
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Just Please Me

    

    




      
        Deanna Grey

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Deanna Grey

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Editor: Evyn Evans

      Proofreader: Valeska

      Formatter: Jack Harbon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      A huge thank you to my wonderful beta readers: Adele Ashley, Eliza, Radiant Brown, Emily, aestheticgloss, Bre, Jasmine, & Chelsea Machava. I’m so grateful for your feedback!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      Discussions of sexual assault (never depicted), discussion/brief depiction of physical abuse, and on-page sex.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Intro

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Want more Weston and Covee?

      

      
        Just Fall For Me

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Deanna Grey

      

    

    

  







            Intro

          

          

      

    

    






Weston

        

      

    

    
      I tuned out the angry girl next to me. She’d been making a fuss about the air vents since we sat down. I’d just pulled an all-nighter thanks to my latest job and my eyes could barely stay open. I was on the brink of zoning out for the entirety of my class when a calm voice offered to switch seats with my current desk partner.

      When she sat next to me, I should have kept my head down. Maybe if I did, I would have been able to forget her. She would have been like all the other students, background noise. She was tall, soft around the middle and wore braids that fell down her back.

      You have work now. Your job, I reminded myself as she unloaded her bag.

      “Sorry,” she murmured as she settled into the seat. Her chair bumped the leg of the table, disturbing my carton of water. She smiled shyly at me and apologized again before facing forward  for the lecture. There was puffiness under her eyes, but the smile was genuine.

      She’d been crying and tried to cover it up it seemed

      See that smile, yeah, definitely too good for you.

      I unlocked my phone, opening a text thread I’d been eyeing all morning. My next job offer taunted me. It was a  reminder that the normalcy of a relationship would always be out of reach as long as I had shit to do and there would always be shit to do and trouble to get into. I seemed to be a magnet for trouble and to reveal that to someone I liked… it would end a relationship before it even started.

      Forget her, the rational side of me begged.

      But I couldn’t. She cleared her throat and said, “here,” when the professor called for attendance.

      “Covee?” our professor asked with a raised eyebrow. “Did I pronounce that right?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Covee confirmed with a bright smile.

      I ran my fingers through my hair. Covee? Cute. Maybe if I got to know her, she’d let me call her Cove. I practically laughed at the thought. Ridiculous. I was sitting here, imagining a relationship. Imagining was as close as I would get though, so I indulged for a few minutes.

      I imagined saying ‘hello,’ and her responding with that bright smile. I imagined asking her if she was always nice enough to switch seats with strangers and she’d probably shrugged. I imagined asking to take her to dinner and she would have probably said no or said yes, my brain argued with me. My phone buzzed. Another request. Perfect timing, I needed a reminder. Cove would want more than I had to offer.

      For the next couple of weeks, we sat in silence, no nods, no glances, no greetings because it was best for me that way. It would have continued to work for me if she hadn’t been so goddamn sweet. When she spoke up in class, when she offered to help others study, when she gave critiques on horrible projects, she was always kind. Nearly every class, there was puffiness under her eyes.

      I wanted more time with her than just an hour and a half for two days each week. I wanted to see her smile outside of class. I wanted to give her some kindness for a change. And I wanted to ask her who was making her cry so I could deal with them.

      “Weston,” Professor Ida called one day after class dismissal. Everyone filed out while I stood and waited.

      “I’m partnering people for the next assignment,” she explained while eyeing me over her thin framed glasses. “I know your training gets in the way of class sometimes.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” There was nothing I could do about football practice. Unfortunately, practice and work came first. Class often fell through the cracks.

      “No need to apologize.” She pushed her glasses up. “I know the hardships of student athletes. I played volleyball on scholarship when the dinosaurs roamed.”

      I chuckled and nodded, grateful for her understanding.

      “Which is why I’m going to offer you the chance to work on this one on your own,” she continued. “The student I have youpaired with has perfect attendance. So, it could help your final grade  however, I understand scheduling time outside of class can be challenging.”

      I raised my brow. “Who’s the student?”

      “Covee Bailey,” she read while scanning her list. “She sits next to you.”

      Say you’ll work on your own.

      “Scheduling won’t be a problem,” I promised. “I’ll make it a priority.”

      Professor Ida’s eyes widened. “Really? Well, then, wonderful. That makes my day easier. No more rearranging names. Would you be open to scheduling a meeting during my office hours too? I usually discuss the assignment with both partners.”

      Another opportunity to back out. “Sure, works for me.”

      She beamed and started typing. I exhaled steadily. This was probably a mistake, but I couldn’t ignore Covee anymore, sitting next to her without saying more than a few words made my heart pound in anticipation. For weeks, I kept my words on the tip of my tongue because starting a conversation with her would leave me wanting more. Everything from her soft voice to intelligent critics drew me in. I wanted to know what was beyond her smile. I had questions and even jokes I thought she might have appreciated if I could muster up enough courage to share them with her.

      So, I willfully ignored common sense and listened to Professor Ida’s list of dates for potential office hours. If I learned anything in life, it was that if the perfect opportunity fell in your lap, you don’t hesitate, instead you grab on to it and hope for the best.
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Covee

        

      

    

    
      I’m not coming back, I decided as soon as my therapist, Haley - a small graduate student with red hair and pink lips - walked me to the front desk. Our session felt like a colossal waste of time. The gradual growing prick of loneliness that haunted me throughout the entirety of this semester still lingered in my stomach. Every lit candle and deep breath I shared with Haley seemed like band-aids on cracked asphalt.

      “It was wonderful meeting you, Covee,” Haley said with a beaming smile and an offered hand. “See you soon?”

      We stopped in the Counselling Center lobby. The walls were a shade of tan that made me feel like I was drowning in sand. There were hand written  prints that  decorated nearly every available inch of space in the room. Phrases like: ‘You are powerful, You are brave, You are not alone,’ baited me earlier while I waited in the cushy lounge chair. Before my session started, the words seemed hopeful, after my appointment, they were silly.

      Those posters were the hopes and dreams of healthy people. For me, the posters were reminders that I didn’t belong, I was a coward and I was on my own.

      I shook Haley’s hand while trying to keep a smile on my face. The lie fell off my lips with ease from years of practice, “Yeah, see you soon.”

      “Margot will schedule your next appointment,” Haley turned her attention away from me and towards the student volunteer. Her face fell when she noticed the girl scrolling through her phone. “Right, Margot?”

      “Right,” Margot, a thick girl with a buzz cut and nose ring confirmed. She quickly removed her feet from the desk. “Got the schedule right here.”

      “Perfect.” Haley gave me a final wave before heading back down the hall to prep for her next student.

      “So, is the same time next week okay?” Margot questioned as she leaned back in her seat and replaced her feet on the desk. Her hand ran across her shaven head as she watched me.

      I pressed my lips together, inwardly debating on how I was going to phrase my avoidance. “Same time doesn’t work for me.”

      Margot shrugged and directed her attention back to her phone. She didn’t look up when she said, “We’ve got plenty of other times. Give me a range and I’ll narrow things down.”

      I opened my mouth but paused, distracted by a buzzing in my back pocket. The alarm was titled, Office Hours. I could feel tension in my shoulders pinching my back like a crab. Great, another thing I forgot to worry about. I was losing track of where to be and how to be. The days blended with each other and looked foggy whenever I replayed the events  in my mind.

      “Actually,” I said while waving my phone around as my excuse. “I have a meeting. I’ll reschedule this… over the phone?”

      Margot gave me a one-shoulder shrug completely disinterested. “Sure, whatever.”

      “Thanks,” I said and hurried out of the orange-bricked counselling center. The building sat on the edge of Westbrooke University’s campus, nearly hidden as if mental health was an afterthought to whoever created the campus’ blueprint. My meeting with Professor Ida would take place in the Digital Arts building - on the opposite side of school.

      Making the trek across campus during the afternoon felt near impossible. I should have known better than to schedule meetings back to back. No matter how desperate I’d been to talk to someone, I should have waited for therapy. School assignments and papers waited for no one.

      I carefully dodged students who all seemed to have wide smiles and large groups of friends. Everyone was dressed in mid-fall attire: fluffy sweaters, plaid jackets, and dark boots. The crowd swallowed me whole as I tugged my thin grey cardigan around my soft middle. I was underdressed but the weather would warm soon enough. At least, I hoped because my funds were dwindling from my last grocery run.

      A few people bumped my shoulder while we battled to get to our destination. Some of them voiced hurriedly, “I’m sorry’s” while most continued forward without so much as a glance. By the time I entered the Digital Arts building, my lips were chapped from the cold and my shoulders sore from the shoving.

      “Hi -” I greeted in a breathless voice when I reached Professor Ida’s open door. I stopped abruptly when I saw a guy sitting across from her. Like Ida, he looked up at the interruption. Unlike Ida, his eyes didn’t stop at my face. He wore no expression as his eyes trailed along my body. His gaze lingered on my neck and then shoulders, as if he was looking for something he knew was there.

      “Sorry,” I told the professor after recovering from the unexpected guest. “Am I too late? I could come back later…”

      “Not at all,” Professor Ida motioned her thin fingers in the air for me to come in. “Perfect timing, actually. I’m glad I got to speak to Weston first.”

      I nodded and carefully sidestepped a backpack on the floor to claim the only other seat in the office. It creaked underneath my weight, making my skin warm. I carefully adjusted my shirt, suddenly self-conscious with Weston sitting next to me. Our chairs were a respectable distance apart, but I could still smell his fading cologne. His eyes weren’t on me anymore, but I still felt as if he was paying close attention to me. He shifted in his own seat, leaning on the armrest closest to me with his chin rested in his hand.

      “I think I’ve outdone myself this time,” Professor Ida said while folding her hands on the desk. The wrinkles around her eyes deepened as she smiled widely.

      My lips turned downward, confused. “I could wait outside if you two aren’t finished.”

      “No, no. This has to do with your next design project,” Professor Ida insisted with a firm nod. “I’m assigning partners this year based on students’ portfolios and personalities.”

      “And apparently,” Weston spoke up. His voice sounded rough and deep. He looked over at me as he finished, “We match up or we don’t. Depends on how you look at it.”

      The frown didn’t leave from my lips. “Excuse me?”

      Weston raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Are you offended?”

      “No,” I denied quickly and held up my hands as if I was telling someone to slow down. “Why would that offend me?”

      “Because you’re the best designer in the class,” Weston offered with a shrug. His eyes were scanning my hair now. The three-week-old box braids hung around my shoulders, perfect for hiding behind when I felt like I was drowning. I let my hair fall across my shoulder as I turned back to our professor for an explanation.

      “If I’m being honest,” Professor Ida said while shaking her mouse to wake up her computer. “You two are on opposite sides of the spectrum.”

      She could say that again. And differences didn’t stop at graphic design. Weston Briggs was a quiet, athletic, blonde and blue eyed junior. I'd only ever seen him in football sweatshirts and jogging sweats. I’d seen his face around campus a handful of times on posters. Weston was one of Westbrooke’s highly marketed football players. Up close, he looked even better than the glossy photos. He looked kinder in the dim light of the office and far less intimidating than the twelve foot banner that hung over the student cafe.

      “Design wise,” she quickly added. “I’m not talking about appearance or personality… I wouldn’t compare students like that… Crap. Do either of you feel uncomfortable right now? It’s not my intention to make students feel weird.”

      “I definitely wasn’t uncomfortable. Not until the rambling and then I started wondering if I should be,” Weston teased.

      Professor Ida blushed with a smile on her lips.

      I swallowed a laugh at his words. “No, professor. No discomfort on my end.”

      Weston glanced at me. “Just curious, are you being polite or honest?”

      My skin burned for the second time under his gaze. It took me forever to force the word out of my mouth, “Both.”

      “Good,” Professor Ida said. “Because you two are my best students this semester. And I desperately want to see what you can create together.”

      “Is our pairing final?” I chewed on my lip. I had fully planned on teaming up with a girl who sat in front of us. She seemed smart and actually participated in class discussions. Weston only spoke up when called on and only offered one-sentence comments on critique days.

      “Yes,” Professor Ida added and then adjusted her monitor so I could see her spreadsheet with our names. “It’s in writing.”

      “Unless that makes you uncomfortable,” Weston joked but didn’t smile. He watched me closely, waiting for my response.

      “Of course,” Professor Ida agreed, but she didn’t look as willing to hear my reply. I would ruin her carefully mapped out spreadsheet if I refused to work with Weston and making anyone’s day harder was never my goal.

      “I’m fine.” My voice sounded annoyingly perky. I cleared my throat, trying to play off the tone as a fluke.

      “Are you really?” Weston asked. His hand was still on his chin, and his fingers covered his mouth so I couldn’t get a full read of his expression.

      “Definitely. It’ll be… fun.”

      Professor Ida smiled at the response.

      Weston chuckled. “Sure, sure.”

      “I mean it,” I said while nodding my head. I turned to him, ready to smooth over any lines I’d caused by my original hesitation. “We’ll create something amazing, I’m sure of it.”

      He smiled. It was small and intimate like something you’d only give to a person you knew. “I agree.”

      I let out a strained laugh. I originally wanted it to sound light. And then, I said something so incredibly alluring, I’m sure Weston couldn’t wait to work with me: “Cool.”

      “Meet you tonight,” Weston decided. “Library. Second floor. Six-thirty?”

      I nodded numbly. “Sounds like a plan.”

      He stood up to grab his bag from the floor. Weston gave our professor a nod. “Thanks for setting this up, Ida.”

      My breath froze in my lungs when Weston turned to me and in a low voice said, “See you tonight, Covee. Try to relax. I only bite upon request.”

      My mouth opened, but nothing came out. Weston left the room before I could gather myself. I could feel my skin heat from his words. Throughout the meeting, I thought I’d done a decent job at hiding how nervous I was but he’d seen through my flimsy attempt at appearing calm. And his comment about biting… was it flirting or teasing? I could handle teasing. It was the flirting that made me sweat and wish I’d said something smooth.

      “Is he always…?” I started but couldn’t find the right word.

      “To the point?” Professor Ida filled in with a small laugh. “From what I can tell, yes. It’s refreshing from a student.”

      “I guess you could say that,” I agreed.
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      Weston was waiting for me at the far corner of the library with a stack of books and a pen behind his ears. During lectures, he never wrote notes or asked questions. Seeing him in the library now, actually focused on work made my stomach flip. There was nothing quite like watching someone dedicate their undivided attention to a task. Especially, if that said someone was an attractive football player and your project partner.

      “Hey,” I greeted in a low voice as I claimed the seat across from him. I laid down my bag and started pulling out my laptop and notebook. The desk Weston chose was small for two sets of laptops, so he moved his closer to the edge and set his notebook on the keyboard.

      He leaned back in his chair and watched me get set up before asking, “Have you been crying?”

      My skin heated. Shit. I had a small crying session a few hours ago in my dorm. The session required a box full of tissues and an Advil. I’d spent a good half hour after the tear-fest applying makeup and eye drops. Now that it was nighttime, my puffiness nearly disappeared. Last I checked, the red in my eyes had faded too.

      I tucked one of my braids behind my ear and ignored his question. Maybe if I pretended not to hear it, he’d pretend like he didn’t ask.

      “So, I have a few ideas for our assignment. I did some research earlier,” I shared. There was a tingle in my fingers as I flipped through the pages of my atrocious handwriting.

      Weston leaned forward, and slightly shut his laptop. “You look nice, don’t get me wrong.”

      I didn’t know how to react, so I just smiled and whispered, “Thank you.”

      Weston tilted his head, studying me for a moment longer before saying, “You worried about this project?”

      “No.” I shook my head. While he stared at me, I tried my best not to make eye contact. “It’s going to be great.”

      “It is,” he agreed. I could hear him shifting, and his foot knocked against mine lightly. In a knee jerk reaction, I pulled away and immediately felt embarrassed.

      “Did something happen on campus?” Weston’s tone was quiet and stiff.

      I finally looked up to meet his gaze. His hair curled around his temples, making him seem young only for the second. When my eyes trailed to his arms, I lingered at the impressive curve of his muscles. I swallowed and shook my head.

      “I could take care of it,” he continued in a steady voice.

      I frowned at his offer. My fingers paused on the cold sheets of notebook paper. “Excuse me?”

      “If something happens to you and if no one believes you,” Weston said carefully. He removed the pen from behind his ear. I watched him pull out a sheet of paper from his folder. “Just give me a name and I can take care of it. No questions asked.”

      “You don’t know me,” I said with a small laugh. My mind raced at the attention. Weston was offering to… Actually, I wasn’t even sure of what his offer entailed. But he looked at me as though any and everything was on the table. Could he see more than sadness in my eyes? No way. A stranger I barely conversed with couldn’t understand the darkness that haunted me.

      “Sure, I know you.” He shrugged. “You’re Covee. The girl from design class who always has a question and an answer.”

      “That’s not who I am,” I told him in a dry tone. I let go of wondering if he had seen something more. Noticing the crying, didn’t mean he noticed something deeper. “Can we just focus on the project?”

      Weston gave me a curt nod. “If that’s what you want.”

      His pen stayed trained on the blank sheet of paper, ready to make a mark. I studied his hand and then looked up at him. Would he really do something to someone if I just gave him a name?

      “What would you do?” I tested as I leaned back in my chair with my arms crossed over my chest. “If I gave you a name. No context, just a name.”

      “Then, I’d take care of it however you want me to. Threats, scares, pain,” he promised. “No strings attached.”

      I eyed him. “You’re not going to hurt someone because a stranger told you so.”

      “You’re not a stranger.” He rested his chin on his free hand. “And, you wouldn’t give me a name unless the person deserved it. Unless they did someone wrong.”

      I blinked, stunned and slightly flattered that he wanted to help me conquer something unseen.

      “You have enough faith that the person who hurt me deserves to be hurt back?” I asked while tilting my head to the side.

      “So, it is someone?”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s no one. I was crying…”

      Weston waited, quietly. When he shifted again and placed his foot next to mine, I didn’t move. I tapped the keys on my laptop without actually pressing them down. The sound soothed me in the quiet library. The AC was blowing cold air right above me, making me tired and ready to curl up someplace warmer.

      “It was no one,” I finally confessed. “Just me. In my head too much. That’s kind of my thing.”

      “Making yourself cry is your thing?” he asked.

      I had expected to hear sarcasm in his tone or see him wince. But what I got was a concerned wrinkle in his brow.

      “It’s a stress-reliever. A habit,” I continued. Why was I still talking? The words tumbled out as if I no longer had control. Maybe I had been unconsciously waiting to confess my sadness after having so many failed therapy sessions. “I force myself to think of everything bad that’s happened and then, I have a good, long cry. I let it all out. I force myself to let it all out because I think afterward, I might feel a little lighter.”

      I hadn’t though. I hadn’t ever felt lighter. This part I kept to myself because I was sure I’d already scared him. When people spoke about crying and alluded to depression the typical response was to pull away. No one liked to be under a dark cloud. Especially a stranger’s dark cloud.

      Weston made a “hmm” sound and set down his pen. I searched his face for confusion, disappointment, disgust or disapproval. I readied myself for any of those reactions. Instead, Weston said, “Let me eat you out, Covee.”

      My heart thumped against my chest and my throat closed, refusing to let me swallow anything - especially my words. “Excuse me?”

      “Let me eat you out, Covee,” he repeated in a voice just as steady and serious as before.

      God, I had heard him right. I studied his face. Guys like Weston didn’t hang out with people like me. I was mousy. Nervous. Terrible with getting my mouth to say what my mind wanted. From how he carried himself, I could tell he’d come from a good family. The type of family who woke up early to run marathons, did Pilates on verandas, and attended charity galas where they wore clothes that costed as much as their cash donations.

      On the other hand, I couldn’t get my mother to return my phone calls. And I couldn’t get my father to stop sending me unwanted emails with attempts to reconnect. I could barely get out of bed to walk around campus and I sure as hell would never be invited to a gala.

      “Let you…” I attempted to repeat his words but couldn’t get them past my lips.

      I looked around the library to make sure we weren’t being overheard. The closest person to us was a guy watching a movie with headphones on. The next person was a librarian with his nose in a book behind a large desktop. Still, I leaned in towards Weston, intending to keep this conversation private.

      “Why would you?” I was still blushing at even entertaining the idea.

      “You just told me you make yourself cry. You’re stressed. I could help relieve some of that tension sans the inevitable headache you get from crying. I can be your distraction,” he told me. “Plus, it’d be fun. I think you’d enjoy it and I know I definitely would. I don’t see a downside to having fun.”

      “I do.” I crossed my arms on the table to hide my chest. “It’s… weird. And it’d make doing this project awkward.”

      “It doesn’t have to.” He leaned in closer too. Now, I could smell his fading cologne mixed with bar soap.

      “We can have rules,” he whispered.
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      Weston clicked his pen and wrote something down in surprisingly neat handwriting.

      No bullshit.

      “Honesty. That’s how we make sure this doesn’t turn into something hurtful,” he explained. His eyes searched mine. I bit my lip and nodded for him to continue while still trying to wrap my head around everything. This was happening?

      Listen to your body.

      “What’s it telling you?” He waited for my response. When I hesitated, he reached over to turn my hand, so my palm was facing upward. His fingers found their way to my pulse. Weston waited until he felt its unsteady beating.

      “Why cry for relief?” he asked.

      I shrugged, watching his hand on mine. His fingertips were soft, but the rest of his hand was rough. There were calluses on his palm that brushed against the back of my knuckles.

      “It’s like trying to make yourself laugh, I guess,” I told him. “Sometimes crying feels like the fastest way to release emotion.”

      “Have you ever had sex?” he questioned. There was that teasing smile I’d been waiting for. It made him feel more approachable. He wasn’t judging, just learning.

      “Yes,” I said with a low, shaky laugh. Sort of… if one called the fumbling I did with a high school boyfriend sex.

      “And it wasn’t good?” He turned my hand over and ran his fingertips across my skin. Our hands contrasted like night and day. It was jarring and beautiful. His white skin looked pale under the library’s yellow light. He was tanner in the classroom. How would he look in the light of my dorm? On my bed? …on his knees?

      “It was fine,” I mumbled and pulled away from his touch in fear I’d get lost in it.

      “You make a rule.” He offered the pen.

      I took it. It was warm from his touch. I stared at the notebook he nudged in my direction, trying to come up with something without talking myself out of this. The pen pressed against the paper, and a small, black ink spot appeared. My hand stayed trained there for a moment before I finally worked up the courage to write what I wanted.

      No talking about it after

      “It’ll make things easier,” I explained when he read the question out loud. “Less awkward. We could just… let it happen.”

      For a second, it looked as though he was going to object. But, in an instant, he smiled and said, “Makes sense. I have another one.”

      I handed him the pen and watched him scribble on the sheet. When he turned it back to me, so I could read, my heart started racing again.

      Scream my name when appropriate

      “Can you do that?” His eyes never left my face. I couldn’t meet his gaze. I nodded in response while looking at the table. Focusing on the swirls of the wooden surface for a moment kept me steady.

      “Two more,” he said. “For now.”

      He wrote, No titles

      “It’s a promise I made to myself after my last relationship,” he explained in a slow, careful tone. His eyes studied me, examining my reaction like he was expecting something in particular.

      “Are you okay with me asking what happened in the relationship that made you not want titles?” I asked. He clicked the top of the pen a few times while I waited for him to elaborate. As he cleared his throat, I chewed on my fingernail. I thought I had made him uncomfortable, but I didn’t know how to smooth things over.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled after a beat. “I didn’t mean to trigger any bad memories.”

      He chuckled while shaking his head. “You’re fine. It’s not the memories that make me hesitate. I don’t want a relationship because I don’t think I’m good at them. I like seeing the girl I’m with happy and a lot of the time, I can’t give her everything she needs.”

      “Do you try to give her what she needs?” I baited.

      He blew out a breath. “If she asks, yes. I always try. But I always fall short and just bring temporary satisfaction. I… don’t think I’m enough yet. At least, that’s what my ex said. And I hated that feeling, so I stopped trying a while back. It’s juvenile, I know. Perhaps a little cowardly too but it works.”

      Weston let out a low laugh as he rubbed the back of his neck. His eyes weren’t on me anymore but trained towards the floor-length windows of the library. It was his turn to shy away and I was surprised to see red in his cheeks.

      “Didn’t think I was going to say all of that,” he confessed as he shook his head. “But I did say no bullshit.”

      I smiled, appreciative of his honesty. “Okay, then no titles.”

      He picked up the pen to write his last rule and I waited to hear the scratching of the pen on paper. When there was a moment of silence, I stopped zeroing in on the table and looked up at Weston. His hand was still poised to write but stayed frozen. Was uncertainty creeping in?

      “This one’s the most important,” he prefaced and then wrote his last rule.

      Leave when you don’t need me anymore.

      He was giving me an out. I bit my lip, half-impressed, half-wary.

      “I thought football players were too self-obsessed to think someone could walk away,” I joked. The words slipped out before I could think. I covered my mouth instantly, a hollow attempt at retraction.

      Weston laughed, like genuinely laughed with his head thrown back and his shoulders shaking. It was infectious and I let out a guarded giggle. This noise was enough to get us a “shh” from the librarian and a dirty look from the guy watching his film.

      “Maybe,” he said after quieting down. “But, I’m not really a football player.”

      I frowned. His posters were all over campus. He wore training sweats to our nine am class. I’d never seen him without less than a gallon of water on hand.

      “Not anymore,” he explained. “Kind of screwed that up… recently.”

      I eyed him curiously. “Really?”

      It was Weston’s turn to look away. He scribbled in the margins of our rules. “It’s a long story. Quite boring, if I’m being honest. I’d rather not get into it. It’d take you out of the mood.”

      “How do you know I’m in the mood?” I asked with a small laugh.

      He made eye contact again. “Your pupils dilated when I offered to go down on you. You’ve been restless, and that’s most likely because your jeans are rubbing you in the perfect spot. And you haven’t stopped touching your face at the thought of me between your legs.”

      I touched my cheek, and then immediately pulled my hand down, now conscious of my body language.

      “You do this a lot?” I asked in a serious tone. “Offer to eat out girls when you’re supposed to be focused on schoolwork?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “At least, not like this. Not with rules and promises and honesty. Not with the intention to make you comfortable enough to understand you can be in charge with where we go from here.”

      I let out a breath.

      “Am I going to get a ‘yes’ from you, Covee? I can tease and flirt all I want, but I won’t do anything until you give me the word.”

      My entire body warmed. I wanted to melt on the floor, to go back to my dorm room and hide under the covers. I also wanted to have him bring me to an orgasm where I may or may not scream his name.

      “I can promise you one thing,” he whispered.

      “What’s that?”

      “You’ll be crying for a different reason. A better reason,” he promised.

      I touched my tongue to my top lip and decided I was tired of being alone. I wanted to be touched. And here was an exceptionally good-looking guy, ready and willing.

      “Okay,” I nodded and took a deep breath.

      Weston raised an eyebrow, not moving an inch. I laughed a little and then added, “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      I had expected two things to happen after I said yes. One: Weston would offer to take me back to his place or suggest we go to mine. Two: My body would immediately respond in panic and rescind the “yes.”

      For now, neither happened.

      Weston and I started packing our things without so much as a few smiles exchanged. He led the way to the elevators. Behind him, I tried to keep my expression plain and my eyes from contacting anyone we passed on the way.

      It felt as though people knew what we were about to do. I’d only been in the library for a few minutes with a guy that looked like he could… well, give and get as much as he wanted. And it was a little embarrassing that all it took for me to sleep with him was him simply paying the slightest bit of attention to me.

      My mind started listing all the reasons why this was a stupid idea once we got into the elevator. Instead of pressing the button for the lobby, Weston pressed the one to the sixth floor. I frowned, almost not saying anything before telling him, “The sixth floor is closed. It’s under renovation.”

      He nodded and gave me a wink. “I know. Perfect place for a bit of privacy.”

      When the door dinged and opened, Weston gave me a wicked grin before heading into the darkness. I hesitated for a moment. Right as the doors were about to close, I slipped through to follow him. It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting on the abandoned floor. The squeaking of our sneakers and whistling of the AC were the only sounds echoing in the air. I fell into step behind him, surprised he seemed to know where he was going.

      My thoughts raced, gushing about how thrilling it was to be here with Weston while also getting anxious about being touched by him. The inside of my cheek felt sore from chewing on my skin. I tried to force myself to relax by focusing on my breathing, but the air kept going in and out too quickly.

      Weston passed through a few rooms of half-empty bookshelves before choosing a spot in the far corner of the floor. I scanned the area, taking in the eerie darkness and beautiful blue light from the night sky outside. We’d stopped in front of a large window with black desks shoved against the glass. Chairs were stacked in front of the desks, allowing thin bits of moonlight to shine onto the fresh, gray carpet. The area smelt of wet paint.

      “Covee.” Weston’s voice brought me back to the moment.

      I turned to him with wide eyes. “Here?”

      He smiled and stepped closer to me. “Yeah. Why not?”

      I shook my head and scanned the white ceilings. “Aren’t there cameras? Plus, the security guard? We’re not supposed to be up here, anyway. Let alone having… sex in public.”

      My voice dropped in volume at the word sex like we weren’t already alone.

      “Cameras haven’t been working since they started construction on the built-in shelves. The security guard checks on this floor once a night and he already made his rounds up here. And, no one will see us, so don’t worry about the public part.”

      Weston had already dropped his bag on a nearby table. He reached up to remove mine from my shoulder. Once our bags were next to each other, he came back over to wrap his hands around my waist and placed a gentle kiss on my neck.

      My arms stayed at my sides, frozen and overwhelmed with the situation. He continued to trail kisses along my neck and made his way up to my jaw and cheek. The slower he went, the more my muscles relaxed. Eventually, I felt comfortable enough to move my hands to his chest. I ran my fingers over the hard muscle, feeling warmth and strength. When Weston reached my lips he hovered there, waiting for me to move or speak.

      “Covee.” His voice was a whisper: soft, kind, and patient.

      I couldn’t get my tongue to work. I simply nodded, acknowledging his closeness. My heartbeat pulsed in my ears, loud with anxiety. Weston’s fingers massaged my waist gently. My body felt open. Vulnerable.

      “Do you need to say no?” he asked with his lips brushing against mine. Instead of pressing a kiss onto them, he made his way across my cheek and jaw again. At my neck, he bit down lightly and I arched towards him in response. My lips parted to let out a soft exhale. When he finished biting, he sucked the skin to soothe minor pressure. My fingers curled around his shirt, tugging him closer. I wanted more of his heat, his kisses, his strength.

      “Say no, if you need to say no,” he insisted. My collarbone muffled his voice.

      My hands moved to his face to cup his cheeks and pulled him up so we were looking face-to-face. The slight stubble on his jaw tickled my palms. I wanted to see him in this moment to confirm there was as much lust in his eyes as I’m sure there was in mine. He didn’t disappoint. He smiled at me and pressed his forehead against mine.

      “No?” he questioned without breaking eye contact. His eyebrows raised, ready for any answer.

      “Yes,” I exhaled.

      With my permission voiced, Weston took complete control. I would have gasped if his mouth didn’t completely cover my own. I relaxed into his arms as he pulled me so close that I could feel him growing with excitement. When I moaned in response to his arousal, Weston pushed me against the nearest wall.

      He tugged at my thighs so I would wrap them around him. My fingers entangled in his thick hair. Weston had always smelled good in class. Despite looking as though he’d just finished lifting weights, his scent reminded me of just stepping out of a shower and up close it was even better.

      When he moaned into my mouth, I wondered if his smell would follow me home. I would have slept in this top if it meant he’d engulfed me for a little while longer. My body stilled, imagining what we’d do after this. I’ve never been so casual and lustful with someone I’d only had a handful of conversations with. It was scary, but also sparked a sense of excitement in my belly.

      “Where did you go?” Weston questioned, pulling away for a moment. His eyes searched mine while his hands froze on my hips.

      “Sorry,” I told him in a hurried exhale. “You could tell I was thinking?”

      “Yeah. You’re breathing was hitched and not in the good way. Are you okay?” His fingers started pulling away, now just hovering over my skin.

      I reached up to pull his hands back on me. “I’m okay.”

      He nodded and gave me an intense kiss before adding, “In that case, new rule: No thinking about anything else, but you and me when we’re doing this.”

      I laughed. “But I was thinking about you.”

      He grinned. “Perfect.”
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      Weston pushed my shirt up, exposing my stomach. I watched him slowly trail down my body with kisses until his knees met the floor and lips pressed above my buttoned pants. I looked down at him, transfixed with how incredibly relaxed he appeared. He was in his element, navigating my body like he’d done this before.

      That’s because he probably has. To a ton of girls.

      I bit my lip and tried to push away the cautionary thoughts. But the angel on my shoulder refused to give in.

      Is this how you really want to have sex? With a guy you barely know in a newly renovated library? Shoved up against a cold wall with the knowledge you’re going to be alone again in the next hour? By yourself, in your dorm, with tears and empty sheets. Again. Always. Again.

      I wanted to scream in frustration, but I simply froze instead. Weston felt the change in body language and immediately pulled away.

      “Talk to me, Covee.” He peered up at me. Damn. He looked good on his knees.

      I took a deep breath. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      He nodded. “Do you need a minute or is this just a no-go?”

      God, every inch of my body wanted to say, let’s go! My brain - which was always the more dominant of the two, guided me to a more logical decision. “No-go.”

      Weston stood up and removed his hands from my waist. As he stepped away, I instantly felt cold air rushing across the parts of my body he’d touched.

      “No worries,” Weston said as he went to retrieve our bags. His tone was so casual that you’d think I was turning down a drink. “Maybe another time.”

      I nodded and shyly took my bag from his hand. “Thanks… for the offer, and for being so understanding.”

      He smiled. “I don’t need a thank-you, Covee.”

      I shrugged. “Still. It was nice of you. You were trying to help.”

      Weston studied me for a moment and then asked: “Did you lie about being a virgin earlier? Not that you can’t deny sex without being one… it’s just, you seemed kind of anxious about my touching.”

      There was a pause before I mustered up the courage to reply, “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t think so?” His eyebrows furrowed.

      “Virginity is a concept.”

      “Yeah, but one that we buy into.” Weston dug into the front pocket of his bag to retrieve his phone. I watched him type something on the screen.

      “True,” I agreed while running my fingers through my braids. They’d become slightly tangled from our brief make out session. “But, it’s still a complicated slash cringy story I don’t like thinking about.”

      “I get it.” He nodded and offered me his phone. “Mind giving me your number?”

      I took it without really thinking but held it between my hands without moving. The bright screen glowed in the darkness while I debated sharing my number. Knowing me, I’d definitely wanted to crawl in a hole and never revisit this odd fumbling, almost sexual encounter. I couldn’t do that very well if his name popped on my screen now and then.

      “Please?” he added with a laugh. “It would be convenient if we didn’t have to wait until class to schedule meetings.”

      “Oh, of course.” I started typing while silently scolding myself for stressing about nothing. “You meant for studying and whatnot.”

      “Right,” he said while nodding as if he just remembered something. “Studying. Sorry I derailed us tonight. I thought this might be more productive in a weird way. Personally, I’m more creative after I’ve...”

      He paused not because he was nervous, but because I audibly inhaled. The idea of him orgasming now was all I could think about as I typed my number into his phone. I handed him back his phone, treating it like a hot potato that I couldn't wait to get rid of.

      “I promise, offering to go down on you wasn’t my original intention for tonight,” he continued. “It just felt… right. At least to me.”

      “Really?” I chewed on the inside of my cheek and dared to voice a question begging to be released, “What made you offer? I’m just… I’ve never had anyone offer to do that for me.”

      He frowned. “Never?”

      “Never.”

      “Unbelievable-” he started, but abruptly cut himself short when a white light flashed from the bookshelves behind us.

      “Shit,” Weston whispered.

      A man called out, “Hey, who’s in here?”

      Without hesitation, Weston grabbed my hand and tugged me further into the shelves. The flashlight from who I’m assuming was the security guard faded -but I could still hear the guy’s heavy footsteps chasing our trail.

      “Weston,” I whispered while struggling to keep up with his wide stride. “What are we doing?”

      “Hiding,” he explained before he tugged me behind a half-stocked bookshelf.

      We huddled behind a metal shelf, finding a section that hosted a row of thick books to shield our bodies. Our shoulders pressed against one another, and I felt Weston pushed up more against me when the flashlight shone on the wall closest to us.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he covered it with one hand while raising his index finger against his lips. His eyes begged for silence and stillness. I shook my head, confused about why one moment he was Mr. Cool, Calm and Collected and the next, a carbon copy of me, anxious and frantic.

      “I know you’re in here,” the security guard called. His tone was clipped now, undoubtedly on his last thread of patience after having to police college students late at night. “Come out now and there won’t be any consequences.”

      I wrinkled my eyebrows at Weston, showing I thought it was a good idea. He shook his head but removed his hand from my mouth.

      “We can’t get caught,” he told me. His voice was so low I could barely hear it.

      “We’re not getting in trouble,” I replied in a hushed tone. A tone that wasn’t quiet enough, I suppose, because Weston motioned his hand up and down for me to lower my volume. I watched him peek out from the shelves to see how far the guard traveled. Footsteps were faint now, heading in the opposite direction of where we hid.

      “I’m kind of on thin ice with the Dean,” Weston said when he turned back to me. “Like, see-through, cracked, barely frozen ice.”

      I gave him a once over. “What did you do?”

      He peeked out again and then turned back to me. He looked hesitant before saying, “Someone gave me a name.”

      I was confused, but then realized he was referencing our conversation from before. “A name?”

      He nodded with a neutral expression. “And I took care of it.”
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      I stared at Weston as he leaned over to check if the coast was clear.

      He took care of it? How? And for who?

      “Give it a few minutes and he’ll give up,” Weston told me as he pulled out his phone. “But, just in case we need back up…”

      I watched him pull up his messages and quickly clicked a contact by the name of ‘Back-Up’. “Are you joking?”

      “What?” He looked confused as he slipped his phone back into his pocket.

      I gestured my hand at his screen. “You can text someone for back-up on a whim? On a Friday night?”

      “I scratch backs, Covee.” His lips formed a straight line but there was amusement in his eyes.

      I snorted. He held his finger to his lips, reminding me we were in hiding. My head leaned back against the books as I tried to gather my wits.

      “Is that what you were trying to do before?” I asked, resuming my hushed tone. “Scratch my back and one day, get a favor in return?”

      “What we were about to do wasn’t me scratching your back,” he promised in a serious tone. I cursed myself silently for feeling warm and ready to bury my face in his shirt. “I wasn’t looking for a favor. I just wanted to make you feel good.”

      My heart sped up. I could barely swallow as I tried to process this information. “Fine. Our… situation aside. Does scratching backs mean you’re some serial blackmailer?”

      “I think I heard the elevator,” he said, leaning back out to look into the aisle that was almost pitch black without the security guard’s flashlight.

      “Don’t change the subject,” I ordered while tugging on his backpack, hoping to get him to focus on my question. I didn’t have enough courage to cling to his arm even though it was in reach.

      Weston laughed a little. “What subject? I think you and I almost getting caught in a restricted area by the campus police is on-topic enough.”

      “You know what I mean,” I said, but then positioned myself on my hands and knees to join him in peeking around the corner. I saw nothing either. And from what I understood about campus police, they didn’t really give a damn after a certain point.

      “Every interaction is an exchange of some sort.” Weston pushed himself off the ground.

      I ignored the hand he offered and scrambled to my feet on my own. Weston chuckled and motioned for me to go first. When I refused to move, he took a hint and led the way.

      “I’m such an idiot,” I mumbled as I followed him.

      He stopped and turned to me. “Why do you say that?”

      “I thought you were…” Actually into me? Did I really think that? No. I wasn’t completely dense. But a small part of me ran away with the fantasy that he’d perhaps been harboring some sort of crush on me all semester. And now, when we were paired together for this project, he finally got his chance.

      “Thought I was what, Covee?” He raised one bushy eyebrow. His grin revealed a set of perfectly straight, white teeth.

      I silently wondered if he was one of those kids that needed tons of dental work when he was younger. I had but my family couldn’t afford it. It looked like he might have had more than enough money to dedicate to whatever he needed. Instinctively, my tongue brushed across my slightly crooked front teeth. I tugged my well-worn cardigan around my body, suddenly growing more self-conscious about my appearance. It was silly to let him make me feel this way.

      “Nothing. Let’s just get out of here,” I decided.

      “Back to studying?”

      I shook my head. “Let’s reschedule. It’s getting late. We’ve wasted too much time.”

      Weston opened his mouth as if he was going to object. Instead, he gave me at a simple nod. I followed him as we weaved our way through rows of bookshelves. Each step we took reminded me of how ridiculous this all was. Not only did we waste time, but I possibly missed the last bus that went to my side of campus.

      “You’re kidding me.” Weston halted right in front of me. I slammed right into his back and it felt like hitting a brick wall. He reached behind himself to steady me. His arm wrapped around my waist, enveloping my side like it was second nature.

      “Well, look at who we’ve got here.” The security guard shone the flashlight directly into our faces. He clicked it on and off like a jerk. Weston shielded most of the light. “Weston Briggs. With…”

      “How’s it going, Craig?” Weston asked. His body felt stiff, but his words flowed without a hitch. He stayed in front of me, not simply blocking the light, but protecting me from view.

      “Oh, you know, the usual. Escorting drunks to their dorms, answering prank calls, and catching you loitering,” Craig responded.

      “We should work on your productivity,” Weston teased.

      “So, what should we do about the loitering? Because I’m pretty sure it violates your probation.” Craig finally removed the flashlight from our faces but kept clicking it on and off as though it was an unconscious habit. Weston didn’t move an inch from blocking me.

      “You’re on probation?” I questioned in a barely audible voice.

      There was so much I assumed about Weston just from my observations of him in the classroom. I thought he was an athlete, dedicated to his sport. And a decent student when he showed up for critiques because his work looked solid. Because he was quiet, I thought he was  the strong, silent type. Turns out, I just needed a proper introduction to learn none of those descriptions had fit.

      Weston wasn’t some shy football player. This guy offered to get on his knees for a girl he just started talking to a few hours ago. This guy “scratched backs” - whatever that meant. I wasn’t sure what he did to people when they gave him a name. Did I want to find out?

      “It’s debatable,” Weston told me at the same time Craig said, “He is.”

      “Debatable?” I reached down to remove his hand from my side. “What happened to the no bullshit rule?”

      “I’m not bullshitting. It’s complicated,” he promised. Weston quickly turned to me. There was sincerity in his voice that I couldn’t ignore. And no matter how much my brain wanted to step away from him, my body wanted to do the opposite.

      “Sorry to ruin this touching moment, but we’re going to have to talk about punishment,” Craig said as he flicked the light in Weston’s face again. “You’re on probation. That’s not debatable, kid.”

      “And you are…” he said as he switched the light on me.

      Ready to accept my fate, I opened my mouth to share my name.

      “Let her off with a warning. God knows I’ve gotten a million of those,” Weston said.

      Craig scowled. His clicking resumed as he declared, “Fine. I’ll let her off with the disclaimer to never spend time with you.”

      “That’s fair,” Weston agreed.

      There was another pause before Craig sighed and looked at me, “I don’t know who you are, but from the looks of things you’re more of a stay-at-home kind of girl.”

      I frowned and crossed my arms over my chest. That sounded like code for, you can’t possibly be Weston’s type.

      “Don’t try to impress anyone by being different,” Craig continued. “It’ll backfire.”

      Weston snorted. “Okay, relax. Saying it’ll backfiring seems a bit strong, don’t you think?”

      “Oh, really? From what happened last month, I’d say otherwise.” Craig directed his last statement to me. “Don’t go down the rabbit hole, kid. This guy’s stuck there.”

      I nodded.  “Thanks for the advice, but I think I can handle myself. Are you going to give us a written warning or something? I have a bus to catch.”

      Craig looked taken back. He waved his light up and down in rhythm to his words. “Do not let me find you trespassing again. You’re getting off with a verbal warning this time.”

      “Perfect,” I mumbled and my shoulders relaxed. Without another word, I pushed past both of them to make my way to the elevator.

      “I’m serious Weston,” I heard Craig say in a hushed tone he thought I wouldn’t hear. “No more trespassing. And for god’s sake, leave the girl alone.”

      Weston didn’t reply. I heard him break into a light jog to catch up to me in the elevator. The air around us felt thick when we got inside and the doors closed. I glanced over at him when I pressed the button for the lobby. His back was straight, and he held his bag in a fisted grip.

      I wanted to ask him if he was okay but instead said, “So, you’re some cliche bad boy looking for his next exciting fix in the form of public sex? I thought you’d be more interesting.”

      He let out a deep chuckle while shaking his head. I eyed him, impressed at his refusal to take my bait. The rest of the ride was quiet. Once the doors opened, Weston let me exit first. I lead the way into the near empty lobby. A few students sat on spaced out couches near the coffee store. The janitor nearby shot Weston and me a cold glare when we made our way across his freshly mopped floor. We both attempted to avoid the wet puddles, but it was near impossible on the way to the exit. I mumbled an apology and Weston gave the guy a nod. The janitor didn’t look forgiving.

      Once we reached the glass sliding door, I thought we were about to part ways. After spending the last few minutes making out, we were about to head in opposite directions. I was going to my empty dorm for a night in, and Weston to whatever he usually did on Friday nights.

      “Bad boys are high school jerks with mommy issues,” Weston spoke up, making me pause in the library entryway. The automatic door slid open and let in a gust of crisp wind. I stayed in place to glance at him.

      “Is that your professional opinion?” I asked in an amused tone.

      He looked me up and down. “It is. And what’s yours?”

      My eyes squinted with suspicion. I opened my mouth and went for it. No holds barred because I had nothing to lose. Sparing his feelings wasn’t a priority because Weston could take it. Hell, he was asking for it. One thing I learned for sure about him tonight was that he was direct and unfiltered. People like him usually appreciated the same in return.

