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      Sometimes I wonder if I’m cursed. Not cursed like by a witch or something magical. Although, my curse might be easier to deal with if that were the case. At least I’d know the source. But, nope. Unfortunately, there are no witches in my story. Just little old me, a girl who was cursed with the stupidity to fall for my best friend’s brother. I probably sound like a walking cliché right now, and maybe I am. That doesn’t make it any less true.

      So here I am, admitting I have a problem.

      I have a crush on Carter.

      And that crush has gone on for years, ever since grade school when I first met him, which happened to be only a few minutes before I became friends with his sister Elodie.

      I was pretty quiet back then. If I’m being honest, even now at eighteen, I still have a shy streak. For anyone who’s ever been shy, you’ll probably understand that making friends can sometimes be complicated. You know, since making friends usually requires socializing—the enemy to a shy person.

      By the time I reached third grade, I started to wonder if I was ever going to make real friends. I was also beginning to question if maybe I did have cooties, like some of the kids at school accused me of. After all, I didn’t like brushing my hair, and it was always a tangled mess. Plus, my mom worked as a maid, and my dad has been MIA since before I can remember, so we were really poor and I wore a lot of oversized, holey clothes bought from secondhand stores. And, according to every third-grader I knew, those traits are what caused cooties.

      So yeah, I was basically a lonely third -grader who frequently stressed out about having cooties. It wasn’t fun, and I worried life was never going to get better … until Elodie crashed into my life. And I mean that literally.

      Our crash meeting happened during recess. As usual, I’d been swinging on the swings by myself when Carter came strolling up. Even back then, he was a flirt, constantly pulling girls’ hair then charming his way through an apology with a smile. All the girls in our grade adored him, including me. But Carter didn’t pull my hair. Carter didn’t even know I existed. At least, that’s what I thought.

      That day, he was striding across the grass toward me with that smile on his face, the one that won all the girls over. He was wearing a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a pair of nice jeans, and sneakers that looked brand new. Carter always dressed nice. Back then, I wasn’t sure what his dad or mom did for a living, but I thought his family had a lot of money, enough that they paid my mom to clean their house, anyway.

      I stared at his shoes as he walked toward me, grasping the chains, afraid that, if I looked up, he’d realize he was approaching the wrong person. There was no other way Carter would ever talk to me. When I dared a glance up, though, he was right in front of me.

      “Hey,” he said, that smile rising on his face. “You’re Ensley, right?”

      I nodded, brushing strands of my tangled brown hair out of my eyes. My heart was pounding, and my palms were sweating against the chains of the swing. I should have let go of them, but I was afraid that, if I did, I’d do something stupid, like fall out of the swing. I did a lot of stupid things back then. I was a klutz, awkward, shy. I was everything that made being a kid complicated.

      “Cool.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets and glanced across the crowded playground.

      I tracked his gaze and spotted his friends hanging out near the slides, watching us and giggling. I wondered why. Was something about to happen? Something good, I hoped.

      “So, I have a question for you.” Carter tore his attention off his friends and focused on me.

      “Okay.” I was so nervous I was shaking.

      “It’s actually a question from me and my friends.” He seemed a bit fidgety, too, but then that smile rose on his face again. “We have a bet going on whether you’re a boy or a girl.”

      I felt like I’d been punched in the stomach. He wanted to know if I was a boy or a girl? Wasn’t that obvious?

      I opened my mouth to tell him I was a girl, but he continued on, that smile growing.

      “Because, with how you dress, it’s really hard to tell.” He smiled like he was offering me some sort of gift. “I mean, you look like a boy most of the time, but some people think you’re a girl. Personally, I’m not sure. But since my friends and I made a bet …” He shrugged, like that explained everything.

      “I have long hair,” I said stupidly.

      “Yeah, so?” His brows elevated, that stupid smile remaining. “That doesn’t mean anything. Sometimes guys have long hair, and sometimes girls have short hair.”

      Tears stung my eyes as I glanced down at my outfit, and then I mentally pictured what my face looked like. Did I look like a boy? Had I all this time?

      He stood there, as if expecting for me to answer.

      Looking back, I should’ve told him to get lost, but I was friendless, and any self-esteem I possessed had just been squashed.

      “I’m a girl,” I say quietly, a few tears escaping my eyes.

      “Really?” He shrugged. “Guess I owe my friends twenty bucks.”

      I released the swing’s chains to wipe away the tears dripping down my cheeks. I wanted him to leave, a strange feeling since I had a crush on him.

      He didn’t leave, though. Instead, he offered me that smile again.

      “Don’t worry; I’m sure you’ll—”

      A girl came out of nowhere and shoved him hard. He tripped back, almost falling to the ground. As he tumbled backward, he snapped his arm out and snagged ahold of the girl’s arm. The girl jerked out of his reach, though, and gave him another push, making sure he fell all the way to the ground. Then she lost her balance, tripped over his feet, and crashed into me, knocking me out of the swing.

      I blinked as I landed on my back in the dirt, then glanced around. Not only was I lying on the ground, but so was Carter and the girl.

      “What the heck, Elodie?” Carter grumbled as he stood and dusted grass off his jeans. “You’re such a freak.”

      “Yeah, well, you share the same DNA as me so that makes you a freak, too,” she quipped, kneeling up and glaring at Carter.

      That’s when I realized they had the same blond hair and green eyes. Were they brother and sister? I didn’t know for sure since I’d never been in the same class as Elodie.

      “I’m not a freak. I’m, like, the opposite of a freak.” He threw a scowl at her then stormed off to join his friends.

      I wondered if he would tell them I was a girl. I wondered if they would laugh.

      “I’m sorry about my brother,” Elodie said, turning toward me. “He’s such a jerk sometimes.”

      “It’s okay.” I pushed to my feet and brushed the dirt off my jeans, but the mud stains on my knees wouldn’t wipe off. It didn’t really matter, though. The fabric was already stained, anyway.

      “No, it’s not.” She stood and frowned down at her blue dress that was now covered in dirt. “My mom is going to be so mad I got my dress dirty.”

      “I’m sorry.” I felt like it was my fault.

      “Don’t be.” She smiled. “It’s one less dress she can make me wear.”

      “Your mom makes you wear dresses?”

      “Sometimes. She’s kind of crazy. Like Carter.”

      I giggled, my tears drying.

      “I’m Elodie, by the way,” she said.

      “Carter’s sister?” I asked.

      She nodded. “His twin sister, actually. Not by choice.” Then she smiled again, and it made me want to smile. So, I did.

      “I’m Ensley.”

      “That’s a cool name.”

      “Thanks. So’s yours.”

      She frowned. “I don’t know. It kind of sounds like I’m a faerie or something.”

      “Faerie’s are cool, though. And really pretty. Plus, they have magic dust.”

      “But I don’t have any magic dust.”

      “We could try to make some. My mom has a lot of glitter at home, and I have this book on magic. Maybe there’s something in there.”

      Her smile grew. “You know what, Ensley? I think you and I are going to be good friends.”

      I didn’t really believe her. I’d never had a friend before. I wanted to believe her, though, really, really badly.

      “You don’t believe me,” she said, as if reading my mind. “Well, I guess I’m just going to have to prove it.”

      And she did.

      The next day, she brought us friendship bracelets, hung out with me at recess, and invited me to a sleepover. And just like that, I had a best friend. It made it easier to deal with being teased and made life a little less lonely.

      Over the years, Elodie and I remained BFFs, and we still have the friendship bracelets, even now when we’re seniors in high school. Elodie remains the sort of friend that will knock someone down for being a dick, although she has ditched the dresses and likes to rock a lot of dark clothes and combat boots, something her mom gives her shit for every day. And I’m still the same girl who wears grungy clothes and doesn’t have a lot of friends. My clothes are a little more stylish, though, but not name brand—I still can’t afford that. I comb my hair now, too. And I no longer look at myself as that sad, lonely girl who sat on the swing set by herself. Occasionally, I do still question if I look boy-ish. I hate that I do it, but sometimes, words leave behind wounds, and I haven’t been able to figure out how to get rid of that one yet.

      I also haven’t figured out how to get rid of my crush on Carter, which I know sounds pathetic. And it is. But it’s just a crush that I’m sure I’ll one day get over. Besides, it’s not like the crush is going to end up being anything more.

      Carter is still Carter. That much hasn’t changed.
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      I have a problem. A serious problem. Well, I probably have more than one, but let’s just focus on the problem I have right now, okay?

      My problem has to do with staring. I stare a lot. Like, I’m-a-freak a lot. And generally, my staring problem centers around one person in particular.

      “You’re doing that staring thing again.” Elodie lightly smacks me on the side of the head. “Stop it.”

      I tear my gaze off Carter, rubbing my head. “Dude, that hurt.”

      She grins, flipping her long, blonde hair off her shoulder. “Good. Maybe after a few more smacks, you’ll realize my brother’s a douchebag and finally move on to a guy who deserves your attention.”

      Yeah, Elodie now knows about my crush. I managed to keep it a secret for a couple of years, but the girl’s a freakin’ ninja when it comes to wiggling secrets out of me. Seriously.

      After catching me staring at her brother for too long one day, she managed to get the truth out of me in less than a minute. She wasn’t upset I was crushing on her twin brother like I thought she would be. She was pissed.

      “No, no, no. Just no,” she said. “You can’t like him, Ens. You’re way too good for him.”

      “I think you might be the only person on the planet who sees it like that.” I dared another glance across the cafeteria at Carter, who was sitting with his friends, laughing with someone, probably at the expense of someone else’s feelings.

      She swatted me across the head then, too. Not hard enough to hurt, but with enough force to startle the crap at me. It was the first time she’d done it, but definitely wouldn’t be the last.

      “Ow,” I whined, rubbing my head. “That was mean.”

      “Well, someone needs to smack some sense into you.” She popped a fry into her mouth. “You need to get over this whole ‘I’m-a-loser thing.’ It makes me sad you can’t see how great you are.” Her gaze flicked in Carter’s direction, her lips twitching in irritation. “And I hate that my asshat of a brother is part of the reason your brain’s so messed up.”

      “My brain isn’t messed up,” I argued, opening my soda. “I just know what I am and what I’m not.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re so clueless sometimes.”

      “And you’re mean.”

      “You know, normally when people call me mean, I show them just how mean I am.” She popped her knuckles.

      I rolled my eyes. Sure, Elodie had gotten into some fights, but I wasn’t afraid of her. She was my BFF, after all.

      “Are you rolling your eyes at me?” she questioned, her lips threatening to turn upward.

      I rolled my eyes again. “No, not at all.”

      She shook her head, smiling. “Oh, fine, I won’t kick your ass.” She casted a glance in her brother’s direction again. “But I am going to smack you every time I catch you gawking at Carter.”

      She’s made good on her threat, too. Obviously.

      The person next to me slams their locker, jerking me out of memory lane.

      “You know, I think I have a permanent goose egg from all the times you’ve smacked me.” I bump my locker shut while slinging my backpack over my shoulder, fighting the urge to glance down at the end of the hallway where Carter is chatting with his friends and flirting with half the girls in the Carter fan club. And no, I didn’t make that name up. People actually refer to the girls who follow Carter and his friends around as members of the Carter fan club. And Carter eats the attention up like yummy chocolate.

      “He’s such an attention whore,” Elodie comments, knowing exactly where my thoughts are.

      And just like that, I lose all control of my gaze again, my eyes wandering down the end of the hallway at Carter.

      He’s wearing a black button-down shirt, topped with a vest, a red tie, a pair of jeans, and brand new sneakers. His blond hair hangs in his eyes and flips at his ears, and he has on that smile that can charm his way out of just about anything.

      He looks good, which sucks, and might be the bane of my existence.

      When he glances in my direction, a half smile tugs at his lips, his brows knitting.

      Crap. I’m usually more careful about getting caught. I cringe, worried this will come back to bite me in the ass.

      Jerking my gaze away, I focus back on Elodie. “Who’s an attention whore?” I feign dumb to avoid getting another head smack.

      She rolls her eyes. “You know, one day you’re going to move on from this crush and Carter will just be a blip in your memory.”

      She says that a lot, and while I want it to happen, I worry I might always be stuck with a crush I never should’ve had to begin with.

      “Maybe he already is,” I lie as we make our way down the crowded hallway.

      She snorts a laugh. “Sure he is. Just like I’ve moved on from chocolate, coffee, and shoes.” Her voice drips with sarcasm as she clicks the heels of her one-of-a-kind, lace-up boots together and pops a piece of chocolate into her mouth. “And I fully plan on picking up my second coffee of the day after school.”

      I shake my head, but I can’t help smiling. “Fine. Maybe I’m not over him. That doesn’t mean I need a daily dose of him. I just like to look at him.”

      “So, you just think he’s hot?”

      “Yep, pretty much.”

      “Well, that’s awfully shallow of you,” she teases.

      I smirk at her. “Says the girl who had a crush on a drummer for three years straight because his mohawk was sexy.”

      “Mohawks are sexy,” she insists, looping arms with me. “Way sexier than blond-haired, green-eyed, rich dicks.”

      “You know you basically just described yourself, right?” I say with a joking smile. “Well, except for the dick part.”

      She crooks a brow. “So, what’re you saying? That you think I’m hot?”

      I come to a stop, step back, and eye her over. “I think you would be, if I was into girls.”

      She grins. “Man, I so wish we both were. Then you and I could stop worrying about guys so much.”

      “Yeah, but we might just end up worrying about girls instead.”

      “Not if we dated each other.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think you’d be my type. You’re too bossy.”

      She gives me a teasing, dirty look. “You know, I think my bitchiness is starting to wear off on you.”

      “Did you just admit you’re a bitch?” I ask, knowing she won’t get mad since she totally admits this all the time.

      “Who’s a bitch?” Carter asks, appearing seemingly from out of nowhere.

      My comfort level that had been hovering at a solid eight all day plummets to a negative five thousand as he stands beside us in all his six-foot-four, lean muscles, glorious form.

      Elodie offers him a sugary sweet smile. “You are. Or, didn’t you get the memo?”

      Carter narrows his eyes at her. “You’re such a riot. Tell me, did you get that comeback off a jokes of the day website?”

      “Ba dum dum tss.” Elodie pretends to air drum, then rolls her eyes. “Is that the best you got, pretty boy?”

      He gives that grin, that fucking grin that I’m really starting to fucking hate. Or, well, wishing I could fucking hate.

      Seriously, I’m so pathetic.

      “Pretty boy?” Carter questions. “You must be going soft on me, El, if that’s the best you can come up with.”

      “Are you implying that pretty boy isn’t an insult?” She crooks her brow.

      Carter shrugs, but he looks a little irritated. “I don’t think there’s too much insulting about being called pretty.”

      Elodie smirks, her gaze flicking to me.

      I frown and mouth, “Don’t drag me into this again.”

      When her grin only broadens, I know I’m in trouble.

      “Hey, Ens, tell me again what pretty boy stands for.” She throws a quick smirk at her brother.

      Carter looks at me for the first time since he walked up to us, as if he just noticed I’m standing there. Which is okay. I prefer that he not notice me too much, which he does occasionally, just like he did minutes ago.

      “Come on; help me out here, Ens,” Elodie begs, motioning for me to get a move on.

      I shoot her a nasty look, but play along because, when it all comes down to it, I’ll always take her side.

      I tilt my chin up to meet Carter’s eyes, which is weird for two reasons. 1). I normally don’t look him directly in the eye. And 2). I’m five-foot-ten and usually don’t have to tip my head up to look at anyone.

      “Some people consider the term”—I make air quotes—“ ‘pretty boy’ as an insult, not a compliment. It all just depends on if you mind being called pretty. Which, by definition, means you’re good-looking in a delicate, cute, dainty sort of way.” I shrug. “Some guys like being dainty, though, and that’s okay.” I’m being kind of mean, and I’m not a fan of my behavior. But, like I said, I’ll always have Elodie’s back, just like she’s always had mine.

      Carter stares at me, his green eyes unreadable. Then his gaze bounces back and forth between Elodie and me. “So, definitely something you aren’t.”

      Elodie kicks him in the shin, and no, I’m not kidding. “You’re such an asshole.”

      Carter winces, bending over to rub his shin. “And you’re such a brat. Seriously, who kicks people in the shins?”

      “I only kick people in the shins when they deserve it. And you definitely deserve it, you asshole,” she snaps. “You need to stop treating people you think are beneath you like shit.”

      “I’m not saying this stuff because you’re beneath me,” he says. “I’m saying it because you’re my sister and you’re acting like a bitch to me, like you always do.”

      “Yeah, so? I treat you like you deserve to be treated.” She glares at him as she snags ahold of my hand. “And Ens isn’t your sister, so you have no excuse with her.”

      Before Carter can get another word in, she storms down the hallway away from him, dragging me along with her.

      Crap. I love her to death, and I appreciate her defending my honor or whatever, but I wish she wouldn’t have brought me into that—put the attention on me.

      I dare a glance over my shoulder as I jog to keep up with her. Carter is watching us walk away with his brows knit. He looks confused. I wonder why. Does he feel bad?

      Ha, yeah right.

      If I’ve learned anything about Carter over the years, it’s that he rarely feels bad.

      “God, he’s such a bastard,” Elodie says as she yanks me around the corner of the hallway and Carter disappears out of my sight. “Seriously, sometimes I wonder if he was switched at birth or something.”

      I don’t bother pointing out that Carter and her look too similar for that to be a possibility.

      We remain quiet as she tugs me outside and around to the back of the school. Once she’s checked the area for any teachers lurking nearby, she retrieves a pack of cigarettes from her bag and lights up.

      “One day, I’m going to get back at him,” she mutters as she paces in front of a dumpster. “One day, I’m going to make him feel what it’s like to get hurt. Not physically, but emotionally.”

      She’s made this threat a few times, after Carter has done something worse than telling her she doesn’t look pretty. Usually, she doesn’t get this upset over his verbal insults, unless her mom has treated her like shit, too. So, maybe something happened this morning that I don’t know about.

      “You don’t normally get this upset over the dumb shit Carter says,” I state, leaning against the brick wall. “Is everything okay?”

      She takes a drag off her cigarette, her gaze wandering toward me. “I think I should be asking you if you’re okay.”

      My brows dip. “Why?”

      “Because of your you-think-you-look-like-a-guy issues.” She exhales a cloud of smoke. “An issue that was caused by my dumbass brother.”

      So, that’s what this is about?

      “I’m fine.” And I am. Over the years, I’ve been able to deal with ridicule better; gotten thicker skin or whatever.

      She stops pacing and faces me with her cigarette in hand. “You know you’re pretty, right?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not, and I don’t need to be. I just need to accept who I am, which I have.”

      “But you are,” she insists, stepping toward me. “You just can’t see it.”

      Yeah, me and the rest of Fareland High. Thank God today is the last day I have to go to school here, since tomorrow is graduation. To say that I’m excited to move on from this phase in my life is an understatement. I just wish I could afford to go to college far, far away from here. But on the bright side, at least I’ll be with Elodie. Unfortunately, I think Carter and a lot of his friends chose to go to a local college, too. Damn Farefield for having a good college nearby.

      “Look, El, I love you to death for saying that. I really do.” I push away from the wall and stand up straight. “But I learned a long time ago that it’s better not to worry about those things.”

      She eyes me over with doubt, but thankfully drops the subject. “I meant what I said. One day, I’m going to figure out a way to make Carter experience all the heartache he’s caused.” She drops the cigarette to the ground and stomps it out with the heel of her boot. “And you’re going to help me.”

      “Okay,” I agree, knowing she’ll probably never follow through with the threat. Even if she did, it wouldn’t matter.

      I may have a crush on Carter, but deep down, I know he’s pretty much heartless. And you can’t break someone’s heart if they don’t have one.
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      Two hours later, school has ended and Elodie and I are strolling across the packed parking lot toward her fancy schmancy car. The sun is glistening in the clear blue sky, a gentle breeze kisses the air, and the atmosphere is laced with chatter about the last day of school, for seniors, anyway.

      “I’m so glad high school is officially over,” Elodie singsongs, rummaging her keys out of the pocket of her black skinny jeans. “I swear to God, this place was getting shittier by the second.”

      “Yeah, it was,” I agree, adjusting the handle of my backpack higher onto my shoulder.

      God, I can’t believe I’m no longer a high school student. Holy crap! Happy dances!

      “No more pep rallies. No more stupid games. No more watching my dumbass brother and his friends trip the mascot.” She presses the key fob and the lights of her Porsche flash as the doors unlock. “You’d think after three years of doing the same prank, they could come up with a new one. Then again, originality probably requires too my brainwork for them.”

      I nod in agreement. “I just wish Principal Mattersien would have done something about it. It’s like he was completely blind when it came to your brother and his friends.”

      “I know, which is why we need to do something about it.” She grins as we reach her car. “And I think I have an idea.”

      I sigh heavily. She usually drops her whole revenge-against-Carter plot after she’s had a cigarette. But all during last period, she whispered ideas to me of how we could crush Carter’s heart and pay him back for all the years of his douchebaggery, which has been a lot of years.

      Unfortunately, Elodie, while sassy and outspoken, doesn’t excel at creating revenge schemes. Don’t believe me? Well, how about this: She actually suggested that we hire a prostitute to have sex with Carter, and then break his heart by telling him he isn’t good in bed. That might wound the ego of a normal guy, but Carter isn’t a normal guy. He’s a guy who’s had a lot of sex—at least, according to rumors around school—and has never had any complaints. In fact, girls frequently go back for seconds, some even begging. It’s pathetic. Then again, I’m not any better.

      But, being a good best friend, I need to at least listen to Elodie’s plan. Then, like I did with her other ten suggestions, I’ll point out the flaws.

      “Oh, yeah? What is it?” I ask as I pull open the passenger door.

      She puts a finger to her lips. “Not out here in the open. There’s too many Carter fan club ears around.”

      “Excellent point.” I duck my head and slide onto the leather seat.

      She hops in, too, starts the engine, and then rolls down all four windows.

      “Are you coming to my place or going home?” she asks as she maneuvers her car out of the parking space.

      When a decked-out, lifted truck gets in her way, she slams on the brakes and lays on her horn.

      “Get the hell out of my way, Holden!” she shouts out the window at the driver, who just happens to be one of Carter’s closest friends.

      Instead of moving out of the way, Holden stops his truck and rolls down his window. “Elodie, glad to see that the warm weather hasn’t melted that icy heart of yours.”

      She smirks. “Nice tan, Holden. Tell me, when you went into the tanning salon, did you hand them a photo of an oompa loompa and say that’s the color you wanted?”

      His eyes glint mischievously. “Actually, I showed them a photo of you.”

      She flips her hair off her shoulder and smirks. “My tan is au naturel.”

      His lips spread into a cocky grin. “Sure it is.”

      “Whatever. Like I give a shit what you think.” Then she slams her foot down on the gas, spinning tires as the car zooms toward the side of Holden’s truck.

      He panics and drives forward quickly, yelling out his window, “You’re so damn crazy!”

      Elodie laughs wickedly. “He says that like it’s an insult.”

      “To most people, it is,” I point out as I fasten my seatbelt.

      “I’m not most people, though.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re way better.”

      She sticks out her fist. “Hell yeah, I am.”

      I tap my knuckles against hers and laugh.

      “You are, too,” she says, returning her hand to the steering wheel. She steers her car toward the exit, driving slowly due to the other fifty or so students trying to escape high school hell. “Which is why I’m going to need your help with my Revenge Against Carter and His Douchey Friends Scheme that I fully plan to put into motion all through the summer.”

      “And what exactly does your plan—”

      “Get me away from her!” A guy dives through the opened back window and lands in the backseat with a grunt.

      I don’t react, already knowing who the intruder is. The same guy who’s been diving into Elodie’s car ever since she got her driver’s license.

      I twist around in the seat, laughing as Gaige, who sometimes hangs out with Elodie and I, flattens his back against the seat. “Who are you hiding from this time?”

      He nudges his backpack onto the floor then looks at me. “Laura Flaterisord.” He rakes his fingers through his dark hair. “I don’t know what’s wrong with girls. I tell her upfront that I’m not looking for a relationship, and she says she isn’t, too. Then we hook up, and now she won’t leave me alone.” He huffs in frustration. “This happens every single time.”

      “I might know a solution to your problem.” Elodie glances at him in the rearview mirror. “Stop being a dirty, little manwhore and stop hooking up with anything that has breasts and a vagina.”

      “I don’t hook up with everyone who has breasts and a vagina.” He rolls onto his stomach and props up on his elbows, peeking out the window. “I haven’t hooked up with you or Ensley.”

      “Yeah, but only ’cause I’d never hook up with you,” Elodie says. “And Ensley never hooks up with anyone.”

      “Hey,” I protest. Then I stop myself because she’s right and I shouldn’t care.

      She reaches over and pats my leg. “It’s okay. We’re going to change that very soon.”

      Gaige glances at me with his brow arched. “Really?”

      I shake my head. “Don’t listen to her. Didn’t you hear? She’s crazy.”

      “I am crazy,” she agrees, pulling out onto the road. “But you both are going to listen to me because I have some very awesome things to say. Just you wait.”

      I glance at Gaige, who shrugs, equally as confused as me.

      “What’re we listening to you about?” I ask, reaching for her stereo.

      She smacks my hand away. “Well, for starters, you’re finally going to listen to me when I tell you to stop touching my damn radio.”

      I smile sweetly at her, then reach for the knob again and turn to the rock station.

      She narrows her eyes and flips it to the heavy metal station.

      I flip her the bird and turn on some classic rock.

      “You guys are so weird,” Gaige remarks, sitting up as we leave the school far, far behind. “Every time I ride with you, you do the same thing. The stupid thing is, you both listen to the same kinds of music.”

      “Yeah, so what?” Elodie changes the channel again. “It doesn’t mean we’re just going to let the other one pick the song.”

      “Picking the song is very important.” I twist the knob of the stereo again.

      Elodie returns her hand to the steering wheel. “You know what? I’m going to let you win this one, but only because I’m in a really good mood.”

      “Uh-oh,” Gaige says from the backseat. “She’s got that crazed, wild Banshee look in her eyes again.”

      “Yes, I do, Gaige.” Elodie lets out an evil villain laugh. “And it’s the look that only comes out when I’ve come up with a brilliant idea.”

      Okay, now she’s making me a little nervous.

      “What’s your brilliant idea?”

      She grins. “Not yet.”

      She leaves us hanging in anticipation and a bit of fear. But I’m not surprised.

      Elodie love drama.
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      Typically, I spend a few hours at Elodie’s house after school, since it’s the last house my mom cleans for the day. Then I catch a ride home with her. Today is no exception, except that Gaige decides to tag along with us, too. He normally doesn’t come over. Well, unless he’s really bored. So I’m guessing he’s suffering from good, old boredom.

      “Your room has some serious rotten banana stench going on,” Gaige notes as we enter Elodie’s room that’s probably bigger than the entire two-bedroom apartment my mom and I have lived in for the past five years

      “Why are you here again?” Elodie asks as she shucks off her leather jacket.

      “Because I’m hiding out.” Gaige takes no offense to Elodie’s snarkiness, something a lot of people can’t handle. “And it’s officially the start of summer, so where else would I be?”

      “Who are you hiding from this time?” Elodie bends over to pick up a banana peel off the floor, the source of the rotten banana stench.

      “Just people I don’t like,” Gaige says, which more than likely means his dad.

      When we became friends with Gaige at the end of our sophomore year, after he dove through the back window of Elodie’s car to escape a, as he put it, “Girl who wants my nuts a little too much,” we quickly caught on that he didn’t get along with his dad very well. He rarely talks about him, though, unless he’s drunk or stoned.

      “Still doesn’t explain why you’re here with us.” Elodie crooks her brow at him.

      Gaige flops down on her bed. “Aw, El, if you want me to admit I like you, you can always just say so.”

      Elodie rolls her eyes. “Aw, Gaige, if you want me to kick you in the nuts, you can always just say so.”

      Gaige chuckles, but his hands do drift toward his manly goodies.

      I eyeball the two of them, wondering when they’re going to hook up. Because they will. I can sense it in the way they eye-fuck each other every time they’re in the same room together. And don’t even get me started on the sexual banter that goes on when they get trashed.

      I keep that little assessment to myself, knowing Elodie will freak the hell out.

      “So, are you going to tell us your brilliant plan?” I ask, interrupting their little argument before it turns into a full-on insult-fest.

      “Oh, yes, my plan.” Elodie tears her eyes off Gaige and turns toward me, rubbing her hands together. “Before I tell you, you have to promise to hear me out and at least consider my proposal. No interrupting, and no shooting me down right from the start.”

      “That sounds dangerous.” I slip my backpack off and set it on the floor.

      “Yes, it does,” Gaige agrees, sticking his hand underneath Elodie’s pillow.

      “It’s not that bad,” Elodie insists. “At least, if you really think about the bigger picture and purpose of it all.”

      Gaige’s brows knit as he pulls out a red, hardcover notebook from underneath Elodie’s pillow. “What’s this?” He starts to open the book.

      Elodie’s eyes widen. She snatches the book out of his hands, and then hugs it to her chest. “What the hell? That’s my diary, dude.”

      “Really?” Gaige sits up, looking intrigued. “You don’t seem like a diary sort of girl.”

      “It’s from when I was younger.” She stuffs the diary into her nightstand drawer, her cheeks flushed.

      Gaige trades a questioning look with me, probably since Elodie rarely gets embarrassed.

      I shrug, unsure what the big deal is, either.

      “But, anyway.” Elodie slams the nightstand drawer shut. “As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted”—she casts a dirty glance at Gaige—“is that you”—she points at me—“need to promise to hear me out and consider my plan for more than two seconds. Because I’m pretty sure you’ll get onboard if you really consider it.”

      “Okay, I will.” That doesn’t mean I’m agreeing to whatever she’s proposing. In fact, with how gleefully crazy she looks right now, I highly doubt she’s about to say anything rational.

      “Good.” She claps her hands together. “Okay, so here’s what I’m thinking.” She zealously sits down on the bed, bouncing as her butt hits the mattress. Then, in classic, overdramatic Elodie style, she lets the silence drag out until Gaige loses his damn mind.

      “Oh, my God, woman, will you just spit it out?” he gripes dramatically.

      She pats his head. “Patience, my friend, patience.”

      Gaige looks at me, annoyed. “I don’t know how you’re so sane after being her best friend for so long.”

      “I sometimes wonder that, too.”

      I duck as Elodie throws a pillow at my face.

      “Bitch,” she teases, jutting out her lip. “That really hurt my feelings.”

      “Sorry,” I apologize, knowing she’s not really upset.

      “It’s fine. Just don’t do it again.” She wags her finger at me with a smile on her face.

      I salute her. “Yes, ma’am, sir.”

      “Ma’am, sir?” Her brows furrow. “What the hell does that mean?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I just didn’t want to say yes sir because you’re not a sir.”

      “Oh, my God, will you please, please, please just tell us your plan already?” Gaige interrupts through a groan.

      Elodie throws a discreet grin in my direction.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d guess she was dragging out the anticipation just to torture him.

