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IF EVER IT WERE TRUE THAT BEAR hugs are the best hugs, right now would be that moment. Wrapping my arms around my baby brother, I clap him hard on the back, holding him longer than usual and fighting back the sting of emotions threatening to form as tears. We’re in the middle of the airport and I know I’m probably embarrassing him, but I don’t give a shit. It’s the start of Family Weekend and my baby brother is here.

My baby brother is here.

“Nice to see you too, loser,” he mumbles into my chest, voice cracking a bit less than our last long phone call. He weaves his way out of my grasp and I ruffle his hair.

“Don’t act like you’re too cool to hug your big bro.”

“Well, if you didn’t hug like Aunt Shonda at Easter,” he teases and I sock him hard on the arm, making him yelp and rub the spot with a smile on his face. My little brother is not-so-little anymore. At just thirteen, the top of his head reaches my shoulders and he’s started to bulk, though his frame is still pretty lean in comparison to mine. His curly hair is medium length and unruly, his skin as dark as mine, eyes and nose virtually identical. Anyone who looked at us would know we’re brothers, and I catch Skyler ogling our similarities from the corner of my eye.

“Clayton, this is Skyler Thorne. She’s the one I’m always telling you about.”

“Damn,” he draws out the word, eyes devouring Skyler in her small, tight white shorts and loose tank top. “Please tell me I’m bunking with you this weekend, sweetheart.”

I thump him on the head and he shoots me a glare, but Skyler just laughs.

“You couldn’t handle a night in my bed, Baby Bear.”

He grimaces. “Ugh, please tell me that’s not going to be my nickname.”

“What? I think it’s cute,” Skyler defends. Clayton’s shoulders fall and Skyler fights back a smile as I grab his duffle bag and throw it over my shoulder.

“Come on,” I say, steering us toward the large automatic doors that lead out to the taxi cabs. “Your big brother is taking you to a college party.”

“What?! No way!” Clayton’s dark eyes light up and he holds his hand out until Skyler smacks it with a high five. “Time to get wasted. Make sure you call up all the hottest sorority babes because Baby Bear is looking for someone to hibernate with tonight.” He howls and it echoes off the concrete walls of the parking garage.

“Going to get a thirteen-year-old drunk?” Skyler asks me quietly, cocking a brow.

“I bought some non-alcoholic beer. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” I wink and she shakes her head, a few strands falling from the messy bun she’s paired with her casual appearance. I love her like this—no makeup, hair up, wearing the first thing she found in her closet. Skyler Thorne in her natural element, ladies and gents.

“I smell trouble.”

“Nah, he’ll be fine. He’s a Pennington.”

I beam at Skyler before hailing a cab and climbing in the back with her and Clayton. I throw my arm around his shoulders and tease him about girls and video games and everything else simple in his life because it makes me feel like home. He makes me feel like home. The good part of home that I miss.

When we get to the Omega Chi house, I give Clayton the tour while Skyler sets us up for a game of beer pong, complete with cups filled to the brim with Clayton’s special beer on one side.

“This place is amazing,” he says with wonder as we finally drop his bag off in my room. “No wonder you never come home.”

I frown, trying not to read too much into that assessment. “Ready for your first game of beer pong?”

He laughs. “I’m ready for a game of beer pong.”

“Wait, you’ve played before?”

Clayton shrugs, like it’s no big deal. “Maybe.”

It honestly doesn’t surprise me that he’s already played, because that’s the way it was where I grew up in Pittsburgh—where he’s growing up right now. I was exposed to drinking and drugs well before my pre-teen years—mostly courtesy of our own family—and I know he’s no stranger to it, either. I can only hope he’s smart about his choices, and judging by the way he looks up to me, I feel confident that he is.

Smirking, I grab a fresh pack of pong balls out of my dresser and break it open, tossing one up in the air. “Fine. I guess I don’t need to take it easy on you, then.”

He grins back just as cockily and I wonder how much of myself I’ve rubbed off on him over the years.

We play three back-to-back games before Clayton realizes his beer isn’t doing what it should be. Skyler and I are playing on a team and I paired him with a hot little Zeta, but she’s probably doing more to distract him than help him. Her name is Jazmine, though everyone around campus calls her Jazzy, and she keeps running her long manicured nails through Clayton’s tight curls and touching his arm over the table. If his skin wasn’t so dark, I’d swear he was blushing.

I finally concede and let him drink a little Bud Light, but not in beer pong, because after a few games he’d probably be shitfaced. The last thing our fraternity needs is to get caught with a drunk minor at our house. Frowning, I realize I haven’t been able to talk to Skyler much about how her sisters are handling everything with the Spring Break debacle, so I leave Clayton where he’s set up on a bean bag playing video games with Josh and go search for her.

It’s a Thursday night and everyone is still recovering from Spring Break, so the house is surprisingly dead. Well, for our house, anyway. I can hear Clayton’s laughs over the video game sound effects as I round the corner into our kitchen and lean against the counter next to Skyler.

“Tequila?” I ask, eyes on the shot glass pinched between her fingers.

She nods, her blue eyes dull and tired. “It’s been that kind of week.”

“The blogs?”

She throws the liquid down her throat, eyes squinting against the burn as she reaches for a lime slice. “Partly. I mean, I can’t say I’m exactly thrilled to be gaining the reputation as a heartbreaker, but it’s not the biggest thing on my plate right now.”

“The website?”

She nods, quiet as she refills her shot glass. I push off the counter long enough to retrieve one for me and slide it up next to hers to fill, too. “We kicked him out, you know? Alex.” I blow out a long breath through my nose, my hands gripping the edge of the counter as I think about the website he made from Spring Break detailing all his conquests and a few of our other brothers’. I knew I didn’t like that cocky son of a bitch, but I didn’t know he was a fucking idiot. He’s lucky Florida doesn’t have laws against “revenge porn” yet, though our alumni brothers made sure to warn us that those laws are well on their way to being passed. Even though it was only one brother’s idea, several were involved, and it reflected on our entire chapter as a whole. So, naturally, Alec already called a meeting with nationals, and now, we await our fate. “Thank God he hadn’t been sworn in as a brother yet. He doesn’t deserve our letters.”

“That’s the fucking truth.” She clinks her glass to mine and we toss them back, hissing through our teeth as we slam them back on the counter. “It was fucked up what he did, but I think our sisters are a little more shocked by Bo and Ashlei. No one knew. I mean, Jess suspected but . . .” She shrugs. “We’ve never had this situation before, you know? At least not openly. They’re our sisters, but they’re dating each other. Let’s just say some are handling it better than others. And Jess has already almost fought the half of our chapter stupid enough to be vocal about their disapproval.”

“Shit, I didn’t even think about that.”

“Erin is going crazy trying to figure out what to do. Everyone on the executive board is.”

I feel a pang of guilt chase the tequila at the mention of Erin’s name, remembering how I lashed out on her on Spring Break. I haven’t talked to her since. “It’s not like they can kick them out, right? They didn’t do anything wrong. They couldn’t have known he had a camera set up in that room.”

“No, they didn’t do anything wrong, but some of the girls on exec don’t think it’s okay for them to date. It’s a big ordeal.” She sighs. “I don’t know. I just hope it doesn’t tear any of us apart.”

“It won’t,” I assure her, wrapping her in my arms. She inhales a deep, shaky breath as I rest my chin on her head. “I know my KKB girls, and the bond you guys have is too strong to be broken by something like this.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I am.” I kiss her forehead before we make our way back to the living room, joining Clayton and the rest of my brothers around the television. For the rest of the night, my brothers tell Clayton stories about me and give him tips on how to score girls, like they have any credibility in that area. It’s all laughter and good vibes, and in so many ways it feels like a piece of me that I’ve been missing is finally in the same room again.

I never want to let the feeling go.
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I’M NOT SURE WHAT TIME it is when I feel her crawl into bed with me.

