant it as an insult. Like he was inferior. You'd swear I was the one Dad had hit because of the way I flinched and the whimpering noise that tore from my throat.  
 
    Jackson never flinched. He didn’t even look fazed as he glared at our father menacingly. "Hit me again, old man," he taunted. "See what you'll get." My brother was taller and stronger and everything our father wasn’t. I had no doubt that if Dad was reckless enough to lay another hand on Jackson, he would lay him out.  
 
    "Boy has no goddamn respect for anyone," Dad snarled, backing up a few feet. He looked to my mother then. "This is your fault," Dad accused. "Fucking spoiling them." 
 
    Jackson scoffed. "Yeah. Because that's what she does."  
 
    "Jackson," Mom chastised. "Watch your tone." 
 
    "What fucking ever." Shaking his head in disgust, Jackson readjusted the towel around his waist before walking over to me. Sinking down on the plush, leather couch, he patted my knee in reassurance before kicking his legs up on the coffee table. "You good, Andy-Pandy?" he asked, tone softer than the one he had used when speaking to our parents. 
 
    I nodded and forced a smile, but it didn’t stick. Not when I noticed the red blotch forming on my brother's cheek.  
 
    My father's handprint, I realized, and it made me feel sick to my stomach.  
 
    "I want you to stay in tonight and watch your sister," I heard my father say. 
 
    "Do you?" Jackson replied dryly. "Oh well then. Better take her with me." Turning to me, he winked and added, "You in the party mood, little sis?" 
 
     "You little shit…" 
 
    "He's joking, Dad," I blurted out, coming to my brother's defense. I couldn’t just sit back and let Jackson take the brunt of our father's bad mood. "We're both staying in and watching Netflix," I added, feeling uneasy.  
 
    "I've been hearing rumors, Adriana," Dad snarled. "Rumors that you're messing around with some boy at school." 
 
    "Lies," Jackson was quick to defend. "All lies." 
 
    "Was I talking to you, boy?" Dad hissed, red-faced.  
 
    "Probably not," Jackson shot back. "But I'm sure as hell talking to you."  
 
    Sniffing, my father glowered at the both of us for a long moment before turning around and walking out of the room, leaving just Mom with us. 
 
    "Do you have to antagonize him?" Mom hissed, glaring daggers at Jackson.  
 
    "Do you have to speak to me?" Jackson shot back, mimicking her tone, not bothering to look at our mother. Picking up the remote for the television, he flicked it on and turned the volume up, purposefully drowning out our mother's voice.  
 
    While Jackson kept his eyes on the flat screen, I kept mine on him. "Are you okay?" I whispered, worried.  
 
    "Never better," Jackson shot back, eyes still locked on the television screen, but his jaw was clenched and his hands were balled into fists at his sides.  
 
    Feeling the need to do something, I leaned over and wrapped my arms around my brother's neck and held onto him tightly. He muttered something intelligible under his breath and patted my forearm.  
 
    The front door slammed then and I heard my mother say, "Well, don’t you look handsome tonight." 
 
    I turned sideways on the couch and watched as Nathan walked into the room.  
 
    "Mrs. Davis," Nathan acknowledged stiffly, looking anywhere but my mother's direction.  
 
    Mom was right.  
 
    In faded blue jeans and a tight fitting black shirt, Nathan did look handsome. His hair was styled up sexily and his muscles bulged against the fabric of his shirt. The short sleeves revealed his ink covered arms. 
 
    Nathan's gaze landed on Jackson first and then me. He must have seen the worry etched on my face because awareness shone in his eyes.  
 
    He knew.  
 
    Moving towards the couch, Nate immediately took a seat, which just so happened to be next to me. He stared hard at the side brother's face before his eyes moved to mine, roaming over me, obviously looking to see if I had suffered the same fate as Jackson. 
 
    "Liv!" My father roared as he stalked back into the living room. He didn’t bother to acknowledge Nathan. He didn’t even look in his direction. My parent's classy, lovey-dovey façade didn’t extend to the residents of Riverside.  
 
    Down through the years, Nathan had plenty of insightful peeks into our real lives.  
 
    "Let's go." Turning to face us once more, Dad looked at me and snarled, "I mean it, girl. Not one fucking step outside this house."  
 
    "I told you," my voice was small and meek. "We're staying in and watching Netflix." 
 
    "And I'm the King of fucking England," Dad sneered. "I know what that shithead of a brother of yours has planned, but you better not even think about leaving this house, Adriana." 
 
    I felt a warm hand touch mine then, distracting me from my father's voice.  
 
    Startled, I looked down and saw Nate's large hand covering mine. Blinking, I looked up at him. He was staring into my eyes with such heat and intensity, I felt my cheeks burn.  
 
    He didn’t let go either.  
 
    As my father continued to speak, Nate continued to hold my hand, squeezing it gently, reassuring me. 
 
    "What the hell do you think you're doing, Cole?" Dad bellowed. "Get your dirty, fucking trailer trash hands off my daughter."  
 
    "Why don’t you make him," Jackson shot back coolly, glaring at our father.  
 
    "He's got no business touching her." Turning his attention to Nate, Dad raised his finger at him. "Keep your hands to yourself, boy." Dad turned around to leave, but came back again. "If I find out you've been messing around with this piece of shit; I will ship you off to boarding school so fast your feet won't touch the ground." Dad took another step towards me then and I felt Nate bristle beside me.  
 
    "Walk away," Nate said in a deathly cold tone. "Now." 
 
    "No one likes a slut, Adriana," my father announced with finality and Nathan's hand squeezed mine so tightly I almost cried.  
 
    Immediately, Jackson was on the defense. Jerking off the couch, still holding his towel, he stalked over to our dad and glared down at him. "Call my sister a whore one more time," he seethed. Leaning down, he pressed his forehead against Dad's. "And I'll rearrange your fucking teeth." 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as I watched my brother and father's stare down.  
 
    Dad obviously saw something in my brother's eyes, a promise or something, because he turned around abruptly and walked out of the house with my mother rushing after him.   
 
    None of us spoke a word until the sound of the front door slamming broke the silence.  
 
    After that, all hell broke loose.  
 
    Nathan leapt up from the couch and charged for my brother who had ripped the photos off a wall and was now pounding his fists against said wall, cracking huge fist-shaped holes in the plaster.  
 
    "Jackson, quit it," Nate ordered. Wrapping his arm around my brother, Nate dragged him roughly away from the wall, walking him towards the staircase. "Get your ass upstairs and get dressed," he added. "He's not worth breaking your hand, man." 
 
    "I'm going to kill him," Jackson seethed, chest heaving. His blue eyes flashed with rage. "I swear to fuck, Nate. One of these days, I am going to kill that worthless piece of shit." 
 
    When Jackson retreated up the stairs, Nathan turned and looked at me. "Are you okay?" His voice was softer than normal. A deep frown was set on his face as he stared at me. "Did he…hurt you?" 
 
    I shook my head. "Just Jackson." Always Jackson... 
 
    Nodding stiffly, Nathan turned around and rushed up the stairs after my brother.  
 
    Pausing on the top step, Nathan turned around looked at me. "It's going to be okay, Andi."  
 
    I wasn’t sure why he even said that, but he looked at me with such a worried expression that I forced a smile. "Okay." 
 
    Nathan hovered at the top of the stairs for a while longer, looking pained. I didn’t know why. He knew our father was a jerk and our mother spineless. None of what happened tonight was surprising. But you'd swear that it was by looking at Nathan.  
 
    "I…" he cleared his throat and tried again. "I…" 
 
    "Yo, Andi-Pandy!" Jackson's voice boomed through the house, much lighter than a few minutes ago. "Get your ass up here." 
 
    "Why?" I asked, already on my feet and moving for the staircase.  
 
    "Because you're coming out with us," Jackson informed me when I reached the top of the stairs. Popping his head out of his bedroom, he looked at me and grinned, eyes dancing with mischief. "I think it's about time you were introduced to your first party." 
 
    Nathan stiffened beside me. "I think that's a very bad idea." 
 
    "I think it's a fucking awesome idea," Jackson shot back, still grinning. "What'd'ya say, Andi? Feel like going to a party tonight?" 
 
    "But Dad said…" 
 
    "Fuck what Dad said," Jackson hissed, sauntering out of his bedroom, fully dressed now and with his hands in his hair. "Fuck Mom, too," he added as he gelled his hair. "You're seventeen years old, Adriana. If you want to go to a goddamn party, then you're going. Screw what they think." 
 
    "I can stay behind," Nate offered. "If you're worried about leaving her alone." Shrugging, he added, "I'm trying to avoid Dallas anyway. You know she won't leave me the hell alone these days."  
 
    I grimaced inside; the sound of Dallas's name on his lips brought a sour taste to my mouth. 
 
    "Even better." Jackson grinned like a maniac. "You two can put your fake relationship to the test with your first party."  
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    When Jackson left on a pre-party beer run, I rushed into my room to shower and change. Even though I'd just showered an hour ago, I needed another one; this time a cold one. 
 
     Laying out a cute beige bodycon style dress on my bed, I dove into the shower and forced myself to calm the heck down. What the heck was I thinking? This was absolutely insane. My father would kill me if he found out…but I couldn’t not grab the opportunity to spend time with Nathan.  
 
    A loud knock on my bedroom door startled me from my thoughts. Switching off the water, I sprang out of the shower and wrapped a towel around myself before padding into my room, half expecting to see Jackson.  
 
    "Nate?" I squealed when my eyes landed on him. He was standing at the foot of my bed, holding my dress in his hands so tightly I thought he was going to rip the fabric. I couldn’t remember the last time I had looked at Nathan Cole and not felt a knot in my stomach.  
 
    "That belongs to Ivy," I heard myself explain. I'd borrowed it from her last month with the intention of wearing it to one of Alternative Kiss's gigs in one of the under twenty-one clubs in town, but hadn't been allowed to go. 
 
    "You're not going out in this," Nathan snarled, tightening his hold on my borrowed dress. "Find something else, or better still, don’t come." 
 
    Hurt and confusion encompassed me as I gaped at him.  
 
    What the heck... 
 
    "But we…" My voice broke off and I shook my head before trying again. "I thought you wanted me…to be your fake girlfriend?" We were intimate… 
 
    "Actually, that was Jackson's idea," Nate countered coolly. "And a horrible one at that." Shaking his head, he turned and glared at me. "Just forget it and stay at home tonight, okay?" 
 
    Why was he doing this to me? 
 
    Blowing cold again… 
 
    "No," I heard myself say. "I told Jackson I would go, and I'm going." 
 
    Nate sneered. "You know if he finds out, Jackson will get the brunt of it. You don’t belong at those parties, Andi. So just stay away." 
 
    "Why can't you just accept me?" I demanded, flinching from his cruel words. "Why do you always have to push me away, Nathan?" I took a step towards him. He didn’t move. "We were friends for so long!" My voice was trembling, but I continued to walk towards him. "And now you act like you can't stand to be near me. Why, huh? Why don’t you want to be near me?" 
 
    Nate's eyes bugged in his head. His face turned a deep shade of red and he looked like he wanted to scream in my face. He opened his mouth and I waited, both anxious and desperate to hear what he had to say for himself.  
 
    "No girlfriend of mine goes out naked," he finally replied, jaw clenched, voice strained. "If you wanna play this game then you play by my rules." With that, Nate turned and stormed out of my bedroom – with my dress in tow. 
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    Chapter Eight  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was still feeling hurt and rejected when we pulled up outside DJ's house an hour later, but refused to allow Nathan's mood swings stop me enjoying myself. In fact, I was determined to make the best of tonight. Who knew when I would have another shot at one of these things? 
 
    "Could you two try and act like a couple?" my brother growled as we walked towards the house. JD was in Jackson's grade. His family, like ours, were filthy rich and resided on a huge ranch five miles out of town. It was a good ten-minute walk from where we had parked to the house and Nathan was silent and brooding every step of the way.  
 
    Pretending like I didn’t notice, I wrapped my arms around myself and concentrated on the beautiful line of trees to my left. I would give anything to have an actual forest in my back garden. It was so romantic, so ethereally beautiful.  
 
    "Wow," Jackson drawled, looking back at us. "You two look positively loved up," he added sarcastically, obviously noting the fact that there was at least three feet between our bodies. "Damn, Nate. Hold her hand or something." 
 
    Reluctantly, Nathan moved to my side and almost hesitantly took my hand in his.  
 
    I shivered the moment he touched me, though I tried hard not to let it show.  
 
    He held my hand like a kid – palms touching.  
 
    It was just one more blow to my already deflated ego, but I didn’t say a word. 
 
    I couldn’t figure him out. He blew hot one minute and then arctic cold the next. 
 
    "That's better," Jackson announced cheerfully when we reached the front door. "Now, lovebirds, let's roll."   
 
    He smells like cologne and soap… That was all I could think as Nathan led me into the house. His skin was warm and he smelled amazing. And he was strong too. His body, when he brushed against me, was hard and ripped.  
 
    My cheeks flushed from being in such close proximity to him.  
 
    "Omigod, omigod, And, you came!" Ivy's voice filled my ears and I jumped, startled from my lust driven day dreams.  
 
     Barreling through the crowd, Ivy threw her arms around me the moment she reached us. "I can't believe you actually came."  
 
    "Me either." Stepping back, I looked her up and down and grinned. "Wow." Ivy looked stunning. Dressed in a simple white summer dress that fell mid-thigh, she looked like an angel.  
 
    I immediately cast a glare at Nathan who was still hovering beside me – and still holding my hand. It was his fault I looked like a granny in a full-length, light blue maxi dress, and a chunky knit cardigan. The only part of my body on display were my toes as they peeked out of my flip-flops. 
 
    Jerk… 
 
    "Are you two…" Ivy's eyes widened as she waggled her brows. "Together now?" she squealed. "Like together, together?"  
 