      “I think that you’re trying desperately to be cool and likeable because you enjoy receiving even though you pretend to be a giver. Like you said, everything is an exchange. Does it ever get tedious? Doing something and waiting for payment?”

      Weston studied my face. “Interesting.”

      I watched him shove his hands in his pants. The corners of his lips twitched, readying for a smile or frown - I couldn’t be sure. The automatic door continued to open and close whenever either of us moved slightly. I watched Weston, waiting for him to respond.

      “You know what?” He finally voiced. “You got more in you than I originally thought.”

      My forehead creased. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I think you and me might be inevitable,” he smiled and started walking out through the door.

      “Excuse me?” I hurried through the door behind him.

      He turned, so he was walking backward for a minute. “And I’m the one that’s going to get hurt. That’ll be a new one. I’m kind of looking forward to it.”

      I held up my hands, still confused. He simply laughed and turned around, disappearing in the parking lot.

      “Weirdo,” I whispered under my breath and started in the opposite direction.
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      I wasn’t the only person early for Design 2 on Monday. Weston, who was infamous for strolling in late,  sat on the windowsill with a small sketchbook balanced on his knee. When he heard the swing of my keys as I claimed my seat in the back, he looked up.

      “Morning, Cove.” Weston offered me a wide smile. He stayed perched on the windowsill but now his body turned towards me.

      “Morning,” I said in a cautious tone while eyeing his relaxed position. His calmness felt infectious, and the mood made me brave enough to add, “And it’s Co-vee. Not Cove.”

      “Does it bother you that much?” He raised his eyebrows, looking amused by my correction.

      I tilted my head and considered it. “There’s no point in shortening an already short name.”

      Weston shrugged. “I thought it was cute. But Co-vee it is.”

      “Thank you.” My voice sounded loud in the empty room. I desperately wanted someone, anyone, to file through the door and interrupt our conversation. The longer we spoke, the more likely we’d start talking about what happened during our study session.

      Things had gotten way too heated, and I had been way too open. Way too honest with him. And it couldn’t have been just due to his pretty face and  kind smile. Something about Weston made my muscles relaxed and jaw unclenched. However, underneath all his charisma, there was something more. Something that got him in a decent amount of trouble. I knew myself well enough to understand trouble was something I needed to avoid, especially at this point in my life.

      “You look beautiful today,” he told me as he hopped off the sill and started over to our two-seated desk.

      God, maybe it was the pretty face and kind smile and that he was consistent in making me feel seen. When the compliment left his mouth, a few other students trailed in. They looked me over in wonder. Who was the girl Weston Briggs called beautiful?

      No one.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled and started unpacking my heavy backpack. I tried to look nice today. Like really tried, since I knew I was going to see him.

      My first goal last night was to not cry. My eyes were clear and de-puffed enough for me to accurately apply mascara. The blue, knee-length wrap dress I wore hugged at my curves. It was one of my favorite pieces of clothing because it was the most forgiving. Since I transferred to Westbrooke University last semester, I'd gained ten pounds. My hips and thighs grew out of all my jeans. The extra weight looked cute in my flowy dresses, so I embraced the new feminine look.

      The fresh look got me new attention from the opposite sex. When walking around campus, I practiced keeping my head up when men watched.  I wasn’t always successful, but practicing was a baby step. Some people snickered, and I was used to that since all throughout my childhood I was overweight. But, more recently, men tracked me with wondering gazes. Admiration based on my looks wasn’t something I was used to experiencing.

      Despite the wondering looks, no guy at school dared to approach me with any interest… until Weston.

      “About the other night,” Weston started as sat next to me. His familiar scent filled up space in between us.

      “Morning, West,” a girl who sat near us greeted. She wore her red hair in a French braid with small, decorative flowers. Her pastel dress clung to her waist and was lined with white lace. She always said “good morning” to everyone near her except for me. But, for the first time all semester, I looked up at her and she offered me a warm smile.

      With a small wave, she said, “Morning, Covee.”

      I was too surprised to do anything but nod. She sounded sweet and seemed like the type of person who you’d want to invite over for a tea party or ask to decorate your living room because her taste surely eclipsed one’s own.

      “Hey, Callie,” Weston said with his eyes still on me.

      “Lawrence is looking for you,” she told him.

      Weston leaned back into his seat and casually draped his arm across the back of my chair while turning his gaze towards her. “Tell him he knows where to find me.”

      Callie eyed his arm for a split second. If someone wasn’t paying close attention, then they would have missed the slight crease in her forehead. But I noticed. She was quick to wipe any sign of confusion as she continued, “You have a game in a few weeks, right? On a Saturday?”

      Weston rubbed his free hand on his jaw. “Sure.”

      I tried to keep my face neutral when I snuck a glance at him. He met my eyes, practically daring me to mention the probation. So, it was a secret and one he hid from a peer that seemed to know him.

      “Madison Brew's afterward,” she told him sternly. “We’re celebrating and you’re my date.”

      “Is that a request?” he teased.

      I shifted in my seat, unsure if I should’ve opened my laptop and pretended to be busy. It was hard to tell if they were flirting. Weston looked impressed by Callie’s bravery. Callie’s eyelashes batted with the proper balance of sweet and daring. My stomach twisted with an embarrassing twinge of jealousy.

      Instead of going down the hole of comparison, I took myself out of the equation. I’d been the one to end things last night, after all. He was free to flirt with whoever he wanted. Instead of comparing, I mentally ran through a to-do list of everything we needed to do to get an A on our graphic design project.

      Callie gave Weston a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You’re not good with requests. Just be there.”

      She went to go talk to a goth girl in the classroom’s front row. I watched her dress sway back and forth as she left and wondered if I’d ever dare to tell a guy he was going out with me.

      “She’s cute,” I noted, trying to sound casual. Just because we made out didn’t mean we couldn’t have a light conversation. Now that we’d actually started addressing each other in class, I didn’t want to stop. And I didn’t want things to get awkward.

      “Cute?” He repeated while glancing over at Callie as if he hadn’t already considered her looks. “Sure.”

      I bit my inner cheek, trying to think of something in response. Professor Ida walked in with her morning tea in hand, filling the room with the overpowering scent of lavender and honey. Her presence let us off the hook from talking for a few minutes.

      “Covee,” Weston said in a hushed tone. His arm still wrapped around the back of my chair and now, he leaned closer toward me. “I want you to take you out. We can get to know each other.”

      I didn’t take my eyes off our professor. She was going through attendance now. I raised my hand once she read off my name.

      “I’m not sure that’s wise,” I said. “I don’t know if you and I should do… going out.”

      Inwardly, I cringed at my phrasing.

      “Consider giving me a chance.” His voice sounded hopeful. I felt his fingers drum against the plastic of my chair’s back as he spoke. When Professor Ida called his name, he raised his hand without even looking in her direction.

      I dared to meet his gaze. “Where did you have in mind?”

      He smiled. “Haven’t thought of the details yet. Someplace where you and I can build trust.”

      I bit my lip, my interest slightly peaked. “Maybe. I’ll have to think about it.”

      “You’ll have fun,” he promised. “And there are no strings attached if that’s what you’re worried about. Our rules still stand. As a matter of fact….”

      I tried to pay at least some attention to what Professor Ida wrote on the whiteboard. Today was critique day. Something I had completely forgotten about, thanks to the distraction known as Weston.

      “Here.” Weston pulled out the sheet of paper we’d written on last night. His neat handwritten mixed with my scratchy one carefully displayed our ‘five rules.’ I could feel my cheeks heat at number two: Listen to your body.

      “Add or take away as many as you want,” he offered while slipping the paper into my palm.

      I folded the rules up neatly and placed them into my bag so no one close to us could take a nosy peak. I was already suspicious of our neighbor to the right, a bald black girl with a sleeve of tattoos. She’d been glancing at Weston all semester as if  she wanted to say something, but could never find the right moment.

      I turned back to him and whispered, “Why are you so interested in talking to me suddenly?”

      He ran his fingers through his hair, pushing every strand off his forehead. “Sudden? It’s not that sudden, Covee. To be honest, I've been planning to talk to you all semester. This feels long overdue to me.”

      I froze. All semester? My face broke into a smile. Oh, he was smooth. “Stop flirting with me. Let’s not get distracted like last time.”

      He chuckled. The noise caught the attention of a few people near us. At the front of the classroom, Professor Ida looked pleased, thinking Weston had found one of her corny jokes humorous.

      “Someone with a sense of humor,” she noted with a relieved sigh. “Finally.”

      “Hilarious,” a guy wearing an oversized t-shirt in front agreed, starving for some brownie points. From the smile lingering on the professor’s lips, it looked like he won them.

      “Fine. I’ll limit my flirting,” Weston agreed in a whisper. He was now leaning close enough so I could feel him exhale on my skin. “It’ll be a little difficult though, I won’t lie.”

      I glanced at him. We were practically nose to nose. And if I started leaning like him, we’d be able to share our second kiss. I got goosebumps at the thought.

      “Now, will you agree to come have some fun?” he offered. “On a date?”

      “Fun? The other night you prophesied about your inevitable hurt. That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      Weston bit his lip. “I beg to differ. Besides, I want to get to know you. Also, I could use your perspective on some things. I know you’re honest based on your design critiques.”

      I frowned. So, his interest was something more than just pleasure. “My perspective?”

      “Yeah, and you need mine.”

      I suppressed a snort. “You’re kidding me.”

      “I can prove it,” he told me. “Let’s hang out.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but he continued, “No strings attached. If you’re completely opposed to it then we’ll go back to how things were, you and I sitting silently in the back of this class. Just consider it.”
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      My skin instantly covered in goosebumps when I entered the apartment. Even though I couldn’t hear anyone talking, the thermostat showed I wasn’t alone.

      “Sixty freaking one,” I complained to myself after checking the temperature.

      My roommate, Taylor, ran hot, spoke fast and never seemed to be without someone to listen to her gossip. I prayed she was somewhere in her room this time. Running into her felt awkward each time, even after living together for a semester. She liked to comment on my hairstyles and would ask me if I knew anyone who sold weed for a cheap price.

      If I was lucky, I could sneak into the kitchen to grab one of my prepped meals and hide out in my room until she decided the apartment was too boring. And then I’d have the common area to myself where I could play a K-Drama on our TV and social media stalk Weston on a private browsing window.

      Just as I was getting pumped about my plans, I turned into the kitchen to find Taylor rapidly typing on her laptop and one of her friends sipping a glass of wine. They were both staring at the screen with intense glares but looked up at me once I appeared at the doorway.

      “Hi, Coco,” Taylor greeted in her usual singsong tone. The nickname she dubbed me sounded sugary sweet. It made me want to throw up.

      I smiled at them. My cheeks ached at the forced nicety. “Hey.”

      “How’s it going?” her friend asked. The girl had the most blunt bob I’d ever seen and was dressed in an all-pink tracksuit, reminiscent of the early 2000s.

      “Alright.” I started towards the refrigerator. My mother raised me with manners - unfortunately. So, it was impossible for me to not add, “How are you two?”

      “Shitty,” Taylor complained and slammed her laptop shut. I watched her gather her blonde curls in one hand while fanning herself with the other. “Did you know half the football team are taken? Why are these guys shacking up during the small window of time they have to date anyone?”

      I couldn’t think of an answer, so I tried to wrinkle my brow with hopes that it made me look like I gave two cents. And for effect, I added a sympathetic hum. Yes, I really sold it.

      “I don’t know why you would want to date one of those knuckleheads again,” tracksuit said as she rolled her eyes.

      “David was just a one-night stand. I need something to last for at least a month. It’s on the list,” Taylor said with a groan. “My stupid list.”

      I’d heard her talking about this list one night. She’d gotten drunk and her friends dropped her at the front door before heading off to their next party. As I held her curls in my hand, she puked, mostly missing into our toilet while telling me her plan to date every type of guy before she settled down in the suburbs with some tech geek.

      “And not every guy is taken,” tracksuit consoled. She was now holding up her phone to use the camera as her mirror. I watched her pout and un-pouted her lips before taking a photo. “There’s Dakota, Kevin, and…”

      Weston, I finished for them.

      “Briggs,” Taylor said with a sigh. “God, if I could get Weston Briggs, game over. Eff the list.”

      Tracksuit made a face. “He’s a little overrated if you ask me.”

      I finally stopped hovering and opened the refrigerator. Taylor must have finally done a grocery run because the thing was fully stocked. She’d even replaced my oat milk as she promised.

      With one ear trained on their conversation, I opened my Tupperware and transferred my chilled pasta into a glass bowl.

      “Have you seen him shirtless?” Taylor questioned her friend. “There is nothing overrated about that guy.”

      “He’s the one involved in that kid’s accident though,” her friend replied.

      Still eavesdropping, I carefully set my food in the microwave and closed it with a barely audible click.

      “Shit,” Taylor said and bit on her glossy lip. “Was that confirmed?”

      With courage, I asked, “Accident?”

      Tracksuit looked at me, shocked I inserted myself in their conversation. She quickly recovered and stood up taller in the excitement she’d be able to share some gossip with someone outside of her circle. “Weston’s possibly crazy.”

      “He’s not crazy,” Taylor defended. “It’s rude to call someone that. It’s like… a negative connotation for people with mental illness.”

      “Fine, sorry,” tracksuit sighed. “He’s unwell.”

      I nodded, encouraging her to continue.

      “A few weeks ago, this guy on campus allegedly raped a girl at a party,” Tracksuit continued. “Weston found out.”

      “What did he do?” I questioned. Curiosity lurked in the corners of my mind and refused to let me relax until I heard the end of the story.

      “Beat the guy nearly to death,” Tracksuit drawled in a dramatic narrator-type voice. “And that’s not an exaggeration. The guy was on a ventilator until yesterday. There was an article on his recovery in the town newspaper. Only a few people know about Weston’s involvement. His name wasn’t in the story.”

      “The guy deserved it,” Taylor whispered with disgust coating every word. “Raping a girl warrants a beating.

      “Here’s the kicker,” Tracksuit continued and paused for effect. “It was the wrong guy.”

      My nose wrinkled. “What?”

      She nodded, her bob shaking theatrically. “Yup. But Weston’s family is paying the dude off so he won’t talk and so Weston can stay on the football team.”

      “Who’s telling you all this?” Taylor crossed her arms over her chest and studied her friend. “I haven’t heard about any of this on campus.”

      “I have my sources,” she replied in a defensive tone.

      “Yeah but you're supposed to say ‘allegedly.’ The game of telephone is shit when it comes to reliability,” Taylor reminded her. “Don’t you think, Coco?”

      I nodded, only half-listening while trying to gather my thoughts. I was too caught up in my head to remember to censor the next words that came out of my mouth: “Sure. But he is on probation.”

      “I thought so,” Tracksuit said while raising her index finger in the air. “Wait, how do you know that? Do you have sources?”

      Crap. The microwave beeped, reminding me of my original purpose. I should have just asked one question and quietly made my way out. Now, Taylor looked at me with interest and asked, “You know Weston?”

      I shook my head and grabbed my bowl. “No, not really. We just have a class together. And a project.”

      “I see.” Taylor’s mouth twisted to the side.

      I had to leave now. Before any other information spilled out of my lips or worse… Taylor asked me to set her up with him. I quickly grabbed a fork, napkin, and mumbled something about having work to do. Neither of them tried to stop me as I escaped to my room. With the door finally shut, I breathed a sigh.

      Nice going.

      I had at least gotten some information about Weston. And despite it being secondhand maybe even third hand information, it would help in making a decision about spending more time with him. From what I learned about Weston so far, he was caring, potentially rash but willing to put his football position on the line for revenge. His probation and violence smelt like trouble. On the other hand, when you looked deeper, he seemed like one of the good ones. Someone worth knowing even if it might blow up in your face.
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      “Check this out. It’s for my photo shoot.” Ari’s voice carried through my lousy computer speakers. I readjusted my screen so she could see me paying attention. She held up her freshly painted purple and white nails. Each finger sported a stenciled letter. I frowned when I couldn’t make out what it said.

      “I don’t get it,” I finally gave in with a shrug.

      Ari flashed me her pinky fingers. “That’s the most important part.”

      I snorted when reading “F” and “U.” She laughed and gave me a wink.

      “Very cute,” I complimented while gathering my comforter tighter around my shoulders. I had piled my crappy dorm bed with an excessive number of blankets and pillows to ward off the cold. Taylor still lingered in the apartment, like a ghost refusing to address its unfinished business.

      “I thought self-care gurus were supposed to be chill and calm,” I teased.

      My longtime, internet friend had made a name for herself in the realm of self-care. She was a part-time life coach, part-time elderly yoga instructor, and moonlight journalist. Ari lived half-way across the country in a small town in Washington. Her parents allowed her to convert their backyard farmhouse into an apartment. She spent most of her time there doing research on sketchy companies and bonding with people on forums - one of which we’d met when we were barely teens.

      “I’m chill and calm when it’s warranted,” she told me as tugged her locs into a bun. “But the magazine photoshoot is about our piece on the new facial recognition software. I want to continue to send a message. Especially since none of those idiots was prosecuted.”

      I hummed in agreement. “Right, of course. Just don’t forget to take care of yourself.”

      She finished her messy bun and reached off the screen to grab a mug filled with something steaming. “No worries. I got this.”

      “I know. But… you tend to go hard post-release. You’ve done all the work and now, it’s time to let the article speak for itself. It’s an excellent piece, Ari,” I insisted. I had about a dozen tabs opened. One of which was Ari’s blog - a page currently getting so much traffic it could barely refresh without crashing.

      “Post-release is the most important part.” Ari bounced up and down on her mattress. “I have three podcast interviews lined up. It’s so exciting. People are actually listening to me, to us.”

      “You,” I corrected with a shake of my head. “Just you.”

      Ari stopped bouncing and frowned. “I know,  I know. I remembered not to mention your name. Even though I don’t see what the big deal is. You’re a killer researcher. Also, arguably a better hacker than I am. And you could add helping me to your resume post-grad, right? Which company wouldn’t want to hire a badass graphic designer with the ability to code circles around their dev team?”

      “Not interested,” I said as I picked at my nail. Ari and I had learned to code together as a hobby when we were in high school. She’d wanted to turn it into a career, and I wanted something to do on the weekends.

      “I don’t like attention,” I added.

      “It’s not that bad.” Ari shrugged, contemplating her lie.

      “You’re having a photo shoot,” I reminded her with a small laugh.

      She let out a huff when she couldn’t come up with an argument. “Fine. But, enough about my mental health. I’ve got my mediation space set up for later. What about yours? Didn’t you have an appointment the other day?”

      I ducked my head down, avoiding her gaze. It was easier to hide from a topic when you spoke to someone through a screen. “Yeah, I had the appointment.”

      “And did you go?” Ari asked in a patient voice. I heard her moving around. She learned rather quickly that if she busied her hands while I talked, then I felt less like I was under a microscope. We’d known each other long enough to dance near the anxiety and sadness with grace, but never avoidance.

      “I went,” I confirmed with a sigh. When I chewed on my hangnail, Ari clicked her tongue. Our signal to freeze and talk. “Honestly, I don’t think I’m going back.”

      “You said the crying spells were getting more frequent.” She was still moving around. I looked up to see her stacking books on her messy bed. A pang of guilt squeezed in my throat.

      “I’ll handle them,” I promised. “I have before.”

      “I know you have. This is your second semester as a transfer though,” Ari said. “It’s hard. And lonely, right? You spend your weekends with me. Not that I’m complaining because I’m never doing crap on weekends. But you should go out. You’re surrounded by people our age. Embrace it.”

      “I haven’t found anyone I click with,” I confessed. For some reason, my thoughts wandered to Weston. His welcoming grin and teasing voice. I scoffed at the image of him on his knees in the library and quickly pushed the memory away. That wasn’t clicking. That was lust. My body was just having a hard time telling the difference.

      “Are you open to therapy?  Be honest, Covee.” Ari stopped her busy work and stared into the camera. Not at the screen where she could see herself, but straight into the lens as though she was in the same room with me.

      I released a breath, an involuntary sob followed right after. Ari was quiet and the shuffling stopped. I bit on my bottom lip hard, trying to stop myself from opening the teary flood gate. Tears weren’t necessary right now. I needed words. I needed communication.

      “I’m open, but I don’t think it’s enough,” I finally said in a semi-steady voice. “I didn’t click with the therapist. She had a lot of worksheets and went on about setting goals and plans.”

      “Goal setting could be beneficial,” Ari reminded me in a soft voice. “Help you focus on what’s important and good for your life.”

      “It didn’t feel right,” I said and brushed a single rogue tear off my cheek. I felt pathetic crying again in such a small span of time.

      “That’s fine.” Ari nodded and leaned in closer so I could make out the row of freckles on her amber-brown skin. “We’ll figure it out. Check in with me every day, okay? And, look for another therapist on campus. One with a different approach.”

      I clenched and unclenched my hand. A small dot of blood appeared on where I picked my hangnail. “You’re right. And I’ll try.”

      “Try going out more too?” Ari asked with a small smile. “Because, girl, I adore watching Austen films with you, but I would prefer we gush about someone other than Wentworth.”

      I let out a laugh. “Yeah. I’ll add ‘get a social life’ to the list.”

      She held up her index finger and thumb. “Just a little social life. Baby steps.”

      “Baby steps,” I repeated and nodded earnestly. “I can do that.”

      “Of course, you can,” Ari said with a wide grin. “You’re going to kick depression’s ass, Covee. I promise.”
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      Friday nights were for hair washing. And because I hated the long process that was detangling, shampooing, and conditioning my curls, I barred social interaction for the day. Not that I was in high demand in that department. Still, I wasn’t comfortable with anyone seeing my conditioner-soaked twists shoved underneath a plastic Target bag.

      A little zen, I thought as I lit my contraband candle. The smell of amber and vanilla filled the room. I tried to take a few deep breaths. Apparently, making hair wash days more slow-paced could change my mindset about the entire ordeal. At least, that was what Ari recommended.

      I picked up my phone to text her a photo of my self-care set-up, proof that I did occasionally listened to her sage advice. Right as I unlocked the screen, a text message notification popped up.

      Meet me in 2 hrs?

      I frowned as I read the contact name ‘Maybe: Weston B.’

      For? I texted back.

      His reply was instant.

      I have a small window to work on our project… This time no shenanigans.

      I groaned and reached up to touch the bag over my hair. There was still fifteen minutes on my conditioning timer. And it would take me almost an hour to braid it up because I was just that slow. My phone buzzed again with another text.

      Unless you want shenanigans. Cause, in that case, I’m down.

      My stomach jumped at his last few words. I willed myself to breathe in the candle scent slowly, in hopes my heart would stop trying to pound out of my chest. I had to stay calm and focused because we really needed to work on this project. Unfortunately, today was horrible timing. Not just because of my hair, but because I still wasn’t sure about how I was going to go about interacting with Weston. Because we were partners, avoiding him indefinitely wasn’t an option. And his rules… they were tempting, scary, and exciting.

      The sheet he’d given me was still in my backpack. I’d reviewed the writing a handful of times since then. Hands down, his offer was more than an Ari-approved baby step. It was a gigantic dive. So, why did I consider it more than I considered subtle social interactions?

      I took one more breath and then typed. Where?

      One-word type of texter. I like it.

      I snorted and waited for the dots on the screen to form into another text bubble.

      My place. I live in the athlete housing. On the south side of campus. You familiar?

      Everyone was familiar. The athlete housing was Westbrooke’s pride and joy. It was the place they filmed to show off in commercials and tantalize prospective freshmen. The buildings were the last stop on the walking tour to seal the deal for people still on the fence. The large brownstone buildings entangled with green, writhing vines made you feel like you walked straight into an English town. It felt like a place where witches roamed, and kings sat on thrones. Athlete housing was the real-life equivalent of the word “legacy.”

      I wrote back, Okay. I’ll be there in 2 hrs

      Perfect. See you soon

      I locked my phone, reminding myself I didn’t have to get sucked in. Guys could be cute and dangerous. They could offer to eat you out and be wrong for you. I would do this project and ignore the slight ache in my belly that desperately wanted to revisit his set of rules.

      I had to take this slowly. Especially since Weston wasn’t just a picture-perfect football player. Something hid behind his smooth words and deep voice. He was beautiful, but overwhelming. Breathtakingly overwhelming.
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      What did one wear to a late-night project meeting with a college football player they’ve already made out with?

      I figured a dress would be too formal and sweats too relaxed. I settled for a pair of black jeans with one of our school’s oversized blue sweatshirts. A black silk head scarf covered my freshly twisted hair.

      The bike ride over to the athlete housing side of campus was a good fifteen minutes. The sun started setting and casted a red glow on everything it touched as I rode through campus. During weekends that didn’t involve some huge event, the campus was typically quiet and nearly empty. Students usually visited home or went on weekend trips. I didn’t have a car for weekend trips, nor a family welcoming me home, so I always stayed put.

      I adored having the sidewalk to myself while zigzagging along the pavement. The cold, late-fall air burned my lungs in a good way. I vowed to make weekend bike rides part of my routine. The silence and emptiness were too alluring to pass up.

      Once I passed through an arch decorated with white flowers and the words, “Kramer Courtyard,” I swore it transported me into another dimension.

      All the trees in the courtyard were losing their leaves. The various shades of yellow and red covered the ground so that the brown grass was barely visible. A few people were laying out blankets in front of a makeshift stage. I heard that the theatre majors were putting on plays across campus. They moved around like a troupe, surprising their audience with which play they’d perform next. I never could muster up enough interest to look up their schedule.

      The few students who weren’t getting ready to listen to sonnets and monologues were hanging out on the ironwood benches with laptops and blankets. They looked genuinely happy and excited. My throat tightened a little, an indication of incoming teary eyes. Jealousy crawled across my bones like muscle as I stopped in front of Harvey Hall. Weston leaned against the building in grey sweats and a tight-fitted, long sleeve black tee.

      He waited as I dismounted from my bike before he said, “Don’t tell me you live on the north side of campus.”

      I didn’t say a word as he pushed off the wall and reached for my bike. His hands briefly covered mine as he grabbed the handlebars. His touch was warm against my freezing knuckles. I tugged my sleeve over my hand to cover the place he touched.

      “I would have picked you up,” he told me.

      “I enjoy riding at night,” I said. “And I needed some fresh air.”

      Weston pushed down my bike stand and wrapped the lock around the bike rack. “Still. These hills are brutal. Coach has us run up them as punishment.”

      “So, you’re fairly familiar with them,” I said. The words slipped out before I could rethink my phrasing.

      Weston chuckled as he pulled out his student ID. “You’ve read me well.”

      He led the way up the staircase. Three flights and a racing heart rate later, we walked into his apartment. I froze almost immediately to find five guys hanging out.

      A shirtless guy with a detailed forest tattoo sleeve came out of the kitchen with a bowl of popcorn and a large, brightly colored sports drink tucked under his arm. He had a lightning bolt shaved into the side of his head.

      “Hi. You’re Cove, right?” His warm smile made me feel like we’d met before. “Or something?”

      “It’s definitely Something,” a guy with short brown hair said sarcastically as he jammed the buttons on a controller. A toothpick was between his teeth and his voice laced with annoyance. “I thought we were supposed to warn each other when guests were on the way? This place is filthy.”

      The common area could have used a little clean-up. Shoes were discarded in various locations. The coffee table was overran with energy bar wrappers and bottles of water. Someone had rolled up the standard dorm room area rug and laid it over the window, making the blinds bend in a direction I’m sure damaged them permanently.

      “She’s not spending any time with you jerks,” Weston informed him. “Relax.”

      I clutched my bag, trying to think of a way to introduce myself because that seemed to be the most logical next step. But between the loud shouting on the screen and the eyes of five very attractive guys studying me, well, I couldn’t utter a word. I stayed still and practically hid behind Weston’s broad shoulders.

      “I’m Dakota, by the way,” the guy with the warm smile introduced and moved to offer his hand.

      Weston adjusted his stance to block me even more as his friend neared us. The guy chuckled. “Just introducing myself, man. Not trying to steal your girl. Are we cavemen or college students?”

      “Can never be too careful,” was Weston’s reply. He moved slightly so his friend could step closer.

      “Nice to meet you,” Dakota said while giving my hand a light squeeze.

      I nodded, feeling a little relaxed by his friendliness. “I’m Covee.”

      “My apologies. I thought it was Cove.” Dakota swiped his dirty blond hair away from his eyes. The long strands brushed against his shoulders. All he needed was a leather jacket and then he’d fit right in with a motorcycle gang.

      “The neat freak over there is David,” Weston informed, pointing to the guy with the toothpick. David didn’t remove his eye from the screen as he continued to play his game but briefly held up a peace sign in my direction.

      “And Kevin,” Weston continued, gesturing to a dark-skinned guy with a large afro. He glanced over at me and nodded with a smile before turning his eyes back to the TV.

      “Grayson,” Weston waved a hand toward a skinny redhead who had his arm thrown around the buffest guy in the room. “His boyfriend, Max.”

      The couple smiled over at me but didn’t seem interested enough to join in the conversation. Their eyes went back to a video playing on one of their phones.

      “You all are on the football team?” I dared to ask. My voice sounded mousy, and I tried to not visibly wince at its trembling.

      “Yes, unfortunately,” David mumbled. “All of these assholes are on the team.”

      “He’s joking,” Dakota said with a laugh. “We’re not all assholes.”

      “Eh,” Kevin warned while briefly looking away from the TV at us. “I don't know about that one, Kota. Weston hasn’t returned one of our texts for about a month now.”

      “I prefer face-to-face interactions,” Weston defended, chuckling. “We’ve discussed this.”

      “Yeah, but sometimes I want a quick answer, not a long face-to-face conversation, man,” Kevin confessed with an exaggerated sigh. “You ramble and derail conversations too much.”

      “Some conversations need to be derailed to get to more fruitful outcomes,” Weston challenged and wore an amused grin when Kevin rolled his eyes. Kevin also wore a smile and it reminded me of the one Ari gave me when I was bullshitting but she still loved me anyway.

      David snorted, unimpressed and said, “Sounds like a very political way to get out of a conversation if you ask me, captain.”

      There was salt in David’s tone, but the comment didn’t faze Weston. He simply replied, “Ah, well, I can’t please everyone.”

      “Do you and Covee need some privacy tonight?” Dakota asked after he took a swig of drink. The liquid stained his lips blue, reminding me of a kid eating popsicles during summer vacation.

      “Yeah, which is why we’re going up to the room,” Weston informed.

      “I mean, for like how long?” Dakota continued as he started snacking on his popcorn. A few pieces fell on the floor as he carelessly grabbed a handful. I could see David’s jaw tightened as he watched the popcorn fall. I smiled a little at the tension, empathizing with how difficult it was to have a roommate on a different page than oneself.

      “Because I have an exam at seven am. And you having company is kind of unprecedented,” Dakota added.

      “You actually being on campus at night is unprecedented,” Kevin added with a laugh, but immediately stopped when Weston shot daggers in his direction.

      So, Weston didn’t have girls cycling in and out of here like one would assume? Maybe that just meant he slept at their place. Which probably meant he didn’t see me as someone worth leaving his apartment over. God, I shouldn’t even care. I was here to do a project.

      “Look, I’ll put a sock on the door, and you decide whether you want to enter,” Weston offered with a one-shoulder shrug.

      Dakota spread his arms out and looked amused at Weston’s serious tone. “Oh, come on, man. Let’s discuss an actual timeframe. I need my eight hours.”

      “What you need to do is get a vacuum,” David mumbled as he intensely mashed the keys on his controller, taking out his frustration on the screen. They reminded me of a family, bickering and disagreeing while trying to share a small space.

      Weston was already heading down the hallway, ignoring Dakota’s pleas. I gave everyone a hesitant wave before saying, “It was nice meeting you all.”

      “Yeah, you too,” Dakota said, still looking after Weston with annoyance.

      “Let us know if you need anything,” Kevin offered as he moved over for Dakota to sit. He stole a handful of popcorn, earning him a shove from his friend. “Just yell or something. Our boy’s good at a lot of things, but…”

      “Being thoughtful isn’t one of them,” David finished.

      “He’s thoughtful,” Dakota defended in an instant when he saw me frown. “Just absent-minded as of late. He’s been stressed.”

      “He’s been a jerk,” David argued while giving his controller buttons one final mash. The game flashed “Victory,” and Kevin cursed loudly.

      Since David was declared the winner, he finally looked at me long enough to take in detail. His eyes raked over my body quickly, as though he tried his best not to linger anywhere too long. He blew air through his lips. The noise sounded like a sigh or ‘humph.’ I couldn’t confirm because it was too low, and my anxious mind was already putting up walls to protect myself from judgment. He looked like one of the many people who bullied me in grade school for my weight and skin. Under his gaze, I did my best not to shrink.

      “He’s not a jerk,” Dakota insisted in a steady voice. He motioned for Kevin to hand him the game controller. “Just difficult is all but he likes you and he straightens himself out for people he likes.”

      I didn’t know whose word to take, considering I’d only known them for all of five minutes. My mind was repeatedly screaming red flags. My gut said something different. It was intrigued.

      I started down the hallway towards the open door where Weston had disappeared. The sock was already tied around the knob. I took the knob in my hand and paused before deciding. The door creaked as I pushed it open and closed it behind me.
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      Weston was shirtless. His back faced me when I entered the room as he changed. He pulled a thick sweatshirt over his head, muscles flexing slightly from the movement. Thank God he was turned away because I watched with my mouth agape.

      One could make an educated guess on what Weston looked like underneath his clothing. The reality was insanely more satisfying. He was a little bigger than I envisioned. Still lean and not anywhere close to as soft as me. His arms looked strong enough to bench a school bus.

      “Okay,” he said while turning to me. “Ready? I have a few ideas I want to show you.”

      I nodded, half-grateful and half-disappointed he was getting straight down to business.

      “Yeah, of course.” I rolled back my shoulders, trying to relax, and scanned the room for a place to sit.

      The room he shared with Dakota was filled to the brim with merchandise. Name brand shoe boxes, water bottles, t-shirts, and socks. They’d hung signed posters of football players on both sides of the room and placed a large flat screen on a coffee table between their beds.

      Speaking of beds, that seemed to be the only place to sit. Their desks were just another place to store all their items with no sign of desk chairs.

      “Um,” I started. He looked up from the laptop he was holding.

      “What’s up?” he said as he lowered himself onto his bed.

      “Do you have a chair or something?”” I blushed when he looked at me for a beat. He smiled after a few seconds.

      “So, you’ll kiss me, but won’t sit next to me on a bed,” he said as he set his laptop down and stood up. “Interesting.”

      “I was just wondering -” I started.

      “Say no more,” he told me as he headed towards the door. “We usually take the chairs up front when we have company. I’ll grab one.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I blurted while shaking my head. “I’m fine on the bed.”

      Weston ignored my declaration and exited the room. I stood awkwardly in the middle of the space, waiting for him to come back.

      “Weston,” I heard David protested. “What the hell, man?”

      “Sit on the floor or stand,” Weston told him.

      I wanted to yell out, repeating my claim that I was okay with the bed. Guilt sunk in when Weston appeared at the door again with an on-campus housing desk chair in hand. He kicked the door close with his foot and said, “Now, is it the bed that makes you uncomfortable or me being on the bed with you?”

      “You on the bed,” I confessed in a low tone. “With me.”

      “Perfect, cause this desk chair is trash. You take the bed,” he said as he grabbed his laptop again and placed the chair near his bed side. “Need a pillow for your back?”

      I smiled and shook my head. “No, but thanks.”

      He waited for me to unpack my laptop and water bottle. I kicked off my shoes before climbing into the bed. The warm sheets smelt of fresh detergent. My mind wandered to images of Weston lying here at night. According to his roommates, he rarely slept here, but that didn’t stop my mind from painting a detailed picture of him tangled in the sheets.

      “I came up with a few mock-ups,” he started as he typed on his computer. “Nothing breathtaking. So, don’t get your hopes up.”

      I nodded and took a sip of water, trying to cool myself off. It felt warm in here. “I didn’t realize you’d gotten that far.”

      Between practice, classes, and brand deal photo shoots, I didn’t understand how college athletes juggled it all. It wouldn’t have been fair, but I had wholeheartedly prepared to do most of this project on my own.

      “I’ve had some extra time on my hands,” he confessed. “My probation will be finished by Monday, though. Back to the grind after that.”

      He said it so casually. Like probation was his broken car, a mechanic finally fixed. Maybe I was projecting the feeling of being ashamed about doing something terrible enough to warrant a ban.

      “That’s good… congrats.” I didn’t know if that was the right thing to say. It seemed like getting off probation would be a celebratory thing, except Weston’s face was blank. He looked up at me for a moment without so much as a smile before looking back down at his laptop.

      “Here we go,” he said, changing the subject. Weston pulled his chair closer to the bed. “What do you think? Be honest.”

      I looked at the laptop screen he turned my way. Our assignment was to design an ad campaign for an upcoming film. Professor Ida assigned genres to everyone and we had the privilege of figuring out how to rebrand a blockbuster superhero film.

      “It’s…” Finished, I wanted to say. He had come up with three different posters for the main characters and six different mock-ups for merch. And though the designs weren’t completely original, they were still good. Good enough for us to get an A, and I didn’t even have to lift a finger. So, this was what it felt like to be the slacker group member? I didn’t like the feeling.

      “What’s your major again?” I questioned. I was ever so slightly annoyed that not only did Weston complete our assignment without consulting me but had done a great job. He was a talented athlete. Of course, I hadn’t seen him play, but being the team captain and having posters across campus was an indication that this guy possessed skill.

      “Business Admin,” he said as he leaned back into his chair with his laptop balanced on his knees. “You don’t like them?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that. I just thought, since this was a group project, we were going to do it together.”

      He raised one eyebrow. “You’re upset?”

      “No.” My voice squeaked. I took another sip of water, hydrating my dry throat. “I wouldn’t say upset.”

      “Frustrated?” He tried while tapping his index finger on his chin.

      I considered. “No, I’m not frustrated.”

      “Stressed,” he decided with a curt nod.

      “I’m grateful,” I told him and quickly added, “Thankful you put in the time to take this project seriously.”

      He raised both eyebrows this time. “You’re thankful that I put in time to complete a class assignment like I was supposed to?”

      I nodded, not even trying to meet his gaze. Instead, I gazed over his shoulder at the wall of posters on the other side of the room. There were a few scattered pieces of sticky tack in the empty spaces on the wall. A few posters must have been taken down recently.

      “Are you always this non-confrontational?” Weston questioned.

      “I can do confrontation,” I defended. And I could. When it was in e-mails or replies on social media. But the context didn’t matter because confrontation was confrontation.

      “Really?” Weston chuckled as he shut his laptop.

      “Really,” I repeated with hesitation.

      “Then, look me in the eye and tell me my designs are crap,” he challenged as he leaned forward. He placed both hands on the edge of his bed, trapping me in-between. I could feel the heat of his arms on my knees.

      I forced myself to look at him. “Now, that’d be a lie.”

      “And you’re not a liar.”

      “I try not to be,” I told him. His eyes were less blue and greener up close.

      “Okay, then.” Weston nodded. “Answer me truthfully.”

      I tugged on the sleeves of my sweatshirt, giving my trembling fingertips something to do. “Sure.”

      “Have you given thought to my offer?” He folded his hands behind his head, watching me closely.

      My stomach jumped. “I thought you said there wouldn’t be any shenanigans?”

      “And I thought you said you were good with confrontation.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Yes, I thought about it… Kind of.”

      “And?”

      “I don’t think it’s within our best interests,” I confessed with a heavy exhale.

      “How do you know anything about my interests?”

      I pointed a finger at him. “Exactly. We know nothing about each other. So, it doesn’t make sense to…”

      What did he want? Besides the having sex part. It couldn’t just be a one-night stand. Weston’s list - our list - of rules seemed to cover more than one night.

      “Strangers sleep together all the time. And I didn’t want to just sleep with you,” he said.

      “What is it you want?” I dared to ask. “Because I’m confused. You offered to eat me out, but also do favors for other people. I’m not sure how your transactions work but you should know college is the only thing I’m willing to go into debt for. I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about anything.”

      He laughed and held his hand to his stomach as he did. “You won’t be indebted to me, Cove.”

      My skin felt warm at the sound of a nickname passing through his lips. The name sounded soft on his tongue. I kind of enjoyed how he was the first person to shorten my name in such a way. “You’re still calling me by that nickname, by the way.”

      “Sorry, it’s difficult to stop once I started referring to you by that name. I’ll work on it.” he said with a nod. “You’re the last person I’d make pay me back. What I want is to be at your beck and call.”

      The pounding in my chest was so loud I could barely focus on anything long enough to string together a coherent sentence. Suddenly, I was super conscious of how my armpits felt sweaty and my lips felt chapped. When someone offered to be at your “beck and call” you at least wanted to smell nice and look kissable.

      “Those rules,” he continued in a slow, careful voice. “Would be the beginning of an agreement.”

      “Am I dreaming?” I managed to say. I had to be. There was no way on God’s green earth a football player with a body built like Michelangelo’s David would want to be in an “on call” relationship. “Because one minute ago we were talking about our project. And, now…”

      “We can refocus if that’s what you want?” he offered. He slid his chair back into its original position. Cold air rushed between us and if I didn’t say something soon, the air would make the space feel more like a chasm.

      “No,” I said and rubbed my palms on my jeans. “I’m just… I must be dreaming. There’s no way you’d offer to be on call for me. How does that even work?”

      He shrugged. “Works however we want it to. Personally, I’m looking for something casual. I’d enjoy satisfying you… any way you want me to.”

      I let out a shaky laugh. “I’m definitely the wrong girl for this.”

      Never, in my twenty years, had I been inclined to be bossy. I found comfort in following my own set of rules but never subjected them to anyone else. Plus, it’s not like I’d come across anyone willing to listen to me.

      “I think you’re perfect for this.” He briefly stretched his arms. “I don’t offer myself and my time to just anyone.”

      “I’m not interested in being arm candy… if that’s what you’re after,” I told him.

      “Lucky for both of us,” Weston said. “I’m not looking for arm candy.”

      I pressed my lips together, trying to come up with another excuse but failing.

      “Fine.” I took the plunge. “Why me?”

      A smile broke across his face. “It’s going to sound strange at first. Stick with me.”
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      “You surprised me when you said yes the other night,” Weston started. “Even when you changed your mind, I was still shocked… admittedly a bit nervous too. I’ve wanted to talk to you for a while since we first met.”

      My eyes widened at his confession about his nerves. Thoughts of the library forced their way into my head. I tried to push them back. The fight was pointless because Weston sat in front of me, distractedly calm and attractive and capable of being nervous because of me. My cheeks flushed. I could feel sweat dampening my sweatshirt. I should have worn something lighter. Sweatshirts around Weston was a recipe for disaster.

      “Remember when you gave up your seat?” Weston continued.

      I frowned and looked down at the bed. “I’m sorry? You asked if I preferred the bed or not.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “No. On the first day of the semester, in Design. Some girl was complaining about the vents above our desk. You were sitting behind us. You got up, and you offered to switch seats. Your skin was covered in goosebumps the entire class.”

      “Me switching seats with some random girl and almost freezing to death made you want to… start a casual relationship with me?” I frowned, trying to wrap my head around the oddness of it all.

      “The next day you offered to have your portfolio critiqued by the professor as an example,” Weston continued. “Your hands were shaking underneath the table. Even after the critique finished, you were still shaking.”

      I cringed, knowing that Weston witnessed my anxiety taking over me. The professor had been brutal that day. And having my work displayed on a projector did nothing for my ego. Every mistake was on display, picked apart by classmates that had wanted to get in our professor’s good graces.

      “Then -”

      I exhaled loudly. “Good Lord. What other embarrassing thing have you witnessed?”

      Weston gave me a small smile. “You defended me. Most times, when you spoke up in class, it’s difficult to hear you. I have to strain. But, that day, you were loud and your voice was clear.”

      My forehead wrinkled. I tried to go through weeks of memories, but everything blurred together. Nothing started sticking until the library incident. Even that memory blurred around the edges with only the most shocking detail standing out, Weston’s lips on mine.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him. “I don’t remember.”

      He shook his head, showing it wasn’t a big deal. “I’m not even sure you registered what you were saying. It was the second critique day.”

      “Oh.” I nodded as a few minor details of the day came back to memory. “Yeah, the anonymous day.”

      “And everyone went in on one design,” he continued. “My design.”

      The memory came back to me in an instant. The design that was on the projector looked like something fresh out of the early 2000s. And the argument was that it was too early to be paying homage to that decade. Personally, I didn’t see the point of limiting ourselves to a timeline of when we could and couldn’t pay homage to a decade that meant something to us.

      “You called them,” Weston chuckled a little. “Crowd-pleasers and over-analysts who were too afraid to design things they actually liked. That shut everyone up for a good minute. You put your hand over your mouth and kept it there for the rest of the class. You were my hero.”

      “God, they were being so pretentious,” I told him, falling back into my disappointment from weeks ago. “What’s the point of design if you’re not going to experiment? Is this college going to churn out a bunch of carbon copies who ‘read the market’ to satisfy some vague set of standards? I know the industry is a game, but some of us have to stand up for something different if we’re ever going to create art interesting enough to admire.”

      It was quiet in the room for a second. My fingers started fidgeting with the collar of my shirt. I rarely went off on rants like that in front of people I didn’t know well. Did my words sound too judgmental? Weston probably saw me as some loser who naively thought she could change the world. I didn’t want to change the world. I just wanted people to at least try to lean into whatever called to them.

      “Exactly,” Weston finally said with a smile on his lips. “That’s why I play devil’s advocate for Comic Sans.”

      I froze. After a beat, I burst into laughter, thankful for his ability to make me feel less like a raging geek. I held up my hand. “Okay, now, that’s too far. Admirable, but too far.”