I left my window open, knowing she would want me tonight since we haven’t seen each other all day. Clayton is sleeping on the giant bean bag in the Omega Chi loft, and as soon as he passed out, I shot off a text to Shawna to let her know the offer was open.

As if it ever wasn’t anymore.

She doesn’t speak when she climbs under the covers, already undressed, already panting with need. She just slips her warm hand beneath the band of my boxer briefs and drags her tongue along the edge of my jaw until I meet her mouth with my own. She inhales stiffly when our lips touch and her grip on me tightens, intoxication flowing through the point of contact straight into my blood stream. Shawna always brings me to the best kind of high, but having her hands on me when I’m balancing on the edge of sleep is fucking incredible.

My hands find her hips and I grip her hard, pulling her to straddle me without my mouth breaking contact with hers. She pulls my briefs down just enough for me to kick them the rest of the way off and then she pushes off my chest. Palming me, she places me at her wet entrance, pausing for just the smallest second. It’s long enough for me to peek up at her through heavy eyelids and see her bathed in the dim moonlight streaming through my window, reminding me of our first night together on my birthday. She arches her back as I flex my hips and push inside her, my hands still holding her firmly in place.

We moan together, the same numbing electricity rolling over each of us. I let her work me slow, her thighs tensing beneath my rough fingertips as she does. Her hands are on my chest, balancing, her head is back, hair falling down her back, the purple ends catching the light in a metallic glimmer. I slide my hands up to frame her small waist, trail them over her hard, pierced nipples, and hook them behind her neck before pulling her down to me.

I kiss her softly, her hair falling all around us as I gently take the lead. Rocking my hips deeper, soft whimpers escape her lips and find refuge on mine. My hands on the move again, chills break in their wake as they snake down her lower back to grip her ass firmly, controlling her movements. She willingly lets me take the reins. Her teeth bite the sensitive skin on my neck just below my ear and I hiss, pumping into her harder, driving us both toward the apex.

When I know we’re both close, I pull her forehead to mine, eyes searching, breaths coming hard as I keep our rhythm steady. There are words suspended between us in a space they may never escape, and though neither of us dare speak them out loud, our bodies scream them between the sheets as I rock once, twice, three times, reaching new depths. We hold each other tighter, nails in skin, eyes still wide as the final spark ignites and burns us to the core. We ride out the flames, scorching together, caught in the fire.

A blistering inferno rages in my bedroom, and we gladly go down together in the blaze.
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IT’S SUCH A CONTRAST to see the same sisters who were barely clothed and completely sloshed just over a week ago completely sober, dressed in our school colors, ribbons in their hair as they greet the constant stream of parents entering our house. I’m on the front line, handing out programs to smiling faces as they file in out of the Florida heat. My parents aren’t among them, since last minute work issues kept them from making the trip down for Family Weekend, but Erin has volunteered her mom as tribute to keep me company—almost too eagerly, actually.

I find out very quickly why.

After an introductory speech from my Grand Big, Kelsey, the parents get tours of the house while sipping lemonade and Erin introduces me to a thin, older version of herself.

“Mom, this is Skyler, my Little,” Erin says, gesturing to me.

“Elizabeth Xander.” I take her dainty hand in my own and attempt a shake, but she stops me short with a tight, brief squeeze. “Pleasure, I’m sure.”

“I’ve heard so much about you,” I volunteer, my eyes catching Erin’s. She rolls them behind her mom’s back and I grin. “Would you like to see our rooms?”

Elizabeth shakes her head, scouring the living room of the house with an upturned nose. Her dark blonde hair looks just like Erin’s, especially since it’s pulled back into a tight bun, throwing more attention to the strand of pearls draped over her collar bone. She and Erin are both in brightly colored Lily Pulitzer dresses and wedges, and suddenly I wish I’d let Erin dress me this morning. I’m in jean shorts and a white tank top with our letters on it.

“No need, I had the full tour last year.”

“We should probably head over to the tailgate, anyway,” Erin adds. Her mother nods and they link arms, leading the way.

Family Weekend is packed with random events for students and their parents, including everything from guest lectures to fraternity parties. The biggest event, however, is the baseball game tailgate. The grassy event area right beside the baseball stadium is transformed into the ultimate tailgate experience, food and booze included, and we all pack the stands for the night’s game. Well, those of us who make it past the day drinking, anyway.

Elizabeth talks the entire walk over, chatting with us about her latest shopping trips and Botox treatments. Anytime Erin attempts bringing up her position in the sorority or her classes, her mother loses interest immediately, tapping away on her phone or changing the subject back to something superficial. It’s clear she doesn’t approve of Erin’s major or career choice.

“Oh my, am I seeing double?” A smooth voice drawls from behind us just as we reach the edge of the tailgate yard. Bright orange, teal, and white tents pepper the grass and our Student Government President speaks loudly over the microphone system, welcoming the parents to PSU. When we turn, Erin smiles at Landon, her latest fling and the owner of the smooth voice spitting out clichés. Still, her smile seems bleak, the same way it’s been for weeks, and I wonder how badly the stress of the Omega Chi website is getting to her.

“Hi,” she says sweetly and Landon grasps her gently by the elbow, pulling her just close enough to kiss her cheek before turning to Elizabeth. His blonde hair is almost too perfectly styled and his freshly tanned skin from Spring Break contrasts harshly with the pastels of his polo and frat shorts.

“You didn’t tell me you had a sister, Ex,” he flirts, reaching for her mom’s hand. She’s all smiles as he lifts it to his mouth for a kiss. Erin and I exchange glances. Is this guy serious right now?

“Aren’t you sweet as pie. I’m Elizabeth Xander, Erin’s mother. And you are?”

“Landon Turner, ma’am.”

“What a strong name,” she says, giggling, eyes bright. “Are you Erin’s boyfriend?”

“Mother,” Erin scolds, cheeks blushing a light shade of pink.

Landon doesn’t miss a beat. He pulls Erin in under his arm and smiles a bright, charming, country smile—all toothy and genuine. “Just friends for now, ma’am. But I’m working on her.”

Elizabeth’s brows shoot up and she grins at Erin. “Well heavens, child, give in already!”

We all laugh, me mostly to ease the awkwardness, and Erin leads us to a shaded picnic table near the alumni tent. It’s a little too warm today, the sun shining high in the sky without a cloud to block it. I’m already sweating slightly from the walk over and gladly take the fresh bottle of water offered to us by the volunteers as we sit down.

“So, Landon, what’s your major?” Erin’s mom asks, sipping from her own bottle. She’s leaning over the dark teal picnic table, ready to devour whatever he says. Of course, when he tells her he’s pre-med with a focus in plastic surgery, his Ken doll smile locked in place and his hand running through his blonde hair, she practically sits in his lap.

She lets him ramble on and I lean in to whisper to Erin. “You okay?”

“Fine. This is actually tame for her, believe it or not.”

“I think she’s planning your wedding.”

“Like I said, tame.”

We both giggle but neither Landon nor Elizabeth notice us. Draining the rest of my water, I tip the empty plastic toward Erin. “I’m going to get a refill and see if I can track down the other girls. Find me later?”

She nods and I don’t even bother interrupting the conversation between Landon and Erin’s mom to excuse myself. After tossing my empty bottle in one of the recycling bins, I snatch a turkey wrap off the alumni table and walk the tents. It’s kind of funny seeing the parents on campus. Some of them are starry-eyed, possibly setting foot on a college campus for the first time while others look comfortable as they chat about the “glory days” of PSU. I smile, realizing my parents belong to that first group. Skott, my older brother, never went to college. He just left straight for the Peace Corps after high school. I’m the first and only one in our family to ever attend a university, which makes me feel strangely like a pioneer for the Thornes.