    Nathan looked at Jackson and then back at Ivy. "What can I say," he said in a tone laced with sarcasm. The hand that had been holding mine slipped to my waistline. "I’ve always had a thing for blondes." 
 
    "Well, good!" Ivy gleamed. "Because she's been in –" 
 
    "It's an act," I reminded her, forcing the misery out of my voice.  
 
    "In need of a decent man in her life," Ivy filled in smoothly.  
 
    I sagged in relief.  
 
    No need to humiliate me twice in one night. 
 
    Wrapping his arm around Ivy's waist, Jackson pulled her close and pressed a kiss to her cheek. "Come and take a walk with me," he coaxed, tugging my best friend off in the opposite direction. "Let's leave these lovebirds to it." 
 
    "You're off the hook now," I said brightly when Jackson and Ivy were out of sight, releasing his hand. "Knowing Jackson, he'll be gone for a while." Shrugging, I added, "I know this isn’t your idea, Nate. I'm not expecting you to spend your night with me." Not when I knew he could hardly stand to spend a twenty-minute car ride together… 
 
    Nate cocked a brow. "You think I'm gonna leave you here on your own?"  
 
    "Well…yeah." He'd made his feelings on me attending this party perfectly clear. I expected Nathan to abandon me the moment Jackson was out of sight. 
 
    I was wrong.  
 
    Doing the opposite of what I expected, Nate reclaimed my hand and this time he entwined our fingers. "Well, you obviously don’t know me as well as I thought."  
 
    "I just thought…" I wasn’t sure what I thought, but when Nate tightened his hold on my hand, and pulled me in front of his chest it felt better in real life than it had in any of my dreams.  
 
    He walked us into the kitchen, keeping me close. Having him this close to me, touching me intimately like this, well, it caused my body to tremble.  
 
    When we reached a quiet area by the sink, Nate stood with his back to the counter and pulled me into his chest. 
 
    "What are you doing?" I heard myself say when he wrapped his arms around my midsection.  
 
    "What do you think I'm doing?" His voice was low, gruff, and making me weak. "You're my girlfriend, aren’t you? At least for tonight," he added, tone bitter now. "Look, I don’t know how to do…fake," he said in a low tone, mouth close to my ear. "So, I'm just gonna do me." 
 
    "Okay." Tentatively, I covered the hand Nate had pressed to my stomach with my own and let out a shudder. This was almost too much.   
 
    Music was blasting from the amplifiers that were stacked up outside. The music was loud, the bass was vibrating through me, and still I could hear my pulse hammering like a drum. 
 
    "You're shaking," Nate stated, ducking his mouth to my ear once more.  
 
    "I'm nervous," I replied honestly. I could feel several pairs on eyes on us and my body temperature had spiked. 
 
    "Because of me?" he asked, tone husky and raw. 
 
    "Because of everything." 
 
    "Come on, then." Stepping around me, Nate caught hold of my hand and led me through the crowds over to a table laden down with alcohol. "Steer clear of any of these," he instructed, pointing to several different branded bottles of beer. "Stick with vodka." Reaching for a Dixie cup, Nate poured some vodka into the cup and then added a large dollop of tonic water. "Here." He handed me the cup before retrieving a bottle of beer for himself. "Shouldn’t mess with your blood sugars."  
 
    "How do you know this, Nate?" I asked, taken aback by his thoughtfulness, cup frozen in my hand. 
 
    "Because I know you," he replied gruffly before taking a swig of from his bottle.  
 
    With my hand still firmly grasping the cup, I watched Nathan watch me, completely unsure of what to say or do.  
 
    My throat felt so tight I didn’t think I could swallow a sip, so I simply stood there, staring up at the boy who I'd been fantasizing my whole life about. Nate drank another three whole bottles of beer before he spoke again.  
 
    "You wanna dance?" Slamming his empty beer bottle down on the table, he took a step towards me. "I think we should dance," he added thickly. "You know…keep up appearances and all that." 
 
    Selena Gomez's Come and Get it was playing and I found myself looking into Nathan's dark brown eyes and nodding wordlessly.   
 
    Reaching out, Nate placed his hands on my hips and tugged me so that I was flush against him. Instantly, my body began to tremble with want. I felt myself go pliant in his arms and had to force myself not to close my eyes when his hand moved to my lower back, fingers brushing dangerously close to the curve of my butt.  
 
    He was so close, his smell, his hands, his body… 
 
    "How am I doing?" he asked with a gruff voice. Turning me in his arms, Nate pulled me up against his chest, thrusting his hips against my ass as his hands clamped down on my hips. "Do I make a good fake boyfriend?" he asked before dropping a kiss to the base of my neck. 
 
    "You're a good actor," I heard myself whisper, leaning backwards and into his strong arms. I had no idea how this had escalated or if Nate was kissing my neck just to make our act look believable, but he was staking a claim on me right here in the middle of the party. "A really good actor." I didn’t care if it was pretend or not; it made me feel more wanted than I had in my entire life. I wasn’t acting. I was enjoying every second of being in his arms and having his lips on my skin. 
 
    "Can I speak to you for minute, Nate?" Dallas Holloway stood in front of us, and being in the presence of her beauty immediately made me retract into my shell.  
 
    With hair as black as night, a tall, lean figure, and legs that went on for days, Dallas was painfully beautiful. She had an exotic look and everything about her made me feel inferior. Knowing that she had been screwing the object of my affections for the past two years didn’t help matters either. 
 
    "Nope," Nate sneered, tightening his hold on me. "Run along now." 
 
    "For real?" she laughed, but it didn’t disguise the hurt in her voice. "We had two years together and you won't give me a minute of your time?" 
 
    "Why would I?" he shot back, slurring slightly. "So you could fuck me over again?" Nate shook his head. "No. I don’t think so."  
 
    "So it's going to be like that, is it?" she demanded. "Two years for nothing?" 
 
    "Exactly," Nate shot back. "You got it in one. Now, if you don’t mind. Please fuck off out of my life." 
 
    "You honestly think I believe you're screwing Clive Davis's daughter?" Dallas cocked a brow in distaste. "Even you aren’t that stupid."  
 
    "I'm not screwing her," Nate shot back, almost squeezing me to death. "I’m dating her." 
 
    "Dating her," Dallas deadpanned before bursting into a fit of laughter. "She's not allowed to date and you don’t date, Nathan Cole. You –" 
 
    "Things change," Nathan shot back coolly. 
 
    We weren't dancing anymore.  
 
    In fact, I didn’t think anyone was dancing.  
 
    All eyes were on us.  
 
    "Oh, my god," Dallas chimed. "This is classic." Turning her attention to me, she smiled as she looked me up and down. "You might have him fooled honey, with your big blue eyes and blonde pig tails, but once he realizes there's an impenetrable fortress blocking what's between your legs, he'll get bored." 
 
    "Leave us alone, Dallas," I muttered. I wasn’t the fighting type. I was allergic to drama and tried to avoid it at all costs. "I'm not going to argue with you." And I didn’t have pig tails. I had a braid. Those were two very different hair styles. 
 
    I felt self-conscious now. Really self-conscious.  
 
    Did I look like a child?  
 
    Was Dallas right?  
 
    Was that why Nathan had never looked at me the way I had always wanted him to?  
 
    "He might think you're the shit right now, honey," she continued to taunt. "Pretty little fresh-faced virgin, but once he gets what he wants, he'll come back to me." 
 
    "Never gonna happen," Nathan growled. "Now walk away." 
 
    I watched nervously as Dallas scowled at us once more before turning around and disappearing back into the crowd. 
 
    "Damn," Nate muttered, letting out a sigh. "That girl is like a fucking bad penny." 
 
    "Will you?" I asked, turning in his arms to look up at his face.  
 
    He frowned. "Will I what?" His hands moved to my waist automatically. 
 
    "Go back to her?" I held my breath and waited for his answer. 
 
    Confusion was etched all over Nate's face. "Andi, I'm not following you."  
 
    Feeling brazen and wildly reckless, I reached up on my tiptoes. With trembling hands, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth.  
 
    Immediately, Nate jerked his face away from me. "What the hell are you doing?" he growled, voice low, as he held my hands in his.  
 
    "I'm sorry, I just thought that after the other night…" I searched my brain and came up empty. "I'm sorry," I repeated lamely. "I thought you wanted to make sure Dallas left you alone." Shame crept through me and my conscience screamed liar. I hadn't done that for any other reason than I wanted to. I needed to. 
 
    "Andi," Nate's voice was strained when he spoke. "You can't do that again." A vein in his neck ticked as he stared down at me. "I mean it," he added, jaw clenched. "I'm not kissing you for a fucking game." 
 
    A tsunami of rejection coursed through me.  
 
    Nathan, noticing the hurt in my eyes, let out a string of curse words. "Andi, shit. Wait. I didn’t mean that the way it came out…" 
 
    "No, it's totally fine." Holding my hand up in front of Nate to keep him at bay, I shook my head before quickly rushing out of the room, desperate to get away. "I need the restroom." 
 
    Spotting Ivy in the foyer with Jackson, I made a beeline for her and snatched her away from my brother. "You need to help me," I muttered as I took her arm and dragged her down the corridor towards the bathroom. 
 
    "What the hell?" Ivy looked at me like I was a crazy woman. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "He doesn't want me," I whispered once we were inside. 
 
    "Who?" Ivy demanded. "Nathan?" When I nodded glumly, Ivy made pshhing noise. "Girl, please. That boy has been looking at you like he wants to eat you up – again." 
 
    "Then why hasn’t he?" I heard myself whine.  
 
    "I knew this fake girlfriend shit was a bad idea," Ivy growled. "It's too hard on you. You should have said no, Andi." 
 
    "I didn’t want to say no, Ives." Banging the back of my head against the door, I let out a frustrated growl. "I want Nate so badly," I admitted. "Every time I'm near him I feel like I'm going to explode!" 
 
    "Then make the first move," she suggested.  
 
    "I tried," I muttered dejectedly. "He stopped me."  
 
    "Then try harder," she urged with a wink. "Use what god gave you and woman up, dammit!" 
 
    "Then make me look like a woman," I blurted out. I gestured to my attire and sighed. "I need to look sexy." 
 
    Ivy rolled her eyes. "Newsflash, Andi. You are sexy."  
 
    "No, I'm cute. I need to look sexy," I corrected. "Please, Ivy. I'll beg if I have to." 
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    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I returned to the kitchen, I moved with a spring in my step, feeling better than when I'd run in there. With my braid undone, my hair fell to my waist, long and slightly wavy. Ivy applied some of her makeup on my face, painting my lips a plush red and I'd removed my chunky knit cardigan, leaving it in the bathroom, daring to bare a little skin in my strapless maxi-dress.  
 
    I had a swagger in my step after my pep talk with Ivy.  
 
    I wasn’t about to let Dallas Holloway bully me around tonight.  
 
    Not when I was on my very first date with Nathan, albeit a fake date, but a date all the same. 
 
    When I walked back into the room, I didn’t let the stares bother me.  
 
    Walking with purpose, I moved through the crowds, eyes set on one person.  
 
    When Nate noticed me, his brows shot up in surprise. The bottle of beer he'd been sipping remained pressed to his lower lip as his eyes raked over me.  
 
    He was frowning, like he couldn’t figure me out. 
 
    Before I had a chance to chicken out, I forced my legs to move towards him.  
 
    I was halfway there when I realized he wasn’t alone. Dallas was standing to his left with her arms crossed and her face set in a deep pout. They were obviously arguing about something.  
 
    Me, I thought to myself, and instantly my courage evaporated.  
 
    A multitude of confusing emotions were what led me over to the table laden down with alcohol, but it was the need to forget that made me drink. I browsed through the many bottles before settling on vodka. Even though I'd never drank so much as a drop of wine in my life, I trusted Nathan when he said vodka was a safe bet for my diabetes. Grabbing a Dixie cup, I filled it up and added a splash of tonic water.  
 
    The moment the alcohol touched the back of my throat, I spluttered and gagged. "Oh my god," I choked out, glaring at my cup like it was the devil in disguise. "Why do people do this to themselves?"  
 
    "Because we're gluttons for punishment," a familiar voice said from behind me and I jumped.  
 
    I swung around and smiled when I recognized the brown haired boy who was smiling at me. "Oh, hey, Brad," I acknowledged with a smile and a tip of my cup.  
 
    "It's weird to see you here," he said with a smile as he knocked back his drink. "Thought you didn’t come to these things?" 
 
    "Oh, well," I chuckled. "Things change, I guess." Feeling nervous, I finished off my drink and quickly poured another. As the alcohol flooded my veins, I felt my body loosen up as I fell into conversation with Brad. Usually, I was socially awkward, but I found it refreshingly easy to talk to Brad. He was funny and familiar and kept a respectable distance from me at all times.  
 
    My eyes glazed over, the room began to spin, and I quickly realized that I was drunk.  
 
    "Here," Brad chuckled, several drinks later, as he thrust a red Dixie cup into my hand and smiled. "Try this."  
 
    I raised the cup to my nose and sniffed. "Oh my god," I slurred, laughing. "What the heck is in that?" 
 
    "It's my own personal invention," Brad slurred back, laughing. 
 
    "Whoa, whoa, whoa," a familiar voice came from behind me just as I was about to take a sip. A large tanned arm came around me and swiped the cup from my hand. Nathan raised the cup to his lips and took a sip before shoving the cup back at Brad. "She's diabetic, asshole," he snarled. "This is loaded with rum and coke. What the fuck are you trying to do – put her in a coma?"  
 
    Brad paled, sobering quickly. "I didn’t think." Holding his hands up in retreat, he took a wobbly step back from us. "I'm sorry." His eyes flickered to me. "Andi, I'm so sorry." 
 
    "Her name is Adriana," Nathan corrected, standing almost entirely in front of me. He reeked of cigarettes and booze. "And you will be fucking sorry," Nate hiccupped, pointing a finger at Brad. "If you don’t back the fuck up from my girlfriend."  
 