      “Someone’s gotta do it,” he teased.

      I rolled my eyes and grinned. “Now you’re losing me.”

      “We’ll debate it later,” Weston decided with a wave of his hand. “The point is you do things that make you physically uncomfortable. You’re brave. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that’s a huge part of why I'm attracted to you. But, also, I have this urge to protect you when you’re being brave. To…”

      I pressed my lips together, waiting patiently for him to finish his sentence.

      “To please you.”

      “Please me,” I whispered. The words barely got past my lips. I could hear my heart in my ears, and it drowned out every warning thought about his probation, his attraction to recklessness, and his potentially violent side that put someone in the hospital.

      I should have asked him to point me in the bathroom’s direction. Splashing some cold water on my face would do me some good. I needed to get away from his scent and his eyes that were currently searching my face with earnest hope.

      “Let me?” he asked in a low tone, possibly being used so he didn’t scare me off. I’m sure I looked like a deer in headlights. “I’m not asking for anything in return. And you can leave whenever. Leave when you don’t need me anymore.”

      I let out an awkward laugh. “You were serious about that rule?”

      “I’m serious about everything I say on this.”

      “Is this some kind of kink?” I wondered out loud. “Like, is this your thing? Being at someone’s beck and call.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t question it. Haven’t really thought too deep about it in the last few years.”

      “So, have you offered to do this before?” I asked with wide eyes.

      “Once. A couple of years ago. Freshman year.” He glanced away from me as he recounted a memory.

      I couldn’t deny my curiosity and asked, “What happened?”

      “She started dating my best friend.”

      I made a humming noise, trying to indicate my sympathy, but Weston had a look of amusement on his face. I opened my mouth to apologize for bringing it up. Before I could say anything, he held up his hand to stop me.

      “It’s fine,” he told me. And for the first time in my life, that phrase sounded honest. Weston didn’t give a damn and his “I’m fine,” attitude was probably the only serious one on this planet. “We all got what we needed out of the situation.”

      “Okay.” I looked down at my hands.

      “Look.” Weston pulled out his phone and started typing. “You know I want to take you out to get to know you. We could potentially hang out after the game?”

      I let out a dry laugh. “I thought you were booked. Didn’t Callie ask you to be her date?”

      “Screw Callie,” he said quickly without looking up from his phone. “I want you.”

      My throat tightened. He still wasn’t looking up, so I took that as an opportunity to take another long swig of water. Hands down, one of the largest benefits of hanging out with Weston would be that I was going to be impressively hydrated.

      My phone beeped at the sound of a text. I opened it when I saw it was from Weston. He’d sent me a schedule. A play-by-play of his upcoming week from morning practices to late-night study sessions.

      “What’s this for?” I looked up at him.

      “It’s for my trial period,” he explained as he slipped his phone into his pocket, giving me his undivided attention. “Now, I’m not opposed to skipping out on most of that stuff. You know where I’ll be at any given moment. So, if you need me… if you want me, just shoot me a text.”

      I scanned the schedule once more. Every hour or every day looked planned. “You’re so busy.”

      “Don’t even worry about that,” he insisted. “Half of that stuff is ridiculous promotional events.”

      “Sounds important,” I mumbled, trying to imagine having the courage to text him to see me when he was having an interview or photoshoot.

      “I want this to be important.”
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      “You have stumbled upon a unicorn and you’re complaining about how large its horn is.” Ari was unraveling a knitting project on my computer screen. My well-informed friend was ready and willing to call me out on my BS.

      “I’m not complaining,” I defended as I finished one of my twists. Taking my braids out was a mistake, and I was regretting every second. Maintaining my natural hair was a skill I had yet to refine. My twists were never as tight or long-lasting as a professional’s braids. The only black hair salon within bus route distance of campus had shut down at the beginning of the semester. So, now, I was on my own in the world of protective hair styling.

      “Then, please, tell me why you’re not texting this guy right now?” Ari asked. “Because if I had anyone telling me they will drop everything on a whim, I’d run up my phone bill.”

      “It’s not that simple.” I sighed. Because it couldn’t be. One didn’t simply drop everything to please someone else. It made no sense. No matter how tempting Weston looked, I felt like I should carry a certain dose of skepticism. For safety. No one was here to look out for me. Ari was too far away, and my parents were too caught up in their own lives to pick my pieces if I fell apart.

      “What’s not simple?” Ari paused her unraveling. The blue yarn pooled around her knees. It looked like it was drowning her.

      “You think I should loc my hair like yours?” I tried to change the subject.

      “I would wholeheartedly support that decision. You’d look like a goddess,” she told me. “But, back to the topic at hand: this Weston guy sounds like he just wants a good time. Why deny him or yourself some consensual bliss?”

      “He’s a football player.” I paused for emphasis.

      Ari threw up her hands. “What is that if not a bonus? Talk about stamina.”

      “On probation,” I continued. “He just avoided charges for… putting someone in the hospital. Which means he must have connections in high places. I don’t know. Seems like a whole lot of complicated.”

      She bit her lip and resumed unraveling. “Okay, complicated does warrant cause for concern and precaution. Especially because of your mental health.”

      “So, you see what I’m saying?”

      “Kind of.” She nodded. A few of her locks fell from her bun. “Nevertheless, I think this could work. If you just decide to keep your distance when necessary.”

      “You think I could balance that? Have someone bring me to an orgasm and just not care the rest of the time?”

      “It’s worth a shot. You deserve some fun,” Her tone was soft and kind. I’d never taken one of her yoga classes, but I was sure she used the same voice when she was convincing people to breathe in positivity.

      “Maybe.” I sighed as I finished my last twist.

      “Okay, in other news,” Ari went on. “Have you decided what you’re going to do for the summer?”

      I shook my head. “Let’s talk more about the unicorn. He’s less complicated.”

      Ari gave me a sympathetic look. “You know you can come here whenever you’d like. I can pay for the flight. You could pay me back by being my live-in research assistant. I have a huge lead on a story that’s probably going to take me all summer to write.”

      “No, I’m fine here,” I lied and started playing with my phone. “I’m going to talk to my cousin to see if I can crash on her couch.”

      “How many people does your cousin have living with her?”

      I pressed my fingers on my eyes. “Look, I don’t want to think about this right now.”

      “But we should talk about it now, so we don’t have to rush to figure out a plan later,” Ari reminded me.

      “I’ll figure something out before the semester’s over,” I promised. Before she could say anything else, I added, “I have to go now. I have a paper due soon that needs editing.”

      Ari opened her mouth to say something else, but I disconnected before she could. A wave of guilt sunk over me. I should have listened, or at least waited to let her say good night. Figuring out where to stay during break should have been high on my list of priorities. Except, I hated the idea of asking Ari to pay for a plane ticket. In our relationship, it always felt like she was going the extra mile. I wanted to be less of a burden and more of a friend to her.

      I picked up my phone to distract myself from regret and found myself opening Weston’s schedule. It felt like an invasion of privacy to have a play-by-play of someone’s week.

      What are you doing tonight? I scrolled to today’s date and time. My stomach fluttered when I realized he’d scheduled a run.

      From nine to ten, Weston went on a jog. I imagined him somewhere on campus, wearing a thin t-shirt and sweats while blasting music in earbuds. Imaginary Weston was sweaty, breathless, and tense. His muscles flexed with every step that pounded against the pavement. Undoubtedly, his lips would be parted, sucking in air and pushing it out. I touched my lips, trying to mimic the pressure of his skin on mine.

      I wanted to know more about him. Not just this bad boy football player image he’d constructed on campus. There was something behind his smile and charm. When he looked at me, he noticed me. He listened to me and altered course whenever I changed my mind without making me feel like I was wrong or annoying. Yes, the complications of whatever he did in his free time made my mind wander to worst-case scenarios but he could be worth giving a shot.

      Maybe we could be good for each other. Maybe his rules would help me become more assertive. I prayed for another way to distract me from my tears. When I went to therapist after therapist and took yoga class after class, I was hunting for something to fill that void. Maybe Weston was the answer to the question I’d been asking. I wouldn’t know until I tried.
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      “Show me something that’ll make me trust you?” I had asked earlier today in Design 2. It took the whole class for me to build up enough courage to even look in Weston’s direction. Once Professor Ida dismissed us, I let the question drop from my lips, without giving it a second thought.

      Weston looked up from his laptop with surprise. He’d barely said a word since he sat down, only glancing in my direction once to ask how my day was going. A smile slowly spread across his lips at my request. He gave me two choices: pick the time and place. or let him surprise me.

      I picked the latter. He instructed me to meet him at the gym. His schedule showed he had weight training until six and then for the rest of the night he was free. I could barely focus on editing my history paper all afternoon as the clock ticked. My chest tightened when my alarm went off, reminding me I had half an hour to get ready before heading out.

      Westbrooke’s athletes had their gym separate from the general student population. Their building included the latest and greatest equipment and stayed open twenty-four seven. The front half of the building featured glass windows that reached up two-stories, making it easy to see people working out inside. I’d heard the third floor was strictly for coaches and team captains.

      When I walked into the lobby, I wasn’t allowed to go further than the front desk. Not that I wanted to explore past the plush couches and complimentary water bottles. Gyms freaked me out because of everyone’s intensity. I’d tried to get in the habit of attending cycle classes when I first moved on-campus. The class turned out to be too advanced and my dedication was too fragile.

      I plopped into one couch facing the opening I assumed Weston would exit from. The bald, black guy at the front desk eyed me with curiosity. Whenever I looked over in his direction, he dipped his head back down to study the textbook opened in front of him. His desk companion, a girl with a tiny frame and gapped front teeth played a Gameboy. She offered me a water bottle and a complimentary towel even though I wasn’t dressed to work out.

      “I’m fine,” I told her in a quiet voice. “Just waiting for someone.”

      She paused, smashing the game console’s buttons, and offered, “Got a name? I could make an announcement for you if they’re late.”

      “Announcements are for coaches and captains only, Sam,” the bald guy reminded her in a clipped tone. “You can’t bend the rules.”

      She made a face and grumbled, “Goody-two shoes.”

      “It’s fine,” I said while waving a dismissive hand. “I’m early.”

      Early and shaking. I could hear the noise of rap music pulsing beyond the door. When I glanced towards the windows, I saw some familiar faces through the glass. A few of Weston’s teammates I’d met a few nights before were gathered near a weight-lifting bench. Kevin laid on his back, ready to lift the bar of weights while Max spotted him from behind.

      A few feet away, David, Dakota, and a set of brown-skinned twins stood in a circle. The only expression I could read was David’s. He rubbed his temple with one hand while shaking his head. His other arm wrapped around his chest, muscles tight from clenching. Whatever he said made his teammates stood stiff.

      Abruptly, Kevin released his bar, making the metal clash on its hook. The sound was loud enough to capture the attention of their neighbors and the two students who manned the front desk.

      “Just a football player,” the bald guy comforted Sam, who’d jumped from surprise.

      “He good?” she asked with concern in her voice as she leaned over to study the group of guys.

      “Aren’t they always,” he answered in a bored tone while flipping a page of his book.

      They didn’t look good. At least, not to me. From the outside, it was easy to dismiss the teammates as a group of energetic guys just having a conversation. I came from a household where reading between the lines was mandatory. Like most people, the guys had different ways of showing their discomfort. I hadn’t known them long enough to confirm all indicators. But I saw familiar body language. Dakota had fidgety fingers. He rubbed them together like he had crumbs on his nails.

      Kevin’s jaw clenched when he pushed off the weight bench. He shoved his way into the circle, claiming the dominant position. Max followed Kevin, his white skin red and sweaty from their workout. He moved his lips quickly, trying to say something I couldn’t make out. Max’s hand hovered over Kevin’s shoulder, it looked like he was trying to calm the guy down.

      Things quickly escalated when David voiced something with a grin. Whatever he said earned him an aggressive shove from Kevin. David swung back in an instant, his fist connecting with Kevin’s jaw.

      “Shit,” Sam breathed. Like me, she still watched the guys in shock and wonder. “What do we do?”

      The bald guy looked up and let out a sigh. “Let them hash it out for a second. Wait for a coach or captain to stop them.”

      “You sure?” Sam replied as she stood up, ready to act, but not sure where to start.

      “You wanna challenge the most untouchable guys on campus?” the guy asked as he pushed back his rolling chair to clear a space for her to walk through. “Go ahead. Be my guest.”

      She shot him a dark stare but sat back down. “Fine. But, if anyone asks, I’m telling them you said to leave them alone.”

      “Tell them whatever you want,” he said with a shrug and then glanced back through the glass. “It’s not our problem.”

      I glanced back at the fight. No one tried to step in between Kevin and David. A few people surrounding them stopped working out completely to watch the exchange. Kevin returned David’s swing, knocking the guy to the ground. Before David could get to his feet, someone in the weight room yelled, “Hey!” loud enough for us to hear through the glass. Weston walked over with wet hair and a duffel bag hanging from his shoulders. He stepped in between his teammates, looking around at them without saying another word. His glare was icy as he took his time to scan each of them.

      When Max tried to speak after a second, Weston held up a finger and pointed it to the ceiling. He added another finger. His teammates started moving when his third finger hit the air. By the time he held up four fingers, the twins had gathered their things and started towards the door. Kevin took a deep breath and followed suit, shoving his shoulder against the now standing David when he passed.

      Max and Dakota followed the rest of them towards the lobby. By the time Weston held five fingers up, David was the only one still lingering. He stared at Weston, as if he was ready to challenge him. Weston stood his ground, unmovable and ready to fight. After a few more seconds of  glaring, David turned towards the door.

      The guys filed into the lobby. The twins were the fastest, hurrying past the front desk without so much as a glance in anyone’s direction. They moved in sync, ready to make themselves scarce.

      “Arthur and Travis, meet us at the Minefield,” Kevin called after them with anger in his tone. “In a half hour.”

      The twins disappeared outside of the door without acknowledging Kevin’s order.

      “I’ll make sure they make it,” Dakota promised as he clapped Kevin’s shoulder.

      “Thanks,” Kevin mumbled and started towards the front desk to drop off a key.

      “Oh, hey,” Max paused before me while pulling an ear bud from his ear. “You’re…?”

      “Covee,” Dakota stopped next to his teammate. He gave me a small, shy wave. “Did I pronounce it right?”

      I smiled back and stood. It felt weird to crane my neck and speak with them. Not that standing would completely ease my neck tilting. Still, it felt better to hold some ground next to these tall guys.

      “Yeah, you pronounced it just fine,” I said while readjusting my purse over my shoulder.

      “Weston’s just behind us,” Dakota informed. “Are you joining us tonight?”

      “Uh…” I wasn’t sure what I was doing tonight, but I hoped it had nothing to do with them. One guy did enough to my nerves. An entire group of them made it hard to breathe and think.

      “Better not,” David said under his breath as he shoved past the three of us to get to the door.

      My forehead creased as I frowned. Max shook his head and rolled his eyes in David’s direction.

      “Don’t take it personally,” Max said to me. He bumped the back of his fist with Dakota as a ‘goodbye’ before heading out.

      “He’s an ass to everyone,” Dakota explained with red in his cheeks as if he was uncomfortable to say that much. “You’re more than welcome to join us tonight. We’re doing a team-building exercise.”

      “Want to tell me what the hell happened in there?” The door slammed behind Weston. He went straight to Kevin at the front desk, not glancing at anyone else.

      “I have to help get the course ready,” Dakota said to me with his eyes on the guys. “See you later, Covee.”

      I nodded. “See you.”

      Weston and Kevin stood a few feet apart. They were nearly the same height when Kevin rolled his shoulders back to stand taller. He nudged his head in my direction, making Weston look over.

      “Hi,” I said lamely and rethought everything from how I plaited my hair to the white Toms on my feet. Weston’s gaze softened in a second. His shoulders sagged a little. When looking at me, he wasn’t as intimidating. He looked like he’d follow the rules, not enforce them like he just had seconds ago. The contrast made me bite my lip in wonder. His eyes took in my reaction. From the way his head tilted to the side, I knew he could read me well. He knew I was intrigued. Attracted… Turned on.

      I broke eye contact because the moment threatened to get too intimate for a gym lobby occupied by three other people. Sam cleared her throat and picked up her Gameboy again. The bald guy stared at me, unabashedly now as though he was impressed.

      “Just us tonight. Don’t miss it,” Kevin said to Weston. I thought it was meant to be a statement, but his voice hitched at the end, and it now sounded like a question.

      Weston turned back to him, resuming his pointed look. “Worry about what you need to do, okay? Control, remember. I put you in charge for a reason.”

      Kevin scoffed and shook his head. “Fine… captain.”

      He pushed away from the desk and walked past me. His eyes trailed over my body as he went to the door. He turned back to face Weston as he walked and said, “Careful, if you want a girl like her to stick around.”

      My cheeks burned. Kevin used his back to push open the door and exited the building. Weston let out a heavy sigh before signing a sheet of paper at the desk.

      “Thanks,” Sam said in a mousy voice as he offered her the pen back.

      “Have a good night,” he told her with a friendly smile.

      When Weston approached me, he offered his hand. I slipped my fingers into his palm. His callouses brushed against me gently. Rough against soft. A good medium.

      “Sorry for the wait,” he said and opened the door for me to go first.

      “It wasn’t too long.” I shrugged.

      “I would have come right out if you texted,” he told me as he led us down the stone steps.

      “Honestly, it’s no biggie,” I insisted. “Um, if you don’t mind me asking…”

      Weston paused walking. “Shoot.”

      “What are we doing tonight?”

      “You said you wanted to see something that would get you to trust me?” he asked with a smile.

      “Right,” I confirmed with a pounding heart.

      “Perfect.” He started walking again. “We’re doing a minefield.”
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      We walked onto a fully lit football field in the back of a local high school. The sun dipped under the horizon, painting the sky a bloody red. Weston led the way to the group of his teammates sitting on the bleachers. I followed slowly while scanning the field covered in mismatched sets of poles, cones, ladders, and balloons. Max was on the field with his boyfriend, Grayson. The two were standing on opposite sides of a measuring tape, calling out numbers to one another as they moved further apart each time.

      “Weston.” I reached for his arm. Despite it getting chilly, he still wore a short-sleeved shirt. When my skin met his bicep, he felt impressively warm considering the weather.

      “You okay?” He paused and moved his hand up like he was going to touch my chin but changed his mind last minute. We were still a few yards from his teammates. David stared at me and said something that made the twins snicker. Dakota got up from the group to sit a few benches away from them.

      “Should I be here? This seems like a team thing,” I said. Right as the words left my mouth, I heard a familiar high-pitched squeal. On the opposite side of the bleachers, Taylor and her tracksuit wearing friend climbed up the steps. Kevin met them half-way and wrapped his arm around Taylor’s waist. They shared a kiss with enough tongue to make me wonder if they’d swallow each other whole.

      “It’s not just a team thing,” Weston said with a warm smile before starting up the bleachers.

      “You made it,” Dakota greeted while looking at me.

      “Just us?” Weston asked Kevin with an amused look.

      Kevin pulled away from Taylor long enough to catch a breath and tell Weston, “We’re in charge. Right?”

      Weston chuckled. “Right.”

      I couldn’t sense any lingering animosity between the two. Kevin gave Weston a knowing grin and then returned to lock lips with my roommate. I watched them, trying my best to keep my expression neutral. Her friend didn’t seem to have much control. She wrinkled her nose at the sight as she sat down next to the twins. One of them whispered something in her ear that made her nose scrunch up even more.

      Weston cupped his hands around his mouth and called, “Max, Grayson! Come on over!”

      “Let’s make this quick,” David said with a yawn. He rested his elbows on the bench behind him. “I got somewhere to be in an hour.”

      “It’ll be as quick as you guys make it,” Weston told him as he crossed his arm over his chest.

      Max and Grayson jogged up the stairs, making the metal shake under their weight. I sat down next to Dakota, who’d distance himself from the rest. He smiled in my direction.

      “Alright, we remember the rules?” Weston asked while assuming a position at the front of the group.

      “Same as every goddamn year,” David grumbled.

      “Um, we’re new,” Taylor spoke up as she gestured to her friend. Kevin’s arms were still around her waist and he kissed her neck as she spoke. She giggled in response, earning collective eye rolls from nearly everyone.

      “Oh, and Coco is here. Hi, Coco!” she said in a sing-song voice. I glanced at her over my shoulder, returning her excited wave with a hesitant one.

      “Someone put me out of my fucking misery,” David begged as he tugged his hoodie over his head. A twin mimed a gun, pointed it at David’s chest, and fired.

      “Your partner will catch you up to speed,” Weston promised her.

      “I call Max,” Grayson blurted and covered his hand over Max’s as if we were scrambling for deals during Black Friday.

      “The game doesn’t work like that,” Weston said as he scanned the group and rubbed his palms together, ready to stir up some trouble. “It’s supposed to build trust where there isn’t any. You know that.”

      I twisted my mouth to the side, debating if I wanted to attract attention to myself. After taking a deep breath, I raised my hand with uncertainty. “What game exactly?”

      Weston grinned and gestured to the field. “Minefield.”

      “Okay…” I shrugged, still confused.

      “Max?” Weston asked and held up an open palm. “Blindfold.”

      Max pulled out a heavy, black cloth and tossed it to Weston. I watched Weston wrap the fabric around his knuckles and he began explaining.

      “Teams of two work through the obstacle course. If you completely ruin a minefield, you’re out,” Weston explained. “And since there aren’t any coaches here, your unanimously voted captain will divide everyone up. First place gets my recommendation for the coaches’ table at finals.”

      David snorted, but sat up straighter with undeniable interest. “Did Daddy get you a seat you’re dying to give up?”

      Weston ignored the taunt. “Dakota, you’re with Grayson. I need you two to get to know each other better if you’re going to be in sync on the field.”

      Dakota glanced at Grayson to make sure the guy wasn’t too torn up about the pairing. Grayson gave him a friendly wink.

      “Max is with one of our new guys, Arthur. I think you have a lot to learn from him, Art,” Weston said. Arthur, the twin with a nose ring, nodded. He looked younger than I originally suspected. Potentially a freshman.

      “Travis with our lovely guest,” Weston said. Taylor’s friend made a face, but quickly rearranged her expression when Travis nudged his brother out of the way so he could sit next to her.

      “Name’s Elena,” she informed in a bored tone.

      Travis looked excited and responded, “Cute.”

      She scoffed. “Don’t even think about it, kid.”

      “David.” Weston wore a smile, reveling in power. “And Kevin.”

      “Where does that leave me?” Taylor pouted. Kevin looked equally pissed but didn’t voice his protest. His jaw was tight as he exchanged a glare with David.

      “We need a timer for the round.” Weston reached in his back pocket to pull out a stopwatch. He tossed it up. Taylor didn’t have an athletic bone in her body. She didn’t even try to reach for the airborne watch. When it clashed between a bench, she turned to Kevin to complain as if she was ready to whine. Max and Grayson were careful to hide their laughs by leaning against each other. Dakota met my gaze with raised eyebrows.

      “You know her?” he asked in a low voice.

      “My roommate,” I mumbled.

      He whistled under his breath. “Sorry.”

      “It’s not so bad.” I tried my best to sound genuine. The corner of Dakota’s mouth quirked up at my response. We shared a knowing smile.

      “I’ve had a lot of experience with not so bad,” he said in a comforting voice. “It helps to have a countdown. Helps put things into perspective. Got about six on my phone.”

      I laughed. “That’s good advice. I’ll try that.”

      “Alright gentlemen, ladies. Let the games begin,” Weston ordered in a loud voice. He didn’t pause to see if his teammates were following him. As he passed me, he held out a hand. I didn’t hesitate to take it.

      Weston led us to the furthest end of the field. He swung the blindfold in his hand as he walked. His teammates quickly filed down the stairs. Max and Arthur broke out in a sprint to one station, laughing loudly when they beat out Grayson and Dakota. I studied the field. Briefly, I could make out five different lanes outlined by thick white rope. The minefield before us comprised of nearly identical bootleg boobie traps ranging from a tight web of red string, multitude of water balloons, and delicately balanced wooden boards to step over.  Weston noticed my widening eyes and stopped at the last lane.

      “This one?” I frowned, noticing it was the only one with a ladder. “Are you sure?”

      “I could kick another team out of a lane,” he offered. I watched him stretch out the blindfold between his hands.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see everyone settling in front of their chosen obstacle. “No, it’s okay. Just…are you potentially ready to give up your seat at the whatever table?”

      Weston chuckled. “More than ready. You have no idea.”

      “You got this, babe!” I heard Taylor yell to Kevin from the stands. Something must have changed because she wore a smile and held onto the stopwatch.

      “Yeah, babe.” David said with a mocking smile. “You got this.”

      Kevin didn’t respond to neither but trained his eyes on the field. His game face was on. I glanced around at the other players and they also appeared serious while discussing strategies. I don’t know why I expected anything less from athletes. This was more than a trust-building exercise for them. This was a competition.

      “Hey.” Weston stepped in front of me, blocking my view of everyone else. “Don’t stress about this game. We’re here for us.”

      “Us?” My voice sounded strained. I swallowed, suddenly feeling my heartbeat crawling up my throat.

      “It’s not ideal to have these jerks interrupting our time,” he confessed with a shrug. He sounded like an older brother annoyed of having his younger siblings tag along on a bike ride. “But I think this is better than a typical ‘who are you’ dinner.”

      I let out a heavy breath. “Well, it’s definitely different.”

      “Look.” Weston stepped behind me and placed his hands on my shoulders. His fingers massaged my neck gently as he leaned down to whisper in my ear. “The course is just fifty yards.”

      His warm breath tickled my ear. He smelt like rosewood. My muscles instantly loosened as he spoke in a steady voice. His fingers moved towards my shoulder blades, working the skin there like he knew exactly which part of my body tensed up when I experienced anxiety. Once again, he navigated my body like he’d done it before.

      “The web of red thread only lasts for a couple of feet. Raise your knees past your waist and you’ve got it,” he explained. His fingers were now at the middle of my back. I followed his free hand when he pointed across the field. “I’m going to have you avoid the water balloons by holding on to me.”

      “We can touch?” I let out a sigh. Well, that’d make things ten times easier. He could just walk in front of me and we’d make it across with little if any stumbling.

      “For the first fifteen yards. After the ladder, ‘the Eyes’ are supposed to stand on the outside and call out instructions” he told me.

      “Perfect,” I mumbled.

      “You want to go first?” Weston asked. His hands paused at my lower back. Despite wearing a thick sweater, I could feel the comforting heat of his fingers. When I instinctively leaned into him, his nose brushed against my ear. I couldn’t tell if he’d nuzzled me or was trying to move to get a glimpse of my face. I tilted my head to look at him. He stared back, pulling me closer against his body when he felt me shiver.

      “Let’s get a move on!” Kevin called from his lane. His voice startled me enough to make me jump. I pulled away from Weston, who stood in the same place with empty hands.

      “Let the best man,” Grayson said as he flicked a red lock out of his face. “Or woman, win.”

      “I’ll go first,” I volunteered in a soft voice.

      Weston bit his lip and pulled up the blindfold. “You sure? I’m more than willing to let you guide me.”

      My stomach flipped at how he tilted his eyebrow when he said ‘willing.’ He laughed a little at my reaction to his innuendo.

      “I’ll go,” I turned around so it was easier for him to tie the blindfold.

      “Give us a countdown!” Kevin instructed Taylor.

      “I’m not going to let you fall,” Weston murmured into my ear as he loosely tied the fabric around my head. “Promise.”

      I licked my lips, trying to find some way to moisture my suddenly dry skin. Taylor’s voice called out through air, counting down from ten. Weston’s fingers laced in mine. His touch was firm. Thankfully, I wasn’t sweating yet but I felt my heartbeat sped up as his thumb gently rubbed mine. As he led me closer to the starting line, I heard one of the guys curse loudly. Another laughed in response.

      “Stop playing, man,” Kevin said in a hard tone. “This is serious. It’s a bonding exercise. I’m trying to bond with you.”

      “Never going to get him to trust you like that,” Dakota called over.

      “Oh, how will I ever survive?” David lamented with a chuckle.

      “Five!” Taylor counted.

      “Slow,” Weston said to me as he took my other hand and squeezed. “And steady on this first part. Grayson did an incredible job on this web.”

      “Very comforting.” I sighed.

      “Go!” Taylor instructed.

      I followed Weston’s careful tug forward. My blindfold was impressively thick enough to block out everything, even the lights on the field. I could hear people on our right already hurrying through the string web. Kevin yelled again. Something like a body hitting the ground sounded.

      “God,” Weston grumbled. “Idiots.”

      “I want a restart,” Kevin announced. “And new partner.”

      “Doesn’t work like that,” Max told him. His voice sounded far away. He’d already navigated through the string and moved onto the next task.

      “Hey,” Weston blurted when I tried to go faster. My ankle grazed a thin edge, nearly getting my shoe tangled. I let out a yelp when my heel got snagged on a string.

      “We’re falling behind,” I told him while as I wiggled my heel free.

      “Let me worry about that,” he told me while placing a hand on my waist.

      “Lead me faster.” I hopped over another string and again, nearly tripped because of a snag. I could hear the guys’ voices ahead of us.

      “It’s a part of my plan,” Weston said while keeping his slow pace.

      I groaned and bounced on the balls of my feet. “Don’t go easy on me because you think I can’t go faster. Sure, I’m not a division one athlete. But I can do this.”

      Weston chuckled, but picked up his pace a little. His hand lingered on my waist, squeezing me when I didn’t lift my leg high enough and stroking me when I was at the perfect height.

      “Getting to the end of the course is just as impressive as being first,” Weston explained when I lifted my foot over the last string. “Journey, not the destination, right?”

      “I didn’t take you for a cliche advice type of guy,” I joked.

      He sucked the back of his teeth. “Assumptions again. What’s it going to take for you to stop pre-judging me?”

      “Get me through these water balloons completely dry,” I challenged with a grin. “And we’ll talk about it.”

      “Deal.” He placed my hand on his shoulder and turned around. “Take my shirt and pay attention to which foot I’m moving first. They’re tightly packed so if you step down on one-”

      “Holy crap,” Elena squealed. “Travis, it was a goddamn balloon. Do you know how much these shoes cost?”

      “I’ll get them dry cleaned,” he apologized in a frantic voice.

      “Dropping like flies,” Weston informed as he moved gracefully in front of me. He made sidestepping the balloon easier than the string. When my sneaker connected with a squishy bottom, he paused and patiently told me where to redirect my step. Not once did Weston hurry. He never sounded annoyed when I made mistake after mistake. My heart stopped racing when we were halfway through the course. The anxiety in my chest disappeared, replaced with something much lighter.

      “Ladder,” Weston said and brought my hand up to his lips. The kiss was light, almost unnoticeable. “We got this.”

      I smiled and nodded. The use of 'we’ made my fingers grasp onto his tighter. Not from fear, but excitement. Even out of sight, Weston knew how to make himself feel close. I couldn’t read his expression, yet I knew he never rolled his eyes or twisted his mouth in dissatisfaction with my performance. Being kind was easy when one could be seen. Being kind behind a blindfold wasn’t always necessary.

      “You’re doing a wonderful job with impressing me,” I shared while taking the first step.

      “This isn’t me trying to impress you,” he said. His thumb rubbed the back of my palm. I took a few more steps. The ladder wobbled under my weight. In a second, it steadied.

      “Wasn’t that the plan for bringing me here?” I asked as I continued forward. The top of the ladder was approaching. We couldn’t continue holding hands because of the height. He secured his hand around my calf. I let out a deep breath as I took the last step to the top.

      “Shit,” David said from across the field. “Didn’t think she’d actually do it.”

      I balanced carefully on the top of the ladder. The wind picked up for a moment, forcing me to freeze in place. I reached out, in hopes I’d find Weston, but was only met with air. My heart started picking up again in panic.

      “Covee,” Weston said in a calm voice. “You’re fine. Wait until the wind slows and then bend your knees slightly. I’ll grab you.”

      I gulped. “Um, I might have bit off more than I could chew.”

      “Damn straight,” David agreed.

      “Hey, busybody,” Kevin yelled. “Help your teammate. Lead me.”

      “Don’t listen to David,” Weston told me. “I’m right here and I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      The wind continued to whistle at my side. I held out my arms to balance myself more. This felt like a stupid idea now. What had I been thinking? A big girl on a tall ladder blindfolded. It sounded like the beginning of a terrible joke. When I let out a whimper, Weston’s hand gripped my ankle harder.

      “You’re getting in your head,” he said.

      “Oh, boy, you don’t even know half of it,” I laughed, then stopped abruptly when another gust of wind hit me.

      “I have the ladder steady,” he promised. “No movement you make will make it slip from under you. Don’t trust me. Trust yourself. What feels better? A step forward or back?”

      “Are you being philosophical right now?” I shook my head in disbelief.

      He laughed. “No. Just decide, Covee and commit. Don’t do it halfway because if you’re unsure, you might trip. I’ll catch you; I swear. But it’s safer if you make it down yourself.”

      I nodded and squeezed my hands into a fist. Back or forward? Alone or with him catching me? When I finally decided, I took Weston’s advice. I didn’t hesitate.

      My sneaker gripped the step ahead of me. I cleared the first step without a hitch. And then committed to the next one. On the third step down, I  finally bent my knee enough without losing my balance. Weston’s hand grabbed mine instantly. He didn’t let go for a second. When my feet were on the ground, I started laughing and he joined in.

      “I’m sure that didn’t look as hardcore as it felt,” I said.

      “It did, actually,” Weston replied. He pulled me close for a brief hug. I barely registered his arms around me before they were gone.

      “The rest of the way yourself,” he reminded me. His voice faded as he backed up. “Follow my voice. We’re almost there. Two teams are out already.”

      I took a tentative step forward. “It’s so awkward walking without you by my side.”

      “You got this,” he encouraged. “Make it to the finish line, I won’t leave it.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I teased while holding out my hands to brace myself against the tackle dummies that lined the field.

      “Not my M.O,” he said.

      I’m not sure exactly what tipped the scale, but at that moment, I committed to another decision- let Weston Briggs eat me out. It was probably the voice. His encouragement made me feel grounded. Or maybe it was his touch- willing, present, safe. Whatever combination of things led me to the decision made me lose our few precious seconds in thoughts. Max whooped his victory in the distance and Taylor called out his time.

      When I removed the blindfold, Weston stood right in front of me with a smile on his face. It took a moment for my eyes to readjust to the light. Once I finally did, I locked eyes with him. Something in his face changed. His mouth set straight with realization. I’m not sure what gave it away, but he knew I was going to say yes.

      “Round two!” Grayson announced with excitement while heading back towards the starting line. Kevin and David groaned in unison.

      Weston stepped closer to me. Without a word took the blindfold out of my grasp. We went back to the starting line, where he bent down so I could tie the cloth around his eyes properly.

      “Ready?” he asked in a deep voice.

      “Yes. I think so.”

      We lost again. I never let go of his hand even after the ladder. I didn’t ask him that night. Not when we parted ways with his teammates and walked through the dimly lit campus. Not when he walked me to my dorm building. Not when he whispered, “goodnight” and left me with the black blindfold in my hands.

      I let a day pass, then another and another. The decision was made, but I still let it fester in the back of my mind. Fear swallowed me until it paralyzed me with what-ifs. On day three of my avoidance, I finally opened our text thread. With a deep breath, I started typing.
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      I re-read the drafted text on my phone:

      Can you come over?

      Simple and straight to the point. I stared at the words for about a half-hour without pressing send. Soon enough, my mind wandered, clouding with dark thoughts.

      I chewed on my nail in frustration as my eyes pricked with tears. Before I knew it, I was crying. For no reason and every reason. Crying about being alone in a silent apartment, being so far from my best friend, and not having a home to go to for spring break. I cried about Weston wanting to please me. Cried about feeling so damn lonely. I even cried about crying.

      My head started hurting from all the tears. I buried myself in between my pillows, eventually drifting to sleep. I woke to a crash in the kitchen. Taylor’s loud laughter made me groan.

      My head pounded with a headache. I looked at my phone to find out I only had twenty minutes before my bus was scheduled to arrive. Quickly, I scrambled out of bed to throw on some clothes.

      “Morning, Coco,” Taylor greeted once I’d emerged from my room. Elena sat at our counter scrolling through her phone in silence. A black guy dressed in business casual had his hands around Taylor’s hips. “I’ll take care of the bowl.”

      I looked down at the mess on the floor. One of the few bowls I owned - thanks to Ari’s generosity and online shopping habit was shattered on our kitchen floor. I busied myself with finding my keys and a pair of shades instead of responding.

      “It looks like it was from Ross,” Taylor continued. “Or TJ Maxx? Either way, I’ll find you an even better one.”

      “It’s fine,” I mumbled and pushed past her and the guy who seemed to be glued to her hip to go into the refrigerator.

      “This is Daniel,” Taylor introduced. “He’s a graduate student studying… something. He just got here last week, so I’m showing him the ropes.”

      Impressive, I thought. No more Kevin. She moved on fast. I wondered if she was still adhering to her list or simply gave it up altogether.

      “Economics. And I’ve been here for a year,” he corrected her with a deep laugh. His Nigerian accent was thick and unabashed. She joined his laughter; the way people do when they don’t know what’ the joke is but just want to be included in it.

      I didn’t even look their way as I grabbed my lunch and started to the front door. “Nice to meet you. Sorry, I have to rush out. I’m running late.”

      “Have a good class!” Taylor called.

      I rolled my eyes as I heard her and Daniel start laughing again once the door closed behind me. My headache made any loud noise extra annoying. As I hurried to the bus stop, I slipped on my sunglasses to hide my puffy eyes. The bus pulled up just as I crossed the street to the stop. Once I flashed my student ID, I grabbed a spot in the front and slouched into the seat.

      “Come on,” said a guy sitting across from me. I glanced up to find a lanky white dude with a forehead full of acne. “It can’t be that bad.”

      I continued to frown. Instead of responding, I pulled out my phone with hopes he’d lose interest if it looked like I was busy. It didn’t work.

      “Smile,” he encouraged in a gag-inducing flirty tone. “Could make your day better. Mine too.”

      I let out a sigh as I placed my phone on my lap and removed my glasses. His forehead wrinkled at the sight of my face. There wasn’t an ounce of concealer under my eyes or blush on my cheeks. Something told me this guy was used to seeing women put together and concluded that women wore make-up for him. Wordlessly, I stared at him with a silent challenge.

      “Gross,” the guy mumbled after taking a good, long look at me. He grabbed his bag and moved seats.

      His words were a blow, but I tried to see it as a victory. I replaced my glasses and slouched lower into the seat, forgetting that my phone was resting on my lap. It crashed to the floor. I hurried to pick it as if a mad dash would uncrack the screen. When I turned it around,  I was relieved to find the screen intact but unlocked. And because I had picked it up so carelessly, my fingers had mashed against the send button on the last open text thread.

      Weston’s text thread.

      My “can you come over?” text sat there, taunting me. I was an idiot. I had just sent out a bat signal to Weston in broad daylight.

      I tapped in and out of the thread, foolishly praying that it was a glitch. I desperately hoped if I reentered, my text would still be unsent. My stomach leaped when three dots appeared on my screen.

      Shit. He’d seen it. He was going to reply.
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      Before or after?

      I was sweating bullets as I exited the bus. The campus was packed. I weaved in and out of the traffic, trying to craft a response to Weston.

      He hadn’t even  questioned my timing. Weston simply went with the flow, ready and willing even though we had a class in less than an hour.

      As I neared the Technology building, I scanned the crowd for him. A few guys in Westbrooke sweats walked by me. I recognized Dakota, but he was too focused in his conversation to notice me. Weston wasn’t in the group but had to be close.

      I chewed on my lip. Before or freaking after? God, who was this guy? Did he think he could get me to finish in… what would probably be twenty minutes if we found a secluded spot?

      If he thought he could make me come in such a short amount of time, then he was way more confident than I gave him credit for. Even on a good night, I couldn’t get myself to finish in under thirty minutes.

      Wait, if he could finish me in less than thirty minutes, I was going to be in trouble. Walking away from him after starting something casual would be near impossible.

      “You’re stronger than that,” I whispered to myself.

      “Stronger than what?” a familiar voice asked behind me.

      I turned right into Weston’s chest and had to brace myself against him. He peered down at me with a concerned look. His hands held onto my elbows, reacting to my palms pressed against him. In the middle of the quad with students on foot, bicycles, and skateboards, Weston and I stood completely still - potentially causing a traffic jam.

      But that didn’t matter because my hands were on his chest. My hands were on Weston Briggs’ chest. And you know what? His heart was pounding. Racing almost as fast and as steady as my own. Holy crap. Did I do that to him? Was I capable of doing that to him?

      His face broke into a smile. “Am I going to get an answer, Covee? Before or after?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      We sat side by side in the cold classroom. My leg bounced under the desk, making the frame shake ever so slightly. I could barely keep my nails out of my mouth and couldn’t even pay attention long enough to take notes.

      On the other hand, Weston was typing on his computer with calm strokes. I kept sneaking glances in his direction, trying to get some hint at what he was thinking. His shoulders were relaxed as he stared at his open Word doc. You wouldn’t have known I’d just accepted this guy’s no strings attached invite around an hour ago.

      “After,” I had told him in the quad.

      He had smiled. “Do you share a room?”

      I shook my head. “No. Taylor and I have separates.”

      “Your place then,” he told me. “After.”

      The clock’s hands seemed to be speeding. We only had a few minutes of class left and then, I’d be leading Weston into my apartment. To my bed. My leg continued its panicking as our professor began her closing remarks.

      “The assignment first drafts are due tonight at twelve,” Professor Ida reminded us. “Don’t be late because I don’t give extensions unless someone has died or won a billion dollars and is offering half.”

      “If I won a billion dollars, I wouldn’t even think twice about coming back to this joint,” a guy mumbled.

      A few people snickered. Others started whispering to their partners. I glanced over at Weston.

      “We’re good. Our draft is ready for submission,” he assured with a smile. “Don’t worry about a thing unless you want to.”

      I nodded, relieved. It was the first and probably last time I’d have a project partner that took care of everything.

      “Alright,” Professor Ida said with a clap of her hands. “Get out of here. And no questions afterward, please. I’m trying to beat the traffic home today.”

      She didn’t have to tell us twice. Everyone gathered their belongings in a hurry and started filing out the classroom in small groups buzzing with conversation. Weston followed me out of the door, carrying his bag and mine.

      “I didn’t realize you were old-fashioned,” I tried to tease. The words came out shaky and not at all flirty.

      “You have a sixteen-inch laptop and probably most of your dorm room in here.” He laughed and made a show of curling my bag up and down like a weight. “You could use the help.”

      “It’s just the essentials,” I defended with a grin.

      “Well, your essentials make you walk slower than my great grandma,” he told me.

      “And we’re in a rush?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “We can go as fast or as slow as you’d like.”

      My skin warmed when I realized we weren’t talking about walking anymore. We made our way back by the quad. The crowd was still thick and growing larger because of recently finished classes. I tucked close to Weston’s side and somewhere along the line, he laced his fingers through my own.

      He let me lead us towards my bus stop. I loosened my grip on his fingers as we neared the benches to give him an out. I had a boyfriend back in high school who hated to hold my hand. And I had often heard my dad complaining about handholding when he was still with Mom. So, I figured, maybe movies exaggerated that part of romance. Maybe couples only held hands when it was necessary?

      “My car’s right down the street,” Weston offered. He tightened his grip around my limp fingers.

      “Parking sucks though,” I reminded him. Even if it was faster, Weston would have to park nearly a half mile away from my building.

      He shrugged. “Rather take my chances with parking.”

      I let him tug me after him towards the parking lot. For every stride Weston took, I had to take three. Our height difference wasn’t particularly impressive, but hands down, he was in better shape than me.

      “Which position do you play?” I asked. “I never asked. I assumed quarterback since you’re the captain and all. But I remember how you don’t enjoy assumptions.”

      He glanced over at me; eyebrows raised in surprise at the random question. “What do you know about football?”

      I shrugged. “I just know that the quarterback calls the shots. And you guys enjoy throwing coolers full of sports drinks onto your coaches after victories.”

      Weston laughed. “Your assumption this time is correct.”

      He slowed down and pulled out his key fob to unlock a truck not too far away. We paused in front of a bulky red Ford pickup.

      “Interesting,” I said as he opened the passenger door for me.

      “Is it now?” He looked amused and didn’t move back when I stepped close to climb in. My shoulder brushed against his hard chest and his hand held onto my elbow as I stepped up.

      “I took you for more of a sleek sports car guy,” I told him. “You know, a two-seater kind of ride.”

      “Oh, really?” He waited until my seatbelt clicked in place before shutting the door. Once he climbed in on the driver’s side he said, “So, in your head, I’m a hotshot quarterback with a hotshot car to match. What other surface-level assumptions are you carrying around in that beautiful mind?”

      I glanced at him. “Just trying to figure you out. I didn’t offend you, did I?”

      Weston shook his head as he put the truck in reverse. He pulled out the parking lot at a blaring speed that made a few cars honk at him. I laughed with nerves filling my stomach and held onto the door as if I’d be able to make a quick exit.

      “I don’t think you’re capable of offending me,” he said as he quickly changed lanes without putting on his indicator.

      “Holy crap,” I mumbled, squeezing my eyes shut.

      “What?” He sounded concerned. I could feel the car slowing down. “You okay?”

      “Totally,” I lied while tightening my grip on the car’s grab handle. “I just get carsick.”

      “Isn’t it supposed to help when you sit up front?”

      “Yeah, sometimes.” When the driver isn’t driving like he’s running from the law.

      “We’re not too far,” he comforted. “Just a few blocks.”

      I let out a breath, trying to think of anything other than getting in an accident.

      “You want to know an assumption I have of you?” Weston asked. He was trying to distract me.

      I dared to crack open one eye to peer at him. “Sure.”