      Oh, wait, I do know better. She’s totally doing it to torture him.

      “I guess I can, but only because you practically begged.” She pats his head again, which earns her a glare. Seeming pleased, she turns toward me, crosses her legs, and that infamous, troublemaking grin rises on her face. “My plan is to get Carter to fall in love with Ensley, and then she’ll break his heart.”
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      At first, I think I heard her wrong.

      “Huh?” I blink, totally in shock.

      “I said, my plan is to get Carter to fall in love with you, and then you’ll break his heart.” She speaks slowly, as if she thinks I’m slow. But I’m not the one who just suggested that I should make Carter fall in love with me.

      “No,” I say when I realize she’s being serious.

      She points a finger at me. “You said you’d think about it.”

      “I don’t need to think about something that isn’t even possible.” I drop down in the leather lounge chair that’s across from her bed. “If you want to get back at Carter that way, you need to find a different girl. A much prettier one with big boobs and blonde hair.”

      “Hey, there were brunettes in his fuck-chest, too,” Elodie points out, resting back on her elbows.

      “What’s a fuck-chest?” Gaige looks so lost.

      Elodie and I trade a look. Then Elodie turns to Gaige.

      “A couple years ago, Ens and I snuck into Carter’s room to steal some weed from his stash. We ended up finding out he also keeps a little box full of old school snapshot photos of the girls he’s hooked up with.”

      Gaige looks taken aback, which is saying a lot. “Like, naked photos?”

      Elodie shakes her head. “Nah, they had their clothes on, and they totally knew he’d taken the photos since they’d written little messages at the bottom, like, something to remember me by. Or, whenever you look at this photo, remember the time you had the best sex of your life.” Her face twists in disgust. “One day, I overheard Carter and his friends talking about it. Apparently, some girl from Carter’s fan club started the whole gross tradition.”

      “So, they know he has the photos?” Gaige asks, and Elodie nods. “Well, then I guess it’s not that bad.”

      “It is bad. And gross. And completely feeds his already inflated ego. And it’s just one of the many reasons why we need to put Carter in his place.” Elodie’s eyes land on me, as if she’s waiting for me to agree to her ludicrous plan.

      “Look, I understand Carter is an asshole and that he probably needs to be put in his place.” I stretch out on the chair and stare up at her glittery ceiling. “But I’m the last person in town—no, scratch that. I’m the last person in the world who could ever break Carter’s heart.”

      “That’s completely not true,” Elodie says. “You could totally break any guy’s heart if you tried.”

      “You have to say that because you’re my best friend,” I tell her, feeling very uncomfortable being the focus of the conversation.

      Her brow quirks. “Have I ever sugarcoated the truth for you? Or anyone else for that matter?”

      I waver. “No, not really.”

      “Okay, then.” She acts like that’s the end of the argument, as if I’m suddenly going to realize I’m not an ugly duckling, but a swan.

      “I still can’t do it,” I mumble.

      She sighs and nudges Gaige in the side. “Gaige, tell her she can do it. That she’s pretty enough to catch Carter’s attention.”

      Gaige studies me intently. “She’s pretty, for sure, but I’m not sure she could pull it off.”

      Elodie lifts her hand to swat him, but he catches her arm.

      “Not because she’s not pretty enough, but because she’s too nice. And sweet. And innocent.” He lets go of her arm. “You know Carter only goes for bitchy girls who put out.”

      “I’m not that sweet.” I feel the need to defend myself.

      “Okay …” Sarcasm drips from Gaige’s tone, and Elodie snickers.

      “Hey,” I protest. “Just earlier today, you said your bitchiness was wearing off on me.”

      “Clearly, not enough,” Elodie quips. “Or else, you’d be jumping at the chance to do this.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to,” I tell her. “It’s just that I know I can’t.”

      “Sure you can,” Elodie tries to be encouraging. “You just need to believe you can.”

      “This isn’t an afterschool special, El.” My gaze wanders to the oval mirror across from me. My long, brown hair is a wavy mess, my eyes are too big, my legs too long, and don’t even get me started on my freckles. “I know what I am.”

      “No, you don’t.” She pauses. “Besides, if you do this, then maybe you can finally get over your crush on Carter.”

      “How would this help?” I question, glancing at her.

      “Because, after spending that much time with him, you’d realize how annoying dating him would be.” She takes out her phone and focuses on the screen, scrolling through something with that troublemaking grin on her face.

      “You guys are so stubborn sometimes. It’s exhausting. And kind of boring.” Gaige sighs, then grabs an iPod off the nightstand and busies himself with selecting a song.

      “I already know Carter’s annoying,” I tell Elodie, sitting up and leaning over to see her phone. “What’re you doing?”

      She shows me the screen. On it is a photo of a pink, glittery, short dress.

      “Trying to figure out your new look.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not dressing like a slutty princess just to get Carter’s attention.”

      “We can find you a more edgy, slutty look.” She types new keywords into the search engine.

      I look at Gaige for help. “Please, get her to drop this ridiculous plan that will never work.”

      Usually, Gaige has my back. Today, he remains quiet for a squirrely amount of time.

      “I don’t know. I kind of want to see Carter finally get put in his place,” Gaige finally says, turning on some music. “And this plan has potential.”

      Seriously? Did they both get high today?

      I’m about to grab the phone from Elodie’s hand, knowing it’ll earn me a head smack, when someone knocks on her door.

      “What?” Elodie shouts over the music.

      The door opens up, and Carter pops his head in. “You parked your car on my side of the garage again.”

      Elodie doesn’t glance up from her phone. “It’s not your side of the garage just because you say it is.”

      “I didn’t say it was.” Carter pushes the door open and leans against the doorframe with his arms crossed. “Dad did.”

      Elodie shrugs, still not looking up at him. “Yeah, so? Dad’s never around, is he? And neither is Mom, so that kind of makes us in charge of ourselves. And as my own boss, I declare that I get to park my car on the left side of the garage so I don’t have to step in that stupid oil puddle your shitty car leaves on the ground.”

      Carter narrows his eyes. “My car’s not shitty. It’s a classic.”

      True. Carter’s car is pretty badass, but I’m not about to admit that.

      “Yeah, a classic piece of shit.” Elodie snickers, and Gaige and I fight to stifle our laughter.

      Carter notices, his eyes moving to me, and then to Gaige, before residing back on Elodie. His lips twitch in annoyance.

      “Laugh all you want, but it’s a badass car,” he says. “And one day I’ll prove it.”

      “Well, good for you,” Elodie snickers. “But I’m still not moving my car until those old puddles are gone.”

      “It’s not my fucking job. It’s the cleaning person’s,” he says. “Seriously, how fucking hard is it to follow instructions?”

      Is that a direct jab at me? Carter knows my mom cleans his house, so it must be.

      My heart pounds in my chest, and my hands curl into fists as foul words burn on the tip of my tongue. Sure, Carter has always been a douche, but he’s never insulted my mom before.

      My mom is the only family I have. She works her ass off to put food on the table and make sure I have a roof over my head. She doesn’t deserve to be insulted by some rich, privileged, small-brained asshole who hasn’t worked for anything.

      I want to tell Carter all of this, but knowing he could get my mother fired, I bite the words back.

      Elodie steps up, though, like she always does, throwing her shoe at Carter. It nearly hits him in the head, the heel skimming his cheek.

      “Get the hell out of my room, you dickless, little weenie!” she shouts, springing to her feet.

      Carter opens his mouth, to say who knows what, but Elodie shoves him out of the doorway and slams the door in his face.

      “I’m so sorry, Ens,” she apologizes, her eyes flooded with remorse.

      “It’s okay.” I give a shrug. “It’s not your fault he’s an asshole.”

      “I know, but I’m the reason you have to be around that asshole.” She crosses the room toward me.

      “Yeah, so? It’s worth it.” I pause. “I mean, it’s not every day I get a friend who will call their brother a dickless, little weenie just to defend my honor.”

      “It was the first thing that popped into my mind,” she explains with a shrug.

      Gaige chuckles. “Well, at least you’re creative.”

      Elodie smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

      She’s worried I’m mad at her. I’m not. I’m pissed off at Carter and kind of pissed off at myself for having a crush on him. Seriously, there are tons of good-looking guys in this town and I had to pick him? Then again, I’m one of the many idiots who share the same problem. A problem that needs to come to an end.

      “If you really think I can do it, then I’ll try,” I say, shocking the crap out of myself.

      Elodie’s eyes widen. “Are you fucking serious?”

      I shrug. “I’m being serious, but that doesn’t mean I believe the plan will actually work.”

      “Oh, it’ll work,” she insists. “We just need to play our cards right. And you need to trust me.”

      “I always do,” I tell her.

      It’s the truth, too. I’ve trusted her since she saved my ass that day on the playground.

      “Good.” She gives me that look that means there’s a good chance that, at the end of this, we could very well be in trouble. But that’s generally the case with her plans. “Now, here’s what we’re going to do...”
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      Elodie’s plan sounds simple in theory. The first part does, anyway.

      For a couple of days, she wants to spy on Carter and get a feel for his daily routine. That part doesn’t sound too terrible. But then she tacks on, “And then I’ll start teaching you how to channel your inner flirting goddess,” and it feels like I’m going to vomit.

      Me flirt? Ha! Yeah, right. Convincing her of any of this is impossible. So, by the time I get ready to leave, I’ve somehow agreed to let her and Gaige start “training me” to become the girl who’s going to break Carter’s heart.

      As I leave her bedroom to go meet my mom in the driveway, I hear voices carrying up the stairs from the foyer. Voices I recognize.

      Oh, yippee. Carter’s downstairs with one of his friends.

      Hoping to avoid him, I take my sweet time lollygagging down the winding staircase. Unfortunately, I don’t move slowly enough.

      “No, it’s the best idea ever,” Holden is telling Carter, waving his hands around in the air animatedly. “The end of high school should be celebrated with a party. Just like Christmas, the Fourth of July, and Fridays.”

      “The end of high school isn’t a holiday,” Carter says, sounding tense.

      “Heck yeah, it is,” Holden insists. “We’re done with school, man. Forever. Which is even bigger than a holiday.”

      “We’re not done with school.” Carter stuffs his hands into the pockets of his jeans, frowning. “At least, I’m not. I still have four years, plus grad school.”

      “You don’t have to go to grad school, dude,” Holden says. “Or college, for that matter. It’s a choice. One I’m choosing not to do for at least another year.”

      “Yeah, well, not everyone’s that lucky,” Carter mumbles, seeming in a really bad mood.

      “You’re in a pissy mood today,” Holden notes, confirming my previous assumption. “And you know what might cheer you up? Letting me plan the end of school party you’re going to throw. We can have it next Friday while your parents are out of town and have it strictly as invite only.”

      Carter shakes his head, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Every time I let you throw a party at my house, the cops end up getting called.”

      “Yeah? So what?” Holden says. “They never actually do anything to you.”

      “They tell my parents,” Carter stresses, raking his fingers through his hair. “Particularly my dad, who’s not a fan of getting a call from the police. And while I’m all for pissing my parents off sometimes, I’d rather not deal with my dad’s shit right now.”

      “Come on, Car; we need to do this,” Holden pleads with his hands clasped in front of him. “For the greater good of the partying population of Fareland.”

      “God, you’re so overdramatic.” He blows out an exasperated breath. “Seriously, between you and El, I’ve reached my drama queen overload for the day.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Like you’re one to talk. You’ve seriously been pissy all day.”

      “I’ve had a lot of things on my mind,” he says with a shrug.

      “How is that possible?” Holden questions. “We just graduated. You should feel less stressed.”

      Carter just shakes his head. “It’s not that simple for me.”

      Holden gets a wicked glint in his eyes. “Wait. Are you still pissed off over that chick blowing you off last weekend? Is that why you’ve been in such a bad mood all week?”

      “She didn’t blow me off,” Carter says with an eye roll. “No girl ever has.”

      Now, I’m the one to roll my eyes. Too bad it’s at the precise moment they both notice me heading down the stairs.

      “I think Ensley thinks you’re full of bullshit, Carter,” Holden muses when he catches me mid eye roll.

      Carter eyes me over, causing my heart rate to go through the damn domed roof. Then his gaze lands on Holden, his lips quirking. “You think so?”

      Holden gives a head nod. “She was rolling her eyes at you, man.”

      I inch my way farther down the stairway, deliberating how crazy I’d look if I sprinted for the door. An amused Carter is never a good thing.

      “Maybe we should test out that theory.” Carter looks at me, the smirk playing at his lips making my stomach ravel in knots. “So, as I’m sure you just heard, I’m throwing a party next Friday.”

      Holden fist pumps the air. “Ha! You just agreed. And I call no takebacks.”

      Carter doesn’t even so much as cast a glance in Holden’s direction, even when Holden starts doing some sort of dance that looks like a combination of twerking and the chicken dance.

      I almost smile. The dude may be hot, but he can’t dance for shit.

      Then, any amount of humor rising inside me goes poof as Carter takes a step toward me.

      “Normally, I don’t bring dates to parties because I like to keep my options open,” Carter continues with his eyes fixed on me. “But I’m thinking of mixing things up a bit and asking someone to go with me. You know, see if the grass is really greener on the other side. Because personally, I’m not buying into all this dating is better than hooking up bullshit.”

      “That’s cool,” I manage to get out, then turn for the door, ready to get the hell away from Carter and his penetrating, amused gaze. But he snags my arm and stops me.

      I’m not sure he’s actually ever touched me before. Well, not on purpose, anyway. The skin-to-skin contact unleashes goose bumps all over my skin, and it takes all of my inner willpower not to shiver. I loathe my body’s reaction.

      This is just a stupid crush, stupid body, so chill the eff out!

      “And I was thinking,” Carter says with his hand still on my arm. “Maybe you’d like to come with me.”

      I blink. Huh? Did he just say what I think he did?

      Then I mentally smack myself. He’s playing you, you moron! Don’t fall for his shit!

      I peer over my shoulder at him. “You want me to come to your party?”

      He nods, amusement glimmering in his eyes. “Yeah, as my date. My first date ever, actually, so you should consider it a double honor.”

      I mentally roll my eyes. Arrogant much?

      I part my lips to tell him no thank you, but then Elodie appears at the top of the stairs, waving her hands at me like a mad lunatic. Gaige moves up beside her, shaking his head, as if he’s so over this.

      That makes two of us.

      “Do it!” Elodie mouths, then gives me a thumbs-up.

      I grit my teeth. No freakin’ way. Sure, I may have agreed to her plan, but the last thing I want to do is accept a date invitation from Carter when he’s only toying with me. That’s not a good way to start this plan.

      As if reading my mind, Elodie mouths, “Trust me.”

      I hate the word trust. Anyone can just throw it around without any real meaning behind it. Trust me, I’ve been screwed over a lot by trust. But never by Elodie.

      Summoning every ounce of strength I possess, I face Carter. “Okay, count me in.” Then I wiggle my arm from his grip and run like hell out the front door.

      Yep, it’s a great way to start getting a guy to fall madly in love with you, but hey, at least he can’t retract his invite.

      Well, at the moment, anyway.

      If he doesn’t, though, that means I might actually have to go on a date with him.

      Shit. I’m in way over my head.
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      My phone buzzes like a lunatic as my mom and I make the twenty-minute drive home from Elodie’s house. I don’t bother checking my messages. Either they’re from Elodie with details of the plan, or from Carter, rejecting his date invite. Right now, I don’t want to deal with either. What I want is to go back to ten minutes ago and not agree to be Carter’s date to the party.

      Yep, reality is washing over me in a harsh wave. No, scratch that. A fucking tsunami.

      I’m going to throw up.

      “What’s wrong, hon?” Mom asks as she steers the car down the road. “You look a little pale.”

      “I feel a little pale,” I mumble, resting my forehead against the cool, glass window. “I think I might be getting sick.” Sick of my mouth and my inability to say no.

      Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, she reaches over with her free hand and places her palm to my forehead. “You don’t feel warm.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I have a fever.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      I inaudibly sigh. I love my mom to death and she’s crazy cool—she even knows about my crush on Carter—but I’m not about to tell her what Elodie and I are up to. Besides, I already know what she’d say. My mom’s too kind to ever think that plan would be okay. She might be right, too.

      “I’m fine,” I lie. “I think I just ate some bad cheese at lunch.”

      “Bad cheese?” She eyes me over with her big, green eyes that are almost identical to mine. That’s about where our similarities stop.

      My mom’s hair is blonde and straight, while my hair is brown and has so many waves that even a flat iron can’t tame it. And her body type is short and curvy in a way a lot of people think is cute, while I’m tall and gangly in a way a lot of people think is freakishly weird.. It makes sharing clothes a pain in the ass, which sucks because my mom has awesome taste. Seriously, rock goddess worthy. She’s also really pretty, something we definitely don’t have in common. Even now, when she’s wearing her work clothes and her hair is in a messy bun, she looks great.

      “Yeah, you know, that stuff made out of milk that you put on sandwiches and pizza,” I joke, forcing a smile.

      She narrows her eyes at me, but it’s a playful move. “I know what cheese is, Ens. I was just wondering how on earth you could’ve gotten sick off of cheese. It seems a little weird.”

      “Nah, not really.” I straighten in the seat. “Elodie’s gotten sick off of bad cheese multiple times.”

      My mom’s brow arches. “How is that even possible?”

      I shrug. “The girl’s obsessed with cheese. She even goes to cheese tastings sometimes.” And nope, I’m not shitting her or you.

      My mom blinks a few times, probably trying to process the weirdness of a teenage girl who likes cheese tastings. “Elodie’s kind of an odd one, isn’t she?”

      I give a half-shrug. “We both are. Always have been.”

      “Yeah, I know.” She flips on her headlights with a musing look on her face. “I bet it drives Caroline crazy.”

      Caroline is Elodie’s mom, who neither my mom, me, or Elodie is a huge fan of. I swear, the woman has a permanent stick shoved so far up her ass that not even surgery could remove it.

      “It does,” I tell my mom, propping my boots onto the dashboard. “The last time she went to one, her mom freaked out and threw away all the cheese in the house.”

      My mom shakes her head. “Well, that’s just silly. And wasteful.”

      “Totally,” I agree. “But I don’t think Caroline’s ever worried about being wasteful.”

      “That’s not true.” My mom makes the turn into our two-story apartment complex.

      I lower my feet to the floor. “What do you mean?”

      She shrugs as she steers the car into a parking space. “I just know where Caroline comes from, and it wasn’t money.”

      Interesting. “So, she got rich when she married Elodie’s dad?”

      Shaking her head, my mom silences the engine. “Nope.” I start to open my mouth, but she holds up her hand. “That’s all I’m going to tell you, so don’t even ask.”

      I pout. “Well, that’s just silly.”

      “Gossiping is silly and mean, and we aren’t silly or mean people.” She pats my head like I’m a dog, then opens her door to get out. “Now, come on; I’m making grilled cheese for dinner.” She laughs at her silly joke as she gets out.

      Her words hover in the air, though.

      We aren’t silly or mean people?

      She might not be, but I wonder about myself. After what I agreed to do today …

      What kind of a person does that make me?
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      I spend the rest of the night eating grilled cheese sandwiches with my mom and pretending to watch television while secretly overanalyzing my character and letting my phone continue to buzz with incoming calls.

      Am I mean? Is what I’m doing to Carter mean? In theory, it seems mean, but Carter is such an asshole… Doesn’t that mean that being mean to him isn’t mean?

      Holy shit, that’s a lot of means. Maybe it’s a sign.

      “Aren’t you going to answer that?” my mom asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      I tear my attention off the television and blink at her. “What?”

      She gives a pressing look at the coffee table where my phone is ringing. “Your phone.”

      “Um …” I stare at my phone like it’s the devil, knowing the only person who calls me is Elodie and my mom. And I’m not sure if I’m ready to talk to Elodie yet. Not when she’s going to be all yeah, this is super awesome. And I’ll be like, this is the worst idea of yours I’ve ever agreed to. I’m so screwed! “I don’t know.”

      She gives me a curious look. “Are you sure everything’s okay? It’d suck if you got sick right before the graduation ceremony. And all because you ate some bad cheese.” Her insinuating tone implies that she doesn’t buy into my bad cheese story.

      Damn my mom and her built-in lie detector senses.

      Not wanting to explain the truth to her, I scoop up my phone. “Yeah, everything’s great. I was just waiting for a commercial break before I answered it.”

      She studies me with suspicion but I slip out of the room before she can start playing mom detective. Once I’m in the hallway, I answer.

      “El, I love you to death, but that so wasn’t cool,” I hiss into the phone as I duck into my bedroom and close the door.

      “Ummm …” The deep voice definitely doesn’t belong to Elodie.

      “Gaige?” I try again.

      “Nope. Try again.” Now the male caller seems more amused now than confused.

      I move my phone away from my ear to check who the caller is, but the number is listed as unknown.

      Okay, then …

      Taking a deep breath, I ask, “Is it Creepy Larry from the pool?”

      A pause.

      “What?” The person says through laughter. “That’s your third choice? Seriously?”

      Oh, fuckety fuck, I know that laugh.

      “Carter.” WTFFFFF?

      “Aw, you got it on the fourth try.” His teasing tone is making me edgy. “I’m a little hurt I came after Creepy Larry from the pool. He doesn’t sound that important.”

      “Oh, but he is.” I literally have no idea what’s going on. “He’s been a huge part of my life and taught me a life lesson that not all people hanging out at the pool are there to swim. And that I should be extra careful around guys who wear yellow nut huggers.”

      “What?” His amusement has faded and is replaced by shock and a little bit of concern.

      I sink down on the edge of my bed. “Sorry. Long story.”

      The silence that fills the line is painfully awkward, but I don’t know what to say since I have no damn idea why he’s calling me. Unless he’s retracting his date offer.

      Yep, that’s probably it.

      “Well, maybe you can tell me the story next Friday,” he suggests, breaking the silence.

      “Next Friday?” I sound like such an echo. A moronic echo.

      “Yeah, on our date.” He gives a pause, as if waiting for me to say something. “You know, to my party next Friday night.”

      “I know what you meant.” I choose my next words very carefully, feeling as though I’m walking into a trap. Because I’ve seen the games Carter and his friends play with people they think are beneath them. And I’m one of those people. “I thought that was a joke. The party invite, I mean.”

      “If you thought it was a joke, then why did you agree?”

      I nervously chew on my thumbnail. “I was joking, too.”

      “Well, doesn’t a joke cancel out a joke?” He sounds way too entertained.

      “Which would mean nothing happened at all.”

      “Or it means that everything that happened was completely serious.”

      “Or completely false.”

      He chuckles. “Man, you’re a tough one to go up against. Normally, people don’t keep me on my toes.”

      “That’s because, normally, they’re on their knees, kissing your ass.” I slap my hand over my mouth. Why did I just say that!

      He chuckles again. “Yeah, I guess so, huh?”

      I release a slow breath. “So, you’re admitting you know people kiss your ass?”

      “Of course I’m admitting it,” he says shamelessly. “I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit it.”

      “Or just oblivious.”

      “I’m definitely not oblivious.” His tone conveys an underlying meaning.

      Crap. Did he somehow find out about the plan?

      “That might not be a good thing,” I say uneasily. “I mean, if you’re aware of everything, then that means you’re responsible for everything.”

      “Everything?” he teases. “Man, that’s a lot of responsibility to put on one individual. Talk about the weight of the world being on my shoulders. Literally.”

      “I don’t think the weight of the world can literally be on your shoulders. It’s physically and scientifically impossible.”

      “I don’t know. If I’m responsible for everything, then why can’t the weight of the world actually be on my shoulders? They both seem about even in terms of plausibility.”

      “I didn’t mean everything in the sense of everything,” I clarify, lying down on my bed and staring up at the ceiling. “I meant everything in the sense of everything that you do.”

      “Well, maybe you should’ve been more specific,” he teases. “Because, in a literal sense, everything means everything.”

      “Well, maybe you should stop taking things so literally, then.”

      “Yeah, I might have to try that.” He grows quiet, and then starts laughing. “Okay, I give up. You are officially the winner of round one in this little game.”

      God, if he only knew the literal truth of his words. Or maybe he does. Perhaps he knows about Elodie’s plan and this is his way of getting back at us—by messing with my mind.

      “Carter, I don’t want to come off as rude or anything—”

      “Of course you don’t.”

      “Um … What does that mean?”

      “It means you’re not a rude person,” he clarifies, seeming dead serious. “So, I’m sure you never want to come off as rude.”

      I push up on my elbows, confusion doing the disco in my brain. “Why do you think I’m not rude? Because sometimes I say rude things to you. Like today at school, when I gave you the definition of a pretty boy.”

      “That wasn’t you, though.”

      “Um, yeah, it was. Or did you think Elodie was some sort of ventriloquist and speaking for me? Because FYI, she isn’t. Although, it’d be sort of cool if she was.”

      “Why’s that?” he asks curiously.

      I shrug, even though he can’t see me. “Then I wouldn’t ever have to talk.”

      Silence fills the line, and I mentally kick my own ass. See? This is why I don’t open my mouth very often. I suck at socializing. I’m awkward. A freak.

      “So, is that why you’re so quiet?” he finally asks. “Because you don’t like to talk.”

      “I guess so.” I don’t elaborate, figuring I’ve already given him too much information about myself already. God knows how he’s going to use this against me.

      “Hmmm …” He gives a brief pause. “I always wondered about that.”

      “Wondered about what?”

      “Why you’re so quiet.”

      My jaw involuntarily ticks, and for a crazy instant, I consider telling him that what he said to me in grade school added to my inability to function normally on a social level. But I don’t like blaming other people for my spastic, social awkwardness. And whether Carter teased me or not, I’d probably still be the quiet girl that I am now. It’s just how I was born.

      Even back in preschool, I can remember fearing show and tell, because it meant that I had to stand up in front of the class and talk. My mom says I inherited that lovely little trait from my dad. It’s one of the very few things she’s told me about him.

      I’m not sure what happened between the two of them, why he decided to bail, or where he went, but sometimes, when I’m walking down the street and pass an older guy who has the same eye color as me, I wonder if he’s my dad. I know it’s pathetic and more than likely my dad isn’t living in Fareland, but I can’t seem to break the habit. A stupid habit, too, since I get my eye color from my mom.

      “You should do it more often,” Carter says, interrupting my thoughts. “You’re not too bad at it.”

      “Talking?”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, talking. I mean, I know I’ve only been talking to you for, like, five minutes, but you don’t seem too awful at it.”

      “Give me ten minutes and we’ll see if you still think that.”

      “Sounds like a deal,” he says through a soft, amused laugh. “So, what do you want to talk about for the next five minutes?”

      I shrug again, even though he still can’t see me. Seriously, I have awkward social skills even while talking on the phone. “You could always start by telling me why you called … And how you got my number.”

      “I got your number from Elodie,” he explains, and I shake my head. I should’ve known. “As for your other question … That answer is a bit more complicated.”

      “Okay …?” How am I supposed to respond to that? I literally have no idea. And yes, I mean that in the literal sense. “Maybe if you told me, then it wouldn’t be so complicated.”

      “Or maybe it’d make things even more complicated.”

      “How?”

      “Because I wouldn’t be able to tell what you’re thinking.”

      “Well, no one can tell what anyone’s thinking. Unless you have telepathy … Do you?” Did I just ask him if he was a mind reader? Face palm.

      See, Elodie? This is why your plan is never going to work.

      Carter chuckles for the tenth time since he called me, and I’m starting to question the reasoning behind his alleged amusement.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t. But it would be cool,” he tells me after he gets his chuckling under control.

      “Yeah, it would,” I agree. “Elodie and I tried to do it once.”

      “Read each other’s minds?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Well, we thought it did for a while, until we both realized we were just thinking about the same thing. For a couple of nine-year-olds, it was very disappointing and kind of crushed my dream of becoming a superhero.”

      “You wanted to be a superhero who reads minds?” he questions. “How would that save the world from evil?”

      “I wasn’t going to save the world from evil. I was going to save people who were hurting and not talking about it.”

      “That’s actually kind of sweet.”

      “Yeah, I was kind of a sweet kid.” I roll onto my side and prop up onto my elbow. “My mom was also hurting back then, and I couldn’t figure out why. I think I secretly hoped that, if I could read her mind, I could fix her.”

      “Why was she hurting?” he wonders.

      “I’m not sure,” I lie.

      The truth is, she was hurting because she was worried we were going to be evicted and that she was going to somehow have to get a third job. Back then, she was working two jobs already and they both paid shit. Of course, she didn’t tell me any of this, which is why she’s such a good mom—always trying to protect me from her financial problems. But late one night, when she thought I was in bed, I overheard her talking to my aunt Bethany about it. I remember she was crying and all I wanted to do was figure out why. So, I tried to read her mind. All I ended up getting was a headache. But eventually she confessed to my aunt why she was so upset. That was the day I realize just how truly poor we were. My aunt had suggested my mom ask my dad for help, but my mom shut down that conversation quickly. It left me wondering who my dad was and what sort of life he was living. Especially when my mom said, “I’d rather be poor for the rest of my life then ask that man for his corrupt money.”

      I don’t know whether she meant corrupt in the literal sense, or if she just didn’t like my dad. But I could never get answers since she rarely talks to me about him, which frustrates me sometimes. I keep the frustration to myself, though, not wanting to upset her.

      Eventually those days of her hurting and worrying faded as our life changed. We’re not as poor now as we used to be. In fact, a couple years later, my aunt and mom started a housekeeping business, which they currently run today. My mom still does a lot of the grunt work, and sometimes I help to make some extra cash on weekends that I’ve been saving up for college, even though my mom insists she’ll take care of the tuition. I know she can’t afford it, though, and more than likely she’s going to try to take out a loan. But I’m not going to let her. College is my thing. I should pay for it.

      “Have you ever tried to read anyone else’s mind?” Carter asks, the sound of music filling up the background.

      I wonder where he is.

      If I were braver, I’d ask.

      “Maybe a couple of times,” I admit, then bite down on my tongue.

      This is probably going to come back to bite me in the ass. I can hear the rumors already. Did you know that Ensley thinks she’s a mind reader? She should seriously be locked up in a padded room.

      I think it might be time to end this call before I give him more information to use against me.

      I sit up on the bed and lower my feet to the floor. “Hey, Carter, I have to go. My mom needs some help with something.”

      “Can you give me one more minute?” he asks quickly. “I need to ask you something. Besides, you have one minute left before your time’s up, and so far, you haven’t changed my mind about your allegedly bad talking skills.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, conflicted. On one hand, I feel like I’ve already told him way too much personal stuff about me. But on the other hand, I want to find out why he called.

      If Elodie were here, she’d be whispering in my ear to keep him on the line for as long as possible. That it’s the first step to make him fall in love with me.

      Eye roll. That’s never going to happen.

      Being me, I say, “Sure. I think I can spare one more minute.”

      “Good.” Strangely, he sounds relieved, which makes me question again what he’s up to. “So, the reason I called is going to sound a bit weird, but I need you to hear me out before you say yes or no.”

      “Okay.” Hesitancy rings in my voice.