    "Why did you do that?" I hissed when Brad had scampered off into the crowd. "He was only being nice to me." 
 
    "Nice," Nathan sneered, pressing himself close to me. I could smell the alcohol on his breath. It was making me dizzy. "His niceness could have landed you in the ICU." 
 
    "Are you drunk?" I asked, feeling dizzy from the stench of alcohol wafting from his breath. I was drunk. I could feel it in my bones, but Nathan was three sheets to the wind. 
 
    "I don't know," Nate drawled. He was definitely slurring his words. "Why don’t you ask that crazy bitch, Tequila." Exhaling heavily, he added, "Forced herself down my throat." Frowning he added, "Wouldn’t take no for an answer."  
 
    "God, Nate, "I whispered. "You're wasted."  
 
    "S'all your fault," he mumbled. 
 
    "How's it my fault?" 
 
    "It's always your fault," he grumbled, stunning me when he picked up a strand of my hair and rubbed it between his fingers. "Soft," he muttered, releasing my hair. "Why'd you have to be so fucking soft, Andi?"  
 
     "You need to stop doing this," I whispered, feeling confused and embarrassed. I couldn’t handle this. These signals he was sending me were messing with my head  
 
    "Stop doing what?" he demanded, suddenly angry. "Looking out for you? If you want a drink, I will get you a drink," he added. "You don’t accept it from some strange guy, Andi." 
 
    "Brad's in my History class," I replied. "And he's my lab partner in bio. He's hardly a stranger, and he's always been kind to me at school." 
 
    "Oh, that's alright then," Nate shot back sourly. Taking my hand, he all but dragged me through the crowd in the direction of the booze.  
 
    When we reached the table, he grabbed a fresh cup and filled it with vodka. "Here," he slurred. Thrusting the cup into my hand, he grabbed a bottle of tonic water and poured that in too, spilling it over the sides. "You wanna get buzzed, then you do it on my watch."  
 
    Unsure of what to do, I stood there with the cup in my hand, looking up at Nathan's scowling face. "Is this a trick?" I heard myself ask. 
 
    "A trick?" Nathan cocked a brow. "Why would this be a trick?" 
 
    "Because you were just mad at me for drinking and now you're giving me more…" Hiccupping, I looked up at Nate. "I don’t get it." 
 
    "No," Nate slurred. Dropping a hand to my hip, he drew me close to him. "I was mad at that prick for almost poisoning you. I don’t have a problem with you drinking. I have a problem with you doing it when I'm not around." Ducking his face low, he whispered in my ear, "I can keep you safe." He was rubbing my back. His hand was moving dangerously low…almost cupping my butt. "You're too good for him, Andi," he added. Oh yeah, he was cupping my butt now…with his hand! 
 
    Carly Rae Jepson's I Really Like You was blasting from one of the amps set up in the house and I felt like crying. She was singing the words of my life right now. 
 
    "Why can't I kiss you?" I blurted out, voice torn. Nathan's brows shot up and his eyes darkened. "If I'm your girlfriend for the night then I think I deserve a kiss." 
 
    "Andi, you're drunk," Nate bit out, voice strained. "Fuck, I'm drunk." 
 
    "You weren't drunk in your bedroom," I shot back bravely. "And neither was I." 
 
    Taking my arm, Nate dragged me out of the kitchen and straight through the foyer to the front door. "You don’t really want me," he told me once we were outside. With his hand still firmly clasping my arm, he walked us down the long stretch of lawn towards the trees. "It's the vodka talking." 
 
    "You're wrong," I corrected him. I had no idea where we were going, but we were finally alone so I kept walking. "Well, you're right about the drunk part," I added, wiping the corner of my mouth with my thumb. "But not the wanting part." Stopping in front of a huge oak, I leaned my hip against the trunk and sighed deeply. "I really, really want you…" 
 
    "What kind of a fake boyfriend would I be if I took advantage of you?" he slurred as a slow smile crept across his face.  
 
    "The good kind," I grinned as I placed my hands on his face and pulled his mouth down to mine.  
 
    The moment our lips touched, a white hot feeling of heat, fire, and raw desire burst through me, causing everything south of my navel to clench and throb. 
 
    "Andi…" Nathan craned his neck back far enough to look into my eyes. His hands covered mine as he stared at me. I could see the confusion in his glassed over eyes – and the desire. "What are you doing to me?" 
 
    Every inch of my body trembled and shook as I looked into his eyes and whispered, "I'm playing your game, Nate." My voice was thick and husky. "It's what you asked me to do, right? Be your girlfriend for the night?"  
 
    "No," he growled. Turning us quickly, I felt my back hit the trunk of the tree seconds before his warm hand cupped my cheek. "Damn, Andi…" 
 
    My body was on full alert, and my heart had never hammered so fast against my ribcage as I watched him watch me. "I figured since I'm your girlfriend for the night, we might as well make the most of it…" I let my voice trail off. 
 
    "You're not a game to me, Andi," he shot back huskily. "I won't play games with you." His thumb trailed across my bottom lip and I felt my body sag. "I'm drunk and I'm weak." He sagged against me. "Don’t fucking expect me to be your prince charming tonight." Letting out a growl, he hissed, "I barely stopped myself last time…"  
 
    "I didn’t want you to stop the last time." My tongue snaked out to touch him, to taste him. "I don’t want you to stop this time." 
 
    "Stop looking at me like that," he whispered in a pained voice as he rolled his hips, thrusting against me. Instinctively, my body returned the move, grinding against him, welcoming him.  
 
    "Like what?" I breathed, rocking against him now. His body was covering mine, pressing me against the tree and still it wasn’t enough. 
 
    He groaned and dropped his head to mine. "Like you want this almost as badly as I do." 
 
    "I do," I admitted. "I want you. I'm done being good, Nate. I am. I just want you…"  
 
    "Don’t fucking tease me, Andi," his voice was thick and raw. "Don’t play with me. Not about this." 
 
    "I'm not," I gasped, feeling so much for him that I wanted to cry. "I want you. All of you. Whatever you're willing to give me –" 
 
    I didn’t finish the question – I couldn't – because Nathan's tongue was suddenly in my mouth, hot, hard and relentless. The weight of his body was pressing me to the tree, the feel of his erection grinding against my thigh as he moved against me, leaving me breathless with kisses and wanting more.  
 
    Wanting so much more… 
 
    With a sigh mixed with longing, lust, and pure want, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my body to his. I'd never done anything like this before, had never even kissed a boy, but everything about this boy screamed yes. 
 
    The second he slipped a hand between my legs, a growl tore from the back of Nathan's throat and my whole body ignited in fire – an aching of desperation and desire thrummed low in my belly. 
 
    I could hear myself moaning loudly against his lips, crying out his name like a raving lunatic, and I knew I needed to be quiet, but he felt so good and made every inch of my body prickle and burn. I couldn’t think straight. I couldn’t think, period.  
 
    Nathan was a boy from Riverside, one of the untouchables, and yet I was willing to let him touch every part of me. He had rough, calloused fingers, and I loved everything about him. His smiles. His face. His mood swings. The sound of his grunts and groans caused my entire body to ignite in a hot flush. 
 
    He fucked my mouth with his tongue, staking a claim on me, branding me his, as he rubbed me over the fabric of my dress. It wasn’t enough. I needed more.  
 
    Hormones had taken control of my body and were the reason why I was pulling at Nate's belt buckle frantically. Whimpering in desperation, I tugged on the buckle once more, praying he would take the hint.  
 
    Finally, he did.  
 
    Releasing my bottom lip with a loud pop, Nate staggered back from me just long enough to undo his belt and fly.  
 
    Reclaiming the space he'd put between us, he thrust himself against me as he reached down and grabbed the skirt of my dress.  
 
    With his mouth on mine once again, Nate bunched the fabric in his fists and dragged it upwards, baring my skin to the night air. He moved with confidence as he rubbed his erection against my lower belly, with experience when he tugged the front of my dress downwards to reveal my breasts. And in this moment, it was entirely welcome. I wanted him to take control of the situation because god knows I was clueless, led entirely on want and desire.  
 
    I kept my mouth on Nate's when I reached one hand to my waist and pushed my cotton panties down my thighs before quickly stepping out of them. 
 
    All that was covered of my body was where my dress had bunched at my midsection. Every other part of me was exposed to him. 
 
    His harsh breaths, when he finally released my lips, flooded my senses and I could still taste the mint and alcohol from his tongue as he dropped his mouth to suckle on one of my puckered nipples, coaxing me with his tongue, biting down on my sensitive buds, and then lapping me up when I cried out for more.  
 
    He was big and hard and eternally welcome. The feel of his hands on my bare flesh, his mouth on my body... Oh god, everything about him brought to life a side of me I hadn't known existed. 
 
    Suddenly I was airborne, being lifted effortlessly by my brother's best friend as he slammed my back against the tree and pushed himself inside of me. 
 
    Hiked up, I wrapped my legs around Nate's waist and cried out when the sharpest pain I'd ever felt speared through me. It honest to god felt like I was splitting in half. I opened my eyes and let out a strangled sigh as my body rode the wave of pain. 
 
    "Shit… virgin," Nate slurred. "I forgot… hmm, fuck." Burying his face in my neck, he groaned. "Tell me when I can move, Andi." His voice was strained, his body trembling. "I need to fuck you so bad…"  
 
    I blew out the breath I'd been holding and hesitantly rolled my hips against him. "Uh…" My eyes rolled back when a rippling wave of pleasure shot straight through me. Nate groaned in what sounded like pained pleasure. "Mmmm…" 
 
    Tentatively, I rolled my hips again and this time, the feeling returned, blossoming further inside of me, making me throb so hard I could barely breathe. "More," I moaned. "Give me more..." 
 
    "Thank fuck," he grunted before pulling out and slamming himself back inside of me, this time burying himself so deep I screamed. "Yeah," Nate hissed as he took me against the tree. "Scream, Andi. Fucking hell, baby." 
 
    "Nate…oh god, Nate. I'm so…" The more I rubbed myself against him, the stronger the feeling grew. "I'm burning…I'm on fire." My body was burning up. I was trembling all over and pounding his cock into me like a drum. "How are you doing this to me…huh…god, I'm so…uh!" 
 
    "You wanted this," he hissed before pressing a hard kiss to my lips. "Me. So fucking take me, Andi." His fingers dug into the fleshy part of my thighs as he held me captive to his passionate onslaught. "Take it all." 
 
    "I can feel you," I cried out, clawing at his back with my hands. "Marking me on the inside…" 
 
    "Fuck," he hissed, biting down on his bottom lip. "Do that again." 
 
    "Do what?" I cried out, unsure of what I'd done to make him so…frantic. 
 
    "My back, Andi," he grunted, moving faster, thrusting harder. "Your nails…" 
 
    Roughly tearing my nails down his back, I burrowed my face in Nate's neck as every sensation inside of me joined forces and crashed through my body like a tidal wave, shocking my body and causing me to jerk violently in his arms.  
 
    "God fucking dammit, Andi," Nathan hissed as he slammed into me once more and stilled. I could feel the heat of his orgasm flooding me and it caused the rippling sensation to return. 
 
    Biting down on his shoulder, I screamed as another wave of pleasure rolled through me. It was the most pleasurable pain I'd ever experienced and I never wanted it to end…but then it did and reality came crashing down on us like a freight train.  
 
    Pulling out of me, Nate released me like I burned his skin as he staggered backwards, shaking his head. "Fuck," he hissed hoarsely. "Fuck!" 
 
    "Nathan." Readjusting my clothes, I moved to go to him, but he waved me back.  
 
    "What the fuck did I just do?" Pinching the bridge of his nose, he looked around helplessly before locking eyes with me once more. "I've fucked it all up," he whispered and it was a broken sound.  
 
    "What? Nate, no." I moved to him this time, desperate to make him feel okay. "It's okay." 
 
    "Okay? I just fucked you up against a goddamn tree," he roared. "You're my best friend's sister, Andi. My best fucking friend and I broke you in." He threw his hands in the air and grabbed his hair. "Christ, I fucked your goddamn virginity out of you." 
 
    "I wanted it," I heard myself say. "You. I wanted it to be with you…my first time, I mean." 
 
    Nathan turned and glared at me. "You wanted me to fuck you raw?" Disgust laced his tone. "You're so stupid, Andi. So goddamn stupid." 
 
    "Why?" Tears were burning my eyes now. "Why are you calling me names?" 
 
    "Why aren’t you leaving?" he roared back. "You know what I am, Andi. Fuck! You know what I'm like. Why? Fucking why would you want me to take your virginity?" 
 
    "Because I love you, you big jerk!" The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. "I've loved you since I was ten." Tears flowed freely now down my cheeks as I admitted my deepest secrets.  "Maybe even before then." 
 
    "Don’t," he shot back, shaking his finger at me. "Don’t say that shit to me." 
 
    "Well, I do love you," I screamed, furious. "And not saying it doesn’t make it go away." 
 
    "Make it go away," he roared back. "Bury that shit down, Andi, and don’t ever fucking say it again." 
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    "No one likes a slut, Adriana..." 
 
    My father's words tormented me the entire ride home from DJ's party as I sat in the backseat of my brother's range rover with Ivy.  
 
    In one night, I had managed to both ruin my reputation and my already strained friendship with Nathan. Feeling sore and exhausted, I remained quiet, choosing to reel with what little of my dignity that was left intact. 
 
    "Man, you two deserve an Oscar," Jackson said for the third time and I cringed inside. "Did you see Dallas's face?" he continued, obviously speaking to Nathan who was sitting in the front seat with his head angled out the passenger window. "She looked like she was shitting pebbles when she saw you two together." 
 
    "Please, Dude," Nate groaned. "Shut the fuck up for a sec." Heaving loudly, he wrapped his arms around the door and shuddered. "I'm trying to die here." 
 
    "Serves your ass right for getting so smashed," Jackson shot back good-naturedly before turning his attention to the back seat. "So, Andi-Pandy." He adjusted his rearview mirror so that he could see me. "How'd your first party go?" 
 