      “You are way more dangerous than you look,” he said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means…” Weston made a sharp turn into the parking garage. I let out an expletive and immediately apologized. He laughed at my politeness.

      “We’re a far better match than I originally expected,” he finished.
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      Our apartment’s temperature was set to a comfortable seventy-four when I walked through the doors.

      “We’re alone,” I told Weston, who trailed in behind me. “Are you… thirsty? Or hungry?”

      It felt weird to just take him to my room without offering so much as a glass of water. If a guy offered to give you head, then the least you could do was offer him something to drink.

      Weston shook his head with the sort of chill I could only dream of possessing. “I’m alright.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “Are you good?” He was searching my face for some sign I would back out again.

      I gave him a small smile. “I think so.”

      “Slow,” he reminded me as he stepped closer. My breath caught in my throat. “Or fast. Your choice.”

      “Um,” I managed to say. “Follow me.”

      He chuckled and waited a second before saying, “You’re not moving, Covee.”

      “Right.” I sighed in embarrassment and started down the hallway. “Because moving would be the most logical next step.”

      “It would,” Weston agreed.

      As soon as we entered my room, he shut the door behind us. I heard the click of the lock.

      “You can set it anywhere,” I told him when he started looking for a place for my bag.

      As he moved towards my desk, I scanned the room to assess its cleanliness. I tucked away all my underwear last night, thank God. Even though underwear on my floor would be the least of my worries soon enough.

      My bookshelf was its usual cluttered mess, but it made the space look homey. My C.S Lewis was mixed up with my Beverly Jenkins and Suzanne Collins. I liked it that way.

      “You from Fairfield?” Weston was standing at my desk, staring at a photo on my corkboard.

      “Yeah, you’ve been there?” I asked as I glanced at the picture. The photo captured me standing in front of a roller coaster entrance with a Fairfield Carnival t-shirt. My arms were full with two oversized stuffed pink bears, my first boyfriend pretended to win for me. I was crazy good at ring toss, but also crazy meek when it came to him. He needed a win. I just wanted a stuffed bear.

      Weston continued to look at the photo in silence. Just as the moment was about to get awkward, he finally said, “No.”

      I looked him over. His face seemed normal, but the way he stared at the photo made me think he could be lying. For what reason, I don’t know. Fairfield was a quiet city just big enough to get lost in, but small enough to know your neighbor. If you knew about it, there was no reason to hide. The place was too boring for anyone to care.

      “My turn to ask,” I said in a gentle tone. “Are you good?”

      He turned to me. My suspicion disappeared, replaced with nerves. Weston wore a smile that made me feel like the only person in the world that shared his secret. If he had such a secret, I wanted to know. And I wanted him to know I’d do anything in my power to keep it.

      Instead of answering me, Weston carefully cupped my cheek. His thumb grazed my skin. I pressed my lips together. The action made his eyes drop to them. He leaned in to kiss me and like a schoolgirl, my knees weakened.

      Weston’s kiss was different from it had been in the library. This time he was slow. He was cautious in wrapping his other arm around my waist and his lips nudged mine open with a slight hesitation. He tried to see if I wanted to lead. When I didn’t accept the offer, he took on the role.

      I sighed into his mouth and leaned into his embrace. Weston’s response was a low groan, starting from the back of his throat. His hand on my face was firm now, pulling me closer. I placed my palms on his chest, gathering a handful of his shirt. God, he couldn’t be close enough. We were mouth to mouth, and I still needed him closer.

      “Please,” I murmured onto his lips as we broke away for a moment to catch a breath.

      “You don’t have to beg when it comes to me,” he whispered. “I’m going to give you everything you want.”

      I laughed. He looked confused.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Nothing. I just used to fantasize about someone like you saying something like that.” My skin warmed but I didn’t for a second regret sharing when he smiled.

      “Someone like me?” He rubbed my cheek again. I leaned into his hand. I had to fight the urge to turn my face to kiss his palm. Doing that would feel too intimate. Weston was being sweet, but he didn’t exactly ask me out to dinner. He was here for casual satisfaction.

      “Hot,” I told him.

      It was his turn to laugh first and with striking seriousness, he replied, “I’m okay.”

      “Modesty,” I said with admiration in my tone. “Nice.”

      Weston dipped down to kiss me again. I smiled against his mouth, ready to continue teasing him about his good looks whenever he pulled back for a breath. His hands found their way to my hips. I stepped back as he carefully nudged me towards the bed.

      When the back of my knees hit the edge of the bed, Weston paused. His hands slid under my shirt and he pulled back to see my expression. I smiled and nodded. Without missing a beat, he lifted my shirt over my head. It briefly got caught in on my Afro, so I had to take part in the tugging and twisting.

      “Sorry,” I told him with a giggle while I tried to reshape my hair. “It’s a lot.”

      He shook his head and threw the shirt to the side. “It’s perfect.”

      Usually when a guy removed my shirt which was just two times mind you,the room was dark and the guy, too horny to take in my rolls. Women with large hips and breasts were clearly celebrated in recent history. In reality, the guys were never truly prepared to see the sagginess of my boobs and the stretch marks that pointed towards my areolas.

      I waited for Weston’s gaze to linger at my chest. Waited for his hands to hesitate briefly. I knew he wouldn’t stop what we were doing, but I expected him to be taken back by an unfiltered, fat body.

      To my surprise, there was no hesitation in his hands as he unhooked my bra. His gaze lingered, but not with surprise. It was with lust.

      “God, Covee,” he said in a low tone before covering my mouth with his again.

      He pulled me tight against him. My nipples hardened against the softness of his t-shirt. His hands had found their way to my ass. He tugged me even closer, allowing me to feel how excited he really was.

      “Lie down,” he whispered. I climbed onto the bed and watched Weston remove his shirt. His skin was tanned in the yellow lighting of my room. I admired the definition of his stomach. His pants hung low, showing off a defining V that made my pussy warm in anticipation.

      “All the way down, Covee,” he told me as he crawled into the bed with me. I leaned back onto my mountain of pillows. His fingers hooked around my waistband. He pulled down my pants, discarding them on the floor.

      “You forgot something,” I teased, referring to my still intact cotton underwear. I was already soaked and insanely excited for him to see me. I’m not sure what it was about Weston’s gaze, but being watched by him made me want to be seen. No more hiding in the back of classes or avoiding conversations with people. With him, I was the center, and for the first time in my life, I loved it.

      “I’ll get to it,” he promised with a grin. I opened my mouth to argue, but immediately clamped it shut when his tongue found the tip of my nipple.

      He teased me ruthlessly at first. The light and quick flicks of his tongue made me arch closer to the warmth of his mouth. Anytime I tried to get closer, he’d pull away. I learned very quickly that staying still would get me what I needed.

      Once I was calm enough to his pleasing, Weston took my whole nipple into his mouth. My moan was loud as I involuntarily arched towards him in response. This time he didn’t pull away. Weston’s arm wrapped around my hip and held me firmly against his body. When he moved to suck the other nipple, I wrapped my legs around his waist with hopes I’d be able to feel him through his jeans. I wasn’t disappointed. I started grinding against him with a longing that wouldn’t be satisfied with so much damn fabric between us.

      Weston’s hand snaked in between our bodies to find its way between my legs. Unfortunately, he stayed on the outside of my underwear. He lightly trailed his index and middle finger over my clit. Back and forth his fingers hovered, just barely touching me.

      “Weston,” I pleaded while squirming underneath his feather-like touch.

      My nipple was still in his mouth. He looked up at me with mischief in his eyes. Lord, he wasn’t going to make this easy.

      “You wet, Cove?” He asked once he pulled away from my breast.

      I nodded with a whine and barely registered his use of the nickname. Weston could call me whatever he wanted when he was touching me like this.

      “Can I see?” He asked.

      My breath hitched. I made a soft noise of affirmation. Weston pushed himself further down the bed until his face was level with my pussy. One of his hands was pressed against my stomach and the other nudged my thigh gently to the side so I was opening for him.

      He placed a light kiss on the hem of my underwear. Then he moved further down to the spot right before my opening. His next kiss was directly on my clit. Through the fabric, I felt the heat and desire of his breath. When he kissed the same spot again, I rolled my nipple in between my fingers to highlight the pressure. Weston gave my clit one more kiss before hooking his finger around my panties and pulling them to the side.

      “Stop me when you need to,” he reminded me. “No matter how good.”

      I nodded and said, “Okay.”

      “Or, pull me closer,” he offered with a smile.

      I laughed. “Do you always talk this much when a girl is ready for you to eat her out?”

      “Only when she’s this soaking wet. I enjoy seeing your clit swollen with want.”

      I opened my mouth to complain, but before I could Weston’s mouth was on me. My complaint turned into a moan so loud I’m sure I could be heard clean throughout campus.

      This guy was possibly going to be the death of me.
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      I wanted to see Weston on the football field. If he was even half as dedicated to the sport as he was at eating me out, then he had to be a beast.

      His tongue was flat when he first covered my clit. He moved up and down, rubbing the middle of it across me. At first, I couldn’t take it. My clit was extremely sensitive, so I squirmed underneath his unrestrained touch. He gazed up at me to see if I was actually pulling away. When he realized my movement was because I could barely take in the pleasure and not because I didn’t want it, he gripped onto my waist and held me still.

      Locked in his grasp, I couldn’t cower. The only thing I could do was bite my lip. My throat ached as I held back a whimper. Weston didn’t seem to like that I was trying to keep silent. He reached up with one hand to rub my nipple gently between two fingers. The hard pressure of his mouth mixed with the light touch on my breast made my body desperate for release.

      “Holy crap,” I murmured as he sped up. He was right, I was crying for a better reason. “God.”

      Weston pulled away for the briefest moment to say, “I thought I told you to scream my name.”

      I laughed. “I didn’t want to be too loud.”

      He gave me a teasing lick before saying, “We agreed to have rules.”

      I stifled another moan and said, “You really that strict?”

      “I just love the sound of my name on your lips,” he confessed. “It’s vice versa, isn’t it?”

      There was no protest from me because he started sucking again. Both of his hands moved to my thighs, coaxing me to spread wide with my knees stretched towards my breasts. When he was satisfied, I would stay still enough for him to continue sucking, he released one thigh and placed two fingers inside of me. His pumps were slow and careful.

      “Harder,” I told him as I started moving my hips in rhythm with his fingers.

      He sped up a little and added another finger. My bottom lip was sore from me biting on it to hold back screams. Fuck it.

      “Weston,” I whimpered. He looked up at me without removing his fingers or mouth.

      I was getting close now. My pussy began contracting against his fingers. I told him I was almost there, and he turned his fingers upward to press against the back of my clit. The front and back simulation made my ears ring.

      “Oh my god,” I moaned and in an unguarded voice screamed, “God, Weston!”

      Right as those words left my lips, I heard the front door close. Taylor’s voice could be heard clearly through the apartment. She had company. My body was already reaching its threshold, and it refused to stop. No matter how much I tried to quiet the moan, noise left my mouth. Weston refused to pull away in complete devotion to seeing me finish.

      He held me as the orgasm hit. And even as the feeling subsided, he continued sucking, drawing the moment out. My cheeks were wet with tears. I could hear Taylor and her friends talking while Weston continued to help me ride the last waves of my orgasm.

      “That’s my girl,” he said once he broke away from me. I laughed softly as he licked his lips. My pussy continued pulsing from the aftermath.

      “Weston-” I started but cut short when there was a knock at the door.

      “Hey, Coco?” Taylor called.

      “Oh, my god,” I whispered with complete dread and covered my head with a pillow.

      “I got it,” Weston offered.

      “Oh, my god,” I repeated with more urgency. “No. She’ll see you.”

      “Then, hopefully, she’ll take a hint and go away.” He laughed as he handed me a blanket to cover up. I opened my mouth to protest again, but he was already unlocking the door. He hadn’t even paused to put on his shirt.

      “I thought I heard -” Taylor stopped short when she realized it wasn’t me, she was talking to.

      Weston opened the door wide enough for her to see his body, but not enough for her to see me hastily covering myself on my bed. I watched him adjust the door, closing it slightly when she tried to peer inside.

      “Weston.” Her voice sounded light and loud. She wanted whoever was in the kitchen to hear her. And they did because the talking up there stopped.

      “How’s it going?” Weston greeted in his usual calm tone.

      “What are you… I mean, wow, you’re here…” Taylor was experiencing something I never thought possible for her. She was speechless.

      I watched Weston cock his head to the side, waiting for her to put together a coherent sentence.

      Taylor finally decided on asking, “With Coco? Again?”

      Weston paused for a second to take it in. “Yeah. Again.”

      “Cool,” Taylor said with an exhale. The tone indicated it was not, in fact, cool with her.

      Weston chuckled. “I guess. Did you need something?”

      “Isn’t there a scrimmage today?” Taylor blurted out. “Kevin invited a few of my friends. That was before we went separate ways, of course. He said I’m still free to come, though.”

      I felt myself cringe. Suddenly, Taylor was just like me, flustered in the face of uncertainty. It was slightly comforting to know a beautiful girl like her still stumbled now and then.

      “Kevin, right.” Weston nodded and thought before asking, “What’s your name again?”

      I winced with secondhand embarrassment and slipped underneath my blanket. Taylor desperately wanted to be in with these guys. She desperately wanted to be in with Weston. And here he was, shirtless, in my bedroom while asking her name. I’d be lying if I said that part didn’t make me childishly amused.

      “Taylor,” she said in a flat tone. She added a huff. A literal huff. I almost laughed.

      “Taylor, of course,” Weston said with a nod. “Now, you needed something?”

      Taylor was quiet for a moment. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You knocked,” he reminded her as he pointed to the door. “I answered. See where this was going?”

      “Right.” She let out a shaky laugh. “I was just looking for Coco. She’s… here, right?”

      “She’s a little busy,” Weston told her. “I can take a message.”

      “No worries,” Taylor said in an upbeat voice. “I’ll just talk to her later. See you at the scrimmage.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” Weston waited for her to head back towards the kitchen before closing the door. Once we were alone, he turned to me and said, “You let her call you Coco, but I’m not allowed to call you Cove?”

      I finally let out my laugh. Weston shook his head in disbelief.

      “That girl is odd.”

      “You really didn’t remember her name?” I raised one eyebrow.

      “Covee, I still don’t know it,” he confessed. “I know she just told me, but it went in one ear and out the other. I don’t care.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh again. “Are you that self-involved that you can’t remember who you meet?”

      “I remember the ones important to me.”

      His defense made my stomach jump. Important to him. I was on that list. It was a throwaway comment for him. To me, it meant everything.
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      Post-orgasm always made me want to curl up and sleep. Since I had never climaxed with another person, it was no problem to simply drift off. But with Weston here, I fought off sleep. The plan was to ask if he wanted to go further. I wanted to go further. I was already getting wet again at the idea of him inside of me.

      Before I could open my mouth to ask for more, Weston’s phone went off. He scanned my floor, searching for where it must have dropped while we started going at it. I frowned when he picked up a phone that wasn’t ringing and slipped it into his pocket. He found another one underneath his discarded t-shirt. Two phones. Interesting.

      “Hey,” Weston answered. His voice sounded stiff. I tried to read his expression, but he turned away from me to whisper the next part into his phone. “I thought I told you not to call this phone.”

      I frowned and held my blanket tightly against my chest. As connected as I felt before, I now felt billions of light-years away from him.

      He walked back towards my desk and placed a hand on the back of my chair. For the remainder of the call, he did nothing but grunt out sounds of agreement and affirmation.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there. Bye,” he finally told the person on the other line. Once he hung up, he let out a breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. The moment didn’t last for long, and I’m sure I wasn’t supposed to even see it.

      When Weston turned back to me, his expression looked normal. Not a line in sight on his forehead.

      “Do you have to somewhere to be?” I asked, but it was more of me giving permission.

      “Not if you don’t want me to. Fuck the scrimmage.”

      I wasn’t referring to the scrimmage because anyone calling about a football scrimmage wouldn’t get the response ‘Don’t call me on this phone.’

      Weston came over to the bed and knelt. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. We didn’t have a relationship to justify my questioning. So, instead of questioning him about the call, I questioned him about me.

      “Should I be concerned about how strange you’re being with me right now?”

      It sounded stupid, but a part of me knew it was a valid question that should be voiced.

      He shook his head. “Don’t, I’d never hurt you.”

      I scanned his face, looking for the telltale signs of a liar. Shifting eyes, twitchy eyes brows, trembling lips, or sweaty brow. He had none of them. So, either he was a good liar, or I sucked at spotting one.

      “New rule,” he offered.

      I nodded for him to continue.

      “From now on, when one of us has a question, we voice it. No matter how weird and awkward,” he told me. “We’re open books, okay?”

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      He had now opened Pandora’s box. Because I had a host of questions for him.

      “Ask me anything,” he offered.

      I paused for a moment before replying, “I have nothing to ask.”

      Yet. I was going to do my research first. Half the battle was asking the right questions.

      “Nothing?” Weston raised his eyebrows in suspicion.

      I nodded and repeated, “Nothing.”

      He studied my face. It was his turn to play spot the liar. If he knew me better, I’d say he could tell I was planning something.

      Perhaps I was more of an open book than I originally thought. Maybe he could tell I was holding back because the next words out of his mouth was: “See, this is why I wanted the chance to know you. You don’t let bullshit go. I think that’s why we get along.”

      “So, you admit the phone call thing was bullshit? Which is something you promised not to do, by the way.”

      He raised his brow, impressed. “I wouldn’t call it bullshit. It was more of a… protective thing. That call is one of the reasons why my relationships don’t work out.”

      “Right.” I nodded. “Your inability to give your partner what they need.”

      “Inability to give them everything they need,” he corrected.

      I let out a dry laugh. “I think I get it now.”

      “Well, do share.” He gestured his hand for me to continue.

      “You put up walls because you’re doing something you don’t like to be challenged on. I don’t think it's to protect your partner, Weston. I think you’re just trying to protect you. You’re bullshitting and you don’t even know it. Trust me, I’m the queen of BS.”

      Weston blinked. A quick chuckle escaped his lips, but it sounded forced and breathless. He didn’t reply for a few minutes. I pulled my blanket closer around me as I waited for what he’d say next.

      “Is that so much of a problem?” he finally asked, after taking a deep breath. His fingers combed through his hair. “Not wanting to hurt someone or be hurt?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not a problem. But, from my experience… your kind of compartmentalization isn’t stable. And honestly, not knowing parts of you is concerning.”

      “I told you I’m an open book,” he reminded me.

      “I know. And I’ll ask when I have the right questions.”
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      “How did you fix yourself?” I asked Ari.

      She had her phone balanced on a pile of magazines in her bathroom. I watched her put on a full face of makeup. She was prepping for a date with a guy she met online. He was a dentist and father of two. Ari laughed when I questioned if she was ready to be a mother. Her answer was a flat no, followed with: “I’m just going cause he offered to give me a cleaning discount. You know I don’t have insurance. He’s low-key hot too, if you’re into Dads.”

      “That’s a vague question.” She paused, putting on her blush to readjust the camera. “Besides, who said I was broken?”

      “I thought we all were.” As I was talking to her, I had my next design project opened in front of me. I was struggling to come up with a re-vamp idea for a fast-food chain. After seeing Weston’s work, I was itching to get his opinion. But I was holding back from texting my on-call fuck buddy until I figured out how I would ask the right questions.

      “Depends on how you look at it, I guess.” She stepped back from the mirror to better inspect her handy work. She looked like she just stepped off the runway. I silently wondered if the dentist deserved her. Even if he didn’t, I hoped he put as much effort into his appearance as she did because Ari go-with-the-flow Daniel was wearing a bra. Underwire and everything. She said a prayer for her boobs at the beginning of her call, and I repeated her words earnestly with hopes she could absorb all the good vibes possible.

      “I don’t think I was ever broken,” she continued. I watched her add a wingtip to her eye.

      “You used to write poetry about darkness and the dying earth,” I reminded her.

      “Hey.” She paused with her hand trained in the air above her eye. “I thought we agreed not to bring up my early writing days. I was too young to be held accountable for such hideous work. It’s a miracle I’m one hundred percent better at writing non-fiction.”

      “Fine. Consider your creative past ancient history,” I said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Still. How did your mental health progress so fast when I’m still the same?”

      Ari stopped doing her makeup altogether and asked, “Are you good, Covee?”

      I frowned. “No. That’s why I’m asking for advice right now.”

      She wrinkled her forehead and tried to study my expression as well as she could through a small phone screen. “So, it’s bad?”

      I wanted to tell her to stop fooling around and answer my simple question. I stopped myself when I noticed she had put down her liner. That’s when I realized she thought I was drowning in my dark place.

      “It’s about Weston,” I clarified with a wave of my hand. Since meeting him, my dark place stayed on the edges of my world. Still lurking, but not inching closer. I was thankful for the break and the ability to breathe a little easier.

      She studied me with a suspicious look, “You serious or avoiding?”

      “Serious,” I promised as I brought my knees to my chest to rest my chin. “I get so excited and caught up in my thoughts when he’s near. I don’t know if I’m making the best choices around him. I don’t know if my gut is trustworthy because it might be broken.”

      She tried not to smile, but her lips curled up in betrayal. “He gave you head, didn’t he?”

      I covered my face with my hands briefly before answering, “Yes, and it was insanely amazing.”

      She laughed. “Better than a vibrator, right?”

      “Girl…” I sighed, unable to finish my sentence at the thought of him.

      “That good? So, what’s the anxiety about?”

      “I don’t know what my gut is telling me. Or if it’s speaking at all.”

      I could never get a handle on my body long enough to figure out what was wrong. I had read articles and books on trusting your instincts. How to get in sync with your soul. No amount of sage, yoga, or deep breaths could undo the damage depression reeked on my nervous system.

      I didn’t say any of this out loud because Ari would recommend a healing session. She’d taken classes from a witch in her neighborhood. I didn’t feel like craving an extra hour to burn lavender throughout my apartment.

      “Covee.” Ari’s calm tone made me sit attentively. “Tell me about the first time you talked to Weston. How did he make you feel?”

      “First time?” I shrugged. “Nervous. I’m always nervous.”

      “Good nervous? Scared nervous? Excited nervous?”

      “Excited. He was sweet. He’s always sweet.” I could feel myself blushing.

      “Excitement was your gut reaction. Nice. I’d say that’s a good sign. What’s got you all in your feelings today?”

      I hesitated before saying, “After…our moment. He got a weird phone call and tried to brush it off.”

      “Maybe it was his mom?” she supplied as she ran her finger through her locks. “I’d brush mine off too if she called me after I’d been on my knees for someone.”

      “He has two phones,” I told her. “I think he’s deep into something. It’s more than just some silly favor thing, I originally thought. I think it’s something bigger.”

      She paused her primping. “What are you thinking?”

      “Sex? Drugs? Something that makes him act odd. It’s a small pocket of odd, but I can’t ignore it. My mom spent years ignoring stuff like that about my dad,” I said while picking at a loose thread on my bed. “I don’t think I want to let Weston go this early, though. That’s probably the desire talking but he gets me. He tries to get me, like you try, and that’s rare for me.”

      “He could have been acting weird for a lot of things.” She waved her hands as if to swat away my anxiously buzzing thoughts.

      “I know, I know.”

      She gave me a look that reminded me she didn’t enjoy speculating. “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “I need more time. I don’t want to approach him sounding demanding because we’re not even dating. We’re strictly not dating.”

      “What are you going to do in the meantime?”

      I pressed my lips together and gave her a look. She let out a groan that made me bite back a laugh.

      “Don’t make me do this,” she said, but I can tell by the way she turned her full body to the camera I could persuade her to join in on my madness.

      “You’re the best social media investigator I know,” I sucked up to her with a pout on my lips. “Please, it’ll be fun. Good practice too.”

      “It’s childish. Besides, you can do it yourself. I taught you what to look for,” she told me. I watched her play with a wayward loc. She couldn’t decide if she wanted it hung on her face or pinned back.

      “You’d be so much more thorough. Besides, I don’t want to get caught in too many posts and start freaking out prematurely.” I tilted my head to the side. I attempted to widen my eyes to make myself look young enough to be pitied. She tried to focus on her reflection but couldn’t seem to keep her eyes off her phone long. She was also waiting for a text from the dentist. So, she wouldn't be able to avoid looking at me for long.

      “What’s his last name,” she gave in with a roll of her eyes.

      I pressed my palms together in a silent “thank you” and said, “Briggs.”

      “Fine,” she said. “I make no promises on finding anything interesting, but Covee?”

      I sat up straight to show her I’m listening.

      “Promise me that if I find something weird, you’ll ask him. Face-to-face. Like the brave bitch I know you are.”

      I chewed my bottom lip and tried to think of a way to avoid promising such a request. Ari didn’t back down and raised an eyebrow as she waited for a response.

      “Fine.” I nodded. “I promise.”

      “Repeat the words,” she ordered.

      “I promise I will ask Weston, face-to-face, if you find something weird.”

      She smiled. “You have yourself a deal. Oh, and Covee?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t think I forgot about spring break.” She’d started packing up her things into a yellow handbag. “I’m sending you flight options after my date.”

      “Okay.” I shrugged. “I’m open to looking them over.”

      She snorted. “Sure, you are.”

      “Love you,” I sang, making her laugh. “Go have fun on your date and text me when you get back just so I know you’re alive and still not a mother.”

      “I love you too,” she said with a wink. “I’ll tell you what it feels like dating a dad, if you tell me how it is to have a football player on-call later? Dirty detailed version? For research, of course.”

      I shook my head and gave her a playful eye roll. “Goodnight, Ari.”

      She giggled. “Talk to you soon, girl.”
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      “Covee, what’s the ETA on those posters?” Yara chewed on her sweatshirt drawstring. As President of the Black Women Development Club, she was always an enormous ball of nerves. I had met her in our African Folklore class where she constantly chewed on her nails - even when asking questions.

      During a group discussion, she learned about me being a graphic design major and begged me to be her temporary designer because she needed to revamp this slowly dying student organization.

      “It’s for my mom,” she had explained with dark circles under her eyes. “I’m a legacy. She was the president of BWDC for three years. I can’t let her down. Our posters suck.”

      I offered to sit in on meetings. Not because I wanted to join, but because her dark circles matched my own. I could sacrifice one night a week to help a fellow anxious black girl.

      “I can send a rough draft now,” I opened my design folder on my computer.

      “Perfect. Send them to everyone on the executive board group text too, please.” She was now typing quickly on her phone. My own buzzed with a text from her in the group chat.

      Where is everyone???? We only have to meet for an hour!!

      I shot her a sympathetic look, but she was too busy staring at her phone, waiting for a reply. We were usually the only two to show up early, so there wasn’t any surprise there. What’s surprising was we’d waited a good half hour with no communication from the rest of the members, and Tessa, the secretary, forgot to book a meeting room.

      We were waiting in the lobby of the Parker Student Center as students buzzed by and sat around us in loud groups, talking and joking around with one another. We looked out of place - two black girls with bitten nails sitting in silence and bathing in anxiety.

      I glanced at the table across from ours and saw a couple of girls laughing. Their voices were loud enough for me to figure out the conversation was centered on the football game coming up. One of them wanted an invitation to the after-party. Another swore the pre-game party was just as fun.

      “God, can one thing be simple?” Yara grumbled to her phone. “I’ll be back. I think I just came on my period. Sorry. TMI.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “No worries. Need a tampon?”

      She picked up her bag. “I got one. Watch my stuff?”

      She left her laptop and a Chemistry textbook. I leaned back into my seat, waiting for my photos to load into my email. The girls were still talking about football, reminding me of a certain someone.

      Since the scrimmage night, I hadn’t texted Weston. I needed space and time to make sure my head was screwed on tight enough to not float when he smiled at me. He’d kept to his word, letting me be the one to lead.

      Just as I texted the group, I noticed the girls near me adopted hushed tones. Curiosity got the best of me as I slyly glanced in their direction. They focused on someone out of my sight. Their giggles quickly annoyed me because it was impossible to make out any words when the squeaky sounds coated their every word. You’d think we were on a playground in the first grade. I decided turning back to my work would be the best use of my time. I got enough giggly secondhand gossip from Taylor to last me a lifetime.

      I turned around too soon. If I had waited for a second longer then I could have prepared myself for the encounter.

      “How’s it going, Covee?” a smooth voice asked me. At my side, Weston placed one hand on the back of my chair. He was so close I could feel the heat of his body on my own.

      “Hey.” I tried to make the word sound as casual as possible. “What’s up?”

      Kevin was in tow. He glanced at the gaggle of girls who were now gazing at me with envy and longing. When he gave them a charming wave, they turned away as if they weren’t gawking.

      Weston turned the chair next to me backward, sitting to face me. “Got time to talk?”

      “About?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “The other day.”

      We both glanced at Kevin, who has now directed his attention to us.

      “Is that a get lost look?” Kevin asked.

      Weston laughed. “What do you think?”

      “I think I have your meal pass card in my pocket and I’m about to use it to treat myself.”

      Weston shoved his friend. “Fuck off.”

      “Worth a shot.” Kevin shrugged. He shoved Weston back before starting towards the exit.

      “What?” I asked Weston when he sat in silence across from me. He studied my face, looking for something, and I’m not sure if he found it.

      “I want to bring you to the team dinner tonight,” he told me. His hand found mine on the table, but when I frowned, he let it go.

      “Why?” I asked while doing my best to keep my voice steady. I didn’t have my plan straight yet. Ari didn’t have time to do her research. I felt like someone had thrown me into a sea without a life raft.

      Weston tilted his head to the side. “Did I really blow it?”

      I shook my head, looking down at the table for my lie. “No, you didn’t blow it.”

      “Really? Because you’re acting strange. Like…” he trailed off.

      “Like?” I prompted.

      He let out a sigh. In my peripheral, I could see him run his fingers through his hair. “Like you’re afraid of me.”

      I looked up then. “I’m not afraid. Just skeptical.”

      I could tell by the look on his face he didn’t like the association.

      “What can I do to change that?” He asked.

      I let out a sigh and whispered, “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m kind of struggling with listening to my gut nowadays.”

      “What did I do to trigger a gut reaction?” Weston leaned in closer to create privacy for his next statement. “I thought we had a good time. Seemed like we were really getting along… seemed like we were into each other.”

      I took a deep breath before diving deep and confessed, “You’re hiding something dark. I’ve had a bad experience with people telling me half-truths when I asked questions. So, I’m skeptical.”

      I paid close attention to how he responded because he couldn’t hide when we were a breath away. His eyes shifted downward briefly. At first, I thought it was because he was too nervous to look me in the face but in reality, my shirt had dipped down because of my leaning. He was at the perfect angle to see the top of my boobs.

      “Pay attention,” I told him.

      “I am,” he insisted with a smile.

      “And stop flirting. I’m trying to be serious.”

      He nodded. “I can be serious and check you out at the same time.”

      “Can you? Because you’re already derailing the conversation.”

      “You think I’m hiding something dark,” he repeated in a serious tone to prove he could focus. “That I’ll draw you in while still hiding.”

      My shoulders sagged in relief that he understood. “Yes.”

      “You’ll never know unless you ask me. Covee, I like you. I want to give our arrangement a shot. If my word means anything to you, understand from now on, I won’t tell you any half-truths,” he promised. “But, I want something in return. I want to take you to the dinner.”

      “I’m not promising to go anywhere with you if I hear answers I don’t like.”

      “Fair. Go on and ask me,” Weston rested his chin on his arms and looked up at me. His hair had fallen back into his eyes. Before I realized,  I reached out to brush the strands away. I rationalized my gesture as a necessity to see his eyes clearly so I could make sure he was being.

      “I heard a rumor,” I started in a low tone. “That you put a guy in the hospital. And from that phone call you got the other day, I’m leaning towards believing it. Is it true?”

      Weston didn’t say a word for a few seconds. “It’s true.”

      His bluntness made me let out a breath of relief. The violence of the situation made me pull away. He noticed my shift in body language and sat up.

      “Listen.” Any hint of flirting had left his voice. This was a side of Weston I hadn’t seen before. He looked older in the way he held his shoulders stiffly. His jaw clenched as though he was anxious, but his hands were open as though he wanted me to reach out.

      “Sometimes, I do things and it gets complicated,” he continued.

      “What are things?” I pressed him. Now that the door was open, I wasn’t about to let him get away.

      Weston looked around us before saying, “I can’t get into it as I’d like here. Can we go somewhere private? Somewhere you’re comfortable?”

      “Are you -” I started but stopped short when I heard Yara’s chair creak under her weight.

      “They’re still not here?” She looked even more frustrated.

      “No.” I shook my head, trying to appear calm.

      “Hey,” Weston greeted her.

      Yara put on her best presidential smile and said, “Oh, hi. Sorry. You Covee’s friend?”

      Weston looked at me to gauge my reaction to her use of the ‘friend’ and when I didn’t give him anything he said, “Sure, you could call us friends.”

      Yara looked confused at his reply but didn’t care enough for clarification.

      “I was just heading out,” Weston told her.

      I gave him a look. “Alright.”

      “Text me. Tell me where you want me,” he said as he got up. There was a sexual undertone to his statement. I think even Yara caught it because she cleared her throat and attempted to appear like she was now busy with something on her laptop.

      “Fine,” I told him. “But it has to be tonight. Before the dinner.”

      He nodded. “You’re the boss.”
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      Since Weston offered to meet me somewhere I was comfortable. My dorm was full of Taylor’s friends, so the only other place I could think of was Kaga’s Tea, a tea shop about fifteen minutes away from campus. The place always felt cozy with fairy lights that hung across the windows and old anime films playing on their TV. Lucky for us, it was almost always empty.

      I climbed out of my rideshare about ten minutes early. I spotted Weston at a booth through the window. He scrolled through his phone with his chin in his hand. Like me, he tried to dress up a little. No sweats. He wore black jeans and a gray sweater. I smoothed out the wrinkles of my maxi skirt before walking inside.

      Weston didn’t see me until I was already at the table. When he finally looked up, he moved as if he was about to stand. His reaction time was too slow. I slid into the seat across from him.

      “Were you waiting long?” I asked.

      Weston placed his phone face down before answering, “Not really. I figured you’d be early, so I overshot a little.”

      I nodded while looking at the empty cup in front of him. Weston offered to go up to the counter to order me something, but I refused.

      “Tell me about…” I tried to think of the proper wording.

      “The guy in the hospital,” Weston finished for me. He ran his fingers through his hair a few times. The tables were super small whereas Weston and I were not. He’d stretched his legs out underneath, bumping against my knees. I tucked my legs to the opposite side, trying my best to limit our body contact.

      “Yeah, let’s start there,” I encouraged.

      “First,” Weston leaned back in his seat before saying, “Where did you hear about this?”

      I frowned. I’m the last person to be loyal to Taylor and her minions, but if Weston’s the type of person who enjoyed revenge, then I would try to protect them.

      “Around,” I told him in an unconvincing tone.

      Weston twirled his index finger in a circle. “Around?”

      I nodded and looked down at my hands in my lap. I could feel Weston move, knocking the table and making his mug clatter.

      “Covee.” Weston’s voice was low and even. I still didn’t look up in fear that he’d be able to see the answer he wanted in my eyes. With a little process of elimination, he could've easily guessed it was Taylor. What would he do next?

      “I have to ask,” he continued. “Are you spreading rumors too?”

      I frowned so deeply I could feel my forehead crease. “What are you talking about?”

      His eyes scanned my face. I could feel his gaze taking in the curl of my lip and the wrinkle set between my brows. “I had to ask.”

      He still wanted an answer. I took quick stock of every conversation I had about Weston in my life. Outside of Ari and the slip-up with Taylor, I never spoke about him.

      “No,” I told him. “I’m not into starting rumors. But, I sort of let it slip that you were on probation to my roommate...”

      I winced and locked my fingers together on top of the table, waiting for a negative response. Weston pressed his thumb to his lip for a moment.

      “Okay. No worries.” He nodded, accepting my confession. “That was bound to get out eventually.”

      My shoulders sagged, relieved by his chill reaction.  “Now, tell me what you did to the guy in the hospital.”

      Weston leaned towards me, helping create a more private world for us to converse. “I almost killed him.”

      My stomach dropped, not because of the statement but because of the bluntness. “Weston?”

      His eyes stayed steady, never leaving mine. “I told you I’d be honest.”

      I pushed away from him a little. When he spoke, his breath smelt like spearmint. It was a contrast to the fact that he confessed to nearly killing someone.

      “What happened?” I questioned.

      “I’m sure you know,” Weston said in a gentle tone. He had pulled back too, out of respect.

      “I don’t want to talk about rumors anymore.” I shook my head.

      Weston curled his fingers around his empty cup. I watched him tip the thing over and pull it right side up. A bit of drink slid off the side and onto the table.

      “Someone gave me a name.” Weston looked at me without faltering. He was a rock, completely still and emotionless now. “She was sure he was the one who hurt her. And I was sure. That’s all that mattered.”

      “So, you two were wrong?”

      He shook his head. A twinge of annoyance flashed across his face, but he brushed it off quickly. “Just a slight misunderstanding on my end. But, he’d hurt plenty of people before. The jerk belonged in the hospital so don’t worry about that part.”

      “It’s the misunderstanding part that worries me. Do you just jump at the chance to hurt someone?”

      “I vet people,” he said and added in a quieter tone, “Usually.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment to take everything in without Weston’s blinding good looks and the teahouse’s twinkling lights. On an average night, this could have been an incredible date. A normal date.

      “Usually,” I repeated once I opened my eyes.

      “Yeah, I promise.” He placed his hands on the table. “I would never hurt someone unless they deserved it.”

      “What are you? Judge, jury, and executioner?”

      “Maybe,” he said, point blank.

      I let out a hollow laugh. “Weston, you’re telling me you’re some college kid hitman. Is that right?”

      “Hitman is a little strong, don’t you think?”

      “Honestly, it sounds like the shoe fits.”

      He let out a breath. “I don’t kill people, Covee. That would be insane. I just nudge them roughly in the right direction. I know from the outside it doesn’t make sense.”

      “It doesn’t,” I confirmed.

      “But I promise you, you’re safe,” he said. “I would never hurt you. I don’t have a short fuse. That’s what you’re afraid of, right? That I can’t control my anger?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t afraid of him hitting me. Weston didn’t seem like the type of person to ever do something so heinous. I was afraid of him keeping something so dark hidden until it festered. When violence festers, it expands so quickly that you can’t slow it down after a certain point. I winced at a memory of my parents’ arguments escalating from screams to punches. Carefully, I squeezed my wrist with my fingers to bring myself back to the present.

      “Covee,” Weston whispered. “Is this too much?”

      “No.” I let out a breath. “It’s honest. It’s you.”

      He shifted in his seat. “That’s the first rule. No bullshit.”

      Seems to respect some sort of code. Which is good. Noble. Even if he’s misguided.

      “Does knowing about the hospital incident change anything between us?” Weston asked.

      “Tell me why you wanted to take me to this dinner?” I wasn’t going to give him an answer until he heard all my questions.

      “Two reasons. One - I like you more than any girl I’ve ever met. And I promise you that reason by far eclipses the other.”

      My skin warmed at Weston’s compliment. It’d been so long since a guy  looked at me the way he did.

      “Also, I think you could be the Eve to my Adam.”

      I laughed. “I beg your pardon? What does that even mean?”

      “Remember how I told you I scratch backs?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “Well, I scratched the wrong one and ever since, I attracted the wrong people’s attention.”

      “Serves you right.” The words came out of my mouth before I could censor them. Weston looked amused at my response.

      “All my coaches are back in town and coming to this dinner tonight. Something’s been going on with them. I need someone to watch my back. Someone who knows about what I do. Someone I can trust to remind me the garden is tainted.”

      “Look, I don’t know who your English professor was, but these euphemisms are killing me.”

      “They’re metaphors,” Weston corrected with a dangerous grin. The same one that made me want to invite him into my bed.

      “Metaphor,” I mimicked his deep tone. “Whatever. Tell me what you want from me.”

      “I want you by my side tonight. And… I want to fuck you later.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “You are always so forward. My god.”

      He chuckled. “Look, you’re beautiful but that’s not the only reason I offered to be there for you twenty-four seven. I offered because I know if you trust someone, you’ll have their back. When you told me about your crying, I knew I’d probably never find someone willing to admit to something that raw. You were ready for someone to listen, practically begging. I’m ready to listen, to help. It’s what I do best.”

      I swallowed back a laugh. Not because what he was saying was humorous, but because for the first time, someone noticed my tears and didn’t try to cheer me up or run away. He tried to see me as someone more. Someone worth understanding and knowing.

      “It’s nice to know you didn’t do it out of pity,” I mused out loud.

      “I want to fuck you.” He spread his fingers across the table. “ I also want you to trust me as much as I trust you. I want you to be my Eve and go into the garden with me.”

      “Where’s this metaphorical garden?” I played along.

      “Dinner, tonight. It’s hard to ask but I need help. I’m looking at my situation too close. A fresh set of eyes will do me wonders. I want your perspective on… we’ll say an interpersonal issue.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Sounds like you’re asking for a favor. You said when this thing started there were no strings attached. I’m not like you, I don’t do favors for favors.”

      “I’m not asking for an exchange,” Weston confirmed. “This is the only time I’m going to be selfish. Say no and we go back to me waiting for you to make a move.”

      There was no ache in my stomach when I looked at Weston. For some inexplicable reason, I believed every word he said. Though he was relaxed in his chair, something in his eyes was desperate. He needed someone. And apparently, I was the only person in his life he trusted enough to ask.

      “Okay,” I said. “Take me to the garden.”
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      “I didn’t think you meant this.” I sat in the passenger’s seat of Weston’s truck. We were in an Olive Garden’s parking lot. “You know, it’s not a metaphor if you are explaining the exact thing.”

      Weston chuckled. “The metaphor still works. The location is just a lucky coincidence.”

      “Sure, sure,” I teased.

      He instructed me to wait while he slipped out of the car. I watched him jog over to my side to open my door. When I reached down to grab his hand for an aid down, he circled his entire arm around my waist. Weston carefully lifted me down and stole a kiss in the process. Even after my feet touched the ground, we were locked in an embrace with his hands creeping down my back. I pressed up against him to feel his chest rise and fall against my own.

      “You good?” Weston asked once we pulled away for a breath.

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      He dipped down for another kiss and placed his other arm on the car door to strategically block us from view. He’d parked in the back of the lot. There was just one empty station wagon behind us. The dimmed streetlight was barely bright enough to light a one-foot radius.

      Weston’s hand hooked the bottom of my shirt. I waited for him to take it further, but he did nothing else besides place teasing kisses on my lips.

      “What time is this dinner?” I whispered.

      Between kisses placed on my neck he replied, “We have time.”

      “That’s not an answer.” I laughed.

      “Enough time to give me a chance to help you finish. Answer enough for you?”

      I continued to laugh. “No way. We might have had a pass in the library but this time we are definitely in public.”

      “You sure?” He nudged his nose against mine. “I can hide you. Your only job would be to keep quiet.”

      I groaned, actually considering it. This is what he did to me. Made me question things when the answer should have always been a solid no.

      “Hey,” Weston said when he realized I was torn. “No pressure. We always have after.”

      I nodded. “After.”

      I pulled away, ready to make our way inside. When Weston didn’t move from in front of me, I frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” I searched his face.

      “Just give me a minute,” he said and gestured down to his crotch.

      My cheeks warmed. “Oh, right. Sorry.”

      He chuckled. “Stop apologizing. I’m fine. Just a few more seconds. I’m visualizing a family dinner with both of my grandmothers. It’s working wonders.”

      I giggled and opened my mouth to say something. Weston held up his hand for me to pause.

      “Your voice won’t help me in this process,” he explained as he leaned against the car door to continue his visualization. With a few more seconds and some deep breaths, Weston nodded to me in what I assumed was recovery. He closed the car door and offered me his hand. I let him lead me into the restaurant, completely unprepared by what laid ahead of me.
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      The restaurant was packed with what I assumed was its usual pre-game night crowd. It was football weekend so there were heaps of out-of-town visitors staying the night in anticipation of tailgating.

      Weston weaved us in and out of the crowd standing outside. Women of all ages stared as he passed them. Much to the disapproval of their husbands or boyfriends, they could barely tear their eyes away. I tried to stick close into Weston’s side, hoping to be hidden from anyone’s nosy eyes. But, of course, being next to him meant there was an unavoidable spotlight hovering. Some women shot me looks of congratulations, while others didn’t even try to hide their disapproval.

      “Hi sir,” a small server with a pixie cut greeted once we got to the hostess stand. “How many seats do you need tonight?”

      “My party’s here,” he told her with a smile and continued forward. He tugged me behind him into the loud, bustling building. We avoided rushed servers, unruly kids, and misplaced chairs as we made our way to the back where the bouquet room was located. My stomach dropped at just a quick glimpse of the crowd behind those doors.

      “Um,” I said as I let go of his hand and stopped walking. Weston couldn’t hear my voice, but he read my expression and got the message.

      “Okay.” He nodded. “It’s a lot of people. I should have warned you.”

      “Yeah!” I practically yelled. A pair of little girls ran between us with balloons in hand. One hit me in the face and Weston swatted away the second one that would have bounced on my nose.

      “It’s my teammates,” he explained as he placed his hands on my shoulders. “You know them. Like some of them, right?”

      I nodded. “Dakota?”

      “Yeah, Dakota should be here with the rest of them,” he assured. “And then, there are my coaches. Their families. And some of the team's families.”

      I gasped. “Is any of your family here?”

      He laughed. “Nah, my folks don’t start coming out of the woodwork until people start talking about the professional league.”

      I tried to breathe, thankful the added pressure of meeting his family was gone. “You’re that good?”

      “I’m alright,” he told me and grabbed my hand again. “Now just try to relax. We don’t have to stay long, okay? We’re going to eat with the coaches. I just need you to see and get a feel.”