      “You don’t need to be nervous,” he tries to reassure me. But his reassurance only fuels the nervous bubble inflating in the pit of my stomach. “It’s about doing something this Saturday night.”

      “Doing what, exactly?” I ask cautiously.

      “It’s a surprise. Well, sort of.”

      Sounds a bit suspicious if you ask me. “Does it involve a vat of pig’s blood?”

      Honestly, I don’t think he’s going to get the reference, so when he says, “No, Ens, I’m not planning on Carrie-ing you,” I’m shocked. Maybe just as shocked that he called me Ens. No one calls me that except for my closest friends, so basically Elodie and Gaige and sometimes my mom does, unless she’s mad at me, then I get full named.

      “Sorry,” I feel the need to apologize. “I had to be sure.”

      “That I wasn’t going to dump a vat of pig’s blood on your head?” He seems offended, which throws me for a turn.

      A big, sharp, squirrely, unfamiliar turn.

      I don’t know why he seems so upset that I’d think that. Does he not remember the last decade of him constantly teasing me?

      “Sorry,” I say again. “This is all just a little weird.”

      “What is?” Puzzlement laces his tone. I can’t tell if he’s faking it or not.

      The girl inside me who crushes on Carter wants to believe he’s being genuine, but the girl who’s had to endure his mocking and teasing for almost ten years is skeptical.

      “You, me, talking on the phone …” I trace a circular pattern on my comforter. “This isn’t a normal thing.”

      “Yeah, I know. But there’s a first time for everything, right?”

      “Sure.”

      A pause.

      “So, will you?” he asks. “Do something with me on Saturday?”

      Wariness floods my mind. “Are you sure you can’t tell me what we’d be doing?”

      “If I did, then it wouldn’t be a surprise. Besides, before I can take you to the place, you have to pass a test so I know you’re trustworthy enough to keep where I take you a secret.”

      I chew on my bottom lip, feeling guilty over his trustworthy remark. I used to be a trustworthy person, but after today, I’m not sure I am.

      “How do I prove that to you? Doesn’t learning to trust someone take time?”

      “That all depends on the person.”

      “So, you think I’m the sort of person you can learn to trust within an hour?”

      “Maybe I pretty much trust you already.”

      “You don’t even know me,” I say quietly. “For all you know, I could be the biggest liar and manipulator ever.”

      “Clearly, you haven’t spent much time around my friends,” he says with a hint of disdain.

      “No, I haven’t.” Bitterness creeps into my tone.

      He must sense the direction of our conversation, because he changes the subject. “I’d need to pick you up at about five, and we’ll probably be out until at least midnight. Is that going to be a problem? I’m not sure if you have a curfew or not.”

      “Usually, I don’t.” But usually, I’m just hanging out with Elodie and sometimes with Gaige. And even though I’m an adult now, I’m not sure how my mom’s going to react when I tell her I’m going out with Carter. I crinkle my nose as I picture telling her. Yeah, she’s going to shit a brick. “I’ll have to talk to my mom and let you know. And I don’t get off work until about four, so would it be possible for you to pick me up at five thirty instead?” I sound so formal.

      I sound like a moron.

      I sound like a girl who’s never gone out on a date.

      So, yeah, I basically sound like myself.

      God, this is such a bad idea. Not only am I agreeing to go out on a date with Carter, who probably has ulterior motives, but I’m agreeing to go out with Carter so I can try to make him fall in love with me and then break his heart.

      Guilt consumes my chest and I almost tell him I can’t go. Then my phone buzzes with an incoming message, distracting me.

      “Yeah, that works,” Carter replies. “It’ll give me a half an hour less to figure out if I can trust you, but I’m pretty sure it’s only going to take a few minutes.”

      His faith in me makes me feel even more guilty.

      “Hey, can you hold on a second?” he says. “I got another call coming in.”

      “Sure.”

      While he puts me on hold, I open the message I received.

      Elodie: Did Carter just ask you out again?

      Me: Yeah … How did you know that?

      Elodie: Because I’m spying on him right now. You’re going to say yes, right?

      Me: I don’t know if I should.

      Elodie: You have to. This is the perfect chance to put our plan in motion!

      Me: I already agreed to go to the party next Friday, which FYI, is a disaster in the making.

      Elodie: No way! It’s the perfect opportunity for Carter to start falling head over heels in love with you.

      I love Elodie to death, but the girl is acting batshit crazy right now.

      Me: You do realize that all of his friends are going to be at this party and they’re probably going to make fun of Carter for being there with me. Honestly, I’m betting he’s playing us. Or, well, me anyway.

      Elodie: I’m positive he’s not.

      Me: How can you be so sure?

      Elodie: Because I’m a mind reader. Or have you forgotten?

      Me: Forgotten how you failed at your attempts at mind reading? No, I remember that pretty clearly.

      Elodie: I just pretended to fail so you wouldn’t feel bad that you sucked.

      Me: Aw, you’re such a great friend.

      Elodie: About time you realized that.

      I shake my head, unable to stop a smile from spreading across my face.

      “Hey, are you still there?” Carter’s voice floats through the receiver.

      “Yep,” I answer loudly as I type a quick bye to Elodie.

      Before I put the phone to my ear, she sends one last text.

      Elodie: Agree to go out with him on Saturday. Please, please, pretty please. I’ll owe you big time.

      “Sorry about that,” Carter says, sounding a bit breathless.

      What on earth is he doing that he’s out of breath?

      His fuck-chest pops into my mind for some weird reason, and I frown. Okay, maybe I don’t want to know why he sounds like he just ran a marathon.

      “So, we’re on for Saturday, right?” he asks after he’s calmed down his might-of-just-had-sex breathing.

      “Um …” My heart pounds in my chest. Freakin’ giggle berries, what the heck should I do? Part of me wants to say yes for Elodie, and yeah, I’ll admit, a little bit for myself. But the other part of me worries I’m setting myself up for disaster.

      “Is that ‘um’ a yes or a no?” he asks teasingly, a hint of worry residing in his voice.

      The worry makes me worry, yet I somehow find my lips sputtering, “Yes … It’s a yes.”

      Well, there you have it, ladies and gentlemen. If this all backfires in my face, I’ll have no one to blame but myself.

      “Awesome,” he says. “I’ll pick you up at five thirty, then.”

      “Do you want me to text you my address?” The instant I utter the words, I realize he’s actually going to have to come to my place. While I’m not ashamed of where I live, I can see Carter using it against me, especially if he tells his friends.

      “I already have the address,” he says.

      What? “How?”

      “I have my ways.”

      The nervous bubble in my stomach triples in size. “Okay, I’ll see you on Saturday, then.”

      “Can’t wait. I promise you’re going to have a lot of fun. At least, I hope so.” He gives a short pause. “And Ens, you’re not as bad as you think.”

      Now I’m even more lost. “About what?”

      “With the whole talking thing. This is actually one of the best conversations I’ve had in a long time.”

      “If that’s true, then I feel sorry for you.”

      “Well, then throw me a pity party because it’s completely true.”

      “I’m getting my confetti and kazoo out right now.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah, definitely the most entertaining conversation I’ve had in a long time.”

      I wonder if he’s telling the truth. No, what I’m really wondering is if any of this conversation is true.

      “See you tomorrow,” he says through a chuckle.

      “Yeah, sure,” I mutter stupidly.

      “Bye, Ens.” He sounds amused by me again. And again, I have no clue why.

      “Bye.” I hang up and flop back on the bed.

      I lie there for a moment before reality crashes into me and punches me in the chest, like a big, mean ninja.

      My eyes widen. “Holy shit, I have to go on a date with Carter. This is going to be a disaster.”

      And the sad part is that I created the mess all on my own.
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      Almost the second I get off the phone with Carter, Elodie calls me.

      “You know, it’s pretty creepy that you were spying on your brother while he was talking to me on the phone,” I answer, climbing back onto my bed. “Did he know you were?”

      “Of course not,” she says like duh. “I know how to be sneaky when I need to be.”

      “Why were you being sneaky at all?”

      “Well, at first I was trying to get some dirt on him, but then I realized he was talking to you and I wanted to get a vibe on the situation.”

      “You mean, see if he’s up to something?”

      “I thought that might be a possibility, because it totally seems like something he’d do. But I don’t think he’s up to something.”

      “Yeah, because it’s just a freakish coincidence that he asks me out twice in a row the day you come up with your plan.” I sigh heavily. “I’m wondering if maybe he found out what we are up to and now he’s trying to play me.”

      “There’s no way he could’ve found out about my brilliant plan,” she insists. “Besides, the first time he asked you out wasn’t a joke.”

      “How do you know that for sure?”

      “Because I saw the look on his face. He was so shocked you agreed. He wasn’t planning on you saying yes.”

      “I highly doubt that. Carter always expects girls to say yes to him, because they always do.” I twist a strand of hair around my finger. “He probably looked shocked because I said yes and then ran off like a crazy lunatic.”

      “That might have been part of it, but he was definitely shocked from the start.” She pauses. “And I have a theory about why.”

      “El, remember what we talked about,” I remind her. “You’re not allowed to come up with theories unless we’re in bio. Remember the disaster of junior prom?”

      “Hey! That was last year, and how was I supposed to know that Lana didn’t really want to go with Gaige? She totally sent mixed signals.”

      “Mixed signals aside, you promised you wouldn’t come up with any more love theories unless you were one hundred percent sure that all parties involved were on board. Remember how crushed Gaige was when he asked Lana out and she said no? Because I sure as hell do. I practically had to bribe him to come back to school. He was even thinking about dropping out.”

      “He never would’ve actually dropped out,” she says. “He was just being a drama queen, like he always is. Seriously, he’s the moodiest person I know.”

      Hmm … She’s basically the pot calling the kettle black, but I’m not about to say that aloud. “Okay.”

      “Hey! I’m not moody.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “But you were thinking it.”

      Okay, she has me there. “We’re all moody in our own way.”

      “You’re not,” she gripes. “You’re, like, the least moody person I know. Even when Carter and his friends are assholes to you.”

      “Maybe I just hold it all in.”

      “Do you?” she wonders worriedly.

      I swallow hard, and then lie, not wanting to open up that door—God knows what will spill out. “Nah, not really.”

      “I think you’re lying, but that’s okay. I’ll let you keep your lie for now.” A beat of silence ticks by, and then chatter fills the background. “Look, I gotta go. But how about I come over Saturday morning so I can help you pick out an outfit?”

      I push up from the bed. “I have to work from noon till four, and then Carter is picking me up at five thirty.”

      “Then I’ll come over in the morning.”

      I want to tell her that she doesn’t need to, but once Elodie makes up her mind about something, she’s really hard to argue with. So, I agree to let her come over and dress me up like I’m some sort of doll. But not before a few stipulations.

      
        	No pink.

        	No heels.

      

      3. Nothing that’s completely out there.

      I may be going out on a fake date with Carter, but I’m not going to pretend to be someone else. If this plan is going to work, he’s going to have to fall for me, which probably means the plan won’t work at all.

      That is, if the plan is even a plan anymore.

      I have an unsettling feeling that Carter already knows what we’re up to and is planning something against me.
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      I’m not who everyone thinks I am. Am I a jerk? Yeah, they got that part right. I’ve done a lot of things I’m not proud of and what makes it worse is I know what I’ve done is wrong. But I’m not only a jerk. I’m also hiding something. Something I’m not proud of, but at the same time, I want it.

      After I get off the phone with Ensley, I wander out to the balcony and shut the doors to make sure no one can hear the call I’m about to make. If anyone finds out what I’m up to, I could lose everything. And I mean that in the literal sense. But if I can pull it off, I might finally be free for the first time in my life, finally get what I want.

      I know what you’re thinking at this point. How can he possibly not have everything he wants? He’s been given everything since the day he was born.

      It’s the truth, too. I’m not going to try to deny my entitlement. I know I’ve had an easy life, if you’re basing it solely on materialism. But my life isn’t all parties, glitz and glamor, and all that shit. I’ve been through a lot. I’ve had to put up with stuff many people haven’t. I’ve never been able to make my own choices, and I often feel like a caged animal.

      And now, here I am, being the selfish prick I was raised to be, about to do something terrible that will hurt some people.

      Do I feel bad about what I’m doing? Yeah, I do. That’s not going to stop me from doing it, though. I need what’s waiting for me at the end, unable to face what’s waiting for me if I don’t make it there.

      I lean against the balcony railing and stare out at the backyard that stretches for miles with the phone clutched in my hand. It’s quiet. I love the quiet. That might surprise a lot of people considering I’m constantly in the spotlight. I didn’t choose that position, though. It was forced on me in third grade—the start of my downfall.

      I was so young and hated every moment of it. The fakeness, the pretending, always putting on a façade … I didn’t want to do it, yet I had no choice. My family’s name depended on it. At least, that’s what my mom told me. Now that I’m older, I understand the bigger picture. And understanding the bigger picture is what makes dialing his number easier.

      I just wish I didn’t have to hurt so many people when I make this call. Most of all, I wish I didn’t have to hurt Ensley. If she finds out about this, she won’t ever forgive me. After being around her for years and watching her, I know how she’ll react, and I hate myself for being the one who’s going to cause her pain. But I have to go through with this. I can’t deal with another alternative. Which makes me weak. I know this. But I’ve been told I’m weak all of my life I guess I’m just living up to my name.

      “I started it,” I say after he answers. My gaze instinctively falls to the scar on the palm of my hand, a reminder of how much I want to break free. A reminder of how hard it’s going to be to escape.

      “Good,” he replies. “And did you do everything I told you?”

      “Yeah,” I lie, closing my hand and hiding the scar.

      The truth is that I didn’t initiate contact with Ensley in the way he instructed, mainly because I didn’t expect her to flat-out say yes when I asked her to be my date to my party. I thought I was going to have to work for it.

      With how I treated Ensley when we were younger, she’s never given me the time of day, even though I’ve try. And I’ve tried a fucking lot. But the only time she’s ever said more than a handful of words to me is during a conversation that I’m pretty sure she was too drunk and high to remember. A conversation where I poured my heart out to her when I was having a really shitty day. But then I felt stupid afterward when I realized how drunk and high she was, and I haven’t been able to really look her in the eye since. Well, except for today. Today I looked her in the eye and asked her out on a date, and she said yes, just like that. And it changed the plan.

      It might have changed everything.

      Of course, she ran off afterward and left me feeling self-conscious and a little uneasy about how serious she was—still am. The feeling is new to me. After years of having girls throw themselves at me, I’ve never had to question if someone really wants me. Ensley is different. Always has been. But I began to really notice her around sophomore year. At first it was simply an attraction, but when I started paying attention to her, I realized how nice of a person she was. How she offered shy smiles to everyone, even when she was nervous. How she never said anything rude to anyone. She never teased people and always helped people who were getting teased. When my friends would knock some of the nerdy kids books out of their hands or trip them, she’d help them up or pick up their books. Then she’d offer a kind word or two. I was—still am—mesmerized by her sweetness. She’s the kind of person I’ll never be. In fact, I’m probably the complete opposite. I’m the guy who once bullied her.

      I’ve been trying to get her to see me differently, but I don’t think she can stand me. Whenever I try to tease or flirt with her, she refuses to have any part of it. And I feel like she thinks I’m always making fun of her. I partially blame my sister for that. Like today in the hallway when I cracked a joke about Elodie not being pretty. I think somehow Ensley misinterpreted the joke to be about her, and I’m sure Elodie escalated the situation by thinking the worst of me.

      Sure, Elodie and I don’t get along—never really have—but that doesn’t mean I’m a jerk to her every fucking hour of every fucking day. I’ll admit that I’m a jerk more than I should be, and I’ve done stuff to Ensley in the past that justifies her hatred toward me. And now I might be giving her even more reason to hate me.

      It makes me feel a bit sick to my stomach.

      “Don’t mess this up, Carter,” he warns. “I’m counting on you to make this happen. I’ve risked a lot making this deal with you.”

      “I know.” I lower my head and release a stressed breath. “And I appreciate you making the offer at all.”

      “Why do you want this?” he asks. “You never did explain that part to me. Why are you turning your back on your family?”

      “Let’s just say I’m tired of everything,” I mutter, the scar on my palm throbbing. “And I’m ready for a change.”

      “And what about when everyone finds out? You know you’re going to have a lot of shit to deal with when this is all out in the open.”

      I understand that. What I’m doing right now … a lot of people are going to hate me when this is all over. But I’m not going to back out. I’ve spent too much of my life backing down and doing what everyone else wanted.

      I take a deep breath, feeling as though I’m sealing my fate. I just wish I knew what that fate was.

      “I understand that, and whatever happens, I’ll deal with it when the time comes.”

      “So, you want to keep moving forward with the plan?”

      “Yeah, I want to keep moving forward with the plan.”

      “Good. Then here’s what I want you to do next …”
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      The graduation ceremony is everything I expected it to be—a lot of excitement, a lot of chatter, and a lot of reminders of why I’m so glad high school is over. I may be stuck in Fareland for college, but I’m hoping all those sayings about college being better will live up to its reputation.

      “Honey, I’m so proud of you.” My mom comes up and hugs me as soon as the ceremony is over.

      My aunt Bethany is with her and offers me a smile as my mom continues to squeeze the living daylights out of me. “You know, when I was your age, I would’ve freaked out if my mom tried to hug me in public.” She pats my head like I’m a child. “You’re a good kid, Ensley. You really are. Almost makes me wish I had kids.” She pulls her hand away from my head and musingly smiles. “But then I remember those days when you used to spill your potty training toilet on the floor all the time and I think, yeah, I’m pretty content with being a lonely spinster.” She shakes her head. “You were so small, yet somehow, there was so much shit in that toilet.”

      My eyes widen as her remarks draws the attention of a few bystanders. A few of them snicker, and my cheeks flush with embarrassment.

      Just remember this is all over, I remind myself. These people no longer matter.

      Finally, my mom releases me from her hug. Then she steps back, dabbing the tears from her eyes.

      “Okay, enough with the bawl baby fest.” She shoos me away. “Go change out of your robe, and then we’ll go out to lunch.”

      “Okay. Be back in a few.” I head out of the gymnasium and toward the back area to turn my robe in.

      As I’m rounding the corner, I get sideswiped by a crazy, blonde lunatic.

      “We’re free! We’re free!” Elodie chants as she gives me a gentle shove, and then jumps up and down. She’s still wearing her robe, but her cap is off, and somehow her blonde hair is flawlessly in place, while I probably have the worst case of hat hair ever. “We never have to see this place again.”

      “Unless you do decide to become a high school teacher and end up here,” I tease. “Then you’ll be stuck here forever.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “If I do decide to teach, it definitely won’t be here.”

      I take off my cap and comb my fingers through my hair. “What if you don’t have a choice? What if this is the only place that has an opening for an art teacher?”

      She puts her hands on her hips. “That’d never happen, Ens, so stop trying to mess with my head.”

      “It could, though.” I press back a grin. “You never know.”

      Her lips plummet into a frown. “You suck, dream crusher.”

      I decide to stop teasing her. “I know. And I’m sorry. I’m sure that’ll never happen. In fact, I bet you end up teaching some place cool, like in a big city or in a town near a beach.”

      She crosses her arms and shakes her head. “Apology not accepted.”

      I fake pout. “You’re not going to forgive me?”

      She shrugs. “That all depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On—”

      “Hey.” Carter steps up beside us, materializing seemingly out of nowhere. He’s already changed out of his robe and has on a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, black jeans, and dress shoes. His blond hair is styled perfectly, as if he didn’t just wear a cap for the last couple of hours.

      “Oh, hey, pretty boy.” Elodie tosses him a smirk. “What do we owe this honor of your ever so great presence?”

      “I’m not honoring you with my presence.” He throws me a charming grin. “I’m here to talk to Ensley.”

      “So, you’re saying she should be lucky you’re talking to her?” Elodie questions with a crook of her brow. “I really doubt she thinks so.”

      I shoot her a questioning look. What is she doing and how the heck does this help her plan?

      She ignores my look, focusing on Carter. “Man, your ego’s even bigger than I thought, which is saying a lot.”

      He stares at her, unimpressed. “That’s not what I meant, so don’t put words in my mouth.”

      “Why?” she asks. “You do it to everyone else.”

      “No, I don’t,” he says flatly. “At least, not on purpose. And if they do choose to repeat something I say, it’s not my fault.”

      “No, because no one ever chooses to become popular and have people worship them.” Elodie’s tone oozes with sarcasm. “I’m sure it was just something you got stuck with.”

      His lip twitches in annoyance, and Elodie grins like the Cheshire Cat.

      “What? No clever comeback from pretty boy today?” she asks.

      He rolls his tongue in his mouth, his jaw ticking. “Nope.”

      My gaze bounces back and forth between the two of them. What on earth is going on? Since when does Carter refuse to argue with Elodie? For as long as I’ve been friends with her, that’s been their thing. If they didn’t look so similar, no one would ever guess they’re twins. They act about the opposite of a sports car and a classic clunker and argue like two zombies fighting over a piece of brain.

      Elodie’s lips pull into a crooked, knowing smile. “That’s what I thought.”

      Carter rolls his eyes. “Stop pretending you have some insight into what I do, El. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Elodie simply shrugs. “I know enough.”

      His eyes narrow to slits. “No, you just think you know enough.”

      “We’re twins.” She taps her temple. “Which means I have some insight into your thoughts.”

      Carter’s jaw ticks. “We may be twins, but we sure as hell don’t have any insight to each other’s thoughts. Thankfully.”

      “I don’t know about that.” A sly smile spans across her face. “I may know a few things about a few things.”

      “Everyone knows a few things about a few things,” Carter says, shaking his head.

      I start to back away, knowing they could go on forever, and I need to meet up with my mom and aunt. But the second I move, both their gazes dart toward me.

      “Where are you going?” Elodie asks at the same time Carter says, “Hey, before you go, can I talk to you for a second?”

      Carter flicks a glance in Elodie’s direction and emphasizes, “Alone.”

      Elodie assess him with her eyes narrowed. “Since when do you talk to my friends? Or better yet, since when do you date them?”

      Carter’s attention strays in my direction. “You told her about that?”

      Confusion swarms my brain. “Was I not supposed to?”

      He shakes his head, causing strands of hair to fall into his eyes. “No, it’s fine. I’m just a little surprised.”

      “Why?” Elodie fiddles with a bow on the front of the choker she’s wearing. “She’s my best friend.”

      “Thanks, Captain Obvious,” Carter says. “But there’s no need to get territorial over Ens. I know she’s your friend, and I’m not trying to steal her from you. This isn’t third grade.”

      Elodie and I both wince at the mention of third grade.

      “I know you aren’t trying to steal her away from me.” Elodie appears confident in her statement.

      Me, I question if perhaps this is what him dating me has been about. That maybe he’s trying to get back at Elodie by stealing her best friend away.

      “Fine, talk to my BFF alone,” Elodie surrenders, backing away. “Just know that it’s in the BFF code to tell your BFF everything.”

      At that, Carter shifts his weight.

      Elodie grins, noticing his discomfort.

      “Call me later,” she mouths to me then spins on her heels and skips down the hallway toward the exit doors.

      Silence stretches between Carter and I, and my palms begin to sweat. This might be the first time since third grade where the two of us have a one-on-one conversation. Well, besides last night, but that was over the phone. Considering how well things went in third grade …

      Yeah, this definitely isn’t going to end well.

      Carter waits until Elodie is out of sight before looking at me. “I have a feeling your friendship with Elodie is going to make this way more complicated.”

      I discreetly wipe my sweaty palms off on the side of my robe. “What’s going to be complicated?”

      “Dating you.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, which causes three things to happen.

      1). My heart thunders in my chest.

      2). My mind races with confusion.

      And 3). I feel sorry for Carter because, unlike him and Elodie, my hair isn’t immune to the yuckiness that comes from wearing a cap for a couple of hours straight. I can only imagine how sweaty the strands are and that sweat is probably all over his fingers now.

      Surprisingly, he doesn’t wipe his hand off. I must have a funny expression on my face, though, because he gives me a confusedly curious look.

      “What?”

      “What what?” I reply dumbly.

      “You have this look on your face.” He eyes me over intensely, causing butterflies to erupt to life in my stomach. I tell them to chillax, that they’re not part of the plan, that they’ll ruin the plan.

      “Do I?” I pretend to be stupidly clueless. “I guess that’s not too weird if you really think about it, since everyone always has some sort of look on their face.”

      “Clever.” Amusement dances in his eyes. “Seriously, what’re you thinking about?”

      I recline back against the brick wall behind me. “No way. I don’t just share my thoughts with complete strangers.”

      He presses his hand to his heart, feigning hurt. “You think I’m a stranger? You’ve known me for almost ten years.”

      “But we’ve maybe talked, like, ten times over those ten years.” I also want to point out that during those ten times we chatted, he wasn’t very nice to me. But not wanting to ruin the plan, I bite down on my tongue.

      “That’s not true at all.” He’s either serious or a damn good liar.

      My bet’s on the latter.

      “Are you being serious right now?” I measure his reaction closely.

      He nods without a hint of humor. “I am.”

      My brows pull together as my mind staggers toward the Land of Confusion.

      He chuckles. “You really don’t remember, do you?”

      “Huh …?” Oh, my hell, what is happening right now? Is he messing with me?

      He rubs his hand across his scruffy jawline, which I find a bit odd. Carter is almost always cleanly shaven.

      “I kind of wondered if you didn’t, but I was hoping you did.” He drops his hand to his side. “Such a shame. It was a great conversation.”

      I eye him over, still unsure whether he’s messing with me or not. “Maybe you should remind me, then.”

      He shakes his head, his gaze never wavering from mine. “Nah, I’d rather you just remember on your own.”

      “Well, unfortunately, I don’t think I’m going to since I don’t have the tiniest ounce of recognition of this alleged great conversation we shared.” I cross my arms and wait, figuring he’ll either announce he was teasing me or tell me all about this so-called conversation. Instead, he gives me that smile and those damn butterflies sing to life again.

      Mental note: Figure out a way to get rid of butterflies ASAP.

      He keeps on grinning. “You know what? I think I’m going to hold on to the secret until it drives you so crazy you’ll beg me to tell you.”

      “That’ll never happen.”

      “We’ll see.”

      “Fine, don’t tell me,” I say with a cool shrug. “Just so you know, I know secrets about you, too.”

      He responds with a lazy shrug. “I’m sure you do.”

      I huff an exasperated breath. “Has anyone ever told you how annoying you can be?”

      “Actually, no.” He studies me with his head tilted to the side. “Are you trying to tell me I am?”

      “Right now you are.” Why in the crazy butterflies am I being so truthful?

      He laughs. Fucking laughs. His eyes crinkling around the corners and everything.

      “You’re cute.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Sarcasm drips from my tone, but my cheeks start to warm.

      He stops laughing and a crease forms between his brows. “I didn’t mean that as a bad thing.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t.” I scratch my arm, growing fidgety over the topic.

      I start to walk away as the past catches up with me.

      Deep down, underneath the years of being teased, I understand my reaction is silly. That calling me cute isn’t an insult. But, at the same time, he once told me I looked like a boy. And just yesterday, he told me I wasn’t pretty. So, why now, only a day later, is he telling me I’m cute? It makes no sense at all. Unless he’s playing a game.

      “Ens, wait.” Carter wraps his fingers around my arm before I make it very far.

      I freeze, deliberating whether to slip my arm out of his hold and run or stay and hear him out.

      “What?” The girl with a crush side of me wins.

      He pulls me closer to him and, like an idiot, I let him.

      “Whatever I said, I’m sorry,” he whispers, his lips close to my ear.

      I swallow a shaky breath, fighting back a shiver, loathing how much my body wants him. “You mean, for what you just said?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, grazing his finger along the inside of my wrist where my pulse is pounding. “Whatever you thought I said that was mean … I didn’t mean it.”

      “Okay.” I’m not sure what else to say since I’m not one hundred percent sure what he’s apologizing for.

      “Good.” Then he turns me around so I’m facing him.

      My gaze automatically drops to his shoes. It’s such a bad habit. I really need to break it. Apparently, Carter thinks so, too, because he hitches his finger under my chin and angles my head up until our gazes collide.

      “You know, you should really stop doing that.” A playful gleam twinkles in his eyes.

      His shift in attitude makes my head spin with dizziness.

      “Stop doing what?”

      “Looking down instead of making eye contact. You do that a lot.”

      He noticed that?

      I shrug. “I probably should, but it’s become a habit.”

      “Well, you should break it.” With his free hand, he gently grazes his thumb underneath my eye. “Your eyes are too gorgeous. Don’t hide them.”

      Those butterflies come to life again.

      Goddammit, they’re getting out of control!

      I keep a blank expression. “Seriously?”

      His forehead furrows as he releases his hold on my arm. “Seriously, what?”

      “ ‘Your eyes are too gorgeous,’ ” I make air quotes. “How many times has that line worked for you?”

      “Truthfully?” he asks, surprising me—I thought he was going to pretend to be clueless.

      I nod. “If you’re offering the truth, then yeah.”

      “I am. And to answer your question: not once.”

      I stare at him in doubt. “You really expect me to believe that?”

      “Um, yeah, because it’s the truth.” He uses his free hand to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.

      A damp strand of hair.

      I really wish he’d stop doing that. Out of all the times to touch my hair, he decides to do it while I have hat hair. Then again, my normal hair isn’t much better.

      “So, what you’re saying is that you expect me to believe that you’ve never told another girl that her eyes are gorgeous?” I question. “Ever?”

      He nods. “You’re the first.”

      I resist an eye roll. “Sure I am.”

      “You don’t believe me?” He cocks his brow just like I did a few seconds ago, only his comes off sexy, while mine probably came off more idiotically confused. “Huh, this might be a first, too.”

      “What? Having a girl doubt your truthfulness?”

      “Yeah.” His eyes glitter with amusement. “It’s an … interesting feeling.”

      “Well, there’s a first time for everything, right?”

      He takes a step closer to me. “I guess so, since I just used my first gorgeous eyes line on you.”

      Even though his nearness sends my heart into a fit of flutters, I step away from him. “Sure you did.”

      He chews on his bottom lip as he fights back a smile. “You know what? I think I’m sensing a challenge coming on.”

      I swiftly shake my head. “I’m not into challenges.”

      He takes another step toward me. “Oh, I think you are. You just don’t want to admit it.”

      I start to move back, bumping into the wall. “You don’t know me, Carter, so don’t pretend like you do.”

      “But I do know you,” he insists, daring another step toward me. “From that secret conversation we had that you can’t remember, but that definitely happened. Best conversation of my life, by the way.”

      I point a finger at him. “Now, I know that’s a line since you told me the same thing yesterday while we were on the phone.”

      “No, I said that was the best conversation I’ve had in a long time.” He’s on the verge of smiling as he reduces the last bit of space between us with another step.

      He’s so close that his chest presses against the finger I’m pointing at him. His chest that’s solid. Really, really solid.

      I swallow hard, mostly to stop myself from drooling.

      Get a grip over yourself, Ensley. He’s hot; so what? You’ve always known that. Just like you’ve always known he’s a jerk.