    "It was good," I said quietly, feeling my cheeks burn with heat as Nathan gawked again from the front seat. My god, I actually made him sick to his stomach. "I mean, it was fine." 
 
    "Are you glad you came?" Ivy asked.  
 
    Nathan heaved again.  
 
    "I guess," I replied, ducking my face in shame. 
 
    "Oh my god, Andi, you have to come again," Ivy argued excitedly. "I know it's hard for you but you have to at least try and come…whoa, shit, are you okay, Nate?" Ivy asked when Nathan puked again. 
 
    "Peachy," Nate muttered dejectedly.  
 
    "What about you, Andi?" Ivy asked, turning to face me. "First time at a party. First time drinking. I bet you feel all grown up now. First time on a date. You've had a whole lot of first times tonight." Grinning, she continued to tease me, not realizing how accurate she was. "How do you feel?" 
 
    "Tired," I squeezed out, clasping my hands together on my lap.  
 
    "Well, you guys have to keep this going," Jackson laughed. "It was so fucking good. Nate, pick Andi up for school on Monday. That'll drive Dallas nuts –" 
 
    "No," Nate barked out. "No more fucking games." 
 
    "Dude," Jackson shot back. "You can't give up the act now." 
 
    "Drop it," Nate muttered before adding, "Jacko, put the radio on, man. No one wants to hear me spew my guts up." 
 
    The moment my brother flicked on the radio, Madonna's Like a Virgin filled my ears and Nathan's puking resumed at a higher decimal than before.  
 
    "Oh, I love this song," Ivy squealed. "It's a classic." Clapping happily, she instructed my brother to turn up the volume and then proceeded to sing every word – at the top of her lungs.  
 
    Burying my chin in my neck, I closed my eyes and prayed for this night to end.  
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    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Three whole days passed before I worked up the courage to confide in Ivy.  
 
    "That douche nozzle," she screeched when I finished my tale of woe at lunch on Monday. "Is he for real?" 
 
    "Shh," I hissed, mortified, as we walked down the hallway towards the cafeteria. "It's bad enough I know what I've done without the entire school hearing about it too." Or my father.  
 
    I dreaded to think what my father would do if he found out. 
 
    "Does Jackson know?" Ivy asked as we stood in line. Immediately her gaze honed in on my brother who was sitting at the far corner of the cafeteria with Nathan beside him.  
 
    They were, as usual, surrounded by the varsity football team and hordes of senior girls. While Jackson laughed and chatted animatedly with the crowd, Nathan stared down at his cell phone with a brooding look on his face.  
 
    "Of course he doesn't know about you two," Ivy said, answering her own question. "Nate's still breathing." 
 
    "To be fair, I think that if it came down to a physical fight between those two, Nate would win." I wasn’t bragging Nathan up by saying this. I was simply stating the facts. My brother, as strong and athletically built as he was, was no Nathan Cole. 
 
    Where Jackson had that wholesome, all-American look about him with blonde hair and blue eyes, Nate was rough around the edges and dangerous with black hair, a golden tan, and eyes dark as coal.  And where Jackson was tall, clocking in at six feet, and well-built from years of playing football at an intense level, Nate was just plain…bigger. He was taller, his shoulders were broader, his muscles more defined, his stomach more ripped, his waist line more…  
 
    "Nah," Ivy piped up, distracting me from my thoughts. "Jackson would cream Nate in a fight." She smiled proudly. "He's so conditioned from football." 
 
    "Nathan plays football, too," I heard myself say defensively. "Or at least he used to." Nathan had been first string quarterback until he quit the team last year, trading football for a paycheck. Coach Hamilton had been heartbroken. Heck, Nathan's withdrawal from the team had sent the entire town into a frenzy. Football was a pretty big deal in Spring Hill. It was right up there with church, and I knew for a fact the only reason my father had ever tolerated a boy from Riverside hanging around his children was because Nathan was an even bigger star than Jackson. That boy shone on a football field and it was a crying shame he'd quit. 
 
    Nathan chose that exact moment to look up from his phone. The moment his eyes landed on my face, I blushed and ducked my face.  
 
    "Why are we even talking about who would beat who in a fight?" I grumbled, keeping my head down. "Jackson can never know about this." 
 
    "Did you two use protection at least?" Ivy asked, glaring daggers across the cafeteria at Nathan.  
 
    "I think so?" 
 
    Ivy gaped at me. "You think so," she repeated flatly.  
 
    "We were drunk." I could feel my face burning as we moved along in line, getting closer to the counter. "And he was…" I couldn’t say it. Shaking my head, I bit down on my lip and sighed. "Everything just escalated so quickly."  
 
    "Well you better escalate your ass to the pharmacy," Ivy snapped, slapping her lunch tray down. "I mean it, Adriana," she added, using my full name for impact. "This is serious."  
 
    Catching ahold of my arm, Ivy all but dragged me out of the cafeteria and down the hallway. "You should have told me about this straight away." She shoved me out through the entrance and down the steps to the student parking lot. "If you've had unprotected sex, you only have like seventy-two hours to take the morning after pill. After that, it's useless and you are cutting it close, girl." 
 
    "Wait!" I halted at Ivy's car. "I can't go to a pharmacy and buy that stuff." Panic laced through me. "Or cut class! If my father finds out…" 
 
    "What do you think your father will do if you arrive home with a baby Nate in your belly?" Ivy shot back and I paled. "Thought so," she added. "Now get in the car. I'll take you to my pharmacist. She's super discreet." 
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    When Ivy finally dropped me off at home, it was past six and I was beyond exhausted.  
 
    Trudging up the driveway towards my house, I noticed both Jackson's Range Rover and Nate's Chevy parked out front.  
 
    I missed a step when my eyes landed on that beat-up old Chevy and staggered a little.  
 
    Nate hadn't shown up at our house all weekend. In fact, I hadn't seen or heard a word from him since Jackson dropped him off at his trailer after DJ's party. Jackson had cracked jokes about how Nate must be nursing the mother of all hangovers, but I knew I was the reason he hadn't come by. 
 
    Letting myself inside, I moved through the house like a ghost, desperate to escape into the safety of my bedroom. I kept my head down, afraid that if my brother appeared right now and looked at me he would immediately know what I'd done and where I'd just come from. Shame was coursing through my veins, bringing with it anxiety and, if I was being honest, a little nausea.  
 
    I heard Jackson in the kitchen. He was prattling on about something so I took that as my opportunity to sneak up the staircase and into my room. 
 
    Once inside, I hurried over to my bed. Removing my backpack from my shoulder, I turned it upside down, letting the contents spill onto my duvet.  
 
    Sinking down on the edge of my mattress, I picked up the small rectangular shaped box with trembling fingers. The lady behind the counter said the sooner I took it, the better, so I quickly tore the box open and popped the pill into my mouth, washing it down with a bottle of water on my nightstand.  
 
    A sudden knock on the door, followed by Jackson's voice, caused me to drop my water on the floor.  
 
    "Hey," he said, sauntering into my bedroom. "Where'd you and Ivy go at lunch? It's not like you to cut class." 
 
    I'm in trouble, Jackson, I wanted to blurt out, but I refrained. "Ivy had an appointment," I said instead. Lying didn’t come easy to me, and from the look on Jackson's face, he could tell I was full of B.S right about now. Dropping to my knees, I retrieved the bottle and rubbed the damp piece of carpet nervously.  
 
    He cocked a brow. "An appointment?" 
 
    "Uh-huh." I swallowed deeply. "At the doctor's office." Climbing to my feet, I walked over to my desk and dropped the bottle in my trash can. Turning to face him, I added, "I went with her, you know… for moral support." 
 
    Jackson walked over to my bed and sank down, not caring that he was squashing several of my school books. His brows were furrowed when he asked, "Why, is she sick?" His voice held a note of concern and it touched my heart. Maybe Jackson wasn’t planning on completely ripping my best friend's heart to shreds. The notion warmed me.  
 
    "God, no," I blurted out, feeling my cheeks flame. Knotting my hands behind my back, I struggled to come up with a rational excuse for attending a doctor's appointment during school hours. "She just…"  
 
    "What's this?"  
 
    Every ounce of air expelled from my lungs as I stared in horror at my brother who was holding the box that had contained the morning after pill in his hands.  
 
    "Plan B?" He looked at the box and then at me. "What the fuck are you doing with the morning after pill, Andi?" Jackson looked livid as he jerked to his feet and stalked towards me. "Do you have something you need to tell me?" I could see the wheels in mind jumping to all the right conclusions and I panicked.  
 
    "It's not mine," I denied. "I'm just…I have…" 
 
    "Fuck," Jackson hissed. "Is this what you two were doing?" He stared down at the box in his hands again before letting out a pained groan. "You should have told me about this, Andi." 
 
    "How could I?" I squeaked, unsure as to why he thought I could ever tell him. "I knew you'd be mad about it." 
 
    "Mad?" His brows furrowed in confusion. "I'm not mad, Andi, I'm concerned." Running a hand through his spikey blonde hair, Jackson sighed heavily. "God, I don’t know why she'd even need this. I'm always careful."  
 
    Wait… he thought the pill belonged to Ivy? 
 
    So he did in fact sleep with Ivy? 
 
    Thank god… 
 
    "I need to go see her," Jackson muttered under his breath, still staring down at the box like it was alien to him. "Find out what the hell is going on." 
 
    "Jackson, wait!" I called out, racing after my brother who was already halfway out of my bedroom door like a man on a mission. "Don’t go yet…can you just wait a second please –" 
 
    My words broke off the moment I stepped out of my bedroom and my eyes landed on Nathan, 
 
    He was standing stock still in our landing with Jackson standing in front of him, waving the box in the air. 
 
    Skirting back into my bedroom, I grabbed my phone off my bed and quickly tapped out a message to Ivy. 
 
      
 
    Andi: Please don’t be mad. Jackson found my prescription and thinks it's yours. 
 
      
 
    Seconds passed by and then three little dots appeared at the bottom of the screen. 
 
      
 
    Ivy: WTF Andi!!!! 
 
      
 
    Cringing, I tapped out another message. 
 
      
 
    Andi: I am so sorry! He's on the way to your house now. Please don’t tell him it's mine… 
 
    Ivy: You're gonna owe me big time, Andi Davis! 
 
      
 
    I sagged in relief. 
 
      
 
    Andi: Thank you so much for this… 
 
    Ivy: Don’t thank me. Pray that the damn pill works because I won't be able to cover a baby for you… 
 
      
 
    The sound of my bedroom door slamming distracted me from my phone and I looked up only to wish I hadn't when my eyes landed on Nathan standing with his back to my door, blocking me in.  
 
    "We need to talk," he bit out, folding his arms across his chest. In dark navy overalls, tied at the waist, and a dirty white wife beater, Nate looked incredible. He had obviously come to our house straight from work. His tousled black hair looked like he'd just fallen out of a woman's bed.  
 
    My heart sank at the thought.  
 
    Frozen in spot, I just looked at Nathan, unable to say a word. How was I supposed to handle being around him now? Three nights ago, this boy had stripped me down and taken my virginity against a tree. Now he was standing in my bedroom, looking at me with hard, angry eyes.  
 
    "Okay," I finally said. Hurrying over to my bed, I sank down, feeling the need to rest my trembling body. Being in close vicinity to Nathan Cole caused havoc on my nerves. "Let's talk." 
 
    "First off, I need to apologize to you," Nate said. Exhaling heavily, he ran a hand through his hair and moved towards me. "I am so fucking sorry about the other night." 
 
    "It's alright," I whispered, feeling my heartbeat rocket in my chest. "You don’t have to be sorry, Nate." I wanted it. I wanted you… 
 
    Sinking down on the bed beside me, he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his muscular thighs. "I messed up, Andi," he muttered, not looking up from the hands as he loosely clasped them together. "Real fucking bad." 
 
    I remained still as a statue beside him, unsure of whether or not I should say something.  
 
    "I…enjoyed it," I finally whispered, cheeks burning. "If you're upset because you think I didn’t want it then you're wrong. I enjoyed what you did to me." 
 
    Nate let out a pained groan. "Damn, Andi." Rubbing his face with his hands, he turned to face me. "You can't say shit like that."  
 
    "Why not?" I asked, mirroring his movements, turning my body to face him. "It's the truth." 
 
    "Losing your virginity is supposed to be…special for a girl," Nate choked out. "It's not something some white-trash asshole takes from you against a goddamn tree." He looked at me guiltily. "The Plan B wasn’t Ivy's, was it?" 
 
    I shook my head slowly. 
 
    "Jesus Christ," he groaned. "I've never done that before. I have never fucking forgot to wear a condom in my life. I swear to god, Andi. I…"  
 
    "I wanted to give it to you," I admitted, interrupting him. "I've only ever wanted you to have me. And you're not white-trash, Nathan." 
 
    "Andi," Nate deadpanned. "You're Clive Davis's daughter. Your momma is the goddamn queen bee of this town and your brother is my best fucking friend. We both know I crossed the line Friday night and you’re just too fucking nice to admit it." Letting out a groan, Nate threw himself back on my bed and sighed. "I know the score, Andi. You're thoroughbred and off limits – especially to guys like me. Everyone knows it, and I still…Fuck!" He threw his tattooed covered arm over his face and bit back a groan. "I have fucked shit up so bad I don’t even know how to fix it." 
 
    Pulling myself onto my knees, I leaned over Nate's washboard stomach and clasped his wrist with my hand, pushing it away from his face.  
 
    "I'm not sorry." My breath was coming in short, fast puffs, as I held myself above him, my blue eyes staring into his brown. "I wanted you, Nathan Cole." I still do… 
 
    His eyes were on my face, searing me, burning holes through me. "Andi, I live in a fucking trailer. My mom's a drunk. My dad's a John Fucking Doe. You know this. I've got fuck all going for me. I'm bad news. I'm broke. I'm nothing..." 
 