I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for poker, and now that I’m getting noticed by big poker blogs and reporters, the two worlds are crossing more than I ever thought they would. Adam was right to call it off with me before this summer, because there’s no way I’ll have time for him. Or anyone else, for that matter. I feel like I’m at the precipice of something huge, and now is my time to make a name for myself, so I’m filling my schedule with tournaments all summer long. If I have it my way, I’ll have next year’s tuition paid off by July so I can start focusing on bigger and better things.

Like the American Poker Club Tournament.

A light breeze rolls across the tailgate yard and blows my hair back as I round the second row of tents, mind still wandering. It’s a tempting thought, entering the APC tourney. I’m not prepared enough to enter it this year. Hell, I don’t even have a third of the entry fee. But if I play my cards right, I just might be able to enter the one next May, and if I won or even placed in the top three, I’d be set. No more having to work tournaments at night and be a sorority girl during the day. I could get my parents completely out of debt and then some, tuition for the rest of my time at PSU would be paid, and I could focus on my major and figure out what I want to do with my life.

The thought makes me giddy.

“Hey heartbreaker,” Adam says, bumping into me from the side and stirring me from my thoughts. His signature goofy grin is firmly in place, his dark hair a little unruly and a light sweat is breaking on his forehead.

“Oh God, not you, too. I really hope that’s not my new nickname.”

He shrugs, falling in line with my rhythm. “I don’t know, I think it fits pretty perfectly.”

“Says the one who broke up with me.”

“That’s not what the tabloids are saying.”

I blanch. “What?”

Adam’s shit-eating grin grows wider and when I realize he’s joking, I shove him hard into the pole of a passing tent. He laughs, dodging it easily and scooping me up into a hug from behind. “You should have seen your face!”

“You’re an asshole.”

He drops me back to the ground easily and we walk the yard until we find my sisters, talking the entire time about Spring Break and his upcoming chapter elections. It’s nice to know we can still be friends with no awkward feelings between us. Adam Brooks is a nice guy to have in your corner, and I’m glad I didn’t screw that up by tagging him as my boyfriend for a few months.

I realize it may be quite a while before I let anyone hold that title again, because the truth is, my heart is already taken. Poker is my boyfriend, and we’re taking our relationship to the next level this summer. It’s getting serious between us, and Poker is one jealous son-of-a-bitch who hates the idea of sharing me. Probably smart, since the last thing I want to be known as if I make it to the tournament next May is a slut or a man-eater. If I’m going to get my name out of the headlines for my dating lifestyle and into the limelight for my skills, I’ve got some work to do.

I feel some big changes on the horizon.

And I’ve got my game face on.
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THEY SAY AVOIDING YOUR PROBLEMS won’t make them go away, but what happens when you have too many problems to face them all at once?

That’s the question I’ve been battling with since Spring Break. First and foremost, I had to deal with the Omega Chi website—there was no running away from that. Once we hit campus, the website was texted to virtually everyone, and those who didn’t get the original text eventually found out from the masses. Gossip like that spreads like a wildfire at PSU, and with a threesome on the front page, there was plenty of juice to fuel the flames.

So, like my mom always taught me, I focused on one thing at a time—starting with Bo and the website. As I ignore yet another text from Xavier and slip my phone back into my pocket, I try to reassure myself that mom’s philosophy will pull through. If it’s one thing at a time, I’d rather start with Bo than Xavier.

Ralph’s is more packed than usual, but with a rather different crowd. The baseball game is over and all the students and parents have migrated north to everyone’s favorite bar. As they do every year, the owners of Ralph’s have set up karaoke on the same stage where we held the KKB auction just a couple of months ago and my dad is currently belting out Paradise by the Dashboard Light. His dark curls sway a bit as he animates the Meatloaf hit and Mom loops her arm through mine, bending over in a fit of laughter at our table. We’re the same size, twins by practically every feature, and I can’t help but mirror her laugh when my dad dramatically dips the microphone at the end.

“Bravo!” Mom yells as the bar erupts into whistles and catcalls. Dad takes a bow and hops off the stage, strutting back over to our table with a Cheshire grin. He kisses my mom’s forehead and flops down on the bench across from her, taking a long swig from his beer mug.

“Well now I see where Ashlei gets her performance skills from,” Skyler jokes, throwing my dad a high five. They’ve been buddied up all night, like two peas in a pod. In fact, my parents have been getting along with everyone—even Bo’s parents. Erin and her mom went out to a late dinner with Landon after the baseball game and Cassie took her parents to watch Grayson play at Cup O’ Joe’s, but Skyler, Bo, her parents, my parents and I all came out to Ralph’s to continue the night’s festivities. I have yet to see Jess or her family, but that’s been normal lately.

It’s strange. Jess has been sticking up for me and Bo more than anyone in the chapter, yet she hasn’t said one word to me since the day the news about the website broke. I can’t say I blame her, because I know she feels betrayed. We’re best friends and Bo is her Little. For many reasons, we should have told her, but we didn’t get the chance. She’ll come around, she just needs time. Jess is the kind of person who has to go through her own process, and she can’t be swayed by anyone else.

“You’re up next, sweetie,” Dad says, nodding at Mom. She snorts.

“You wish. I wouldn’t get on that stage if you paid me.”

“Oh yeah?” Dad rubs his chin, bright green eyes lifting to the dingy ceiling of the bar. “What if that Michael Kors watch you’ve been wanting was up for grabs?”

Mom’s eyes widen. “Don’t play with my emotions.”

“Come on, Mom!” I coax her further. “We can do a duet. Spice Girls or something equally as cliché.”

She chews her lip, contemplating. Her eyes find Dad again and she points a freshly manicured finger in his direction. “You swear about the watch?”

Dad holds up two fingers. “On my honor.”

Mom jumps up and skips to the stage and I follow. She selects Turn Back Time by Cher and we sound absolutely horrible together, but it’s the first time I’ve done something with my mom, just the two of us, in longer than I can remember. I’m always hidden behind my sisters, and as shitty as it is, part of me is thankful that neither of them could make it this weekend. For once, the attention is on me, and I don’t care how petty and immature it is to want that because I do. I need it right now.

I told my parents that I’m bisexual last night.

I expected Dad to scream and Mom to cry, but instead they gave each other a knowing look as if I didn’t even have to say the words out loud. They both hugged me and we talked all night, each word making me feel more and more okay. I even told them about the website, though I begged them not to say anything to Bo’s parents until she felt comfortable enough to tell them herself—if that day ever even came.

So maybe it’s the fact that I finally opened up to them that makes me feel like I’m part of the family again. Still, I didn’t tell them everything—I conveniently left out that I’m indebted to a drug lord and I lost a third of what I owe him a little over a week ago.

Baby steps.

I’ve been so caught up dealing with the website scandal that I really haven’t had time to figure out what I’m going to do about Xavier. If I know him as well as I think I do, his patience is wearing thin, and it’s only a matter of time before he shows up at my door demanding his money. After my parents leave, I’ll have to face the music and figure it out.

I just have no idea where to even start.

Dad pays up just like he said he would, ordering Mom’s watch right on his phone once we’re back at the table. Bo’s parents have the same look on their face that’s been there all night—a cross between amused and terrified. Apart from her skin tone, Bo looks nothing like them. Her eyes are wide, pinched just a bit at the corners, her smile big and bright, hair sleek. Her parents, on the other hand, rarely smile, their narrow eyes always surveying the surroundings like they’re looking for escape routes.

“Well shit, looks like I missed the invitation to the party.”

We’re all mid-laugh when we turn and find Jess, solo, her eyes glossy and low, a half-empty beer bottle in her hand. I don’t have to look at her longer than two seconds to know she’s shitfaced. And, judging by the sneer on her lips, she’s still pissed at me.

