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Hazed picks up right where Ritual left off. As this book is part of a series, you will need to read the other books in the series before beginning this one:

 

Rush, PSU #1

Anchor, PSU #2

Pledge, PSU #3

Legacy, PSU #4

Ritual, PSU #5

 

Welcome back to PSU… ;)

 

Tweet as you read using #PalmSouth and join the Facebook discussion group here.
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I AM AT A whole new level of Hot Mess Express.

Of course, I’m no stranger to this state of being. I’ve been the caboose of that train, the engine, the dozen or so carts in-between. But this? This is another train altogether. No, this is a jet plane of hot mess. Or perhaps even a spaceship.

And still, I’d rather sit in this steaming pile of mess than face everything plaguing me head on.

I wonder if this is part of becoming an “adult.” You graduate from college, move off campus, and instead of actually having your shit together with a badass job and a hot ass fiancé and whatever else you thought would happen, you just end up an even more frazzled version of who you were a month ago when you were still a college student.

From the outside looking in, the unknowing bystander would likely take one look at me and think, “Wow, she’s really got it together.” After all, my dad hooked me, Lei, and Erin up with a bougie condo in downtown Miami overlooking the beach, with floor-to-ceiling windows that make me feel like an absolute boss, even if it is being paid for with Daddy’s money. His deal was simple — I’ll float you the first year while you figure out what comes next.

Seems simple enough. A fair and generous trade.

Except I don’t exactly know what I’m going to do now that I’ve graduated.

I have the degree. I have the internship under my belt and the coursework fresh in my head and all the desire and passion it takes to be a wedding planner.

And still, not a single company has called me in for an interview.

It will just take time, Lei assures me daily. That’s easy for her to say. The bitch not only got hired on at Okay, Cool after one semester of interning, but promptly got a dozen job offers the second she was let go.

Well, at least I have it going on in the boyfriend department, right? Kade Brewer is everything every girl dreams of — hilarious, smart, driven, incredibly hot, and, thanks in large part to my training, an absolute god in the bedroom. 

The problem?

I’ve barely talked to, let alone seen, him since we both left campus in December.

It’s been four weeks, and bless the sweet man, he’s given me my space. He understood when I said I just wanted to spend time with my family after graduation. He understood when I said I just needed some time to get the new place set up with the girls. He understood when I said I just needed time to focus on job applications.

I make an excuse, he says no problem.

The asshole.

If only he were demanding I face him, maybe I could be mad at him. Maybe I could blame all my icky feelings and this state I’ve found myself in on him.

Maybe I could admit the fact that the real reason I’ve been hiding away is because his big brother is the first man I ever loved, and he just swung back into my life like a wrecking ball.

God, just the thought of that horrid event has me groaning and covering my head with my covers again. 

Yes, it’s ten past noon and I’m still in bed. Don’t come for me.

When the darkness covers me, it’s easy to go back to that day. It was my last Kappa Kappa Beta chapter. Erin passed the torch down to Skyler and we were all ready to go party at Ralph’s. I was ready to ditch it altogether in favor of doing extremely dirty things to Kade.

Until we got to where he’d parked his car at the Alpha Sigma house and I’d found Jarrett leaning up against it.

Jarret fucking Locke.

That bald, tattooed, beautiful bastard was the absolute last person I expected to see, and when he called Kade “brother,” I passed out.

Literally, blacked out and hit the concrete.

I guess it was my body’s defense mechanism. Hurry, knock the bitch out so she doesn’t have to deal with this!

And here we are, a month later, and I’m still living that motto.

In all fairness, I really did take the holiday break to spend time with my family, and I really have been setting up in the new place and job searching.

Did I really need to blow my boyfriend off in the process? No. 

But this is my M.O. When something hurts or is confusing, I run from it. 

Clearly, I haven’t stepped into adulthood quite yet.

My phone buzzes incessantly, keeping me from slipping into my second nap for the day. When I glance at the screen, I see Front Desk on the caller ID.

“Good afternoon, Miss Vonnegut,” Herb says. He’s one of the associates who mans the front desk area in the lobby, signing for packages and letting us know when we have guests. 

“Afternoon, Herb,” I reply with a fake British accent. I don’t really know how it started, but when I met him, I pretended to be British after he greeted me so formally. I’m ninety percent sure he doesn’t think I’m actually British, but it’s still fun to keep up the façade. 

“A Mr. Kade Brewer is here for you. Shall I send him up?”

My eyes bulge out of the sockets as I throw the covers off and jump out of bed. “Uh,” I say, taking one look at myself in the mirror before promptly cringing. “Can you give me five minutes?”

I don’t use the accent. 

Damn it, my image is ruined.

“How about ten?”

“You’re my favorite, Herb.”

He chuckles before ending the call, and I promptly grab a brush and comb through my tangled mess of hair. Once it’s secured in a high ponytail, I strip off my sweats and throw on leggings and a sports bra, as if I was doing something active or have plans to. A bit of mascara and tinted moisturizer later, and I’m satisfied.

When I’m looking slightly less hellish, I survey my room, picking up the loose articles of clothing and tossing them in my closet before I haphazardly make my bed. It’s not perfect, but not half-bad when two loud knocks sound at the front door.

My feet feel like lead as I drag them down the hall. My room is the last one at the very end, with Erin and Ashlei’s framing up either side. My dad was an absolute gem to understand that we’d not only need our own bedrooms, but our own bathrooms, too. And the living area is one giant room where the kitchen, dining room, and sitting area sit as one. 

My favorite part of the entire condo is the gas fireplace that serves as a sort of centerpiece under the television and in front of the giant white couch the girls and I picked out together. It’s actually cold today — well, cold for Florida, anyway, at a brisk fifty-seven degrees — and so the fireplace crackles softly as I pass it on my way to the front door.

Steeling a breath, I force a smile and open it, launching myself into Kade’s arms as soon as I see him.

“Hey, you!” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck and inhaling his scent. “What a surprise!”

It’s a show at first, my lame attempt to assure him I’m fine, but the moment I’m in his arms and that familiar scent of eucalyptus that always seems to cling to him finds me, I nearly break. I forgot what it was like to have his beastly biceps holding me close, to feel his hard chest softening just for me, to hear the relieved exhale that always came when he held me.

I swallow down the urge to cry right then and there.

“Hi,” Kade says — cautiously, like I’m a rabid animal head butting him for pets after just trying to bite his arm off the day before. “Uh, yeah, I just… I haven’t heard from you so…” He frowns a little but tries to smile through it. “Thought I’d just pop by.”

God, if the smell of him wasn’t enough to undo me, the sight of him is doing the trick. I’m not sure how it’s possible, but he seems even more ripped than the last time I saw him, his biceps bulging against the sleeves of his olive-green, long-sleeve shirt. That buzzcut he’s always had has grown out a bit, giving him a boyish look; his brown hair now mussed like he’s been dragging his hands through it.

I instantly want to do the same.

“Well, I’m glad you did. Come in,” I say, holding the door open.

Kade walks in with his hands in his pockets, his warm brown eyes scanning the length of the windows. He lets out a whistle. “Well, I’d say this is a step up from the KKB house.”

“All thanks to Daddy. Though, if all goes according to plan, I’m hoping the girls and I will be able to afford this place on our own this time next year.”

“How’s the job hunting going?” Kade asks, looking at the couch like he’s going to sit, but then he doesn’t. 

“Good,” I lie, folding my arms over myself across the room from him.

“That’s good.”

We stand there for a long pause, Kade watching me and me watching the floor. Finally, I let out a sigh, lifting my gaze to his. “Kade, I’m sorry I’ve been avoiding you.”

“Ah, there’s the truth.”

I shake my head. “I just… seeing Jarrett… finding out he was your brother,” I add with wide eyes. “It was a lot for me. On top of graduating and moving out and…”

“Hey, I get it,” Kade says, moving a little closer to me. “I figured you needed the space, and I’ve been giving it to you, haven’t I?”

I nod.

“But it’s been a month, Jess. And the last time we talked, you said…” He swallows, and then laughs, shaking his head at himself. “God, I sound like such a pussy.”

“You don’t,” I insist, and I cross the last bit of space between us, sliding my arms around him and clasping my hands behind his back. “I said I wanted to keep dating, that I wanted to see where this was going.”

Kade frowns. “And do you still mean it?”

Something between a laugh and a gasp comes from my lips, and I pull him in closer. “Of course, I do.”

Kade sighs with relief, and it’s like that finally gives him the green light to hold me in return. His arms fold around me, and he drops his forehead to mine. “Thank God. I thought for sure I was walking into a breakup.”

“I’m sorry I made you feel that way.” I shake my head. “I’m still… processing. Okay? And I won’t lie, I’m kind of a hot mess right now. But, as long as you’re willing to be patient with me,” I say, lifting my gaze to his. “I still want to be with you.”

“I’ll be the most patient motherfucker who ever lived.”

His lips are on mine in the next breath, hard and demanding, his arms tightening around my waist. Every other thought, every other thing that needs to be discussed is gone in an instant, and I pull him in even more, moaning at the feeling of his kiss after so long.

“God, Jess, I’m already rock hard,” he breathes against my mouth, pulling my hips against his pelvis so I can feel him. “I need to be inside you.”

I gasp as he bites hard on my bottom lip, and then I’m in his arms, being carried blindly across the living room. It’s a good thing Erin and Ashlei aren’t home, because I have full faith we aren’t making it back to my room.

Kade slams my back against one of the windows, dropping my legs to the floor only long enough to forcefully rip my leggings down to my knees. They hold tight there, though, the traitorous bastards, and Kade is so frustrated with waiting that he growls and slips his hand between my thighs instead of trying to work them down more.

The second his fingers slip between my already-wet lips, I arch off the glass and into the touch.

“Fuck,” I groan, and Kade bites and kisses down my neck, sliding his fingers in more until the tips of them tease my entrance.

“There are so many things I want to do to you right now,” he whispers between kisses. “I want you sitting on my face. I want to ram my cock down your throat until you gag.”

A shock zips through me, and I shiver when he grazes my clit.

“I want to take my time tasting every inch of you. But all that will have to wait,” he says, and then he grabs my hips and spins me until my hands flatten against the cool glass. “Because right now,” he whispers against the shell of my ear. “I’m going to fuck you hard and come fast, so you better do the same.”

He grabs my ponytail then, yanking hard until I have no choice but to arch and stay still. I want to moan. I want to say yes. But the way he’s holding me, I can barely breathe, let alone speak. 

All I can do is wait.

I wait as he fumbles with his belt. I wait as he works the button and zipper of his jeans with one hand. I wait as he runs his fingers along my ass crack and slips one inside my pussy, just to make sure I’m wet and ready.

As if that was an actual question.

And once he confirms his suspicion, he releases my hair just enough to let me breathe, to let me moan, to let me prepare. 