    "You're something to me," I heard myself say before leaning towards his lips. 
 
    "Something dangerous," Nate replied quietly, holding my face between his hands, stopping my lips from touching his. "Do you have any idea what your daddy would do if he even suspected you were messing around with a guy like me?" 
 
    I had an idea – and it included an all-girls convent up north...  
 
    "I don’t care if you're from Riverside, and I don’t care about what my father thinks," I whispered, refusing to allow my fears to hold me back. "I want to be with you. I always have…" 
 
    "No," he growled, his mouth almost touching mine. "You don’t. You just think you do because I was your first. Sooner or later, you're gonna figure out I'm a real bad decision." 
 
    "Then you're my bad decision to make," I argued, wanting this boy more than I'd ever wanted anything. "I'm a big girl, Nate. I can make my own mistakes." 
 
    Exhaling heavily, Nate shook his head and gently pushed me off him before climbing to his feet.  
 
    "Well, here's one decision you won't have to make," Nate hissed, not meeting me in the eye. "You and me? It's never going to happen." 
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    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I avoided Nathan Cole as much as I possible could after that day.  
 
    For years, I'd done exactly what had been asked of me – expected of me. And the first night I actually went out and had a little fun – and a little alcohol – I ended up hoisted up against a tree with the town bad-boy screwing my brains out.  
 
    The worst part was; I didn’t regret it.  
 
    As dirty and whorish as that made me, given the chance to go back to that night, I knew in my heart I would do it again.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what kind of a girl that made me, but it was the honest truth. Deep down in my heart, I knew I would give myself to Nathan Cole in a heartbeat – if he only wanted me. 
 
    I was miserable in school. Every day felt like torture, having to put on a brave face in front of Jackson. The sick thing was; I was still playing the role of Nathan's fake girlfriend.  
 
    Of course, it was different now.  
 
    I was different.  
 
    Deeply wounded by his rejection, I found myself pulling back in every sense of the word.  
 
    We didn’t talk anymore.  
 
    At school, I kept up appearances and sat with him at lunch, but I opted to take rides from Ivy instead of Nathan. At home, I locked myself in bedroom the moment Ivy dropped me home from school and I didn’t come out until she came back to pick me up. I never answered a single knock on my door and I hadn’t powered my phone up in over a week.  
 
    I found myself avoiding Jackson, too. Every time he asked if I wanted to watch a movie or come hang out with him, I refused; the guilt of sleeping with his best friend too much to handle.  
 
    On a positive note, I got my period ten days after the party, so at least there wouldn’t be a baby to explain. I could hide my whorish antics and pretend I was still Clive Davis's perfectly polished daughter. Nathan had never spoken a word about that night to anyone, so nobody was any the wiser.  
 
    Ivy was still hooking up with Jackson, which meant we were seeing less of each other than ever. Her absence and my lack of contact with my brother meant I was slaying my school work, maintaining an A+ in every class, but no matter how many tests I aced or high grades I scored, I couldn’t shake the sadness inside of me.  
 
    The feeling of regret and shame.  
 
    The truth was, I felt dirty and disappointed in myself.  
 
    Never in a million years had I ever dreamed Nathan could make me feel this way, but he had. 
 
    "Earth to Andi!" Jackson's voice penetrated my thoughts and I forced a smile. I was sitting at our usual lunch spot. My brother and Ivy were sitting opposite me. Nathan was right beside me, and yet, I'd never felt so alone. Every now and then, he would try and meet my eye or catch my hand under the table – which was why I now sat poker straight with my hands on the table in front of me… 
 
    "I'm sorry. What did you say?"  
 
    Jackson returned my smile, but I could see the concern in his eyes. "I asked you if you had a dress figured out for homecoming yet?" 
 
    Had I a dress figured out? 
 
    I didn’t have my freaking life figured out. 
 
    Screw a dress… 
 
    "No," I replied, rolling my uneaten apple around in my hands. "Not yet."  
 
    "Do you need cash?" my brother asked.  
 
    "Jacko," Nate grumbled, stiffening beside me. "Drop it, man." 
 
    "What the hell is up with you two anyway?" Jackson shot back. "You two have a fight or something?" 
 
    "No," I forced myself to say.  
 
    "Andi, you really need to get organized," Ivy added. "If you're still going, that is." 
 
    "Ivy's right, Andi. You're cutting it tight," Jackson told me. "With three days until the dance…" 
 
    "Oh my god, stop talking about the stupid dance already!" I hissed. "I don’t give a damn about any stupid dress." Having said that, I shoved my chair back and stalked out of the cafeteria.  
 
    Storming through the double doors of the cafeteria, I marched down the hallway, desperate to get away from everyone and clear my head.  
 
    "Andi," I heard Nathan call out from behind me and his voice caused me to break into a run. "Goddammit, Andi, talk to me, will you!" 
 
    I didn’t want to talk to him. I couldn’t stand to hear another it's not you, it's me conversation.  
 
    Rushing down the steps of the main entrance of the school, I raced over the quad until I reached the football field.  
 
    Sinking down on the grass, I took a vicious bite from my apple and sighed.  
 
    What the hell was I going to do? 
 
    "Hey, Adriana." 
 
    With my half-eaten apple one hand, I craned my head up to see who was there. My heart fell into my butt when I realized who it was. "Oh hey, Dallas," I replied nervously.  
 
    "Mind if I sit?" she asked. 
 
    I shrugged, unsure of how to answer that question. Of course I didn’t want Dallas to sit with me, but I didn’t own the grass. It was a free country and she could sit if she wanted to. 
 
    Rolling my half-eaten apple in between my hands, I kept my face down as I waited for her to tell me what she wanted.  
 
    Finally, she did.  
 
    "So I hear you and Nate are off the cards again." 
 
    Forcing myself to swallow before I spoke, I took a deep, calming breath before saying, "Where'd you hear that?" 
 
    "Come on, Andi," Dallas chuckled. "It’s obvious. You two have been avoiding each other like the plague for the past three weeks. Anyone with a brain cell can figure out that you're not with Nate anymore."  
 
    "Why don’t you ask him yourself?" I shot back calmly. In spite of all that had happened, my loyalty still remained with Nathan, and if she was looking for dirt on him, then she would have to ask him herself. "I'm sure you'll find him in the cafeteria." 
 
    "Maybe I will," Dallas replied coolly, obviously miffed she hadn't gotten the answer she wanted. 
 
    "Is there anything else?" I asked, feeling incredibly uneased by the way she was staring at me. I had this horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that she was mentally laughing at me. I knew that sounded absurd, but I honest to god felt it. Deeply.  
 
    "I'm just trying to figure something out about you," Dallas mused, eyes locked on my face. 
 
    "Oh really." I could feel my cheeks burning, but I was determined not to let her know how much she was affecting me. "And what's that?" 
 
    "I'm trying to figure out what kind of a messed up childhood you had that caused you to have such daddy issues."  
 
    I gaped. "Daddy issues?"  
 
    "Well, yeah," Dallas replied in an almost sympathetic tone. "You must be lacking something real bad in your life to make you fawn over a boy who's as good as a brother to you." 
 
    "Nathan is not my brother," I shot back in a heated tone. 
 
    "I said as good as a brother," she corrected, smiling. "Did your daddy not give you enough attention, Andi?" She laughed. "Is that it? You were ignored as a child and now you're craving affection from someone who held authority over you?" 
 
    "I'm not talking about this with you," I shot back, flustered. "Just leave me alone, Dallas." 
 
    "Are you going to the homecoming dance with him this weekend?" she demanded, tone hard this time. 
 
    "Ask Nate," I repeated before taking a bite from my apple, desperate to be left alone.  
 
    "You don’t give much away, do you?" she mused, flashing her beautiful white smile.  
 
    "I like to keep to myself," I replied in an even tone.  
 
    "Hmm." Dallas clicked her tongue. "Hey, how's your daddy doing?" 
 
    I frowned. "Fine..." 
 
    "And your momma?" Dallas smiled. "How's she doing?" 
 
    Now I did turn and look at her. "They're both fine, Dallas." 
 
    "Good," she replied almost coyly. "You know; I can tell you're a major Game of Thrones fan, but you might wanna lay off the peroxide." 
 
    "Game of Thrones?" I shook my head in confusion. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Come on, Andi," Dallas chuckled, nudging me gently in the ribs. "We all know you're trying to pull off the whole mother of dragons look but honestly? I think you're pretty enough without bleaching your hair." My mouth fell open and Dallas quickly snapped it shut with a flick of her hand. "And here's another tip; a little mascara on those lashes could really help tone done the whole bulging eyeball thing you've got going on." 
 
    "I…what?"  
 
    "Your eyes." She smiled sweetly. "Honey, they need toning down." Giggling, she added, "I mean, is it a medical issue? Do you have Grave's disease or something?" 
 
    "No." Immediately my hands moved to my face. "This is just how I look." 
 
    "Oh." Dallas smiled sympathetically. "Well, maybe if you squint a little, it won't be so noticeable." Climbing to her feet, she dusted off the back of her denim cut offs and smiled. "Well, I'll be seeing you, Adriana." 
 
    "Yeah, bye." I stared after her in confusion, wondering how the heck she had managed to compliment me and make me feel like crap all in one breath. 
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    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'm telling you, Ives, she was weird. Smug, even."  
 
    Ivy and I were in Trigonometry. It was our last class of the day and I was trying to keep my voice as low as possible, but it wasn’t easy. Dallas had unnerved me and I was feeling off kilter. 
 
     Leaning over my desk towards Ivy, I added, "It was like a threat, except it wasn’t." I shook my head and sighed.  
 
    I should have never gotten involved in her and Nate's business… 
 
    "She's a bitch," Ivy growled. "A poisonous bitch. Andi, don’t let her intimidate you."  
 
    "She asked me if I had Grave's Disease," I muttered, feeling the burn in my eyes – a sure sign of the threat of tears.  
 
    "She said what?" Ivy's eyes darkened. "You're gorgeous, Andi. I would give anything to have eyes that pop like yours. That girl is jealous." 
 
    "And she thinks I dye my hair." My blue eyes had always been far too big for my face, and my hair – a shocking platinum blonde color – was the same I'd been born with.  
 
    "Like I just said, Dallas is a bitch," Ivy shot back. "God, I cannot stand that girl. How Nathan dated her for two whole years is beyond me."  
 
    The thought of Nathan dating Dallas caused a jolt of pain to spear through me.  
 
    "I'm sorry," Ivy whispered. Reaching over, she covered my hand with hers. "She's a bitch, and he's a blind idiot who can't see what's right in front of him."  
 
    "It's never going to happen for us, Ives," I muttered glumly. "Nate said so himself. I just need to forget about him." Forget about that night…  
 
    "Uh…yeah, that might be difficult." Pinching my wrist, Ivy pointed toward the classroom door. My mouth fell open when I saw Nate standing behind the glass. He was staring at me and gesturing to me with his hand.  
 
    "What the…" I almost fell off my seat as I craned my neck to the left, trying to figure out if it was in fact me Nate was seeking out. "Me?" I mouthed, pointing to myself.  
 
    Nate rolled his eyes and nodded.  
 
    "Don’t go to him, Andi," Ivy whispered. "Just ignore him and make him suffer for a change…. Oh, I don’t know why I bother," she added when the classroom door flew inwards. 
 
    "Mr. Lang?" Nathan asked, tone serious, stalking into my classroom like he owned the place. "Sorry for the intrusion, but can Adriana please be excused? There's been a family emergency." 
 
    Our trigonometry teacher looked at me in concern, and then back at Nathan. "Is everything okay, Mr. Cole?" 
 
    "I'd rather not discuss it here," Nathan replied smoothly. "It's a personal matter." 
 
    "Of course," Mr. Lang said before waving to me. "Go on, dear. Off you go."  
 
    Not daring to look at Ivy, I retrieved my backpack from the floor and walked to the front of the class.  
 
    "Thank you," Nathan said as he took me by the arm and led me out of the classroom. The minute the door closed behind us, Nate was dragging me down the hallway.  
 
    "What are you doing?" I asked, breathless, as I struggled to keep up with him and keep ahold of my backpack. "Wh-where are we going?" 
 
    Nathan didn’t answer me.  
 
    Instead, he continued to drag me down the hallway before taking a sharp left and pulling me into the fire-escape stairwell. 
 
    "Are you crazy?" I hissed, looking around anxiously at the empty stairwell. It was forbidden to use the fire-escape stairwells unless in a real emergency and I was no rule breaker. "We could get detention for being down here," I added, feeling like a teacher was about to jump out of some random crevice and catch us down here.  
 
    "You're making me fucking crazy," Nate shot back, glaring. "I've tried to talk to you at your house and in the hallway at school. I've watched you every damn day at lunch and you never look at me. You won't speak to me." He stepped closer, leaving me with no choice but to back up. There wasn’t much space down here and I shivered inside when I felt the cool cement wall against my back. "You've been avoiding me, Andi," he rasped, towering over me, making me feel tiny. "Freezing me out." His voice was low and harsh. "I can't get two damn minutes alone with you. Goddamn, Andi, you can’t even look me in the eye. So yeah, maybe I am fucking crazy, or maybe dragging you down here was my only way of making you stand still long enough to actually fucking speak to me!" 
 
    Okay, so maybe Nate was right. I had been purposefully dodging his attempts to speak to me. And maybe he was right when he said I couldn’t look him in the eye. But this was what he wanted. He'd said as much. 
 
    "I thought this is what you wanted." Frustration and lust coursed through me as I forced myself to look at him. "You said you don’t want me. I'm just respecting your wishes." 
 
    "When," Nate hissed, pressing himself closer to me. "Have I ever said I don’t want you?" 
 
    "In my bedroom," I shot back, flushed. His eyes darkened and I could feel him strain against me, our bodies flush against each other. My heart raced erratically when I said, "You told me that you and I would never happen." 
 