“Jess!” My dad jumps up first with Mom right behind him and they each wrap her in a hug, but her eyes don’t leave mine. “It’s so nice to see you. Are your parents here? I’d love to buy your dad a beer.” Jess and I have spent a lot of time at each other’s houses on breaks, and our parents are close because of it. I wonder if Jess told her parents about me and Bo. For some reason, the thought of them disapproving upsets me more than anyone else.

Dad looks around Jess’ shoulder like he expects them to appear, but Jess just tilts her bottle to her lips and sloshes it back. “Nah, they went back to the hotel. Maybe you’ll see them tomorrow.”

Bo shifts in her seat, uneasy under Jess’ glare. Her parents seem to pick up her vibes, too, because they’re assessing Jess like she’s a threat rather than a sister.

“They didn’t drop you at the house on their way?” Skyler asks, and I know she’s picking up the same cues I am. Jess is swaying, even with one hand firmly propped on the edge of our table, and she simply shakes her head no. Skyler smiles, but with caution. “Well I was just about to get a cab, so we can ride back together.”

“We should probably get you guys back to the hotel, too,” Bo says to her mom and dad as she stands. Her parents do the same but Jess stumbles over to them quickly.

“Oh no, I just got here!” She trips over the leg of a chair just as she reaches them and I eye Skyler, silently making a plan to get her out of here—and fast. “Are these your parents, Little? You have to introduce me!” But instead of waiting for an introduction, Jess throws her arms around Bo’s mother first before fist bumping her father. They don’t even try to hide their shock, they just let their mouths hang open before pinning Bo under a disapproving glare.

“Māmā, Bàba, this is Jess. She’s my Big Sister in the sorority.”

Bo’s mother bows just slightly but her father narrows his eyes further before spouting off something in Chinese to Bo.

“Please, at least join me for one drink before you leave. We’ve just met,” Jess says, motioning for them to take a seat. Bo looks to me for help but I just shrug, feeling as helpless as she does. Painting on a forced smile as everyone sits back down, Jess turns to my mom. “How was your day? What did you do?”

“Oh we had a wonderful time! We toured the house and sat front row at the game. Oh, and then Ron did karaoke!”

Dad smacks her leg playfully. “So did you! Should I pull up the video on my phone, Cher?”

Mom cackles, reaching out to touch Jess’ arm, clearly oblivious to the tension at the table. Jess just listens patiently, sipping from her beer intermittently.

“Ashlei sang with me. She was actually kind of amazing. Who knew our little princess was keeping her singing talents a secret?”

Jess laughs with Mom, waving her empty beer bottle at a passing waitress. “Oh, she’s quite good at keeping secrets.”

“Jess,” Skyler warns, silently signaling to the same waitress not to bring her another damn drop.

“What?” Jess scoffs, balancing the bottle between her forefinger and the table. “The girl should get an award. Do they have one for that sort of thing? We could always make one.” Her lazy eyes find mine again. “Most Likely to be a Lying Bitch—Ashlei Daniels.”

“We’re leaving,” Bo snaps, pushing her chair back again as her parents lift themselves from the bench.

“I think I know what this is about, Jess, and I understand why you’re upset,” my dad says, his hands up just a bit. When I filled my parents in on the website last night, I told them my suspicions that Jess was far from okay with the whole situation. He’s talking to her like she’s about to jump off the ledge of a building. Right about now, I wish she would. “But maybe we should talk about this later.”

“Huh,” Jess surmises, chewing on Dad’s words. “I don’t know. Now seems like the perfect fucking time to talk about it, actually. Especially since we’ve got the whole fam damily here.” She gestures to Bo and her parents and suddenly my entire body is alert. I feel it—something bad is about to happen.

“What is she talking about, Bo?” her mom asks, brows bent inward in confusion.

“Nothing, Māmā. Let’s go.”

“What, you don’t know?” Jess interjects before barking out a loud laugh. “Oh, please, let me be the one to fill you in.”

“Jess!” Skyler hisses just as I warn, “That’s enough, J-Love.” My parents and I stand together, ready to escort Jess out to a cab.

“You see, your lovely daughter here, my precious, sweet Little, has been keeping a secret from me. From all of us, actually.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” my mom tries, but Jess just keeps talking louder.

“Don’t worry, she’s not alone, because Ashlei was part of all of this, too.”

“Big, please,” Bo pleads.

“But now, their secret’s been leaked—because they’re all over a website. And wasn’t that just the peachiest way to find out that two of my best friends are lesbians.” She pauses and my stomach sinks through the floor. “Together.”

Everyone is silent for a stretched moment and as Jess’ face crumples, I know she regretted the words she said before they even left her mouth. But now it’s too late. And after just three quiet seconds, chaos erupts.

Bo’s hand flies to her mouth as her parents start screaming at her in Chinese while my parents scream at Jess in English. Skyler pinches the bridge of her nose and I flop back down into my seat, feeling the weight heavy on my chest. I can’t breathe, I can’t speak, I can’t think.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?!” Bo yells so loud her voice cracks and tears break on her cheeks. Her parents are still screaming, fingers waving, faces red with anger. Bo snatches her purse off the table and I shake myself out of my trance, jumping up to pull her into me.

“I’m so sorry.”

When I touch her, her parents go absolutely ballistic and she rips away from my grasp.

“Not now.” Bo snaps as her parents shove her toward the door.

“Just call me later, it’ll be okay,” I lie, calling out after her. She turns just enough for the light to catch the fresh tears on her cheeks and I suck my bottom lip between my teeth, knowing in my gut that nothing is okay, least of all this.

Whipping around, I pin Jess with my glare, chest heaving as what she did finally settles in. “Are you fucking happy, Jess? Is this what you wanted? You aired our dirty laundry so now you can feel better about yours?”

Jess’ face is sheet white and her palms grip the edge of the table hard.

“We all know you’re still fucking your teacher, but guess what? We’re your sisters. And we know you’ll tell us when you’re ready, just like Bo and I would have told you. It’s not our fault that website happened, but thanks for making an already shitty situation ten times shittier.”

“I think I’m going to be sick.” Jess gags into the back of her wrist and takes off for the bathroom, parting the sea of drunk parents on wobbly ankles.

Skyler’s shoulders sag and she lets out a long sigh. “I’m so sorry, guys.”

“It’s not your fault,” my dad assures her, running a hand through his thick hair, the curls bouncing right back into place. “She was hurt and upset and she acted irrationally. It happens.”

“She’s a bitch,” I correct him and he scolds me with his eyes, but I just cross my arms over my chest.

“You better go check on her, sweetie.” My mom motions toward the bathroom and Skyler nods, giving my arm a squeeze on her way.

Dad lets out a breath through his nose before crossing to me and pulling me into his arms. He wraps me in a tight hug, the one he used to save for the bad days, and I fold into him, squeezing my eyes tight against the pain.

“It’ll be okay, baby girl,” he whispers into my hair, rocking me gently. “Her parents will understand. That’s their daughter, and they’ll support her. No matter what.”

I sniff, shaking my head against his chest. “Nice speech. Now tell me what you really think they’ll do.”

Dad just pulls me closer and Mom rubs my back, her sad eyes connecting with mine. He doesn’t have to say a word.

The answer is in the silence.
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THE BEST THING ABOUT GOING to school in Florida is the spring weather. While the rest of the country is still battling with cold fronts and snow, we’re sitting pretty at eighty-five degrees under a partly-cloudy sky. There’s a light breeze rolling through the palm trees and Clayton inhales a deep breath, letting it go with a grin on his face. It’s the last day of Family Weekend, and as my little brother and I walk across campus to the College Showcase, I can’t help but smile along with him. It’s been amazing having him here.

“We should do this more often,” I say, tossing my arm over his shoulder. “Maybe you could fly down for Shark Week this summer.”

“That would be so awesome!” He shakes his head, eyes hidden behind Omega Chi branded sunglasses. “I can’t wait to go to college . . . to get out of Pittsburgh.”