Then, he fills me like a flash flood, wiping everything else away.

The first thrust is to the hilt, and his cock stretches my pussy that’s been empty for the past month in a mixture of pleasure and pain. I gasp at the feel of it, and when he withdraws and slams into me again, I can already feel my orgasm ready to explode.

“Goddamn,” he breathes, slowing his pace. He pulls all the way out, and I know without even turning to look that he’s looking down at where my wetness coats him, at where every inch of him glides in and out of me with ease. “You feel so fucking good.”

“I thought you said you were going to fuck me hard and come fast?”

A growl rips from Kade’s throat, and then he drops his hold on my hair so that both his hands can grip my hips.

And it’s all I can do to hold onto that glass and keep my knees from giving out.

True to his word, Kade’s thrusts are punishing, his thighs slapping against my ass as he pummels me against the window. And in less than sixty seconds, he pulls out, ripping me around just in time for me to drop to my knees and take his release in my mouth. 

It feels like a part of me slipping back into place, watching Kade unleash himself at my mercy. His hands are planted on the window as he grunts his release, his face twisting, and then he’s pulsing and convulsing and doing his best to stay standing, just like I was.

It’s everything I’ve been missing, that connection with Kade.

And now that it’s back, I feel like I am, too.

I’m still wiping the corners of my mouth when Kade picks me up, carrying me through the condo and down the hall with his jeans around his ankles and a promise on his lips to make me come at least three times before dinner. 

And he delivers.

We order takeout and stay in the room all night, catching up and watching half a movie before Kade passes out and I get close to doing the same. It’ll be nice, I think to myself, to finally get a good night’s rest.

But when I turn off the TV and curl up next to Kade, sighing at the way it feels to be wrapped up with him, I’m jolted awake just when I’m about to doze off. It’s my phone, buzzing hard and filling my room with light from where it’s plugged in on the nightstand.

I know I shouldn’t check it. Whatever it is, it can wait. But I roll over to put it on do not disturb and freeze at the name on the screen.

Jarrett.

And when I slide my thumb across the screen, it’s a four-word text that delivers me yet another sleepless night.

Can I see you?
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“AND OBVIOUSLY, HARVARD — ohhh, yes right there — would be amazing. Especially if I wanted to go into — oh, God — research. But really, I feel like my heart is calling me to Johns Hopkins. Ughhh, this is amazing.”

I finally give up, letting my hands drop to my sides from where they were hovering over the keys of my laptop. I close my eyes and sink into the pillows, letting out another moan when Adam presses his thumbs deep into the arch of my left foot.

He chuckles. “That good, huh?”

“You have no idea. I mean, I know I need to get used to this, being on my feet all the time. But after just one week at the hospital…” I groan again as Adam rolls my ankle and massages my heel. “Well, let’s just say I’ve got a whole new appreciation for nurses.”

Adam smiles, rubbing my foot with admiration in his eyes. I don’t know why it even interests him, sitting on my bed in the Kappa Kappa Beta house while I filter through all the medical school pamphlets I collected over break and compare them with my online research. You would think I was doing a boudoir shoot rather than talking about where I wanted to go for med school.

“No matter where you go, you’re going to be amazing,” Adam says, switching to my right foot. “But let’s just say someone walked in right now and said your life depended on you naming your top three schools. Don’t think too hard, just say what your gut tells you.”

I grimace. “I don’t want to—”

“Cassie, just say it, dammit, or I’ll suck on your big toe.”

“Ew!”

Adam opens his mouth big as a trout and pretends like he’s going to shove my whole foot in his mouth, to which I respond with jerking back so hard I nearly pull him into my lap. He laughs, grabbing my foot and rubbing again with a go on look on his face.

I sigh. “Harvard. Johns Hopkins. Duke.”

“And if that same person said you can only choose one, your top choice, and it’s yours. You’d say…”

I chew my lip for a long while until Adam starts tickling my foot while I writhe and try to break free.

“Johns Hopkins!” I scream, partially begging for mercy. “Johns Hopkins, okay?”

Adam smirks in victory, going back to the massage. “Well, there you have it. You can toss the rest of these pamphlets.”

I laugh. “I wish,” I say, picking up one for a smaller, lesser-known school in Florida. “But the truth is, the chances of me getting into those places are… well…”

“You’ll get in.”

“I need to apply to at least ten schools, just to be safe.”

“Fine, do what you want,” Adam says, and then he starts reeling me in like a fish, using my leg as the pole. “But you’re going to get in. You and I both know they’d be crazy not to let you in. With your GPA and the research projects you’ve already done, plus the fact that you’re graduating a whole year early?” He shakes his head. “You’re going to be the best damn doctor anyone has ever known.”

I welcome the kiss he presses to my lips with the sentiment, and then my cheeks heat as I finally admit out loud what I’ve been considering for months now. “Or… surgeon.”

Adam’s eyebrows shoot up into his hairline. “Surgeon, huh?”

I nod. “Am I crazy to think I can do that?”

“Are you kidding?” Adam pulls me into his lap then, covering me in kisses. “I’d let you perform surgery on me right now, no training or anything. That’s how great I think you’ll be.”

“You’re crazy,” I say with a laugh, squirming under his kisses.

“Crazy in love with you.”

As corny as the line is, it makes me swoon all the same, and Adam pulls me back into the mountain of pillows on my bed as we stare at each other all googly-eyed. 

For once, it feels like Adam and I are on stable ground.

After the hellish semester we endured in the fall — well, really, the hellish semesters, plural, that we’ve endured ever since we’ve known each other — it feels amazing to finally just be together.

We spent the holiday break with each other’s families, going to stay with his aunt first, and then with my parents and sister. I knew I loved Adam before, but there was a whole new level of love uncovered when I walked into the house he grew up in, when I met his aunt who took over after his grandfather passed away, when I saw pictures of Adam growing up, when I made cookies with his aunt and got to know the woman who raised the boy I was so in love with.

And if that wasn’t heartwarming enough, watching him play video games with my sister and listening to him talk golf with my dad and watching him load the dishwasher for Mom while she nearly cried at the sight?

Well, that was the icing on the cake. 

And now, we’re back at PSU, Adam in his last semester before graduation and me going into my last full year, now that I’ve decided to graduate early.

It feels like a new era.

It feels like everything I could ever want.

“Are you sure you don’t need to be at the A Sig house?” I ask, but I’m already wrapping myself up more in him, knowing full well I don’t want him to leave. “Fraternity Rush is still under way, and I know you have a lot to do.”

“Oh, I have plenty to do,” he agrees, but wraps himself up in me just as tight. “Fortunately, I did a lot of it when we first got back, and I’ve become rather good at delegating. Jeremy is handling everything tonight, and the other brothers are stepping up, too.”

“Are you sure?” I ask again.

“Yes, I’m sure, my little parrot,” he says, kissing my nose. “Hey, I’ve got to step back a little this semester and let the other guys get their chance to shine. I’ve already been the first to ever be president two years in a row.” He shrugs. “I’m graduating in just five months. These guys gotta figure out what comes next, and I have to step out of the way in order for that to happen.”

I arch a brow. “You’re surprisingly… calm about all this. You’re not going to miss it?”

“Of course, I will. I mean, I feel like I’m largely responsible for turning our entire chapter around, for giving us a new reputation, for getting A Sig back in the game.” Adam pauses, his eyes focused somewhere in the distance. “But I think I’m ready for the next chapter in my life, and I have faith in my brothers. They’re going to be just fine without me.”

“And what’s next for you?”

Adam watches me for a long time, his eyes flicking back and forth between my own, like there are a million things running through his head and he can’t tell me a single one of them.

“I’m not sure,” he finally says. “I mean, I majored in Business. Pretty versatile. But… you know… I’ve been thinking… and I really loved turning our chapter around here, and I know there are a lot of other Alpha Sigma chapters struggling across the nation.”

“Oh my God,” I say, jolting upright so I can face him. “Are you thinking about being a Field Executive?!”

Adam laughs. “You stole my thunder.”

“Babe!” I smack his chest, my smile so big I think it might split my face. “You would be amazing at that.”

Field Executives are college graduates who go on to work for their fraternity at the national level. They’re usually assigned to a chapter for a semester or a year, and their tasks range from everything from recruitment and expansion to best practices for the chapter and spreading historical fraternity knowledge.

Adam wouldn’t just be amazing at the job — he was practically made for it.

“Don’t get so excited,” he says, holding up his hands. “They don’t hire many guys, and I’m sure I’ll be one in a sea of hundreds applying.”

“Doesn’t matter. One look at what you did here at Palm South, and they’ll hire you on the spot. With a signing bonus.”

Adam laughs as I cuddle up against him again. “A signing bonus, huh? Like a baseball player?”

“Yep. Millions of dollars, just like that.” I snap to illustrate.

He laughs again. “You know, my aunt is obsessed with you.”

“Is she now?”

“Yep. Which makes two of us.” He pins me into the sheets then, kissing all over my neck while I laugh and wriggle beneath him. Just that simple movement fires me up, and Adam pauses where he hovers over me with a wicked smile.

“This semester feels different, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” he agrees, sweeping my hair from my face.

“You and me, we’ve been through so much…”

Adam nods, resting on his elbows so that we’re chest to chest, stomach to stomach, lined up in every possible way.

“I kind of feel like nothing can stop us now.”

At that, Adam smirks, pressing a long kiss against my mouth before he whispers, “It’s only up from here, baby.”

And then, he peels my shirt up and kisses his way down to show me just how unstoppable we are.
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THERE’S NO BETTER VIEW than a redhead sucking your cock.

I don’t care what the travel buffs say about mountains and valleys, beaches and lakes, bustling cities or tiny map dot towns. They can say whatever they want about that kind of scenery — I much prefer this one.

My dark hands, twisted in bright copper hair.

Plump lips around my thick length.

Manicured nails digging into my thighs.

A cotton-candy pink tongue, dragged from balls to tip.

I groan and let my head roll back only long enough to keep myself from coming too quickly before my eyes are on Kailey again. I met her earlier this week when Fraternity Rush started and she showed up with a tray full of freshly baked brownies. I loved her hair, her sweet and innocent smile, her long eyelashes.

I especially loved when she blew all that shit away, leaning in to whisper in my ear that she couldn’t wait to see what my bedroom looked like.

And now, here we are, and with a hot, wet mouth driving me to the edge of my release, I finally feel like myself again.

“Fuck, I’m going to—”

I don’t even get the words out before Kailey takes me all the way down her throat — or at least, as deep as she can go — and I don’t miss the gag when I find my release. But, like a champion, she holds me there, and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve seen in a long fucking time.

“Damn, girl,” I say when she looks up at me with a wicked smile, swallowing and wiping the corners of her mouth. “That was hot as fuck.”

“Glad you enjoyed yourself,” she says. Then, she stands and pulls her sweater dress down from where I’d hiked it up over her hips. She checks her makeup in my mirror, running her fingers through the hair I mussed.