    "Where in that sentence did you hear the words; Andi, I don’t want you?" he demanded. 
 
    I shook my head, at a loss. "I just presumed…" 
 
    "Don’t," he growled. I could hear his heart rate escalate, pounding against his chest as he pressed against me. "Don’t fucking presume." Nate's eyes were so dark they were nearly black with desire. I felt the lightest of pressure when his forehead touched mine. "And don’t pretend I don’t fucking exist, either." His fingers trailed over the curve of my hip before clamping down hard on my flesh. "I've been going out of my goddamn mind with worry." 
 
    "With worry?"  
 
    "Yeah, Andi, with worried," he growled, mouth close to mine. "You wouldn’t talk to me. You didn’t text. You turned off your phone and locked your bedroom door. For all I knew you could be pregnant and I was out of the loop –" 
 
    "I'm not," I blurted out. "Pregnant, that is. I'm not. So you're off the hook." 
 
    "I wouldn't have walked away from you either way," he shot back, disgust laced in his tone. "You know that." 
 
    "Do I?" I muttered under my breath, feeling redder by the minute. I needed to get away from this boy and quickly.  
 
    "I know I handled things horribly, okay," Nate shot back in a heated tone. "I was drunk and rough and afterwards I was a complete fucking tool. But you don’t get it, Andi. You've been a part of my life since as far back as I can remember." He shuddered. "I've grown up with you. Treated you like my own damn sister… and then you changed… and I changed and the way I look at you changed…and shit got so complicated." 
 
    "What do you mean?" I whispered breathlessly, feeling myself weakening. My legs felt like noodles. My heart had jackhammered in my chest.  
 
    "You grew up so good, Andi," he groaned, pressing into me. My vision became clouded, intoxicated by his presence. "Fuck, why'd you have to grow up so damn good?" His breath quickened as he lowered his mouth to within millimeters of mine. "Tell me to stop." A deep guttural growl rolled deep in his chest; a sound that caused the muscles in my pelvis to tighten. "Tell me to walk away from you." 
 
    "Don’t ever walk away from me," I breathed. My hands moved to his neck of their own accord and I lunged for Nate at the same time he lunged for me.  
 
    His lips, when they crashed against mine, were severe… hungry. His body pressing against mine was entirely welcome. A niggling fear crept into my mind but I didn't dare entertain the notion. I blocked it out hard and fast, concentrating entirely on the feel of his tongue in my mouth and his hands on my body.  
 
    I'd never been in a situation like this. This boy had the ability to make me feel like I was ten feet tall one moment and the dirt on his shoe the next. It was so frustrating. But I wouldn't leave. These feelings petrified me. I was in unchartered territory with the only person I was absolutely certain of.  
 
    I knew that… and whatever Nathan wanted from me, I was more than willing to give to him, regardless of how it made me look. 
 
    "So, how are we going to do this?" I whispered, breaking the kiss. I looked up at Nathan with my heart in my mouth, waiting on an answer that could make or break me.  
 
    "The hell if I know, Andi," he whispered, brushing his lips against mine once more. "But I know one thing." His hands moved to cup my face. "I can't spend another three weeks like the last three." His stroked my nose with his and exhaled a shaky breath. "I know I shouldn’t want you, but it doesn’t change the fact that I do."  
 
    "You do?"  
 
    "Damn fucking straight I do," he shot back, voice ragged. "I've wanted you since fucking middle school." Exhaling a haggard breath, he pressed his forehead to mine. "But I'm not allowed to have you, Andi." He ran his nose up and down my jawline. "You have no clue how hard this is for me. No fucking clue." His hands moved to my neck, clutching me gently. "I lose my mind over you every day. And every morning when I wake up, it starts all over again. You start all over again." 
 
     "Nate…" I breathed, my words trailing off when his lips touched the skin covering my pulse.  
 
    "I'm such a fuckup, Andi," he whispered as he kissed my neck. "I hope you never figure it out. But fuck, you make me happy, Andi. You always have." 
 
    He was ruining me with his words. 
 
    Destroying me with his kisses. 
 
    "I never meant to be a dick to you," he rasped. "But I couldn’t be around you and just be friends. You have never been just a friend to me. Shit's probably gonna get real messy, Andi, and I have no clue what the hell I'm doing. All I know is I can't fucking keep away from you anymore. I can't do it…" 
 
    "So, how are we going to make this work… with Jackson and my parents?" I moaned, wrapping my arms around his neck. "I'm not giving you up." 
 
    "That's good to know," he shot back before hoisting me up. Instinctively, I wrapped my legs around his waist, reveling in how perfectly his body slotted into mine. "Because I have no intentions of giving you up, either." 
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    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I left school on Tuesday with a spring in my step and a dress on my mind.  
 
    Nathan Cole was mine.  
 
    My boyfriend. My secret boyfriend, but mine none the less. 
 
    Nathan's words today had been a liberation. A defining moment in my life. He had opened up to me. Given me a little piece of him.  
 
    I managed to wrangle Ivy into going dress shopping with me after school. I was pretty sure she thought I was insane since only a few short hours ago, I'd thrown a tantrum in the middle of the cafeteria announcing that I didn’t care about dresses. And yet, I'd spent over an hour in the store trying on dress after dress, desperate to find the one. I finally settled on a baby blue strapless full length dress. It was simple but elegant and perfect for me.  
 
    "You're hiding something from me," Ivy accused for the fourth time when we pulled up outside my house. "You're being coy." She narrowed her eyes. "You're never coy. Spill." 
 
    "I'm not hiding anything," I shot back and the lie came easy to me. I shuddered at the thought.  
 
    Nate and I had decided not to tell anyone about our relationship – not even Ivy. He said it was too risky and I knew deep down he was right. My father hadn't been joking around when he threatened boarding school, and Ivy was getting closer and closer to Jackson. One of these days, her loyalty would switch and I didn’t want to be the one to put her in the middle.  
 
    I knew we were on borrowed time. Eventually, Jackson or my parents were going to figure it out, but I couldn’t think about that. For the first time in my life, I was doing what I wanted to do. I was being selfish and reckless and enjoying being seventeen. I knew that if the time came I had to choose, it would be Nathan. I was that willing to give myself to him. But I didn’t want to hurt Jackson. It was the very last thing I wanted to happen. 
 
    "Nathan just wanted to clear the air between us." Shrugging, I added, "You know, before the dance on Friday." 
 
    "I don’t believe you," Ivy countered coolly. "You might be able to pull the wool over Jackson's eyes with your meek little exterior, but I know you, Adriana Davis." Grinning, she added, "And I know what that boy means to you. So tell me the truth. You know you can trust me." 
 
    "Can you trust me when I tell you that you're better off not knowing?" I whispered, looking at my best friend. "I don’t want you dragged into any of this," I added in a meaningful tone.  
 
    "I would never tell on you, Andi," Ivy shot back, wounded. "You're my best friend. I wouldn’t do that to you." 
 
    "And you are mine," I replied. "Which is why I refuse to put you in a position where you might get caught in the firing line. Can you just accept that? For me?" 
 
    "Do I have a choice?" she replied. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    "Fine. But you know that you can always talk to me, Andi. I am always on your side." Pulling me into a hug, Ivy whispered, "And whatever it is you're doing or not doing, use protection." 
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    "Are you sure it's okay to be in here?" I asked Nate as he unlocked his trailer and quickly pulled me inside. "What about your mom?" 
 
    "She's on another bender," he replied before roughly shoving me against the closed door. "Knowing my mom, she won't be home for days." Slamming himself against me, Nate dipped his face to my neck and pressed a kiss to my bare shoulder. " And I need time with you – even if it is in my shitty fucking trailer." 
 
    "I don’t care about where you live," I whispered. Reaching up, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed myself into his embrace. "You know that." I never have… 
 
    I knew we should take some time to talk about us. Heck, we needed to figure out this relationship we had going on, but I was driven purely on hormones.  
 
    I was vulnerable, self-conscious, and desperate to make him want me. Good, bad or otherwise, I was willing to do whatever it took to keep Nathan Cole interested in me.  
 
    Maybe Dallas was right and I did have daddy issues, but my feelings for Nate were real and overpowering. I wanted to give myself to him. Every part. 
 
    His hands dropped to my ass then, and I was being hoisted into his arms.  
 
    As I wrapped my legs around his waist, I came to the conclusion that straddling Nathan Cole was quickly becoming my favorite pastime.  
 
    He walked us down the tiny hallway to his bedroom.  
 
    When we were inside, he threw me down on the bed and kicked his bedroom door shut before whipping his t-shirt off, revealing those washboard abs of his.  
 
    "You're so beautiful," I heard myself whisper as I climbed onto my knees and studied his inked skin.  
 
    Exhaling a shaky breath, I reached down and pulled the hem of my sundress over my body.  
 
    Kneeling on his bed in my plain white bra and panties, I felt incredibly vulnerable.  
 
    Nate's brown eyes were even darker than normal and focused entirely on my bare flesh.  
 
    His tongue snaked out across his bottom lip as he took his fill of me.  
 
    "I'm in fucking heaven right now," he said, tone husky, as he dropped his hands to the belt buckle of his jeans. "Having Adriana Davis in my bed." He shook his head and bit back a groan. "You wouldn’t believe how many times I've dreamt of this." 
 
    Breathing hard and fast, I watched as Nathan shamelessly stripped naked before reaching over to his nightstand and retrieving a small foil wrapper.  
 
    "Plan A tonight," he told me with a chuckle as he tore the wrapper open and rolled the condom on his erection.  
 
    My entire body quaked as he lowered himself onto the bed.  
 
    Reaching out, he pressed his hand to my hips, caressing my skin with his thumb, while his other hand moved to the middle of my back.  
 
    "You're not a game to me, Andi," he whispered, unclasping my bra with experienced fingers. "And I have no plans of screwing you around."  
 
    With gentle fingers, he flicked my bra off my shoulders before pressing down on my shoulders so that I fell backwards on the bed.  
 
    "I’m real fucking serious about you, Andi baby." His voice was thick and husky as he caught ahold of the waistband of my cotton panties and pulled them down my legs. 
 
    I shook all over as I kicked off my panties and rested my legs on either side of him.  
 
    He was so big and muscular that he took my breath away.  
 
    But I was nervous...  
 
    "Will it hurt this time?" I asked, breathing faster as Nate lowered himself down on me.  
 
    "No, baby," he whispered. Resting on his elbow above me, he probed his hard shaft against my entrance. "It just hurts the first time." Hitching one of my thighs around his waist, Nate pushed inside me, moving slowly, giving my body time to accept his welcome intrusion. 
 
    He was right; it didn’t hurt this time. 
 
    Tentatively, I rolled my hips upwards, embracing his slow thrusts.  
 
    I cried out loudly when his erection filled me up.  
 
    I could hardly stand the explosive, tingling, rippling sensation inside of my core.  
 
    "It feels different with a condom on," I whispered, holding on to him. "I like it better when you're bare." 
 
    "Jesus," Nate choked out. "Don’t say shit like that to me… not when I'm trying to be good…" 
 
    "It's true," I cried out when he fucked me a little faster – a little deeper and harder. "I like the raw feeling of you…oh god… of you inside me."  
 
    My heart was racing.  
 
    My body was aching all over.  
 
    I felt like I was falling off the edge of something amazing… 
 
    "As soon as we get you on the pill, I'll fuck you bare again," Nate hissed as he buried his face in my neck. "Christ… You're so goddamn tight."  
 
    "Then stretch me," I urged, bucking my hips upwards. "Make me yours."  
 
    Gripping my thigh, he pounded himself into me, speeding up to an almost merciless rhythm.  
 
    I wanted him to own me and take care of me, and never let me go.  
 
    My every waking thought was consumed by the boy who had his cock buried deep inside of me.  
 
    Thrusting myself upwards, I cried out loudly, recklessly, carelessly.  
 
    The deeper he moved inside of me, the more I moaned, and that harder he fucked me, the louder I screamed out for more.  
 
    "You're already mine," Nate growled, biting down hard on my shoulder – so hard I knew he would leave a mark. "You've always belonged to me, Andi Davis." 
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    "Do you miss it?" I asked Nathan the Friday night before the homecoming dance. "Playing on the team?" I added, turning my face to look at him. "Does it make you sad knowing that you're better than all of them?" 
 
    We were sitting side by side in the stands watching our school's football team – the Spring Hill Bobcats – getting creamed by neighboring school Jefferson High's Eagles.  
 
    The bleachers were overflowing with supporters and screaming fans. Everyone was on their feet – everyone except for us. Tonight, we were hidden behind hordes of supporters and out of view.  
 
    Nate smirked and tightened his arm around my shoulder. "It makes me happy to hear you think I'm better than all of them," he chuckled, drawing me closer. "But no. It doesn’t make me sad, Andi."  
 
    "It makes me sad," I admitted, snuggling into his side. "Knowing that you had to give it up." 
 
    "I have to eat, Andi, and have a roof over my head," Nate shot back. "What good is football if I'm homeless and starving?" 
 
    "I know," I muttered. "It just makes me sad, that's all."  
 
    "It's just a game," he replied. "There are more important things in a guy's life."  
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Like trying to figure out how to keep his best friend happy while he makes that best friend's little sister very happy," he purred, lips close to mine. "You look so fucking beautiful tonight." 
 
    My heart fluttered wildly in my chest. I was no Dallas Holloway in the looks department, but I loved this boy and that had to count for something. And I didn’t love him for his football skills or good looks. I loved him for his heart. I loved the boy inside the man he had become. Every piece of him.   
 
    "I guess it helps when the guy's best friend sets his sister up as his fake girlfriend," I breathed, feeling myself moving closer to him. 
 
    "You know none of this is fake to me, right?" Nate asked huskily before brushing a quick kiss to my lips. It wasn’t enough. I needed more. "What I feel for you is about as real as it gets." 
 
    "What do you feel about me?" It was a bold question, but one I couldn’t stop myself from asking.  
 