I squeeze his shoulder firmly before dropping my arm and tucking my hands in my pockets. “You’ll be out of there soon enough, little brother. Just try to stay focused on your grades and sports while you’re there. Set up your future.”

He nods, squinting slightly as the sun peeks around a cloud. “I will.” When he turns to me, his expression is hard. “Once I leave, I’m never going back, Clinton.”

I swallow, knowing exactly where he is right now. I remember the feeling. I thought the longer I was at Palm South, the more it would fade away, but I can still remember every minute of hating life when I was waiting for high school to end. “I know, baby brother. I don’t blame you. I only go back because you’re there.”

Clayton’s brows furrow as we round the fountain and make our way toward the Student Union. “Our family sucks.”

I offer a short laugh. “Yeah, unfortunately you can’t choose your blood family, but you’ll always have me.” Smiling, I nudge him. “And when you rush, you get to pick a whole new band of brothers—ones who also don’t suck. Then, one day, you’ll find a girl, and she’ll make all the other girls feel so obsolete. You’ll marry her, you’ll have kids, and then before you know it, you have your own family.” I adjust the backpack of beer on my back, pulling the straps down so it adjusts higher on my shoulders. “And it’ll be up to you, then, to make sure that family doesn’t suck like ours did.”

Clayton smiles up at me, just a slight tug at the corner of his lips, but enough to let me know he needed to hear that. I pull him in for a noogie just as we reach the first row of tents outside the union. The fraternities and sororities always make up the entire first row, and when I spot Adam at the Alpha Sigma tent, I whistle through my teeth.

“Glad to see you’re still alive after Spring Break, Brooks.” I clap him on the back and he flips me the bird, but with a smile. “This is my little brother, Clayton.”

Adam shakes Clayton’s hand, lifting his sunglasses up into his hair. “Oh shit, there’s another generation of you? President Whittington is going to have a heart attack when your name comes across the admissions desk.”

I chuckle. “Just wait until he realizes Clayton is rushing, too.”

“God help us all.”

We all laugh for a second before Adam breaks the conversation long enough to talk to the mom of a pledge. He hands her a few pamphlets about their founders and heritage and runs over their philanthropic events before she nods and smiles, letting her son lead her to the food set up behind the tent. When Adam turns back to us, his smile fades, his eyes adjusting on something behind us rather than on our faces. He flicks his sunglasses back down and I spin to see what he’s looking at. When I find Cassie, her parents, and Grayson laughing as they make their way down the line of tents, I turn to Adam again, narrowing my eyes.

“Hey guys!” Cassie says cheerily when they reach us. I watch as her face transforms from ecstatic when she sees me to curious when she notices Clayton to absolutely terrified when she realizes Adam is behind us. Or maybe that’s nervous I’m seeing. Maybe both.

Something is weird between those two.

“Hey,” I greet, pulling her in for a hug. “Cassie, this is my little brother, Clayton.”

Clayton reaches out for her hand, sliding his sunglasses down his nose just enough to peek at her over the top of the shades. “Well hello, Beautiful. You can call me Baby Bear. How do you feel about younger men, sweetheart?”

Cassie’s mom blushes and covers her smile as her dad lets out a loud belly laugh. Her dad is odd-looking, sporting the same fiery red hair that Cassie has except with bronze skin and not a freckle in sight. Her mom, on the other hand, has light blonde hair and green eyes with pale skin, the apples of her cheeks peppered with freckles. It’s like Cassie is literally the perfect mix of the two.

“Damn, I need to step up my game,” Grayson says, reaching out his hand to shake Clayton’s next. “Sorry, Baby Bear, but this little lady is taken at the moment.”

Clayton shrugs. “We’ll see what the story is in four-and-a-half years when I turn eighteen.” Cassie’s parents laugh again, but Adam’s mouth is still in a thin line, his eyes hard on where Cassie’s hand is grasped firmly in Grayson’s.

I introduce myself to Cassie’s parents next and then they turn to Adam, expectant. He shifts, gripping the fliers in his hand a little too tightly as Cassie finally clears her throat. “Mom, Dad, this is Adam Brooks. He’s going to be the president of Alpha Sigma next year.”

Adam forces a smile, one that’s all teeth and charming as fuck. The kid is good, but I can still see that he’s hiding something. I knew the night of the Fratalina Wine Mixer. He’s lucky he was smart enough to call it off with Skyler. “Well, we’ll see. Elections haven’t happened yet.”

“We all know it’ll be you,” Cassie says again with a sweet smile, but her eyes look stressed, too, as they connect with Adam’s.

We chat for a while in what feels like a pleasant manner, though Adam, Cassie and I feel the awkward tension that lies beneath it. After Grayson tells Cassie’s dad how he works to pay for his tuition and everyone leans in for more, Adam excuses himself to go talk to a group of Alpha Sigma parents, but not until he and Cassie share another glance that says nothing but screams something fucked up all at once.

I catch Cassie’s eyes with my own after Adam’s gone and she flushes, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear and looping her arm through Grayson’s, her attention snapping back to him. It’s then that I notice a familiar face at a tent two rows over behind Cassie.

A familiar face, but that’s all that’s familiar about her.

Shawna’s once-purple hair is now all black, falling straight down to her shoulders where it curls in soft waves. Her glasses are replaced with contacts, her normally casual and grungy style opted out in exchange for a knee-length white skirt and light yellow, button-up blouse. She’s even wearing wedges, which I didn’t realize she owned at all. Still, even with the changes, she’s fucking gorgeous, and a shit-eating grin spreads on my face at the sight of her.

“Be right back,” I murmur to Clayton before sprinting across the union to the tent she and who I assume are her parents are gathered around. I’m light on my feet, careful to watch the angle at which I approach. When I know I’m safe and she hasn’t seen me, I close the distance and scoop her into my arms from behind, spinning her around. She squeals, but not in the way I wanted, before wriggling out of my arms. I drop her gently to the ground and kiss her cheek, but she backs away quickly, her cheeks hot, a nervous smile on her face.

“Hi, Clinton,” she says, her bright green eyes darting to her parents before reconnecting with mine. “It’s nice to see you.”

“It’s nice to see you,” I respond with a chuckle. She must be joking, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her be so formal. Realizing maybe it’s her parents, I throw her a wink and slip on my professional face. “Sir, ma’am, my name is Clinton Pennington.”

I extend my right hand to her father first, but his eyes don’t leave his daughter and my hand remains empty. Her mother reaches her dainty hand across her husband to give mine a light squeeze. “Pleasure, dear. And how do you two know each other?” She phrases the question to her daughter, not to me. Neither of them will look at me.

“Oh we’re just project partners in art class, Momma. Clinton is actually really great. He’s got a lot of talent.”

Her parents’ brows shoot up in synchrony, their lips tight, but satisfied at their daughter’s response. It’s as if their eyebrows have a direct connection to my stomach—they rise, my stomach falls.

What the fuck is happening.

“I have a lot of talent, do I?” I don’t even bother hiding my sarcasm as I snap the question at Shawna. All the little pieces are clicking into place as my heart rate accelerates, my nose flaring along with the beat.

“Momma, Daddy, I’ll be right back. Clinton and I need to discuss an assignment that’s due this week. Why don’t I meet you at the alumni tent?”

They both nod, their eyes raking me disapprovingly once more before Shawna pulls me in the opposite direction. I barely let them get out of earshot before I rip away from her grasp.

“What the fuck was that, Shawna?” I seethe. “Your project partner? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Bear, please.”

“Oh, now I’m Bear to you. What, that didn’t sound as impressive to say to Mommy and Daddy? I guess I can thank my deadbeat dad for his last name, at least.”

“Stop!” she screams, her eyes glossing over. She’s never seen this side of me before. “You don’t understand.”