“Your turn?” I ask, sliding up behind her. My cock is already soft, but I know plenty of ways to get her off.

“You can get me next time,” she says, turning to tap my nose with her pointer finger.

She’s already out of my arms and heading for the door when I say, “Oh, so it’s like that, huh? You’re going to just suck me off and then waltz right out of here?”

Kailey laughs, pointing a thumb over her shoulder. “Can’t you hear? There’s a party going on out there. Don’t worry,” she says with a wink as she opens my door. “I’ll come to collect soon enough.”

I laugh when she blows me a kiss before shutting the door behind her, and when I’m alone, I can’t help but appreciate that kind of confidence and ownership of a woman’s sexuality.

I think I’m even more turned on now.

With a sigh, I yank on my sweatpants and flop back on my bed, resting my hands behind my head as I look up at the ceiling.

The holiday break was… tough, to say the least. After Becca broke up with me, and Erin refused to talk to me and let me apologize for the whole Friendsgiving mishap, all I could do was go home to Pittsburgh and lick my wounds. 

Fortunately, it turned out to be just what I needed.

Being with my brothers and my mom brought me back to myself, and for the first time since I can remember, we’re a unit. 

Carleton is getting clean, has a full-time job, and even his wife is working at the grocery store down the street from them. My nephews are in school and happy. Clayton is ecstatic after a killer football season and growing more and more into a lady killer every day.

And mom is… around. For once.

It’s as uncomfortable as it is exciting, having my mom present, getting to know her again after all that has transpired between us. I have Becca to thank for getting me to pull my head out of my ass and realize that giving my mom a chance to right her wrongs was the least I could do.

And to her credit, she really is trying.

So much so that Clayton moved out of Mac’s house and in with Mom in her new two-bedroom apartment. 

It scared me at first, when they told me the news, but it helped that at least I was there to help them both move in and get settled. I even took Mom to the Goodwill to get furniture and things they needed. Clayton seemed excited to have his own place again. Even though Mac’s family had been amazing, I knew it gave him a sense of independence to not have to depend on them anymore.

Still, Mr. and Mrs. Harrison assured me they would still be there, checking in, making sure all was well. And it makes me feel better to know I’ve got eyes in town even when I’m not there.

And the timing of it all couldn’t be better.

It’s my last semester at PSU, my last semester as a brother, my last semester of college, period. 

This is it.

Just a handful of months filled with classes and partying in equal measure stand between me and graduation.

I have no idea what comes next for me. I feel confident in my skills as a graphic designer at this point, but the question isn’t what I’ll do.

It’s where I’ll do it.

There’s a huge part of me that yearns to go back to Pittsburgh, even though I used to swear to myself that I never would. Now that my family is there, mending our past, my thought have shifted and I realize that I want to be there with them.

Pittsburgh is a cool city.

There are plenty of jobs available.

I know Pennsylvania. I miss the cold. I miss seasons, having a fall and winter and spring instead of one perpetual summer with a dash of chill now and then.

And still, there’s something holding me here, something that says my time in South Florida isn’t over, something that makes my gut churn with a silent whisper of you can’t leave, not yet.

I feel tethered to this place.

I just haven’t quite figured out why.

A loud ruckus down the hall breaks me out of my daydream, and I sigh, scrubbing a hand over my head before I hop up and check my reflection in the mirror. I look like a man who just got properly sucked off, and if anything, I kind of like the look more than when I first got ready for tonight.

I don’t even bother to change into jeans again, just give myself a swig of mouthwash and then I’m out the door. All the what comes next shit running through my head can wait.

Kailey’s right. There is a party going on.

Time to do it up Clinton Fucking Pennington style.

For one last semester.
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JUST REMIND ME ONE more time that I have nothing to worry about.

I smile a little at the text from Kade, but can’t ignore the way my stomach somersaults, too. 

You have nothing to worry about. I’ll be in your bed in just a few hours.

The little dots bounce on the screen as I check my reflection one last time in the bar bathroom.

I’ll keep it warm until then.

With another smile, I tuck my phone away, stilling a breath before I make my way out of the bathroom.

This little beach bar hasn’t changed much since the first time I graced its presence. I still remember that night like it was yesterday, strolling in here looking for a little escape from recruitment. I thought I’d find a good fruity cocktail and a guy to fawn over me all night before I had to go back to a house full of screaming sisters.

Instead, I found Jarrett.

A shiver races up my spine at the memory of him behind the bar, the wicked smile he gave me, the confidence, the unforgettable first time of him touching me in his truck in the parking lot. 

That memory seems to grow three heads and a dozen eyeballs when I round the corner out of the bathroom hallway and spot Jarrett coming in from outside.

It’s chilly tonight, a rare and blessed event in South Florida, so the beach bar that’s normally all open and airy has plastic awnings pulled down to keep out the cold as best they can. Jarrett is bundled up in a brown leather jacket and dark distressed jeans. All his tattoos are covered, along with his bald head, thanks to a Patagonia beanie. I can tell the time he’s spent in Manhattan has given him more fashion sense just by the outfit and designer boots he’s paired with it.

He’s my Jarrett, the same one who stole my heart with just one look.

And yet, he’s a complete stranger, someone I don’t know at all.

His smile is weak when his eyes meet mine, and he makes his way toward me with his hands in the pocket of his jacket.

“Hi,” he says, and I have a flashback to our last conversation — the video chat where he broke up with me.

I clear my throat and force a smile. “Hi, yourself.”

“Thank you for meeting me.”

I nod.

“Shall we?” Jarrett gestures toward the bar, and when we reach it, he pulls out my stool first before taking the one next to me.

It’s been about a year and a half since Jarrett left his job at this bar and took the internship in New York, but still, he’s like a celebrity when he sits down. The manager comes out and tells the bartender to put our tab on the house, an older woman who worked with Jarrett when he was here comes over to give him a big hug, and even a few patrons pay their respects. When it’s finally just the two of us again, he sighs, smiling sheepishly at me.

“So,” he says. “My brother has threatened to castrate me if I so much as touch you, but for the record, I really wanted to give you a hug.”

I chuckle. “Better not, just to keep the balls safe.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Jarrett pauses, lifting his beer to his lips for a sip. It makes me happy that even after so long in the city and obviously graduating to better clothing, he still likes an ice-cold Pabst Blue Ribbon. “I will say, I’m glad you didn’t pass out when you saw me this time.”

My cheeks heat, but I don’t really know what to say. Oh, yeah, that. Sorry. Just wasn’t prepared to see my ex-boyfriend whom I had barely gotten over standing next to my current boyfriend’s car. Oh, and double whammy, you two end up being brothers!

I sip my margarita, instead.

Jarrett watches me for a long time, and I feel his eyes crawling over me like they’re a laser beam sparking every cell inside me to life. Those warm brown eyes still know just how to make me feel naked as the day I was born. 

I sigh, shaking my head and pushing my drink away before I turn to face him head on. “Jarrett, what are we doing here?”

“Having a drink,” he says, holding up his beer. “Talking. Catching up.”

“Catching up,” I deadpan.

Jarrett lets out a sigh of his own, taking a big gulp of his beer before he says, “I don’t know, Jess. I wanted to see you. I needed to see you.”

My heart squeezes in my chest.

“The way things ended between us… I hated it. I still hate it. I’ve thought about it so much since then. I even tried to reach out to you a few times, but… well… I guess you blocked my number. And I don’t blame you, I just…” 

He doesn’t continue for a long while, just stares at where his hand is wrapped around the PBR can.

“I had to block you,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “Jarrett, I loved you. Fiercely. And I was broken after… after…” I swallow, unable to finish my sentence. “I just wanted to move on, and I knew you enough to know there was no changing your mind — not once you’d made it up the way you had.”

He nods in understanding, scratching the scruff on his jaw. “We’re opening a branch here in Miami,” he says. “For the nonprofit. And since I used to live here, they picked me to head the expansion.”

I smile genuinely. “That’s amazing. Congratulations.”

He gives me another weak smile. “Thanks.” A swallow. “It’s weird. When they told me, I wasn’t really excited about leaving New York. I wasn’t really able to get excited about anything after dealing with my father this summer,” he adds with a shake of his head. “But that’s a story for another time. What I’m trying to say is that I have sort of been… numb. But when they said they were sending me here, there was one little glimpse of light.” His eyes find mine then, the depths of them endless. “I knew you’d be here.”

I frown, tearing my eyes from his to look at my margarita. I hate the way my stomach tightens at his words, the way my skin heats under his gaze.

“Can I ask you something?”

I nod, still not looking at him.

“What’s going on with you and my brother?”

A little laugh escapes me at that. “It’s a long story.” I pause. “Kind of a humorous one, actually. But… long story short?” I turn to meet his gaze. “We’re dating. And I really, really like him.”

I can see the flash of pain that hits Jarrett at my words, but he swallows it down, smiling. “I’m glad you’re happy. You deserve to be happy.”

“Thank you.”

“For the record,” he says, sipping his beer. “He really, really likes you, too.”

I chuckle, and my hair falls in front of my face a little before I tuck it behind one ear. When I look back at Jarrett, I can see there are a million things he wants to say.

I think there are a million things I want to say, too.

“Look,” he says after a moment. “All the bullshit aside, I know it’s too late to apologize for the past. I know it’s too late to go back to what we had. And I really don’t want anything more than for you to be okay, to be happy, and it’s clear that you are.” He shrugs. “But if you’re okay with it, I’d like to be friends.” 

“Friends,” I repeat with an arched brow. “I think we tried that once before.”

He laughs. “Well, things are a bit different now, wouldn’t you say?”

I smile and nod, considering his offer. To say that him being back in town knocked the breath out of me would be an understatement. To say that discovering he was Kade’s brother fucked me up would be the understatement of the century. 

But to say that I don’t want him in my life would be a big, fat lie.

“Do you remember the first time we met here,” I ask, looking around with a grin. “And you called me princess?”

He wrinkles his nose. “God, I did, didn’t I?” A shake of his head. “What weak game.”

“Hey, it worked.”

He smiles at me, that smile that melted my heart and my panties the first time he flashed it at me. “It did, didn’t it?”

“I mean, I called you out for it and did my best to emasculate you but, yes, it did.”

“You were such a spitfire,” Jarrett says with a remembering smile. “I’d never met anyone like you.”

“And have you since?”

“I think you know the answer to that,” he says with a laugh.

We just watch each other for a moment after that, and I feel it — the buzzing energy crackling like electricity underneath all the things we don’t say.

“I like the idea of being friends,” I whisper.

“Yeah?”

I nod. “I’ve missed you, Jarrett. If I have the chance to have you in my life again, I want to take it.”

Another flash of something in his eyes, but it’s gone quickly, and then his hand extends for mine. “Friends, then.”