    He stared at me for a long time before letting out a harsh breath. "What are you doing to me, Andi?" 
 
    "I don’t know," I whispered, when he reached me, his mouth almost touching mine. "What am I doing to you?" 
 
    "I'm fucked if I know, Andi," he croaked out before pressing his lips to mine again, this time a little harder. "But don’t you dare think of stopping." With his hand clamped on my waist, Nate breathed harshly against my mouth and the move was entirely too much for me. I wanted to give into him. I wanted him to have me. Despite everything else. I wanted to be his girl and screw the consequences. 
 
    "Stay with me tonight," I heard myself say, breathing hard and fast. 
 
    He groaned. "Andi, you know I can't…" 
 
    "You can," I assured, interrupting him. "Nate's having a party at our house." Pressing my brow to his, I exhaled heavily. "Afterwards, just come up to my room." Reaching out, I clutched his shirt in my hand and tugged, my desperation obvious. "Please, Nate." I could hardly control myself around this boy. It was taking every ounce of my willpower to stay where I was and not climb onto his lap. "Stay with me tonight."  
 
    With a sigh mixed with lust and defeat, Nate leaned forward and whispered, "You're going to ruin me, Andi Davis," before claiming my mouth with his. 
 
    And this time, he didn’t stop.  
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    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Bobcat's lost the game with an embarrassing final score, which meant that Jackson was in a horrible mood all the way home. However, by the time Ivy arrived and he had consumed a good portion of a keg of beer, he was back to his regular chipper self.  
 
    Pretty soon, our house was filled with a bunch of people from school. It was almost a ritual now; Jackson throwing a house party the night before homecoming, right after the big game. Usually it was a night of celebration, but not this year.  
 
    Not without their quarterback.  
 
    Not without Nathan Cole. 
 
    I'd stayed down stairs for a little while, but you know the saying; if you can't stand the heat, get out of the kitchen? Yeah, well, that was how I felt tonight.  
 
    I couldn’t take the heat of having Nathan and not being able to touch him like I wanted to. I mean, sure, being his fake girlfriend meant I could hold his hand and sidle up against him, but it wasn’t enough for the part of me that was his real girlfriend.  
 
    I also couldn’t stand another minute of watching every girl stare and leer at him. I wanted to scream back off, he's mine every time one of those girls brushed too close to him or asked if he wanted to dance.  
 
    Even the college girls in our town threw themselves at him, desperate for a taste of the bad boy from the wrong side of the tracks.  
 
    Tonight, Nate was dressed in faded denim jeans and a red plaid shirt, unbuttoned and hanging open to reveal a plain white wife beater. He looked like he should be on the cover of one of the many new adult romance novels I read, not standing in my house.  
 
    When the boys' got out their guitars and set up their gear to perform, I took that as my que to check out. I retreated to my bedroom, unable to cope with the looks and stares he received… 
 
    Up in my bedroom, I checked my blood sugars and injected myself with my insulin, but still, I couldn’t rest. Knowing Nathan was downstairs, being ogled by dozens of girls, was driving me insane. I wanted to drag him up here and lock him in my room, but of course, I couldn’t do that. I was jealous that I had to share him with Jackson –which was ridiculous because they had been friends since forever. I knew it was probably extremely unhealthy the way I felt about Nate, but I genuinely couldn’t help it. He was all I'd wanted for as far back as I could remember and now that I finally got to call him mine, I didn’t want to waste a minute of time with him.  
 
    The sound of music coming from downstairs was insanely loud – the guys were on fire tonight.  
 
    Jackson, Nate, and their two other friends – Kev and Daryl – that made up Alternative Kiss were belting out one rock anthem after another. The amps were turned up so loud I could feel the vibrations all the way up here in my room 
 
    I rearranged my bedroom and took a shower while I waited for the party to finish up downstairs, shaving off every hair south of my chin.  
 
    Ridiculous as it sounded, I wanted to be perfect for Nathan.  
 
    I knew he would come.  
 
    He'd promised me he would at the game tonight. I also knew I was asking a heck of a lot from him, putting in jeopardy his friendship with Jackson. The fact that he was willing to do that for me alone made my heart melt. 
 
    The band finished whatever song they were playing, the crowd downstairs erupted in cheers, and then the sound of the stereo being blasted filled my room.  
 
    It won’t be long now, I thought to myself and excitement unfurled in the pit of my stomach. The sound of heavy footsteps outside my bedroom door caused my entire body to ignite in a hot flush. The jangling of my door handle caused my legs to tremble. 
 
    When my bedroom door finally creaked open, I had to close my eyes and force myself to calm down and breathe. I heard the door close, and I knew he was here.  
 
    In my bedroom.  
 
    I opened my eyes and let out a strangled sigh when my eyes locked on Nathan. 
 
    Blake Shelton's Sangria was blaring from the stereo downstairs, accompanied by chorus of drunken crows singing along to the lyrics.  
 
    Meanwhile, I could hardly breathe.  
 
    "Hey." I blew out the breath I'd been holding and played with the hem of my nightgown. I kept his eye contact, frozen on my knees, breathless and full of wistful anticipation.  
 
    Nate stared at me hard before letting out a harsh breath. "I shouldn’t be in here." He looked around my pink bedroom and then back at me. "Feels kind of disrespectful to your brother." 
 
    "I want you in here," I breathed, wanting to drag his body down on top of mine more than I wanted my next breath. "Feel free to disrespect me all you want."  
 
    Flicking off my light, Nate walked over to my bed to where I was kneeling. Leaning forward, he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me forward so that we were chest to chest. "I'm gonna need you to stop saying shit like that to me, pretty girl." His breath flooded my senses and I could practically taste the mint and alcohol on his tongue. "Otherwise, I'm gonna end up real hooked on you." 
 
    "That's what I want," I admitted with a breathy sigh. "I want you to get hooked on me, Nathan Cole. Make me your favorite habit and don’t ever quit me."  
 
    Nate let out a sigh and pressed his forehead to mine. "You fuck with my head so bad, Andi," Nate told me in his deep, raspy voice. "I'm in a real bad fucking way with you, girl." 
 
    "Good," I replied, my voice barely more than a strained whisper. "Because that's the way it has always been for me."  
 
    With a sigh of longing, lust, and pure want, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my mouth to his. The second our lips touched, a growl tore from the back of Nate's throat and my whole body ignited in fire – an aching of desperation thrumming low in my belly. 
 
    Reaching between us, I grabbed Nate's shirt and dragged him down on me. My kisses were hungry, frantic, as I poured everything I was feeling for him into them. My hands roamed over his flesh, uncertain and untrained, but more than willing to learn.  
 
    "Andi," he whispered gruffly, "Slow down, baby." Pressing my back into the mattress, Nate held himself above me. "There's no rush." 
 
    Maybe there wasn’t for him, but I was dying inside while waiting to have him again.  
 
    Leaning up on my elbows, I caught his lips with mine and pulled him back down, needing his weight on me, hard and overpowering. He was so big, so strong, and I couldn’t get enough. 
 
    Tugging on the waistband of his jeans, I rocked my body against his, telling him with my hips what I wanted him to give me.  
 
    "You're gonna have to be real quiet," Nate said, tone thick and gruff. "I mean it, Andi, baby. No screaming." 
 
    I knew he was worried. The last few times Nathan had been between my legs, I'd been loud – real loud – but I knew what was at stake. I was sure I could control myself. "I promise I won't make a sound," I breathed, willing to say whatever it took to have him inside of me again.  
 
    With my heart in my mouth, I watched, frozen to the bed, as Nathan climbed off me and began to undress. This was the first time I'd seen him completely naked and I was speechless. His body was ripped and cut and muscular. He was just so viral and primitive looking, standing over me with his erection standing proudly. And he was big. Very big… 
 
    "Get naked," Nate ordered in a teasing tone.  
 
    Immediately, I rose to my knees and whipped my nightgown over my head. Knowing I wouldn’t need a bra and panties after my shower, I was entirely naked for this boy. 
 
    "Fuck," Nate hissed. He dragged his swollen bottom lip between his teeth as his eyes roamed over my naked skin.  
 
    "Will I do?" I heard myself ask when his gaze became too intense for me to take. "Am I…okay?" 
 
    "Will you do?" Nate repeated in a low growl. "Come here and let me show you how much you'll do." 
 
    Climbing off my bed, I walked unsteadily until I was flush against him, our naked bodies touching.  
 
    He was so much taller than me, so much stronger, harder, toned…  
 
    Nate reached out his hand and pressed the palm to my breast, cupping me, stroking his thumb over my hardened nipple. "Look at me, Andi." 
 
    Exhaling a shaky breath, I looked up at his beautiful face and whispered, "I want you so much." 
 
    His hands dipped to my waist then, moving lower until he was gripping my ass. 
 
    In one swift move, Nate hoisted me up and slammed me onto his cock. I opened my mouth to cry out, but he buried those cries with his lips and then his tongue as he thrust inside of me. My heart was in my mouth the entire time as I wrapped my legs around his waist and put my complete trust in him. Effortlessly, Nate walked us across my bedroom with his penis inside of me, stopping only when he had me pinned against my bedroom door.  
 
    "I am all fucking wrong for you," Nate snarled, grinding his hips against mine, thrusting himself deeper inside me, harder… "I'm bad news, baby." I could feel the build up inside of my body as every nerve south of my navel knitted together, shocking me, causing my body to jolt in pleasure. "If you knew how much, you wouldn’t let me touch you…"  
 
    "I don’t care," I cried out against his lips as I held on to his broad shoulders, desperate to pull him deeper inside of me. "None of that matters to me… I'm… oh god, I'm all yours." 
 
    "Damn…Andi," Nate hissed out through clenched teeth, fucking me harder now. "Quiet." 
 
    "I'm trying…oh god…Yessss…" I didn’t know why he was telling me to be quiet. He was the one fucking me so hard my body was banging noisily against the door.  
 
    Nate claimed my lips once again and then we were moving. My back hit the mattress first with Nathan landing heavily down on me, still buried inside me. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, I gasped for air and moaned loudly when he roughly pulled out of me.  
 
    "Get on your knees," he hissed as he flipped me onto my stomach. "I need to see what you look like when I fuck you from behind." 
 
    Weakly, I pulled myself onto my elbows and knees, crying out in a pleasured pain when he impaled me from behind.  
 
    "So fucking beautiful," he groaned as his hands roughly gripped my hips. Nathan fucked me mercilessly and I loved every raw moment of it, pressing against his thrust, daring him to take me harder.  
 
    My promises of being quiet long forgotten, I cried out loudly. Heck, I screamed my lungs out, my fingers digging into the bed sheets, and the sound of him slamming into me reverberated in my ears. 
 
    I was so caught up in the moment, so deliciously aroused, that I didn’t notice when bedroom door flew inwards or the light in my room switched on. Only when I felt Nathan pull out of me did my sanity return. Reality hit me like a lightning bolt the moment I came back down to earth and heard my brother's voice and…Ivy?  
 
    Scrambling onto my back, I quickly dragged my blankets over my naked body, and watched in horror as Ivy struggled to hold Jackson back from Nathan who was pulling on his jeans. 
 
    "You fucking bastard," Jackson was roaring. "You fucked my sister? You sick, twisted bastard." 
 
    "Jackson, calm down," Ivy cried out, pressing her hands against my brother's chest. "Please." 
 
    "Calm down?" Jackson roared, chest heaving. "Did you not see what I just saw?" He glowered over Ivy at Nathan. "Is that what you think of her – of me? How could you do this, man?" 
 
    "Jackson," Nate said, his jeans on now. With his hands held out in front of him, he took a step forward. "Let me explain."  
 
    "What's to explain?" Jackson shot back, livid. "I think the visual of you fucking my baby sister explains it all." He shook his head in disgust. "My sister. That's my goddamn sister, Nate, and you were fucking her like a dog." 
 
    "Yeah, I've been fucking her," Nate snarled, edging closer to my bed, putting himself in front of me. "I've been fucking her because I'm in love with her!" 
 
    He was in love with me? 
 
    "You're not in love with her," Jackson shot back, snarling. "Don’t bullshit me, Nate."  
 
    "It's true," I found the courage to say. Looking up at my brother, I begged him to understand, "I'm in love with him, Jackson." Tears filled my eyes. "I love him." 
 
    "Don’t talk to me right now, Adriana," Jackson hissed, holding his hand out. "Jesus, I can't fucking look at you right now." Turning his attention back to Nathan, Jackson shook violently when he said, "I forgave you for what your whore of a girlfriend did to my family because I understood. I got it. It wasn’t your fault. It was on Dallas." Jackson shook his head and exhaled a shaky breath. "Not this. I can't forgive this." With that, Jackson turned on his heel and bolted out of my bedroom with Ivy running after him. 
 
    "What did he mean?" I asked, when words finally found me. Frozen to the bed, I watched Nathan watch me. "About forgiving you for what Dallas did to our family?" 
 
    Releasing a haggard sigh, he walked over to my bed and sank down on the edge. Leaning forward, he dropped his head in hands. "I never wanted you to find out about it." I watched as his whole body shuddered. "None of us wanted you to find out about it." 
 
    "Tell me." My blood ran cold. "Now, Nathan."  
 
    "Christ," he hissed, rubbing his face with his hand. "The reason I broke up with Dallas was because I …" his voice broke off and he cleared his throat several times before speaking again. "Is because I caught her cheating on me."  
 
    Oh my god. "With who?" Suddenly my brother's hatred of Dallas made sense in my mind. "And Jackson knew too?" 
 
    "Yeah," Nate shuddered. "Jackson knew, too." 
 
    "I'm so sorry, Nate," I whispered. Reaching out, I placed my hand on his back. His body tensed under my touch. "Who was it?" 
 
    "Andi," Nate whispered, refusing to look at me. "I don’t want to…" 
 
    "With  who?" 
 