“Clearly. Although, I’d love to hear your explanation. Please,” I scoff, motioning my hand toward her before crossing my arms over my chest. Her bottom lip quivers as I close myself off to her, and it’s almost enough to make me apologize.

“My parents are old-fashioned . . .” She trails off, eyes on her fingers as she wrings them together. “We’re from Mississippi, and where I grew up, there weren’t many . . . there wasn’t much . . . diversity.”

She peeks up at me through her lashes, brows furrowed, eyes guilty and ashamed. It takes me a moment to understand as I squint at her, the sun beaming behind her black hair, framing her in a silhouette. When the anchor drops, pulling my chest along with it, I have to force a breath.

“It’s because I’m black.”

Shawna cringes, one arm crossing her chest as the other lifts her hand to cover her mouth. I watch as her eyes fill to the brim with tears, but I feel no urge to soothe her.

“They hate me already because of the color of my skin, don’t they?”

Shawna just shakes her head, refusing to answer my question and answering it all the same.

I lick my bottom lip against a manic smile, clenching my fists where they’re still crossed over my chest. “And you?”

“What about me?” she asks softly, her brows pinched in confusion.

“Do you have an opinion about me based on my race?”

“What? No!” Two tears stream out of her left eye, one after the other, the stream falling vertically before breaking right at her jaw line. “I thought that was obvious.”

“Then tell them.” I point two fingers straight over at where her parents are standing at the alumni tent, not even bothering to see if they’re looking at us. “Walk over to them right now and tell them what you told me last week. Tell them you’re falling in love with me. Tell them I’m not your project partner, I’m your boyfriend.”

She chokes on a sob, biting her lips together. “I can’t.” She hiccups the words, just above a whisper. “Please, just let me explain.”

“I think I’ve heard plenty.” I don’t look at her again before walking straight past her back to the Alpha Sigma tent. I can’t look at her. Still, I hear her calling my name as I stride, her tears breaking on the one harsh syllable.

“Who was that,” Clayton asks as I hook my hand around his elbow, pulling him away from the A Sig tent. I’m on a mission to find my own brothers now. It’s been a long time since I’ve drowned myself in a bottle of liquor to find the numb I used to crave so often, but I feel that same want creeping into my bloodstream now.

“No one.”

“No one,” Clayton deadpans, struggling to keep up with me. “So, you ran up and wrapped your arms around her, but you don’t know her?”

His words dig into my chest like a rusty butter knife and I suck in a breath, desperate for air, for relief.

“Not anymore.”
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I’VE ALWAYS THOUGHT OF ERIN as the mom of our group. She’s the one who has her head on straight, the one with the conscience, the one who knows what to wear and what to say and what not to drink. But she’s been absent since Spring Break, tied up in executive board shit half the time and tied up in Landon the other half. I’ve barely seen her, other than the awkward twenty minutes with her and her real mom, and I’m not even sure she knows what happened last night between Jess and Ashlei. Which means it’s my turn to step up to the plate and put on my mom pants.

Jess hasn’t moved out of her bed all day, so I’m not surprised when I push through our bedroom door and see her still buried under the covers. It’s just after five in the evening, the campus slowly draining itself of parents. Jess’ didn’t even bother sticking around for today’s events, they just left me some cash for Jess and told me to send their love. They assume she’s hungover, but I know the truth—she’s feeling guilty.

As she should.

I leave the big light out, but click on the small lamp on my bedside table before climbing into bed next to Jess. She doesn’t fight me, just lets me slide under the sheets until we’re nose-to-nose. I’m silent for a moment, noting the smeared mascara around her tired brown eyes.

“I brought wine,” I finally say, reaching into the bag I pulled under the covers with us. The brown paper crinkles as I reveal a sweet moscato.

Jess cringes. “Get that away from me.”

“Oh, so you don’t want to drink anymore?” I nod, twisting off the top. Buying a bottle that needed a cork popped would have alerted Mom Cindy. I lift the bottle to my lips, shrugging. “I was so sure you were hell-bent on drinking yourself into stupidity.”

“I think I already hit that town last night.”

“I think you stayed in a hotel overnight and they named the city after you.”

She sighs, sniffling as her eyes connect with mine. “I get it, okay?”

“I don’t think you do, Jess.”

She throws the covers off of us in a huff, the cool air rushing in. “If you came here to lecture me, you can get the fuck out.”

“It’s my room, too.”

“Don’t be a bitch.”

“Me?”

She groans, snatching a pillow up and covering her face with it. “You’re not going away, are you?” she mumbles. I just wait, taking another pull from the wine bottle until she tosses the pillow back down. She exhales like a horse, her lips flapping dramatically. “I fucked up.”

“Mm hmm.”

“So now what?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

Jess flips over to rest on her left elbow, her greasy blonde hair falling over her eyes. She brushes it back behind her ear slowly. “I was pissed, Skyler. They both hid that shit for who knows how long and then they get busted, on camera, and act like nothing happened. I’ve had to stick up for them against all of our sisters who are calling for them to be kicked out of KKB meanwhile I’m pissed at them, myself. And meanwhile, they’ve been like two fucking mice, not saying a word, not apologizing. It’s bullshit.”

“What exactly are they supposed to be apologizing for?”

“For lying! For, for . . .” she trails off, her hands waving wildly as she grasps for something else to be pissed about. “All of it!”

Pressing my lips together, I lean up against the headboard of her bed and take another sip of the wine. When I offer it to Jess again, she grimaces and pushes it back toward me.

“Listen, they don’t have anything to be sorry for. So what if they’re in a relationship? It’s no different than you being in a relationship with your teacher and not telling any of us about it.”

“We’re not in a relationship. And that’s different.”

“You so are, and no, it’s not. And what, they’re supposed to be apologizing for getting caught on camera having sex with one lucky son-of-a-bitch on Spring Break? I hooked up last week, too. I could have been taped just as easily. They’re not at fault here, Jess.”

“Oh, so I’m just some crazy mean bitch, then?”

“Don’t be dramatic.”

She eyes the bottle in my hand like she’s almost tempted to take a drink, but thinks better of it. Squeezing her eyes shut, she covers them with the heels of her hands and blows out a long, slow breath. “I was wasted.”

“That’s still not an apology.”

She huffs. “Fine, I was wrong.”

I nod, satisfied, tipping the bottle back once more. “I’m glad you see it now, but I’m not the one you need to be saying that to.”

She whimpers, falling forward until her head is in my lap. I run my fingers through her hair as she speaks into the covers, her voice muffled. “She hates me. They both do. Where do I even start?”

“Just be honest with them, J-Love. And apologize, don’t make excuses. That’s all you can do. They’ll either forgive you or tell you to go to hell. Either way, you have to say you’re sorry—and mean it.”

She swallows, but nods, leaning up to face me again. “I should go find Ashlei.”

Wrinkling my nose, I eye the shirt she was wearing last night paired with underwear that could have that same reputation for all I know. “You should shower first.”

Jess laughs, smacking me with a pillow, but then her mouth pulls to the side. She leans into me, wrapping her lean arms around me and leaning her head on my shoulder. I hold her for a minute, trying to be the strength she needs. “Thank you, Skyler.”

Petting her hair, I offer a reassuring smile. “What are sisters for?”
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AN HOUR LATER, Clinton is unloading Clayton’s bag from the cab as we stand on the curb outside of the departing flights terminal. They’ve both been joking around the entire cab ride, but Clinton filled me in on what happened with Shawna just before we piled into the car, so I’m itching to talk to him more about it. Though judging by his forced playfulness with his brother, I can tell he isn’t. I wonder if it’s one of those situations where I’ll need to let him come to me again, the same way I had to wait with his family drama last semester.

It’s not that I think racism is dead—I’d be naïve to honestly believe that. Still, I’ve never been so up close and personal to it before. Shawna seemed so into Clinton, she seemed like a down to earth chick. The fact that she let her prejudiced parents break them apart throttles me.