      His lips tug up into a cocky smirk, the smirk I’ve seen him use multiple times, including on me. That smirk is usually followed by a mocking joke, like, hey, I think Ensley was just checking me out. What do you think? Should I give her a chance? And yes, he actually said that to Holden once when I was at his house with Elodie. Elodie had left the room to get a snack, so I was alone when they wandered into the living room.

      Holden had replied with a, “I don’t know, man. She might be kind of hard to handle … She looks intense.”

      Carter stared at me for an unnerving amount of time, as if searching for a hidden weakness. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. I’m probably better off with someone like Stella or Jane.”

      “What do you think, Ensley?” Holden asked me. “Do you think Carter should go for Stella or Jane?”

      Knowing they were teasing me, I stayed quiet and tried to focus on the television. But they didn’t take the hint, or didn’t care, and sat down beside me on the leather sofa, squishing me between them.

      The overwhelming scent of cologne engulfed my nostrils, but not in a bad way. No, I liked the smell more than I wanted to admit. It was another thing I liked about Carter, and I hate it.

      Carter draped his arm across the back of the sofa. “So, you think I’d be better off with Stella or Jane?” he whispered, his mouth close to my ear.

      His breath smelled like whiskey, and I realized they were both drunk. That sent any hope of getting them to back off and fly out the window and into the night sky.

      I sucked in a discreet inhale through my nose, crossing my fingers they couldn’t tell how nervous I was. “You can do whatever you want.”

      He combed his fingers through my hair and a smile played at the corners of his lips. “Anything I want? Really? Well, in that case, I want to f—”

      Elodie walked into the room and glared at Carter. “Leave her alone.”

      Carter raised his hands in front of him. “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Sure you aren’t.” Her eyes shot daggers at him. “You’re always doing something.”

      “God, you’re so uptight, just like Mom,” Carter sneered, stumbling to his feet.

      Holden tapped fists with Carter. “Nice one.”

      Elodie’s lip twitched, and then she threw the bottle of soda she was carrying.

      Carter ducked to get out of the way, but Holden moved too slow and the bottle hit him square in the gut. Holden started cursing while Carter started chewing Elodie out. And Elodie argued back, demanding that Carter take back what he said.

      And me? I sat there quietly, wishing they would all stop, like I did every time I was around people fighting.

      “Earth to Ens.” Carter waves his hand in front of my face. “Are you still with me?”

      I bob my head up and down, blinking back to reality. “I was just thinking about some stuff.”

      “What sort of stuff?” he asks, eyeing me curiously.

      I shake my head. “Nothing I want to talk about.”

      He juts out his lip.

      I’m not a fan of pouting, but dammit, he makes it look so sexy.

      “Even with me?” he asks, batting his eyelashes. Yes, actually fucking batting his eyelashes.

      I refrain from rolling my eyes. “Not even with you.”

      He sighs, but a teasing glint glimmers in his eyes. “Fine, you keep your secrets, and I’ll keep mine. But when you’re ready to trade, let me know.” Then he slants forward and places his palms on the wall, trapping my head between his arms. “You know, I actually do have something I need to talk to you about. I didn’t just ask to talk to you alone so we could flirt.”

      “Flirt?” I pronounce the word slowly as I process what he just said. “I wasn’t flirting.” I’m not even sure I know how.

      He rolls his tongue in his mouth as if restraining a laugh. “If you say so.”

      I lightly swat his chest. “I do say so.”

      A laugh escapes him. “Now you’re definitely flirting.”

      When heat floods my cheeks, his lips expand into a haughty grin.

      “Now that’s cute.” He removes one hand from the wall and drags his thumb across my cheekbone, making a slow path along my jawline to my lips.

      My mouth goes dry as I’m thrown out of my comfort zone.

      I’m not stupid. Something strange is going on. Something that is more than likely going to end in disaster. I know I shouldn’t react to his touch, but I’ve been crushing on the guy for almost ten years. I can’t not react. Plus, I’ve never had my lips touched by a guy before. Never been kissed. Never been pinned against a wall. Never ever. That’s a lot of nevers. And I loathe that almost all of those nevers are happening right now while I’m only supposed to be pretending. And Carter probably is, too.

      But I can’t help the desire pouring through my body. I want to bite my lips and suck on his thumb, graze my teeth across it. Then I want to lean forward and kiss him. My first kiss, and I want it to be with him.

      Even after everything.

      I shake my head at myself. I really do have problems.

      “Why did you want to talk to me?” I try to direct the conversation away from cute remarks and lip touching, even though the way he drags his thumb across my lips feels wonderful. Like dancing out in the rain on a warm day after spending hours reading your favorite book sort of wonderful.

      He stops moving his thumb, a pucker forming at his brow. “I …” He blinks like a lost baby deer.

      I’m sure my expression matches his. Why is he perplexed?

      “You said you wanted to talk to me about something alone,” I try to clarify. “Remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember.” He stares at me for an unnerving amount of time before withdrawing his thumb from my lips. Then he steps back, putting space between us and leaving a mixture of relief and disappointment whirling inside me. “I just wanted to make sure you dressed appropriately for where we’re going Saturday night.” The playfulness in his voice is gone and now replaced with formalness. “The place we’re going has a dress code.”

      “Okay.” What did I say that’s making him act so cold? Or did the old, moody Carter take over the playful Carter I’ve been talking to on and off for the last couple of days? “What am I supposed to wear?”

      “You can wear whatever you want, just as long as you don’t wear any open-toed shoes, like sandals or something. And no bulky clothing—it’s a fire hazard. And while it’s not required, the owners prefer you wear some sort of red and black, even if it’s just a necklace or something simple like that.”

      “That seems a little strange,” I say. “Where exactly are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise, remember?” He almost smiles, yet kind of looks sad and lost. “And remember, you have about an hour after I pick you up to prove to me that I can trust you. Otherwise, I’m just going to have to take you on a normal movie date and you’re going to end up missing out on some serious fun.”

      “Some serious fun that has a dress code?” Skepticism seeps into my tone.

      “Hey, don’t mock the dress code,” he teases with a wink, but his playfulness feels more forced now. “It’s just to keep you safe. I swear.”

      “I believe you. It’d just be easier if I knew where we’re going because the place sounds intense.”

      “It is intense, but you’ll have fun.” He starts to reach toward me, then hesitates and returns his hand to his side. “I have to go. I’m supposed to eat lunch with my family in, like, an hour.”

      “Yeah, me, too.” I glance at the clock on the wall across from me. Lovely. I’ve been standing here for almost fifteen minutes. My aunt and mom are probably wondering where I am.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” It’s not a statement, but a question. I don’t know why since I agreed to go with him yesterday, but I nod, anyway. He frees a loud breath. “Good. I’ll see you at five thirty.”

      He starts to turn away, but then glances back at me. His lips part then shut. Part then shut. Then his gaze drop to my lips. He stares momentarily before shaking his head and plastering on a smile. Then he winks at me and strolls down toward the end of the hallway.

      I stand there, feeling lost and dazed, and at least ten other different conflicting emotions. Most of all, I feel confused. Because all through that conversation, he wasn’t acting like the Carter I know.

      Maybe that revelation should bring me some comfort, but all I feel as I head for the back area of the gymnasium is lost. Lost in a plan that I supposedly have control over.

      Yeah, I’m really starting to worry that might not be the case.

      I retrieve my phone from my pocket as I enter the back area of the gym and text Elodie.

      Me: Hey, so I just got done talking to Carter …

      Elodie: And …?

      Me: And he just wanted to tell me there’s a dress code for this place we’re going to on our date tomorrow.

      Elodie: Huh?

      Me: Yeah, I was confused, too. Not sure what sort of places have a required dress code, but it’s making me a little nervous.

      Elodie: What’s the dress code?

      I text her back the list Carter gave me, but she doesn’t respond instantly. Figuring she’s busy with her family, I hurry and slip my robe off and hand it to the woman sitting next to the rack full of robes. She asks for my name then checks over the robe before telling me I’m good to go.

      As I turn to leave, a girl around twelve or thirteen, who I’ve never seen before, comes skipping up to me with a rose in her hand.

      “This is for you.” She smiles as she hands me the rose.

      I don’t immediately take it. “Who’s it from?”

      “I can’t tell you that.” She urges me to take the rose.

      Hesitantly, I reach forward and wrap my fingers around the stem. Then wince as a thorn pricks me.

      “Careful. It’s pretty but it bites.” The girl giggles, then skips off toward the doors that lead to the left side of the gymnasium.

      If Carter had me feeling on edge, the girl has me zooming toward What the Fuck is Happening Land, which isn’t a great place to be.

      “Wait a second.” I rush after her, winding around the robe rack.

      She quickens her pace and hurries out the doors. I follow, ignoring the blood trickling out of my finger.

      As I push through the doors, a giggle echoes through the air, but when I step out onto the floor of the gymnasium, no one is around. The area is abandoned except for a janitor, who’s folding up the chairs.

      My gaze skims the bleachers and the upper balcony. No sign of the girl anywhere.

      So strange.

      “Excuse me.” I approach the janitor, an older man with salt and pepper hair. “Did you see a girl run through here just a moment ago? She was about thirteen or so, with long, brown hair, and she was wearing a black and red dress.”

      The man’s eyes drop to the black and red dress I’m wearing, and he raises his brows. “You mean, you.”

      “Hey, I’m not thirteen. And the girl didn’t look like me. Her hair was straight, and she didn’t have freckles, and …” I trail off as the janitor gives an insinuating look at my freckles and hair. “Never mind. Sorry I interrupted your chair folding.” I stride toward the doors on the right side of the gym.

      The janitor grumbles something about being sick and tired of rich, spoiled kids who don’t understand hard work. I don’t bother pointing out how wrong he is, letting him continue on with his rant as I push out the doors and into the hallway.

      Unlike the gym, the hallway is crammed with families and people from my graduating class, making it nearly impossible to spot the girl. Still, I weave my way through, trying to find her, needing to know who sent the rose. And needing to know why she acted like such a little weirdo when I asked her who it was from.

      As I’m maneuvering my way through the mob, someone reaches out and captures my arm.

      I suck in a startled gasp and reel around, lifting the rose to hit the person, which is stupid since a). I have no real reason to be so jumpy. And b). Hitting someone with a rose isn’t going to do much harm. Well, unless I whip them with the thorny stem.

      “Ens.” My mom releases my arm and holds her hands up, her eyes wide.

      “Sorry.” I feel ridiculous as I lower the rose and press my bleeding fingertip against the palm of my hand. “I thought you were someone else.”

      She gradually lowers her hands, her gaze dropping to the rose in my hand. “Who on earth did you think I was? Because clearly, you have some issues with this person.”

      I look from the rose to her. “I wasn’t really going to hit you with this … It was just a reaction.”

      “Okay.” She gives me a concerned look. “Are you okay? You seem nervous.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lie. “Where’s Aunt Bethany?”

      “She’s meeting us at the restaurant.” She pauses, glancing at the rose in my hand again. “Who gave you the rose?”

      I quickly tell her about the strange girl as we make our way down the hallway and toward the exit doors.

      “And then she just disappeared,” I tell her. “It was so strange.”

      “It sounds strange.” She loops her arm through mine as we step outside beneath the sunlight. A faraway, dreamy look glazes in her eyes as we start across the grass toward the parking lot. “Maybe it was some guy who sent his little sister to give you the rose because he has a crush on you and is too scared to do it himself.”

      I snort a laugh. “Yeah, I highly doubt that.”

      She frowns. “Why? You’re a beautiful girl, Ens. Plus, you’re smart and funny and talented. I’m sure there are a lot of guys who think you’re an amazing girl.”

      I hold back another laugh that wants to burst from my lips. “Um, I hate to break it to you, Mom, but no guys have crushes on me or have ever had crushes on me. And guys don’t care if a girl is smart, funny, and talented. They only want beautiful girls who are easy. Well, not all guys, but some.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true. I bet a lot of guys have crushes on you and they’re just too afraid to tell you.” She steers me toward our car parked in the back row near the field beside the school. “And I hate that you don’t realize how beautiful you are.”

      “Trust me; I know what I am.” When she blasts me with a doubtful look, I sigh. “Look, I appreciate the attempt at boosting my confidence, but I accepted who I am a long time ago, and I’m perfectly okay with it.” Most days, anyway.

      She sighs heavily. “Well, I’m glad you’re happy with yourself, even if you have a misconstrued self-perception.”

      “Man, that psych class went to your head, didn’t it?” I tease as I round the car toward the passenger side.

      Recently, my mom started taking college classes at night so she can obtain a business degree, and one of her electives was psychology. As soon as she started the class, I noticed a change in her behavior. And by change, I mean she started overanalyzing everything I did. Still does, even though the class has been over for a semester.

      “For your information, I find them interesting and insightful,” she says as she unlocks the car. “I’m sure you’ll take a couple when you start college and feel the same way.”

      “I don’t know. That all depends on what I decide to major in.” I open the car door and slide into the seat. “That is, if I ever decide.”

      “It’s perfectly fine to be undecided for a while.” She slips the keys into the ignition and starts up the engine. “In fact, it might be better to take your time and really figure out what you want to do, instead of picking something you don’t like or changing your major every semester.”

      “You say that like you know someone who did that.” I draw my seatbelt over my shoulder. “Who was it?”

      She shrugs, but her jaw sets tight and pain floods her eyes.

      Any next words die in my throat.

      She only gets that look in her eyes whenever she’s thinking about my dad, which means my dad’s the one who constantly changed majors.

      I wonder if he went to college before or after I was born. I wonder what he finally got his degree in. I wonder what he’s doing now. These are all questions I keep to myself, knowing my mom won’t answer them and will end up getting more upset.

      Besides, in reality, I’m not sure I ever want to know about my dad. Or meet him. Sure, I may search for him in a crowd every now and again, but if I ever came face to face with the father who abandoned me, I might lose my shit.

      “You want to stop and get some ice cream before we eat lunch?” she changes the subject as she backs out of the parking space.

      “You’re such a bad example,” I joke, trying to make her smile, hating it when she’s upset. “Dessert before lunch? What kind of mom are you?”

      She smiles, but the movement is forced. Then her gaze descends to the rose I’m holding, and I can’t ignore the emotions that briefly flash across her face.

      It’s the same look she gets whenever my dad is mentioned.

      I stare down at the rose, wondering and wondering and wondering …

      Could he somehow be the person behind the rose?
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      I’m sure at this point I’m coming off as the moodiest asshole ever, and perhaps I deserve the title. I know I’m being moody. I can’t help it. Ensley is driving me fucking crazy. Not like crazy, as in, I can’t stand her sort of way. Crazy, as in, I can’t read her at all, but God do I fucking want to. I’m usually good at picking up on people’s vibes. Never with Ensley, though. The only exception to this is the first time I talked to her—when I crushed her—and that secret conversation I mentioned where she helped me in more ways than she realizes. I wasn’t lying. It was the best conversation of my life. I just wish she remembered it.

      Instead, she links me to that awful day in third grade. I knew I hurt her when I asked her if she was a boy or a girl. Obviously, she was a girl. A shy, sweet, quiet girl who didn’t deserve a rich, spoiled, weak-minded third-grader using her shyness against her and making her question whether she looked like a boy or not. She didn’t look like a boy at all, but that wasn’t the point of me asking her. The point was that I needed to make certain friends. Not by choice. I already told you that almost everything I do isn’t by choice. But that’s not an excuse.

      Everything I did and have done is on me. I allowed myself to be controlled by my parents. But not anymore. Well, at least I hope so.

      If I can’t get Ensley to warm up to me, my plan to break free from my family, their rules, and expectations of me are going to go to shit. I just hope Ensley will forgive me when this is all over.

      At first, when I’d made the deal with him, I was a bit excited over the idea of trying to get Ensley to open up to me, until I really thought about it. I’d been flirting with her forever, teasing her and trying to get her to smile at me like most girls do when I tease them. But every time I so much as look at her, she stares at my shoes. The damn girl has some sort of shoe fetish. It’s a shame, too, because I wasn’t lying. Her eyes are fucking gorgeous. I could stare at them all day. And nope, that’s not one of my lines. If only I could make Ensley realize this. And not just because of the plan.

      Honestly, up until yesterday, I was worried the plan was never going to work, since the only time she’s ever really talked to me is when she was drunk. Then I asked her to go to the party with me and she said yes, which I’m still confused over. As long as she’s talking to me, though, I’m going to roll with it. Even if she does change the subject while I’m dragging my finger across her lips, coming this close to kissing her, something I’ve wanted to do for a while. It’s probably a good thing I didn’t do it. She seemed uninterested, and the plan isn’t for me to actually fall for her. Just be friends.

      It’s a really complicated plan.

      I’m seriously getting worried. Like, I’m standing on a cliff, about to jump off and fall into the unknown.

      “So, you have a thing for Ens now?” Elodie asks as I stroll across the grass toward her.

      “Maybe. Does that bother you?” I ask, coming to a stop beside her.

      “Of course it does. Ens is too good for you.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I mumble, thinking about all the things I’ve done to her and what I’m doing to her now … this plan …

      I swallow hard, hating myself a bit.

      Elodie draws down her sunglasses and assesses me. “What’d you want to talk to her about?”

      “Nothing.” I shrug her off.

      She stares at me for an unsettling amount of time before putting her glasses back on and crossing her arms. “Fine. Whatever. Don’t tell me, then.”

      “Okay.”

      It grows quiet between us as she stews in her irritation. She hates it when I don’t tell her things, and I don’t tell her a lot of things, so she hates me a lot. Sometimes I keep quiet to protect her and sometimes I don’t want her knowing what I’m really thinking. Like when I’m thinking about Ensley and how soft her lips are. And how she obviously didn’t want me touching them. It’s fucking driving me crazy. I can get any girl I want except the one I want; have wanted for a couple years now.

      Talk about Karma.

      I take a deep breath and try to focus on something else, other than rejection, which I’m quickly finding out hurts like a motherfucker.

      My gaze moves to our mom and dad, just a ways in front of us. They’re chatting with Holden’s parents. Our mothers look so alike with their salon-styled hair and nails, strings of pearls, designer dresses, purses, and heels. Our dads are decked out in fancy suits and ties with expensive watches. Everything about them screams money, which is exactly what they want—for everyone to know who they are and that they’re important. And they’ve made me the same way, a son to show off, dressed in his designer clothes with my perfect grades and en route to take over my father’s law firm.

      It doesn’t sound that bad, except my father’s main clients are rich bastards who are guilty of the crimes they’re accused of, including some very powerful and dangerous mafia members. Yet, he gets them off and doesn’t feel bad about it. Why would he feel bad, though? He makes a lot of money, right? At least, that’s how he sees it.

      He’s probably about as bad as the men he represents. I know this from the stuff I’ve witnessed him do, from the stuff I’ve heard, from the stuff he’s threatened me with, from the stuff he says I’ll eventually have to do.

      I wish it hadn’t taken me so long to try to break away from him. My parents tried so hard to mold me to act and look a certain way and, up until recently, I obeyed like a good little brainwashed son.

      Elodie, on the other hand, is stronger than me. She frequently rebels, wearing whatever the hell she wants. She also decided to major in education. Which, let me tell you, my parents are not thrilled about.

      Ever since third grade, when Elodie became friends with Ensley, she stopped wearing the dresses our mom wanted her to wear, stopped acting like a proper girl who’s all manners and fake smiles, stopped acting like Mom’s puppet. And part of me is glad for her. The other part of me is jealous.

      “Oh, I know. We’re so proud of him,” my mom tells Holden’s mom with a fake smile on her face. “He got offered a full scholarship to several different schools. We don’t need the money, of course, but it’s good to have the offers.”

      For show, I mentally add.

      “He doesn’t need the offers because he’s going to college here so he can start working at my firm on the side,” my father cuts in, his voice ice cold. His voice is always cold, as if he’s frozen hell over and sleeps there every night. He might even be the devil himself. I wouldn’t put it past him.

      As if sensing me, his gaze strays to me. “Isn’t that right, Carter?”

      I nod, loathing how tense I get just from him looking at me. “Yes, sir.”

      He grins in a way that makes me want to punch him. Then he turns back to the conversation, laughing about something.

      “And then, of course, there’s Elodie,” Elodie attempts to mimic our mom’s falsetto tone, pressing her hand to her chest. “She’s such a disappointment. Did you see the dress she was wearing? She bought it at a thrift store. Can you imagine? Other people have touched her clothes. The fabric probably has cooties.”

      I arch a brow. “You think Mom believes cooties are real?”

      She shrugs, a smile twisting at her lips. “Maybe. I did hear her say once how she thought she was going to get herpes from a homeless person who was outside a restaurant she was eating at.”

      “And I bet she called the manager and complained.”

      “Of course. What else are you supposed to do? I mean, a homeless person is around. God knows what would have happened if they made eye contact with her and reminded her that the world isn’t all diamonds and Botox. That people actually suffer, and that everything isn’t pretty.”

      “I wish she would realize that,” I agree. “She’s completely delusional about the realities of life, which makes no sense considering where she came from.”

      Elodie slants her head to the side, her brows knitting. “Wait. Mom wasn’t born rich …? I thought Grandma and Grandpa were loaded.”

      “They’re loaded because of Dad.” I pause, giving her a sidelong glance. “You’ve never heard the story?”

      She shakes her head, her eyes sparkling with glee as she rubs her hands together. “But you’re so going to tell me. That way, the next time she tells me what a disappointment I am, I can throw the story in her face.”

      “Wouldn’t that be sinking to her level?”

      “Are you seriously lecturing me about being cruel to people?”

      She has a point. Still …

      “I’ll tell you what.” I turn to face her and block the glaring sun from my eyes. “I’ll tell you the story if you promise not to bring it up unless she’s made you cry or done something equally as awful. No throwing it in her face just to throw it in her face.” She starts to open her mouth, but I hold up a finger. “In turn, you have to tell me some stuff about Ensley.” I know a lot of stuff about her already—more than I like to admit—because I watch her all the time.

      Like a fucking creeper.

      Yep, that’s me. Carter the Creeper, obsessed with a girl who will barely talk to him.

      I’m so pathetic.

      Wariness flickers across her expression. “You want me to give you deets on my BFFFB.”

      “BFFFB? What the hell is that?”

      “Best friend forever, forever and beyond.”

      “You say that like that’s common knowledge.” I stuff my hands into my pockets. “It’s not. It’s fucking weird.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s probably the first thing you should know about Ensley.” She crosses her arms. “She’s fucking weird. So am I. So are most people who hang around us. So, if you want to be part of Ens’s life, be prepared for a lot of fucking weirdness. All the time. Twenty-four-seven. And your pretty boy image isn’t going to work. You’re going to have to be fucking weird yourself.”

      “You say that like you don’t think I can.” If she only knew how wrong she was.

      “I don’t,” she replies matter-of-factly.

      “You don’t know me as well as you think.”

      “You’re my twin. I know you like I know my own face.”

      “We’re not identical.”

      She mockingly gasps. “We’re not? Oh, my God! This whole time I thought I looked just like you.” She stomps her foot and fakes a pout. “Dammit, there goes my dream of joining a boy band.”

      “Stop saying that shit. I don’t look like I belong in a boy band. I don’t know why you always say that.” I hate when she pulls out the boy band remark. Tell me I look like the lead singer of a rock band. Or the drummer. Or even the bass player for an alternative band. But most guys don’t want to be told they look like they belong in a boy band.

      “Because it drives you crazy,” she teases with a way too pleased grin. “And it’s sort of true.”

      My jaw spasms. “No, it’s not.”

      Her grin expands.

      My jaw ticks again.

      “You know we’re, like, the worst twins ever,” I say, slipping my hands out of my pockets. “All we do is fight.”

      “A lot of twins fight. And you and I were doomed the moment third grade happened and you went from my sweet, caring brother to an asshole who told a quiet, shy girl that she looked like a dude. That was the day you stopped being my brother and became the enemy.”

      I swallow hard at the truth of her words. “It wasn’t my fault.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Sure it wasn’t.”

      I want to tell her everything, about what happened with Mom, about the talk she had with me the day before I started hanging out with that new group of friends. The friends who talked me into going over to Ensley. Friends who, sadly, are still my friends. However, I don’t think she’d understand. She’d tell me I should’ve rebelled.

      Maybe I should have.

      My life might have been so much better if I did.

      But I also may not have survived if I did.

      My scars burns at the thought.

      “Okay, maybe it was.” I grit my teeth and tap my fingers against the side of my leg, frustration bubbling inside me. Mostly frustration directed at myself.

      Her gaze moves from my tapping fingers to my ticking jaw, then her brows lift. “You’re nervous.”

      “No, just restless to get out of here.”

      “No, it’s more than that.” She squints as she assesses me. “Something’s bugging you.”

      “A lot of things are bugging me,” I say with a nonchalant shrug.

      She continues to study me, and I expect her to throw some snarky remark at me. Instead she says, “So, are you going to tell me about this poor life our mother allegedly lived or what?”

      “Are you going to tell me about Ens?” I counter.

      “I could tell you a couple of things, I guess. Nothing too personal, though. That’s breaking the BFFFB code.” A contemplative look crosses her face. “It’s funny you’ve suddenly started calling her Ens. You know only her friends call her that, right?”

      “I’m sure the guys she dates call her that, too.”

      “That might be true, except she’s never been on a date before.” I don’t know what sort of face I pull, but she rolls her eyes. “Don’t act so surprised. You’ve known Ens since we were eight, and I’m pretty sure you’ve noticed she doesn’t talk to a lot of people, which makes getting asked out on dates complicated. Don’t get me wrong; I know a lot of guys want to date her, but every time they so much as talk to her, she freaks out and shuts down.” She pokes me in the chest. “And you’re part of the reason she’s that way. That day in third grade, you took some of her self-esteem away.”

      I rub my chest where she poked me. “I know I did, and I’m sorry. And I know Ens is kind of quiet, but I don’t think she’s as socially awkward as everyone thinks. Or that she thinks, for that matter. At least, she hasn’t been that way for the last couple of days.”

      “You think, just because you talked to her for, like, two minutes, you’ve got some insight on how she acts?” She laughs coldly. “It takes time to get to know a person.”

      “I know that. And I’m not saying I know everything about her. But we didn’t talk for just a couple of minutes. I talked to her for a quite a while on the phone. And today … Well, you know how long I’ve been gone, so I’m sure you can figure it out.” Plus, I watch her a lot, but I’m not about to divulge that aloud.

      She meticulously eyes me over. “You did talk to her for a while. Makes me wonder why.”

      I put on a neutral expression. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, why the sudden interest in her?” She steps closer to me. “You’ve known her forever, and just a few days ago, you told her she wasn’t pretty.”

      “No, I told you you weren’t pretty,” I clarify. “And only because you called me a pretty boy.”

      A slow, wicked smile curls at her lips. “I knew it.”

      “Knew what?” I question, feeling a bit on edge. Can she possibly know about the plan? How the fuck did she find out about it?

      “You like her.” She points a finger at me, that evil grin on her face growing even more sinister. “I think you might have liked her for a while. Damn! I don’t know how I didn’t see this before.”

      I relax a tiny bit. Emphasis on the tiny part, because she got part of it right.

      “I think you’re looking way too into this.”

      “No, I think I’m looking just the right amount. I just don’t know how I didn’t see it before.” The happiness in her eyes makes my uneasiness shoot up a notch. “But yeah, now that I think about it … all those times you’d come home drunk and try to annoy us was just your lame-ass attempt at trying to flirt with her.”

      “Hey, I never lame-ass flirt. I’m fucking awesome. Just ask my fan club.”

      “You might not be a lame flirt with those shallow, borderline stalkers who follow you around, but Ens isn’t one of those girls, and that throws you off your game.” She fists pumps the air. “Ha! I’m so freakin’ smart I amaze myself.”

      My lip twitches in annoyance and worry rises inside me. The last thing I want is for Elodie to find out something she could use against me. And this is something she’d definitely use against me.

      “Well, at least you amaze yourself, because no one else is impressed,” I say flatly as my phone rings from inside my pocket. I have a good guess who it is. “I have to go. I got some shit to take care of. Tell Mom I’ll meet her at the restaurant in a bit.”

      “Aw, don’t pout. I’m not going to tell anyone you have a secret crush,” she calls out through her laughter. “And what about our deal? You owe me a story.”

      “I’ll tell you when we get home,” I throw over my shoulder as I fish out my phone.

      I don’t answer yet, not wanting to take the call in public—too many wandering ears around.

      I make my way across the parking lot and toward my car. It’s a 1969 GTO that has been restored. I’ve owned the car ever since I turned sixteen, a present to myself that I bought with money I saved up over the years. My parents wanted to buy me a Porsche, but I told them I wanted to purchase my own car. My dad was impressed … until I drove up in an old junker that looked straight out of the junkyard. He lectured me for hours, telling me I had to return it, that it would ruin my image. I refused.

      It was the first time I told him no, and it felt good. I’m just lucky he let it slide that time. And he may have thought the car was a piece of crap, but I could see the potential. A couple of years later, after some bodywork, a new paint job, and a total interior restoration, it looks way better than a Porsche. At least, in my opinion. And it runs great usually, but I need to take it in and get everything double-checked before I take Ens out tomorrow..

      My stomach rolls with nerves as I think about tomorrow. Nerves of fear and excitement.

      Shit, this isn’t good. I should be calm, or I’m going to mess this up.

      “You’re not answering your phone.”

      Startled, I drop my keys and phone as a girl with long, brown hair steps out from behind my car.

      “Dammit, Ruby, a little warning before you do that would be great,” I say as I bend over to scoop up my keys and phone.

      She rolls her eyes, almost reminding me of a mini Elodie. “I’m not supposed to be warning you. I’m supposed to be sneaking up on you.”

      I check my phone over, making sure the fall didn’t break it. “Why are you here?”

      “He sent me to run an errand for him.” She crosses her arms and stares me down. “And since I was already here, he told me I should check up on you.”

      “What errand did he send you on that required you to come to the high school?” I ask, unlocking the car door.

      “I delivered a rose.”

      “To who?”

      “To her.”

      I tense, turning my head toward her. “To Ensley?”

      She nods, her eyes doing this evil, sparkling thing. It’s something she does a lot, and it creeps me out. Yeah, I know I sound like a pussy—being scared of a little girl—but I don’t really give a shit. The girl is about as freaky as those twins in The Shining.

      I open the car door but don’t climb in. “Why did he send her a rose?”

      She raises a shoulder to shrug. “That’s not really any of your damn business.”

      “Don’t say damn. It’s a bad word,” I feel the need to say.

      She gives an exaggerated eye roll. “I’m twelve years old. I can swear if I want to.”

      “I didn’t swear when I was twelve.”

      “Liar.”

      Okay, she has me there. Still …

      “How did you even get here?” I rest my elbow on top of the door. “Your house is over thirty miles away.”

      “My bodyguard brought me here. And he’s under strict orders to come looking for me if I’m not back in twenty.” She slips on her oversized sunglasses then pops a piece of gum into her mouth. “So, let’s get right down to the chase.”

      I swear to God, she sounds like my dad.

      “Dude, you’re twelve,” I annunciate. “Not fifty.”