      “Of?” I squeezed his hand, trying to gather some of his unending strength.

      “The snake.”
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      Weston led the way into the dining hall. We were fashionably late, and an older man made a loud note of this when Weston paused in the entryway.

      “Give me one second,” Weston whispered. He squeezed my hand before letting go.

      I watched him make his way over to a table of three older men with women I could only assume were their wives. Weston respectfully nodded at the man that chastised him for his lateness. He kneeled on one knee when the guy motioned him closer.

      I waited for him a few feet away to give them some privacy and to take in the full room. Young guys dressed business casual filled the tables, yelling across the room to one another. A few girls were here too, but they were vastly outnumbered and looked as though they were bored at having to listen to their boyfriends’ rant about the game tomorrow.

      “Hey, Covee.” Dakota appeared at my side. “Welcome to the family dinner.”

      I smiled and accepted the hug he offered. “Hey. How are you?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. His hair looked a little unkempt, and he tucked the longer strands behind his ear as he replied, “Nervous. Big game. And this guy hasn’t been where he was supposed to be for the last couple of days, which makes practicing hard.”

      Dakota jerked his thumb at Weston and continued, “I’m assuming that has something to do with you? Not judging. I’d skip practice in heartbeat for… um if I had someone.”

      The smile on my lips grew a little wider when he took a deep, unsteady breath. Dakota’s skin paled. I tried to think of what made me feel better whenever I got anxious around people. Usually, it was simply the person continuing forward as if they didn’t notice my awkwardness. So, I did just that.

      “Can’t take credit for his absence, unfortunately,” I told him with a shrug. I glanced back over at Weston. I haven’t taken full advantage of his ‘beck and call’ offer. If he’d been skipping practices, it wasn’t because of me.

      Dakota cleared his throat. “I saved you two some seats.”

      He gestured across the room. “Come on. Our head coach, Axe, likes to dig into West before games. Get in his head a bit. It usually takes a few minutes.”

      I frowned. “Does that work?”

      Dakota leads me to his table. “We won the championship last year for the first time in eight years because of Weston. I say it does something.”

      I peered over my shoulder at Weston, who was supposedly being torn into. His mouth was in a straight line and his shoulders looked tight. His eyes strayed away from his coach, scanning the room. When he found me, I could see his chest rise and fall as he let out a sigh. When he turned back to his coach, his shoulders were relaxed.

      “What’s up,” Grayson greeted as I slipped into a chair beside him. “You coming to the game tomorrow? We need all the luck we can get.”

      Before I could answer David said, “Maybe if she shows up, we’d finally be able to have Weston in the flesh.”

      Unlike his formally dressed teammates, David went for a completely casual look. His black denim jacket sported a rip on the shoulder and his graphic t-shirt repped a band I’d never heard of. I let out a humorless chuckle at his words. There was blame in his tone. Grayson shot him a warning look.

      “I was teasing,” David defended with a blank expression. I watched him take a few heavy gulps of his drink.

      “Ignore him,” Max piped in. He didn’t look up as he scrolled through his phone. “Besides, Weston can’t save us from Amber U’s team. They’re literal beasts. I’d bet all my scholarship money they were created in a lab.”

      “Would you stop watching those damned videos,” Grayson complained and tried to snatch the phone away. Max shifted so that his device was out of reach. A YouTube clip continued playing on the screen.

      “It’s the first game of the season.” Dakota sounded calm, well-practiced at being the voice of reason. “The faster we lose, the faster we learn.”

      “Thank you, grandma.” David finished his drink and raised his glass to a passing server.

      “Buzz off.” Dakota reached across the table to take David’s cup. “And slow down with spiking before one of the coaches notices, you idiot.”

      David showed Dakota his middle finger. “Eat me.”

      “Wow, very mature.” Grayson rolled his eyes.

      “Babe,” Max mumbled with his eyes still glued to his phone. “We agreed. Don’t engage him tonight. He’s a useless distraction.”

      “Eat me, too,” David directed to Grayson.

      The redhead fumed but kept quiet by giving in to watching the football clip on Max’s phone. Despite their loss of interest, David still gave Grayson the bird.

      “You trying to get wrecked?” A voice asked behind me. Weston’s hand covered my shoulder but his eyes were on David.

      “You trying to show up long enough to do something?” David challenged.

      Weston shot him the meanest glare I’d ever seen. “I’m not in the mood, so cut it out.”

      David leaned back in his chair and opened his mouth to say something. The server appeared just in time to refill his drink.

      “Sprite, right?” She asked in a high-pitched voice. Her hand was shaking as she held the pitcher up.

      “Mostly.” David nodded at her and reached over the table to snatch his cup back from Dakota.

      “Come on, Covee.” Weston gently squeezed my shoulder.

      “Weston don’t let him get to you,” Dakota protested. “We can demote him to the second-string table.”

      David snorted and pulled a flash from his jacket pocket. “I’d really like to see you guys try.”

      I stood up without needing to be asked twice. I was more than willing to put some distance between them and myself for the night. These guys were on edge. I had enough anxiety to last me a lifetime, so absorbing theirs would not do me any favors.

      “Watch him,” Weston told Dakota before pulling me away.

      “I got it,” Dakota promised.

      “If he disrespected you let me know,” Weston whispered to me as we headed across the room. “I’ll handle him.”

      I shook my head. “Most of his ammunition was used on Dakota.”

      “Still gotta handle him,” he decided and paused right before we got to the table. “Covee?”

      “Yes.” I nodded and stared into his eyes. “What’s the matter?”

      “Just…” He bit his lip and hesitated. He stepped closer to me and whispered. “Trust your gut around these guys. Be honest with me afterwards. I need brutal, unfiltered honesty. No bullshit, remember?”

      “Should I be on the lookout for something in particular? Or, is this your typical, first impression kind of judgment.”

      “First impression, gut reaction,” Weston instructed. “I’m drowning because I’m too close to them. I want to… trust them.”

      “I know the feeling,” I confessed.

      His brows furrowed. “You’re still on the fence about me?”

      “No.” I shook my head and meant it from my very core. “I’m on your side.”

      My words held more weight than I expected. Weston brushed his thumb across my cheek. He pressed his forehead against mine and whispered, “thank you,” before pulling away. The moment slipped away as soon as it came.

      “Weston,” a woman greeted when we neared the table. “Is this the friend you told us about?”

      Weston nodded and pulled out a seat for me right beside the woman. She styled her white blonde hair in a high ponytail and sported an impressive set of diamond earrings. Her makeup was applied lightly, highlighting her unblemished skin. She looked no older than thirty.

      “Get comfortable,” she greeted with a bleached smile. “We don’t bite newcomers.”

      “Hi,” I said in a breathy voice.

      The table was almost full, except for the two seats that I assumed were pulled over for Weston and me. The three men at the table were all white, all above the age of forty, and all had something glinting behind their welcoming eyes. Their wives were beautiful women wearing pretty dresses and polite smiles. I contrasted them with my thrifted maxi skirt, old lace top, and resting fear face. Weston slipped into the seat beside me. I relaxed a little when I felt his hand on my knee underneath the table.

      “What’s your name, sweetheart?” the oldest guy asked. He had to be Coach Axe because he was the man Weston kneeled in front of before. Axe’s jet black hair thinned out enough so his scalp showed underneath. The gray hairs in his beard were cut too close to his chin. He wrapped his arm around his wife’s chair and played with her wispy, fly-away locks at the base of her ponytail.

      I licked my lips and answered, “Covee. Covee Bailey.”

      “I can see why Weston’s been distracted,” Axe’s wife noted. “You’re so adorable.”

      I gave her a shaky smile. “Thank you.”

      She offered to track down a server so we could order something.

      “Don’t hold back,” a man that sat directly across from me encouraged. He had an impressive widow’s peak. His wife held a sleeping baby in her arms, which she rocked slowly with a tired look on her face. “The bill’s a part of the season’s budget.”

      “Alright.” I nodded, fully planning to just order a salad and soup. I wasn’t about to feel indebted to anyone at this table after witnessing Weston’s discomfort.

      Weston squeezed my thigh gently to get my attention. I looked at him, trying to read his face. When I shook my head in confusion, he quickly gave up trying to communicate in code, in fear of bringing too much attention to us.

      I didn’t get a gut feeling with any of these people. They seemed relatively normal. Weston’s leg was bumping up and down underneath the table, though. I frowned. Something was wrong and my gut wasn’t telling me. I took a deep breath and decided to do something I’d never thought possible - I started leading the conversation with a table full of strangers.
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      Coach Axe, Bill, and Kramer hated each other.

      And after a few minutes of leading small talk, I caught on to something even more disappointing - they hated Weston.

      Of course, these men were subtle about their loathing for their star athlete. I wouldn’t have realized their hatred so quickly if it wasn’t for the wives egging them on during the conversation.

      The coaches’ significant others were less prone to be quiet about their feelings. I watched as they spoke over each other and made unnecessary jabs to bruise egos.

      “God, is that actual gold?” Axe’s wife, Nancy, gasped when she got a look at Kramer’s watch. His wrist was covered in a gaudy gold piece that looked like it was straight off the set of a rapper’s music video. “Interesting choice. Quite… excessive.”

      “To a pre-season dinner?” Bill joined in with a laugh that disturbed his resting baby. He didn’t notice the dirty look his wife shot him as she patted the crying child’s back. “What are you saving for the finals?”

      “Finals?” Kramer’s wife, Torrance, retorted. Everything about her, from her bob to her jawline, was sharp and attentive. “How presumptuous of you. Last I heard, your star player was on probation.”

      The attention was diverted to Weston, who wore a calm look. He flashed Torrance a smile I’m sure made her stomach flutter. Married or not, Weston was the type of guy who was never overlooked. It was a gift that he knew how to use to his advantage.

      “Rumors are harsh beasts,” he said. “Always growing. Changing.”

      Axe looked at Weston with the type of gaze I used to receive from my father when I failed an exam. Those kinds of looks usually ended with pain once my father and I were in private. I shuddered at the thought and took a sip of my water to remind myself I was here, not home. This wasn’t home. I was safe.

      “Weston’s going to be on the field,” Axe informed us after taking a few bites of his fish. “No kid with his kind of talent is going to sit on the bench. Someone would have to break him to keep him out of the game.”

      I frowned and looked around the table. No one seemed concerned by Axe’s phrasing. I caught Bill nodding with a smile on his lips. The whole dinner, he’d barely taken his eyes off  Weston and me. I thought it might have been because of my skin color. Our liberal college often talked, but rarely walked. Now that I looked closer, Bill’s focus was simply on Weston.

      He looked like he wanted to say something and kept glancing at his phone like he was waiting for a call. His wife noticed his fidgeting. She shoved their baby into his arms just to get him to stop.

      Torrance scoffed. “Interesting. Do you extend that kind of leniency to all of your players?”

      “Torrance,” Kramer warned his wife while covering her hand with his.

      “Just the ones that show promise on and off the field,” Axe told her. He shot Weston a look. This time it was worse than a failed exam stare. I could feel Weston shifting. He nudged one foot out from under the table as if he was getting ready to bolt.

      “Promise,” I repeated in a voice so steady it almost didn’t sound like my own. They all looked at me as I continued, “He is a great student and really creative, too. Have you seen some of his designs?”

      Nancy made a noise of surprise. “Weston designs?”

      I glanced over at Weston. His cheeks were red and he sported a bashful smile. I regretted bringing it up. He rubbed his thumb across my knee to assure me he wasn’t upset.

      “Weston’s always been naturally talented,” Bill piped in. “Willing to try anything.”

      Weston cleared his throat. “Yeah, well, football’s not forever.”

      “No, it’s definitely not,” Axe agreed. “Which is why it’s good to make connections. You hear that, Cami?”

      I nodded, not correcting him. Weston did it for me, but Axe dismissively waved his hand as if we were in the wrong about my name.

      “You should learn from Weston.” Axe jerked his thumb in Weston’s direction. “Our star quarterback. He’s rough around the edges but knows when to smooth out. The kid really knows how to keep his crowd entertained.”

      “Definitely,” I pretended to be inspired by Axe’s dry advice. “Weston’s admirable, that’s for sure.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Torrance grumbled.

      “Actually,” I said quickly and glanced at Weston. “I think it’s time for us to meet up with some friends?”

      Weston didn’t need to be hinted at twice. He placed the napkin in his lap on the table. He’d been fidgeting with my skirt underneath the table so I was happy to be able to provide him an excuse to bolt.

      “We have some people to see,” I explained. “Before the game tomorrow. They want to wish him luck.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Nancy gasped. “You should stay for dessert. Or, at least order some to-go.”

      I shook my head. Weston butted in with a smooth lie, “She’s not into sugar.”

      “On a diet?” Nancy nodded with an understanding look.

      I almost laughed at the thought, but quickly swallowed it and nodded with her. “It was nice meeting you all.”

      “You too, kiddo,” Axe said with a wink. “Don’t keep my boy out too late. We’re gonna need all the help we can get tomorrow.”

      I nodded and waved at the rest of the table. Not that they cared. Weston followed me out and back into the chaos of the restaurant.

      “So?” He asked me, not even waiting for us to leave the building.

      “It’s a favor, right? Axe and Bill.” I didn't beat around the bush because there was no need to. If Weston’s coach was the snake, then the request had to be big.

      “You saw that, right?” He said. “Both of them.”

      “Yeah, them sending you not-so-subtle hints about your potential demise if you don’t play their game on and off the field. It was a little hard to miss,” I told him.

      “Fucking, thank you! I thought I was being paranoid,” he practically screamed and kissed me on my lips. The contact surprised me, distracting me for a moment. I reeled myself in enough to focus on his situation.

      “What are they asking you to do?” I repeated.

      He looked around the restaurant. He could have told me right here. No one would hear over the buzzing crowd, but he wasn’t comfortable.

      “Let’s get out of here.” He grabbed my hand.

      Once we were near his truck, he finally started talking again.

      “I thought I was being paranoid. They sent me a text anonymously,” he explained. “Spent hours putting clues together.”

      “Weston,” I said, trying to regain his attention. He kept rambling.

      “At first, it was just questions about what I did and how the process worked. Typical new client worries. And then, last week they finally made their request,” he continued as he ran his hands through his hair.

      “Weston,” I repeated, still failing to get his attention.

      “Now, I have a countdown. If I don’t do this, I’m out. Back to who I used to be before all of this football stuff. Useless.”

      “Hey, listen to me,” I said, grabbing his hand. He finally stopped talking to himself and looked at me. “What did they ask you to do?”

      “My specialty,” he explained. “Beat someone within an inch of their life.”
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      “You’re sure it’s Axe and Bill?” I asked as I slammed the truck door. “Not the guys on the team trying to prank you or something?

      Weston had driven us to the stadium parking lot. The place was empty for now until tomorrow when it’d be overflowing with fans.

      He nodded, meeting me at the back of the truck. “Axe and Bill are the only ones with connections deep enough to find out about one of my jobs. I helped a few guys who were members of a country club last year. Their type of crowd. And Kramer only transferred here a few months ago. The guys on the team don’t know what I do… in my spare time. They couldn’t have gotten my extra phone number to prank me.”

      “Okay. Well, then who do they want you to hurt?” I replayed the night in my mind, trying to pick up on anything else I might have missed.

      Weston’s jaw clenched. He was silent as I waited patiently for him to say something. The more seconds went by, the more my stomach churned.

      “Dakota,” Weston finally let out.

      I frowned. “Dakota?”

      He nodded in confirmation. “They say he hurt some guy over the summer. One of their nephews.”

      “What?” I shook my head, thinking about the only guy on Weston’s team who’d made me feel comfortable enough to talk freely. “How? Did you confirm this?”

      “It’s a lie.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ve known Dakota for three years and he’s not once lost his cool. And the date they gave me of the supposed incident, Dakota and I were at a training camp. We shared a room there, too.”

      “Why would they ask you to do something that cruel, then?”

      He winced at my wording, but I didn’t try to take it back. It was difficult for me to separate the cruelty from the nobility of his actions.

      “Could be an initiation of sorts. And if I do it, I have their trust,” he explained. “They told me they have another favor coming down the pipeline once I… finish this one.”

      “And you want the trust of people who act like this?” My frown couldn’t get any deeper.

      “No, not this way…. But it could be beneficial in the long run.”

      I let out a hot breath. “Weston. Listen to yourself. You really think that’s worth it?”

      “Those two are hiding something big,” he explained while spreading his fingers to emphasize his words. “They have been since day one. I ignored it for two years. This year is different. The team doesn’t feel the same. Groups are tighter and guys are quieter. David, believe it or not, used to be a decent guy. A jackass, but decent.”

      “So, what are you saying? You’re going to beat Dakota to win favor with two creeps?”

      He shook his head, nose wrinkled at the thought. “No, of course. At least, not like that.”

      “Like what, then?”

      He hesitated for only a second, chewing on a nail. “I’ll fill Dakota in. He’ll understand.”

      “Will he?”

      Weston did know him better than I did. Still, I doubted anyone wanted to sport a black eye and bruised ribs for the sake of a favor.

      “Maybe… I don’t know. He’s like you.” Weston let out a sigh.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I cross my arms over my chest, not sure if he was currently insulting or complimenting me.

      He looked at me. “Willing to see the good.”

      “So, a guy that’s willing to see the good has to sacrifice for bad people?” I shook my head. “Don’t put that on him.”

      “Covee, would you sacrifice one person for a million?” he proposed. “Or, a million for one person.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, god, not this question.”

      “Well?” Weston’s mouth was straight, and jaw pulled tight.

      “I’d find a way to save everyone,” I said, lamely. Sure, it was a cop-out but the truth. Because I would do everything in my power to not leave anyone behind.

      “The world doesn’t work like that,” he said with a gentle voice.

      “I know, I’m not that naive. I get it. But I want it to. Is it a crime for me to dream and work towards the type of world I want?”

      He shook his head. “Not at all. Some of us work towards the world we want, while others work within the one, we have. Monsters and all.”

      “Is that what you’re doing? Working with the monsters we have.”

      “Maybe. Having monsters in your pocket is better than having them at your back.” He gave me a half-shrug.

      I stared at him with mouth agape. “I can’t believe…”

      “That I’d hurt someone to gain something?” he questioned.

      “Yeah.”

      He bit his lip. “But you knew this the first night we were together in the library. You knew I would defend you regardless of how long we’ve known each other.”

      Anger formed in my chest. “What the hell, Weston? Why even bring me to dinner then? I thought you actually needed my help. It seems like you’ve already decided what you want to do.”

      “I haven’t decided. I just needed someone else to see and confirm that I wasn’t going insane. Keeping a secret like this has me on edge. I’m in a bubble. Especially since I’ve been in school. I can’t fade in the background like I did at home.”

      “I didn’t realize you could keep things like this a secret at all.”

      “Well, lately, I haven’t been doing such a good job of it.”

      I let out a humorless laugh. “Yeah, no kidding.”

      “Look, they’re playing a game. If I don’t play my cards right, they could tell people about me. They’ll probably talk about the jobs I do for people who know how to ask. I don’t know what will happen if my secret is out in the open.”

      I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. He came closer to me, moving slowly as if I was a deer on the side of the road. I stayed still and let him wrap his arms around my waist.

      “This is why I said no titles. I was weak tonight, and I roped you in. Now, you’re scared.” He pressed his forehead against mine.

      “Needing someone doesn’t mean you’re weak,” I told him in a firm voice. “I’m not scared. I’m concerned. You have tunnel vision right now because you’re so used to going over scenarios in your head on your own. Trust me, I understand how dangerous this can be, Weston.”

      He inhaled deeply and squeezed his eyes shut as he said, “Don’t worry, I can handle this. I promise. Thank you for tonight. I needed someone I trusted to talk to.”

      I nodded, completely speechless. He opened his eyes and nudged his nose against mine.

      “Let’s get back to fun, Covee,” he said before kissing me. I let him place his lips on mine but stayed still as he did. “No more me being selfish. No more dragging you into this mess.”

      “Weston.” I was ready to protest despite my body screaming for me to let him continue. “So, you’re just going to use me and then pretend like everything is okay with you?”

      “I didn’t use you. I don’t think that’s what we agreed on. You are the only one allowed to use.” He looked at me for confirmation. “I just asked for your help and you gave it.”

      “I guess.” I nodded.

      “And I fully plan on paying you back,” he mumbled against my lips. Weston pulled me close, aligning our hips. “Tell me what you want.”

      When I didn’t reply, he pressed himself against me even more. I let out a soft moan while I tilted my head for him to kiss me again.

      “On my knees again?” he offered and reached to hike up my skirt. The chilled night air slapped against my thighs. Weston rubbed his hand against the skin to keep me warm.

      “Weston,” I breathed out his name. When he looked at me like that, it was near impossible to form sentences. “We should discuss this.”

      He shook his head. “It’s done. You’ve done what I’ve asked.”

      “I don’t think we’re finished.”

      “You’re finished with this,” he told me. “Now, let’s focus on something else, yeah? Something fun.”

      I searched his eyes. Behind the lust, I can see his wheels turning. He wants sex now because he wants a distraction. A break from the stress. He doesn’t know how he’s going to get out of this mess. “I can help you.”

      “You’ve done more than enough,” he promised. “Now, let me thank you.”

      I glanced around the parking lot that would be full tomorrow. There was a bit of thrill that sparked through me with the thought that the star quarterback was ready to eat me out in front of a stadium that would be filled with fans tomorrow. He was godly to them, to the tailgaters, his teammates, and people on campus. He took all the praise and attention. When he was with me, he gave and that reality made me feel crazy special.

      Weston lifted me so I was sitting on the bed of his pickup. My underwear was completely exposed when he pulled up my skirt. Weston didn’t take his time removing them as he did in my bedroom. He yanked the panties off and tossed them somewhere over my shoulder onto the truck bed.

      His fingers were inside me immediately, and they were warm. I instantly lost myself in the pleasure. Under his touch, all I could think about was us right now, right here.

      “There we go,” he whispered into my ear. He crawled onto the truck bed, encouraging me to lay flat on my back. His fingers left me briefly as he removed his sweater. The light of the stars defined the lines of his muscles. I couldn’t help releasing a whimper when he leaned over to capture my mouth with his. A feeling of safety washed over me when he placed his arms on either side of my head. I gripped his biceps, admiring the flexed muscles under the weight of my fingertips.

      When I wrapped my legs around him, he pulled back to look down at me. With a smile, he placed two fingers in my mouth. I moaned around them and sucked gently.

      “You’re going to kill me,” he told me with his own deep moan. I flicked my tongue across his fingertips, admiring his lustful stare. He eventually removed his fingers from my mouth to replaced them on my clit.

      “Funny,” I told him through a heavy breath. “I thought that’s what you were doing to me.”

      Weston shook his head as he circled my clit slowly. I arched my back. My nipples were already hard underneath my shirt. I desperately wanted more pressure… everywhere. Unfortunately, Weston slowed down.

      “You want more?” He questioned as he removed his fingers from my clit. I opened my mouth to reply but could only let out a gasp when he inserted two fingers into me.

      “Please,” I begged after I caught my breath. “I just… want to feel you.”

      He chuckled, still pumping his fingers in and out. “Every inch?”

      My skin burned. I nodded, suddenly too shy to take part in dirty talk. Weston didn’t seem to mind. He removed his fingers and reached down to unbuckle his belt.

      “Promise me something, Cove?” he asked as the metal from his belt buckle clashed against his car. It was the loudest sound in this empty parking lot.

      “What’s that?” I searched his face, trying to get a hint at where his mind was going.

      “I won’t have to convince you to scream my name this time.” He unzipped his pants.

      My stomach jumped. All I could do was nod.

      “You really don’t look like a rule-breaker,” Weston observed as he cupped my chin and kissed me roughly. I responded by pulling him closer and sucking on his bottom lip. “But, shit. You are.”

      I frowned when I pulled away. “Hardly as much as you.”

      He grinned. “Touché.”
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      “Tell me, Cove,” Weston said in a rough whisper. “How do you want me?”

      I paused, giving it some actual thought. Weston indicated his desire for submission many times. It was interesting to see a guy like him willingly being less dominant. He was clearly a leader to his teammates. There was this hidden side that crept out when we were alone. He longed to be ordered around. I think I was finally ready to give it a shot.

      Weston raised his eyebrow, studying my expression. “Are you finally ready to take it?”

      I hooked my leg around his waist and forced him to lay on his back. As I mounted him, I could feel his crotch grow harder underneath me. I pinned his wrist over his head. He could easily tug out of my weak grasp, but he remained still, enjoying the restraint.

      “You are.” He grinned. His mouth was still open when I leaned down to kiss him. The moan he released made me respond by rocking back and forth against him.

      “My pocket,” he said once I pulled away from him. “Front one.”

      I gave him a curious look. He winked back.

      “I won’t move,” he promised with his arms still above his head. “Unless you ask.”

      After releasing his wrists, I moved my fingers down to the front pocket of his pants. I tugged a square foil.

      “You always carry a condom in your pocket?” I questioned, holding the packet between my fingers.

      “Never know when someone might need a ride.” Weston stuck to his word and kept his arms above his head. His shirtlessness revealed an attractive line of hair starting from his belly, disappearing into his underwear.

      I laughed. “You always have a quip for everything.”

      “Mm,” he nodded in agreement. “For every position-”

      He stopped short when I suddenly grabbed his cock through his unzipped pants. His breath hitched. For the first time, I saw what Weston Briggs looked like when he was undone. The expression made me scold myself for not doing this sooner.

      “You going to take your time?” He questioned when I pulled away.

      I tilted my head to the side to study his pleading expression. “You don’t look like you’d be able to last if I’m being honest.”

      He opened his mouth, looking offended. “Cove, I’ll last as long as you want me to.”

      Weston arched a little, pressing his crotch against mine. I let out a breath in surprise and grabbed his shoulders to steady myself.

      “You feel that?” His voice was low.

      “It’s kind of impossible to miss,” I told him as I tried to regain my composure.

      “It’s for you,” he told me. “So, don’t tell me how long I’m going to last. I’ll last as long as you’re still riding.”

      “Really?” I challenged.

      “You have my word,” he replied.

      He gave me a cocky grin. I laughed. Okay, fine, I could play. I was going to put him to the test. I ripped open the condom.

      “Don’t move your hands,” I ordered as I tucked my fingers around his waistband. He watched me tug down his pants and underwear. There was pre-cum on his tip. I touched him lightly and pressed down on his stomach when he tried to arch for more.

      “Very eager,” I taunted and massaged my hand up and down his shaft. His breathing became heavier. I glanced up to see him biting his lip. A suppressed moan vibrated through his body.

      “Shit,” he whispered as he flexed his fingers. I could see he was fighting to keep his hands to himself. I enjoyed watching the struggle more than I’d ever thought possible.

      I moved my hand up and down a little longer before saying, “Help me?”

      He glanced down to see what I meant. I held up the condom. It had been years since I’d learned how to put on a condom in high school, and rolling it across a cucumber was much different from placing it on Weston. I didn’t want to screw up and rip it.

      Weston reached down to my hand on his dick, taking advantage of having permission to move. He covered his palm over mine, moving us up and down himself together a few more times. I let him have his fun. When he was satisfied, he grabbed the condom and placed my fingers on it. Together we rolled it down him.

      When I climbed on, it took a while to get him inside of me. We sifted, readjusted and laughed at our fumbling. Once we got into the perfect position, I slid down without a hitch. We moaned in unison when my body met his. I braced myself by placing my hands on his chest and started grinding.

      He was true to his word. No matter how fast or slow I went, he stayed hard. I tried desperately to make him finish by leaning back so he could watch me touch my boobs while bouncing up and down. He didn’t bait. I gave up and bent forward. I’d found out early on that if I bent close enough, I could stimulate my clit against his body.

      “You found your spot?” Weston’s voice was rough when he whispered in my ear. I nodded, only able to let out an affirmative whimper. I’ve moved my hands to his wrists to keep them above our heads.

      “So come on me,” he encouraged and caught my ear lobe between his teeth.

      I gasped at the heat of his words. I couldn’t stop the orgasm from rippling through my body. Weston moved his wrists out of my grip so he could lace his fingers with mine. He held on tight, even when my body slowed down. His grip made the climax linger. And after all my panting and moaning, I could feel him still hard inside of me. He won this round.

      When my shaking slowed, he captured my mouth with his warm lips. He moaned into me as his own body stiffened and his hip began rocking. He was letting go.

      I wanted to pull back to see his face when he came, but he ripped his hands from mine and held onto my face. He wanted my mouth on him as he finished. He pressed one hand on my ass, squeezing my cheek roughly when he orgasmed. I rocked my hip, eagerly trying to help him enjoy every second of his climax. When he finally pulled away from my lips, he let out a curse.

      “You good?” I whispered and kissed his cheek.

      “Am I fucking good?” Weston laughed. He grabbed my chin and kissed me with surprising lust for someone who just orgasmed. I could feel myself clench again around his dick still inside of me.

      “Covee.” He pulled away from my lips and pressed his forehead against mine. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me, do you?”

      I was out-of-breath when I asked. “What do you mean?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Just…you’re great at that. Being in control, I mean. On top.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. Or maybe I just wanted to try being a rebel like you.”

      “You’re too nice to be like me,” he whispered and pressed a kiss on my chin. “Now, let’s get out of here to cuddle somewhere else before we get caught.”

      “Right.” I looked up, remembering we were in a parking lot. It was still empty and still dark, of course. I could hear cars in the distance, blaring by on the highway. We were lucky there had been no patrols around.

      “Where to?” I asked.

      “Yours,” Weston decided. “Unless you want to go round two with some of the guys listening in?”

      I laughed at the thought. “My place it is.”
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      I woke up with my sheets twisted around my legs. My pillow smelt like Weston’s bar soap. For a moment, I laid still and stared at my ceiling. It was Saturday. One day before the first game of the season. I assumed Weston left early to go do whatever players did to prepare their bodies for game day.

      When I finally turned on my side, I saw Weston’s sweater hanging over the back of my desk chair. I pushed myself up and spotted one of his shoes near a clothes pile. The other was right near my bed’s edge.

      Unless Weston was roaming around campus shirtless and shoeless, he was still in my apartment. Shirtless and shoeless in my apartment. Roaming... with Taylor around.

      As if cued, I heard a bubbly giggle coming from the kitchen paired with a familiar deep voice. With blaring speed, I untangled myself from my sheets. I paused for a quick moment to yank on a t-shirt and pair of yoga pants before hurrying out my door.

      In the kitchen, Weston leaned against our island like he did this every morning. He had one of my Disney mugs in hand. I watched him take a sip of whatever Taylor had put in there. She stood on the other side of the island in her thin, pink nightgown. She twisted her hair in a bun while telling Weston a story I’d heard a million times over.

      “Oh, morning, Coco,” Taylor stopped short when she saw me. She genuinely looked surprised to see me in our apartment. I almost scoffed.

      Weston smiled at me and looked a little more awake when I came to his side.

      “Morning.” He nudged his nose in my hair.

      I let him pull me against him. “Hey.”

      Taylor cleared her throat. When we didn’t acknowledge her immediately, she let out a nervous laugh. I heard her turn to the refrigerator as she started looking for some breakfast. Weston kept his voice low, trying to create some form of privacy.

      “I didn’t want to wake you.” He tilted his mug towards me. “I think this is poison.”

      I stifled a giggle. “No, just organic. Taylor’s on a cleanse.”

      “I bet.” Weston placed the mug on the table and reached up to touch my cheek. “You always this tempting when you just wake up, Cove?”

      Taylor dropped something. A loud clash banged in the background. We glanced in her direction to make sure she was okay. She smiled and waved her hands as if to say, “Just pretend I’m not here.”

      Weston raised his eyebrows, unimpressed, and turned back to me. “I have to get ready for the game tomorrow.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes when he kissed my forehead.

      “Will you be there?” There was hope in his tone.

      “Yes,” I told him with a smile.

      “Can you do something for me?”

      My forehead wrinkled. I half-expected, half-hoped that he’d ask me to do something regarding his coaches. I’m not sure what, but I’d do anything if it could make his life easier.

      “Of course.” I nodded.

      He pressed his thumbs on both of my cheeks. “I’m number 24.”

      I frowned. “Okay…?”

      “Cute,” Taylor piped in. She’d collected all the disarrayed pots and spread them out on the table. I must have still looked confused because she continued, “All the football players' girlfriends wear their guy’s numbers. Usually their jersey but makeup would be cute. Different.”

      I looked at Weston for confirmation.

      Weston tugged me in for another kiss on the forehead. He looked slightly uncomfortable at Taylor’s comment. “Relax, Covee. You’re a free woman. It was just a request. Not an order. Definitely not a title.”

      “Right.” I smiled up at him and watched as he left to get his sweater and shoes.

      Taylor mouthed, “So hot.”

      I forced a smile. When I hurried back to my room, Weston was fully clothed. He tugged on his shoes with one hand while he focused on scrolling through his phone.

      “Do you have a minute?” I asked.

      He instantly put down his phone. “Of course.”

      I smiled and shook my head as I closed my door. “Not that… about last night.”

      Weston chuckled. “Which part?”

      “I think you know.”

      He came over to me and held my face in his hands. His thumb hovered over my lips.

      “My favorite part?” He chuckled.

      I sighed and enclosed my hands around his wrists. “The blackmail part. The Dakota part.”

      Weston’s expression clouded over. “I told you, you’re done. You wanted honesty, so I gave it to you. In exchange, I wanted a second set of eyes. You gave that to me. Transaction complete.”

      “Weston,” I couldn’t even hide the annoyance in my tone. “Must everything be an exchange of some sort?”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “With me, it does. It’s what I’m used to.”

      “Maybe I can’t help you,” I admitted. “I can’t decide for you, but I can still be your springboard. You could tell me stuff when things get too hard.”

      He removed his hands from my face. “I don’t want that.”

      “You said you needed it,” I argued. “You’re falling apart from not being able to talk to someone about this. Your words, not mine.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Weston’s jaw clenched. I could practically see him retreating into himself. “I got my fill last night. I’m good now.”

      “West,” I said in a soft tone. “Let me be here for you. I want you to…” To what? Talk to me? Completely be with me?

      Yes. I wanted him. Maybe not a title - though I’d be more than willing to accept one - but something more than just a fuck buddy. He felt like more than just someone to call when I wanted to have a good time.

      He studied me with a strange expression. “That’s the first time you’ve shortened my name.”

      “So?” I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. He frowned at the waver in my tone. Or maybe it was my eyes. Anytime I looked at him, I’m sure they melted. He knew I craved more than just being friends with benefits.

      “You said there was no point of shortening an already short name,” he reminded me. “I figured that was your way of keeping us at a distance.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re rubbing off on me.” I ducked my head down to study the dirty beige coloring of my carpet.

      He made a  ‘hm’ sound. “Covee?”

      “Yes?” I sighed as I looked back up.

      “I think we need to revisit those rules.” His mouth was in a straight line. There was no hint of desire behind his eyes. Weston wasn’t trying to hint about sex this time.

      “Weston, I don’t need -”

      “Look,” he interrupted me. “Do you need me right now?”

      I searched his face, looking for the punchline. There was none. “Yes. I mean, I don’ need sex right now. But, yes.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “Then, I’ll be here.”

      I was confused. “Okay?”

      “But, please, Covee, don’t try to understand me. Don’t make something out of us that could hurt you. You can hurt me all you need. I want you to come away from what we are feeling relief. Not disappointment. I wanted us to have fun when we started this. I wanted you to smile more and cry less.”

      “Why are you pushing me away when last night we literally couldn’t be any closer?”

      “I’m not pushing you away, Covee,” He stepped closer. “I’m keeping us at the same distance. Not pulling back. Not moving forward. I don’t think I can give you more than that.”

      “Why?” I crossed my arms on my chest. “One minute you’re asking me to wear your jersey number and the next you’re telling me not to act like I care about you. Should I just have sex and then roll over and pretend like you’re not in trouble? Pretend you’re only good for sex?”

      “No, that’s not…” Weston ran his hand across his face. “Sorry. I’m so bad at communicating this.”

      “So try harder, Weston.”

      He took a deep breath. “I like this. How we are right now. The jersey numbers are just numbers to me. I thought it’d be fun to have you wear them. I’ve never had anyone in the stands solely support me. You don’t have to be my girlfriend. I don’t have to be your boyfriend. I want to be here for you. Whenever. Until you don’t want me anymore. Until you’re ready to move on to someone better.”

      I stared at him. “I didn’t realize you were this allergic to a serious relationship with me. You won’t even consider the possibility of this being more than sex? More than you being on call?”

      “You don’t want a serious relationship with me, Covee.”

      “How do you know what I want?” I challenged. “You’re doing what I do, making assumptions.”

      “Fine.” Weston threw up his hands. “Do you want a serious relationship with me? Honestly? Knowing full well that I hurt people in exchange for things. Knowing that I enjoy doing what I do. I find power in it and I don’t want to give it up. Being with you would mean I’d have to give it up or rope you in. Do you want to be roped in?”

      I let out a shaky breath. I wanted to scream or cry or punch something. We were too deep to go back. I wanted him and he wanted me. Why couldn’t it be that simple?

      “You can’t do that!” I complained.

      “Do what? Tell you the truth?” He shook his head in disbelief. “It’s what we agreed. Apparently, you don’t want to accept it. I’m not hiding from you, Covee. What you see is what you get, and that’s why I’m only offering part of me. The good part.”

      “You’re going to stand there and pretend like I created this problem? That me wanting more is ridiculous?”

      “No, it’s not… This doesn’t have to be a problem.”

      “You drew me in and now, you close yourself off. It’s frustrating,” I told him.

      “You’re telling me you’ve shared every bit of your being with someone?”

      “No, but I share the important parts,” I confessed. “The messy, ugly, important ones. The people I care about know my darkness. And I…”

      Weston stared at me and waited patiently. “You?”

      “I care about you, Weston. I can’t turn that off. And I don’t think it’s too much for me to want to be there for you in more ways than one. I don’t think it’s too much for you to reconsider there being an ‘us’ outside of sex.”

      He was silent. His eyes had strayed over to my window. A group of people walked by, yelling in full ‘Westbrooke U’ attire. The campus was waking up and already pumped for the game. And their quarterback was inside some girl’s dorm having a stupid argument. I swallowed back the guilt of distracting Weston from his game.

      “Look,” I told him. “I know you have a lot to do today. Let’s table this.”

      Weston nodded with a clenched jaw. “Will I see you tomorrow tonight?”

      There was pain in his eyes. My chest hurt, so I nodded in affirmation. My response seemed to lift a little weight off his shoulders. He placed a kiss against my forehead before going to open the door.

      “Good luck,” I told him.

      “I’ll see you soon, Covee,” he promised.
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      I received an email from my father when I stepped out of my apartment. After Weston left, I planned to dedicate my afternoon to creating something in the design lab. I needed a distraction from everything. I suppose sometimes you got what you asked for in tenfold. My gut ached at the thought of opening the message, so I aimlessly walked instead.

      The people I passed were blurry blobs, buzzing with life and freedom. My thoughts jumbled into nonsense as I tried to escape the burning sensation of my phone in my pocket. The tension in my shoulders spread to my back, making it near impossible to carry my bag. Suddenly, my chest felt like it was caving in on itself. I found the nearest bench and sat with my head between my knees.

      This would be my third panic attack this year. They never got easier, but at least I knew what to expect. I knew I wasn’t dying, even though my heart pounded, and my vision spotted with colored dots. I tried my best to focus on one thing but couldn’t grab onto anything.

      A few people walked past me without hesitating. In silence, I prayed I would continue to go unnoticed. Usually, this type of prayer worked long enough for me to recover on my own. My panic attacks only lasted a few minutes before I could rejoin society, with no one realizing my breakdown. My recovery always happened alone.

      Except for this time.

      I hadn’t realized my feet had led to the front of the athlete training building. The stone bench I occupied sat right at the bottom of the staircase out front. When Dakota’s face appeared in front of me, I blinked at his moving lips. He repeated whatever he said a few times, but it was David’s words I finally heard.

      “Leave her alone,” David said. He stood a few feet away from the kneeling Dakota. His arms were crossed over his chest and mouth held in a firm, unimpressed line. “She needs space.”

      “She needs help,” Dakota argued and rested a gentle hand on my shoulder.

      I wanted to find comfort in it, but I couldn’t. My body tensed. Dakota pulled back immediately. I opened my mouth to apologize, but nothing came out.

      David snorted at my reaction. “What did I tell you?”

      “Shut up,” Dakota grumbled as he moved away a little more. “What do you need, Covee?”

      I shook my head. What did I need? I didn’t know. That was the problem. That was always my problem. I never knew… that is until Weston. Until he offered. He gave. But that wasn’t enough, was it? Could it?

      “Nothing we can give her,” David readjusted his gym bag on his shoulder. “Give her a second. She’ll figure it out on her own. Like the goddamn rest of us.”

      “Man, look, you’re not helping.” Dakota glanced at his teammate over his shoulder. “Go catch up with the rest of the guys if you’re going to act like a prick.”

      David scoffed. “Whatever. Call Weston to clean up his mess, okay? You got enough on your plate with the game coming up.”

      Dakota waved his hand dismissively. David chuckled, not at all fazed by Dakota’s anger. Before leaving, he gave me one last look over. His eyes lingered at my hands. I tucked my shaking fingers into a fist. I couldn’t read his expression before he turned around to start down the sidewalk.

      “His boyfriend recently cheated on him. And Kevin kind of stole his girl a few months ago,” Dakota explained. “He’s on an ‘every man for himself’ kick.”

      When I didn’t reply he added, “Here. Drink something.”

      Dakota cracked open a bottle of water. My trembling hand clasped onto the bottle. He wrapped his hand around mine to steady me as I took a couple of sips. When I nodded, he pulled the water bottle away and replaced the cap.

      “Do you need me to call Weston?” Dakota offered.

      I considered it for a moment before shaking my head. My voice sounded quiet when I told him, “No, I’ll be fine. He’s busy.”

      “I know what you mean to him,” Dakota said with a serious look. “He’s never that busy for you. He told me as much.”

      A small laugh escaped my lips. I closed my eyes briefly because the action made my head spin.

      “I’m not joking,” Dakota promised. “I’m his roommate, remember? Practically brothers at this point.”

      “No, I believe you,” I said with a sigh. “I just… Didn’t realize he talked about me to others. We’re not actually…”

      “Dating?” Dakota finished for me. His eyes scanned my face. This guy had a sleeve of tattoos on both arms and a piercing on his eyebrow. His biceps curved sharply underneath his athletic turtleneck. Dakota looked harsh but sounded soft. His stare searched for pain. His expression offered comfort. Why did his coaches want to hurt someone like him?

      “Yeah,” I confirmed.

      “Still doesn’t mean the guy can’t be head over heels for you,” Dakota said.

      I chewed on my bottom lip. “I guess.”

      “Do you mind if I ask what happened?” Dakota pushed off the ground and joined me on the bench.

      “Just got an overwhelming reminder,” I whispered while staring across the sidewalk. The athletic training center was right across from a soccer field. A group of girls were busy laughing and dribbling their balls through a maze of caution cones. I focused on their movements. My head still buzzed slightly. Thankfully, my heart rate slowed with every even breath I took.

      “Reminder?” Dakota tried to prompt.

      I didn’t reply for a couple of seconds. He stayed still. Stayed patient.

      “Past,” I mumbled with a shrug. “Family stuff I’d rather forget. My dad… kind of hates me. So does my mom.”

      “I see. My family’s not that great either.” Dakota leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “I get those reminders, occasionally. When things get quiet up here.”

      I glanced over at him as he motioned to his head.

      “I started talking about it sometimes with the guys,” Dakota continued. “They’re not all great with the emotional stuff. David’s downright terrible. But they try their best. You know who’s great at it?”

      I raised an eyebrow, ready for his answer.

      “Weston,” he finished. “He’s good at being in my corner. Kevin is good at keeping me accountable. David is good at keeping me realistic.”

      “You’re lucky.” I smiled at him. “I can literally count on one finger who’s there for me. You have so much support.”

      “You could too.” Dakota leaned to bump his shoulder against mine. “Just ask. Anyone. Someone.”

      I sighed and tugged at a loose thread on my shirt. “I wish it was that simple.”

      “It is,” Dakota said. His tone was low and honest. When I met his gaze, I saw an offer. “Ask Weston to be in your corner, he’ll be there. Ask me to sit with you on stone benches, and I’ll be there. If you get to know the guys more, they’ll offer the same. We all have strengths. You just have to know who to call. It’s a group effort. A team.”

      “I’m no one’s teammate,” I reminded him.

      “Only if you box yourself in.” Dakota shrugged. “You can be on my team… if you want.”

      My eyes pricked with tears. I quickly blinked them away because I felt silly. I felt like a kid on a playground finally getting invited to join in a game of tag.

      “You just have to do one thing,” Dakota admitted.

      My mouth turned downward. “What’s that?”

      “Gotta be there for us too. The way you know how. Whatever way is comfortable.”

      I felt my shoulders relax. “I think I could try.”

      Dakota smiled. “Perfect. Welcome to the team.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

        

      

    

    
      I painted two small blue squares on both cheeks and then, with white eyeliner, I wrote twenty-four. After I finished the rest of my makeup, I made the mistake of going into the kitchen to grab a drink.

      Taylor gathered some of her closest friends for game day. They were decked out in blue and white, ready to cheer on tonight’s ‘eye candy.’

      “Oh, Coco. You’re finally going to a game,” Taylor squealed and wrapped her arm around my shoulder. My water splashed, dampening the front of my sweater. “You should join us! Marcy went back home this weekend. So, we have an extra ticket.”

      “Um,” I said as I grabbed a paper napkin to dab my sweater. My mind couldn’t lock on an excuse fast enough.