I can only imagine how Clinton feels.

“I think that Zeta wants me,” Clayton says with a sly grin as the cab pulls away and we make our way inside. “She gave me her phone number.”

“Oh yeah? Let me see.” I hold out my hand and Clayton places his cell phone into my palm, a number pulled up on the screen under the name Ass-tastic Jazzy. I chuckle at the name, but full on laugh when I see the number. “Oh, Baby Bear.”

“What?!” He looks alarmed, snatching the phone away like I’ve deleted the number.

“That’s the Loser Line.”

His brows tug inward over his chocolate irises. “What’s that?”

“It’s a phone number the local radio station gives out to girls so they can blow off losers. If you call that number and leave a voicemail, they’ll probably play it on the air,” Clinton explains.

Clayton narrows his eyes and snaps his fingers together. “What a minx. She’s playing hard to get.”

Clinton nudges him with a grin as I roll my eyes.

The Penningtons are something else.

We check Clayton’s bag and make our way toward security, the mood shifting. There’s something about seeing boys express emotion that really gets to me. I’ve never seen my father cry, nor have I stuck around long enough to see any of my exes cry, either. But I feel the weight of Clayton’s departure, and Clinton keeps pressing his lips together and chewing the skin next to his thumb nail, fighting back what I’m positive would be tears if he’d let them fall.

“Well, I guess this is it, little bro,” he finally says as we reach the security line. Clayton adjusts the small backpack he’s using as a carry-on over his shoulder, his eyes on his shoes. “Did you call to make sure Mom would be there to pick you up?”

“Nah, Mac’s mom is coming to get me.”

Clinton frowns. “Are you staying there again tonight?”

When Clayton twists his mouth and lifts his eyes to mine, my heart stops before he even says a word.

Uh oh.

“I’m sort of staying there every night . . .”

It takes two-and-a-half seconds for Clinton to catch on, and when he does, I watch his nose flare as his fists tighten at his sides. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t be mad,” Clayton pleads, holding his hands up. “Mac’s family is cool with it. They think of me like a son, and I’m doing chores and stuff to help out around the house.”

“Mac’s mom I understand, but I have a really fucking hard time believing our mom is okay with this.” I remember Clinton telling me over Winter Break that his mom never let him leave when he wanted to, even the time his aunt offered her spare bedroom up. His mom needs to feel in control of her kids’ lives, no matter how dangerous that may be.

“Well, I wouldn’t know.”

Clinton and I exchange questioning glances. “What do you mean, Baby Bear?” I ask.

He sighs, his dark fingers fidgeting with the straps of his backpack. “She never came home in December. Neither did Carleton.”

Shit.

Clinton’s anger disappears as all emotions drain from his face. It’s the palest I’ve ever seen him. “Are you telling me you’ve been living with Mac since December and you haven’t told me?” Clayton doesn’t dare answer and I don’t dare move. I’m almost afraid to breathe.

For a moment, Clinton just nods, short little nods as his eyes scan the airport, looking everywhere but at Clayton. He chews the insides of his lips and I see the wheels spinning.

“I’m coming home with you. Right now.”

“No!” Clayton yells at the same time as I grab Clinton’s arm.

“Bear, just relax a second.”

“Skyler,” he warns and I pull my hand away. He turns his attention back to his brother. “I’m coming. End of story.”

“Please, don’t.” Clayton’s eyes brim with tears, his age showing more than it has all weekend. I keep forgetting he’s only thirteen. That realization only makes my heart ache more. “You’re the only one in our family who has their shit together. I can’t wait to get out of Pittsburgh and be with you. If you come home and throw this semester away, you’ll fall back and have to take extra classes to catch up or stay another year, and that’s if you even ever come back. I don’t want that for you, for me, for either of us.”

“I’m not going to let you live by yourself. Without a mom, without any fucking family.”

“I have a family,” he pleads. “Mac and his sister and their parents. They make dinner every night, did you know that? I didn’t think anyone did that anymore.” He smiles, his eyes still glossy, his movements animated as he tries to make his big brother see his side. “And we play video games and go do fun things on the weekend. There’s no smoke in the house, no drugs, no fighting.”

Clinton crosses his arms, still staring somewhere behind his little brother. Suddenly, his eyes grow wide. “Where are the boys?”

I snap my attention back to Clayton, the realization that Carleton has two sons hitting me as hard and fast as it hit Clinton.

“They’re with Tara. They’re okay, she’s taking care of them. I see them on the weekends.”

Clinton exhales a breath, letting me know it’s okay I do the same. I think Tara is the mom, but I’m not sure. My eyes find Clinton again. Noting his steadier breathing, I take the opportunity to give my input.

“Bear, he’s right. You can’t just leave Palm South. I know this isn’t easy to hear, but look at Clayton.” I point in his direction. “He’s fine. He’s better than fine.”

“I should be there for him.”

“You are,” Clayton emphasizes. “By being here and being the man I hope to be, you’re there for me. That’s what I need from you right now.”

I nod, still not believing how wise Clayton is for such a young kid. “Listen, let’s plan a trip home to see him this summer. You can see where he’s staying and if you decide then that it’s not good enough, then you can stay. I won’t even ask you twice to come back.” The words sting as they leave my lips, but I know they’re necessary. Clinton needs to hear that he has options, especially when it comes to the last family member he really cares about.

“I’ll have Mac’s mom call you as soon as I get home so you can talk. She’s been wanting me to tell you.”

“But you didn’t,” Clinton throws back.

“And this is why.”

Clinton shakes his head, his arms still tight over his chest. When his eyes turn to mine, they ask me for permission I’m not sure I can really give. But I smile, giving a short nod to let him know I think it’s okay—and truly, I do.

Blowing out a long breath, he pulls his little brother into him and crushes his arms around the smaller version of himself. They hold each other tight and I lean in long enough to ruffle Clayton’s curls.

“I’ll give you two a minute. Catch you later, Baby Bear. Don’t grow up too much before I see you again.”

“Afraid you’ll want to date me, Sky?”

Clinton finally laughs and I just shoot Clayton a wink before excusing myself. I wait on a small bench as they say their goodbyes, pretending to look through my phone, though I’m too aware of the moment being shared between them to really do anything else. After a while, Clinton makes his way back toward me and I stand to meet him, his eyes still not meeting mine.

Clayton waves at us once more as he hands his ID to the TSA agent and Bear sighs. Sliding my hand into his, I lean my head on his shoulder and he tightens his grip around my fingers.

“Everything is falling to shit, Skyler.”

I kiss his arm, squeezing his hand just once. “We’ll get through it together. We always do.”

He peeks down at me, the smallest smile curving over his lips as he tucks me under his arm. When Clayton finally disappears from view on the other side of security, Clinton pulls me all the way into him, his large frame folding into me. He doesn’t sob, but he clutches me tight, using me to steady himself.

“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” he finally whispers, sniffling as he straightens once more. The left side of my mouth quirks up and I tug him toward the exit.

“Ditto, Bear. Ditto.”
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MY EYES ARE CLOSED, the sand cold on the back of my thighs as I face the ocean and listen to the waves crashing on the beach. They’re not gently rolling in tonight, they’re slapping the wet sand, rolling over one another in a race to meet their demise. I don’t see or hear her take her place in the sand next to me. I just feel her. Our souls are at war right now, and it’s as if my entire body is set on alert just from her nearness.

“How’d you find me?” I finally ask with a sigh. It’s not like the beach is a normal place for me to go when I need to get away, that’s more Skyler’s thing than mine. I’m usually at the gym or, when I danced, at the studio. Even now as I try to find solace in the quietness of the beach at night, I’m mostly annoyed by the sand sticking to my ass and the salt water spritzing my hair.

“Bo told me,” Jess answers, her voice quiet. She’s sober.