      “I’m an old soul. Get over it.” She pops a bubble, the only sign that she isn’t an adult trapped in a child’s body. “He wants an update on the situation.”

      “I gave him an update last night.”

      “Yeah, but a lot can happen overnight.”

      “Well, not much has,” I tell her, knowing he’s not going to be happy about it. “I asked her out; she agreed. We’re going out tomorrow.”

      “And where are you taking her?”

      “I’m sure you already know the answer to that.”

      “Yeah, but I need to make sure.” She taps her foot against the ground. “What did you talk to her about earlier?”

      Anxiousness stirs inside me. I hate how she seems to know everything.

      “How did you know I talked to her?”

      “Because I was eavesdropping,” she replies with a simple shrug. “She didn’t really seem that into you.”

      “If you were eavesdropping, then why did you ask what I talked to her about?” As the rest of her words catch up to me, I add, “Wait? What do you mean she didn’t really seem that into me?”

      She rolls her eyes again. “Do I really need to explain this to you?”

      “No. Because there’s nothing to explain. She’s into me.”

      “God, boys are so naive sometimes.”

      “And you’re twelve,” I annunciate again. “You should be out playing and going to movies and hanging out at the pool. You know, kid stuff. Not standing here, arguing with me because your father treats you like his secretary.”

      “I’m not his secretary. I’m his business associate. I actually own half of his businesses.”

      There are no words. Seriously.

      “So, you’re twelve and you own a bunch of clubs?” I question. “And that’s what you want?”

      “Of course it’s what I want. It’s a great opportunity,” she quips. “Too bad for your father that you don’t think the same way.”

      I rake my fingers through my hair as I blow out a deafening breath. “There’s a huge difference between owning a bunch of clubs and being part of what my father does. I don’t want anything to do with that.”

      “Why? Because you’re such a good guy?” Her sassy attitude is grating on my nerves.

      “You don’t know anything about me, little girl. And even though you’re obviously stuck in some sort of Freaky Friday vortex, you don’t know jack shit about life yet.”

      “Neither do you.” She offers me a sassy smirk. “But I have a feeling you’re about to.” Then she turns on her heels and waves goodbye to me from over her shoulder. “Have fun trying to win over a girl who doesn’t like you. And have fun dealing with the consequences from my father when you don’t pull off your side of the deal.”

      “I’ll pull it off!” I shout. “I’m Carter fucking Everlend.” Two seconds later, I let out a, “Fuuuck,” because I sound like a douchebag. And I’m drawing a crowd. Great. Just what I need right now.

      “You okay, man?” Holden asks as he approaches his BMW parked next to my car.

      “Yeah, fan-freakin’-tastic.” I plaster on a shiny, fake smile. “I was just putting someone in their place.”

      “Really?” He twirls his car keys around his finger. “Because it looked like you were arguing with a twelve-year-old girl, and she won.”

      I resist a gulp. “You saw that?”

      He nods. “Yep.”

      As we stare each other down, my skin begins to crawl.

      “How much did you hear?” I finally ask, worried he recognized Ruby.

      “Not too much.” He shrugs. “But I’m curious why you were talking to the daughter of Gregor Hartingford, aka the wealthiest fucking guy in Fareland who owns the most exclusive clubs in the country. So exclusive that not even me or you can get into one.”

      If he knew how wrong he was, he’d freak out. I’ve been to the clubs many times. Have been going for a couple of months now, ever since I made the deal with Gregor. If Holden ever found out about that, though, he’d insist I take him. And I can’t. I can’t mix my old life with my new one.

      “Is that who she was?” I feign dumb. “Fuck. I thought she was just some spoiled brat trying to key my car.”

      His brows rise. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. I caught her by my car and stopped her before she did it.”

      “Dude, how did you not know it was her? Everyone who’s anyone knows that.”

      “I guess I’m no one, then.” And sometimes, I wish I was.

      Life might be easier that way.

      Instead, I’m standing here, lying to my friend. And while most of my friends suck, Holden is actually pretty decent, enough that I tell him stuff about my life, like how I secretly like my sister’s quiet, cute BFFFB.

      I roll my eyes at my use of the acronym. Great, Elodie, thanks for that.

      Then I mentally sigh as I think about how Holden isn’t the only person I’ve been lying to. My sister, too. And then, of course, Ensley.

      “Hey, I have to take off,” I tell Holden before I’m forced to lie even more. “I’ve got this lunch thing with my family, and then I’m taking my car in to get looked at before my date tomorrow.”

      “Aw, right, the big date.” He grins. “Dude, I still can’t believe she agreed to go out with you. I always thought you bugged the shit out of her.”

      “Me, too,” I agree, ignoring my phone buzzing inside my pocket, though I tense, knowing more than likely that it’s Gregor calling me. “Honestly, I was surprised as shit when she said yes … twice.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s really weird.” He rubs his jawline thoughtfully. “Maybe she’s screwing with you.”

      “That’s not really her MO.” It’s mine.

      God, I suck.

      It would’ve been so much easier if I had to date one of the girls from my fan club who I didn’t really care about. And yes, I’m completely aware that having a fan club makes me look like a straight up douche. But don’t hate me. I didn’t create it.

      “Yeah, I guess not.” Doubt still lingers in his expression.

      For a faltering moment, I worry maybe he’s right. Perhaps Ensley is messing with me. I highly doubt it. And considering what I’m doing to her …

      Maybe I deserve to get played. It’d be the perfect punishment for every sin I’ve ever committed.

      I move to get in my car as the guilt crushes my chest.

      “And hey, remember that you’re not allowed to shave yet,” he calls out through a laugh.

      I slide into the driver’s seat, leaving the door open as I drag my hand across my scruffy jawline. “Wasn’t planning on it.”

      “Good. Because if you do, you lose the bet.” He muses over something. “Although, I have a feeling you’re going to end up losing, anyway.”

      “Not gonna happen.” My tone rings with confidence.

      He shoves his hands into the pockets of his slacks and shrugs. “We’ll see in a couple of weeks.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see your dumbass lose.”

      Before he can say anything else, I close the door.

      He grins and flips me the middle finger as I start up the engine and peel out of the parking lot. I barely make it out into the road when my phone rings again. Call me weird, but I’m not one for talking on the phone while I drive, so I pull over next to the curb before answering.

      “What’s up?” I aim to sound casual, but an edge always seems to creep into my tone every time I talk to Gregor.

      “Isn’t that what I should be asking you?” Gregor asks. “You’re the one who’s been ignoring my calls.”

      “I haven’t been ignoring them.” I crack the window to let some air in. “There’s just been a lot going on today.”

      “Ruby says you weren’t busy when she talked to you,” he replies. “In fact, she said you weren’t doing anything.”

      I shake my head. Damn, that girl is starting to piss me off. “That’s completely inaccurate.”

      “So, you’re calling my daughter a liar?”

      “No.” Yes, but I’m not about to tell one of the richest, most powerful men in the country that. Not if I want a chance at what’s waiting for me if I pull this deal off. “I think she might have just been a little confused about the situation.”

      “Or she was just trying to cause trouble.” He laughs like his daughter getting me into trouble is adorable. I don’t find it so funny. “She’s quite a handful when she wants to be. It’s good, though. The girl’s got spunk. She’s going to make a great business partner one day.”

      I frown, suddenly realizing that, if this deal works out, I’ll be dealing with Ruby a lot more than I want to. “She told me she was already.”

      “She likes practicing for when she becomes part-owner,” he explains. “Some kids like dolls. Some kids like trucks. Some kids like playing make-believe. Some like playing CEO. In reality, it’s all pretty much the same.”

      No, it’s not. At all. And he sounds just like my father and mother, which makes me feel a bit sorry for Ruby.

      “Have you ever tried to give her a doll or a truck?” I wonder as I rest my hand on top of the steering wheel.

      “I did give her some dolls once. She hated them. Cut off all their hair and painted their faces up like clowns. It was kind of creepy.”

      I don’t know why, but that doesn’t surprise me.

      “But, anyway.” He clears his throat. “I just wanted to call and get an update. I know you said she was going to a party with you next week, but then I heard a little rumor that you’re taking her to one of my clubs tomorrow night.”

      I fiddle with the keychain. “I thought it might be a good idea to get her introduced to that world so she’s not so shocked.”

      “That’s a good idea,” he says. “Maybe I’ll stop by, too.”

      “Tomorrow night? Isn’t that a little soon?”

      “I’ll just say a quick hello. Or maybe just see her. Nothing more.”

      I want to tell him that’s a bad idea, that if she recognizes him, the plan will go to shit. But I’m not really in a place to tell him what to do. Not if I want to achieve my goal.

      “Okay, sounds good.” Then I bite down on my tongue, worried I might be crossing a line, but the need to ask eventually wins. “You sent her a rose today?”

      “It was her graduation. Of course I did.” His voice shakes with anger. “I’m sick and tired of her mother keeping her from me. I’m the one who looks bad here. I’m the one who’s missed out on everything. I’m the one who’s had to stand by and watch my daughter live a shitty life when she could’ve been given anything she wanted. But her mother’s too stubborn. Always has been.”

      I’m not so convinced that’s the only reason Gregor hasn’t seen his daughter for almost her entire life, especially since he’s the sort of man who can pretty much get whatever he wants. Why not just see Ensley? Or send her money? What’s been stopping him?

      I haven’t asked any of those questions yet. I probably should’ve before I made the deal with him, but I was too worried about the deal in general.

      Yep, I bet I can guess what you’re thinking. He made a deal with Ensley’s dad? Her father she’s never known and who she thinks abandoned her? I don’t know why you’re surprised. I already told you I was an asshole. The part that makes me really suck, though, is that I like Ensley. More than a lot. She’s sweet, cute, kind and has the most beautiful laugh I’ve ever heard. That is, when she laughs. She doesn’t do it too often when I’m around.

      She doesn’t deserve what I’m doing. She deserves so much better. But when the deal was proposed to me, I wanted it so damn badly. It was my way out. My golden ticket to escaping my father’s future for me. A corrupt future that will lead to me continuing to live a fake, controlled life. So I selfishly agreed to the deal. But with every moment I spend talking to Ens, I become more conflicted.

      “Just remember not to tell her what’s going on,” Gregor reminds me. “If she finds out what we’re up to before I’m ready to tell her, the deal’s off. Because, if I have the element of surprise taken away, she’ll run. I need her to trust me first.”

      “I know.” Of course I know. He’s told me the same thing a hundred times.

      “Good.” He gives a short pause. “You’re a good guy, Carter. You really are. I hope this all works out.”

      More guilt piles on my chest as his words sink in. He’s wrong. He really is. If I were a good guy, I wouldn’t be doing this to Ensley. If I were a good guy, I’d open my mouth right now and tell him the deal’s off.

      But nope, when I open my mouth, all I say is, “I’ll see you tomorrow,” proving once again that I’m an asshole. And if this all backfires in my face, I’ll have no one to blame but myself.
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      The rose wigs me out for the entire day and into the next morning. Even when Elodie stops by to help me pick out an outfit, my head is still spinning over who the little girl could be and who sent me the rose.

      “Maybe she was a ghost,” Elodie offers as she dumps out the bag she brought with her. Clothes spill out across my bed, and I nearly go blind from all the sparkly material.

      “You know what? I actually thought that for a moment.” I sit down on the bed beside the piles of clothes and take a sip of my coffee. “She disappeared so fast.”

      “Maybe she has stealthy ninja skills.”

      “She probably does. She was really sassy, too.”

      “Sounds pretty awesome if you ask me.” Her hair falls into her face as she begins sorting through the clothes.

      I balance my coffee on a trunk near the foot of my bed then rest back on my hands. “She kind of reminded me of you a little bit. Not in the sense of looks or anything, but with how she acted—all feisty and bossy.”

      Elodie grins. “Hell yes. Maybe she’s my long-lost sister.”

      “I’d say she could be, except she looked more like me than you. The janitor even accused me of looking for myself when I asked if he’d seen her and described her to him.” I stretch out my legs and cross my ankles. “I kindly pointed out that I wasn’t thirteen, but he didn’t seem to buy into it.”

      “The janitor’s an asshole and kind of senile. Everyone knows that.” She picks up a red, plaid shirt.

      I perk up. “Please tell me that’s part of what I’m wearing and not this.” I flick a short, black dress and pull a face.

      “Actually, I’m thinking both.” She tosses the plaid shirt at me. “There’s your red.” She drops the dress onto my lap. “Here’s your black.” Then she plucks up a velvet choker and a pair of stockings. “And here are your accessories.”

      I crinkle my nose at the dress. “Everything’s cool except for this thingy.”

      She sighs, securing her hair into a messy bun with an elastic that’s around her wrist. “That’s not a thingy, Ens. It’s a dress. D.R.E.S.S. Dress. It’s not a bad word.” She grabs my hand and tugs me to my feet. “Now, go try this on so I can admire my artwork in all her sexy, grungy glory.”

      Shaking my head, I collect the clothes and jewelry then step into the closet to change.

      “And I’m thinking you should wear those clunky, lace-up boots with the velvet laces,” she calls out, turning on some music. “It’ll go good with the choker.”

      “Okay.” Honestly, I don’t think anything is going to go good with anything since it’ll be on me, but Elodie will only argue with me if I say that. So, I strip out of my pajamas and wiggle myself into the fitted dress.

      The hem hits me mid-thigh, which isn’t too bad. Although, I’ve never been a fan of showing off my freakishly long legs.

      “So, can I ask you something?” Elodie says casually from outside of the closet.

      “You mean, other than the question you just asked me?” I tease, flipping my hair out of the collar of the plaid overshirt.

      “Ha, ha, you’re so funny.” She pauses for a beat. “Seriously, I really need to ask you something … Or, well, tell you something … about my mom.”

      “Okay …?” I sit down on the floor to slip on the knee-high stockings, which are surprisingly not as uncomfortable as I thought they would be.

      “Well, yesterday, Carter told me a little story,” she starts.

      “Really? Since when do you and Carter tell each other stories?”

      “Probably about the same time you started accepting dates from him.”

      I reach for my boots. “Hey, you’re the only reason I’m accepting the dates.” I think …

      “I know, and I love you for it. Oh, and FYI, whatever happened between you two yesterday has him frazzled.”

      I wiggle my foot into a boot. “He isn’t frazzled.” I tie the lace. “I may be, but he definitely isn’t. At least, when I saw him he wasn’t.”

      “Why are you frazzled? You never told me the whole story of what happened between you two.”

      “That’s because nothing really happened.” I slip on the other boot and stand up. “He wanted to talk to me about the dress code a little bit. Then we talked a little more, and then he started touching me, which I thought was really weird. Honestly, I’m pretty sure he’s found out about the plan and is playing me. I guess I have no one to blame but myself.” Sighing, I step out of the closet and spread my hands to the sides, like ta-da. Then I laugh. “So, on a scale of one to ten, how stupid do I look?”

      A smile tugs at her lips. “About a negative eleventeen hundred.”

      I roll my eyes. She’s such a liar.

      “You do realize eleventeen hundred isn’t a number, right?”

      “Yeah. And you looking stupid isn’t a possibility, but I needed to prove a point.”

      “Which is …?”

      “Carter’s going to shit himself when he sees you.”

      “Well, that’s kind of a mood killer.”

      She swats my arm, laughing. “I didn’t mean literally.”

      I laugh, but my laughter quickly fades as I tug on the hem of the dress. “I can’t even remember the last time I wore a dress.”

      “Well, you should do it more often. You have killer legs.”

      “Aw, thanks. I grew them myself.”

      “Really?” She lets out a phony gasp. “Man, you’re so talented.”

      “I know.” Then I do my best impression of a member from the Carter fan club, totally fangirling over him. “I’m, like, the total package. Carter is so going to get in my pants.”

      Elodie makes a gagging noise. “Ew! Never say that again. Not even if he does get in your pants. In fact, if that happens, just tell me he patted you on the shoulder or something. That’s it. That’s all I want to hear.”

      “Like I’m going to let him get in my pants. This is all pretend,” I protest, even though I have thought about Carter getting into my pants once or twice, or eleventeen hundred times. “And like he even wants to get in my pants.”

      She snorts a laugh as she sorts through her clothes. “Five hundred bucks says he tries.”

      “I don’t have five hundred bucks, but I’ll take that bet.” I smirk. “Because, you just told me I can’t tell you if he does, which means you’ll never know, which means you can’t win the bet.”

      She sticks out her tongue. “Yeah, well, you can’t, either.” She drops the blouse she’s holding, seriousness masking her expression. “All jokes aside, you do look beautiful. I wish you could see it. I really do.”

      I press my hand to my chest to mask my discomfort her words are bringing. “Aw, El, are we having a Hallmark moment? Should I grab the tissues?”

      She flips me the bird and laughs. “Fine, make fun of me for being sappy. No more compliments for you.”

      Thank God. I don’t know why, but every time someone tries to compliment me, I get all squirrely. Probably because I know most of the compliments are complete bull turkey. Like I told my mom yesterday, I know what I am and I accepted it a long time ago. I don’t need to be told I’m pretty. I don’t need to be pretty. I just need to be smart enough to get through college and get a good job, and maybe one day try to track down my dad. That’s my number one goal right now.

      Well, that and figure out who the bleep sent that girl to give me the rose. I wasn’t joking about what I said earlier. I’m seriously worried she might be a ghost.

      As if sensing where my thoughts are heading, El’s gaze drifts to the rose perched in a vase on my dresser. “I’m wondering if maybe Carter sent you the rose. You know, after he did all that touching that you never elaborated on.”

      I smooth my hands over my hair then plop down on my bed. “Well, you never elaborated on what he told you about your mom.”

      She sticks out her pinkie. “A secret for a secret?”

      I hitch my pinkie with hers. “A secret for a secret. Just so you know, mine’s not really a secret.”

      “Mine is.” She sinks down onto the edge of the bed and crosses her legs. “You go first.”

      “Fine.” I give her a recap of what happened between Carter and I, or what didn’t happen since nothing really happened. At least, I think so. But when I get to the part about him touching my lips, she freaks the mini-minions out.

      “Wait. Wait. Wait. Back the eff up.” She holds up her hand like she’s trying to stop traffic. “He touched your lips? Like, on your mouth?”

      “That’s generally where lips are. But stop flipping out. Like I said, I’m pretty sure he’s playing me. Why else would he touch my lips?”

      “Um, because he wants to kiss you,” she states like hello, you’re a moron for not knowing that already.

      “Oh, my God, you’re losing your damn mind. Seriously, did you get stoned with Gaige this morning?”

      “Actually, I did last night. And boy, oh boy, did he tell me some pretty interesting facts about himself.”

      “Gaige can be quite the talker when he’s blazed,” I agree, flicking a piece of lint off my stockings. “Just … don’t tell me what he said.”

      She pouts out her bottom lip. “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to gossip about him. And also, my head’s already suffering from information overload right now.”

      “Whatever. Just so you know, my brother wants to kiss you.”

      “Doubtful.”

      “Truth.”

      “Nope.”

      “Yes.”

      I pound my fist against my leg, laughing. “Gah. You’re driving me crazy!”

      She grins. “You and the damn world, Ens, you and the damn world.”

      I blow out an exhausted breath. “Fine. You win.”

      She grins. “Don’t I always.”

      I roll my eyes then sigh. “A little off the subject, but do you know what Carter meant when he said we had some sort of conversation? I don’t ever remember talking to him. At least, not long enough to consider it a conversation.”

      She shakes her head. “Maybe he’s lying and just trying to get you to think about it too much.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Because then you’d be thinking about him, and we all know how much he loves being the center of everything.”

      “Maybe.” But I’m not sure I agree with her, and it’s going to drive me nuts until I figure it out.

      “Okay, so I have one more thing to say about Carter, and then let’s move on, because I’m all Cartered out for the day.”

      “Sounds good.” I think. “What’s up?”

      “You need to figure out what you’re going to do if he does try to kiss you. If you spaz out, it’s gonna ruin the plan.”

      “The only way not to look like a spaz is to just let him kiss me.”

      “And that doesn’t sound appealing to you?”

      I scowl at her, feeling like a phony. “No. Why would it?”

      She gives a dramatic eye roll. “Hello? Because you’ve been in lust with him for over a decade.”

      “Hey, the lust thing didn’t start until high school,” I protest, reaching for my coffee. “Before that, I had a normal, girly crush on him.”

      “Ha!” She points a finger at me accusingly. “So, you’re admitting you’ve thought about doing it with him.”

      “No!” I hurriedly take a sip of my coffee, taking a moment to chill the eff out before I give myself away. “Besides, didn’t you just say, like, two seconds ago that you didn’t want to hear about this?”

      She drums her fingers against her knee. “This needs to be discussed.”

      “Okay, well …” Truthfully, I don’t believe for a second that Carter is going to try to kiss me, but I guess having a game plan wouldn’t be the most terrible idea. “What do you think I should do if he tries to kiss me?”

      “What do you want to do?” She measures my reaction closely.

      “I don’t know …” The idea of kissing Carter, of putting my lips to his, makes me feel things I don’t want to feel. And those moronic butterflies are acting like they’re part of his freakin’ fan club. “Is there a way not to kiss him without being weird?”

      “You could always tell him you want to wait until you’re sure you want to kiss him.” She smiles wistfully. “Man, I bet he’s never heard that before. It’ll probably blow his mind. And his ego.”

      A drop of guilt pinches my chest. “Are you sure you still want me to go through with the plan? I mean, you guys talked yesterday, right? Maybe he’s not as bad as we thought.”

      “Just because he’s not a douche for, like, an hour, doesn’t erase the past decade. Besides, think about what he said about your mom the other day.”

      “Yeah, true.” How could I have forgotten that? Did I get so caught up in Carter that I somehow forgot? Dammit, if he is playing me, he just might be winning. “I just hate being mean to people.”

      “I know you do.” She pats my hand. “You can back out of the plan if you want.”

      I mull the idea over and shove aside the guilt for now, focusing on the bigger picture. “No … I’ll keep going for now.”

      “Good. Because I think, in the long run, you’re going to be glad you did.” She smiles. “You want to know a secret? The only reason Carter told me the lovely, little story about my mom is because I gave him some deets on you.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t worry; it was all good stuff. What you like, dislike—stuff to help him win you over.”

      “Yeah, but you’re kind of helping him win me over.”

      “Not if you keep your head in the game.” She taps her knuckles softly against the top of my head. “So, keep your head in the game.”

      “Thanks for the awesome advice and the headache,” I say dryly. “Now I don’t feel nervous at all.”

      “You’re welcome,” she replies with exaggerated cheerfulness.

      I shake my head but smile. “Whatever. Are you going to dish the dirt on your mom or what?”

      “Well, since you ask.” She rubs her hands together, looking sickly pleased. “So, apparently, my mom was super poor before she married my dad.”

      “I actually kind of knew that already.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I found out, like, the day before yesterday, and my mom was super vague about it.”

      “Well, did she tell you how she ended up marrying my dad?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      Her grin is pure, wicked glee. “She got pregnant with us … on purpose.”

      “How the heck did she do that?”

      “Probably pretended like she was on birth control.”

      I take a drink of my coffee. “Why do you seem so happy about this?”

      “Because it proves she’s not perfect. Not even close. And the next time she points out my imperfections, I’m going to throw it in her face.” Bitterness leaks into her tone, and her eyes water with tears.

      I’d tell her that was pretty harsh, but I’ve seen how Elodie’s mom treats her. Either she ignores her and pretends she doesn’t exist, or she puts her down. Neither is better than the other. And what makes it worse is she treats Carter like he’s the prodigy son.

      Not knowing what else to do, I lean forward and give her a hug. “You’re perfect to me. A little bit weird, but so am I.”

      “Aw, thanks, Ens. I love you, too.” She laughs, hugging me back. “You’re the BFFFB ever.”

      “You are, too.” I mean what I say, too. Maybe that’s the real reason I’m doing this whole playing Carter thing. Or maybe, deep down, I just want to play the game.

      I don’t really know, but I guess I’m about to find out.
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      Before Elodie leaves, she instructs me to wear my hair down tonight and to sport minimal makeup to show off my features. Some eyeliner, lip gloss, and shimmer—that’s it. I’m not a huge makeup fan, but I’ve seen the girls Carter goes for, and they wear makeup like it’s a second face. When I tell Elodie this, all she says is, “Trust me on this one.”

      So I do.

      I always do.

      By the time she takes off, I have about an hour left before my mom will be home to pick me up for work. It takes me a whole, whopping ten minutes to get ready. Throw on a pair of old jeans, tug my hair into a messy bun, and slip on some sneakers. About two minutes later, boredom sets in and my mind drifts to the girl and the rose.

      The ghost girl and the rose.

      I shake my head and roll my eyes at myself. She’s not a ghost. Ghost don’t exist.

      Okay, I totally think they do, but that doesn’t make me crazy!

      Anyway, after moving on from the whole ghost theory, I start thinking about how my mom reacted. How she kept glancing at the rose while she was pretending not to talk about my father.

      My dad has been a mystery to me. I don’t know what he looks like. Why he left. What he does. And I wonder. A lot. But I’ve never gotten any answers. I’ve never tried to get answers on my own, either. I don’t know why I haven’t. Maybe I’ve been scared of what I would or wouldn’t find. That he really did just take off and never looked back.

      What if I’ve been wrong? What if the rose was from him? What if he’s been in Fareland all this time and now he’s making contact with me?

      But finding a person without even having a name to go on seems nearly impossible. I need a name. Or maybe a photo. Something! Anything!

      Pushing up from the sofa, I make my way back to my mom’s room. After ransacking her dresser, the closet, under the mattress, and every other place I can think of, I start to lose hope.

      Then, as I’m stuffing her clothes back into the dresser drawer, my knuckles brush against the bottom of the drawer above. Instead of my skin grazing wood, though, I feel paper.

      Ducking my head, I reach inside and grab the piece of paper taped to the bottom. Nope, not a piece of paper. A photo. An old-school photo like Carter has in his fuck-chest. Only, this photo is of a man and a woman holding hands and smiling at the camera. The woman is pregnant and her green eyes are lit up with happiness. Her green eyes that look almost exactly like mine.

      The woman in the photo is my mom.

      Does that mean the man is my father?

      I examine him closely, trying to find any sort of resemblance. His hair is brown like mine, and he has a few freckles on his nose. Other than that, he looks like some random guy. He does have a distinct scar near his hairline. I try to recall if I’ve ever met or seen a man who has a scar in the same place, but either I haven’t or I can’t remember.

      Disappointment starts to sink in, until I flip over the photo. On the back, scribbled in neat handwriting, is a note.

      To the love of my life,

      Remember this day always. Remember the happiness.

      Love,

      Gregor.

      Gregor.

      Gregor.

      Gregor.

      Is that my dad’s name?

      I might be able to research him if I had a last name. My last name is the same as my mom’s maiden name, so using that won’t work. I could ask my mom what his last name is, but she won’t give it to me. And she’ll get upset that I found the photo. I hate upsetting my mom. She’s all I have. Well, that and my aunt Bethany, but sometimes she can be a little crazy.

      Where does that leave me? Nowhere really. Unless I want to search the entire town—maybe even the entire world—for a man with a scar. So, yeah, that basically leaves me nowhere.
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      I ended up taping the photo back to the drawer. Don’t get me wrong; I wanted to keep it, but at the same time, I don’t want to upset my mom when she notices it’s missing. Besides, I’m not even positive the man in the photo is my father. Only, I sort of am. I can feel it in my soul. Plus, my mom was pregnant in the photo.

      The photo haunts my mind for most of the day. But my thoughts get briefly distracted as I’m loading up the cleaning supplies in the car to head home when Carter sends me a photo of a girl sitting near a massive oak tree. She has a book in her hand, her head is tipped down, and leaves are falling to the ground around her. Her face is shadowed by her hair so I can’t tell who the girl is, but the area looks familiar. The tree, too.

      Then it clicks. The girl is at the park, reading under a tree I often sit under.

      Confused as to why he sent the photo to me, I reply by sending an image of a girl skipping in a field with questions marks above her head.

      Moments later, a photo of a kitten surrounded by hearts pops into the thread.

      I send back a random photo of a guy running into a wall.

      He responds with a guy tilting his head to the side, his brows furrowed as someone bangs a book against his head.

      I reply with a cross-eyed cat and dog DJing at a party. Then add one of a dude shaking his booty.

      Carter: All right, you win. You’re the weirdest image texter ever.

      Me: Hey, you’re the one who started it.

      Carter: For your information, that first photo was actually a picture I took.

      I scroll back to the photo and look it over again.

      I’m surprised. It’s really good. The shadowing is just right. And the way he captured the girl, so at peace, makes me feel relaxed, too.

      Me: You take photos?

      Carter: It was for a photography class.

      Me: You take photography?

      How did I not know this? With how much I stare at him, I should have.

      Carter: It was an extracurricular class. Not too many people knew I took it. My parents would probably flip out if they knew.

      Me: Really? Because I’m pretty sure El’s taken photography classes.

      Carter: El and I have different rules. They’re stricter with me.

      Funny how I never noticed that, but when I think about, I can see it. Carter is supposed to be taking over the business, so he spends a lot of time in the office with his father. He also gets in trouble whenever he throws parties, yet El never does. Carter gets lectured about being presentable and getting good grades, while El has frequently griped about how much her parents ignore her.

      Me: Sometimes parents are strict with their kids because they love them.

      Carter: That sounds like some psych 101.

      Me: My mom’s always throwing those sorts of remarks at me.

      Carter: Has she taken psychology?

      Me: Yeah, she did. She’s going to school right now to get her business degree.

      Carter: Really? Your mom’s a business major?

      His shock makes my jaw tick as I recall the remark he made the other day about my mom. I suddenly feel like I need to defend my mom’s honor or something.

      Me: She’s part-owner of the cleaning company and thought it’d be helpful. She’s really smart. Smart enough to be a single mom, take care of me, go to school, and work. And she never complains to me about it, even though I know she must be exhausted. She’s actually pretty badass.

      Carter: She sure sounds like it.

      Me: She is.

      Carter: I’m glad. It must be nice to have someone care about you that much.

      Me: Yeah.

      I pause, rereading his message, feeling as though the words carry an underlying meaning, as if he doesn’t believe anyone cares about him. That can’t be right. Not when he has his own fan club and basically has everything he’s ever wanted since the day he was born.

      Carter: So, did you figure it out yet?

      What?

      Me: Figure out what?

      Carter: Who the person is in the first photo I sent you.

      I scroll back to the photo. At first, I’m lost. Am I supposed to know the girl? I can’t even see her face. Then a memory sparkles in the back of my mind and …

      “Holy shit,” I whisper, leaning against the trunk of the car.

      The girl in the photo is me, and the photo was taken quite a few months ago, before this whole “play Carter” plan was put into motion.

      Me: You took a photo of me?

      Carter: Not in a creepy way, I promise. I was at the park, working on my project, and I saw you sitting there. You looked so peaceful and gorgeous, and the angles and shadows were casting so perfectly over you, so I snapped a few photos. That one turned out really good, so I submitted it for my final project. I got an A, btw, so thanks. ;)

      I can’t help but smile. I can only imagine what I look like right now. All goofy and silly and swoony. Fortunately, no one’s around to see it.