      “We’re right up front,” Elena said. She wore all black ,save for a blue headband. Her makeup was dark around the eyes and her lips painted a dry, blood red. She looked like a teenager going through a goth phase. The two other girls wore light colors and puffy pastel jackets. They looked thrilled to have me on board. Suspiciously thrilled…

      “Yeah, seats right front,” Taylor repeated. “Close enough to see the jock cups.”

      Her friends giggled. I coughed on the water as I tried to sip. I just needed to quench my thirst in peace. Was that too much to ask?

      “Um, sure,” I told Taylor quickly without giving it much more thought. She finally let go of my shoulders to clap.

      “Perfect! This is going to be so fun.” She danced around the island with energy I could only dream of possessing.

      “Are you invited to the after-party?” One of her friends with a ponytail of brown curls asked as she popped gum on the side of her mouth. They all looked at me expectantly.

      And there it was, the real reason I was invited. I was half-surprised, usually girls like them at least pretended to be my friends for a few hours. It was borderline offensive. Didn’t I deserve to be buttered up just a little? What happened to the fake person code? I’m sure they were supposed to offer one gift and one listening ear for at least twenty minutes.

      I shrugged, nonchalant. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      That answer left things in the air. I could see from the expressions on their faces it was irksome. But they couldn’t take their offer back now, or they’d risk losing one hundred percent of their chance at going to this after-party.

      Taylor laughed, trying to smooth things over. “I’m sure Weston will invite us afterward. He was here yesterday.”

      The same girl who asked me about the invite raised an eyebrow, looking skeptical as she said, “Seriously? Why was Weston Briggs in your apartment? Are you two dating?”

      Taylor tugged at one of her pigtails. I almost laughed because I could see her seriously considering lying to her friend. If I wasn’t there, maybe she would. I stood quietly, waiting to hear her reply.

      “No. Not me.” She glanced at me. She was waiting for me to explain further. Her friends followed her lead, eyes turning to me for an explanation. But I didn’t owe them one thing.

      “He was just here,” I said.

      Elena eyed me. “The hottest quarterback in the league was just here? Interesting.”

      Taylor looked upset. “Relax. We’re not lying to start some stupid rumor. How juvenile.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” her curly-haired friend sang and got up to grab an apple from the fruit bowl. My apple, from my fruit bowl.

      “I was a freshman, God.” Taylor rolled her eyes and started stuffing granola bars into her pink handbag.

      I let out a breath. “Weston enjoys hanging out. That’s it.”

      Taylor nodded in agreement. Her friends still studied me in wonder. They’d never believe a guy like Weston would ever look twice at someone like me. Taylor could barely be in the room with Weston without having a heart attack about him not instantly falling at her feet.

      Elena pushed off the island and came by my side. “Well, if that’s true, then you and I should talk more often.”

      “Same,” Taylor chimed in. “I could learn a few things from the girl that got Weston Briggs to ‘hang out’.”

      “There aren’t any quotations,” I corrected. “We’re… friends.”

      “Friends,” Brown Curls mumbled as she bit into my apple. “Sure. Just friends.”

      Elena laughed and hooked her arm in mine. “Come on, Coco. You get shotgun while you tell me how to be just friends with the rest of the football team.”
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      This would be the first football game I attended at university. I was already unimpressed.

      People of all ages screamed and hollered like they’d lost their minds. We had good seats, right behind our team’s bench. We were close enough to make out… well, the jock cups.

      But being this close also meant we were seated next to super fans. And these guys were no joke. Behind us sat three grown men in full blue body paint. They wore white, curly wigs with wings strapped on their backs, embodying our mascot- the Avenging Angel.

      Whenever our team scored or intercepted or whatever, the three guys all jumped up in unison and shouted congratulations to the players. At multiple points of the game, they attempted to start up ‘The Wave.’ They only succeed once. The rest of the time it was just them, doing their own three-person wave.

      None of the girls seemed annoyed. They posed for pictures for most of the game and discussed the best filters. On one side of me, Taylor photoshopped a good six photos to post on her socials. She was impressive with a photo manipulation app and even showed me a few tricks I could use in class. On my other side, Elena typed viciously into her phone throughout the first half.

      “School work?” I asked.

      “Twitter war,” Elena mumbled without looking up. “These misogynists think they can just flood my mentions and get away with it. If I want to post fucking swimsuit selfies, I’m going to post fucking swimsuit selfies.”

      “Oh, nice.” I nodded, shocked at her passion.

      I turned my attention back to the field. My eyes could barely find Weston half of the time. All the guys looked the same in their skin-tight pants and bulky jerseys. I looked for the number twenty-four and would often find him in the middle of the field receiving the brute of the hits.

      From what I understood, Weston was the best quarterback our school had seen in years. and according to the three musketeers behind us, he would go pro before graduating. He was already getting offers and had been since his sophomore year.

      I eyed him when he finally had a moment on the sidelines. He squirted water into his mouth while listening to something Coach Axe was saying. The man clapped Weston on the back. Weston smiled at whatever the coach was saying and took a seat on the bench. I frowned. He was so odd to me most times. Weston literally shook at the idea of being blackmailed by his coaches the other night, but right now he looked as if they were chummier than ever.

      The rest of the game I studied the other coaches. I understood Weston no longer wanted me involved. Still, I couldn’t help wanting to know more. I couldn’t help wanting to be on his team. Besides, a little staring hurt no one. I was bored anyway. They’d never catch me eyeballing them when thousands of eyes in the bleachers were always peering down on the team.

      Coach Bill oversaw the offense, which meant he worked closely with Weston. During timeouts, they both crowded over a clipboard to discuss adjustments Weston needed to make. Bill appeared friendly on the outside. Like he’d invite you to dinner and tell you to take home a plate. Still, there was a mean side to him that was easily triggered. I saw a flash of it when one player dropped the ball. I didn’t realize it was Dakota until he was on the ground.

      Few people were paying attention because their star player, Weston, was on the field. I was still doing my bootleg surveillance on Bill when I noticed he dragged Dakota off under the tunnel. I watched them with a frown. In the tunnel, I could only make out their silhouettes but what I saw made my heart pound in anger and the need to protect.

      Under the cover of the tunnel, Bill snatched Dakota’s helmet guard and yanked it roughly, so they were speaking face-to-face. Dakota struggled like he was trying to pull away, but Bill was just as in shape as his players - if not more so. He clutched onto the guard, refusing to let go. Dakota stopped squirming, so he didn’t risk breaking his neck.

      I stood up instantly when Bill slammed Dakota back into the wall. As soon as Dakota’s helmet crashed onto the cement, someone made a touchdown. As Bill kicked him in the gut, the crowd cheered for the score. My sudden stance didn’t seem unusual to those around me because everyone stood in excitement.

      Bill left Dakota on his back, helpless, as he jogged back onto the sidelines of the field. I breathed heavily, watching Dakota roll on the ground for a bit before pushing himself to his knees. My mind raced with fear and worry.

      “Weston!” I yelled, trying to get his attention amongst the thousands of voices screaming his name and their team’s name. “Weston!”

      He was too busy congratulating Kevin on his touchdown. I groaned under my breath, trying to think of what to do.

      “Fuck,” I heard Elena say. She was now standing up beside me. I didn’t look away, thinking she was still talking about Twitter. “Talk about discipline. That’s why I don’t do sports. Coaches are too intense.”

      I turned my gaze to her. “You saw that, right?”

      She nodded. “Unfortunately.”

      I breathed a prayer of thanks that there was someone else who’d witnessed it. “What should we do?”

      Elena raised one eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

      I gestured in Dakota’s direction. He had now gotten up and was slowly making his way back into the open. A few of his teammates greeted him, but it didn’t look like anyone spoke to him long enough to ask him where he’d been.

      “Do something. I don’t know. We just witnessed a coach shove a student to the ground.”

      Elena shrugged and unlocked her phone to type again. “Not our problem.”

      “Not our problem?” I gasped, frustrated, and had to press my nails into my palm to hold back from throwing my hands up in anger.

      “What’s wrong?” Taylor asked, finally done cheering about the touchdown. She looked between me and Elena, waiting for an answer.

      “Lois Lane here wants to insert herself into athlete drama,” Elena explained while jerking her thumb in my direction.

      “That coach literally knocked one of his players to the ground.”

      Taylor looked concerned, but still said, “Okay, so what?”

      “So what?” I repeated. “Are you kidding me? It’s abuse.”

      Elena scoffed. “Coco, we’re at a football game. These men are hopped on testosterone with adrenaline and probably a few drugs pumping through their blood at a hundred miles a minute.”

      Taylor nodded in agreement. “We all know men have very primitive ways of showing aggression. Let them let it out.”

      “That wasn’t normal aggression,” I argued and eyed Elena. “You saw it. He knocked Dakota to the ground for no reason.”

      “You must not have brothers,” Elena told me. “Nothing they do ever has a reason.”

      “And you must not have grown up playing a sport,” Taylor added. “Stuff like that happens all the time. My cheer coach in high school yelled at me so much that I developed an eating disorder.”

      “That’s horrible.” I wanted to touch her and ask if she was okay but her eyes flickered back towards the field like she didn’t want to talk about it. “And that’s my point.”

      “But our point is,” Elena calmly explained. “That this comes with the territory. These guys are trained for this. When they signed up, they knew what it was going to be.”

      I was fuming and tired of talking to brick walls. “That’s bullshit.”

      Taylor shrugged. “Such is life.”

      “Well, I’m over this,” I decided as I snatched up my bag from my chair and pushed my way past the rest of the girls in our row.

      “Wait, Coco!” Taylor called after me. “Where are you going?”

      I turned around briefly to yell back, “My freaking name is Covee. Not Coco, not Cami. Covee!”

      She froze, completely stunned at my outburst. A few guys nearby laughed at the exchange. Taylor’s skin burned a bright red. I turned away and continued making my way down the stands. I refused to let guilt overtake me and force me to go back and apologize. Good manners be damned. Sure, Taylor didn’t exactly deserve an outburst, but she needed to be corrected. And it was my fault for waiting so long.

      I guess my movement had caught his eye because Weston finally looked my direction as I was walking across the bottom of the stands. When I didn’t stop at his waving, he jogged up to the side of the fence, trying to keep up with me.

      “Where are you going with that type of look?” He yelled up at me. His helmet was in his hands and his sweaty hair was slicked back. Weston looked incredible soaking wet. Too fuckable for his own good. I was almost annoyed at how he could turn me on even when I was this upset.

      “Leaving,” I told him in a clipped tone.

      “Wait, hold on, hold on,” he said. Now, he was walking alongside me. A few older fans and kids came down to the bottom of the stands to lean over a call at him. They snapped pictures and begged for autographs. Weston didn’t miss a beat, keeping up with me as I headed towards the exit.

      “I have to go,” I told him and waved my hand in his direction. “Focus on your game.”

      “Not when you’re storming off,” he told me. “Tell me what’s wrong. Is this about earlier? We’re going to handle that later.”

      I heard a blaring whistle that caught almost everyone’s attention. Weston whipped his head back to the field where his coach and teammates stood watching, waiting for him. My heart pumped with embarrassment when I realized probably half of the arena had their attention on us. On Weston who was following me, trying to keep me from leaving.

      “Weston.” I finally stopped walking. “Go back.”

      He shook his head. “Not until you tell me what’s wrong. That vein in your neck is pulsing. You’re upset.”

      I slapped my hand to my neck, surprised he’d noted that from a distance.

      “Briggs, goddamnit!” Coach Axe yelled. “Get your ass over here!”

      “Fuck him,” Weston told me, but I could see his body tense, even under those bulky shoulder pads.

      I shook my head. “Stop. Go back. You know you have to.”

      “I don’t have to,” he insisted. His knuckles were white. He was clutching his helmet.

      “BRIGGS!” Coach Axe was beet red as knocked his clipboard against the steel bench to make an intimidating clash.

      “Go,” I begged. “I’ll wait. Just not in here. I can’t watch anymore.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. His eyes softened with gratefulness. “I’m parked in section eight.”

      “Got it.” I motioned him away. “Now go.”

      He gave me one last look before pulling on his helmet and jogging back towards his team. The crowd cheered as he rejoined everyone. I mistakenly gave the field one last look and locked eyes with Coach Axe. If looks could kill, I’d be gasping for breath right now. The man’s eyes were dark with fury. I tore my gaze away before he could intimidate me more and hurried the rest of the way out of the arena.

      Deafening cheers echoed as I left the crowd behind. Those idiots were mindlessly supporting monsters. And before tonight, I would have had the grace to consider that maybe they didn’t know it. But, after my conversation with Elena and Taylor, I didn’t have any empathy. Because even if they didn’t know it, if they learned, would they want to do something? Or would they be like the girls and shrug it off like it was par for the course?

      I hated that the answer was most likely the latter.
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      It was another half hour before people flooded out of the stadium. I leaned against Weston’s truck, watching them file out in groups. The people passing by wore excitement on their faces. I envied them. When was the last time I actually enjoyed something without overthinking it?

      A few nights ago, in this very parking lot, my brain reminded me. I blushed even though no one could read my mind.

      Weston arrived after most of the parking lot was empty. He had Dakota, Kevin, and David in tow. When he saw me waiting, he gave me a smile. I half-expected him to kiss me in front of them, but he just threw his duffel in the back.

      “Covee,” he said. I still leaned on his truck. He trapped me between his arms with either hand gripping the vehicle. “You going to explain to me what happened?”

      My eyes flickered to Dakota who lingered behind the conversating David and Kevin. His eyes were trained on the ground as he followed them in silence. I ducked under Weston’s arm to go to him. I grabbed Dakota’s elbow and tugged him to the other side of the truck for as much privacy as possible.

      “Are you okay?” I questioned in a whisper.

      Dakota frowned and studied my expression. I can feel the other guys watching us. David and Kevin stopped talking all together. Weston called my name, but I waited quietly for Dakota to give me some sign of his mindset.

      He sported bruises along his collarbone. They all had battle scars across their skin, almost like tattoos highlighting their struggles. But Dakota also wore something that stood out from the rest. He had a decent mark forming on his cheekbone. His tan skin turned blue. I suspected the spot would swell up tomorrow, giving him an even more beaten look.

      “I’m good,” he said in a low voice without meeting my gaze. He threw his stuff into Weston’s truck, too.

      “Y’all having a threesome or something?” David teased in a loud voice as he clapped Weston on the shoulder, adding his bag to the others.

      “Piss off.” Weston instantly shrugged David’s hand off. “Do you guys want a ride or not?”

      Kevin shook his head while unraveling his cornrows with one hand. “Hey, don’t punish me because he can’t keep his mouth shut. Is it open? ‘Cause I’m not about to be left here to walk tonight.”

      Weston held up his key fob and unlocked the door. The truck beeped. “Get in.”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Kevin said as he claimed his seat in the car, slamming the door behind him.

      “I saw,” My voice is still a whisper. Dakota’s shoulders stiffened as he looked up at me again. His cheeks darken with red. I watched him stuff his hands into his letterman jacket. His chest rose and fell at a rapid rate.

      “What?” he asked while he stared at me. He wanted it to be a mistake. A misunderstanding.

      “It’s okay,” I promised and took a tentative step closer. “I know what he did -”

      “What who did?” Weston joined us on the other side of the truck. There was annoyance on his face. He hated being out of the loop. He looked between Dakota and me, eager to learn what had gotten me riled up.

      “Nothing,” Dakota told Weston with a shrug. “It’s nothing.”

      “Dakota,” I said in a hopeful tone. “Please. This is me being on your team. I’m trying the only way I know how.”

      “It’s nothing,” he insisted. “I can take care of it on my own. I’m good at this kind of stuff.”

      I released a heavy breath, not sure if I should let it go or push him. For the past twenty years, I haven’t had an in-person friend. Maybe they needed time to ask for help? Confessing on a screen was ten times easier than face-to-face. But if I let things go, maybe he’d try to forget. To push it down and rationalized his experience until it felt like something that he deserved.

      “It’s fucking Bill,” David spoke up. We all glanced across the truck bed in his direction. Unlike Kevin, he wasn’t worried about being left to walk home tonight. So, he had stayed outside with the rest of us.

      “You saw too?” I asked, relieved another person here to encourage Dakota to share.

      “Didn’t need to.” David pulled down his hoodie a little to expose his neck and tilted his head to the side. A healed cut glistened in the parking lot lights. “Just guessed.”

      I could feel my jaw clench. “He did that to you?”

      Weston looked even more upset. David just chuckled and repositioned his hoodie. Dakota shifted, not making eye contact with anyone.

      “Let’s just drop it,” Dakota said in a voice barely audible.

      “Like you did the ball?” David taunted.

      “Hey!” I said. “Back off.”

      “What? It’s true.” David shrugged and pointed at Dakota. “If he would have just ran the play, then everything would have been fine.”

      “So, we’re victim blaming now?” I desperately wanted this guy to for once not be a complete asshole. “Brilliant.”

      “Covee,” Dakota said with desperation in his tone. “I’m fine. It’s a bruise. They heal.”

      “That’s not the point,” I told him and glanced at Weston to see how he felt about this. He’d been oddly quiet, and now I could see why. He was fuming and studying his teammates like they were strangers.

      “How long?” He directed his question to David.

      The guy faked ignorance and replied, “I beg your pardon?”

      Weston walked across to David before any of us had enough time to blink. He yanked David’s hoodie and ripped it down to expose the scar again.

      “How long has he been doing shit like this?” Weston held the hoodie tightly in his fist.

      David struggled, but couldn’t shove him away. “I don’t know. Christ. Hasn’t he always?”

      Weston pushed David away and looked to Dakota for confirmation. Dakota leaned his elbows against the car with his head in his hands. I went closer to him. When I reached out to touch his shoulder, he started shaking his head.

      “Drop it,” Dakota said in a firm tone as he met my gaze. His eyes were red with holding back tears. “I promise you; I’ll ask for your help if I need it. Right now, I don’t. I can handle this one.”

      Kevin suddenly opened his door and poked his head out. “Yo, kids. What are we doing? Running lines for an ensemble play? We’ve got places to be and people to see. Let’s load it up.”

      “I second,” David and started towards the car. “Let’s get this freak show on the road.”

      Weston tugged him back. “Nah. You’re walking.”

      “What?” David wore a look of disbelief as Weston unloaded his bag and shoved it to his chest. “Seriously?”

      “You don’t act like a teammate, so I’m not treating you like one,” Weston told him as he started back to the truck. “You should have told me, David. Out of everyone, I would have thought you’d be the first to tell me.”

      “Okay, but seriously?” David called as Dakota and I followed Weston’s lead. “Weston? You can’t take a joke anymore?”

      “It’s not a joke,” Weston called back.

      David cursed loudly when Weston pulled off. I glanced in the rear-view mirror to see Dakota yank on his hood and sunk into his seat. Kevin shook his head, perplexed.

      “Man, Weston,” Kevin said with a chuckle. “Didn’t know you had it in you to actually leave someone behind.”

      “I’ve given him enough chances,” Weston grumbled. He glanced over at me and his eyes were filled with a multitude of questions. I looked back with only one, What was he going to do about this?
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      “I need details,” Weston said in a hushed tone.

      Kevin convinced us to still go to the after-party at a frat house. According to him, the Westbrooke Angels had an image to maintain. And even after losing, the players still needed to show face during events. Especially since members of the opposing team were rumored to be at this same party.

      Weston told Kevin to walk ahead after we’d arrived. He stopped Dakota from stepping on the sidewalk that led to the party. I stood behind them, watching in silence as Weston tried to gather information about Bill’s abuse.

      “Look,” Dakota started. “I screwed up. I should have put more time into studying the playbook. David’s an ass, but he’s not always wrong. He warned me. I didn’t want to listen.”

      “I don’t get it. These guys are after your head for some reason.” Weston rubbed his face with his hands. Annoyance poured through his next words. “I’m trying to help you. I have your back. Now, I need you to have mine.”

      “You’ve been in your own world since the semester started,” Dakota said in a calm tone. “Sure, you’re in my corner, but you don’t have my back. Not this year. You can’t because you’re not around long enough.”

      Weston took a deep breath. “I’ve been busy-”

      “Busy?” Dakota challenged. “When we voted you captain it was because you ate, slept, and breathed football. You’re not busy. You’re doing something that could ruin everything for you. You think I don’t notice the late nights and weird phone calls?”

      “Dakota, if you don’t tell me, I swear to God.” Weston held up his hands, looking like a frustrated older brother. I leaned against the truck, debating on whether I should walk closer to the party to give them privacy. When I moved towards the house, Weston instantly glanced in my direction. His expression told me to wait.

      “Just a second, Covee,” he promised in a gentle tone.

      I nodded, but still put a little distance between me and them. The students at the frat house were already rowdy. Music pulsed through open windows, making the ground vibrate. A few people climbed onto the roof and I watched them dangle their feet off the edge while tossing red cups onto the lawn. My stomach turned at the idea of even going in there. I’d gone to my fair share of parties freshman year. None of them ended well.

      “Find someone else to save,” was the last thing I heard Dakota say before brushing past Weston.

      “I’m fine, Covee,” he said when he passed me. “I know how to deal with guys like Bill. I’ve had lots of practice.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but he was gone before I could. I turned back to see Weston typing something on his phone. His jaw was still stiff as he peered down at the screen.

      “Weston,” I said.

      His head shot up in attention. “I know. We won’t be here long.”

      “It’s not the party,” I told him. “It’s your team. Your coaches… they’re not just messing with you. This is bigger than the favor they asked you. I don’t think it’s just some initiation. They want to scare the living daylights out of Dakota for some reason.”

      “I know-” He started, but his phone ringing interrupted us. He sucked in a breath before answering. “I’m here. Just give me a minute, would you?”

      “Who was that?” I asked.

      Weston came closer and placed his hand on my elbow. “You want to stay in the truck or come inside?”

      I frowned. “I want to stay with you.”

      “I have to meet someone here. Someone who can help me,” he explained. “And then, I’m yours.”

      “Who’s this someone?” I watched him look past my shoulders at the party. His hesitation let me know he was searching for an excuse. “More secrets?”

      He grabbed my hand. “Look, I told you, you are done with my mess.”

      “You also told me we’d talk about this,” I reminded him while squeezing his fingers when he tried to tug me towards the house. “What Bill did to Dakota isn’t an isolated event. Can we slow down and consider our options? Figure out how to best solve this.”

      “I’m handling it,” Weston promised while pulling me forward.

      I wanted to protest more, but the loudness of the party surrounded us, so it was nearly impossible to hear my thoughts. Weston pushed past people on the lawn. Most moved out of his way when they saw him. Some stared with silly grins and pulled out their phones, excited to get a glimpse of Westbrooke’s poster boy quarterback. I positioned myself behind his shoulder to shield myself from any photos.

      When we entered the house, Weston went straight for the kitchen. His eyes scanned the place like he’d been here before. A few people greeted him with smiles and occasionally offered fist pumps.

      “What’s up, West,” Callie from our design class greeted. She wore a cropped jersey with high-waisted shorts. Her hand held out a cup that Weston took. He sniffed it and then placed it on the counter.

      “Where is he?” Weston asked her in a hard tone.

      Callie shrugged, giving him an innocent look. “Are you always this rude after losing a game? Honestly, it’s not a big deal.”

      “Callie, I’m serious,” Weston told her through gritted teeth. “Upstairs, basement, backyard?”

      Her eyes trailed over to me. She scanned my body, starting at the top until her eyes got to my hand interlocked with Weston’s. Callie peered at it curiously.

      “You know how much Lawrence loves scavenger hunts,” she said with a mischievous look. “Why don’t you pick a side of the house and start looking?”

      “I’m tired of you two and your games,” Weston said.

      Callie gave him a fake-pout and patted his cheek. “Oh, you poor baby. Things are slipping through the cracks, aren’t they?”

      “Forget it,” Weston pushed her hand away.

      “Who’s Lawrence?” I asked as Weston led me through the thick crowd of people. The music drowned out my question. When we reached the staircase, Weston turned around to bend close to my ear.

      “Wait for me down here,” he ordered in a raised voice. It was still difficult for me to hear, so I glanced at his mouth to piece together his sentence.

      I frowned and placed my hand on his chest. His heart pounded with nerves and adrenaline. “No way. Your heart is racing. You’re panicking and you need someone to anchor you. Your Eve, remember? Let me.”

      “No,” he said with finality in his voice. “I don’t want Lawrence to see you.”

      A drunk couple pushed past us to start up the staircase. The guy stumbled on the first step, causing the girl to giggle and spilled her drink on my shoes as she helped him up. I groaned and moved my foot back and forth to get rid of the excessive beer.

      “Christ,” I mumbled while balancing on one foot. “Weston, let me help you this one time.”

      Before he could reply, someone clapped him on his shoulders. I jumped in shock. Weston stood firm, unbothered. A tall guy with brown skin and a buzz cut stood on the staircase. His eyes were dark as my skin and his body was built like a tank. He was the same height as Weston but looked a few years older.

      “Look who showed up,” the guy said, still gripping Weston’s shoulder.

      “Damnit, Lawrence,” Weston mumbled under his breath. He turned around so I was shielded behind him. “A frat party? Really?”

      “Don’t have many options. You’re a hard guy to track down. Callie figured you’d be here though,” the guy replied as he turned his attention to me. “Who have we got here?”

      “Have you spoken to anyone?” Weston asked instead of answering the question. The guy’s eyes didn’t stray from me. Weston’s avoidance spiked his interest even more. I felt strange under his stare. He wasn’t your usual horny male partier. He looked at me as though he could smell fear.

      I tried to keep my expression neutral, but his gaze quickly centered on my mouth. I had a slight tick when I was anxious. Only people who knew me long enough noticed the rare pursing of my lips. He found it within a few seconds.

      “You mean your little college buddies?” the guy said with an amused grin as he looked back at Weston. “No. I can keep a secret. And so can you, it seems. No one knows where you come from, do they?”

      Weston pulled his keys out of his pocket and slipped them into my hand. “Text me if you need something. I won’t be long.”

      I chewed on the inside of my lip. This guy looked like bad news. I wanted no part of him. Especially since Weston hadn’t wanted him to see me. I also didn’t want Weston to go anywhere with him. Weston could bench twice my weight, but I still felt protective over him.

      “Promise to be safe, yeah?” I squeezed his upper arm.

      “Yeah,” he agreed and surprised me by leaning in for a brief kiss. “I promise.”

      I started back toward the front door while Weston and Lawrence went up the stairs. On the way to the door, I bumped into Callie. She had another drink in her hand and this time offered it to me.

      “So, he found Lawrence?” She smiled, watching the two disappear upstairs.

      I eyed her suspiciously. “Seems so.”

      “Perfect.” Callie bounced on the balls of her feet. “Things are finally going to get interesting around here.”
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      I sat in the truck bed with a sketchbook on my knees. One good thing about growing up with just internet friends -I knew how to prep for long stretches of boredom. I’d been waiting for Weston for almost an hour, and the partiers seemed to get louder and louder.

      “Didn’t know you were a designer,” a voice said beside me.

      I jumped and almost slammed shut the sketchbook. David stood behind me. He wore an amused look at my sudden movement.

      “You walked here?” I studied him, impressed.

      “No way.” David shook his head. “I have other friends besides Weston.”

      “Oh,” I said and directed my attention back down to what I’d been working on.

      “A maze?” David continued.

      I frowned, looking back up. Why did he stop here? We weren’t friends. He never seemed to take the slightest bit of interest in me, other than to disapprove. “Yeah… want to solve it?”

      I didn’t think he’d actually say yes. David raised an eyebrow but took the pencil and sketchbook when I offered. I watched him start, at first assured. Soon enough he slowed down after getting to dead end after dead end. I smiled when he finally finished. It didn’t take him more than a few minutes.

      David watched me with curiosity. “Make another one?”

      I nodded and reached for the sketchbook. He moved to the opposite side of the truck so he could speak to me face-to-face. As I sketched out another maze, he watched me. Like when I was under anyone’s gaze, I felt a sudden pinch of anxiety. I tried my best not to let it muddy my thoughts as I constructed the next game. I wanted it to be a challenge. He was the kind of person lots of people disliked, but also the kind of person people wanted to impress. I was no different.

      “Here,” I said after putting on the finishing touch. “Want a timer?”

      He grinned, unable to refuse a bit of competition. “Go for it.”

      I pulled out my phone and started the clock. This time, he didn’t start the maze with cockiness. He took his time weaving the pencil through the walls. I watched his face closely as he tried to work out the path. He cursed under his breath a few times. This one took him longer. When he tapped the pencil’s eraser on the top of the car, I thought he would give up. But, after a minute of simply staring, he replaced the pencil on the page, marking his way through.

      “Good work,” I complimented while stopping the timer. “Six minutes, thirty-eight seconds.”

      He twisted his mouth, not satisfied. “You do this a lot? Design mazes.

      I shrugged. “I design a lot of things. Haven’t made a maze since I was in high school.”

      David tilted his head to the side, studying me. After a beat he said, “You’re not just some bleeding-heart jersey chaser, are you?”

      I frowned. “Jersey chaser?” Is that what people see when I am with Weston?

      “At first you seem completely unaware,” David continued. “But, no. You’re the furthest things from being unaware. You pushed Dakota to talk because either you’ve seen someone abused or…”

      A sigh escaped my lips. I turned to the next page of the sketchbook and made nonsensical lines. I hoped if I looked bored with the conversation, David would become the same. I didn’t want to be read by him because in my experience, people like him were the best sort of readers.

      David’s aggression wasn’t just for football or because he was a jerk. His aggression kept him safe in a world constantly threatening him. To be that safe, one needed to learn how to assess any and everything. When he looked at people, he wasn’t only looking for buttons to push. He looked for strings to undo. He looked for ways to protect himself by using their weakness.

      “Want to talk about it?” he offered. Words I’d never thought I’d hear from someone like him.

      I studied him. His brown eyes peered back, challenging me to speak.

      “Not with you, no,” I told him after a brief stare down.

      He looked annoyed at my response. “So, people around you have to be willing to speak, but you’re exempt from that rule? Is that it?”

      I let out a breath that was supposed to be a laugh but sounded more like me being strangled. “Maybe I should have waited to ask Dakota. Given him time to process. But, when I… when something happened to me, I desperately wanted a hand to reach out. No one came for a long time. I wanted Dakota’s hand to be instant.”

      David chewed on his lip. “Well, the world doesn’t work like that.”

      “That’s not the first time I’ve heard that. I thought maybe I could change it,” I continued to scribble. “But, apparently, I can’t. He doesn’t want my help. Neither does Weston. I’m…useless.”

      We were both quiet for a minute. It surprised me David still stood outside when he could easily escape an awkward conversation for music and company, he much preferred. His eyes weren’t on me anymore but trained on the ground.

      “Want to know why I’m good at mazes?” I asked after a while.

      “‘Cause you always turn right?” David joked.

      I smiled. “No.”

      I turned the sketchbook to a fresh page to draw one more puzzle. David braced his hands on the truck, leaning over to watch my hand.

      “I’m good as mazes because I grew up playing one,” I told him with my eyes still on the page. “I think you have too. So has Weston. And now, Dakota.”

      David said nothing. He made a small grunt in agreement.

      “Trick is,” I continued. “I knew I was in one. And I knew who constructed it and what they wanted from me. I knew the walls would change every few weeks. I knew there were pitfalls. I knew how to anticipate a change within a heartbeat.”

      “What happened to you?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I said as I pushed back memories of home. David wasn’t the person who would get my secrets. “All that matters is I got out of my maze.”

      “How?”

      “The more you run through someone else’s puzzle, the more you learn about them.” I held up the sketchbook so he could see my final piece. “If you do enough of the ones I design, you’ll learn my quirks. Pay attention and you might know some things about me I’m not even consciously aware of.”

      David nodded as he studied the page. “You’re not focused on the walls when you’re going through one of these, are you?”

      I smiled. He understood. “No. To survive, you can’t think about winning.”

      “I underestimated you, Covee,” he said after a minute. It sounded like an apology.

      “Most people do,” I told him.

      “You’re more like him than I thought,” David said.

      I raised an eyebrow. It took me a moment to realize he meant Weston. “How so?”

      “Strategic,” David said. “You two do it differently. The motive is the same, though. Want to know what else is the same?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Your blind need to be saviors.”

      I shifted and glanced back at the frat house. This would have been the perfect time for Weston to show up. I needed an escape route.

      “Want some advice?” David offered.

      “Sure,” I said, half-heartedly.

      “Stop worrying about everyone else and save yourself.”

      I nodded. “Is that what you do?”

      “Why not? It’s a helluva lot easier than what you and Weston do. Worrying about everyone else is going to kill you.”

      “And what does worrying about no one do?” I challenged.

      He smiled. “Set you free.”
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      Call me when you get a chance

      Ari’s text popped on my screen the second Weston pulled up at my dorm. I swiped the notification without replying. She’d finally finished the digging. Considering how long it took her, I expected a lot of information. A pit in my stomach grew at the thought of more reasons to let go of Weston. We’d sat in silence after leaving Kevin, David, and Dakota at the party. I didn’t ask about Lawrence when Weston told me we were leaving. As he drove, he kept his jaw tight and the radio loud.

      After parking in a space, he finally said, “Hey.”

      His hand lingered on the gearshift and his knuckles were white as he continued, “I know you’re probably mad or disappointed in me.”

      I went back and forth in my head for a few minutes before I confessed, “I asked my friend Ari to go searching for information about you online. I didn’t want to be blindsided by anything. You’re a nice guy, but sometimes you remind me…”

      I swallowed. The words refused to come out, no matter how much I tried. I feared if I said them, they’d become a reality. Weston waited without uttering a single word. He didn’t move an inch as I breathed in the courage to tell him my truth.

      “My parents,” I finished lamely. “People who I’d prefer to forget.”

      He nodded. “Looks like I’m not the only one running from their past tonight.”

      I glanced at Weston and really tried to take him in. Not the good-looking quarterback with a wicked smile and beautiful mind. I tried to look past every wall, but all I got was another one. My heart sank at the realization we were a ticking time bomb.

      I knew from the beginning, but tonight, it was so upfront. His demons were growing. He refused to let them go. I thought I’d outran mine - but they lingered. Ever present, waiting for me in the shadows. My demons practically begged for me to face them.

      “Stop catastrophizing,” Weston said quickly, as though he could read my mind.

      “Haven’t heard that one before,” I said sarcastically.

      “Me shutting you out on this coach mess is your deal-breaker?” he questioned in a careful tone.

      “No, it’s me wanting you to be someone you can’t be,” I explained. “I don’t mean that as a dig or as something to convince you to change.”

      Weston reached out to rub his thumb along my wrist. “Then, what does it mean?”

      “I was never ready for you. I wish I’d been more prepared when we met.”

      “Sounds like finality,” he said in a hard voice. He pulled away. “We can’t just be us, can we?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. What are you going to do about your coaches?” I dared to ask. “About David and Dakota? Now that you know you’re not the only one being taken advantage of, will you do the favor?”

      His silence scared me. I thought the answer to this question was a no-brainer. He searched my eyes, hoping for understanding. I reached for his hand and squeezed his fingers. He squeezed back.

      “Lawrence looked into Bill’s background,” Weston started with furrowed brows. His gaze strayed outside of the windshield. “The guy coached at ten schools in the past six years.”

      I shook my head, confused. “What does that have to do with their request?”

      Weston trained his gaze back on me. “Wherever he goes, he screws up. He has a temper and there’s a police report file, a restraining order against him, but the names involved are sealed. Lawrence can’t find a victim.”

      I leaned back in my seat. “You have to expose him. Axe too if he’s helping to cover something.”

      “No,” Weston said firmly.

      My eyes widened. “Are you really that afraid of your dirt being leaked? Weston, they’ll lord their favors over you forever. You want this to follow you to the pro-league? If they get caught, you’ll go down with them. Axe and Bill will throw you under a bus in a heartbeat.”

      “They’re not going to lord shit over me when I’m done with them,” Weston promised through gritted teeth.

      “More violence.” I let out a dry laugh. “Because that’s not what got you into this mess.”

      “I’m sorry,” Weston said as he placed his hand on the key still in the ignition. “But it works. It always has and always will.”

      I pressed my fingers against my temple, trying to massage away the racing thoughts. He turned on the truck. Weston reached over to turn down the music. The eerie sound of a woman’s voice sung in the background as Weston told me, “I have to go home for a few days. My family needs me to take care of something at the house.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, taking his words as a request to leave. My chest felt empty as I reached for the door handle.

      “Come with me?” he asked before I could open the door. “Please?”

      I studied him. The pleading in his eyes made me want to give him an instant yes. His question felt like an olive branch, but I had to ask to be sure. No more assumptions.

      “Will you at least consider my idea on how to deal with Axe and Bill?”

      “If I say yes, will you come?” He raised his eyebrow at the last word. I suppressed a smile because through all this drama, Weston was still Weston.

      “Always bargaining.” I shook my head.

      “Is that your yes?” Weston asked with a grin.

      When I hesitated, he added, “We can use this trip to be average. Get away from all the worries lurking here. We can pretend to be who we should have been.”

      “When you put it that way, how could I resist?” I couldn’t. I couldn’t resist the grin he gave me, the way his fingers felt on my thigh when he reached over to give me a light squeeze, the way his voice sounded when he suggested I packed an overnight bag.

      Weston didn’t waste a second once I got back with my things. He pulled out of the dorm parking lot and started towards the highway. As we drove, I snuck glances at him while imagining who we should have been. Who we couldn’t be.  If I couldn’t convince him to take down his coaches without violence then, who we could be would always be a dream. A weekend getaway. A fantasy.
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      “Step one to being average,” Weston said as he peaked his head through his rolled-down window. We’d stopped at a gas station about twenty minutes outside of his hometown. In the hour we’d been driving, I’d dozed off twice. The night sky was bright with stars and a half moon. The darkness made me drowsy, but it seemed to breathe life into Weston.

      “Argue over snacks,” Weston explained as he drummed a simple beat on his door. “Come on, Covee. Let’s pick our poison.”

      I laughed and tried to shake away my sleep by rolling back my shoulders. “Lead the way.”

      Rows and rows of junk food welcomed us in the small gas station. I ventured towards the chips while Weston lingered in the candy aisles. He held up options for me across from the other side of the displays. I shook my head at most of his choices, Sour Patch, Warheads, and the most unforgivable: Toxic Waste.

      “Do you have a death wish?” I laughed at his haul of colorful bags.

      “We’re indulging, remember? I can’t afford to eat half of this crap when training.” He shrugged while trailing after me. “What do you have so far?”

      I held up a bag of plain chips and water. “Simple and to the point.”

      “Come on,” he encouraged. “Get something you used to when you were a kid. Something fun. If you were a snack, what would you be?”

      I tried to give it some actual thought. “Something with cheese. And salt. Probably a pretzel.”

      “Boring,” he decided. I shoved his shoulder playfully. “You don’t have to hold back.”

      “I’m not. I really enjoy pretzels. If that makes me a boring person, so be it,” I insisted while scanning the row of snack bags. Hanging at the bottom was a bag of pretzels covered with a cheese-like powder. Who knew what kind of lab those things were created in. But it didn’t matter tonight because we were being ‘average.’ Average people indulged.

      “Do you like these?” Weston held up a plastic bottle of Arizona tea.

      “Sure, but grab some in a can,” I told him with a wave of my hand. “They taste ten times better that way.”

      He studied the bottle. “I didn’t think it made a difference.”

      “Oh, I’m about to ruin you.” I led the way to the back of the store where the refrigerators were.

      “Too late,” Weston said in a low voice.

      I gave him a small smile and a warning look. When I opened the refrigerator door, I instructed him to choose two cans. We decided to still buy the bottles to properly compare the two. The cashier, an old man with a prominent mole on his upper lip, eyed us suspiciously when we dumped our items on the front counter.

      “I’ll send you half,” I whispered into Weston’s ear when I saw the total go above thirty dollars.

      He pressed a kiss on my lips, lingering against me like he’d been waiting to do this for a while. “Don’t you dare. I’ll send it right back. Besides, I owe you more than snacks. We’ll find you some actual food soon, okay?”

      I nodded with a smile. He winked at me before turning back to swipe his card. When we got into his truck, we opened the bottles first. After a few sips, Weston shrugged.

      “Wait for it,” I promised as I cracked open my can. He followed suit, raising the can to his lips at the same time I did. After a few gulps, he frowned and pulled the can back to study it.

      “Holy crap,” he said after taking a few more sips. “It tastes different.”

      I giggled. “I wasn’t kidding. Better, right?”

      He hummed while drinking some more. “You ruined me.”

      “My plan all along,” I teased.

      He leaned over the console to capture my lips with his. The pressure of him made me sigh. He swallowed my sound, tasting of sugar and desire. His thumb brushed across my cheek. The heat from his touch lingered on my skin even after he pulled away.

      “Ready?” He asked, breathless. His eyes were trained on my parted lips. He looked ready to claim them again.

      “Sure.” My voice sounded light. My tone held a lingering laugh, and the sound of my joy made Weston smile. His eyes lit up when he did so. For a complicated person, he was simple when it came to his smiles. I could get him to grin in a heartbeat, and that fact made me a little prideful.

      “You’re happy with me, aren’t you?” he asked.

      The question made my heart speed up. I nodded, slowly at first. He barely caught the movement, so I opened my mouth to add, “I am.”

      “I’m happy with you too,” he confirmed with a wide smile. His hand swiped back a few hairs on his forehead. He leaned back into his seat to start up the car.

      “Good.” I took a few more sips of my drink to stop grinning like a lovesick person.

      Weston pulled back onto the highway. I teased him about his sweet tooth and he stole a few pretzels, after joking that he too was a boring person. The dark road seemed to stretch on forever. I secretly prayed it wouldn’t end. I prayed for Weston and I to continue driving in his truck until we were too tired to go any further. Until we pulled over to sleep in the back and then restart like we hadn’t stopped.

      Every few minutes, Weston gave me a look that told me he wished for the same. This road wasn’t long enough for him either. If two people prayed hard enough, could the impossible happen?
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      We pulled up to a yellow, two-story house with a white fence. Weston had to get out to unlock the gate so we could drive through. A padlock made a loud clunking noise as he let it fall from his hands onto the ground. The unpaved driveway made the truck rock a bit as we crept towards the front driveway.

      “They’re not here?” I said in need of another confirmation.

      “My parents like to stay in New York during the fall. And my brother hasn’t been back home since he got a job in Cali a few years ago,” Weston explained. “This place stays empty until the summer. When they want to show it off.”

      Weston came over to my side of the truck to help me down. I followed him up the walkway of uneven stones. My eyes scanned the surrounding woods in the backyard. In the distance, I spotted another equally large house. Their fence was made of stone and iron with a driveway paved with black cement. The other houses we passed by on the way here had a similar aesthetic: rich, clean, and intentional. The Briggs’ estate - there was no other word that better suited the house - looked rundown compared to the others. Their lawn was overgrown. The walkway lined with various holes of dirt where I assumed flowers were once planted.

      Weston brushed away a few cobwebs before putting his key in the front door lock. When we stepped in, the moon shone through the curtain-less windows. My nose wrinkled from the stale smell of a shut-in home. Weston ventured into the darkness of the foyer. I could hear his hand running along the walls, trailing to a light switch. When he found it, the chandelier above us brightened with white light.

      “How many houses does your family have?” I asked while marveling at the expertly crafted piece above us. The crystal painted small circles along the ceiling. It looked like something out of a British ballroom.

      “Technically?” Weston said while heading towards the living room. He flicked on a few lamps there, revealing couches covered with dusty, white sheets. “None.”

      I frowned and walked towards the stone encased fireplace.  A row of framed family photos was spread across the mantle. “None?”

      “My grandfather owns this place,” he explained while pulling white sheets off the couches, one by one. Dust clouds filled the air. “And all of our other places.”

      My mouth released a barely audible, “oh,” as I scanned the photos. As a kid, Weston’s blonde hair was lighter, nearly white. He wore it shoulder length until his teen years. Most of the photos featured him and his older brother. The guy looked nearly identical to Weston except for his brown hair and a slight ridge in his nose - potentially indicating a break that didn’t heal correctly.

      “What’s your brother’s name?” I asked, suddenly feeling weird that I’ve never wondered about his life outside of university. The school felt like a world within itself. Nothing mattered outside of it until we left.

      “Warren,” Weston said while tugging off a sheet that protected a black piano.

      “What does he do in California?”

      Weston coughed a few times at the dust before answering, “He’s a plastic surgeon.”

      “Woah,” I whispered, impressed. I paused in front of a black and white photo of the two. Weston stood on his toes, trying to reach a football Warren held out of his grasp. The two were laughing. They looked close. I had no siblings and never gotten close enough to my cousins to warrant a decent photo.

      “Golden boy,” Weston said with a roll of his eyes. He shook out a sheet before carefully folding it.

      “I thought that was your role,” I joked and moved to help him fold. He grabbed one end of a wide blanket while I grabbed the other.

      “Only on campus.” He moved towards me to match up our sides. His fingers brushed against mine as we met in the middle. “Next to Warren, I’m completely uninspiring.”

      I shook my head. “I doubt that.”

      “You’d ignore me in a room full of Briggs.” He gave me a lopsided grin. “I promise.”

      “Self-deprecation,” I noted while folding the blanket again and giving him my half. “That’s unlike you.”

      “It’s been a long day.” He set the blanket on the couch and reached for the last one that needed folding. “Losing sucks. And finding out your teammates don’t trust you is even more disappointing.”

      “Dakota trusts you,” I assured. “I think he was just embarrassed.”

      “Regardless. I didn’t see what was happening right under my nose.” Weston’s jaw was stiff as he spoke. “I thought David was an ass who enjoyed getting in fights that earned him bruises. I thought Dakota’s dark moods were because he was going through family crap.”

      “You’re not responsible for what Axe and Bill did. You get that, right?”

      “I am responsible. I’m supposed to look out for them.” He tightly rolled the rest of the blanket, giving up on the crisp folds. I watched him roughly tossed the sheet on the couch and fell next to it. He rubbed his hands across his face.