    "With your dad," Nathan whispered and a crushing pain I'd only experienced once before hit me in the heart. It was the same pain I'd felt when I walked in on my father having sex with one of our nannies. I think I had been five at the time. "Oh my god," I choked out, feeling physically sick. "Please tell me you're wrong." Clutching onto Nathan's arm, I pulled hard. "Please, Nathan," I begged, tears streaming down my face. "Tell me this isn’t true…" 
 
    "It's true," a female voice declared, startling me. Looking up in horror, I noticed Dallas leaning against my door frame. Sauntering into my bedroom, she closed the door behind her before saying, "But why don’t you tell her what really went down, Nathan." Smiling, she added, "You know, the part that Jackson doesn’t know about." 
 
    "Don’t," Nate choked out, stiffening. "Please, Dallas. Not here." 
 
     "You want to paint me in a dark light?" she said, tone soft and sweet. "Fine, but don’t pretend that you're squeaky clean in all of this, Nate." 
 
    "What's she talking about?" I whispered, gaping. "Nate?" 
 
    Nathan looked at me with worried eyes. "Andi, I wanted to tell you…Fuck!" Running a hand through his hair, he hissed a growl and turned back to Dallas. "Damn, Dallas, can't you just leave it alone?" I could hear the desperation in his tone and it stunned me. "Please. I am fucking begging you not to do this. Not here. Let me tell her myself." 
 
    "Tell me what?" Tightening my hold on the blanket I had covering my body, I repeated, "Tell me what, Nathan?" I could feel myself shaking. I was trembling all over. This was so bad. It had to be. Why else would Nathan beg Dallas for anything? What the heck did she have on him?  
 
    Turning to me, Dallas cocked a perfectly plucked eyebrow and smiled. "What Nathan forgot to tell you, was that while I was screwing your Daddy, he was busy giving it to your momma." 
 
    "Liar," I hissed, feeling a massive weight off my shoulders. "There's no way in hell Nathan would ever do that. Right, Nate?"  
 
    I turned to look at Nathan and my heart sank in my chest.  
 
    He was looking at me with the guiltiest expression I'd ever seen.  
 
    "Andi…" 
 
    "Right, Nate?" I repeated, feeling tears pool in my eyes. "You wouldn’t do that to Jackson or… me?" 
 
    "Andi," Nate whispered, eyes locked on my face. "I am so fucking sorry." 
 
    "Get out," I whispered. "Get the hell away from me." 
 
    Five words was all it took.  
 
    Five simple words, that when formed together and coming from Nathan's mouth, caused my world to fall out from beneath my feet.  
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    "Hey, Nate, you leaving already, man?" Jackson asked as I stood in the foyer of their mansion, fully clothed and with the keys of my truck in my hand.  
 
    I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.  
 
    My night was ruined.  
 
    Dallas was out back and would be pissed that I'd bailed but I'd stopped worrying about her feelings a long time ago – right around the time I caught her choking on a mouthful of his dick… 
 
    The image impaled my mind and I balked.  
 
    Fuck, I would never be able to rid my mind of that god awful visual. Bitch had power over me – power over the people I cared most about. For their sakes, I held my tongue. I kept my mouth shut, but I wouldn’t forget. 
 
    I couldn't enjoy myself, not now, and it was all his sister's fucking fault.  
 
    I needed to get out of this place and fast.  
 
    Jesus Christ, what diabetic person forgot something so damn crucial to their wellbeing as insulin?  
 
    Who did that?  
 
    Adriana, apparently, and I was burning mad at her for it.  
 
    She didn't get it.  
 
    She didn't fucking understand how crushed her brother would be if anything happened to her.  
 
    How crushed I would be.  
 
    The girl was so damn selfish.  
 
    "Alright, I'll see you tomorrow," Jackson called out before disappearing down the corridor with an almost naked Janine at his side.  
 
    I was this close to losing it and I needed an out.  
 
    My truck provided me with that.  
 
    As soon as I turned the key in the ignition and the old Chevy engine roared to life, I felt some of my sanity return. 
 
    Slinging my truck into reverse, I looked out the back window.  
 
    My gaze landed on her bedroom and I found myself wondering if I should leave.  
 
    Was she okay?  
 
    Should I stay?  
 
    We weren't kids anymore and touching her body like that, seeing her exposed…it wasn't good for me.  
 
    I couldn't handle being that close to her; I wasn't strong enough and I couldn't fuck up my friendship with Jackson. Not more than I already had…not that Jackson knew.  
 
    Messing this up again was not an option.  
 
    Hell, maybe I should stay and make out with Dallas?  
 
    I could work out this pent up frustration with her…  
 
    "Fuck!" Slamming my hand on the wheel, I cursed loudly and shifted into first gear before pulling off.  
 
    She wasn't my problem.  
 
    I needed to remember that.  
 
    My heart was still thudding hard with regret and unease when I pulled up outside our trailer.  
 
    The light was still on which meant my mother was still up and drinking herself into a stupor.  
 
    Killing the engine, I sat silently with my thoughts for a long time.  
 
    The image of Adriana's small, heart shaped face looking up at me with those big blue eyes full of sadness and that blonde pillow of snow white hair that fell to her waistline… 
 
    "You're always mad at me."  
 
    Her words had cut me deep.  
 
    Goddammit, from the very first moment I saw her, I knew, I just knew that she was going to take me down. I'd been struck fucking dumb by that girl when I was six years old and overtime, my feelings for her had only grown and deepened into this…obsession.  
 
    This pathetic fucking infatuation with my best friend's sister.  
 
    It hadn't seemed to matter when we were kids.  
 
    Back then, I didn't understand breeding, or my place in the world.  
 
    At eight, I didn't have the comprehension to understand why the bastard son of a drunk wouldn't be good enough for the only daughter of a high profile lawyer and his thoroughbred wife.  
 
    Back then, I loved Adriana like I loved Jackson.  
 
    As a friend.  
 
    Someone to take care of, to look out for.  
 
    She always made me smile with her sweet, fragile disposition.  
 
    She was kind and good and smelled like freshly cut grass.  
 
    As the years passed, I grew more protective, more territorial of her. I began to suffer jealously pangs when she talked to other boys. And then I got into fights with those boys when they talked about her in ways I didn't like.  
 
    She grew up and she turned into more than I could handle. She grew into her curves and that hair… Christ, that almost white-blonde hair of hers was something else. I'd never seen a girl like Andi before. Her growing up started a crazy burst of hormones inside of me.  
 
    I'd never been so fucking stunned as the day I experienced my first hard on. I was thirteen, and it was the first time I'd seen Andi in a bikini.  
 
    With my eyes glued to the small breasts that she seemed to have had sprouted overnight, I remembered feeling a hot, pleasurable feeling course through my groin.  
 
    Mortified and confused, I'd slipped out of the Davis's swimming pool and ran the four miles' home to my mother, who, with her latest boyfriend, had laughed and mocked me to tears.  
 
    My older sister, Kim, who was still bringing me food at night back then, had stopped by and explained it to me, and I remembered feeling fucking horrified.  
 
    That night, after some persuasion, I came hard to the image of Andi.  
 
    After that, everything changed.  
 
    Her father watched us more carefully.  
 
    And then, one Saturday morning, her dick of a father had the talk with me. Letting me know that while he was fond of me, I was now and never would be good enough for his daughter. And if I had any illusions of romance then I needed to think again because it wasn't happening. His daughter wouldn't be caught dead dating a boy from Riverside.  
 
    Like he could fucking talk. 
 
    After that day, I stayed away from Andi.  
 
    I forced myself to ignore her and it all but killed me, but nothing I seemed to do made those feelings go away.  
 
    I tried being mean. I tried being cruel. Hell, I point blank ignored her at school, and got myself involved with Dallas fucking Holloway to keep myself in check.  
 
    But tonight, seeing Andi vulnerable and needy, fuck it triggered something inside of me.  
 
    Something I needed to keep buried. 
 
    I couldn't risk my friendship with Jackson for a girl. A fucking girl. What the hell was wrong with me? I'd know this kid since she was in diapers chasing after us.  
 
    I'd picked her up when she fell and stood up for her in the playground when a couple of dicks from the trailer park picked on her.  
 
    She was like a sister to me.  
 
    I shouldn't be contemplating having a relationship with her.  
 
    It would never work.  
 
    I had one more year of school and then I'd be gone. Getting the hell out of this place was the only thing that kept me going most nights. As soon as I was done with high school, I was hitting the road. 
 
    Andi was a grade below me and would more than likely be heading off to one of those Ivy League colleges her father was always bragging about when she graduated. She'd grow up and become a doctor or a lawyer… something good. Something important.  
 
    I wouldn't.  
 
    Wherever I ended up, it would be in a trailer somewhere, hoping to god I made enough each week to cover the bills.  
 
    Girls like Adriana Davis weren't meant for guys like me. 
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    When Jackson left on a pre-party beer run, I tried one more time to persuade Andi that her going to the party was a terrible fucking idea. Stalking down the hallway, I banged on her bedroom door before letting myself inside.  
 
    The sound of running water came from the ensuite bathroom and I cringed. Christ, she was in there, naked and sudsy. Instantly, I was hard as rock. How the hell was I going to cope tonight?  
 
    I could hardly deal with the looks she got at school and that was in a controlled environment. Knowing she would be leered on by half our school tonight caused the jealousy inside of me to roar its ugly head. My gaze honed in on the beige colored dress lying on her bed and I balked.  
 
    No fucking way was she wearing that... 
 
    "Nate?" Andi squealed, suddenly appearing from the bathroom, wrapped in the tiniest goddamn towel I'd ever seen. "What are you doing?" Her gaze flickered from my face to the dress I was holding.  
 
    "You're not going out in this," I told her, tightening my hold on the scrap of material in my hand. "Find something else, or better still, don’t come." 
 
    Hurt and confusion encompassed her features and I internally cringed. I could never get it right with this girl. "But you asked me… I thought you wanted me to be your fake girlfriend?" she whispered, jutting out her dainty chin.  
 
    "Actually, that was Jackson's idea," I countered. "And a horrible one at that." I didn’t want to see this girl come to any harm. Dallas was a viper. If she felt threatened, she would be out for Andi's blood. "Just forget it and stay at home tonight, okay?" 
 
    "No." Her blue eyes were crystal clear and locked on my face. Her whitish blonde hair was drenched and sticking to her body like a blanket. She was so damn pretty it caused me physical pain. "I told Jackson I would, and I will. I'm going tonight and you can't stop me." 
 
    I could think of a million ways to stop her and every one of those ways ended with me on top of her. Shaking my head to clear my perverted thoughts, I glared. "You know if he finds out, Jackson will get the brunt of it. You don’t belong at those parties, Andi. So just stay away." 
 
    Andi flinched like I had struck her, and in a way, I had with my words.  
 
    "Why can't you just accept me?" she demanded, blue eyes blazing with emotion. "Why do you always have to push me away, Nathan?" She took a step towards me. "We were friends for so long!" Her voice was trembling, but she continued to walk towards me. "And now you act like you can't stand to be near me. Why, huh? Why don’t you want to be near me?" 
 
    Because I'm in love with you, I wanted to scream at her, and I'm not allowed to be! 
 
    It was a cruel fucking existence; loving the one girl I couldn’t have.  
 
    She was off limits to me.  
 
    Nothing I did in this lifetime would amount to enough to be worthy of her.  
 
    I knew it…but it didn’t stop me from wanting her.  
 
    Bad.  
 
    Real fucking bad.  
 
    Why the fuck couldn't she realize that?  
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 Nate 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wasn't proud of the way I had treated Andi.  
 
    I'd fucked my best friend's little sister.  
 
    Taken her hard and rough…and ripped her virginity away. 
 
    Christ, I knew what I needed to do now.  
 
    I needed to stay the hell away from her… but I couldn’t.  
 
    Because she was always there. 
 
    It was like she wanted to be a part of my personal breakdown. I couldn't stop the attraction. It was fucking heady and I wasn't strong enough to deny her.  
 
    Adriana got under my skin. She affected me like no else before her. And I was fairly fucking certain no one ever would again.  
 
    I was far from perfect and she knew it. It was in my genes. A genetic dickhead mutation.  
 
    I was me and she was perfect… 
 
    With my headphones on, volume pumped to the max, I ran. I ran until I felt like puking, and then I ran harder. Hoping I could shed the skin of my past life, praying I could rid myself of the label I had been carrying around since infancy.  
 
    But fuck me if I wasn't taking a risk. I was risking it all for a girl I wasn't sure felt for me what I did for her. It was obsession, a desperation to be with her. Nothing less would do.  
 
    From as far back as I could remember, I'd been obsessed with her.  
 
    She was different and good and nothing like I'd ever known before. She smelled so damn nice and kept herself pristine. I wasn't used to girls like her.  
 
    Good girls.  
 
    Rich girls.  
 
    This wasn't physical for me. When it came to Andi, it was an all or nothing situation. I wasn't sharing. I wasn't giving her up either.  
 
    I wanted her to know that this meant more to me than that. That she meant everything to me. The thought of Andi thinking that she was like any other girl to me caused me physical pain.  
 
    Most guys from Riverside never got a scent of a girl from Spring Hill, let alone the feel of being inside her.  
 
    I had.  
 
    I was the unlucky one, though, because now I had to pretend it never happened and force those beautiful fucking memories from the fore point of my mind.  
 
    It was cruelty.  
 
    It was fucking torture.  
 
    I knew I was jeopardizing a lifelong friendship by sneaking around with Jackson's beloved sister, but I couldn't stop myself. Nothing seemed to be bad enough to make me want to – or make me even consider it an option.  
 
    I knew I wasn't good enough for her.  
 
    I also knew she would lay on her back for me in a heartbeat.  
 
    Thing was, I didn’t just want her on her back.  
 
    I wanted all of her.  
 
    I wanted her so fucking much.  
 
    Jesus… 
 
    Problem was, if she ever found out the truth… If she ever discovered what I did – what I had to do – she would run a mile… 
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