      Me: Why? I didn’t really do anything.

      Carter: Um, yeah, you were the focal point of the photo.

      I drag my fingers through my hair and shake my head, utterly lost. He took a photo of me. I was the focal point of his photo. I looked peaceful and gorgeous. What the fuck is happening right now? This can’t be real, right?

      The damn photo sure is real, though.

      “You ready to go?” My mom exits the house, towing a vacuum behind her.

      I rip my attention off my phone and nod. “Yep.”

      She eyeballs me funnily. “Whatcha doing?”

      I shrug. “Just waiting for you.”

      Her gaze descends to my phone. “Who’re you texting?”

      I shrug again. “No one.”

      She grins as she hikes down the driveway toward the car, the vacuum wheels clanking against the gravel. “Well, no one sure knows how to make you look flushed.”

      I place my palm to my cheek. “It’s from the sun.”

      She pops open the trunk. “Sure it is.”

      “It is,” I insist, ducking into the car, mostly to hide my flushed cheeks.

      As I’m buckling my seatbelt, another message pings through.

      Carter: I didn’t scare you away, did I?

      Sort of. But since I’m supposed to be trying to seduce him, I go another route.

      Me: No. Sorry, I’m still at work and trying to clean up so I can go home.

      Carter: All right, I’ll let you go, then. See you tonight.

      Me: Okay.

      I blow out a trapped breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. God, that conversation was intense. Too intense. So intense I almost forgot none of this is real.

      It makes me worry what the hell is going to happen while we’re out on this date. And if I’ll be able to keep my head in the game.
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      I’m a fucking weirdo sometimes. I know this, yet I can’t seem to help it.

      I followed Ensley today. I convinced myself it was okay because Gregor told me to do whatever it takes to get to know her. But this isn’t the first time I’ve followed and watched her. I have issues. Big time. I seriously need help.

      Of course, when I saw her smile after she realized the photo was of her, it made my crazy behavior worth it. Her smile is gorgeous. Her smile is perfect. And it was a smile for me, even if she didn’t realize it.

      All during the drive home, I’m grinning like a moron. But my smile fades when I arrive at my house and note the expensive, black car parked in the driveway. Great. One of my dad’s clients is here.

      To avoid running into anyone, I slip in the back door and head up to my room to get ready for my date with Ens tonight.

      I’m getting ready for a date. It’s a strange feeling since I’ve never been much of a dater. The most surprising thing about the experience is how nervous I am. I’m normally not a nervous guy and wonder if it’s a normal reaction. Does everyone get nervous on dates? Or am I just nervous because I’m going out with Ensley, a girl I’ve been obsessed with for a while.

      Obsessed? Fuck, I sound like a stalker. What the hell is wrong with me?

      As I’m putting on my watch, I get a text from my father, telling me to come down to his office immediately. I don’t want to go, but when my gaze falls to the scar marking my palm, I drag my ass down there.

      I knock first. I always knock first otherwise consequences follow.

      “Come in,” my father calls out, not sounding happy, which basically means he sounds like himself.

      I open the door and walk in. Then I falter.

      He’s sitting at his desk, leaning back in a chair, smoking a cigar. He’s not alone either. A large man with blonde hair and wearing a black suit is standing in the middle of the room with two very large dudes looming beside him.

      The sight of the man makes me cringe. Winston Maerriellie, leader of the Fareland mafia, along with his bodyguards. It’s not the first time he’s been in my house, but I wish it were the last. Anyone who knows Winston Maerriellie—which you’d have to be living under a rock to not know who he is—knows it’s never a good thing when he’s around. He’s the most corrupt man in town. Hell, probably in the state. My dad has gotten him acquitted of murder so many times I’ve lost track. He’s evil. Plain and simple.

      “So, do we have a deal?” he asks my father.

      My father nods. “It’s a deal.”

      As Winston Maerriellie turns to leave, his eyes land on me. He gives me a strange look. “Carter?”

      I nod, despising how nervous I am and wondering how on earth my father thinks I can run his business when I can’t even stand being in the same room with men like this.

      “Hmmm… You’ve grown up from the last time I saw you.” He rubs his jawline. “You look different. More sturdier, like maybe you’re built for this world after all.”

      I try not to frown. “Thanks.”

      He gives me one last final, strange look, as if he can’t quite figure out something, then walks out the door with his bodyguards.

      I let a gradual exhale ease from my lips then turn to my father.

      He eyes me over. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “Yeah.” I don’t bother mentioning the date, since he told me a long time ago that dating is pointless and I need to just fuck every girl I can until I find myself a nice trophy wife.

      He takes a puff off his cigar. “I hope you’re not planning on staying out too late. You start work on Monday.” Smoke exhales from his lips as he grins. “You’ll need your rest. You’re going to be working a lot. In fact, for the entire summer, I own you.”

      Like he doesn’t already.

      Little does he know that in a few weeks, I’ll be gone. Well, if things work out the way I plan.

      “Okay.” I stuff my hands into my pockets as my fingers begin to tremble.

      He rests his cigar in the ashtray with his eyes fixed on me. “You seem nervous. Any particular reason why?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not nervous.”

      His gaze bores into me. “You sure seem like it.”

      I shrug, resisting the urge to shift my weight. “Well, I don’t know why.”

      He drums his fingers against the desk, his gaze drifting to the wall that displays his knife collection. “It’s been a while since I took one of them down. Maybe I need to.” His gaze zeroes in on me. “Maybe I need to remind you what happens when you don’t obey me.”

      My fingers curl into fists, the scar feeling as though it’s been ripped open. “No sir. I don’t need reminding. I remember clearly.”

      “You sure about that?”

      I nod. I fucking hate that I have to. Fucking hate how weak I am around him.

      I fucking hate him.

      He stares at me for what feels like hours. “Fine, go.” He picks up the cigar. “Make sure to be ready to go by six o’clock Monday morning. If you’re a minute late, you’ll be punished. And be prepared to get your hands dirty. It’s about time you learn what it takes to run my company.”

      My jaw clenches. “Okay.”

      I turn and walk out of his office. I keep walking and walking and walking until I make it to the other side of the house. Then I slip into the workout room, close the door, and bash my hand against a punching bag over and over again. I hit it for so long my knuckles scrape open.

      Then I sink to the floor and drag my hand down my face.

      I can’t stand this anymore.

      I need out.

      I’m going to get out.

      I just wish I didn’t have to do what I’m about to do. Wish there was another way.

      But right now, besides working for Gregor, all I can see are dead ends that lead me right back to my father.

      That leaves me with only one choice.
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      “You’re awfully quiet today,” my mom says as she drives us home after a long, exhausting day of work.

      “I’m just tired,” I lie, not really feeling tired. I’m wired. Wired about the photo. Wired about my date. Wired about so many things that my mind feels like it’s spinning out of control.

      She turns into our apartment complex. “Then how about we order in and stream Netflix? That sounds relaxing, right?”

      “Actually, I can’t.” I pick at my fingernail, unsure how to approach the matter at hand. “I have plans tonight.”

      “Oh?” She steers the car into a parking space. “Is El coming over, or are you going over there?”

      I unfasten my seatbelt and reach for the door. “Actually, I’m going out on a date.” Then I dive out of the car and haul ass toward the apartment.

      “You have a date!” She chases after me, her sneakers hammering against the concrete. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I rush up the stairway, taking the stairs two at a time. “I did tell you … just barely.”

      “This isn’t last minute kind of news. I feel like you should’ve told me sooner.”

      “Maybe I just got asked out.” I reach the top of the stairs, out of breath.

      Man, I’m out of shape.

      She arrives a moment later, equally out of breath. “Did you?”

      “Umm …” I hate lying to her. “No …”

      She grasps the railing as she wipes sweat from her brow. “So when did you?”

      “A few days ago.” I dig the house keys out of my pocket.

      She sidesteps, blocking my way as I move toward the door. “Tell me who the mystery guy is,” she demands, but smiles excitedly. “I can’t believe you’re going out on your first date. This is so exciting.”

      She may be gushing now, but that’s going to change when I tell her who the mystery guy is. I wonder how much she’d flip out if I told her I was only going on the date because I’m helping Elodie get back at her brother.

      “Yeah, it is,” I agree, sounding completely opposite.

      She frowns. “Why don’t you seem more happy?”

      I shrug, fiddling with the key. “Because I know you’re going to get upset when you hear who I’m going on the date with.”

      “I highly doubt that. I’m just happy you are finally going on a date.”

      “You might want to wait until you hear who it is before you start making bold statements like that.”

      “Well, tell me, then.” She motions for me to get a move on.

      I restlessly drag the key up and down my palm as I mumble, “Carter Everlend.”

      Her eyes pop wide. “Elodie’s brother?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one.” I wait for her to lecture me, chew me out. I know she must loathe Carter. Sure, she doesn’t know about our history—what he said to me in third grade and that he’s teased me ever since then—but she works for his family. And I’ve heard Carter say shit about the cleaning people. It was one of the main reasons I decided to play this whole make-Carter-fall-in-love-with-me game to begin with.

      My mom falls into a moment of quiet contemplation, and then a small smile touches her lips. “That’s not too bad for your first date.”

      I blink at her. “What?”

      She smiles as she retrieves her keys from her purse. “Carter seems like a decent guy, at least from what I’ve seen.” She unlocks the door and walks into the apartment, leaving me out on the porch with my jaw hanging to my knees. Then I snap out of my stupor and rush after her.

      “Wait? Are we talking about the same person? Carter is Elodie’s brother. You know that, right?”

      “I do.” She tosses the keys onto the kitchen counter. “And from what I’ve seen, he seems like a gentleman.” She opens the fridge and grabs a bottle of water. “He’s always held the door open whenever I’m going into the house. He’s helped me carry in my supplies a bunch of times, too. And unlike his mother and father, he’s never talked down to me.”

      All I can do is stare at her in shock. “Are you sure you’re thinking of the right guy?”

      She nods, unscrewing the cap off the water bottle. “I’ve been cleaning the Everlend’s place for almost five years now, so unless they have another blond-haired, eighteen-year-old son, I know who Carter is.” She lifts the bottle to her lips to take a drink, then pauses. “Why do you seem so surprised by what I’m telling you? If you’re going on a date with him, you should think he’s a nice guy.”

      I cross my fingers I don’t look as guilty as I feel. “I do think he’s a good guy.” God, I suck. “I just didn’t realize he did all that stuff for you.”

      And if he did, why did he make that remark about the cleaning lady needing to clean up the oil in the garage. He was so rude then, so none of what my mom is saying makes sense.

      “He’s a really sweet guy.” She takes a sip of her water then sets the bottle down on the counter. “So, what are you wearing tonight? And where is he taking you? I want all the details!” She claps her hands together, gushing again.

      Me, I’m left feeling lost. Like I’m falling.

      Falling into the unknown.

      And soon, I’m going to crash.
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      The ding of the doorbell causes vomit to burn at the back of my throat.

      Not a good start at all.

      Then my hands begin to sweat and my pulse hammers like a unicorn on crack. I want to lock myself in the closet. No, scratch that. I want to puke, and then lock myself in the closet.

      “Ens, Carter’s here,” my mom announces, sending my pulse spiking even more.

      “Okay!” I shout down the hallway then rush over to the mirror on my bedroom wall.

      Not to check my reflection—I look how I always do and don’t need to double-check that I somehow miraculously changed. I’m just making sure I haven’t done anything stupid, like forgot to put on shoes or tucked my dress into my underwear.

      Once I’m satisfied that my feet are covered and my ass isn’t on display, I head out into the living room.

      Carter is standing in the small area near the door, smiling at something my mom is saying. He’s wearing a nice pair of jeans, boots, and a black, short-sleeved shirt that fits him perfectly. Strangely, he has leather bands on his wrists, which isn’t the normal, preppy look he usually sports. His blond hair is also styled a little bit messy tonight, but in an intentional way, and the scruff on his chin has grown a little bit more. His whole get-up is strange and strays from his usual style. Still, he looks good. Too good, since this is supposed to be a fake date that I’m controlling.

      One thing still remains the same. That smile he so frequently rocks. That confident smile. The one that makes my stomach flutter and churn at the same time. He’s doing it right now, and I can’t stand it, because I like it.

      I like it a lot.

      Instead of announcing my entry, I linger near the hallway, attempting to chill out my insane lunatic of a heart.

      Carter quickly notices me there, and his eyes sweep up and down my body.

      Suddenly, that smile fades.

      Lovely. Did I do something stupid, like overdress? Wait! I didn’t double-check to make sure I didn’t put any of my clothes on inside out.

      “You look …” He massages the back of his neck with an undecided expression. “Good.”

      “Um, thanks?” I say more as a question because he seems confused and I don’t get why. Or maybe I do and I just don’t want to admit it.

      He’s having second thoughts about this whole date thing, isn’t he? He probably realized he’s about to go out with a girl who looks like a guy.

      My mood nosedives. But hey, on a positive note, at least I no longer have to be a big old liar, liar, pants on fire.

      My mom glances from me to Carter, a huge smile possessing her face. She gives me a knowing look, like she’s trying to imply something. And in that moment, I question my mom’s sanity. Can’t she see how much Carter doesn’t want to be here? Why is she smiling!

      Crazy woman.

      “So, are you ready to go?” Carter focuses on my eyes, and he smiles. Just like that.

      It’s not the fucking smile that drives all the girls crazy, though. It’s an apprehensive smile, as if he’s suddenly lost some of his confidence. Which makes no sense and goes against everything I thought I knew about him, which leaves me apprehensive. Yep, it’s a vicious cycle.

      Somehow through the sea of confusion sloshing around in my brain, I do manage to nod. “Yep, I’m ready.” Then I smile. It’s totally fake, and I’m sure I look insane, but I give myself mad props for being able to do it while I’m fluttering with anxiousness.

      “You guys have fun,” my mom says as we’re walking out. Then she takes out her phone and snaps a photo of us, like I’m going to freakin’ prom.

      “Don’t post that,” I warn, shooting her a warning look.

      “Okay,” she says through a smile.

      Yeah, she’s totally going to post it.

      I don’t have time to argue with her, so I let her be and follow Carter out of the apartment.

      The sun is starting to set behind the shallow hills that surround the town, the sky grey and lightly dusted with stars. The air is the perfect temperature, not too hot and not too chilly. It’d be the perfect night except 1). I’m on a fake date, trying to play a player. 2). My palms are moist from nervous sweat, so yeah, yuck. And 3). Carter and I haven’t said a damn word to each other and we’re almost to his car.

      Fan-freakin’-tastic. I wonder if the night is going to turn into one big awkward fest.

      Then he finally speaks.

      “You look gorgeous,” he says as we’re heading toward the carport.

      I startle, not only because of the sudden crack in the awkward silence, but because he lightly traces his finger along the inside of my wrist. And like the spaz I am, I jump from the contact.

      Yep, great start, indeed.

      “Thanks,” I manage to mutter, coming to a stop in front of his car.

      “I mean it.” He digs his keys out from his pocket. “You look gorgeous. I mean, you always do, but …” He gives me a once-over, and then blinks a few times. “But tonight, you look extra gorgeous.”

      Not knowing what else to say, I sputter the first thing that pops into my mind. “Does that mean I get extra bonus points?”

      Face palm.

      He grins, no longer seeming nervous. “What sort of extra bonus points?”

      I shrug, feeling like an idiot. “I don’t know. Just bonus points I can use for anything.”

      “Anything?” He muses, rubbing his scruffy jawline. “That sounds sort of risky on my part.”

      “I wouldn’t use them for anything bad.” I slowly start to break through my awkwardness, even managing a tiny smile.

      “Well, that’s a disappointment,” he teases with a grin and a wink.

      It takes me a moment to get past the wink and fully become aware of what he said. Then my cheeks flush. Luckily, it’s dark enough that he can’t see it.

      A smile lights up his face. “You’re cute when you blush.”

      Okay, maybe not.

      “I’m not blushing,” I say, attempting to cover up my loserville status.

      “Liar,” he teases. “You’re blushing, and it’s cute, so stop arguing, okay?” He makes his way to the passenger side of the car. “Honestly, I’ve never been around a girl who blushes so much. Most of them just giggle. A lot. It’s fucking annoying.” He unlocks the car and opens the door. Then he stands there, holding the door open for me, backing up what my mom said about him being a gentleman.

      Thrown off by the way he’s acting, I end up tripping over my own feet and nearly fall flat on my face. My hands dart out, and I manage to grab something to brace the fall. And by something, I mean Carter’s arms. I also step on his toes.

      Super.

      “I’m so sorry,” I sputter as I start to move back. “I’m such a klutz. Seriously, my mom’s always saying I have two left feet. I think she might be on to something.”

      He grasps my arms, helping me get my balance. “I’ve noticed that about you, too, but I think it’s cute.”

      “Ugh,” I gripe. “You can’t think everything I do is cute.”

      Jesus, how much does he watch me? First the photo and now this?

      He chuckles, skimming his fingers up and down my arms. “The only way that’ll ever be possible is if you stop doing things that are cute.”

      Goose bumps sprout across my flesh from his touch. “I’m trying not to, but you just keep saying I am.”

      “That’s because you are.”

      “Are not.”

      “Are.”

      “Not.”

      He giggles. And no, I’m not shitting you. He full-on giggles, like a girl. And even though I don’t want to, I find it cute. Ridiculously cute.

      “Now, that’s cute,” I tease, wanting the upper hand in this game. At least, I think it’s a game. It’s becoming harder and harder to tell with every surprise and cute remark he throws at me.

      His laughter fades into confusion. “What is?”

      I grin. “That little giggling thing you just did.”

      He narrows his eyes at me, but his lips threaten to turn upward. “I don’t giggle. I laugh. Like a man.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do say so.”

      “Okay.”

      His eyes narrow to slits. “Stop that.”

      “Stop what?” I ask innocently. “I’m agreeing with you.”

      “Yeah, but in a teasing tone.”

      “Yeah, so? You use a teasing tone all the time.”

      “Only when I’m teasing.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Wait? What?” He smiles, seeming a bit lost.

      “I win.” I really don’t know that I did. Honestly, I feel lost myself. In this conversation. In the way he keeps smiling at me. In the way he keeps tracing his fingers up and down my arm.

      Remember the point of all this!

      Get your head in the game!

      “I literally have no clue what just happened.” He continues to move his fingers up and down my arm.

      Up and down.

      Up.

      And.

      Down.

      It feels so good. Too good.

      Don’t you dare shiver, Ensley. Don’t. You. Dare.

      “What happened is that you got your ass handed to you,” I say, internally sighing in relief that I don’t sound as breathless as I feel. “What was that thing you were saying about sensing a challenge? Because I’m pretty sure I just won.”

      He gives me a dirty look, yet he’s still on the verge of smiling. “You can’t win that.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Because you never accepted the challenge.”

      “I did, though,” I lie with a grin.

      His brow curves upward, and in the glow of the fading sunlight, his eyes sparkle with amusement. “No, you didn’t. In fact, I’m pretty sure you said you weren’t a challenge sort of girl.”

      “I changed my mind.” Another lie, but teasing him is sort of awesome. “And I told you that.”

      He gives me a questioning look. “Um, no, you didn’t, unless we somehow had a secret conversation.”

      “Well, apparently, we did. At least, according to you.” I let a moment pass, hoping he’ll finally tell me about this supposed conversation we had that I have no recollection of. But all he does is smile. That fucking smile. And those butterflies go all dreamy, la, la, la.

      If they don’t knock it off, I’m going to kick their la, la, la asses all the way to dreamyland.

      “Fine, don’t tell me.” I pretend to be unbothered, but I’m not. I want to know all about that conversation that I’m pretty sure was imaginary. “I still won the challenge.”

      His grin magnifies, like he’s enjoying our banter. “You can’t win a challenge if you didn’t accept the challenge. It’s challenge 101.”

      “I did accept it.” I give him a sugary sweet grin. “In my mind. And you should’ve been able to read it. It’s mind reader 101.”

      “Hey, I never said I was a mind reader,” he protests through a soft chuckle. “In fact, I said I wasn’t.”

      “But, in your mind, you were thinking you were,” I tell him, utterly clueless how we got to this point in the conversation. Having no clue what else to do, I keep rolling with it. “I know because I read your mind.”

      “Hey, you said you couldn’t read minds, either.” He’s all laughter now.

      “Yeah, well, I changed my mind.”

      “That’s a lot of minds.” He’s laughing and smiling and shaking his head.

      Normally, when Carter laughs around me, I feel like he’s laughing at me. I’m not sure that’s the case right now. The amusement in his eyes leads me to believe he might be enjoying this conversation.

      Then, just as swiftly as his laughter started, he grows quiet.

      Really quiet.

      Serious.

      So serious.

      And when his lips part, I panic.

      Crap. What the heck is he about to say? Is he going to admit this is all a joke?

      “You’re adorable. You know that?” He removes one hand from my arm and grazes his thumb across my cheekbone. “I mean, I’ve always sort of thought that, but witnessing it personally …” He doesn’t finish, tracing his thumb up and down my cheekbone.

      It feels wonderful, like a massage while eating chocolate. So wonderful and amazing. I really should get some sort of medal for not shivering and letting out a blissful moan.

      “You keep saying stuff like that,” I mumble. “That you’ve always thought I was this or that, but none of it’s been bad.” Words start pouring out of my mouth uncontrollably. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      In the back of my Carter-is-touching-me dazed mind, I know I shouldn’t be talking about this. Not when I’m supposed to be doing the plan. A plan that’s just getting started. But his touches are apparently making me stupid.

      A crease puckers between his brow. “Why would I say anything bad about you?”

      “Because you do all the time.”

      The crease between his brow deepens. “When?”

      “All the time,” I repeat. Never in a million years would I have ever thought I had the lady balls to confront him about this. “Every time you talk to me, I feel like you’re secretly teasing me.”

      His eyes twinkle. “That’s because I am.”

      Although I already knew this, I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut. I want to walk away. I should walk away. But the plan keeps my feet glued to the ground.

      He searches my eyes, panic flickering across his expression. “I’m not teasing you in a mean way, Ens. I’ve been trying to get your attention.”

      “Huh?” What?

      He smiles at the look on my face, which I’m certain looks stupid. “It’s called flirting. I guess it probably comes off a little weird when it’s only one-sided, huh?” His smile falters, as if he just realized this himself.

      “You’ve flirted with me?” Okaaaay … Yeah… Suuuree …

      I mean, I know he said that in the hallway already, but now he’s implying he does it all the time.

      “I like you,” he insists. “I always have.”

      Those wonderful feelings his touches were bringing go kerplunk.

      “I know that’s not true.”

      His hand pauses on my cheek. “It’s been true for a couple of years.”

      “Not always.” It’s not a question. I know the truth. I wish I knew the truth about everything he was telling me.

      “No, not always.” He sighs. “I know I’ve been an asshole—still am most of the time—but for the last few years, I’ve been trying to get you to stop acting like I have cooties.”

      His words make no sense to me and go against everything I’ve believed in for over a decade. I’m not even sure if I believe him now. Perhaps this is another part of his game. Perhaps it’s not. I really don’t know, which leaves me really confused and uneasy.

      So, I do the only thing I can think of.

      I crack a joke.

      “Cooties, huh?” I say through a nervous laugh. “I didn’t know those still existed.”

      One side of his mouth quirks up. “Well, I thought they didn’t, but with the way you act around me, I sometimes wonder if I might be suffering from some fictional disease.”

      “Maybe you just have a normal disease,” I say with a shrug. “Perhaps that’s what I’m really worried about.”

      He blasts me with a half-teasing, half-serious dirty look. “I don’t have any diseases. I’m cleaner than a whistle.”

      “Whistles aren’t really that clean. Think about all the saliva and germs on them.”

      He gapes at me, and I start to worry if maybe I took this conversation one step too far.

      Then he busts up laughing.

      “You’re seriously the most amusing person I’ve ever met.” He hunches over, holding on to one of my arms and forcing me to lean over slightly.

      “So, I’m cute, adorable, and amusing,” I joke, feeling slightly shaky inside, like I’m walking on a tight rope. “Sounds like I’m perfect.”

      When he straightens, his eyes are a bit watery with tears of laughter, and a ghost of a smile resides on his lips. “You seriously might be.”

      “I was kidding,” I stress. I know I’m not perfect. Far from it.

      “I’m not.” He looks freakin’ serious.

      It’s freakin’ scary.

      Then his gaze drops to my lips and before I can even comprehend what he’s doing, he leans toward me.

      To kiss me?

      I mentally laugh at my thoughts. Yeah, right.

      Closer, closer, his lips become.

      Okay, maybe not yeah right.

      Then his lips brush mine and, holy butterflies, I feel like I’ve kicked my own la, la, la ass to dreamyland.

      For the briefest moment, I let myself stay there. Then, for the weirdest moment, I feel like I’m falling. Not in a bad way. Just falling, falling, falling to maybe somewhere I’ve never been before.

      Then I remember everything, and I jerk back.

      Unfortunately, my two left feet skills decide to make a grand appearance again, and for the second time in ten minutes, I stumble into him and stomp on his foot.

      He curses and somehow ends up tripping over his own feet, falling flat on his ass.

      I don’t want to laugh. I really don’t. But I’m totally about to.

      Yep, I’m one of those people. The kind who uncontrollably laughs when someone trips or falls.

      “Oh, my God, are you okay?” I ask with my hand over my mouth.

      I’m not going to laugh. I’m not going to!

      He blinks up at me, his face full of shock. “I think so …” Then he gives me an accusing look. “I think your two left feet might be a disease and I just caught it. Thanks, by the way.”

      “You’re welcome,” I say automatically.

      That’s when I lose it and a giant pig snort of a laugh escapes my mouth. Once I get started, I can’t stop. And the more I laugh, the more I have to pee. And being the dork that I am, I somehow announce this to Carter.

      “That was so funny.” I wobble around, squeezing my legs together. “Oh, my God, I’m going to piss my pants.”

      “I’m glad my pain and humiliation is amusing to you.” He tries to look mad, but I detect a smile surfacing at his lips.

      “I’m sorry.” I try to contain my laughter.

      “Yeah, you sure seem like it.” He’s smiling now.

      Feeling bad, I extend my hand to him. “Here, let me help you up. It’s the least I can do for laughing at you.”

      “Actually, I think you might be able to do one more thing.” He slips his fingers through mine. But then instead of letting me pull him to his feet, he tugs me down. He doesn’t let me crack my face against the asphalt, though, catching me in his arms and positioning me in his lap. Then he starts tickling me.

      I squeal. “Stop! I’m already about to pee my pants!”

      He continues to tickle me. “You should’ve thought about that before you laughed at me.”

      “Well …” I try to say as I laugh, “if that’s the rules … of punishment … then …” I tickle him back.

      He squeals like a girl, and it’s the funniest noise I’ve ever heard, which does nothing to help alleviate my bladder situation.

      We laugh and laugh and laugh, continuing to tickle each other, until I try another tactic and capture his hand. He starts to wiggle it away, but then he freezes as my gaze falls to his knuckles. Well, not so much his knuckles but the fresh scrapes covering the skin.

      “What happened?” I wonder, lightly tracing my fingers over the wounds. “Wait? Did you get into a fight?”

      He forces a fake smile. “Yeah, with a punching bag. It kicked my ass. Seriously, punching bags can be mean fuckers.”

      I don’t know why, but I think he’s lying. “Are you okay? Some of them look really deep. Maybe we should go clean the cuts before we leave. Or I can get you an icepack.”

      He stares at me, seeming almost mystified. “I’m fine. I promise.” Then he’s slipping his hand out of mine and tickling me again.

      I let out a pig snort and squirm off his lap, bailing out to run upstairs to use the bathroom.

      He laughs his ass off, thinking it’s the funniest thing in the world.

      Yep, what a way to start a fake date.

      Makes me really curious what the rest of the night will hold. And slightly worried I might not be able to handle this. Like, maybe I’m going to be the one to end up with a broken heart.
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      I know the moment I realize I’m fucked. That this plan I’m supposed to be doing is going to fuck me over. Sure, the end goal is a great idea. But I’m starting to kick myself in the ass for choosing to get there this way.

      The change happened so fast. One minute, I felt in control. The next, I was falling.

      Literally.

      Right on my ass.

      I’ve never had a girl reject a kiss from me, and technically, Ens didn’t reject me right away. For a heart stopping moment, she let my lips linger on hers. They were as soft as they felt when I dragged my finger across them. Softer even. I don’t even know how that’s possible, but it is. I wanted more. So much more. And I almost always get what I want. At least, when it comes to girls. Then she pulled back, and it threw me completely off. So off that I tripped. Tripped. I couldn’t believe it.

      To make matters worse, I fell on my ass. Talk about wounded pride. I’ve never felt that before, and I have to say that I’m not a fan. I was about to get pissed, which I know makes me sound like a dick, but I am a dick.

      I was about to let my true colors shine in all their dick-ish glory.

      But then she laughed.

      Fucking laughed.

      Because I fell.

      It seemed like I should be getting mad, but the sound of her laughter was doing something weird to me. Or, to my heart, anyway. I wasn’t sure what it was—still don’t. All I know is that I no longer felt in control of the situation.

      Then she touched my knuckles with concern on her face and I knew I was a goner. No one has ever been concerned about me. Not my mom, my dad, or even Elodie. But there Ensley was concerned, worried I was hurt. I don’t know why I was so surprised. That’s the kind of person she is. I just never had her kindness directed at me.

      And there I was feeling like I was falling.

      And I literally have no idea if I’ve stopped yet.

      Just like I have no damn clue anymore if this whole fake date thing is fake anymore.

      Was it ever really fake, though?

      I’m so fucked.

      “So, where are you taking me?” she asks after we get in my car and are driving down the road in the direction of the edge of town.

      “I’m not sure yet.” And I’m not.

      I know where I’m supposed to take her, but I’m not sure I want to anymore.

      Think about the consequences if you back out, Carter. Do you want to become your father? Take over his business? Do awful things to people? You know if you don’t take over your dad’s business, he’s going to take everything from you and you’re going to need backup. Gregor’s world is my backup.

      But think about how much of a horrible person you’ll be for hurting Ensley.

      It’s like I have a devil and an angel sitting on my shoulder, whispering contradicting words in my ear.

      “You’re not sure yet?” She angles her head to the side in confusion.

      Unable to stop myself, I reach over and lightly graze my finger across her jawline. She doesn’t react, which leaves me feeling even more off my game.

      Dammit, she’s so unreadable!

      “We’re going to the lake.” Okay, yeah, we’ll start there.

      It was part of tonight’s date that had nothing to do with Gregor. The seeing if I could trust her part before I show her a side of my life no one else knows about. Not even Holden. And while I want to say that I trust her already, I honestly don’t know if I do. She’s a closed book. Always has been. And I want nothing more than to crack that book open.

      “The lake?” Puzzlement etches into her features.

      I nod, glad to throw her off her game. “Yep, to see if I can trust you.”

      “At the lake?” she repeats with a hint of anxiousness.

      I refrain from grinning. “You sound nervous.”