      “It can’t be just up to you,” I whispered while lowering myself in the cushion beside him. “There are people who can fix this the right way.”

      “And what way would that be, Covee?” He raised his eyebrows. “Tell me. This is the part where I consider your plan.”

      I took a deep, uneven breath. “We could write a letter to the Dean. I’ll do it so the coaches don’t catch wind and try to trace it. I could say I witnessed some abuse ,which I did and they’ll open an investigation.”

      “The Dean?” He shook his head with a ghostly smile on his lips. “The same man that put all his effort in funding the football team’s latest facilities? The man who was in the same fraternity as Axe? Our Dean will sweep this under the rug as soon as he hears people talking.”

      “A journalist then,” I decided, and my thoughts went straight to Ari. She could do it. She could break the story. In the past few years, she’d amassed a decent amount of a following and respect. “I know someone who’d be willing to talk to you guys. Write a story.”

      “Then what?” Weston shook his head. “If people know, Axe and Bill will refute the claims. It’s our word against theirs. Covee, people aren’t like you. On a whole, they don’t care. A couple of football players get knocked around, so what? People already think we’re idiots ready and willing to get brain damage for this sport. They’ll say we knew what we were getting ourselves into.”

      I blinked, wordless. I couldn’t argue with him because his prediction was accurate. At least, from my experience with Taylor and Elena. People would say these guys knew what would happen.

      “Then, there’s something in between,” I decided in a low, wondering voice. “Between my answer and yours. Something we’re not seeing.”

      “If it is, I don’t have time to figure it out,” Weston said. He reached up to brush his thumb across my neck. I leaned into his touch. “Axe and Bill want the favor by the end of next week. If I don’t do it, then things are going to change, things are gonna get harder.”

      “You can’t-”

      “I’m not,” he said and pressed his forehead against mine. “I’m not hurting Dakota. I never could, I don’t know why I even considered trying to convince him. But I will hurt them.”

      “How will that solve anything?”

      “It’s not supposed to. Do you honestly think some breaking story is going to stop men like Axe and Bill? Maybe they’ll get fired. They’ll find another job with all their connections. Maybe next time at a high school. You think if college students won’t speak up, high schoolers will?” Weston explained.

      “You…” I trailed off. He had a point. A stupidly violent point.

      “My way is supposed to teach them a lesson. Scare them. It’ll ruin me, I know. Still, I want to burn my house down before they do it for me. I want that control.”

      “Will you wait? Let me talk to my friend first,” I said. “She’s smart. Together, we’ve covered a lot of stories. We show people the truth. And she’s good at getting them to care.”

      “It. Won’t. Work,” he mumbled in a tired voice. “I’ve tried to get people to care. It’s rare.”

      “But not impossible,” I said in a pleading tone. I reached up to run my fingers across his jaw. “Please? Give me some time.”

      Weston opened his eyes. The swirling colors of blue and green were sad. His shoulder sagged, giving into defeat. I nudged my nose against his to remind him I wasn’t giving up.

      “You have the next few days,” he told me. “Once we get back to campus, I’m doing this my way.”

      I nodded. “Deal.”
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      “Relax for the night,” Weston begged when he saw me open my laptop.

      For about a half-hour, Weston worked on cleaning up his childhood bedroom for us to sleep. His blue sheets with helicopters smelt of laundry detergent and dryer sheets. Once he finished washing, he laid out a towel for me to shower while he went out to grab our food.

      Now, he stood in his doorway with a frown and a bag of Chinese food. He wore an expression of disappointment as he eyed the notebook on my lap.

      “I wanted to get a head start on some research,” I explained while tugging a blanket around my shoulders. “I emailed Ari, but she won’t get back to me until tomorrow. Different time zone.”

      “Let’s talk about that later,” he ordered while walking over to lay out our dinner at the foot of the bed. “I told you, we’re trying to be who we would have been. Can you indulge me? At least for a little while.”

      I bit my lip, weighing the pros and cons. He read my debating expression and cocked his eyebrow up in response.

      “Or do I have to indulge you to get your attention, Cove?” he offered.

      A small laugh escaped my lips. My stomach fluttered with a familiar feeling of desire. “Maybe.”

      “Are you offering an appetizer?” He chuckled when I gave him a weak shrug. “Still too shy to ask? How many times do I have to offer for you to understand I’m always down?”

      “I’m not shy,” I refuted and reached for the pair of chopsticks he held out.

      “Then what do you call the red in your cheeks?” he tested while opening a box of noodles. The powerful smell of soy sauce filtered into the air, overwhelming the room.

      “Anxiety,” I told him after a few minutes of thinking.

      His forehead wrinkled as he started making a bowl for me. He offered me noodles, two kinds of chicken, and a mix of vegetables.

      “Anxiety?” he asked after handing me my food. “I thought you were comfortable with me at this point.”

      I thanked him and started blowing on the steaming bowl. “I am but I still get nervous. I think I always will.”

      “There’s nothing I can do to fix that?” He joined me on the bed. The mattress dipped under his weight. I slipped onto his side and he took advantage by placing a kiss on my neck. When I giggled, he pressed his lips on my shoulder for another peck.

      “Tell me something about your past,” I decided while spinning noodles around my fork. “We ditched dating and went straight to sex. Until tonight, I didn’t know your family had a place this close to campus. I don’t even know where you come from.”

      “Here and there,” he said in a bored voice.

      When I gave him a face, he chuckled. He pressed his thumb on my chin to wipe away a bit of sauce. I watched him lick it off his finger.

      “I promise you, my past isn’t interesting,” Weston said.

      “Indulge me,” I teased as I bumped my shoulder against his.

      “You first,” he deflected. “I don’t know much about you either. Besides the fact that you’re insanely talented in design, great at advocating for others, and have the world’s most incredible moan when you’re climaxing. Just the basics.”

      My mouth formed in an “o” at his last statement and he leaned his head back to laugh, shaking the entire bed.

      “Such a flirt,” I complained but wore a smile myself.

      “Come on, Covee,” he encouraged while motioning to me with his fork. “I want to know more about the girl who’s entranced me.”

      “Body and soul?” I joked under my breath.

      When he gave me a confused look, I snorted and shook my head.

      “I’m kidding. Let me think,” I said and popped a piece of chicken in my mouth. As I chewed, I ran through the things that made me. There was home, of course. Ari. Design. Fear. Hope.

      “I don’t have anywhere to go in the spring,” I said, deciding to start off strong. “Summer either for that matter.”

      Weston paused, holding a forkful of vegetables near his mouth. A string bean plopped into his plate as he asked, “What does that mean?”

      I kept my eyes on my food. “Kind of got kicked out after high school. My parents weren’t the best people. Especially my dad. He was… difficult. Scary.”

      Weston stayed quiet as he listened. The springs of the mattress squeaked as he moved close enough for our thighs to touch. My dark skin against his white contrasted nicely in the bright lighting of his room. I licked my lips and dared myself to continue. I wanted him to know.

      “Playing mind games was his favorite,” I continued. My hand gripped my chopsticks hard enough for me to feel pain. I attempted to ground myself in the moment by feeling, hearing, and seeing. I felt the wood scratch my skin, heard the crickets outside of the house, and saw Weston’s blue blanket pooled at the bottom of the bed.

      “He’d always change the rules,” I explained, and dared to look up. Weston stayed completely still with tense shoulders and a locked jaw. “Some days would be fine and we’d all be happy. And then, it’d change in an instant. I could make one mistake and he’d flip out. Something as simple as forgetting to lock the front door could lead to weeks of anger and silence and guilt tripping.”

      “Did he…” Weston cleared his throat. “Ever hurt you? Hit you. Or…”

      “Only mental games with me,” I assured with a shake of my head.

      His shoulders visibly relaxed, but his jaw stayed tight, still angry on my behalf. “Still inexcusable.”

      I nodded in agreement. “He made it hard for my mom and I to trust ourselves. Things we knew as fact weren’t anymore. He has this way about him. He could convince people of anything he wanted them to believe. I’ve never seen anyone twist words like he could.”

      Weston placed an open palm on my back when I paused for a minute. I could feel my throat tightened like it always did when I spoke about this with therapists. It was hard to explain what my dad’s words did to me growing up. When I first began talking about it, people didn’t understand. My cousins called me soft. My grandma dubbed me sensitive. And my mother refused to entertain my sadness, even when she was going through the same thing. She ignored me because seeing me was like looking in a mirror for her. If she admitted I was in pain, then she’d have to admit she was taking part in my struggle.

      “For a long time, I didn’t think I was anything. When I was taken out of high school to be homeschooled, I became no one. In a small house on the edge of the world I was trapped,” I confessed with a heavy breath. “I was drowning until I met Ari. Nearly gave up on life completely before I got an email saying I got approved for a grant to come to Westbrooke.”

      I glanced at Weston’s kind eyes. He reached up to brush a few of my coils behind my ear. I smiled a little at the gesture.

      “A part of me is always going to be stuck there,” I whispered. “With him. So, when I’m anxious, know it’s nothing you could ever cause. I’ve had every ounce of confidence gaslit away. My nerves will never be because of you.”

      He waited a moment to make sure I’d gotten everything off my chest before saying, “Thank you, Covee. For letting me know you in more ways than one. I don’t… think I deserve it. But I desperately want to. I want to deserve everything you have to give me. It kills me knowing I’m not worth it.”

      “Stop.” I leaned closer to him. “You’re worth it ten times over, West.”

      I kissed him. He placed both of his hands on my cheeks. His warm skin on mine felt like coming home after a rainstorm. The pressure from his lips made me want to open up even more. Now that I knew he understood, I wanted him to have every part of me. Not for a limited time. Not until our rules expired. I wanted him until both of us faded into nothing. And then, in nothing, I hoped we still found our way to one another.
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      My phone buzzed on the nightstand. A small sliver of morning light peeked through the curtains of Weston’s bedroom window. His arm laid heavy across my stomach. I glanced over at him. He was the quietest sleeper I’d ever seen. His chest barely rose. I had to lean in close to hear the air leaving his mouth.

      Carefully, I removed his arm and slipped out of his embrace. He didn’t stir as I tiptoed out of the room. Ari’s called end, but then started again immediately.

      “Hey,” I answered while heading down the squeaky staircase. At night, this place looked like a haunted mansion. In the morning, it looked like a palace. White furniture and huge paintings that had been masked in shadows made me paused in admiration.

      “Wanna do a video chat?” Ari asked in her usual energetic voice. She’d probably been up for a few hours by now with a mediation session and a couple cups of energy drinks under her belt.

      I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes and said, “Sure. Give me one second.”

      It didn’t take me long to find my laptop and an empty room down the hall from Weston. I set up at a desk facing a window. The room looked like an office with most of the stuff underneath blankets. I removed a sheet from the desk chair and plopped down into the cushion seat.

      Ari popped on my screen the instant I requested the video call. She was dressed in a nightgown, sitting with a background I didn’t recognize.

      “Where are you?” I studied the vanity behind her.

      “Oh, um, the dentist,” she told me. She tried to keep a serious face.

      “I didn’t realize they did house calls… in their own houses,” I teased.

      She waved her hand. “Girl, this call is not about me right now.”

      “But you need to catch me up,” I told her as I tucked my feet underneath my butt.

      “Look, he’s downstairs reading to his kid,” Ari told me in a matter-of-fact tone. “I have fifteen minutes before they’re done. So, the clock’s ticking, and I think we have bigger things to talk about other than my love life.”

      I let out a sigh. “Fine.”

      “Where do you want to start? Because I got your email about the coach and wow.” She shook her head and took a sip of drink from a Best Dad Ever mug. “You picked a really interesting guy.”

      I nodded. “You can say that again.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Want to start with Fairfield?”

      “Fairfield?” My mouth turned downward at the mention of my hometown.

      “Where he went to school.”

      My throat was suddenly dry. Fairfield. The town I’d been taken out of high school. I lived there for years. Weston knew that. He’d seen my photo in my dorm. The photo with me holding those bears with a cheesy grin. He’d seen that photo weeks ago and told me he’d never heard of the place.

      Ari continued talking, not noticing my change of mood. “Okay, well, Weston was pretty difficult to track down before college. Nothing on his socials from anything pre-college. Which was weird. My guess is everything on social media was deleted. Thankfully, I friended some friends from his prep school and got a few interesting pics. Your usually keg stand, frat boy wannabe type of stuff.”

      “Okay.” I nodded for her to continue.

      “It got interesting when I found an article from what probably would have been his sophomore year in high school,” Ari continued. “About one of his classmates being in a relationship with a teacher. And, well, four students burned down the man’s house. No one was hurt, but some of them did time.”

      My body stiffened. “Weston?”

      She shook her head. “Nope, no evidence of more than just some slaps on the wrist for all the minors involved. The names are redacted from the court file, of course. Can’t say for sure it’s Weston but comparing what you told me about his hero complex with what happened, I’d bet money it’s him.”

      I nodded, silently taking everything in.

      “Side note: there is one guy who went to Weston’s school who just got out of prison. I thought that was interesting, so I followed the breadcrumbs. Did you know they’re still allowed to post on Facebook? His page is littered with posts from when he was still behind bars.”

      “I did, actually.” My uncle had been serving time for possession since I was in middle school. His page was never without a new post.

      “Hm,” Ari tried another sip of her hot drink. “Well, the guy from jail goes by the name Lawrence. We’re friends now and I think he thinks I’m into former jailbirds.”

      “Lawrence?” My memory flashed to the large, intimating guy from the frat party. I remembered how easily his eyes raked across my body like he knew how to find my vulnerabilities.

      “Yup,” she offered. “He seems harmless enough. He got out six months ago. Went back to his hometown.”

      “Which is?”

      Ari gave me a knowing smile. “Fairfield for the win. Once again.”

      “Unbelievable.” I let out a half-hearted laugh.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Just something Weston told me… or didn't tell me.” I waved my hand, dismissively. “Is that everything?”

      “Basically.” She made a few clicks on her computer. “Honestly, besides his glaring hero complex, I see nothing you should be wary about. Weston seems like a great guy. My only qualm would be him putting everyone first. I want you to have some there for you.”

      “He puts me first,” I promised. He did and would in a heartbeat. But she wasn’t completely wrong in her worry. Because the main reason we couldn’t be a couple was because he needed to be there for others. He’d give up normalcy for his life of favors. And if I didn’t find something to help him, he’d give up the possibility of us.

      “Good.” Ari started typing. “Now, about these bastard coaches.”

      I rolled back my shoulders, pushing back my problem for a moment to take care of something much more important. “Think we can do something?”

      “Give me time and I’ll burn their houses down,” she told me with a knowing look. When I winced, she added, “Oh, jeez, sorry! Too soon. I met metaphorically, of course.”

      “Great,” I said with a laugh. “Because I don’t want to have to come bail you out of jail.”

      “Imagine that being our first in-person meeting.” She giggled. “God, I should almost do it for the story.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I ordered.

      “I’m a lot of things, Covee,” she reminded me with a wink. “Impulsive isn’t one of them.”

      “That’s one of the things I love about you.”

      She pressed her hand to her chest, exaggerating her feelings of being touched. I knew better. Through everything, we had each other. We always would. In millions of people on the internet, we found one another. We stuck together. If I wasn’t sure of anything, I was sure Ari would be in my life forever.

      “Speaking of being impulsive…” She twisted her mouth to the side. “Think you can keep your hero calm while I work on getting dirt. The story could be huge if he’s patient. I need time for… completely legal snooping.”

      I frowned. “Don’t be too risky, Ari. The hacking won’t be worth it if you suffer.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she insisted and hesitated before adding, “And so will you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “No pressure, but this will go faster with you helping. You have the skill and know-how. I trust you,” she said in an encouraging tone. “I think it’s time you trust yourself.”

      “I can’t make a mistake,” I said in a barely audible voice.

      “You won’t,” Ari promised with certainty.

      I sucked in a deep breath. Maybe I could. If I did this, it could do more than just free Weston from his ties with his coaches. Figuring this out would help Dakota. David. And anyone else Axe and Bill were hurting. Who knew how many players they affected.

      “Alright.” I sat up straight. “Tell me where to start.”
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      “Come, be mundane with me,” Weston requested from the living room doorway.

      He’d just woken up. His hair looked tousled from the bed. He let out a cute yawn that almost distracted me. Almost.

      I’d been up for a couple of hours, starting my search from where Ari instructed - Bill’s past. My rabbit hole comprised tabs and tabs of football articles and social media profiles.

      “I’m close to a breakthrough,” I told him without looking up from my screen. Bill taught at a community college before landing his gig at Westbrooke University. He’d left after just two months. There was only one social media post providing evidence he’d even taught there. It had a few comments and only one was negative. The user accused Bill of being a monster. When I clicked on the user’s icon, I was taken to a page showing the account had been deactivated.

      “Covee.” Weston crouched down in my makeshift set up. I’d gathered as many pillows as I could, creating a soft fortress of sleuthing. “Look at the window.”

      “Hm?” I scratched my head while studying another headline about Bill.

      “The window,” he repeated and carefully tucked his hand under my chin. With a tender nudge, he directed my eyes towards the bay windows. Bright sun shone through the glass. The sky was clear and blue enough to feel like a Florida ocean. The orange and red leaves on the tree brushed back and forth in the light wind. It looked inviting.

      “Let’s enjoy it,” He offered me his hand.

      A small whine escaped my lips as I glanced from my computer to the window. “I really should work. This is going to help fix things.”

      He shook his head and held his mouth in a firm line. “I want you to relax. For at least for a few hours. You can finish up what you’re working on later. Come help me pick out paint.”

      “Paint?” What was he going on about?

      “In town. My parents wanted me to get the house ready for the summer. I’m letting the painters in on Monday,” he explained. “I was supposed to pick out a color after the game but as you know, things got complicated.”

      “Do you really want to worry about paint right now? We’re on a clock.”

      He nodded with a small smile. “I’m always on a clock. I’m choosing to stop it for today before it’s too late. Join me. Let’s be here in every sense of the word.”

      I wanted to argue. Something in his eyes made me do the opposite. He wiggled his eyebrows, excited when I closed my laptop. I laughed, knowing that my choice, even if it wasn’t wise, was the right one.

      “Don’t think this will deter me,” I promised him. “This is just a break. We need breakfast anyway.”

      “Perfect.” He grinned and gave me a quick kiss on my temple. “I know the best spot.”
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      I kept my newfound knowledge about Weston’s Fairfield lie to myself. I needed an opening and didn’t think navigating through aisles in Home Depot allowed for the best setup. Besides, he was in a good mood. I thought I’d seen him happy. There were levels to joy. The one he exhibited on campus was just level one.

      On the ride over, he’d turned on a playlist and sung along without holding back. He grinned over at me whenever I laughed at his failed attempts to reach the high notes. The windows were rolled down as he serenaded me. He kept a hand outside, catching the wind like he’d be able to hold on to it in his grasp for more than a second. Like usual, he drove fast. Except this time, he wasn’t as wild. He used his indicator and looked proud when I voiced the change.

      “I want you to feel safe,” he explained.

      I beamed. “I appreciate it.”

      My words earned me a kiss on the knuckles. He teasingly stuck out the tip of his tongue on my skin. I yelped, giggled, and tried to pull away. He laughed, letting me go after one more lick.

      When we got to the store, Weston got distracted by the light aisle. He muttered to himself about getting a couple of lamps for the living room and asked my opinion on a few selections. After a good ten minutes, I reeled him in, reminding him of our original purpose.

      “Are you sure?” I asked him once we were in the paint section.

      Weston was holding the ugliest shade of yellow in one hand and the loudest shade of red in the other.

      “What do you think when you look at them?” He questioned as he waved the color samples in the air like flags.

      “I think about puke,” I told him honestly while wrinkling my nose.

      “Puke,” he said. I could practically see the light bulb go off in his head.

      He turned to a small woman with a Home Depot vest passing by us. She had a headful of gray curls and wore a pin that read, ‘Ask Me Anything!’ Her Spanish accent was thick when she greeted us. She immediately started gushing over Weston when he spoke. She told him he looked like one of her lovers from the summers she spent in Brazil years ago.

      “Oo, I have so many greens.” She grinned and hurried down the aisle with excitement. She seemed to be on the same wavelength as Weston.

      “Come, come,” she beckoned us around the corner as if she was our guide to forbidden treasure.

      “Well, would you look at that,” Weston marveled once he turned down the next aisle.

      I joined him and had a similar, albeit less thrilled, reaction. We were staring at an entire row of green. Shades ranging from Dark Forest to Hot Lime. Most of them look atrocious, and that was exactly what Weston had been looking for.

      “Behold,” he said dramatically as he spread his arms out wide. “Our oyster.”

      “Interesting choice of oyster,” I told him. “What exactly are we doing again? Finding the worst colors to the human eyes?”

      “Yes,” Weston moved closer to the paint and touched a can in mock reverence. “To blind my enemies. Also known as my parents.”

      “You’ve officially lost it,” I mumbled and joined his side.

      “Not quite.” He tapped his finger against a gross, dirty green shade. “Not yet.”

      “Nice pick,” the woman nodded. “Reminds me of spring.”

      I almost laughed at her attempt to get a sale. Weston looked amused too. He reached up to grab cans.

      “These are perfect…” He read her name tag. “Maria. Would you mind helping us find these other colors before checking us out?”

      “Of course,” she beamed and started her shuffle down the aisle. “It’d be my pleasure.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be helping your parents,” I reminded him. “Looks like you’re just about to make a mess. Your house is too beautiful to ruin with…”

      “Pukey yellow and moldy green?” Weston held up the paint cans.

      I snorted. “Those their official names?”

      “Should be. Don’t worry, Covee. My parents will hate this, which makes it all the better. They need a little chaos in their lives. Nothing has shaken them since I was in high school.”

      There was my opening. I swallowed, nearly chickening out before asking, “Which high school did you go to?”

      “It was a prep one.” Weston shrugged. “Old, dusty, and boring. Whatever you’re imagining, that’s what it was... right down to the uniforms.”

      “Was your school close to here?” I watched him open his mouth and then close it when Maria called for us down the aisle. She pointed to something on the top shelf with a beaming grin.

      “I know you were in Fairfield,” I told him quickly. My words blended. He froze and tilted his head to the side, undoubtedly replaying my confession over.

      “Fairfield,” he repeated with red in his cheeks. “Your friend’s research?”

      I nodded numbly. “Why was it a secret?”

      “I have the other colors,” Maria sang while waving in our direction from down the hall. She looked so proud to have tracked down Weston’s silly request.

      “I made a split-second decision,” he explained. “I didn’t want you to be scared. Plus, I was embarrassed. I-”

      Maria called for us again. He looked over his shoulder and back to me. I nodded for him to go to her. I watched him jog down the aisle. He put on his usual smile. The charm wooed Maria as she spoke to him.

      I watched silently from afar. I thought I would have felt anger. Or, disappointment. Instead, I felt an ache in my chest. Embarrassed. He must have been lonely. I’d been embarrassed about my family for years. Without Ari, I would have caved.

      Weston had his team, but not really. He held too much back to truly receive help from them. Sure, he was there for them. They couldn’t return the favor. Neither could I if he continued to refuse to be honest. We couldn’t fight his battles if they were invisible.

      “All set?” Maria was saying as I stepped closer.

      Weston grinned at her. “Yes, this is perfect.”

      “Wonderful.” She patted his hand. “Let me check you out. I have a discount I can give you.”

      Weston raised his eyebrows in my direction. I shook my head, showing I wasn’t upset. He smiled in response before following Maria to one of the empty counters.

      “We’ll talk more about it later,” he promised me as Maria scanned the paint cans.

      “Fine,” I said while aimlessly touching one of the key chains hanging on the checkout counter. The square plate read, ‘Stay Calm’ with a purple heart underneath. I smiled a little and the cheesy phrase. As soon as my hand released it, Weston tugged it off its hook.

      “Is that all?” Maria asked while sliding the last paint can across the scanner.

      “Last thing.” Weston handed her the key chain.

      “I was just looking,” I said when Weston offered the key chain to me once we walked out of the store.

      He shrugged. “It’s a keepsake for today. Something corny we can both remember. Plus, you often need that same reminder.”

      I snorted. “Do you know how many times I’d heard this phrase and done the opposite?”

      “I dare you to try doing exactly what it says,” he said. “At least once. You know, to shake it up. Disrupt the balance of the universe or some shit like that.”

      “I doubt being calm would disturb the force,” I joked with a laugh.

      Weston paused at the back of his truck and placed the bags in his trunk. He turned to grab my wrist before I could pass him to go to the passenger’s side.

      “What?” I started.

      He placed both hands on my cheeks and kissed me. We stood there for a good minute, locked together in an embrace. When we finally pulled back for a breath, he said, “Stay calm. For this one thing, at least.”

      “Again,” I said with a stupid grin on my face. “What?”

      “I want to show you something. Show you why I didn’t tell you about Fairfield. And how I got into doing favors.”
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      We drove across town. Weston passed his neighborhood and drove through a busy downtown area. The music filled our silence. Once we turned on a dirt road, I mustered up the courage to ask him where we were going.

      “I’m sure your friend found out about the house we burned, right?” Weston slowed the truck down but didn’t stop. The road curved with thick trees on either end.

      “Yeah,” I confirmed. “Who’s we?”

      Weston let out a heavy breath. Then, he inhaled slowly and held it in. Breathing work. Had he gone to therapy? Or, was that simply a habit because of his athletic background?

      “Lawrence,” Weston explained. “The guy you met last night.”

      I nodded for him to continue.

      “And two other guys I used to hang out with,” he said. His eyes stayed trained on the road as he spoke. “We were friends in prep school. Lawrence is two years older. Andrew, Lawrence’s brother is my age and Oliver was the new kid. Sophomore year, I shared a dorm with Andrew and Oliver. We all liked football and drinking, so that’s what we did.”

      I peered outside. The trees seemed to start thinning and in the distance, I could see a few houses. The landscape looked familiar. I sat up in my seat to stay attentive to Weston’s words and our surroundings.

      Weston did another breathing exercise before saying, “Prep school was tough. The teachers were tougher. Especially our biology professor. Mr. Trenton. He… he was a psycho.”

      His fingers tapped the steering wheel. I could see the skin on his neck go red.

      “Weston,” I whispered. “Take your time.”

      He gave me a curt nod and stayed quiet for a moment longer before continuing. “I didn’t think his discipline was abnormal at first. Which is silly, I know. He’d take some of us in his office sometimes when we failed an exam or embarrassed us in front of the other teachers.”

      Weston flexed his hands, briefly. “He would slap our wrists with the rulers that have the metal on their edge - like those old school teachers in movies. But he wouldn’t stop after one or two slaps, and sometimes he’d make us hit each other with the ruler while he watched. Afterward, he wouldn’t let us go to the nurse. He said it was a good lesson to learn how to bandage your wounds.”

      “West,” I whispered and reached for his hand to remind him he wasn’t there.

      He nodded and gently squeezed me before letting go and saying, “Anyway. Oliver was in love with this freshman, Shiloh. But she wouldn’t give him the time of day. She didn’t pay attention to anyone really. Oliver wore her down after a while. They were friends until… he found out she was being raped by Trenton. Of course, Trenton didn’t see it that way. According to him, she was in love.”

      Weston scoffed, disgusted at the idea. I watched him lick his bottom lip before continuing, “Oliver was livid. When he found out, he went straight to the headmaster.”

      My brow furrowed. I could guess what happened next but I needed to hear him say it. “Go on. What did the headmaster do?”

      “Laughed.” Weston’s jaw clenched. “I went with Oliver and the bastard laughed. He sent us away, so we came back with our parents. Oliver’s parents chuckled too. Like they were amused by his schoolyard crush. Mine didn’t bat a lash, but I didn’t for a second think they’d do anything, so I wasn’t surprised. Lawrence and Andrew’s father pulled us aside and gave us the best advice I’ve ever heard in my life.”

      “What’s that?” I watched Weston’s face. His eyes went from angry to sad to angry again.

      “Never wait for someone to do the right thing,” he said in a steady voice. “You see something wrong; you take care of it. Use the language your problem uses.”

      My eyes trailed back outside of the window as I tried to imagine what a young Weston felt. He probably felt like I had when my mother didn’t help me during my father’s abusive tirades. Betrayed. Alone. Helpless.

      Except, he wasn’t helpless. He became violent instead.

      “No one was listening,” Weston said with a waver in his voice. For a brief moment, he was that teen again. Desperate for an adult to step in. “I got tired of talking. We all did. So, we burned his house instead.”

      We turned on a road with the sign that read “dead end”. It didn’t take us long to get to the end of the street. There was an empty lot with overgrown grass and cement where the foundation of a house should have stood. Weston put the car in park but didn’t move to unbuckle his seatbelt.

      “How far are we from Fairfield?” I asked, recognizing the oak trees in the lot.

      “About twenty miles out,” Weston said with his face still turned forward.

      “This was the house,” I said, lamely.

      “Yeah,” he confirmed. “We waited until he left for work and then burned it. Oliver wanted him inside. I was the only one who could convince him it wasn’t worth it. The other guys were all in… When it was over, I sometimes wished I listened to them.”

      I nodded. “He was horrible. You shouldn’t be ashamed of wanting something horrible to happen to monsters.”

      “But I should be ashamed of inflicting that horror.” He finally looked at me, eyes wide, mouth parted with a sigh. “Right? But I’m not. Covee, I’m not. It’s scary sometimes but it feels helluva a lot better than being on the other side.”

      My heart ached. I reached up to touch his cheek. He stopped my hand halfway and brought my fingers to his lips.

      “After the stuff with the trial blew over,” Weston said in a low voice with my fingers still lightly pressed on his lips. “Lawrence and I started looking for trouble on the weekends. We found people willing to hire muscle in exchange for things like money and favors. Lawrence tried to get interviews, I tried to get recruiters to come to my games. It worked, until it didn’t.

      “Lawrence got caught beating an off duty cop. He served time and I stayed low. Until this year when some guy at this stupid country club asked me for a favor. Said he remembered hearing my name in his circle. And something in me clicked. Like a light switch, I was alive again.”

      I swallowed and watched him in silence for a moment. He stared back looking with longing in his eyes. When I tried to smile, he let out a sigh.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, quickly. “I just wanted you to know all of me. The dark parts, and whatnot. You said that’s what people that care about you know.”

      I nodded, earnestly. “Don’t apologize. I’m not afraid or disappointed. I’m sad. So sad that you’ve been alone.”

      Weston’s shoulders sagged as he saw my face. “That’s the last thing I wanted you to feel, Cove.”

      I leaned in closer. Weston pressed his forehead against mine with closed eyes. I breathed him in deeply, memorizing his scent. When my hand stroked his cheek, he opened his eyes. The chaos of blue and green looked afraid.

      “Now you know why I can’t let Axe and Bill get off with a slap on the wrist,” he said in a breathy voice. “But my way is wrong, right?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t decide that for you.”

      Being his moral compass was a fool’s errand. Everyone had to develop one on their own. I’d learned that from years of watching my mom love a man who would call her crazy and me, mental.

      Weston nodded as he trained his eyes on my face. “So, is this our end? You’ll leave after we get back?”

      I could barely swallow the lump in my throat. “I don’t know. I just...Can I give you what I researched so far? Maybe it’ll help you figure out another way. You don’t have to use it. But I think it’ll be helpful.”

      Before Weston could reply, his phone started buzzing. He ignored it the first time. I let him pull me closer as he kissed me. As my lips parted, his pocket started vibrating with notifications. When it stopped and instantly started again, I pulled back.

      “Sorry,” he said with an annoyed look on his face when he answered, “Kevin, I’m busy.”

      Instead of hanging up, the voice on the other line kept Weston’s attention. His arm slowly fell from my mine as he listened. His back stiffened.

      “When?” he asked as he turned on the truck.

      I touched his shoulder, trying to meet his eyes to wordlessly ask, what was wrong?

      “Give me a couple of hours,” he said into the phone. “I’m heading your way now.”

      “What happened?” My heart banged against my chest.

      “We have to get back on campus,” Weston told me. “It’s Dakota.”
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      We parked in front of the school’s library. Weston barely turned off the car before opening his door. I followed him with an equal sense of urgency. Kevin didn’t want to tell him what happened over the phone. The entire ride over, we both were left to speculate the worst.

      “You can wait for me in the lobby,” Weston offered as I fell into step next to him.

      I slipped my hand into his. “No. Dakota’s my friend too. I want to make sure he’s okay.”

      He gave me a weary smile and hurried to a nearly closing elevator. We slide through the door just in time, frightening two girls already inside.

      “What floor?” one of them asked. She grasped onto her companion’s hand, tugging her closer the way Weston often did to me.

      “Six,” Weston told her while scanning through a thread on his phone.

      The ride felt longer than usually. The girls watched us with suspicion. I picked at a hangnail while wondering if I’d saved my research to the cloud. It’d come in handy to have access to it on my phone right now. Nothing distracted me more than design and research.

      Once the elevator doors dinged open, Weston hurried forward. He only looked back at me briefly to make sure I kept up with his stride.

      He weaved in and out of the bookshelves. We headed toward the group meeting rooms in the back. It took me a moment to realize we weren’t too far from where we first met up to work on our assignment. The night he offered to go down on me. I looked around in time to spot the now empty desk we shared. That night hadn’t been long ago yet still, it felt like ages.

      “Here,” Weston said, reaching for the door of the very last room.

      The space felt smaller with four large guys occupying it. As soon as the door opened, they all looked up at Weston and me. Dakota and David sat on opposite sides of the small, circular table. Dakota was the first to look away from us. He peered down at the table and traced the swirls in the wood.

      David tilted his chair back with his feet. He held his arms over his chest, looking unamused. Kevin had been pacing. His shoulders relaxed a bit at the sight of Weston. But his mouth stayed firm.

      Lawrence stayed on the opposite end of the room near the window. He raised an eyebrow at Weston and then, when he saw me enter the room, he smiled. His eyes scanned my face, undoubtedly looking for my tell. Thankfully, my mouth remained still. I couldn’t tell if my relaxed expression impressed or disappointed him.

      “What’s going on?” Weston stayed standing. His eyes raked over each of the guys, willing one of them to speak.

      I went over to claim the empty seat next to Dakota. When I sat, he leaned a little closer to me. I tried to make eye contact, but he refused to look up. His fingers still played on the table. I tried to keep my breath steady as I reached for his hand. I half-expected him to pull back and close off like he had in the parking lot. He went stiff when my fingers reached his wrist. I paused. When he didn’t move, I opened my palm for him to grab.

      He looked up then. I smiled a little. My hand stayed open, allowing him time to make a choice. He didn’t move closer or away. I kept it there in case he changed his mind.

      “Kevin,” Weston said stiffly. “What is it?”

      Kevin shook his head and glanced at Dakota. “It’s not my story to tell.”

      “We have a Fairfield problem,” Lawrence announced. He pushed off the wall and neared the table. We watched him turn a chair around backwards before sitting. “Those seem to kind of follow us. Well, in this case, you.”

      “What’s that mean?” Kevin asked the same time Weston asked, “What are you doing here?”

      “The better question is, why weren’t you here?” Lawrence opened his hands and gestured to the table. “I thought we decided how to handle this the other night. And you go MIA. I get you’re in the honeymoon phase, but you have a job to finish.”

      “We met at the party,” Kevin explained to Weston in an apologetic tone. “He told me to call if something weird happened. I didn’t get it until… well, something weird happened.”

      Weston gripped the back of a chair. His knuckles went white as he spoke to Lawrence “I needed time to think and make sure the plan was viable.”

      “Well, is it, oh Captain, my Captain?” Lawrence asked with a dry chuckle. “‘Cause people are getting hurt while you’re playing house.”

      I let out a heavy breath, unable to let this guy goad Weston while that rest of us stayed silent. “He deserved time.”

      “We don’t always get what we deserve,” Lawrence peered at me. “I’m sure you know that much… It’s Covee? Right?”

      “Hey,” Weston said in a stiff voice. “Focus.”

      David let his chair fall to the ground. The legs made a loud thud. He smiled at his teammate’s frowns and said, “Look, as much as I adore preludes, let’s move on. Shall we?”

      “David,” Kevin warned.

      “What?” David held his hands up in defense. “Dakota’s not going to talk. He wouldn’t have said anything if I didn’t see. He hasn’t said anything since.”

      Dakota tucked his shaky hands into his sweatshirt pocket.

      “Fine,” Weston gave in while eyeing David. “Talk.”

      “We were on the third floor of the gym. After hours. We wanted to get a few reps in and review the playbook,” David started. “After a couple of hours, I left. Dakota wanted to get a run in, so he stayed. I forgot something and had to go back. That’s when I heard Bill… asking Dakota for a favor.”

      “That’s not the word you used with me,” Kevin roughly reminded him.

      “I’m getting to it,” David explained and craned his neck to shoot a dirty look at Kevin. “Weston’s more visual. I was setting the scene.”

      “Christ,” Weston cursed and pushed an empty chair into the table. “Can you two quit arguing for one second?”

      “Sorry,” Kevin mumbled and walked to the window to look out.

      “Bill asked for a favor.” David paused as he combed his hands through his hair. “A sexual favor.”

      Dakota let out a heavy breath. His knee bounced underneath the table. I watched his eyes land on everything in the room except the four of us. He finally rested his gaze on an ocean painting across from us. His gaze locked as if any falter would end in his demise.

      “Bill asked. And asked. And then, demanded,” David finished in disgust coating his tone.

      We were all silent, drowning in David’s words. This was more than a maze. This was open water. Someone had a fresh wound, and we were all trying to hurry to shore before sharks caught on to the scent.

      “He played it off,” David informed. “When I walked it, he stopped. But if I hadn’t… He tried something like that before. On me. Played it off then too because Axe walked in.”

      David looked off in the distance. His voice sounded hollow at the end of his sentence.

      “Ready now?” Lawrence gruffly asked Weston.

      Weston nodded and looked at Kevin. “Next practice is Wednesday?”

      “Yeah,” Kevin said with hesitation. “Why? What are we ready for?”

      “Karma,” Lawrence explained. His eyes glinted with excitement. He ran his tongue across his lips, as if he could taste the vengeance. He was a shark too.

      “How?” Kevin’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “Violence,” I provided. I could even hide the disappointment in my tone. Weston didn’t meet my eyes as he started pacing at the head of the table.

      Kevin chuckled, thinking I was joking. He stopped when Lawrence and Weston gave him a hard look.

      “What are you going to do? Beat the fuck out of Bill? And then what?” Kevin asked.

      David held up a finger. “I actually think it’s a brilliant plan.”

      “No, it’s not,” Kevin argued. “It solves nothing long term.”

      “There could be another way,” I agreed. “We just have to stop and consider.”

      “Consider?” Lawrence laughed. “Sweetheart, there’s only one language these types of guys speak. And it sure as hell isn’t a language that’s going to come from pretty lips.”

      I scoffed. “Excuse me?”

      “Lawrence,” Weston said with fire in his voice. “Need a reminder on who you can and can’t talk to like that? I’m short on time, but I can make some.”

      They stared off for a minute. Lawrence leaned back after a while. A shadow of a grin still lingered on his lips as he replied, “No need. I remember.”

      “We’re doing this on Wednesday,” Weston said sternly. There would be no arguing. “Keep Dakota away from any of the coaches until then. David, you stay low too. Bill might suspect you told us if you hang around.”

      David gave him a joking salute. “Aye, aye.”

      “Covee,” Weston said. His address surprised me. “Can you get me that research you were talking about?”

      I nodded. “Of course, I didn’t think-”

      “I’m not,” he confirmed with sadness in his eyes. “I’m sorry. Your way will take too long and won’t work. Lawrence is right, these guys only hear blood and bruises.”

      “How do you know that for sure?” Kevin stepped closer to Weston. “We could at least try another way. The right way. You will get suspended for this. And so will anyone who helps. I can’t do that. You know I need this team.”

      “I’m not asking you to give it up.” Weston placed a hand on Kevin’s sagging shoulder.

      “None of us will think less of you,” David said in a low voice. He sounded sincere when he added, “Do what you have to do.”

      Kevin looked at all of us. His eyes softened when they fell on the silent Dakota. Kevin let out a heavy sigh before nodding.

      “I’m sorry,” he directed the words to all of us, but it was really for Dakota. “I wish I could help. You guys know I need to go pro. My family needs that. I can’t jeopardize it.”

      “Alright.” Weston nodded. “You should go before we discuss our plan. Deniability.”

      Kevin gave us one last look before heading to the door. He whispered one last, “I’m sorry,” before letting the door click close behind him.

      “Covee.” Weston looked at me with pleading eyes. “You too? You can email me the research.”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine. If they question people, I’ll be looked at regardless. People know about me and you being together. I already know what’s going to happen and I’m not stopping it. I won’t lie.”

      “Are you sure?” Weston asked.

      “I’m sure,” I confirmed in a steady voice. A warm hand suddenly took mine. Dakota’s fingers entwined in mine. I glanced at him. He didn’t smile, but his eyes showed gratefulness. Wordlessly, he thanked me. I squeezed his fingers.

      “I’ll get you guys everything I can find,” I promised while still looking at Dakota. “Just promise me, you’ll make it count.”

      “Your boyfriend’s in the business of making it count,” Lawrence informed while smiling at Weston. “Aren’t you, champ?”

      “Yeah. It’s what I’m good at,” Weston confirmed and finally took a seat at the head of the table. “Now, for this to work, I need everyone to pay attention. Here’s the plan.”
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      “It’s a matter of privacy,” Lawrence said.

      David and Dakota left only minutes ago with their jobs laid out by Weston. I’d pulled out my phone, focused on trying to gather as much information as I could on the small screen. I wanted to get back to my dorm or Weston’s as soon as possible to get some actual work done.

      “And staying with you will afford us that?” Weston scoffed.

      I glanced up at the two. Weston still sat, but Lawrence was on his feet, lingering near the glass door. He wanted us to stay with him for the night. According to him, it would provide the privacy the three of us needed.

      “You’ve already been seen on campus,” Weston reminded him. “With the guys. With me at the party. Discretion isn’t a luxury we have anymore.”

      “You live in a dormitory, kid,” Lawrence said. “Both of you do. You think you’re going to be able to talk freely with people milling about? What about her research? Leave a printed article lying around on the kitchen counter. Accidentally say something about one of the coaches. Adding unnecessary fuel to the fire. Besides…”

      Weston raised an eyebrow.

      “We’ve got some catching up to do.” Lawrence gave him a crooked grin. “I want to show you something.”

      “Why didn’t you lead with that?” Weston said with a sigh. His eyes turned to me. “What do you think?”

      “If you want to,” I told him with a shrug. “I’m fine with it.”

      Weston planned to leave campus Wednesday night. Indefinitely. If my last days with him were in a quiet house at the edge of town, I was down.

      “Wait fifteen minutes after me,” Lawrence instructed as he put his hand on the doorknob. “Take her back to her dorm first to make sure the cameras see her. And maybe her roommate. She’ll be able to lean on that if someone asks about her whereabouts.”

      “Got it.” Weston nodded. “See you soon.”
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      I left the beer that had been placed in front of me untouched. Meanwhile, Lawrence’s side of the table was a junkyard in the making. Weston lounged a few feet away on the couch, browsing through plane tickets. I casted a disapproving gaze in his direction for a few moments. His stubbornness infuriated me. Lawrence seemed amused at my anger, as if I were a kitten frustrated with a ball of yarn.

      “How long have you been hacking?” Lawrence asked as he cracked open another drink. His own laptop was open in front of him. He’d been reading over the things Ari found. I made sure not to mention her name to him. Since we wouldn’t be using her as a back-up, there was no need to rope her in.

      “For-” I started and abruptly paused when Lawrence let out a loud belch.

      Weston’s laptop slammed shut. He pushed himself off the couch to join us at the table. “Acting civilized for a few days won’t kill you.”

      “We don’t know that for sure,” Lawrence joked with a chuckle. “Go on, Covee. Where does a sweet girl like you learn how to penetrate systems?”

      “Hey,” Weston interrupted.

      “What? It’s a technical term,” Lawrence defended. A smug smile spread across his lips. “Ask her.”

      My cheeks were warm, but I still nodded my head. “I’m not a penetration tester. But, yes, it’s an actual term.”

      Weston didn’t seem to care either way. He pointed his finger at Lawrence. “Don’t test me. We’re not kids anymore.”

      “Couldn’t beat me then. What makes you think you can now?” Lawrence challenged with a wiggle of his brow.

      “Want to step outside and find out?” Weston rolled up his sleeve.

      “I thought we were here to work,” I reminded them.

      “The girl’s right,” Lawrence agreed while clicking his mouse pad. “Let’s settle old bets later.”

      Weston mumbled something inaudible under his breath. I gave him a look before starting another email to them. Lawrence printed off the research he found useful. He didn’t keep my emails for more than a few seconds. He believed going analog would clean up every paper trail.

      “The cloud can’t monitor the paper I burn in a fire,” he said to me when I first asked for his email address.

      He wasn’t wrong but the added caution felt unnecessary to me. And a waste of perfectly good printing paper. If someone wanted to gather clues in the digital age, they could. With or without ashes in a fire pit. Printing out an email wouldn’t help someone hide, it’d only slow pursuers down.

      “How are we getting into the third floor without your badge proving you were there?” Lawrence dove back into their walkthrough.

      The guys had a workout session with the coaches on the restricted third floor of the student athlete gym. They would have to badge in and out to get access to the floor. Weston planned on sneaking Lawrence in after his teammates left. He’d get Axe and Bill to stay behind by asking to talk to them privately after practice. One hole in their plan - and trust me, there were many - was that Weston wouldn’t badge out. Thus, putting him in the line of fire if the coaches pressed charges. There would be no denying what the computer said.