I eye his hand. “I thought Kade said he’d castrate you if you touched me.”

“True,” he says, but leaves his hand extended. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

It’s just a handshake, a simple pump of my hand in his to solidify our agreement, but the moment our skin touches, I hear the distant hum of a thousand warning bells alarming in sync. 

As if he hears them, too, Jarrett swallows and pulls his hand from mine, reaching for his beer, instead. “Now,” he says, taking a sip. “Tell me what the hell you’ve been up to this past year.”

The conversation is easy from there, and I find that it feels natural, sitting there with Jarrett, him telling me about his life in New York while I fill him in on my last year as a college student. By the end of the night, he’s helping me look for jobs and telling me I’m always welcome at the agency if I need somewhere to get started. We’re swapping stories and laughing and drinking and everything feels okay.

Maybe Jarrett being back won’t be so bad, after all.

Maybe being friends will be easy, now that we’ve had so much time apart.

Maybe we can all three hang out — me, him, and Kade — one big happy family.

Or maybe I’m still the same walking train wreck I was the night I first walked into this bar, and this whole thing will blow up in my face.

I guess only time will tell.
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RALPH’S IS ON SPRING Break level.

Fraternity rush is officially over, which means new brothers and old ones alike flock to the university bars to celebrate their letters. Music blasts from the speakers, the DJ yelling into the mic about the happy hour pricing, and every inch of the dance floor is packed. 

Skyler, Kip, Adam, and I managed to snag a high-top table tucked back in the corner near the billiards tables, and though we still have to scream over the music, it’s like we’ve carved out our own little slice of the bar.

“So, what comes next?” Adam asks Kip after he gives us the rundown of his television series idea. He wants to capture the story of how he and Skyler met and fell in love — including all the lies, games, and poker drama. It’s the whole reason he’s here and not in California at UCLA, and by the way Skyler is leaning into him all doe-eyed listening to him talk about the project, I know she couldn’t care less what he’s filming — so long as he’s here.

“Casting,” he says, nudging Skyler. “And this gal made sure I knew that she’d be Head Bitch in Charge when it came down to this part.”

“Damn straight,” she says, lifting her beer toward us before she takes a sip. “I’ve got to make sure the girl who plays me is bad ass enough to fill the role.”

“And what about me?” Kip teases with an arched brow. “Think you can cast the right guy to fill my shoes?”

“Never,” she answers easily, wrapping her arms around him and kissing his chin as she looks up at him with a tipsy smile. “I’ll find a suitable actor, don’t you worry. But only I get the real thing.”

Adam and I exchange smiles when they practically start making out, but suddenly, a rowdy group of freshmen bump into our table and send our beers sloshing out of the plastic cups containing them. 

“Jesus!” Adam yells, steadying the table as the rest of us reach out to hold the beers. Once everything is calm again, we all laugh, shaking our heads.

“I remember my first time in this bar,” Kip says, throwing his arm around Skyler with a smile. “It’s when I bet on you and won your heart.”

“Uh,” Skyler says, holding up a finger. “I’m pretty sure all you did was piss me off, and then stalk me when I told you to leave me alone afterward.”

“You were going to a sketchy part of town to play in a poker tournament. I had to protect you.”

“Oh, really? And how did that work out?”

I laugh, remembering from Skyler’s stories that Kip almost got into a fight with a guy Skyler had beaten at the tournament.

“All I know is that night didn’t end until morning,” Kip says, waggling his brows. “With me and you on the beach at sunrise. And for that reason, I’d do it all again, given the chance.”

Skyler blushes, shoving Kip playfully before she leans into him. And I know that look on her face when she casts her gaze up at him, her head on his shoulder.

Hopeless.

The girl is just absolutely hopeless.

“I remember my first time at this bar, too,” I say, smiling at Skyler. “It was the night I became your Little.”

“Oh my gosh!” Skyler squeals. “That’s right! Awww, I got you a fake ID and everything.”

“You did. And you,” I say, poking Adam in the ribs. “You danced with Skyler while I pined for you from afar.”

“Okay, that’s not fair,” he says, poking me back. “I didn’t know you were pining for anything. You played it cool for a girl who was supposedly so smitten.”

“Well, I had to! My Big called dibs!”

“Gah, I still can’t believe I was so blind to that,” Skyler says, shaking her head.

“Can we change the subject?” Kip asks, frowning. “I don’t like to think about you two banging.” He points between Adam and Skyler, and my nose wrinkles with the notion.

“Yeah, I think that’s a time I’d like to forget, too.”

“What, you don’t like being Eskimo sisters, Little?” Skyler teases, which makes Adam laugh out loud until I elbow him in the side. 

Kip pulls Skyler out onto the dance floor, then, leaving me and Adam alone. I take a long pull of the fruity mystery cocktail the bartender poured me for happy hour, and when I set the drink down again, Adam is watching me with a curious smile.

“What?” I ask. “Something on my face?”

I’m already patting my cheeks and the corners of my lips when Adam chuckles, scooting his barstool closer. He slips his knee between my legs, his hands resting on my hips.

“No, you’re beautiful.”

“Then why are you looking at me like that?”

He shrugs. “Just thinking. Reminiscing.” He pauses. “It’s just… this is all so real now.”

I tilt my head.

“That story we were just talking about, it just reminded me how far we’ve come. I mean, I can still remember the first time I saw you by the slip and slide at the Kappa Kappa Beta house. I can remember thinking you were so cute, but not realizing I actually had feelings for you for so long. We played so many games…” He shakes his head. “God, I remember the first time I saw you dancing with Clay. In this bar, Halloween. Do you remember?”

I scoff. “I try to forget everything about him.”

“Well, I remember distinctly how badly I wanted to rip his head off.”

“But you were with Skyler.”

“I know. That’s the point.”

“What is?”

Adam smirks, grabbing my barstool and pulling me closer to him. “That through all the years, no matter who else was in the picture, no matter how many games we’ve played… it’s always been you and me.”

He steals my smile with a kiss, long and sensual, one that makes me wish we weren’t in a crowded bar full of strangers.

“You’re applying to med school,” he says, his lips still hovering over mine. “I’m starting to look for a job. We’re both graduating soon.” Adam shakes his head, tucking my hair behind one hear as his warm brown eyes stare into mine. “We’re about to start our lives together, Cassie.”

I chuckle. “Are you sure you want to, after everything I’ve put you through?”

“Are you kidding?” Adam shakes his head again, and then his hands are framing my face. “For better or worse, drama free or up to our necks in frustration — I’m yours.”

“It’s probably going to be the latter, knowing us.”

“Probably,” Adam agrees. “But as long as I’ve got you at the end of the day, I’ll take every challenge that comes our way.”

“That kind of rhymed.”

“Poet and didn’t even know it.”

I laugh, kissing his cheek before I pop out of my chair. “Dance with me, Adam Brooks.”

And for the rest of the night, he does.
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“LITTLE, IF YOU DON’T get your shit together right now, I’m going to put you in a cab and send you back to Greek Row.”

My goofy-ass Little, Josh, who is usually mouthing off and getting himself into trouble with girls, is currently a sobbing mess in one of the hottest bars downtown.

His red hair is disheveled, and thanks to his fresh spray tan, he’s starting to leave streak marks on his face. If it wasn’t so pathetic, I’d be laughing.

“I just don’t know what I’m going to do without you here,” he says, and he grimaces with another wave of emotion.

Until I punch him in the stomach.

He doubles over, coughing, but when he’s upright again, he nods. “You’re right. I needed that.”

“You’re going to be fine,” I assure him, resting a hand on his shoulder as I inch a shot of whiskey toward him. “You’re going to party and hook up with girls and do all the things you’ve done every year since you joined Omega Chi.”

“But you’re my partner in crime,” he says, shaking his head. “I mean, you’re the reason half these guys put up with me.”

At that, I laugh. “Hey, that’s not true. We all love you — even when you annoy the shit out of us.”

He looks down at the shot, not convinced.

“Listen to me,” I say, leveling my gaze with his. “You need to stop playing this role you think you have to play, being the jokester all the time. You spit the corny lines to the ladies because you think that’s what they expect from you. You’re the clown, right?”

Josh nods.

“But I know you, the real you,” I say, poking his chest. “And you’re actually funny. Not in the stupid way either. You’re also smart. And you’ve got ideas for this fraternity that you would rather shuffle through me than stand up and say on your own. But this is it, little brother. This is the passing of the torch. You can either let it fall to the ground and extinguish itself, or you can grab it and hold it high and run on. The choice is yours.”

The more I talk, the more Josh nods, his brows furrowing together. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right, man.”

“Obviously.”

He smirks at that, and then he claps a hand on my shoulder. “I really am going to miss you, bro.”

“Well, I’m not gone yet,” I say, lifting my own shot glass. “So, let’s get fucked up while I’m still young and broke and without adult responsibilities.”

“Hear, hear!”

We slam back the whiskey, wincing as it burns our esophagi. Then, Josh nods toward a few girls at the other end of the bar. 

“Shall we?”

Every single one of the girls looks older than us by at least five years — the perks of being at a bar downtown as opposed to one close to campus. We loaded up two vans with brothers to take on the downtown area, and I have to admit, the women coming out after a long day working at the office in their designer heels and pencil skirts is a fresh and welcome change of scenery.

Still, even with the tallest of the girls batting her lashes at me, her long legs crossed, skirt inched up over her knees — I can’t help but feel like something’s… off.

“You go ahead without me,” I say. “I need some air, I think.”

Josh frowns, and I can already see him opening his mouth to argue.

“You’ve got this,” I say, giving him a pointed look as I stand. 

At that, he zips his lips closed again with a determined nod, and then he brushes past me, puffing his chest out and holding his shoulders back as he approaches the girls. 

I should have told him to wipe his fucking face first, but lucky for him, it looks like the blonde of the group is into sensitive guys. She wipes the wetness from his cheeks and even though I can’t hear her, I see her lips mouth what happened, are you okay?

Josh gives me a wink over his shoulder, and I shake my head on a laugh, knowing he’ll be just fine.

One glance around the dark bar and it’s easy to see all my brothers are enjoying themselves. They’re dancing under the lights on the giant dance floor, hitting on girls older and wiser than them at the bar, competing in beer pong back in the corner. They’re all smiles and laughter, living it up.

And for some reason, it makes my chest hurt.

Scrubbing a hand over my fade, I make my way through the crowd and let myself outside. It’s not as cold as it has been — the rare cold front that moved through has definitely passed — but it’s far from the summertime heat, and I give a sigh of relief when the cool breeze washes over me.

Downtown is bustling with people going to and fro, girls linking arms and giggling as they pass, guys shouting and jumping on each other’s backs as they try to get the girls’ attention. Music and laughter spill out onto the street from every building, and I smile, leaning my back against the cool brick and taking it all in.