“I’m surprised she’s even talking to you.”

She offers a short laugh and I open my eyes, letting them land on where her fingers are tracing the sand. “I’m not sure that ‘fuck off’ counts as talking.”

“So she didn’t tell you?”

“She didn’t have to. I saw the sand on her feet and guessed. Or hoped, rather.”

I’m torn between the urge to cry and the overwhelming want to slap her hard across the face. Before Bo, Jess was my best friend in the sorority. I thought she still was. Yes, things have been tired and tense between us since my situation all started last semester, but I never questioned that she would ever hurt me. Now I don’t just feel blindsided, but I feel betrayed, too.

“Are you two okay?” Jess asks, and I can tell the question feels strange on her lips.

I shrug, picking up a small shell and using it to carve through the soft sand. My heart aches as I ask myself to answer her question honestly. Bo was just here, maybe two hours ago, and as much as I want us to be okay, we’re not. Not even close.

“She’s hurt. She’s scared. The website hit her hard and this . . . you nearly killed her.”

Jess swallows, pulling her knees up and tucking her hands under her thighs. “I am so, so sorry, Lei. I know that’s not enough. It wasn’t enough when I told Bo tonight, either, and I’m not really asking for forgiveness. I’m just letting you both know that I regret what I said and how I said it and if I could take it all back, I would. But I can’t. So, I’m sorry. And I hope that in time, I can earn back your trust. Both of you.”

I don’t look at her yet, I can’t. I just nod along with her words, tears blurring the line where the light sand meets the dark water. I’m waiting for it—the but—the part where she says it’s my fault she exploded the way she did. In a way, I sort of agree with her. In another way, I think she’s completely full of shit.

After a few moments of silence, I get impatient. Pulling my knees in to mirror her, I finally turn my head, resting my cheek on my knees and connecting my eyes with hers. I find more remorse there than I thought I would. “But?”

Jess breathes out slowly. “No buts. I was wrong.”

“Yes you fucking were,” I spit out, my voice shaky as the tears break down my cheeks. Her lip quivers, too, and I squeeze my eyes shut against the pain, pulling my arms up to my knees and burying my head between them. Sobs rack my body as the waves rack the shore and I cry with them, both of us losing a part of ourselves, both of us struggling to begin once again.

Hesitantly, Jess’ hand touches my back. She waits, ready for me to jerk away, but when I don’t, she pulls me flush against her and I cry harder.

“Shhh,” she whispers, her fingers running through my hair. She’s crying, too. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You’re right, I have been hiding Jarrett from you—from all of you. I saw you and Bo kiss at formal and instead of being an adult and asking you to talk to me about it, I figured two could play that game. So we’ve been shutting each other out for months now, seeing who could be the most secretive. But I don’t want to play anymore, Lei. I love you. I miss my best friend.”

“I miss you, too,” I cry, my hands fisting in her loose t-shirt. My ribs ache with the force of my sobs but I let them hurt me. I let it all sink in.

“Ashlei, let me in. I know there’s more you’re battling with. I’ve known it since last semester. First, I pushed you, but you kept it all locked away. So then I gave up asking, and then I saw the Bo thing and I just got so angry. I’m sorry I did that, I wasn’t a good sister. But I’m here, right now, and I can help you—with whatever is happening. But you have to let me in, first.”

I think I understand why Skyler goes to the ocean when she’s struggling, now. It feels like a place where you can be reborn—where you can change. The only person I’ve let in is Bo, and I haven’t even let her all the way in. I’ve been so set on handling it on my own, afraid of what everyone would think of me, afraid of being a failure. But now, the website has already done that for me. Some of my sisters are judging me, the entire campus has seen me at my most vulnerable, and no matter what happens to the asshole who videotaped us, I’ll never have that peace of mind back again. Our secret was no longer ours to keep after that night. And no matter how I try to avoid Xavier, I have to face him eventually—soon. I may not have been ready to come out as a bisexual yet, but that wasn’t even my biggest demon. Xavier is.

Wouldn’t it be easier to face him if I weren’t alone?

Straightening, I wipe my nose against my bare wrist and pull my eyes to Jess’. I inhale a shaky breath that doesn’t quite reach my ribs and then, with her hand squeezing mine, I tell her everything. I tell her about pole dancing, how much I loved it, how much I miss it now because of a stupid decision I made with a stupid boy. I tell her about getting shoved out of the car and waking up that night, realizing I was making a mistake, but I was too late. Jess still holds tight to my hand, not an ounce of judgement in her eyes.

I tell her about the first payment, how I lied to my parents, how I let Bo help me and we thought we figured it out together, but then Kya showed up and blew up my entire world. Every word leaves me feeling more broken and somehow fixable at the same time.

I can’t look at her when I tell her I did dance for money—once—just enough for me to realize I couldn’t do it. I still can’t lift my eyes to hers as I tell her about the deals I made with the devil—the payments, the stolen money from our auction, how I asked him to hit me, how I sold drugs on Spring Break. By the time I’m completely caught up, telling her how I lost over a third of the money I owe him and I know any day now he’s going to give up trying to call me and send someone to bring me to him, I can’t place how I feel. Relieved? Terrified? I’m not sure.

I don’t know how long I’ve been talking. My voice is scratchy, my throat sore, my eyes puffy. Jess’ hand is still firmly holding mine.

“I don’t know what to do anymore,” I whisper, shaking my head as my eyes stay fixed on our hands. “I’ve tried for so long to figure this out on my own. I was afraid of the judgement, afraid of the consequences. I was so ruled by fear that I kept digging deeper and deeper into a hole I fell into accidentally but stayed in by choice.” Realization hits me like a freight train. “This is my fault, Jess. This is all my fault.”

“Hey,” she says as I start to cry again, her free hand finding my chin. She lifts my head, but I keep my eyes shut. “Look at me, Lei.”

Shaking my head, I force a breath and finally crack my eyes open, her blurred face coming into view slowly.

“It’s okay. Do you hear me?” She leans in closer, her chocolate eyes connecting hard with mine. “It is okay.”

It’s like those words are all I’ve been wanting for months now, I just didn’t know I needed them. I didn’t know what to even ask for. Now that she’s said it, my heart finally realizes.

I just want to be okay.

“I wish you would have come to me sooner, Lei. I can’t believe you’ve been going through this on your own.” She hugs me close to her chest again and I wrap my arms around her shoulders.

Sniffling, I stare out into the dark ocean, feeling better but not saved yet. “Jess, what am I going to do? He’s going to come looking for me. He’s killed people before.” I choke on the words, gripping her shirt between my fingers. “He could kill me.”

Everything is heavy—the air, my arms, those words. Jess peels me off of her and frames my arms with her hands, holding me tight, forcing my eyes to hers. Though the mascara stains under her eyes and her body shakes with mine, she no longer looks remorseful or sad. She looks determined—fierce—the Jess I know slowly rising to the surface again. Her eyes narrow, her lips pursed, and slowly, she nods.

“I have a plan.”


Don’t forget to tweet about episode 5 using #PalmSouth and join the Facebook Discussion Group here.

Palm South University: Season 2, Episode 6
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Kandi Steiner is a Creative Writing and Advertising/Public Relations graduate from the University of Central Florida living in Tampa with her husband, Ryan Steiner. Kandi works full time as a social media specialist, but also works part time as a Zumba fitness instructor and blackjack dealer. 

 

When Kandi isn't working or writing, you can find her reading books of all kinds, talking with her extremely vocal cat, and spending time with her friends and family. She enjoys beach days, movie marathons, live music, craft beer and sweet wine - not necessarily in that order. 

 

Connect with Kandi:

www.KandiSteiner.com

www.facebook.com/KandiSteiner

www.twitter.com/KandiSteiner

 

If you loved this book, please take a minute to review it on the site where you purchased it. Your time and thoughts are greatly appreciated and valued.
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