      “I’m going to get one of the guys to swipe my badge after his. Maybe David. He’ll leave with a pack of people so no one will notice. Dakota agreed to be last. The weight room door can be jammed open if you don’t close it right,” Weston explained to us calmly. “Lawrence, you’ll have about ten seconds to slip through it before the alarm buzzes about the opening.”

      “How am I getting past the front desk?” Lawrence questioned. He took a sip of beer and swished it back and forth in his mouth before swallowing. I wrinkled my nose. He noticed the movement and gave me a smirk.

      “I can get an extra key card,” Weston said. “I’ll ask for a visitor’s pass. The girl up front never writes the names down. She doesn’t go by the rules.”

      “What if she follows the rule this time?” I asked. I needed to poke holes in his plan. Weston looked too calm. Too ready for something that only took him a day to plan. We decided to stay with Lawrence until Wednesday night. So, we had a few days to perfect the plan. There were still so many things to consider.

      “I’ll distract her or something,” he supplied. “Use that smile everyone claims I have.”

      “That’ll work?” Lawrence looked unconvinced.

      “It’ll work,” I mumbled my confirmation and finally took a sip of my beer. Both eyed me. Weston wore a look of concern, while Lawrence seemed to approve of my gulps.

      “What about getting out of there?” I proposed. “Won’t the camera see you? And the doors. They beep if you don’t badge out.”

      “I know a few blind spots,” Weston explained and added when I gave him a curious look, “Force of habit from prep school. We liked to drink beer on campus. I was in charge of finding the right spot.”

      “I found the beer.” Lawrence chuckled and held up his bottle to me. I didn’t return the salute, but he drank all the same.

      “The doors will beep, but we’ll go fast. By the time we reach the back door, the campus security will be just getting in their golf carts.”

      “Plenty of time to escape,” Lawrence agreed. “I’ll have a van out back. No plates. I know a guy.”

      “We’ll split in Anderson,” Weston said to me, naming a city three hours outside of campus. “I’ll lie low for a few days and play it by ear from there.”

      “This could be so much simpler if you listen to me,” I said in a low voice.

      “But, not as fun.” Lawrence stood to collect his empty beer bottles.

      Weston leaned in closer to me to keep our conversation private. “You don’t have to stay here tonight. There’s a party at the boardwalk. I can guarantee Taylor was invited. She won’t be in the dorm if you sneak back in.”

      I shook my head. “It’s just a few days. I want to see this through. I want to say goodbye when it’s time for you to leave. Not days before.”

      He nodded solemnly and reached up to tuck a loose coil behind my ear. His eyes lingered on my lips. I wanted to lean in but Lawrence’s shuffling in the background kept us both just a breath apart. Lawrence’s house was large enough for all of us to find privacy. He stayed downstairs, giving Weston and me plenty of space upstairs. Despite the circumstances, I still felt warm at the idea of being alone with Weston.

      “This Bill guy is a mess,” Lawrence noted as he came back to the table with a plate of pizza in one hand and a can of soda in the other. My stomach growled at the sight. Weston chuckled and pressed a kiss on my lips before getting up to get me a slice.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. My eyes trailed back to my screen. “He’s gotten fired from at least two middle schools. And the other schools said nothing when he transitioned.”

      “Notice how until community college, he’s never worked with adults,” Lawrence said in a grim voice.

      “I did.” My eyebrows furrowed. “Wait. Do you think he could have…?”

      “I’d bet my Challenger,” he confirmed without looking away.

      “Crap,” I whispered. “He’s worked at so many places over the years. People have to know. I mean, to get this job at this school you have to have connections.”

      “Axe and Bill’s connections are vast.” Weston laid a plate of cheese pizza and an orange soda in front of me. “Like I said, we ruin them here and they’ll just find a new place. Snakes are good at finding new gardens. It’s what they were built to do.”

      I sighed with frustration. “People knew.”

      “Which is why we’re going to make this count,” Lawrence promised. “This isn’t just for the scum at this school. It’s for the scum at all the others.”

      Weston raised his bottle, this time to clank against Lawrence’s raised bottle. “It’s time.”

      “Past due,” Lawrence corrected. “But, better late than never.”
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      The floorboards creaked as we walked across to get ready for bed. Weston had carried my bag upstairs, placing it next to his far larger one. I eyed it while digging for my oversized tee shirt. He planned to be gone for longer than the rest of the semester. Maybe forever? My throat tightened at the thought.

      When I stood up, I felt Weston’s hands encircled my hips. He pressed a kiss on the back of my neck. His warm breath felt welcoming of my chilled skin. I closed my eyes, leaning into him as he brushed his lips across my shoulders. He smelt of mint when he whispered in my ear.

      “I don’t think you’ll need a shirt tonight,” he whispered. He pulled the t-shirt out of my hands and let it drop to the floor.

      “How can I satisfy you?” he offered while nudging my ear with his nose. I grabbed his hands and guided them to my breasts. He didn’t need a second invitation. His fingers ran across my nipples. He played with them until they became hard points. I arched my back, pushing my ass into his crotch. His cock was already hard and my body shuddered at the idea of having him tonight.

      “I’m so scared for you,” I whispered with an abated breath.

      “Don’t be.” He kept one hand on my breast while the other traveled down my stomach. “I know what I’m doing. Always. Don’t you agree?”

      I laughed. My body screamed for his touch. I pressed against him harder. “Not always, Weston.”

      “Most times, Cove,” he insisted in a rough voice. His fingers slipped under my jeans and panties. “When it counts. I think we can agree on that much.”

      His index and middle finger circled my clit. The touch was light. He teased me until a whimper escaped my lips. I reached behind me, grabbing his cock above his pants.

      “Can you come on me again?” he requested. “My mouth this time?”

      My pussy grew ten times wetter at his words. I nodded and turned around to capture his lips with mine. I swallowed his moans like I was starved for air. He gripped onto my wide hips like he was drowning. When the back of his knees hit the bed, I shoved him down.

      He watched me undress with lust in his eyes. I removed my clothes slowly, wanting him to watch. I needed him to see me. All of me. Because this was probably the last time.

      When I climbed onto the bed, I kissed him slowly. He followed my lead, ever patient, ever sweet. I smiled when I pulled away and said, “God, I’m going to miss you.”

      “I know.” He nodded as he caressed my cheek. “I’m going to miss you too.”

      I turned to kiss the hand on my cheek. He smiled, parting my lips to give me a teasing kiss.

      “Come up here and fuck me, Cove.” He jerked his chin up. “I want to taste you.”

      I followed his directions. My hands gripped the headboard as my pussy aligned with his face. He placed his hands on my ass. When his tongue met my clit, I couldn’t hold back my moans. His name spilled from my lips in an instant. He seemed to approve as he pulled me closer.

      He worked his mouth against me eagerly. Weston was unabashed in sucking every drop of cum that met his lips. I peered down at him. My hips rocked back and forth at the sight of him between my legs. He matched my humping, moving his neck back and forth to licking, sucking, and kissing.

      When my body clenched, ready for release, he pressed me harder into him. My body convulsed at climax and the moan that escaped my lips echoed between the room’s walls. I continued moving my hips so I could enjoy every aftermath shudder Weston offered with his tongue. Once my body calmed, I slid off him with a small laugh.

      “I’m not done yet, beautiful” he whispered as he trailed kisses along my collarbone.

      Weston turned me on my side. He left the bed briefly for a condom in his bag. When he put it on, he pulled me closer. He wrapped his hand around my thigh, urging me to spread.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever told you how sexy this part of your body is,” he murmured into my ear as he squeezed my inner thigh. The extra fat filled the spaces in between his fingers. I could only moan as he continued squeezing and then entered me slowly.

      On our sides, Weston fucked me. He took his time. Slow and steady strokes made me grip on his arm wrapped around my chest. His hand on my thigh slowly snuck its way up to my pussy. Weston was gentle when he rubbed my clit. The combination of pressure on the bud with every inch of him filling me made my body reach climax again.

      “You coming again, Cove? Right on my fingers,” he encouraged between kisses on the back of my neck. “That’s my girl. Enjoy it.”

      I rode the orgasm for as long as I could. And just when I thought I couldn’t take anymore, Weston got on top. He reentered me carefully with a whisper, “Is this okay?”

      I nodded, desperate for more. I knew my eyes were pleading. “I don’t want you to stop. I don’t want this to end.”

      Weston smiled. His strokes were steady. For a moment he took my nipple between his lips and sucked. When he neared his orgasm, he pulled away from my nipple to look me in the eye. His hand held onto my chin while the other stroked my hair.

      “Don’t look away, okay?” he begged me. “I want you to see what you do to me.”

      I nodded, wrapping my legs tightly around his waist so he could thrust deeper. Harder. Faster. He never looked away, and neither did I. His brow furrowed when he came. His eyes widened as I lifted my hips off the bed to meet him in mid-stroke.

      “Fucking hell,” he moaned while letting go. “Cove. God, Cove.”

      I buried my fingers into his hair and kissed him. All lust and love. He returned it with equal parts passion. After a few seconds of making out, he pulled out of me. I sighed with content. Weston rolled out of the bed and disappeared into the adjourned bathroom to clean up.

      He joined me underneath the covers when he came back. I got as close as I could to him. His heavy arm circled around my waist, holding me tight like he’d never let go.

      “God, I love you,” he murmured and then followed it with a hasty, “Crap, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

      I frowned and turned to look at him. My heart raced from the words. I had expected as much. Or maybe it had been hope? Either way, I knew Weston felt for me what I felt for him. Regardless of everything going on.

      “Why are you apologizing?” I wondered. “Only apologize if you don’t mean it.”

      The moon shone through the cracks in the bedroom curtains. Light pooled around Weston’s face, showing me a clear view of his profile in the nearly dark room. His hair was tousled and skin red from our workout. He looked irresistible.

      “Of course, I mean it.” He pressed his lips against my forehead. “I’d never dream of saying it if I didn’t.”

      “Then don’t apologize,” I told him with a small smile.

      “It’s not fair of me,” he confessed. “To say it, knowing that I’m leaving soon. It’s cliche. I don’t want you to think I’m manipulating you.”

      “Weston, you’re not capable of manipulation,” I said in a low voice. Even though we were already alone, it felt good to whisper. Talking low made me feel like this moment would forever be stuck in time. Maybe if we spoke low enough, time would forget about us, pausing so we could enjoy each other.

      “Maybe not,” he whispered. “Still. I want you to know that I’m not saying it because I want you to rearrange your life. I don’t want you to wait. I don’t want you to come with me. You deserve more than that. You’ll get it.”

      I quickly brushed away a few tears that fell onto my cheek. Weston helped by kissing the drops away. I smiled as he did. “I promise not to wait, if you promise to stop offering every part of yourself to everyone and leaving nothing for yourself. Weston, you don’t have to save people. You can just be.”

      “Maybe,” he mumbled. “I’ll try, if you try.”

      I nodded and moved closer so our noses touched. “Deal. And when you’re ready, come find me.”

      “I told you not to wait,” he reminded me.

      “I won’t,” I promised with a sad smile. “Still come to find me. I want to see what a stable Weston looks like. And you can see what a healthy Covee looks like. Okay? Because I promise, I’m going to get better. You are too. I want us both to be ready for each other next time.”

      He was quiet for a moment. Just when I thought he wouldn’t answer, he replied, “Deal.”

      Just like that, we sealed our fate. Goodbyes were brief with the promise - the hope - that separation was only temporary. And a reunion would include two better people. People who were ready for each other.
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      When I woke up on the last morning, I waited a few moments before opening my eyes. I knew I was alone. The sheets were cold when I moved my leg. There was no heavy arm around my waist. No soft breathing in my ear.

      After a few deep breaths, I looked at the opposite side of the bed. My fingers gripped the empty sheets as I willed the tears in my eyes to not drop. A part of me hoped he’d change his mind last minute. His scent lingered on the pillow. It took every ounce of my body not to tug in close and cry into the cotton.

      Instead, I pushed myself up and went to the shower. The house felt haunted without anyone to fill it with sound. As promised, Lawrence left a pair of keys on the counter. I ran over the list of things I needed to do before locking up.

      Lawrence wanted me to burn our notes. Empty the fridge. Wipe down as many surfaces I could with Clorox wipes.

      I had three hours before David and Dakota picked me up. In silence, I started my tasks. I was halfway through my list when my phone buzzed.

      He didn’t want to wait?? This is wild

      I frowned at Ari’s text and wrote back, How did you find out?

      Have you seen the news??

      My heart dropped. I hurried over to the living room and picked up the remote with a tissue. The screen clicked on. I flipped through the channels until I landed on a news station. They weren’t talking about anything of significance. I could still feel my heart pounding when I unlocked my phone to do a search on my phone.

      Before I could type there was a knock at the door. I jumped and cursed at myself before carefully tiptoeing to see who it was.

      “Have you seen this?” David asked once I opened the door. He held out his phone.

      I shook my head, taking the outstretched phone to read the update.

      “They weren’t supposed to take them off campus,” David said while pushing passed me towards the living.

      University Football Coaches Reported Missing

      “Why did they change the plan?” Dakota asked in a raw voice.

      My fingers shook as I tried to refresh the page for an update. “They didn’t. Weston told me it would happen on campus last night. They’d beat, threaten and then get out as soon as possible.”

      “Well, he must have lied,” David said from the living room. He had the remote in hand and started turning up the volume.

      “Last night, it’s believed that two university coaches, Axe Crawford and Bill Sanderson, were taken by force from the campus,” the announcer said. “Security footage showed the men being dragged, one by one, into an unmarked vehicle. There have been no ransom demands yet. We’ll keep you updated as the story progresses.”

      “That’s awful, Gene,” the co-host lamented before segueing into another story.

      “Pause it,” I ordered David. He clicked the button without question.

      “Why would he do something so reckless?” Dakota asked while running his fingers through his hair. “The plan was already high risk.”

      “Rewind,” I instructed David. “To the beginning of the segment.”

      David looked like he wanted to protest. We were silent as we watched the video rewind. The security footage popped on the screen again. David played it and I listened closely.

      “One by one,” I repeated. The two guys looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Look at the footage. That’s Lawrence in the hall. The shoulders are too curved to be Weston’s. Why would they take Axe and Bill one by one when there’s two of them?”

      “You don’t think Weston was a part of the abduction.” David studied the screen with his fingers on his chin.

      “No,” I said with surety. “It makes no sense. We knew Weston’s motive. Beat them to scare them. He could do that on campus. They had plenty of time and privacy in a room on the third floor of the gym. We just met Lawrence. Who knows what that guy really wants?”

      “So, what does that mean? What do we do?” Dakota asked.

      “Nothing,” David decided while backing away from the TV.

      “He’s right,” I agreed and looked at Dakota’s solemn face. “We stick to the plan. Lawrence is the only one who went off script. We clean this place and then leave. Back to campus.”

      David shook his head. “It’ll look suspicious to our roommates if we show up together right after this. Some people saw us with Lawrence, so they’ll ask questions and we won’t have a strong enough story. Let’s go to the next town over. Say we needed to escape for the day and bum around some mall. Get cameras to see us at a bank or something to confirm we weren’t with Weston and Lawrence today.”

      “And then?” Dakota looked at us with wide eyes but started moving towards the can of disinfectant wipes.

      “We don’t talk about it,” David told us with a stern voice. “Not in private or public. Once back on campus, we keep this between us. If we’re questioned, we’ll say yes. We saw Weston and Lawrence together at the frat party. But, nothing else.”

      I nodded in agreement and hurried to join Dakota in the cleaning. We were frantic. Wiping every surface that could have Weston’s or my fingerprints. David yanked his hoodie on when he took out the trash. Dakota pulled his car around the back of the house for me to load my bag into. Once I locked the door, I placed the key behind the broken light switch, like Lawrence showed me.

      “What about Weston? Should we try to help him? We know where he’s going,” Dakota said when I slipped into the passenger’s seat. David went back inside for the last bag.

      “We can’t risk it. Not now. He’ll be fine,” I assured with a nod. I wanted to believe it. I needed to believe it. He would. Weston was smarter than people gave him credit for. He’d be safe, and I’d hold out hope that his name would stay untethered from the story.

      David quickly slipped into the back seat. “Let’s get out of here. Drive slow. Hurrying will draw unnecessary attention.”

      “You sound like you’ve been in a cover up before,” Dakota joked without a smile.

      “Maybe,” David shrugged and clicked on his seatbelt. I curiously peered at him through the rearview mirror. He winked back.

      “Relax,” I reminded Dakota as his hand lingered on the gearshift. “We got this. We’re on a team. Remember?”

      He took in a deep breath. “I remember.”

      David slapped his hand on Dakota’s shoulder and gave him a comforting squeeze. “Drive. Don’t think, man. Just drive.”

      Dakota nodded and pressed on the gas. He turned the car in the highway’s direction. With every mile we put between us and Lawrence’s house, we felt more comfortable. We drove and drove until we could barely see straight. And then we drove some more.

      Time would only tell if the miles we covered were worth it.
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      “Last session before your last year begins,” my therapist, Rose said as she spread her knitted blanket across her legs. “How do you feel?”

      I smiled and didn’t break eye contact as I answered, “Good. Ready.”

      She smiled back. The black, heavyset woman across from me had kind eyes and an even kinder voice. I’d met her a few months ago after Dakota convinced me I couldn’t continue managing my panic attacks on my own. Rose’s office was off campus, meaning her sessions required out-of-pocket money. I landed a job at the tea shop off-campus and used most of my paycheck for therapy. Paying was well worth it. My personality meshed with Rose’s far better than I had any other free therapist on campus.

      “Should we discuss your goals for this semester?” she offered while reaching for the notebook she usually wrote in during our session. “I remember you said you wanted to conquer your fear of meeting new people. Dating, perhaps?”

      I felt my skin warm. “Not necessarily dating. Just… being open to the idea.”

      A small laugh escaped her lips. “Why not dating? I think you are well enough into your recovery to consider it.”

      In the past few months, I’d told Rose nearly everything about me. She knew the trauma of my childhood and the anxiety of my university life. What she didn’t know was how impactful Weston had been to my life. How much he changed me.

      To Rose, Weston was a guy I saw briefly before he moved away. I told her he disappeared, which was true. I didn’t tell her he took parts of me with him.

      “What is it?” Rose asked after my silence had gone on a moment too long.

      I swallowed. “I know I don’t need anyone. Thankfully, I’ve learned to fill the gaps in my life. But, I’m kind of holding out for someone I promised not to. The guy from last year.”

      Rose made a soft, humming sound. “The one who disappeared?”

      “Yes. Does holding on mean I’m not getting better?” I wondered out loud. “Because sometimes I feel great. And other times, I feel like the same person I’ve always been.”

      “Covee, growth and development aren’t a straight line,” Rose reminded me. She closed the notebook on her lap, deciding to speak from the heart. “Some days, you’ll feel healthy. And others, you’ll feel as if nothing has changed. The important part is to remember to give yourself grace. Patience, like you would a friend.”

      I nodded. “I understand but… He’s still a part of me I can’t shake.”

      “Why must you shake him, Covee? Tell me, was he cruel? Manipulative? Untrustworthy?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “He was wonderful.”

      “Then let wonderful be a part of you,” Rose insisted. “Clearly, you were in love. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out. But that doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with you if you don’t let his memory go. We shouldn’t have to erase good people to heal. Let him be a part of your story so you can smile when you remember. You don’t have to let him go to be healthy. You just can’t let him hold you back from being the woman you should be.”

      I let out a shaky breath and laughed. “You know, you’re really good at this.”

      She joined in my laughter. “So I’ve been told.”

      “Thank you,” I added.

      “You’re getting better, Covee,” she promised with a firm nod. “One step at a time, you’re getting better.
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      Yara convinced me to help with the freshman move-in this semester. We’d gotten closer since I’d help design posters for her student organization. Now that she was an actual friend, she could successfully convince me to do things like voluntary physical labor.

      In a Westbrooke blue t-shirt, I spent most of Saturday afternoon fielding questions from wide-eyed students and panicked parents. It was a small price to pay to spend time with my new friend and get a gift card.

      “You two are going to help me move the rest of my stuff in our place, right?” Ari asked. She smelt of lilacs and shea butter when she wrapped her arm around my shoulder. I accepted the bottle of green juice she held out. Yara accepted the other with a wary look.

      “How much are you paying?” I unscrewed the green juice and took a few sips. It was awful, but gave me more energy than coffee, so I bit the bullet.

      “Oh, I was thinking my admiration might be enough.” Ari shrugged with a teasing look.

      “The school’s giving us a hundred dollar gift card to move stuff,” Yara reminded her with a smile. “Try again.”

      “Fine.” Ari playfully rolled her eyes. “Tacos, on me. All you can eat. Or, all I can cook. Whatever comes first.”

      “Mm.” My stomach rumbled at the mention of food. We’d been up since six and I had nothing but a banana to eat. “I’m sold.”

      Yara laughed. “I guess I’m in too. I have a meeting with the org later, but I’ll see you guys at the apartment after.”

      Ari winked. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Since she’d broken up with the dentist, Ari decided life on the East Coast had become dull. After only a week of planning, she rented an apartment off campus. She wasn’t interested in Westbrooke but felt it was finally time to spread her wings outside of her family. Who better to spread her wings with than an almost sister she’d never met in person.

      Having her by my side for my last year felt like a dream come true. Sharing an apartment with her and Yara was going to be a memory I’d cherish forever.

      “Hey,” Dakota said, ducking into our welcome tent. “Reporting for duty.”

      “What’s up?” Yara said with a bright smile. “You’re early.”

      He shrugged. “Figured you guys might need an extra pair of hands sooner.”

      “Awesome.” Yaya bounced on the balls of her feet, excited to have more help. “Mind getting started with gathering carts?”

      Dakota nodded as he rolled his sleeves up, revealing a new set of tattoos on his arm. He’d been dedicated to finishing his sleeve before the new football season started.

      “Woah,” I commented and gestured to a red rose. “You know, one day, you’re going to have to tell us what all of them mean.”

      Dakota looked confused as he peered at his arm. “The tats?”

      Ari laughed. “No, the direction your hair grows. Yes, the tats, Kota.”

      He smiled at us. “Not everything has to have meaning. Sometimes, things can just look beautiful.”

      “Is that code for, we’re not special enough to get the story?” I teased with a fake pout.

      “It’s code for, maybe some things are more interesting when they’re a secret.” Dakota gave us a wink.

      My smile wavered. I knew he wasn’t referring to Weston but the mention of a secret made the thought unavoidable. As agreed, David, Dakota and I kept quiet about Weston and Lawrence. It wasn’t always easy, especially when we found ourselves together. Regardless, we took the commitment seriously.

      Thankfully, Weston’s name never came up in the abduction investigation. Yet, we hadn’t heard from him. We were all convinced it was for the best. Showing his face on campus made him a target to all the people we didn’t know he did favors for. That list had to be long considering how often Weston disappeared on his teammates last year.

      “You guys coming to the scrimmage next week?” Dakota asked. “Got some new guys on the team, so I think it’s going to be a solid year.”

      “You had me at new guys,” Ari said. “Definitely interested in meeting some of those.”

      Yara laughed. “Agreed. You can count on us.”

      Dakota grinned. I nodded when he looked at me to confirm I wanted to join them. He always checked in on me. After Weston left, I was forever grateful for Dakota and David for distracting me.

      “I think we’re going to need some more water bottles,” Yara said when she glanced at our depleting stash.

      “I got a full cooler of green juice in my van,” Ari offered.

      Yara tried to hide her wince. I laughed at the wrinkle of her nose.

      “They have extras in the student center,” I told Ari and then to Yara said, “I’ll grab a pack.”

      “Thanks,” Yara said with relaxed shoulders.

      I ducked out of the tent and started towards the student center. Any school sponsored event provided free water and granola bars for those taking part. All I had to do was show my volunteer badge and I could get as many cartons I could carry.

      The guy manning the water quickly signed my name on a sheet of paper. He offered to carry the case back to the tent, but I refused. Once I got to the doors of the student center, I realized I’d made a mistake in refusing his help. The case of water was heavier than I expected.

      As I struggled to push open the glass door with my hip, someone came to my side. He urged the door open for me to walk through.

      “Thanks,” I said through a heavy breath as I walked out of the building.

      “No problem,” a deep voice said. “Do you need help carrying that?”

      “Actually-” I started and turned to him. I froze in an instant.

      Weston Briggs stood before me in a gray t-shirt and blue jeans. His blonde hair was cut short. He looked bigger, like he’d been lifting more weights. And his face looked older, despite us saying goodbye only a year ago.

      What made my heart flutter was the familiar smile he gave me. The smile lit up his eyes. He looked like someone new on the outside, but that expression never changed nor did my swooning when I saw it.

      “Help would be great,” I finished with an awkward laugh.

      He nodded and took the water from me. Our fingers brushed during the exchange. His palm sported calluses harder than before. I tried to imagine what he’d been doing to encourage the change.

      “Where are we headed to?” he asked.

      “Um, the move-in tent,” I informed. He fell into step beside me as I started walking. “Are you… is it okay if people see you?”

      “I would prefer not to see anyone besides you right now,” he confessed. “I haven’t exactly told people I’m back. I want to talk to you before I’m bombarded with questions from everyone. Is that okay? If I take you somewhere or you take me somewhere to talk?”

      I nodded numbly with a racing heart. “When we get close enough, I’ll drop off the water and then we'll go somewhere. My shift was almost over anyway.”

      “Perfect.” Weston smiled. I tried to smile back but ducked my head down in embarrassment.

      He was here. He wanted to talk. Out of nowhere. I had so many questions starting with, how was he and ending with, did he plan to stay?

      I dropped the water off at the tent and told Yara and Ari, I was going for a walk. They both looked suspicious but I had a habit of going off on my own from time to time to warrant the sudden request.

      “Text me when you’re ready to come home,” Ari instructed while handing me another green juice bottle. “I’ll pick you up.”

      “Thanks.” I gave them both tight hugs before rejoining Weston who stood yards away.

      “Take me somewhere,” I requested.

      He gave me a warm smile. “I’ve got just the place.”
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      Weston took me to the botanical gardens on campus. I couldn’t hold back a laugh as he put his truck in park.

      “Was this on purpose?” I asked with a teasing glint in my eyes.

      He smiled. “I figured I should take you to an actual garden at some point. Since you’re not a fan of my metaphors and whatnot.”

      “I never said I wasn’t a fan,” I argued as I opened my door. “I simply thought them to be a bit frustrating. Though admittedly, I missed them.”

      “You’re not going to wait for me?” Weston asked.

      I blinked at him. My heart sounded in my ears. So, we were just diving in? No precursor. At least one thing appeared the same, Weston didn’t enjoy being subtle.

      “I agreed I wouldn’t,” I reminded him in a quiet voice.

      His wrinkled forehead surprised me. I frowned back as I studied the confused look in his eyes. His gaze scanned me too, as if he suddenly didn’t understand English. After a few seconds of sheer uncertainty on both ends, Weston’s eyes widened with understanding.

      “I meant, to help you down,” he said with a low chuckle. “You always waited for me before.”

      I could feel my cheeks warm. “Right. Of course. I’ll wait for you.”

      Weston continued to chuckle as he stepped out of the truck and came to my side. Like old times, he reached for me. Unlike old times, his hands didn’t find their way around my waist. Instead, he held onto my hand to keep me steady as I hopped down.

      “Thank you,” I whispered as he closed the door behind me.

      “My pleasure,” he said and motioned his head over his shoulder. “Let’s go for the boardwalk. From what I remember, people rarely check it out during move-in weekend.”

      “I didn’t take you for a nature trail type of guy.” I followed his lead into the boardwalk. The wood was old and splintered. Trees had overgrown onto the railing, making it feel as if the place was being reclaimed.

      “Finding secret places is my specialty,” he reminded me with a low laugh.

      I took a deep breath, suddenly nervous to be alone with him. His prediction was right, there didn’t seem to be anyone interested in this trail today. The only sound surrounding us was the rustling of leaves and squeaking of whatever squirrel or bird nearby.

      “How have you been?” I asked the same time he asked, “How are you?”

      We both laughed. Weston gestured his hand in my direction. “You first.”

      “Some days are better than others,” I shared. “Thankfully, my better days are outnumbering the bad.”

      Weston nodded with a close-lipped smile. “Perfect. I hoped I’d find you happy.”

      “I have,” I confirmed, unable to hide the giddiness in my tone when I added, “Ari moved down for the year. We’re sharing an apartment with Yara. It should be fun.”

      “The nervous one and the hacker,” Weston mused. “Sounds like you’ve gotten yourself an interesting pair of roommates.”

      I shrugged with a laugh. “Yeah, together we’ll be a handful.”

      “Have you… been talking to someone?” He hesitantly met my gaze. “Someone to help with your sadness.”

      “I have and it’s going well. She’s helped me so much.” I didn’t feel embarrassment anymore when I spoke of therapy. At first, it had been hard to tell people I couldn’t do things because of my sessions. I would go out of my way to keep the therapy part of my life hidden. But now, my shame faded. Rose and I worked too hard for me to be embarrassed of my growth.

      “Good. I’ve been seeing someone too,” he confessed while running a hand across the top of his head. The hair wasn’t long enough to grip anymore, but he still ran his fingers across as if maybe a few strands would catch between his fingers. From the hitch of his voice and the red on his neck, I realized Weston wasn’t at the point of shamelessness.

      “Is it helping?” I asked with hope.

      Weston paused walking and leaned his back on the boardwalk railing. He faced me with his arms crossed as he replied, “Kind of.”

      I stopped walking too, leaning on the railing opposite to him. “I’m glad to hear you’re trying.”

      “Yeah, there are a lot of things I need to make an effort doing,” he said. “Starting with this place.”

      I took a deep breath. After a year of waiting, I was going to finally get some answers. Get closure. And potentially, get another chance for us.

      “What happened?” I prompted when he spent a couple of minutes silently thinking. Maybe he needed a little push. Encouragement to be open. “The night with the coaches. You weren’t on the security footage.”

      I watched his jaw tighten. He pressed his eyes shut for a moment. I waited patiently and silently wondered if I should have just kept my mouth shut. His new triggers were unknown to me. I wasn’t sure he’d ever give me the chance to learn them.

      “Lawrence had his own idea on how to handle the situation,” Weston finally explained.

      “I’ll say,” I murmured.

      News stations reported the coaches had been found after two weeks of being missing. Some kids stumbled upon them, beaten, tied up and gagged in the middle of an abandoned factory. The story seemed huge, but after only two days of reporting, stations seemed to lose interest.

      I followed the case on my own, of course. I read every online article I could get my hands on, but it was never enough. Somehow, Axe and Bill pulled enough strings to get the story buried. The investigation ended after only three months. Both coaches left. Axe found a job at a high school. I couldn’t find Bill’s new place of employment. Not only was Weston’s name kept out of the case, but Lawrence’s too.

      “We split up that night,” Weston continued. “I panicked because he wanted to take them to another location. I got in my truck and left. Went to Anderson City like we’d originally planned. Then, I stayed with my brother in California for a few months. My dad knew I was in trouble when he saw the coverage.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Told me to drop out.” Weston rubbed the back of his neck. “I did. It made sense. I couldn’t be here. I didn’t deserve to.”

      I frowned. “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s not self-deprecation, Covee,” he promised. “It’s the truth. I have to earn all this again. I have to… earn you.”

      I swallowed. My fingers started to shake, so I tucked them into my pockets. Weston’s eyes scanned my face as though he was trying to figure out how to make sense of my expression. He was reading me like I was an old story he wanted to remember.

      “I feel so selfish in asking this,” he whispered in the next part.

      I shook my head. “Don’t think about it. Just do it.”

      He chuckled. “The shoe’s on the other foot today. When did you get so relaxed?”

      “When did you get so shy?” I questioned.

      He shrugged. “When I lost you and couldn’t come up with a decent enough plan to get you back.”

      “Weston-”

      “Covee,” he interrupted. “Let me finish. I’ve been playing this scene over and over in my head, trying to get it right. This is as close as I could get, but it still falls short.”

      I pressed my lips together and nodded, a silent promise to give him all the time he needed. I watched him rub his hands together as he started pacing back and forth.

      “I should have listened to you.” Weston paused in front of me with his courage intact. He surprised me by grabbing both of my hands.

      “Well, that’s always a good start to any apology,” I teased.

      He chuckled and brought my hands up as if he was going to kiss my knuckles but thought against it.

      “It’s not just the coach thing,” he continued. “Although that could have gone better. It’s when we were at the house that final night. I could have stayed. I could have left the job to Lawrence. I didn’t, and that’s mostly because I had convinced myself I couldn’t be anything but temporary to you.”

      “I know. There didn’t seem like anything I did could prove otherwise. I couldn’t find the right words.”

      “Covee, no one could have convinced me otherwise,” he promised. “That’s not even the worst part. I left. And didn’t look back. For the longest time, I didn’t want to look back.”

      Now that part hurt. His words sunk into my skin and went straight for bone. Never looked back? I hung onto him after he disappeared. And I assumed that he was also holding on to what we had.

      My eyes locked onto our entwined fingers and I pulled out of his grasp.

      “Wow, okay.” I stepped back and instinctively brushed my cheek with the back of my hand. There were tears there. God damn it. Crying seemed to be the only reliable thing in my life.

      “Covee.” Weston tried to reach up to wipe away the rest of my tears. I pulled away before he could.

      “Just go on,” I told him while looking over his shoulder, training my eyes on the twisted branches of a nearby tree. I just needed a few moments to center myself without looking at him, and then I’d be good.

      Weston let out a frustrated sigh. “Shit, I didn’t mean it like that. Now, I’m playing it over in my head and it sounds horrible.”

      Despite the tears, I smiled at him. “I’ve never seen you like this. You’re nervous. I didn’t think Weston Briggs got nervous.”

      His shoulder sagged when he saw my smile. “Yeah, I didn’t think I did either. But, almost killing a guy… twice will do that to you.”

      “Well, at least we know you have a heart,” I joked with a hollow laugh.

      He bit his lip before saying, “When I left, I thought that space would give me a chance to resume life before us. But Covee, being with you was the most incredible part of my life. It was good with you. I was almost good.”

      “I never needed you to be good,” I reminded him.

      “Yeah, but I should have been. You deserved that and so much more. And I kept tainting it with distractions. Dark distractions… and fun distractions.”

      “Mm.” I agreed with blush coloring my cheeks as I remembered.

      He laughed, probably thinking about one of his more favorite moments. My skin heated more when I guessed at what he was thinking about. Hands down, it had to be the truck night. I would bet my life on it.

      “My rules were a crutch,” he continued. “Your safety net and my wall. I’m sorry for lording them over you.”

      “You didn’t.” I shook my head. “The rules weren’t the problem. It was the fact that you couldn’t see a future past them.”

      “I shouldn’t have started the relationship like that in the first place. God, if I could do it all over, I would.”

      I stared at him and rolled my shoulders back to muster all the courage possible. “Weston, do you still want to be with me? For real this time. Still no bullshit but actual titles.”

      He shook his head in disbelief. “Of course, Covee. I’ve spent the past few months trying to come up with something huge and unforgettable. I have a whole document on my computer with ways to tell you I’m sorry, I miss you and that I love you.”

      I froze. Every inch of my body felt numb for a good few minutes before suddenly, the world was louder. The wind blew through the trees and an animal hurried through the bushes. I could feel my veins pulse with nerves and messages from my brain.

      Please, body, don’t faint. Just stay still and look calm. Don’t freak out over the fact that Weston still loves you.

      Now he was staring. Taking me in with wide eyes full of fear and uncertainty. I should’ve said something. Anything and soon. Because confessing your feelings wasn’t easy. I would know because I was up next.

      “Weston.” His name passed my lips like a plea and it was enough permission for him to come close to me again. He took my face in his hands and kissed me. His lips on mine were familiar enough to make me feel at home, but special enough to send a pulsing spark down my spine. He pulled me into his arms, tugging me close against his body. He was still firm underneath his soft clothing. My body relaxed against his, finding comfort in the curve of his arms around me. I’d missed this. I’d prepared myself for a potential goodbye. Now, with his arms around me, I never wanted him to let go.

      When he pulled away from my lips to give me time to breathe, Weston wasted no second by planting kisses on my cheeks. I giggled as he worked his way down my neck and back up again. When his lips reached my face again, he kissed me gently before asking, “Cove?”

      I gave him a quick peck. “West?”

      “I don’t want to ever leave,” he told me. “But I still want at least one thing to stand. One of our rules to carry forward.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Okay?”

      “Leave me,” he said with a serious tone. “When you don’t need me anymore.”

      “I thought you were over being temporary,” I reminded him.

      “I am. This is more about you being able to do and be whoever you want. Regardless of where I stand. I’m the type of person who picks a spot and stands. You know this.”

      “It might be a defining trait,” I joked, and it earned me a kiss on the nose.

      “I understand not everyone is like me. Covee, you’re kind. You’ll want to make this work despite needing something else. Something more. I will give you my all this time. But, since I didn’t give it on the first go, I’m still not sure if it’s enough.”

      I nodded, understanding where he was coming from, but still a bit saddened he felt that way. “Okay. I never see it coming to that, but if it does, I’ll leave.”

      Weston pressed his lips on my forehead. “Good girl.”

      “I know you’ll be enough though,” I grabbed onto the bottom of his shirt to keep him close.

      “You really that sure?” He wrinkled his brows.

      I nodded. “From day one, all you wanted to do was get me to stop crying.”

      He laughed. “No, I wanted you to cry. For a better reason.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” I scoffed.

      “And now that we’re on the topic…”

      “Are we now?” I giggled, letting him pull me in for a kiss. He parted my mouth, offering a hint of tongue before pulling away.

      “Let me eat you out, Covee,” he whispered against my lips.

      There was no hesitation this time. No second guessing. No pit of nerves. I smiled and laced my fingers with his.

      “Should we go to the library?” I suggested. “For old time’s sake?”

      He shook his head. “I have a pile of blankets in the back of my truck and I also know a secluded spot right outside of campus.”

      “So, this was all a part of your plan? You knew we’d get back together?” I playfully bumped my shoulder against his.

      He nudged me back gently. “A man can dream. And hope. And pray. I was planning on doing a bit of groveling too.”

      “I should have let you.” I shot him a look.

      “Cove,” he said with a warm smile. “You know I’m always willing to get on my knees for you.”

      He captured my mouth with his again before I could let out a gasp. When he pulled away he smiled and said, “Now, hurry. I’ve missed witnessing your orgasms.”

      “So bossy,” I teased, but led us back toward the entrance.

      “So beautiful,” Weston said, pressing a gentle kiss to my cheek. “So mine.”

      “Yours,” I confirmed with a smile. “Always yours.”
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      Weston’s face was buried underneath my graduation robes. I moaned quietly as his tongue played with my clit. He used his thumb to fuck me. When I began to get louder, he dared to take things a step further and teased my back entrance with his ring finger.

      My hips rocked against him for more. He took a hint, inserting his fingers into both my pussy and ass.

      “I’m close,” I murmured as he continued sucking.

      My nails dug into his couch cushions. His moan into my cunt made my thighs clench. I pulled him closer as my orgasm began.

      “I’m coming, Weston,” I screamed.

      He pulled me closer, his face completely drowning in my pussy. My muscles contracted against his tongue and fingers as he swallowed every drop of me. He could eat me out for days. I could only dream of having enough stamina to let him.

      “God,” he murmured after pulling away. “You always taste so fucking good.”

      I giggled. He grinned while pushing himself off the ground to join me on the couch.

      “Hands down,” I told him. “That was the best graduation gift anyone could have given me.”

      I’d walked across the stage today to receive a Bachelor’s I never thought I’d get. I also had a group who cheered when they heard my name, another thing I didn’t think I’d get. Ari, Yara, Dakota, David, and Weston stood with whoops and screams when I walked across the stage. Weston snapped a photo of me looking dorky with my stand-in diploma.

      “The gift isn’t over,” Weston told me with a grin.

      My nipples hardened and my pussy felt wet again when his hands found their way under my robes. His fingers rubbed my clit in gentle strokes. I released a silent prayer, thankful Weston was renting his apartment alone. It’d killed me to have one of his former teammates walk in on us in the middle of what I’m assuming would be a marathon.

      “Bend over for me?” Weston asked as he nudged his nose against my cheek. “I’ve been fantasizing about your ass in the air the second I saw you put on your cap and gown.”

      “Is that so?” I teased.

      “Keep this on,” he ordered, tugged at my outfit. “It’s hot, having your body covered and knowing you don’t have underwear underneath.”

      “I thought you’d like that secret.” I bent over on the couch, letting Weston grab onto my waist. He slipped on a condom before sliding into my pussy. A groan released from his parted lips. His fingers tightened around my waist, holding me steady while pushed himself in and out.

      “Hard,” I encouraged. “You don’t have to be gentle.”

      One of his hands gathered my braids and tugged me closer. My back arched, as he pulled me near.

      “You enjoy ordering me around, Cove?” His voice sounded raw in my ear. The warmth of his breath made me whimper. His free hand tugged roughly at one of my nipples. “You enjoy seeing me on my knees, begging you?”

      “Yes,” I whispered in earnest. “Now, don’t. Be. Gentle.”

      Weston bit my shoulder as he shoved his cock harder in and out of me. The wet sound of him going in and pulling out made my toes curl in excitement.

      “Tell me when I can come,” he begged. I could feel his body stiffen. He was ready, but I wanted a few more seconds.

      “Wait,” I told him and pulled his hand toward my pussy. Together, we rubbed my clit while he thrust in and out of me.

      “Now,” I directed when I could feel my own body reaching my breaking point.

      We cried out in unison. Weston’s fingers were still tangled in my braids when our trembling subsided.

      “Come here,” he murmured.

      We kissed for a few minutes before his phone started ringing.

      “I can ignore it,” he offered with his lips hovering over mine.

      I shook my head. “What if it’s about a job?”

      Weston groaned and gave me one more kiss before reaching for his phone. I planted light kisses across his shoulders as he spoke. From the stiff tone of his voice, I could tell he was on a professional call. He got up to go to the bathroom, disposing of the condom while murmuring ‘yes’ into his phone.

      “Was I right?” I smiled when he ended the call and he appeared back in the room.

      He nodded with a smile. “You were. And guess what?”

      A squeal released from my lips. “You got it?”

      “I did.” He laughed when I tackled him with a hug. We squeezed one another, enjoying our first moment of success in the adult world.

      Weston had been living in a run-down apartment since deciding to stay near Westbrooke for me. He refused his family’s help. Like me, he needed space from the people who raised him. For a year, he took odd job after odd job and tried to save up enough to afford a decent place. Afterward, he planned to buy me an engagement ring. I wasn’t supposed to know that part. I’d accidentally found a list of his goals since he’d given up his life of favors.

      “I told you you’d find something,” I reminded him while tugging him back to the couch. “Just a matter of time.”

      “There’s one thing,” he said with a fading smile.

      My eyebrows furrowed. “What is it?”

      “It’s in Canada,” he told me.

      “Wait.” I pulled my arms away from his neck. “I thought the job you were waiting for was in Cali?”

      “I might have applied to other places. Widened my net,” he explained. “I hoped… Maybe you’d consider coming with me… now that graduation is behind you?”

      I let out a small laugh. “Of course, I would. This just wasn’t a part of the plan.”

      “I know, but no one around here would hire me. And you haven’t started interviewing yet. This could be a fresh start. New country. New people. And the gig helps people. The right way.”

      I grinned and rested my legs across his lap. “I want to go. It’ll be an adventure.”

      “Thank god.” He let out a shaky breath. “‘Cause, if you hated the idea, the next part of this was going to be awkward.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked as he gently moved my legs to the side.

      When I turned to sit properly the coach, Weston crouched before me. My heart began pounding when he reached underneath the couch to reveal a small, blue box.

      “You’re not ready,” I blurted and then, quickly covered my mouth.

      He laughed. “I knew you would find that list. I put down a buffer of time so neither of us would get disappointed if I didn’t save up in time. Thankfully, I did. And I got you the ring you deserve.”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. I didn’t move an inch to wipe them away. Every part of this moment, even the tears, was perfect. “Yes.”

      Weston grinned. “I didn’t ask yet, Covee. You have to let me ask.”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” I teased.

      He opened the ring box. “Can you at least look at it before deciding? I don’t know, maybe you’ll dump me over picking something hideous.”

      As I expected, the ring wasn’t hideous. It was everything I dreamed and more. I pressed my lips together, trying to hold back an elated sob.

      “Yes,” I repeated with a shaky voice.

      “God.” Weston shook his head, amused. “I adore you.”

      I held out my hand. He slipped the ring on.

      “Ready to spend your life with me?” I asked with glee.

      “I’ve been ready since the library, Cove.” Weston brushed his fingers across my cheek. “Thank god it's finally official.”

      “Good. Because I’m ready too. Ready for our forever.”

      “Forever,” he promised and sealed the deal with a kiss.
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      Read a bonus epilogue from Weston’s point of view when you sign up for my newsletter!
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      Preorder the next Westbrooke Angels novel now! Check out the blurb below:

      

      Dakota Wells is the big guy on campus with a heart of gold.

      He's kind.

      He's smart.

      He's hot.

      He's 100% off limits...

      Because my dad's the new coach for Westbrooke University's football team. And my brother is their replacement quarterback.

      I've been to enough games to know the players wouldn't dare touch me with a ten-foot pole. If my dad and brother weren't enough then my "intended" definitely put the nail in my prospective relationship coffin.

      But Dakota is more persistent than he looks. And soon enough, we're sneaking around campus just to spend a few minutes together.

      There's so much to learn from being with him. And so much to fear.

      Dakota's loyal. And I soon realize that loyalty could be his downfall. Am I willing to fall with him?
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      Deanna Grey is a twenty-something writer who loves stories that feature pining heroes, high heat scenes, and happily ever afters. She lives in Storybrooke, Maine (mentally). When she's not writing steamy romance you'll find her binging a CW drama or making the perfect cup of vanilla chai tea.
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