I’m not sure why I felt so claustrophobic inside. Maybe it’s because I’m going to miss it all, that I’m sad to be leaving it behind. I’m graduating soon, moving on, leaving the place I’ve called home for almost four years now. My life will consist of more work and less play, a natural progression.

Even so, I shake my head at myself, because it’s not like my life is ending when I leave college. If anything, it’s just beginning. I’ll have more freedom, no classes or homework, no fraternity events. I’ll be able to go wherever I want, do whatever I want. And, if I get the right job, I’ll actually have money to do shit with. 

I’m still trying to figure out the source of my anxiety when a familiar head of short, blonde hair catches my eye down the street. 

It’s just a glimmer of the fairy lights hanging over head at first, their glow reflecting in her golden locks. But then she turns, and laughs, her wide, brown eyes shining in the low light of the street. 

Erin Xander.

My heart stops in my chest at the sight of her. I haven’t seen her since we got back from break. Truthfully, I wondered if I’d ever see her again after Friendsgiving last year. She graduated, and since she wouldn’t return any of my calls or texts, I had no idea if she stayed in the area or moved away.

But here she is, shining like the brightest star downtown.

With her arm linked in Gavin’s.

I hate that my fingers curl into fists at my sides at the sight of him, that my jaw tenses and my next breath is hotter than the one before it. All I want is to be happy for her, to see that smile on her face and be thankful that someone put it back after so many years of it being absent.

But something in my stomach sours every time I see them together, and I don’t know if that will ever change.

Gavin says something to Erin when they’re about two bars down from me, and she nods with a smile, blushing at the kiss he lays on her cheek before he disappears inside.

My feet are moving before I even make the conscious decision to go to her.

As soon as I take the first step, my heart is in my throat, and it stays there every inch of the way as I make my way toward her. The closer I get, the more I can see how freshly tanned her skin is, how her long lashes are painted black, her lips a crimson red. The dress she’s wearing is somehow both conservative and sexy, the hem of it flowing below her knees, but the V-neck cutting down deep enough to show her cleavage. Those legs of hers are emphasized by the high heels she’s wearing, and her hair is slightly curled, just enough of a wave to make it look like she might have just taken a toss in the sheets before coming out.

Maybe she had.

The thought makes me ill.

She’s blissfully unaware of me until I’m about ten feet away, and then her brown eyes catch on mine, and the smile on her face slips off like a runny egg.

I stop when there’s a foot left between us, and suddenly, I have no idea what the hell I’m doing. I open my mouth, close it again, shove my hands in my pockets and look down the street, clearing my throat. It takes me a long moment to look at her again, and when I do, she’s watching me like a nightmare that’s come to haunt her again.

I want to be the first one to speak, but I can’t.

“Bear,” she finally says, and my name is broken on her lips. So much so that she clears her throat, tucking her hair behind her ears before she crosses her arms over her chest. “What are you doing down here?”

“Some of the brothers carpooled out,” I answer stupidly. “Wanted a change of scenery.”

“Oh,” she says, and she tries to smile, but it falls flat.

Her eyes jet over to the door Gavin walked in, and I assume he either went to the bathroom or to get them a drink, since there’s an open container pass as long as you stay within the block. 

Either way, my time alone with her is limited.

“You look good,” I say.

Again, stupidly.

“Oh, thank you,” she says with a blush, looking down at her dress.

“Get lots of time at the beach over break?”

She frowns, confused.

“You’re tan,” I comment. “More so than usual.”

So stupid.

“Ah,” she says. “Yes, actually, but not here. Um… Gavin and I, we… we took a trip.”

“Oh.”

“We went to the airport and just let two strangers pick our gate letter and number.”

At that, I balk genuinely. “Wow. That’s… that’s ballsy.”

She laughs, and the sound is so sweet, so familiar and yet such a distant memory I almost question if it’s real. “It’s okay. You can say what you really think — it was crazy. And very unlike me.” She pauses then, filling up with a fresh inhale. “And amazing in every possible way.”

My stomach twists with jealousy, but I shove the emotion down. “Where did you end up?”

“Ecuador, if you can believe it.”

“Wow,” I say with another bulging of eyes.

“I know! I know,” Erin says, shaking her head. “It was some city we’d never even heard of. Guayaquil? But some quick research while we waited to board and we found this gorgeous beach town. The water was so blue and beautiful, and there were giant turtles and exotic birds, and the music was… oh, and the food!”

She can barely contain her smile as she talks about the place, the name of which I miss because I’m too busy telling myself to smile like I mean it, and it takes all my effort to do so.

After a while, she falls silent again, and I know my time is running out. It’s now or never to say what I have to say.

“Erin, I’m really sorry about what happened at Friendsgiving.”

She winces like I’ve struck her. “It’s ok—”

“No.” I stop her, holding up a hand. “It’s not okay. I know it and so do you.”

She rolls her lips together, crossing her arms even tighter over her chest as she waits for me to continue.

“I was an asshole. I acted out of line and I’m sorry for it. I don’t blame you for ignoring my calls and my texts. I’d be pissed if I were you, too. But…” 

Don’t you fucking get emotional, Bear.

But it’s useless. My throat nearly closes on itself as I try to fight back the tears stinging the corner of my eyes, and I still a breath before I continue.

“Look, I don’t have an excuse, other than I had my own shit going on. But it doesn’t matter. All that does is that I’m genuinely sorry that I hurt you.” I find her gaze then, and when I see her eyebrows pinched together as she watches me struggle with my emotion, I nearly fall apart. “And I’m glad to see you happy, Erin. I truly am. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

She sucks in a stiff breath, and I don’t miss the glossing of her own eyes. “Bear…”

Behind her, I see Gavin in the bar, making his way through the crowd and back out to the street. 

“I just wanted you to know,” I say with a sniff, and then I turn and bolt without another word, steering myself back toward the bar where my brothers are. I don’t look over my shoulder to see if Erin is watching me leave, or if Gavin is giving her a kiss now that he’s reunited with her, or if they’re walking hand in hand in the opposite direction.

I can’t do anything but forge on.

And as I reach the bar again, ducking inside and welcoming the greeting of smoke and music, I have the most disturbing moment of clarity.

I finally understand why I feel tethered to this place, why it feels impossible to leave.

It’s not PSU that’s keeping me here. It’s not my brothers or the parties or the nostalgia of being a college kid. It’s not the bars or the three-story gym on campus or the mostly responsibility-free lifestyle.

It’s her.

And now that I see it, I know one thing for sure.

I can’t leave here.

Not yet.

And not without her.
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“WHAT IS IT?”

“Open it and find out.”

I stare at the giant box Gavin just took out of his car and sat between us in the parking lot, questioning its safety with an arched brow. Other people from therapy are still filing out to their own cars around us, and Gavin tips an imaginary hat at them when they stare at the box with just as much confusion as I am.

“I don’t like surprises.”

“It’s not a surprise,” he says on a laugh. “It’s a gift. Open it.”

I should be used to this kind of behavior from Gavin. I mean, if him suggesting that we take a spontaneous trip where we let strangers pick our destination hadn’t proved that already, I’m not sure what would. Still, my stomach is a mess of butterflies as I stare at the gift.

I roll my lips together, slowly inching closer to the box. It’s obnoxiously big, so much so that it barely fit in the back seat of Gavin’s car, and it’s fire-engine red with a bright pink bow on top.

I slip my fingers under the bow first, untying it and letting it fall open to expose the top lid of the box. And when I remove it, I scream.

A cannon of confetti and glitter bursts when I remove the top, making a loud pop sound as a flurry of red, pink, purple, and white rains down around me. Gavin is laughing uncontrollably as I try desperately not to have a heart attack, and I throw the box lid directly at him, disappointed when he catches it easily.

“Jerk!”

“I’m sorry,” he says, still fighting off laughter. “I didn’t know it would be so explosive.”

That sends him into another riot of laughter, and though I’m starting to laugh, too, I beat my tiny fists on his chest until he drops the box lid and wraps his arm around me.

“Did you look inside?”

“I didn’t have to. The insides jumped out at me!”

He chuckles, nodding toward the box as he shifts me in his arms so I can see.

Inside, there’s a fluffy teddy bear with soft beige fur and a red heart clasped between its paws. There are also at least three boxes of chocolate, a bottle of champagne, and a giant cartoon-drawn card that says will you be my Valentine?

“Valentine’s Day?” I ask, giving Gavin a pointed look when I turn in his arms once more. I thread my hands behind his neck. “You’re joking, right? You don’t strike me as a man who buys into a consumer-driven, romantic holiday.”

“Oh, I absolutely loathe the holiday,” he agrees with a grin. “But I happen to really like you.”

I smile. “Is that so?”

“It is. So you see, I’m in a conundrum, because where I would usually spend the holiday playing video games or making fun of couples posting on social media, this year…” He pulls me in closer, his endless blue-green eyes sparkling in the low light from the parking lot streetlamps. “I’d rather be disgustingly cute and couple-y with you.”

“What if I also hate Valentine’s Day?”

“We can have an anti-Valentine’s Day.”

“And that would entail…”

“Watching John Tucker Must Die and pigging out on our favorite snacks in our sweatpants. No candles, no roses, no romance. Just trashy movies, trashy food, and trashy conversation.”

I laugh, playing with his hair where it meets the nape of his neck. “You’ve got this all planned out.”

“So, are you in?”

His eyes fall to my lips, and when he bites his, desire rolls through me in a drastic heat wave.

Our trip only lasted ten days, but it was magical in every way. Sure, there was the anxiety of not knowing what to pack, of flying to a country I barely knew anything about, let alone had ever visited before, but overall, it was the most exhilarating trip of my life.

We flew into Ecuador without a single thing planned, using our time in the airports to book a last-minute hotel and car. We decided to drive out to a little beach town called Montañita, and the next ten days were filled with perfectly warm days and cool, pleasant nights. We lounged on the beach, danced in the sand to hypnotic local music, ate some of the best food of my life with spices and flavors I’d never experienced, and talked about everything — our past, our present, what we wanted in our future.

And through it all, Gavin never pushed me past where I was comfortable.

I’d be lying if I said we didn’t spend plenty of nights wrapped up in each other, touching and exploring. But we never went all the way. I wasn’t quite ready.

But now, I think I am.

And what better time to give myself to Gavin fully than Valentine’s Day, even an anti-one?

“I’m in,” I answer, and then I press up on my toes to kiss him and seal the deal.
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Later that night, back at the condo Jess, Ashlei, and I moved into together after I got back from my trip, I take a long, hot shower and join the girls on the couch for popcorn and reality TV. I don’t even make it through one episode before I’m yawning and debating how early is too early to go to bed. I’ve got class bright and early in the morning, and if I’ve learned anything after just the first two weeks of law school, it’s that there isn’t enough sleep in the world to get me through it.