      “I’m just not a fan of water.”

      “You can swim, right?” If she can’t, my plan goes to shit.

      She bobs her head up and down. “But I’m not a fan of it.”

      “Well, you might have to be for a couple of minutes.” I make a right turn off the main road and steer down the dirt road that leads to the small lake. “Because this is my trust test.”

      She warily eyeballs the lake at the end of the road. “I’m not sure what your trust test consists of, but maybe we could just do a trust fall.”

      “We’re kind of going to fall.” I might kind of be falling now.

      God, I’m so fucking lame. Seriously, if any of my friends heard the shit going on in my head right now, they’d kick me in the dick.

      Maybe that’s what I need.

      I wince. No, no guy ever needs that.

      Her eyes dart to the area where the headlights illuminate against the short, jagged cliffs enclosing the lake. “No effing way.” She swiftly shakes her head. “No, no, no, no.”

      “Argue all you want, but it’s going to happen.” I put the car in park, leaving the lights on.

      “No, it’s not.” She crosses her arms and raises her chin defiantly. “All I have to say is that the date’s over and you need to take me home.”

      Shit, I didn’t think about that.

      “But you’re not going to say that.”

      Her brow lifts in a challenge. “Says who?”

      Goddammit, why can’t I tell if she’s joking or not? It’s driving me crazy and pissing me off. And it kind of makes me want to try kissing her again. Do all sorts of things to her with my mouth. I don’t even know why I’m reacting this way.

      Okay, maybe I do. I’ve wanted to kiss her for a while. I want to kiss her now.

      Kissing, kissing, kissing, it’s haunting my mind.

      Not just kissing either. I want to do a lot of other things to her, but if I tried most of them, I’d look like a dick. And I can’t be a dick when I’m with her.

      I don’t move in for the kiss, fearing rejection, which yeah, is another first for me.

      Instead, I pathetically say, “Please will you do this for me?” I stick out my lip as an extra bonus. Honestly, I have no clue if the move will work on her.

      Her gaze dances from my eyes to my jutted out lip. Eyes. Lips. Eyes. Lips … I wonder if she’s thinking about kissing me, too.

      Yes, kiss me.

      “Fine,” she surrenders.

      For a moment, I think she means kissing me. Then I realize I said that in my own head.

      And Elodie doesn’t think I’m weird.

      Smiling like an idiot, I reach for the door handle. “Trust me; when you see where we’re going tonight, you’re not going to regret this.”

      “That is, if I make it anywhere else tonight.” She eyeballs the cliffs again. “Well, besides the hospital.”

      I reach over and place my hand on her leg.

      When she jolts from my touch, I try not to take her reaction personally, but I kind of do.

      “You’ll be fine, I promise.” I give her leg a squeeze, noting how soft her skin is and how long her legs are. In fact, I noticed that the moment I saw her tonight. I always knew her legs were long, but she rarely shows them off. She really should, because they’re sexy as hell, especially with those goddamn socks she’s wearing. “This whole trust thing works both ways. You trust me. I trust you.” A dull ache forms in the pit of my chest.

      I’m pretty sure it’s guilt.

      “Fine.” She offers me a tentative smile.

      The pain in my chest expands.

      I almost open my mouth and tell her never mind, that this whole night is off, that I can’t go through with it, but she hops out of the car before I get a chance.

      I follow, still feeling conflicted. What do I do? The right thing? The wrong thing? Which decision is what? I’d like to say that I know the answer to that, that I understand wrong and right. However, my father does things that are in the very darkest areas of the spectrum, has done them for as long as I remember. And he’s trained me to eventually do those things, too, so sometimes I have a hard time telling what’s right and wrong.

      After staring out at the lake for a moment, I decide that the best plan of action is to go cliff diving before making my decision. Because the trust part of this date is harmless.

      Stepping toward the lake, I tug my shirt over my head.

      “What’re you doing?” Ensley squeaks, covering her mouth as she stares at my chest.

      And just like that, I get a little glimpse into what she’s thinking as her eyes wander up and down my chest.

      I fucking smile. I can’t help it. “Getting ready to jump.” I let my fingers wander down the front of my chest, across my stomach, down to the button of my jeans.

      Her eyes track my every movement, her hand lowering from her mouth, and I become less and less nervous. This is where I’m most comfortable. This is what I do best.

      I flick the button undone and try not to grin as she bites down on her bottom lip.

      “Why are you taking your clothes off?” she asks, her gaze fixed on my groin area as I drag the zipper of my jeans down.

      “I’m not going to go swimming in my clothes. Then I’d have to go home and change.” I start to pull my pants down.

      She stares momentarily before jerking her gaze off me and staring out at the lake, her eyes wide. “I’m not getting naked.”

      “I never said you had to.” I kick off my shoes and step out of my pants.

      “And I don’t want you to get naked, either.” She covers her eyes.

      I frown, my ego slightly wounded. “You sure about that?”

      “Yes.” She doesn’t miss a beat.

      Again, I almost stumble, yet I manage to catch myself. “How about I keep my boxers on?”

      “What about me?” she asks. “What am I supposed to wear?”

      “Well, if I had my way, nothing,” I joke. When she tenses, I add, “You can always just take your dress off and wear that plaid shirt. That doesn’t sound too bad, right?”

      She lets out a shaky breath then gives an uneven nod.

      I do my best to hide my disappointment. When she makes no move to start stripping—again, disappointment on my part—I add, “Do you want me to turn around while you change?”

      She bobs her head up and down.

      Sighing, I do something I’m not used to doing. I turn around and act like a total gentleman. Sure, I can occasionally be a good guy. I open doors for the elderly, I let ladies go first, and I help Ensley’s mom carry her cleaning supplies into the house all the time. Granted, I don’t do that for the guy who takes care of the garage and yard, but he’s a huge dude. He can lift his own shit.

      When I hear the rustling of fabric, I struggle, wanting to turn around so damn badly and see what’s underneath that dress she’s wearing. But I keep my word and stay turned until she tells me she’s good.

      “All right.” Her voice is quiet and laced with nervousness.

      When I turn around, I try not to stare, but holy shit, she looks so damn gorgeous. Who knew a plaid shirt could look so sexy on a girl? It doesn’t help that her hair is a wild mess, all sexy and wavy. I want to run my fingers through it. And don’t even get me started on her legs. I thought those socks were sexy, but nope, I think I prefer them bare.

      “You’re staring,” she says quietly, shifting her weight and tugging on the hem of the shirt.

      “Sorry.” No, I’m not. “You just look so …” I wet my lips with my tongue. “You look sexy as hell.”

      She snorts a laugh then rolls her eyes, looking away from me.

      My brows dip as I make my way over to her. “Why did you just laugh when I said that?”

      She shakes her head and shrugs. “I didn’t realize I did.”

      I reach out and cup her chin, gently but firmly turning her head toward me. “You did, and I want to know why.”

      Her brows elevate. “You really don’t know?”

      I try not to take the insinuation in her tone too personally. “I really don’t, so please just tell me.”

      “You’ve said please a lot in the last few minutes.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. No changing subjects until you tell me why you just laughed.”

      She frowns. “I’d rather not, if you don’t already know the answer.”

      I gently graze my finger along her lips. I know, I know. Not the right time at all. But they’re right there, and they’re so tempting.

      “Is it because of something I said?”

      She wavers. “Perhaps.”

      “Something I said right now.”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Okay, I’m so lost.”

      “That’s okay.” She pats my shoulder, all buddy-buddy-like, and I resist pouting. “You don’t need to know everything.”

      “Maybe not in general terms of everything in the world, but with you, I think I do.”

      “Ha! That’s the most ridiculous statement I’ve ever heard.”

      “No, I think it’s the most accurate.”

      She rolls her eyes slowly but dramatically, which both irks me and makes me want to try to kiss her again.

      Fuck, I’m so screwed.

      No, I’m more than screwed. If I kiss her and fall for her, then I’m going to want to tell her the truth. And if I tell her the truth about how I’m working with her father to figure out more about her so he can do God knows what, she’ll probably kick my ass to the curb. And Gregor will retract his offer to let me own one of his clubs. And that ownership is my escape plan, my one and only way to escape my family. And if you think I’m being overdramatic right now, you clearly don’t understand what kind of man my father is. He has connections to a lot of scary people who he’s helped escape long prison sentences and even death row. Those people would destroy me if he asked them to, like for example, Winston Maerriellie. And my dad would have me destroyed if I try to walk away from his company. How do I know this? Because he told me when I was seven.

      “When I get older and I’m ready to retire, you’re going to take over my position,” he said.

      I was coloring at his desk. He hated when I colored, said I needed to stop acting like a little kid. Again, I was seven. “What if I don’t want to? What if I want to become an artist or a photographer?”

      I went through a phase all through grade school where I believed I was going to become some famous photographer. I blame it on my mother. She was always taking me to art galleries or photo shoots, and I became fascinated with the concept.

      Of course, when I got older, I realized that was a pipedream. I own a camera and sometimes take photos. No one knows this about me, except for the people in the photography class and now Ens.

      I don’t even know why I sent her that photo. Well, maybe I do. I wanted her to see how I saw her, how other people see her. She deserved that. I just hope I didn’t freak her out. And I hope she doesn’t tell anyone because, if my father found out, he would flip

      Just like he did the day I told him I didn’t want to work for his company.

      After I told him, he took my crayons away and broke them into pieces.

      “You’re going to take over my company, and you’re going to be grateful.” He threw the pieces of crayons in the trash, and I did my best not to burst into tears, knowing he’d get mad if I did. “You’re my only son, Carter, and as my only son, it’s your responsibility to carry on what I’ve worked so hard to create. It’s in your blood. And you’re the only person I can trust to learn what I do.”

      I didn’t want to do what he did, mostly because the guys he worked with were scary. Some even carried guns.

      I started to open my mouth to protest, but he struck me so hard my ears rang. Then he grabbed a knife from his collection displayed on the wall, snatched ahold of my hand, and cut my palm open.

      I wanted to scream, but the look he gave me kept my quivering lips sealed.

      “That’ll leave a scar. Every time you think about arguing with me, look at that scar and remember what happens.” Then he turned and walked toward the door. “Tomorrow, I’m going to start teaching you about the business that you’re going to start officially working for the moment you graduate.”

      He made good on his threat, too, and I was too frightened to argue with him.

      But I don’t think I realized how fucking truly terrifying my father was until the day I overheard him put a hit on a man. I don’t know the full story. All I know is that a massive dude showed up at my house, and him and my father went into the office. They left the door open, and as I was passing by, I heard my father say, “Then put him in the ground.”

      He said it with such a casualness that I doubted that was the first time he’d uttered those words.

      I had covered my mouth and started to back away when he spotted me. His eyes flared with rage, and I ran, taking shelter in the attic. He found me within an hour.

      Let’s just say, I had another scar to add to my collection.

      I still don’t know who he put in the ground, or if he really meant the words how I interpreted them. And not knowing drives me crazy every single day.

      I tried to tell my mom once, but she shut the conversation down ASAP.

      “What your father does is none of our business,” she snapped. “Now go to your room before I tell your father what you’re up to.”

      And that was that.

      After that, I stopped arguing up until I turned sixteen and brought the idea up of maybe working for him and for someone else, as well. That’s when he did something worse than hit me.

      He threatened my life.

      “You won’t walk away from this, from all the hard work I’ve invested in training you,” he warned in a low tone. “If you try, I’ll end you. Got it?”

      In that moment, I hated him. I didn’t understand why he wouldn’t just let me walk away. Why it matters so much that I take over his company. I’m still wondering, but I’ve stopped caring about the consequences. I want out.

      That’s the thing about working for Gregor. He’s offered me protection on top of giving me one of his clubs. He has the best bodyguards in town. The best security. Money. Wealth. Power.

      I know some people say that none of that means anything, but when you’re in need of some serious protection, it does.

      So, yeah, that’s why I’m doing this.

      That’s why I need to keep doing this.

      I tear my thoughts away from the painful memories and focus on the present. The present is important. The present is going to get me away from my father’s future for me.

      “Well, if you’re not going to tell me, then”—I step away from Ens, both relieved from the space and hating it—“see you at the bottom.” Then I turn, run to the edge of the cliff, and jump, holding my breath.

      The fall lasts only for a second, yet somehow, it feels like an eternity, my lungs about to burst.

      I crash into the water, and when I resurface, the air comes rushing back to me.
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      I stare over the edge of the cliff, wrapping my arms around myself. I can’t believe I agreed to this. What the heck was I thinking?

      “Stop overthinking it!” Carter shouts from somewhere below me. I honestly can’t tell where since I can’t see a damn thing. “You’re psyching yourself out.”

      My heart thunders in my chest. “I can’t see anything. What if I hit the rocks?”

      “You won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Trust me.”

      I inch closer to the ledge. “Trust you? I barely know you.”

      “Aw, Ens, I thought we talked about this already.” His tone is all playful. Well, mostly playful, with a hint of edginess. “We’ve known each other for a decade.”

      “But we don’t know a lot about each other.”

      “We know enough.” He drags out a pause. “I know you love to read, that you hate wearing dresses, that talking to people freaks you out, but that you’re actually a great talker. I feel sorry for everyone who hasn’t gotten to experience the awesome conversationalist known as Ens the badass.”

      A laugh slips past my lips.

      “You like weird things, like steampunk and Alice in Wonderland. So much so that you sometimes wish you lived there,” he continues. “You hate the color pink, and think stuffing is the grossest food that’s ever existed. You love rock music, especially the classics, and you hate pop songs—they drive you nuts. Your mom is the most important person in the world to you, and El is your BFFFB; has been since third grade when she knocked my dumbass down on the ground because I was being a dumbass and deserved it.”

      I roll my tongue in my mouth, unsure of what to say. “Alice in Wonderland and steampunk aren’t weird. Everything else is just too normal.”

      “I completely agree with you.” His voice echoes around me.

      I peer over the edge again, wishing I could see him. “How did you know all of that? Did El tell you?”

      “She told me a few things,” he admits. “While some things are just from observing you. And some are from our secret conversation that you can’t remember that’s not such a secret anymore.”

      Gah! The cursed conversation I can’t remember. Why does it always come back to that!

      Then I rewind through what he said, my mind wandering elsewhere.

      “You observe me?” My voice is quiet, but it echoes against the stillness around us. “Like, when you took the photo?”

      He doesn’t answer right away. “I might watch you from a distance sometimes … It’s not as creepy as it sounds.”

      “Sounds kind of creepy to me.” About as creepy as my obsession with staring at him. “Well, if you did it more than once or twice. If it was only once, we can chock it up to you losing your mind for a split second.”

      Like I did when he took off his shirt.

      But, wow, oh wow, I couldn’t help it. I mean, sure, I’ve seen him shirtless when he’s swimming in his pool or just walking around in his pajama bottoms, but the experience is different when it’s just the two of us. Plus, he did that sexy thing where he dragged his hand down his chest to undo the button of his jeans …

      The crushy girl inside me was going wild. Good thing she doesn’t have complete control over my body, or I might have tried to touch him.

      “I guess I’m a creeper, then,” he jokes in an amused tone. “Because I may have done it more than once or twice.”

      “Yeah, you are. I better leave.” I turn on my heels, pretending to go. Well, mostly pretending. Part of me does want to run back to the car to avoid jumping off the ledge.

      “Hey, don’t leave me down here all by myself!” he shouts through a laugh. “I’m scared. It’s really creepy down here. I think a sea monster just brushed up against my leg.”

      I giggle, turning back around. “A sea monster? Really? That’s the best you can come up with? Where’s your sense of imagination?”

      “I’m not sure I have a very good imagination. Maybe you should help me out.”

      “Fine, how about this? Hundreds and hundreds of mermaids are in that lake with you right now.”

      “Mermaids don’t sound so bad. And they can be kind of hot.”

      “Not these ones. These ones have fangs and slime for skin, and their scales ooze pus.”

      He makes a gagging sound. “Gross.”

      I grin. “They also have claws. Yellow ones from all the fungus living on their skin. And when they eat you—which they will, because their favorite dessert is hot guys who jump into a lake at night by themselves—you’ll stay alive in their belly for decades, living off the pus that fills their insides.”

      “You’re so morbid,” he says through a gag. “And now I’m really creeped out.”

      “Enough to get out of the lake?”

      “Nope. But enough to never ask you what mermaids look like ever again. You’re seriously a little weirdo.”

      Dammit, I thought maybe scaring him would get me out of this.

      “Come on, Ens, just get it over with,” he tries to encourage. “And then we’ll do something fun.”

      I don’t want to do it. At all. Yet, I find myself inching closer to the edge.

      “If mermaids try to eat me, you’ll stop them, right?” I ask, closing my eyes.

      “Of course. I’ll offer myself as a sacrifice.”

      “Okay. Good.”

      He laughs. “Glad you don’t sound too upset about the fact that I just basically said I’d die for you.”

      “You wouldn’t die. You’d just be living in a pus-filled stomach.”

      “Which is worse than death.”

      “True.”

      The air grows quiet around me, a warm breeze kissing my exposed skin. I feel so vulnerable at the moment, standing on a ledge, wearing nothing but a plaid shirt and my bra and underwear, with Carter down below me, either playing a game with me or flirting. Both seem equally terrifying.

      I want to run. I want to chicken out. But I find myself bending my knees.

      If you asked me in this moment why I decided to do it, I couldn’t tell you. Perhaps it’s because I know the date won’t continue unless I do. That the plan won’t continue. Or maybe it’s that Carter is down there and somehow my crush has become more than just a crush.

      Or maybe I’m just having my very first live-in-the-moment experience.

      Whatever the reason, I take a deep breath and jump.

      Then I fall and fall and fall.

      Okay, maybe I just fall. Because, by the time I actually realize I’m falling, I’m already landing in the water. Or, well, landing in Carter’s arms, since the second I sink under, he wraps his arms around me and pulls me up.

      Once I break the surface, I gasp for air, my gaze moving to the cliff that I just jumped from. The pitch-black night makes it nearly impossible to see, but the headlights shining above, along with the moonlight and stars, offer a speck of light.

      “Holy shit, that was intense,” I breathe, my eyes wide as I clutch his bare shoulders.

      “But not as bad as you thought, right?” His mouth is so close to my ear that his breath warms my skin.

      This time, I can’t help shivering. Fortunately, I’m already shivering enough from the cold water that I doubt he notices.

      “That all depends.” Crap, I sound too breathless.

      “On what?” His mouth is now so close to my ear that his lips brush my skin.

      I swallow hard. “On if mermaids try to eat us.”

      He chuckles. “I already told you that, if that happened, I’d sacrifice myself to save you.”

      “You think that’d work?” I aim for a light tone, but epically fail. “That they’d take you over me?”

      “If they were female mermaids, they would.” His fingers wander to the collar of my shirt, and then he pulls the wet fabric away from my skin, exposing my collarbone to the warm night air.

      I know I should move away. After knowing Carter for a decade, I understand how charming and seductive he can be when he wants to be. A lot of times, he doesn’t even have to try that hard. I’ve seen him pull some moves out before.

      I should pull away. Stop him. This is too far …

      Then his lips graze the side of my neck and all my protests go peace out, bitches! as my eyes roll into the back of my head.

      Feeling as though I’m about to fall back into the water and sink, I clutch on tighter to his shoulders, my fingernails scratching his skin.

      He groans.

      I start to pull away. “Sorry. I didn’t realize I was hurting you.”

      “You’re not,” he says, his voice hoarse. Then he brushes his lips across the side of my neck again and whispers, “Put your hands back on me, Ens.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, feeling as awkward as … well, me. Still, I place my hands back on his shoulders, loathing how my fingers tremble.

      He kisses my neck again and again, then starts gently sucking on my skin. In the back of my mind, warning flags go off, warning me that I shouldn’t be doing this. That this is only a game and I don’t even know what his real intentions are. That I shouldn’t be letting him kiss me like this when I’ve never been kissed before. That he doesn’t deserve to get my first kiss.

      However, as he makes a delicate path up the side of my neck and along my jawline, I somehow stop thinking altogether. All I can focus on is the softness of his lips, the way his stubble lightly rubs against my skin, the feel of his hands as he places them on my sides, the way my heart pulsates.

      When he reaches my lips, he pauses, as if giving me time to back out. I should. I really, really should, but haziness has possessed my brain, as if I’m drunk and stoned, buzzed out of my mind. Part of me wishes I was. At least then I’d have an excuse for why I stay motionless.

      The sound of my ragged breaths fills the air as he leans in and seals his lips to mine. He doesn’t try to shove his tongue into my mouth, instead just letting his lips linger. And I swear I hear him whisper something along the lines of, “I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time.” But maybe I heard him wrong.

      I inhale shakily through my nose, worried he can tell how nervous I am.

      “You want me to stop?” he whispers against my lips.

      “No.” My response is so automatic, making me wonder just how much I want this.

      I blame my reaction on the version of Carter I’ve seen tonight and for the last few days. He’s been different, at least to me. This isn’t the Carter I was supposed to be screwing over. Truthfully, I’m not even sure if I am screwing him over anymore, which gives him all the power to screw me over. And while I don’t know whether he’s being genuine, that falling sensation consumes me again and all I can do is grip on to him and pretend that this is all real.

      “Good,” Carter says, and then crushes his lips against mine.

      This time he really kisses me, slipping his tongue into my mouth. Our tongues tangle as he slides his hands up my waist, inching upward until he reaches the bottom of my breast. He doesn’t cop a feel, letting his fingers wander from side to side. When I shiver, he kisses me deeper.

      He tastes like mint, and his tongue is so warm. The combination makes me feel as if I’m melting. How that’s possible when I’m in the middle of a chilly lake is beyond me. But I embrace the sensation, trying my best to kiss him back and hoping to God he doesn’t notice I’m a virgin kisser. I’m sure he does, though, by my uncertainty, by the way my body trembles.

      Seriously, I need to get a grip on myself. But the longer we kiss, the more I lose control over my body. Somehow, my legs end up wrapped around his waist, and my fingers tangle in his hair as I grind against him. He groans, sliding his hand down to my ass and holding me up. Then he grinds against me, too.

      I lightly tug on his hair, and he moans again. The sound makes my heart skip a beat, and I start to grow concerned the damn thing is going to stop beating altogether.

      Is this what all first kisses are like? Does everyone lose control of their body and mind? Do they worry their hearts are going to give out? Do they feel like they’re losing control over everything, but they don’t care?

      After what feels like hours, yet still not enough time, Carter finally breaks the kiss. He doesn’t move back, though, simply resting his forehead against mine. His breath dusts against my lips as he holds me while keeping us afloat.

      He remains silent for so long I begin to grow self-conscious.

      Finally, he shatters the silence.

      “We should probably get going,” he whispers.

      That’s it. That’s all he says. Then he starts paddling toward the shore while holding my hand.

      And suddenly, that falling sensation alters into a sinking sensation.

      The sinking sensation that I may have just screwed myself—well, my heart—over big time.
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      After we climb out of the water, we hike up a short path to the top of the cliffs where the car is parked. My lips are swollen from the kissing, my chin burns a little from where his scruffy jaw rubbed against my skin, and my mind is a cloudy mess, crammed with questions about what just happened.

      By the time we reach the car, my mind is a muddy clusterfuck of a mess—metaphorically, of course—and my feet are a muddy mess—literally. Carter gets a towel out from his trunk so I can clean off my feet and dry off. Apparently, he came prepared for a midnight swim.

      I want to crack a joke about him being so sure I was going to jump, that I was going to trust him, but it seems silly when I actually did it. Besides, he’s barely uttered two words to me since we kissed.

      I feel stupid for letting him kiss me at all. Plus, I’m hurt, like third grade all over again kind of hurt. Which probably means this is no longer a game to me. Honestly, I question if it ever was.

      “You’re being really quiet,” Carter says as he slips his shirt back on.

      I shrug as I dry my hair with the towel. “So are you.” I cringe at the hurt evident in my voice.

      He frowns, squinting against the headlights as he studies me. “Something’s wrong.”

      I pick up my dress from off the hood of the car. “Can you turn around so I can get dressed?”

      He slowly shakes his head, his gaze fixed on me. “Not until you tell me what’s bothering you.”

      “Nothing’s bothering me,” I lie, hugging my dress to my chest.

      He shakes his head again then steps toward me, not stopping until he’s right in front of me and my butt is pressed against the hood of the car and the dress falls from my hands. “I can tell something’s bugging you, Ens. Ever since I kissed you …” An uneven breath fumbles from his lips. “Did you not want to?”

      “What? No.” My answer is immediate, and I internally cringe, loathing how desperate I sound.

      He visibly relaxes, his muscles loosening.

      “Then what’s wrong?” He reaches out and caresses my cheek with his thumb.

      He’s touched me like this a handful of times, and I’m beginning to wonder if he has some sort of weird fascination with my cheek. I don’t know why. It’s just a cheek. A freckly cheek. A cheek that’s on my face. A face that looks like a guy. I look like a guy. I’m not pretty. So why, why, why …?

      “Why did you kiss me?” I sputter out as a clusterfuck of emotions pour through my veins.

      His brows dip. “Because I wanted to.”

      “But why?” I summon a deep breath, preparing to say something that I’ve wanted to say for a very long time. “Why would you kiss me when you don’t like me? Why would you kiss me when all you’ve ever done is tell me I’m not pretty and that I look like a guy? Obviously, you’re not attracted to me, and I get why, but still … Why kiss me?”

      His hand freezes on my cheek, his lips parting. “You think I think you’re not pretty and that you look like a guy?”

      “I don’t know why you sound so shocked.” I grip the front bumper of the car as my legs wobble from the emotional overload whipping through my body. “You’ve said those things to me before.”

      “I’ve never said you weren’t pretty.” A deafening breath puffs from his lips as he reaches up and yanks his hand through his damp hair. “As for the whole looking like a guy part … that was back in third grade.” He drops his arm to his side, his gaze boring into me. “I said a lot of things back in third grade that I didn’t mean. I still say things I don’t mean. But I know that, besides in third grade, I’ve never told you that you aren’t pretty or that you look like a guy. In fact, I’ve told you you’re pretty a lot of times.”

      “Over the last few days.”

      “Yeah, so? It takes a lot of balls to tell a girl she’s pretty.”

      “Not for you.”

      His intense gaze burrows into me. “When it’s a girl I like, it does.”

      I swallow hard. “You did tell me I wasn’t pretty, though. On our last day of school.”

      He shakes his head, his jaw clenching. “I knew you thought I was talking to you and I’m betting El played a part in it.”

      “El’s never played a part in anything that would hurt me. She knew you were directing those words at me, too.”

      He grinds his teeth. “No, I wasn’t. I was directing them at her, because she called me pretty boy. And because that’s what we do. We argue and see who can get the upper hand.”

      My mind is spinning in a whirlwind of confusion. Could he be telling the truth?

      “But you looked at me, too, when you said it.”

      “I may have glanced at you because you were right there, but I promise you that I wasn’t referring to you. Why the fuck would I when I think you’re pretty?” He takes a step closer to me, his bare toes touching mine. “I’ve thought that since about the beginning of sophomore year. I’d just gotten back from a vacation with my mom and hadn’t seen you for, like, three months. You and El were sitting out by the pool when I got home and you were wearing these cut-off shorts and this swimsuit top with all these straps on it. When I walked out, you were laughing about something and you had your head thrown back. You were also holding a book. It had a witch on the cover. Well, either that or just a chick with a pointy hat. Anyway, you looked hot. I mean, you were always pretty, but that day, I thought you looked really pretty. And your laugh nearly did me in.”

      I stand there, stunned, my jaw hanging agape. My initial instinct is to deny the truth of his words, but considering how detailed of a story that was …

      “How do you remember all of that?” I ask quietly.

      He traces a line underneath my eye with his finger. “Because that’s when I started liking you.” Back and forth his finger moves, and it takes all of my self-control not to close my eyes. “I tried to flirt with you then, but you always seemed uninterested or acted like I was annoying you.”

      “I thought you were teasing me,” I admit. “It felt like you were.”

      “Teasing and flirting are kind of the same sometimes, Ens.”

      “Yeah, but …” I shrug, feeling so, so, so damn lost. “You teased me when we were in grade school. I just thought …” I shrug again, unsure of what to say.

      He wets his lips with his tongue, fear flashing in his eyes. “Do you want to know why I said that to you? Back in third grade?”

      I hesitate. “I don’t know.” If he says it’s because I looked like a boy, it might erase all those wonderful words he just said to me. And I don’t want them erased yet. I want to hold on to them, and then run back to that cliff and dive off, sink to the bottom, and hide there forever, where all I can remember is the words he just spoke to me, instead of everything else. And I mean everything. Because Carter wasn’t the only person who ever said cruel words to me. And each cruel word left a tiny scar on my self-confidence.

      “It’s not as bad as you think,” he attempts to assure me. “I’ve never told anyone. I’m not supposed to tell anyone.”

      I’m still reluctant, but I unsteadily nod.

      He splays his fingers across my cheek as he looks me straight in the eye, seeming nervous. “Back before third grade, my family didn’t seem to have it together as much as we do now. Most of that came from the fact that my mom didn’t come from money.” He pauses, as if giving me time to process that. “You already knew that, didn’t you?”

      I nod. “My mom mentioned it once. And El told me the story you told her.”

      “Ah.” He nods in understanding. “Did she tell you about how our mom used to be an outcast from all the rich socialites’ inner circles?”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t even realize there were rich socialite inner circles.”

      “Oh yes, they’re very important.” His tone is all sarcasm. “It’s basically like high school for old people. You have your popular circle, your prestigious circle, your rich, rich circle, and then you have people like my mom who are shunned from all the circles.”

      “All because she used to be poor?”

      “Yep.”

      I scrunch my nose. “You know, sometimes I’m glad I don’t come from money.”

      He winces at that, which throws me off.

      Before I can ask why he did that, he continues.

      “Anyway, back to my story.” With a little bit of pressure on my cheek, he angles my head to the side and smooths his thumb along my cheek again. “When I was in third grade, my mom told me that one day I’d need to make new friends. Then she gave me a list of names. All the kids belonged to families who were high up in the inner circles, so yeah, she was pretty much using me to get our family into those circles.

      “At first, I argued with her. I liked my friends and didn’t want to become friends with the kids on her list. With the exception of Holden, most of them were jerks. Yeah, I wasn’t perfect or anything, but I didn’t pick on people.”

      True. Now that I think about it, Carter didn’t turn into a jerk until a few weeks before he told me I looked like a boy.

      “But she told me I didn’t have a choice, and that, if I didn’t comply, I’d get sent to a foster home,” he continues.

      My eyes widen. “What? She said that to you?”

      He nods tensely. “My mom’s not the nicest mom in the world. I’m sure you probably already know that, considering how she treats Elodie.”

      “Yeah, but I thought she was only that way with Elodie.”

      He smiles sadly and shakes his head. It’s such a sad smile that makes me want to cry.

      “They only treat El like shit because she doesn’t do what they want. They treat me decently because I follow every demand they’ve made for almost all of my life. Even demands I shouldn’t have.” He steps closer until our bodies are aligned. “I should’ve said no when my mom told me to make those friends, but I was afraid she’d send me away, so I did what she wanted. The problem was, the only way these kids would accept me into their group was if I passed a test.”