I somehow manage to make it to nine before I peel myself off the couch and tell the girls goodnight. I brush my teeth and wash my face and sigh with relief when I climb into bed.

Until my phone starts vibrating so hard it nearly falls off the bedside table.

I roll over and snatch it before it does, and then I freeze.

It’s Bear.

I swallow, debating if I should answer. I ran into him downtown over the weekend, and seeing him for the first time in nearly a month knocked the breath clean out of me. He finally apologized for Friendsgiving — mostly because I couldn’t ignore him when he practically ambushed me in the middle of the street — and while I wanted to still be angry with him, one look at the remorse on his face, at the pain I knew he was in, and the last thing I could be was mad.

Shaking my head, I press the green phone button on my screen and put the phone on speaker, lying back and resting it on my chest.

“Hello?”

There’s a shuffling of noise, and then a breathless Bear. “You answered.”

And I can’t help it. 

I smile.

“Indeed, I did.” I pause, swallowing down the nerves threading like a yarn ball in my throat. “Everything okay?”

“Oh, yeah.” A breath. “Well, no, not exactly.”

I frown. “What’s going on?”

“I just… I’ve been thinking a lot since I saw you downtown.”

I wait for him to continue, but he doesn’t. “Okay…”

“God, now that I have you on the phone, I don’t know how to say this.”

“Jesus, Bear, you’re going to give me a heart attack if you don’t just spit it out.”

I think I hear a soft laugh, but then the line goes silent.

“Okay, well… here’s the truth of it.” Another pause. A swallow. “I don’t want to lose you, Erin.”

I can’t explain what those words do to me, how they hit me hard in the chest and steal my next breath, make me pop up straight in bed, make me grip my phone like a lifeline.

“I know we have both… we’ve put each other through…” He inhales a long breath, lets it go, and I know that he’s wishing for the right words to come to him.

I also know from the past that it’s impossible, because I’ve tried to find the right words to say to him more times than I can count.

“Can we please start over? I know that’s asking a lot, to try to erase and forget everything… but… I don’t want to just go on with my life and pretend like I don’t want you in it.”

I sigh, sinking back into my pillows as I scrub a hand back through my still-damp hair. “I don’t want to forget,” I finally croak out.

Bear is silent for a long moment before he says simply, “Oh…”

Silence.

“Well, I’m sorry I called so late,” he finally says. “I’ll let you get some—”

“I don’t want to forget because everything we’ve been through has made us who we are,” I finish. “I know it hasn’t all been easy. I’ve hurt you, you’ve hurt me, but…” I swallow, and then say it again. “I don’t want to forget. I don’t think I could forget,” I add. “Could you?”

“No,” he answers, honestly and quickly. “No, I don’t think I ever could.”

“Then I don’t think starting over is an option,” I say, playing with the lace hem of my sheets. “But… I don’t think that means we can’t be friends.”

A relieved exhale comes from the other end of the line. “That’s all I want, Erin. Just give me the chance to right my wrongs, and we can move forward together.”

I smile. “I like the sound of that.”

“So, friends?”

“Friends.”

“Perfect,” he says. And even though I can’t see him, I can picture his bright, wide smile when he adds, “I’ll have bracelets made.”

I bark out a laugh. “I think you’d need more of a necklace to fit around your beastly wrist.”

“And more of a ring to fit around your tiny one.”

We both chuckle at that, and then the line falls quiet, and I’m suddenly aware of how hard my heart is thumping in my chest.

“Goodnight, Bear.”

“Goodnight, Erin.”
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THE CLICKING OF HIGH heels on a marble floor is one of my favorite sounds of all time.

There’s just something about that click, clack, click, clack that makes me feel powerful as fuck when I strut my ass through the office at Ball & Pen.

The new Ball & Pen.

In downtown Miami.

Where I’m the HBIC — Head Bitch in Charge.

Okay, so that’s not technically my title, but it might as well be. Celeste Landers, whom I met at the Okay, Cool Southeast Advertising Conference afterparty last year, was quick to snatch me up when she heard I’d left Okay, Cool. 

Fortunately, she didn’t know the exact reason why I had left — no one did — which was about all the mercy I was receiving from Brandon since our breakup.

The thought of him still makes my stomach drop, even in my new bougie office with a view of Bayshore. I was honored to be hired by Mrs. Landers to essentially head the expansion of Ball & Pen with the new Miami office, and I’m already securing high-end clients for us left and right. When it comes to events, especially in the corporate and technology spaces, I’m confident there’s no one better than me.

But all that confidence can’t heal a broken heart. 

Brandon has ignored every single attempt I’ve made to reach out to him since he kicked me out of his condo after he found out about the stupid kiss-not-kiss I shared with the intern last semester. No text or phone call has been answered, and when February first rolled around and I realized it had been nearly two months since our breakup, I realized one gut-wrenching truth.

It’s over.

Truly over.

And there’s nothing I can do but pick myself up and keep walking.

The timing of what happened between us couldn’t have been worse. Spending the holidays with my parents was not what I had in mind. Brandon and I were supposed to go skiing in Colorado. We were supposed to exchange gifts and hang Christmas lights and cozy up together all through the holiday season. We were supposed to ring in the new year in Times Square, sharing a kiss under a rain shower of confetti.

I was supposed to have a Valentine locked in for life.

Instead, I’m alone, and it’s all my own fault. 

So, while a badass new job doesn’t fix heartbreak, it offers a pretty stellar distraction from it, which is better than nothing.

A knock on my door frame jolts me from my thoughts, and I smile when I look up and find my assistant, Jeannie.

Yes, I have an assistant.

HBIC status.

“Ms. Daniels? Is now a good time to go over this week’s agenda?”

I usher her in, giving her a pointed look at the formality. “Call me, Lei, Jeannie. I’ve told you that at least five times now.”

“Sorry, Ms.— er, Lei. I’ve never worked for someone who didn’t… um…”

“Need their ego stroked every hour of the day?” I challenge with an arched brow.

That makes her flush furiously, but at least earns me a smile as she takes a seat in the chair opposite me.

Jeannie is sweet. My senior by ten years, she’s no stranger to agency life. We’ve only been working together a month now and I can already tell we’ll get along. She understands where I need her to step up and take over and where I need her to give me full reign. She organizes my calendar in a way that makes sense for me, keeps up to date with the latest agency drama so I can deal with it without accidentally involving myself, and doesn’t have a problem rolling up her sleeves and diving into the trenches with me when I need a hand. 

With jet-black hair, a full-figure frame, and a dazzling smile, she’s far from hard on the eyes. But perhaps what I love most about her is — beauty aside — I have absolutely zero desire to fuck her.

And if I’ve learned anything from my past mistakes with Brandon and that little bitch, Sophie, it’s that that is a good thing.

“Alright, hit me,” I say, typing my password in to wake my computer up again. I go to my calendar to review with Jeannie, making notes of the particular team meetings, client presentations, and events coming up.

We’re just about to wrap up when she clears her throat uncomfortably, shifting in her seat. “There’s also the matter of the agency arrival event Mrs. Landers wants you to coordinate.”

I wrinkle my nose. “The what?”

Jeannie’s flush is almost comical. “She just, she did this in Atlanta, too, when she first opened Ball & Pen. And again in Chicago when that branch opened. Basically, it’s a hoity-toity affair where we invite all the other event and marketing agencies in the area to come get to know us, talk about possible collaborations, and—”

“Let them know there’s a new shiny toy in town and we’re here to play?”

Jeannie hangs her head. “Pretty much.”

I laugh, leaning back in my chair and crossing my legs. “That woman has some balls,” I comment, and then I point my pen at Jeannie. “As do I, which is likely why she hired me.” Sitting up straight again, I start typing into my notes app. “Get me a list of five possible venues. I’m thinking rooftop, on the water.” I gasp, eyes wide when I find Jeannie. “Or maybe in the water. Let’s look into chartering a yacht.” 

I continue typing and rattling off tasks for Jeannie, asking her to look into everything from catering to entertainment and giving her some jumping off points to get started. Once she’s armed with a to-do list at least a mile long, she leaves me with forty-five minutes before my first meeting of the week.

The premise of the event has my chest light with excitement, my heart fluttering much the way it does when I’m about to do a pole performance or kiss someone I know I’m going to fuck. This is my favorite part — the brainstorming — other than when it all comes together in the end, of course.

With a little time to kill before I’m needed anywhere else, I decide to take the matter of the guest list into my own hands, and I can’t fight off the satisfied smile that spreads on my face with the thought. 

After all, I’ve been working in this industry, in this city, for almost two years now.

And I know just who to invite.
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THERE’S SOMETHING INCREDIBLY HOT about watching your man work on what he’s passionate about.

I’ve known about Kip’s passion for the film industry ever since before we even officially started dating. I know he’s obsessed with television, specifically that he has dreams of creating a series viewers can’t help but be obsessed with. I’ve seen the posters on his walls, the podcasts filling his phone, the documentary DVDs spilling out of his dresser back at UCLA. 

But it’s something altogether different to see him in his element.

I smile, sipping my coffee as I relax in the casting director’s chair Kip made just for me. It was a joke, of course, but I appreciate the fancy place to sit with my fake title on the back anyway. While I’ve been chiming in now and then with my thoughts, I’m mostly here for support.

And to watch his fine ass in director mode.

I love the way his glasses keep falling down the bridge of his nose as he examines audition notes on his clipboard, his brows furrowed in concentration. I love the messy way his blond hair is styled, the waves mussed from him scrubbing his hands through them. I love the smiles he flashes when he encourages someone auditioning to try again, giving them notes for a better application. I love how even dressed in a white button down and navy dress pants, I can imagine his lean muscles ebbing and flowing beneath the fabric.

More than anything, I just love that he’s here.

At Palm South.

With me.

I was unsure when he first told me he was going to make a show about our story, about all the games we played, the lies we told, the rough and rocky road we had to take to get to where we are today. But I know this is about more than just us. It’s about exploring the grief he feels over losing his father, and the complicated relationship they had while he was alive. It’s also a commentary on young love, on college, on finding yourself while also finding a relationship. 

Whatever he does with our story, I know it will be amazing. Because it’s him creating it.

I smile a little more, inhaling the sweet scent of my latte. I’m in a state of peaceful calm and just taking in all the scenery.

That is, until my doppelgänger walks through the door.

Kip rented the smaller of the three auditoriums on campus for auditions, so everyone is waiting in the hallway until they’re called in for their turn. So far, we’ve seen auditions for Kip, his dad, my parents, Kade, all the girls, and some extras. Kip must have been saving the auditions for me for last.

That makes me smile, too.

Still, the sight of the girl who just walked in makes me dizzy. Her long, brown hair is the same shade as mine, pinpoint straight and parted just how I part my own. Her lashes are a little longer than mine, her skin a bit fairer, and I’d give just about anything to have her amazing lips. But her eyes are the same shade of blue that I see reflected in the mirror every morning, and her tight little athletic body reminds me of how I looked when I was at my prime.

It’s unsettling and exciting, all in the same breath.

She looks a little nervous, waiting by the door. Kip is engrossed in a conversation with one of the students he brought on to help with casting, reviewing notes from the last audition. So, when the girl’s eyes flick to me, I smile and usher her over, patting the empty chair next to me.

She blushes, looking around for a second before she smiles and makes her way toward me. The closer she gets, the dizzier I feel, but I fight past the feeling with a grin of my own.

“Hey there,” I say when she’s standing in front of me. “I bet I can guess which part you’re going for.”

She chuckles, tucking her hair behind one ear. “Skyler Thorne?”

“In the flesh,” I answer, waving a hand over myself dramatically. “What’s your name?”

“Natalia Colburn.”

My brows shoot up. “Wow. You already have a movie-star name.”

“Right? That’s what I told my parents when I was twelve. I said, ‘You already gave me the name. Now I just have to win the lead in the school play.’”

“And did you?”

At that, Natalia cocked a brow, looking down at herself before she gave me a pointed look. “What do you think?”

I laugh. “I like your spunk, Natalia. Here,” I say, patting the chair next to me again. “Have a seat. They’re finishing up something anyway.”

“Why, thank you,” she says, and when she’s seated next to me, she shakes her head as she looks around. “This is so cool.”

“Yeah?” I ask, looking around with her. “I mean, I think so, but I figured you’d be used to it by now. I’m sure you have been to many auditions.”

“Not in college, though.”

“Ah,” I say with a smile. “Freshman.”

“And eager as hell to make my mark.”

That earned her a laugh. “I know that feeling well. Where are you from?”

“South Dakota,” she answers with a grimace. “And yes, it’s as bland as it seems. Drama class was all that got me through to graduation.”

“Your parents still there?”

At that, her smile slips. “Yeah. Neither one of them has a college education. I’m the first in the family to even attempt a degree.” She shrugs, looking down at her fingers folded in her lap. “I want this part so bad. Not just for me, but for them. If I could be a part of a show like this, and it takes off? It opens so many doors. It could launch my career.” Her eyes flick to Kip then, and she smiles. “And if there’s anything I know about Kip Jackson, it’s that he’s talented enough to make it happen.”

I smile, surprised. “You know of his work already?”

“Oh, yeah. I always do a lot of research into the roles I’m auditioning for, and getting to know the director and producer is step number one. He’s done a lot of great things in just one short year out in California. And the fact that his professors sent him here to film his pilot?” She shakes her head. “They know something special when they see it. And I want to be a part of that magic.”

Natalia and I share a smile then, just as she’s called up to the stage. She gives me a nervous wave goodbye and I tell her to break a leg. Then, I sit back and settle in for her audition.

And I’m blown away.

I don’t know if Kip gave her clips of me or an in-depth character description in the casting call or if she has straight up been stalking me, but Natalia nails her impression of me so much so that I can barely keep my jaw off the floor. 

Her mannerisms, her voice, her well-delivered jokes and deeply moving monologues when she talks about her family — er, my family — about poker, about PSU… it’s incredible. Kip has her run a few lines as if she’s hanging out with the girls in the sorority house, has her run a part of the scene he wrote for the night he came to watch me at the poker tournament downtown, has her speak a monologue like she’s sitting on her paddle board out in the water in the early morning light.

I’m so moved, so touched, so enraptured that I almost feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience.

When she finishes, Kip and the casting director share a knowing smile before excusing her and letting her know they’ll be in touch. The minute she’s out the door, before they can call in whoever’s next, I’m out of my chair and running to Kip.

“Cast her.”

His smile is dazzling as ever as he arches a brow at me. “You like her, huh?”

I shake my head. “I don’t just like her. I love her. She gets it. She gets me. And she comes from means that I know she can really understand what it’s like to be me.”

“I saw you two chatting over there.” Kip smiles, looking down at his clipboard. “We have seven other girls outside waiting to audition, though. I think—”

“You said you’d let me have a say in who played me,” I remind him. 

“I know,” he replies with a chuckle. “But you’ve only seen one girl.”

“I don’t need to see anyone else to know she’s the right choice.” 

Kip frowns a little, and I huff, throwing my hands toward Dina, his casting director.

“Come on, you had to see it, too,” I say to her. “The girl was magic.”

Dina bites her lip, looking at her notes before her eyes find Kip’s. “She really did have something, Kip. The look is spot on, and the monologue she gave about Skyler’s parents…”

“I know,” Kip says on a sigh, looking at his own notes. “I almost got teary-eyed.”

“See?” I grab his arm and plead, giving him my best puppy dog eyes. “Trust me on this. She’s the one.”

Kip smirks, then, shaking his head as he tucks me under his arm and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Alright, then. She’s the one.”

“Yay!”

He laughs when I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him all over.

“Even as great as she is, she’s got the toughest part in the show,” he says, resting his arms around my hips. 

“Because I’m a pain in the ass to understand?’

“No,” he says, kissing my nose. “Because there’s no one in the world like you.”

“Thank goodness for that.”

He laughs, and then his lips find mine, and I revel once again in how happy I am that he’s here.
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THERE’S SOMETHING RATHER UNSETTLING about being in your last semester of college.

It reminds me of high school a little bit, how excited you are at the end of your junior year. You think to yourself I’m finally a senior! It’s my year to rule! And everything is full of possibility and promise.

But then, you transition into that last semester of your senior year, and something changes.

Something shifts.

Suddenly, you realize that it’s the end of an era, a door closing that you can never open again. This time in your life — whether you’ve loved or hated it — is about to end. Which, of course, means a new chapter is beginning.

It’s both exciting and terrifying.

Those emotions on their own are strong, but when you mix them together, it’s like having a permanent stomachache. You slow down a little more, look around a little more, appreciate things that maybe you never took the time to throughout the last four years of your life. 

I’ve been to hundreds of Alpha Sigma events by now — dozens of which I’ve coordinated myself. And sure, I’ve enjoyed myself. I’ve thrown myself into event planning, stayed up all night long with my brothers celebrating, lost weeks on end where there was so much going on it was like a blur.

But tonight, at our first annual Valentine’s Day Soirée, I’m soaking it all in.

The event was actually Kade’s idea, which threw me for a loop because I’d always taken Kade as more of a party brother than one interested in leadership. But something’s happened since he’s been with Jess. It seems that he’s transformed, that he’s been moved by the urge to do more, to be more.

He came to me with the idea a month ago: a Valentine’s Day, all-inclusive event that every girl on campus would be dying to go to. There’d be an elegant catered dinner at the house, a quartet band playing old jazz favorites, and an excuse to dress up — which, if I’m being honest, is probably the main allure.

College girls love an excuse to dress up.

Now, sitting at my rose-petal-covered table with Cassie as we drink champagne and listen to the band, I can’t help but look around at what Kade created in awe. The Alpha Sigma house has been completely transformed, inside and out, with intimate, candle-lit tables lining our hallways, filling our common rooms, and spilling out onto the covered dance floor in the back yard. The tent is strung with fairy lights, too, and there’s just something about the jazz band that elevates the whole experience.

It doesn’t feel like a college party, like a typical frat event.

It feels sophisticated and grown.

It feels magical.

“You’ve really outdone yourself tonight, Adam,” Cassie says, her green eyes sparkling in the candlelight from our table. I chose one that was outside for us, under the tent, and not too far from the band, and it just so happens to be the most pleasant evening we’ve had all month — cool, but not cold, with a gentle breeze wafting over the yard.

Cassie always looks radiant, but seeing her in a blush silk gown tapered in all the right places with pearls on her neck and in her ears, her red hair pulled back in an elegant twist of braids and curls, her lips painted a soft pink that makes me want to kiss her senseless… it’s enough to make me dizzy just looking at her.

“I wish I could take the credit,” I admit honestly, taking a sip of my champagne. “But this is all Kade.”

“Kade?” She shakes her head, finding him and Jess on the dance floor. He’s got one hand holding hers upright, and the other snaked around the small of her back as they sway softly to the music. “I had no idea he had this in him.”

“Neither did I.”

“Does Jess know?”

I shrug. “He’s been pretty humble about it all. Even with the planning, he wasn’t trying to really boss anyone around. He took everything on himself that he could, delegated when he needed to, and named it a team effort from the start.” My stomach pinches a little. “He’s a better man than I am. I would want all the credit for an event like this.”

Cassie smiles, placing her hand over mine. “I seem to remember you sharing credit for the amazing Alpha Sigma concert you threw that very first year I knew you. And it’s become an annual hit.”

“With a karaoke twist now.”

“Lord, help us all.”

I chuckle, smoothing my thumb over her wrist. Cassie locks her gaze on mine for a long while before she’s watching the band again, sipping her champagne, and I can see it without her saying a word.

She wants to dance.

Folding my napkin and setting it beside our half-eaten, red velvet cake, I extend my hand for hers, taking her out to the floor to sway alongside Jess and Kade. It’s like we start a trend, because before we know it, the entire dance floor is full.

And a bunch of college kids are dancing to a Billie Holiday song.

Who would have thought?

As I hold Cassie in my arms, I can’t help but feel that same sentimental bug crawling under my skin. I’ll miss being here with her, miss going to frat parties and formals and spring breaks with her. I have no doubt the next chapter in my life holds Cassie in it, but I’d also be stupid to think it wouldn’t be different.

Even with all we’ve been through, college is nothing compared to what waits for us in the real world.

And that fact is thrown in my face every time I go to apply for the Alpha Sigma Field Executive position.

Being a part of the national organization as a college graduate makes my heart race any time I think about it. Some nights, I can’t sleep because I get so excited thinking about what campuses I’d be sent to, the young men I’d get to meet and shape, the organizations I could turn around.

But in the same breath, I lose sleep when I remember the sobering facts.

Not only would I be away from Cassie in her last semester as a college student, but none of the schools she wants to apply to for med school have an Alpha Sigma chapter. In fact, most of them don’t even have a chapter within a hundred miles. 

Which means if I do land my dream job, I’d be far away from my dream girl.

And while I know our love is strong and we have already made it through so many trials, I feel sick at the thought of losing her in exchange for having a career.

“I think I smell smoke.”

I arch a brow, snapping back to the present moment when Cassie taps my temple.

She chuckles. “What are you thinking so hard about over there?”

I smile, letting out a long release of a breath. “Lots of things. But most of all, how gorgeous you look tonight.”

She blushes, that familiar shade of crimson coloring her cheeks just like it did the first day I met her. “You just want to get me out of this dress.”

“Oh, I definitely do. And I intend to as soon as possible. But first,” I say when the song ends, doing a dramatic bow as I kiss her hand. “I have some business to attend to.”