      I swallow a shallow breath as I sense where this story is going.

      “The test was to walk up to the quietest girl in our school and ask her if she was a boy or a girl, even though it was clear she was a girl. And she was such a quiet, sweet, pretty girl who didn’t deserve to get picked on.” He trails his fingers up my cheek and tangles them through my hair. “I didn’t mean what I said that day, and if I could go back in time, I wouldn’t have done it. Unfortunately, time machines don’t exist, so all I can do is ask that she forgive me now and hope she says yes.” A hopeful look crosses his expression.

      I don’t answer right away, stunned into silence. All these years, I let his words, and other people’s, shape how I thought, and supposedly the words were never true? That makes me pause and really think about my life.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have let words affect me so much?

      “Yeah, I forgive you.” A bit of pressure releases in my chest. A pressure I never realized was there.

      A smile breaks across his face. “Good. I’m glad.” Then he dips his head and lightly brushes his lips against mine, the scruff on his chin scratching against my skin. “I’d hate myself if you didn’t.”

      “Well, it’s not entirely your fault.” I rub where his scruff scratched me and note how my lips are tingly. “It’s kind of your mom’s.”

      “Yeah, but I’m the one who made the choice.”

      “You were eight. You’re supposed to listen to your parents when you’re that young. And your mom shouldn’t have ever asked you to do something like that.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He shrugs. “But she’s never really been mom of the year. Neither has my dad.”

      “Neither has my dad,” I instinctively say. “Of course, I don’t know him. For all I know, he could have a new family by now and he’s a super father.” When Carter stiffens, I add, “Sorry, I just piled some heavy shit on you, didn’t I?”

      “You’re fine.” He tucks a strand of my damp hair behind my ear. “I did the same thing to you, so consider us even.”

      “Even, huh?” My guilt level shoots up.

      He nods. “Unless you want to tell me about something you did to me that’s terrible that I don’t know about.”

      I tense. “Um…”

      He chuckles. “I’m just messing with you, Ens.”

      “Oh.” Now I’m nervous.

      “Relax.” He cups my cheek, giving me a strange, perplexed look. Then he lowers his hand from my face, laces his fingers through mine, and pulls me with him as he sits down on the hood of his car.

      The hood is cool against my ass, reminding me that I’m only wearing a shirt and underwear. I want to get up and get dress, but instead find myself studying him, like I have several times. Only this time he looks different, like I’m seeing him for the first time.

      “I don’t want you to be nervous around me anymore. I know I might not deserve that, but I want it.” He swallows hard, his eyes dropping to my lips. “I want it really, really fucking bad.”

      The heat in his eyes causes me to gulp. “I-I’ll try.” I hate when I stammer. I used to do it when I was younger and got nervous. Thankfully, I got over it. For the most part anyway.

      He strokes his finger up and down my hand. “I know you’re nervous now. You only stammer when you’re nervous.”

      My heart leaps in my chest as he proves again that he’s been watching me. “I’m trying not to be, but you make me nervous.” My gaze falls to where his fingers are stroking my hand.

      “Is it because I’m touching you?”

      “Yeah… It’s not a bad thing. It just feels good and new and that makes me nervous.” And because it’s you and I’ve wanted you for a long time. But I keep that part to myself.

      He nods, as if understanding. “Well, maybe the more I do it, the less nervous you’ll be.”

      That comment makes me wonder how much time he plans on spending with me. Just tonight and at the party? Longer? Carter isn’t a long-term relationship sort of guy, at least the Carter I knew. What if he’s different, though? What if he…

      All thoughts evacuate my mind as he dips his head and steals another kiss, letting his lips linger on my mouth. My hands instinctively travel toward his shoulders and I grip on for dear life.

      He groans. “As much as I love where this is heading, I think I need to stop.” Sucking in a breath, he pulls back and looks me. “For now anyway.”

      My heart nearly ninja flips out of my throat. I tell myself my reaction is from my nerves, but deep down I think I’m excited. The reaction feels wrong but at the same time right. I’m seriously so conflicted and confused.

      A genuine smile graces his lips. “I’m going to go check my phone while you get dressed. I promise I won’t look, even though I really want to.” He dazzles me with a grin and a wink before collecting his boots from the ground and heading toward the driver’s side of the car.

      Before he climbs in, he pauses. “And Ens, even if your dad has a whole other family and he’s good to them, he’s still a shitty father since he’s your father and he should’ve been there for you. You shouldn’t forgive him easily.”

      “Well, he’d have to apologize for that to ever happen. And I doubt it ever will.”

      “You never know.” With that, he climbs into the car, lowers his head, and gives me a thumbs-up.

      Releasing a loud breath, I peel off the plaid shirt and wiggle into the dress while my mind races. I want to feel good about what happened, about the words we shared and the kiss. After everything that’s happened, I should feel good.

      So then, why do I feel so shitty?

      Because, if Carter is telling the truth, I’m the shitty person now. That’s why.

      I’m the liar. I’m the bad person. I’m everything I thought Carter was.

      Maybe even worse.
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      I can’t believe what just happened, that I told Ens the truth. I’ve never told anyone how my mom forced me to make new friends. Not even El or Holden know about it. But Ens needed to know the truth. She needed to understand that not everything is what it seems.

      I just wish I had the balls to tell her about her dad and how I’m helping him. Tell her everything. Come clean.

      I’ve never felt this guilty in my entire life. So guilty that I can barely breathe.

      I never should’ve kissed her. It was crossing a line. And to make things worse, I think it was her first kiss. Deep down, I love that it was, which might make this situation even more fucked up.

      Gregor told me to become friends with her, not make out with her in the lake and take her first kiss. But fuck, that kiss … That kiss was everything.

      All those girls I’ve been with, they never meant anything to me. I was playing a part. Doing what I was told to do. But Ensley means something to me. I don’t know how that’s possible. We’ve only been on one date for fuck’s sake. No, not even that. We’ve been on half a date. But, then again, I spent so much time watching her… Maybe I was starting to feel something before all of this. Could that be possible? To fall for someone before you even have them?

      One thing’s for sure, I’m starting to wonder if, for the first time in my life, I’m not playing a game.

      The problem is, technically I am. Which I know doesn’t make much sense, but in a way, it does.

      I need to fix this before I lose it. Whatever this is.

      Letting out a frustrated exhale, I collect my phone from the console. Then I release another breath before opening a text message to Gregor, my fingers trembling as I type.

      Me: I don’t think I can bring Ens to the club tonight. Some stuff happened.

      Gregor: What sort of stuff?

      Me: Just some stuff.

      Gregor: Are you having second thoughts about our deal? I’d advise against that.

      Me: I’m not really sure what I want anymore. I need some time to think about all of this.

      Gregor: Well, while you think, sit on this: if you back out of this deal, I’m going to have to find someone else to take your place. Is that what you want? Some other guy doing what you’re doing with Ensley?

      The words, “take your place,” don’t sit well with me at all.

      I still don’t fully understand why Gregor can’t just approach Ens himself, which makes me question if something’s off about this situation.

      Me: I’m just friends with her, which is what you told me to do, so yeah, I’m okay with that.

      What a fucking lie. I’m more than friends with her, and I don’t want anyone to take my place. I’m not going to let anyone take my place. I think I’m going to tell her the truth.

      Gregor: Okay, then how about this? You keep your end of the deal, and I won’t send this file I have in front of me to your father … A file that clearly shows he’s not yours or your sister’s real father.

      “What?” I breathe out, my heart jackhammering in my chest.

      Is he fucking with me?

      Yeah, he has to be fucking with me.

      Me: You’re lying.

      Gregor: No, I’m not. I may be a lot of things, but I’m not a liar. And I think you know that as well as I do. And I think you know, as well as I do, that your father’s the kind of man who’s not going to take this news very well.

      My mind is racing a million miles a minute. Is he telling the truth? Could my dad not be my real father? If the answers are yes, then El and I are fucked. And so is my mom. My father—or, at least the man I believed was my father—isn’t the sort of man who’s going to let this go easily. He’ll ruin my mom first, and then El and I.

      Feeling like I’m suffocating, I crack the window.

      I need to get out of this car. I need to think. Figure this out.

      “Hey, Ens? You dressed yet?”

      A slamming heartbeat of a second ticks by, and then she says, “Yeah, I’m good.”

      Exhaling, I open the door and climb out. She’s standing in the headlights with her dress, knee-high socks, and boots are back on. Her hair is damp and hangs across her shoulders in waves. Not a drop of makeup touches her face, showing her freckles.

      I take back what I said earlier.

      She’s not pretty.

      She’s not sexy.

      She’s fucking beautiful.

      I want to kiss her so damn badly.

      But I need to clear my head, need to stop panicking and figure this out.

      Still checking her out, I take a step toward her. “I think my watch fell off somewhere. Do you want to get in the car and lock the doors while I go look for it?”

      She gives me a funny look. “Lock the doors? That seems a bit extreme, don’t you think?”

      I shake my head, closing the distance between us. “Do you know how many horror stories start with a guy and a girl alone by a lake? Then the guy leaves the girl for just a few minutes to either get gas or take a piss or something, and when he comes back, the girl’s gone.”

      She tenses, her eyes scanning the field around us. “Okay, I wasn’t creeped out before, but now I am.” Her eyes land back on me, and she juts out her bottom lip. “Thanks for that.”

      God, she’s so adorable. I can’t stand it.

      “I’ll hurry,” I promise her. Then, unable to stop myself, I lean in and kiss her, partly out of desire and partly out of desperation that all of this is going to end before we even get a chance to really start it.

      I mean to keep it a brief kiss, but when my heart races like a goddamn lunatic from the connection, I seriously lose my mind. Suddenly, I’m backing her up against the car while crushing my lips against hers. My hands are traveling all over her body, along her sides, before residing on her hips. My fingers dip downward, and then I lift her up onto the hood.

      When she gasps against my mouth, I pull back, worried I’ve pushed her too far.

      She stares up at me, her eyes wide, her chest moving frantically up and down with each ravenous breath she takes. Her lips are swollen from the intense kiss, and her eyes are glazed over with desire. I’ve wanted to see that look in her eyes since sophomore year when I started becoming obsessed with her.

      God, she’s so fucking beautiful.

      I’m seriously so fucking hard right now.

      I want to spread her legs open and devour her.

      But when she nervously wets her lips with her tongue, I’m reminded how inexperienced she is, and how I took her first kiss just moments ago. The last thing she needs me to do is try to take her virginity on the same night, especially when I’ve been lying to her.

      I need to keep this strictly kissing.

      God, there’s another first.

      I swallow hard. “Is this okay? I can stop if you want me to.”

      She hesitates, her dazed eyes flicking to my lips. “It’s fine.”

      “I’m just going to kiss you,” I promise, lining my body over hers and pressing my lips to hers again.

      She groans from the connection, her body arching into mine as she wraps her legs around my waist.

      Fuck, my self-control is being tested.

      I need to stop.

      I can’t seem to get control over my body, though.

      I kiss her deeply, tangling my tongue with hers. I bite on her bottom lip while gripping her waist, trying to stay in control. Trying not to lose it. But when she grinds her hips against mine, I damn near explode.

      I pull back, gasping for air, before I end up ripping off her clothes.

      She blinks up at me dazedly. “Is everything okay?”

      I sketch a path down her cheek with my fingertip. “Yeah, I just need to cool off for a few minutes before I end up doing something I shouldn’t.”

      She frowns, perplexed, but doesn’t say anything.

      I thread my fingers through hers and help her to her feet. Then I steal one last kiss before backing away.

      “I’m going to go find my watch. I’ll be right back. Get in the car and lock the door,” I tell her, then hurry toward the path before I do something stupid.

      After hiking down the path for about a minute, I sink to my knees. Then I lose my shit.

      All these years of living with my father, all the violence, all the yelling, all the control, all the brainwashing, and it was all for nothing.

      Part of me feels crushed by the revelation. The other part of me feels relieved. Relieved that the horrible man who raised me doesn’t share my blood.

      But if what Gregor said is true, then who is my real father? And how did my mom keep this a secret for so long?
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      I do what Carter says and climb into the car, locking the doors. Then I sit on edge, waiting for him to return. My eyes keep drifting to the dark field and to the road behind the car. Every shadow creeps me out. Every noise makes me jump.

      Dammit, Carter, thanks for freaking me out.

      Still, it was kind of sweet that he was worried about me.

      I just wish I wasn’t so scared right now.

      To try to chill the hell out, I attempt to focus on something else. My mind zooms right to that kiss we shared on the hood of the car. Or, well, I guess it was more than a kiss since I nearly dry humped him. And then he pulled away.

      I frown. Why did he pull away? It doesn’t make any sense. That’s not what Carter does. I’ve seen him kiss many girls and take them up to his room. He has a fuck-chest, for God’s sake. And yet, he pulls away from me while we’re kissing?

      My frown deepens. Maybe I did something weird.

      Why do I care so much? This is supposed to be a game, right?

      The truth is, I’m not so sure anymore. I’m not sure I was ever really sure. After watching him for all those years and fantasizing about him, I think deep down I’ve always wanted to kiss him. I just never thought it’d happen. Just like I never thought Carter could be a good guy. But maybe I’ve been wrong this entire time. I mean, I never would’ve guessed that he was into photography. Or that he helped my mom carry her stuff inside the house when she’s working. Or that he watches me and takes photos of me, which might seem kind of weird, but honestly, I like that he’s been watching me like I watch him. It makes me feel like we’re both equally as weird and maybe kind of perfect for each other. Weirdly perfectly for each other.

      God, I’m going back to la, la, la, dreamyland again… I think I need to kick my ass.

      My phone suddenly buzzes, and I nearly leap out of my skin.

      Shaking my head at my spastic behavior, I check the incoming message.

      El: So, how’s the big date going? He kiss you yet?

      If only she knew.

      Me: I thought we decided I wouldn’t kiss him.

      El: No, I told you to do whatever you wanted. And my gut instinct is telling me you want to kiss him. My gut instinct is also telling me he kissed you already.

      I chew on my bottom lip as I type a reply.

      Me: How did you know that?

      El: Ha! I didn’t, but now I do. Don’t tell me the deets, though, because ew, gross. Just tell me you liked it.

      Me: I thought I wasn’t supposed to like it. That I was supposed to be playing him so I could crush his heart, remember? It was your plan.

      El: Yeah, maybe.

      Me: What do you mean, yeah maybe? You’re the one who started this!

      El: Yeah, but I think I’m going to end it. It was probably a bad idea since you like Carter and he likes you.

      Normally, I’d argue, but after tonight …

      Me: How do you know he likes me?

      As I wait for her response, Carter’s phone lights up from the console. I don’t mean to read the message, but when my name appears in the midst of the words, I find myself leaning over to read the text.

      Gregor: If you don’t go through with this and bring me Ensley, I’m going to send those papers to your father. Don’t force me to do something I’d rather not do, Carter. Do the right thing. Go through with the plan. I need to see my daughter. I deserve to see her. Her mom never should’ve kept her from me.

      A cold, numbing chill glazes over my body.

      Gregor. The man from the photo. The man who might be my dad. Why is Carter talking to my dad? And what plan? Was it like mine and El’s plan? Why would my father make that sort of plan? And why did my mom keep me from him?

      Questions and confusion overflow my mind. My heart stills in my chest and, for a moment, the world stops moving. Or maybe I just die a little inside.

      Then everything starts moving all at once, and before I even know what I’m doing, I dive out of the car. Tears spill from my eyes as I run down the road, tripping in the dirt.

      I run for what feels like hours before reaching the main road. When I note the distance to town, I call El to come get me. She asks me a ton of questions, but all I tell her is that I’m okay. That I just need a ride.

      But I’m not okay. I’m confused. I’m shattered.

      Most of all, I’m angry with myself.

      I never should’ve played this game with Carter. I knew better. Knew it was wrong. Knew I shouldn’t have let my guard down. Knew he could be playing me. But then I thought perhaps he wasn’t.

      I thought perhaps he liked me. That all those wonderful words he said were true. And stupidly, I thought maybe that falling sensation might eventually turn into love. But that was stupid. You can’t fall in love with someone after one date. You can’t fall in love with someone when you’re lying to them. Nope, all you can do is fall.

      And then crash.

      And man, am I crashing.

      Crashing right into reality.

      Carter was playing me. Every word he said was probably a lie.

      Maybe I deserved what happened after trying to play him. I don’t know. All I know is that I won’t make the same mistake ever again. I’m not going to play any more games. I’ll never let my guard down again.

      It seems so easy in theory. But then why does my heart hurt so badly? And why is that falling sensation I felt when I was around him gone and replaced by a crushing agony?

      I don’t think Carter’s betrayal is the only thing causing the pain in my heart. No, someone else has hurt me tonight. Someone who I never thought would hurt me.

      More tears pour from my eyes as I call my mom.

      “Are you keeping my dad from seeing me?” I ask as I hike farther down the side of the road in the opposite direction of town.

      It’s probably not my brightest idea since the only light is coming from the stars and moon and the glow of the town in the distance, which basically means it’s really freakin’ dark. However, if I head the other way, Carter is more than likely going to find me. And I don’t want him to find me. Ever.

      I never want to see him again.

      My mom doesn’t answer immediately and that crashing sensation builds in my chest.

      “Ens, where are you?” she asks worriedly.

      No what happened? No confusion? No denial?

      It must be true.

      “Why would you do that?” I whisper, coming to a stop near a tree. “Why would you keep him from me?”

      “Ens …” Her voice cracks. “You don’t know the full story. You don’t know what kind of man he is. You don’t know the things he’s done.”

      “Yeah, because of you.” I hang up, collapse to my knees, and start to sob.

      She tries to call back several times, but I ignore the calls. When Carter starts calling me, too, I finally shut off my phone. Then I sit in the dark, crying my eyes out, until a pair of headlights illuminate the night.

      I start to step away from the tree, figuring the car is Elodie’s. But when I notice the vehicle is an SUV, I back up into the trees again, not wanting some creeper to find me.

      When the SUV slows down, my breath lodges in my throat. I may be pissed at Carter, but he was right—being out here alone is just like a horror story.

      Panicking, I crouch down behind a bush and hold my breath as the SUV stops on the side of the road about twenty or so feet away from me. The engine idles as the headlights light up the road as the passenger door swings open, causing the interior lights of the vehicle to turn on.

      What I see makes me blink, and then I pinch myself. Seriously, I might be having a nightmare.

      Nope. No matter how many times I pinch myself, I don’t wake up. So, what I’m seeing must be true.

      The person who just climbed out of the car is the girl who gave me the rose on graduation day. The creepy girl who I’m still a little worried is a ghost.

      “Where is she?” the girl mumbles, staring in the direction of where I’m hiding. “I thought I saw her standing here.”

      I don’t make any move to announce my presence, remaining hidden in the bushes, crouched low.

      “The tracking app on her phone is tracking her to this location,” a deep voice flows out of the car.

      Tracking app? I don’t have a tracking app on my phone, do I?

      My panic soars into the night sky.

      Not knowing what else to do, I reach into my pocket, take out my phone, and set it down where I’m sitting. Then I hunker down and crawl over to a tree a handful of feet away.

      The girl begins to hike into the grass. “Where exactly is it?”

      “You’re getting closer,” the guy in the vehicle says.

      She takes a few more steps then bends down and picks something up. “Well, I found the phone.” She stands motionless, but it’s too dark to tell where she’s looking. “Ensley?”

      My muscles wind tight as I press my back into the tree.

      “Ensley, are you out there?” the girl calls out, taking a step forward. “If you are, come out please. We’re not going to hurt you. We just want to talk to you.”

      Yeah, says almost every killer in almost every horror movie.

      She continues to walk through the grass for a few more minutes before setting my phone down on the ground and turning back toward the SUV. “I guess it doesn’t really matter. It’s not like we can do anything yet.”

      “He needs to know if she’s okay,” the guy says as she hoists herself back into the car. “He’s going to freak out until he knows.”

      “Then text Carter again.” She starts to shut the door. “He’s the one who caused this mess, anyway. He’s the one who should fix it.”

      The door slams, and then the SUV peels out into the night.

      I don’t move from my spot for several minutes. When I do duck out from the trees, I go straight to my phone and pick it up. Then I check my apps. But I can’t find any sort of tracking app on it.

      “Crap, what the heck is going on? Who were those people?” For some reason, I think about my dad.

      Could he be looking for me? After all, he was using Carter to get to me. Why not just come to me himself, though? And how the hell did he track my phone? And who the bleep is that creepy girl?

      By the time El pulls up next to me, I’m a wreck. My eyes are swollen from bawling my eyes out, snot is dripping out of my nose, and my mind is spinning so swiftly I feel like I’m on crack.

      El jumps out of the car the second she parks, runs around the back, and wraps her arms around me. “What happened?”

      I start babbling, more tears spilling from my eyes, as I tell her everything. By the time I’m finished, I’m hoarse and my heart hurts.

      “So a car just pulled up here and that little girl was looking for you?” She really gets stuck on that part.

      “Yeah, it’s creepy, right?” I say, wiping my nose with the sleeve of my shirt.

      “Fuck yeah, it is.” She glances up and down the road. “Are you sure they drove off?”

      I nod. “I watched them go.”

      She exhales a shaky breath. “Did you call your mom about it? Or the police?”

      “I don’t think the police can do anything. I mean, what would I say? Some people stopped on the side of the road to look for me, but then just drove off? I don’t even have a plate number, nor do I know what kind of car it was. Just that it was an SUV.” I swallow down the anger burning at my tongue. “And, as for my mom … I don’t want to talk to her. Not until I clear my head. Then I’m going to demand some answers about my dad.”

      “You should definitely do that. You deserve to know,” she says. “I can’t believe she lied to you. I didn’t think your mom was like that.”

      “Yeah, me either.” I rub my aching chest where I swear my heart is breaking.

      “And Carter …” She shakes her head. “Fuck, I never should’ve asked you to do the plan. If I’d known what he was up to, I never would’ve suggested it.”

      “There’s no way you could’ve possibly known,” I tell her. “And even without our plan, if he’d asked me out, I probably would have said yes.” The truth hurts more than I’d like to admit. “But hey, at least I only went on one date with him.”

      One date. That’s all. No big deal. Not at all.

      Only, it is. It really, really is.

      I want to cry.

      I want to scream.

      I want to run.

      I want to forget.

      I calmly stand up. “Can we go somewhere for a couple of days?”

      She nods. “You name it, and we’ll go.”

      “How about we just pick a place on the map? Because thinking requires brainpower I don’t have right now.”

      She claps her hands together. “Hell yeah, road trip! We’ve been talking about doing one forever.”

      “Yes, we have.” It might seem crazy, taking off like this, like I’m running away from my problems. And maybe I am. Maybe I’m being a coward. Maybe I’m trying to lie to myself again. However, the only alternatives are to either go to El’s, where Carter lives, or go home. And neither sounds like a great option.

      “I need to pick up a new phone,” I tell her after I climb into the car. “It creeps me out that those people are tracking me.” Those people who I’m pretty sure work for my dad.

      The thought makes me uneasy, especially with how my mom reacted. I need to talk to her eventually and find out what’s up. But I want to get on the road first. Get some distance. Clear my head.

      Try to outrun this crushing feeling consuming me.

      “You got it.” She shifts the car into drive.

      So then we’re flying down the road, heading to a random place on a map. And part of me wishes I never had to go back. Back to a life full of lies. Back to my mom. To Carter. Back to the reminder that maybe I deserve this, for what I chose to do to Carter.

      But the other part of me, the part connected to my breaking heart, aches to go back.

      But I won’t listen to it.

      Never again will I listen to it.
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      When I get back to the car, Ens is gone. At first, I freak the fuck out. I was only partially joking about that horror story shit. That stuff seriously freaks me out. So, when I see that she’s gone, I think the worst. Until I see the message on my phone.

      Slowly, I start to put together what probably happened.

      Fuuuck … she saw the message. Ensley knows.

      Pressure presses down on my chest. I feel like my lungs are going to burst. I know the feeling. Have experienced it many times before.

      I’m about to have a panic attack.

      Usually, they’re caused by something my parents have said to me. This time, it’s about Ensley. That she’s never going to forgive me. She probably shouldn’t.

      Fuck, what if she doesn’t?

      Breathing in and out, I try to calm down as I call her. After two rings, I get her voicemail. I try again, and this time, I get sent straight to voicemail.

      Great. She’s ignoring me. Not like I don’t deserve it. I know I do.

      I climb into the car and shut the door, preparing to go find her. She may be pissed at me, but I’m not about to let her wander around in the dark in the middle of nowhere.

      Before I drive off, I get a message from Gregor, basically repeating his previous warning. Knowing I might as well face the music now since he’s going to find out soon, I tell him what happened.

      Gregor: I know you lost her. I had to send someone out to look for her and make sure she’s okay, but they can’t find her.

      Me: How do you know where we are?

      Gregor: I have my ways.

      Okay, he’s starting to sound as creepy as my dad.

      Me: I’m looking for her now. I’ll let you know when I find her.

      Gregor: You fucked up, Carter. You really did. I hate to do this, but I didn’t get where I am today by not following through on my threats. If you can’t fix this by the end of the month, I’m sending your father the files. And I’m sure I don’t have to tell you how bad that will be for you and your sister.

      I swallow hard, touching the scar on my palm. Yes, I do.

      But shit, I don’t want to do this to Ensley anymore—play her, lie to her. Besides, she already knows. So how am I supposed to fix this?

      Fix us?

      Was there ever really an us? Or did I just want there to be?

      My chest clenches as I back up, and then speed down the road to search for Ensley. By the time I reach the end of the dirt road, I still can’t find her.

      I’m on the verge of calling the cops, when my phone vibrates.

      I pull the car over and check the message, hoping it’s from Ensley. It’s not. It’s from El.

      Elodie: I’m sure you’re freaking out by now, so I thought I’d let you know she’s with me.

      I’ve never been so relieved in my life.

      Me: Is she okay?

      Elodie: What do you think?

      Me: I’m sorry. I fucked up. I really did.

      Elodie: Yes, you did.

      Me: Where are you?

      I highly doubt she’s going to tell me. Still, I want to know—need to know—so I can see Ensley and apologize.

      Elodie: We’re going on a little road trip.

      Me: Right now?

      Elodie: She needs a break from everyone. Well, except me and Gaige.

      Me: Gaige is going with you?

      Elodie: We’re on our way to pick him up.

      I don’t know why, but jealousy burns in my chest. I mean, Gaige seems like a decent guy and everything—a little bit of a player, although I guess I’m one to talk—but I know he’s close with Ensley. He’s spent a lot of time with her. More than I have. And considering I’ve barely spent time with her and I’m already … well, something I don’t think I’m ready to admit just yet … Yeah, I don’t like that she’s with Gaige. I guess I don’t really get a say, though.

      Me: Where are you going?

      Elodie: It’s a secret.

      Yeah, I figured she wouldn’t tell me.

      Me: How long are you going to be gone?

      Elodie: A while.

      Me: Can I talk to her at least?

      Elodie: Not right now. She’s too upset. Maybe when she’s calmed down. It’s really up to her.

      Me: It’s kind of important.

      Elodie: Like I said, when she’s ready, she’ll call you.

      Me: Look, some stuff’s going on. Some really bad stuff, and I need to talk to her.

      I don’t tell her the truth, not because I’m not planning to, but because this isn’t a text message sort of conversation. It’s a face-to-face conversation. I need to tell her about our dad. Need to tell her what I just found out. I may not get along with Elodie, but she deserves to know that.

      Elodie: Carter, give it up. You can’t always get what you want. Sometimes you have to earn it.

      My gaze falls to the raised scar on my palm as I think about what will happen if I don’t fix this. It’s not the first scar my dad’s given me, but Elodie doesn’t know that. She doesn’t know about any of it. I thought it was better she didn’t. At least one of us could have a normal life, right? But if Gregor sends the files to my dad, a hell storm is going to rain down on our house.

      I need to find a way to stop Gregor from sending the files without hurting Ensley. I can’t do that to her anymore, not when I feel that … I swallow hard. Well, feel that stuff I’m not ready to admit yet. Hopefully, I can find a way for her to forgive me. I need her to forgive me. Need to go back to that falling feeling instead of this crashing feeling overtaking me. I just hope I don’t crash completely before I find her.

      I sit in the car for a while, coming up with a plan to fix this. Then, blowing out a breath, I steer the car onto the road and head toward my house.

      First step of the plan: ask my mom who the hell my real father is. And then I’m going to find Elodie and Ensley and tell them both the truth.
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      I sit in the room in the dark, waiting for her to come home so I can catch her by surprise. It’s a move my father taught me and I fucking hate that I’m using it. But I need the truth and this might be the only way she’ll give it to me.

      Around two o’clock in the morning, she stumbles into the bedroom, bumping into a lamp and tripping over her feet. She’s drunk. Good. This will make things easier.

      I wait until she’s all the way inside the room before I reach over and click on the lamp.

      My mom’s bloodshot eyes widen as she trips back. “Oh my God.” She presses her hand to her chest. “Carter, what the hell are you doing? You scared the shit out of me.”

      I prop my foot onto my knee. “Good. That’s what I was aiming for.”

      Confusion briefly swirls in her eyes, but she quickly shakes off the look. “Look, I don’t know what you’re up to, but I’m tired and don’t feel like dealing with you right now.” She starts taking off her diamond bracelet. “So leave.”

      “No.”

      She blinks at me in shock, probably because I rarely tell her no. “What did you just say to me?”

      “I said no,” I repeat in a firm tone, loathing the bit of anxiousness rising inside me. “I’m not going to leave until you tell me who mine and Elodie’s real father is.”

      She drops the bracelet she’s holding, a shocked gasp slipping from her lips. But then she tries to recover her reaction and puts on a neutral expression. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do and I have proof, so cut the bullshit.” I rise from the chair and cross the room toward her. My heart is hammering, wired and scare shitless. “And you’re going to tell me or else I’m going to tell my father.” I point at the door. “Or well, that man out there that we’re both so afraid of.”

      Her expression hardens. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll listen to me and drop this.”

      “See, that’s where you’re wrong. The biggest mistake I made was listening to you. But no more. I want the truth. Right now, or I swear to God I’ll tell him.”

      “Go ahead,” she hisses, getting in my face. “It doesn’t matter.” She points her finger at the door. “That man out there is a saint compared to the man who created you.”

      I swallow hard, my heart rate quickening. “Tell me who he is.”

      Tears flood her eyes. “You know what, I’m going to tell you so you can see that I’m right. And that you should’ve kept your mouth shut. That I know what’s best for you.” She sucks in a shaky breath. “Your father is Winston Maerriellie and trust me when I say that if he finds out about you and Elodie, you won’t just have your real father to worry about. He’ll come after you.”

      I press my hand to my chest, making sure my heart is still beating.

      I’m worried it stopped.

      Died.

      Part of me wishes it had.

      How can that be possible? How can the most corrupt man in town be my father? And if so, what kind of a person does that make me?
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