She giggles, turning to the side to let me kiss her cheek when I’m upright again. Then, I make my way over to Kade, tearing him away from Jess — which is no easy feat — and taking him off to the side of the dance floor. Jess makes her way over to Cassie, taking my seat at our table, and once they’re settled, I focus on Kade.

“You did a phenomenal job putting this all together,” I say.

He shrugs. “Ah, it was a team effort. I couldn’t have done it alone.”

“No,” I agree. “But it wouldn’t be happening at all if not for you. This isn’t just some frat party, or just another cheesy costume event that anyone could slap together. It has finesse. And I’m being honest when I say no one has impressed me this much since I impressed my own damn self coming up with the A Sig concert idea.”

Kade laughs. 

“I’m serious, man,” I say, shoving my hands in my pockets. I look around at the event, taking it all in. “Have you thought about going for president?”

When I look back at Kade, his jaw is practically on the floor, his eyes wide as he blinks at me repeatedly. “Is that a joke?”

“No,” I say with a chuckle of my own. “Come on, man. I mean, you threw this together in less than a month. You have raw leadership skills and the ability to get the guys fired up and excited about something. That alone is enough to make a good president, but on top of that, you’re smart and motivated and creative. You’ve got the chops.”

Kade frowns, then laughs, shaking his head as he looks around at our brothers and their dates. “I… I don’t know, man.”

“Well, I do.” I clap him on the shoulder. “You don’t have to make a decision tonight, okay? Just think about it.”

His frown is still in place, but he nods, offering me what smile he can manage. “Thanks, Adam.”

I return his nod with a grin, and then make my way back over to Cassie.

If it’s our last Valentine’s Day together on campus, I’m going to make the most of it.
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“YOU’RE SO SEXY WHEN you’ve got Dorito dust all over your sweatpants,” Gavin says — or rather, growls, like he’s some sex-craved animal. 

I laugh as he climbs on top of me, pressing me into his sheets and kissing all over my neck.

“Sexier than the swimsuit in Ecuador, huh?”

“Oh, a thousand times over.”

I chuckle again as he settles in above me, balancing on his elbows with a sleepy, hot-as-hell grin on that perfect face of his. In the low light of his bedroom, those Tahiti-blue eyes of his still seem to glow against his freshly tanned olive skin. 

True to his word, we’ve had the most anti-Valentine’s Day evening together. There have been no candles or rose petals, no boxes of chocolate or expensive fancy dinners. Instead, it’s been just me and him in his little apartment off campus, more junk food than I’ve had even on a girls’ night in, and — since we really wanted to commit to the anti-holiday thing — we landed on a horror movie instead of a romance one.

It’s been weirdly perfect.

“What was your favorite part of the trip?” I ask.

He rolls his eyes. “Come on, you know I hate conversations like this. What’s your favorite color?” he mocks.

“Humor me, asshole.” I pinch his side for good measure.

“Fine,” he concedes, then he pulls my hand between his and uses my pointer finger to tap his chin like he’s a cartoon character thinking. “I think my favorite part was the plane ride home.”

I frown. “What? That’s the literal worst part. Of any trip!”

“I disagree.”

“What could you have possibly enjoyed about it?”

“Well, see, there was a solid hour or so where you were zonked out so hard next to me, your mouth was hanging open and there was a little line of drool from the corner of your lips down to your chin.”

My jaw drops, and I try to cover my face with my hands, but Gavin holds onto the one so that I can’t. “Oh, my God. That’s so embarrassing!”

“It was adorable,” he disagrees with a chuckle. “And you leaned your head on my shoulder when your neck started to hurt from leaning the other way. And for that little bit of time, we were just two people on a plane, exhausted from vacation, and I had this post-vacation high still humming through my body. It was an unremarkable moment, but the best kind.”

I smile softly, leaning up from the pillows long enough to capture his mouth with mine. “Careful,” I warned. “That was almost romantic, and we’re doing all the opposite today, remember?”

“I bet I can guess your favorite part.”

“Hit me.”

“It was parasailing.”

“Ohhh, that was fun. Scary as hell, but fun.”

“It wasn’t that scary,” he argues. “Did I guess right?”

“No, actually.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “Do tell, then.”

“I thought you hated conversations like this.”

“Tell me, or I’ll tickle it out of you,” he threatens, and he gets me good under the armpits, making me wriggle beneath him as I laugh hysterically. I can’t even breathe, let alone speak, until he stops.

“Brat.”

“Tell me,” he says again, holding his fingers above me and wiggling them in warning.

I chuckle, but then wrap my arms around his biceps where he’s holding them above me, and my eyes flick back and forth between his. “The third night of the trip, after we went to that little beach restaurant — you remember the one, where we had a table on the actual beach, and our toes in the sand as we ate that fancy lobster tail?”

“I remember,” he says, and the corner of his mouth ticks up with the thought.

“Well, we walked back, and had our shoes in our hands. And the moon was full, and we could hear the waves crashing on the shore. And when we got back to our room…” I swallow, not able to look at him directly as I continue, so I stare at his chest, instead. “You undressed me. And you kissed what felt like every possible inch of my body. And then you laid me down and… and… well, you know the rest.”

Gavin is smirking when I look up at him again. “I think I forgot, maybe you should remind me.”

I smack his chest.

“Oh!” he says, nodding. “You mean when I went down on you for about a half an hour until you climaxed? I guess I remember now.”

“Jerk,” I say with my cheeks on fire.

“I’m surprised that’s your favorite part.”

“Well, it was the first time in… a long time,” I say, knowing I don’t have to be explicit with Gavin for him to know what I mean. That’s the benefit of sharing trauma, I suppose.

He nods, and then slowly, he lowers his mouth to mine, kissing me softly at first before the pressure intensifies. My legs part of their own accord, inviting him to fit more snuggly between my hips, and the more we kiss, the harder I feel him grow.

“Gavin,” I whisper.

“Mmm?”

“Will you… will you make love to me?”

Gavin pulls back, breaking from the little kisses he was planting all over my neck. The second I see all the color wash from his face, I regret my question.

“Oh, God, I’m sorry,” I say, shaking my head. “That sounded so… cheesy and… I mean, will you fuck me?”

But those words sound even worse, and I cringe as I say them, and Gavin shakes his head and immediately rolls off of me so that we can switch positions. He pulls me into his chest, holding me, wrapping me up tight.

“Okay, I know what’s going through your head. So first, let me just say do not be ashamed of what you just asked. It was hot as fuck and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with you feeling desire and wanting to have sex.”

Even though I know his words are meant to soothe me, they just spark my anxiety more, and I find it harder and harder to breathe pressed against him.

“And please know, this is not me rejecting you. This is not me saying that I don’t want to lie you down in these sheets and be inside you and make you climax all fucking night, okay?” He stops when I don’t answer, maneuvering until he can pull my chin up and look me in the eyes. “Okay?”

I can’t fight the tears that well in my eyes, and I sniff and try to nod.

“I’m serious, Erin. I mean it. I wouldn’t lie to you and you know that. It’s just…” He takes a deep breath. “I know what happened to you and I know, maybe better than most, how much it can fuck you up. I’m so honored you feel comfortable with me enough to ask me to be the first man to touch you since that night. But I want to be sure, too. Okay? And right now, I really think we should stay where we are, and move slow.”

All the words he’s saying are right. They’re honest and true and kind. They’re perhaps the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me, and the most respectful.

But I’d be lying if I said they didn’t hurt.

“Can I just hold you tonight? And kiss you? And eat more trashy food and stay up way past bedtime even though we both have school tomorrow?”

I chuckle, and I’m thankful the tears don’t build enough to actually fall. “Okay.”

With a sigh, he pulls me back to his chest, kissing my hair and grabbing the remote. “You’re an amazing girl, Erin Xanders.”

But as he flips through the movie options, I can’t help but feel like the scum of the earth.
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BREATHE.

Don’t forget to breathe.

Smile.

Don’t forget to smile.

Squeeze.

For the love of God, don’t forget to squeeze.

Reminder after reminder pelts me like rubber bullets as I run through my competition routine one last time. Melt by Shaed blasts from the studio speakers, reverberating off the walls and filling my soul like the sweetest drug. 

I’m already dripping in sweat from running the routine full out five times before — in addition to stretching and training tricks beforehand — but I’m still far from nailing everything perfectly the way I want to.

Competition is one month away, and I don’t just want to compete.

I want to medal.

I want to win.

The beat builds as I climb the pole, spinning higher and higher.

Point your toes.

Shoulders back and down.

Core engaged.

I take a deep breath as I extend my legs out in a straddle, holding the position strong before I bring my ankles together to sit with my thighs wrapped around the pole. One more breath and then I’m letting go of the pole with my hands, relying on my engaged thighs as I lean back and hang upside down.

Laybacks used to be one of the scariest pole tricks to me. But once I learned them, they quickly became my favorite. Not only are they gorgeous and flowy, but there’s so many combinations you can make out of them.

Of course, I maybe could have selected a slightly simpler one for competition.

But where’s the fun in that?

Reaching behind me, I grab for the pole, and as soon as I have it in my hands, I loosen my thigh grip until I’m holding on by my ankles, instead. 

Iguana pose.

Smile, bitch, smile. Fight the pain.

On a steady breath, I remove my right hand from the pole, swinging it down below where my head hangs. Then, in what most would consider a miraculous feat, I free my shoulder from the pole and twist my body until I’m turned all the way around and facing it.

My hips come back away from the pole, legs extended in straddle.

And bam — just like that, I’m in my last trick of the routine, a beautifully extended and strong twist-grip Ayesha.

Nailed it.

Distantly, I hear the applause and cheers from the other girls in the studio. It’s open practice time, so everyone is doing their own thing. I asked the instructor to put on my song for the last bit of class, just to get one routine run without my earphones in.

And now, I’m putting on a show.

I come down via a shoulder dismount, crawling on the floor with as much sex appeal as I can manage as tired as I am now. Then, I lie back, arching my back off the ground and staggering my legs for my final pose as the music cuts out.

And the room goes absolutely wild with cheers.

“Holy shit, Lei!” 

“That was incredible!”

“So strong!”

“You’re totally going to win!”

I’m still on the floor, propped up against the pole now and laughing as girl after girl comes up to congratulate me. I blush and wave them off, but as I try to catch my breath, I can feel it, the adrenaline zinging through my bones.

I did it.

“Well done, babe,” Karen, the owner of the studio, says to me as she extends a hand down to help me up from the floor. She’s so tall and strong that I feel like a little pixie next to her — even in my eight-inch competition heels.

“Thank you,” I pant. “I’m dead.”

“I don’t doubt it,” she says on a chuckle. “But let me tell you this. If you can do what you just did in here on that stage next month?” She clicks her tongue. “You won’t just win first place, you’ll scare off any girl in the South Florida area from competing in the same level and category as you ever again.”

“Well, that wouldn’t be very fun. Then what would I do?”

“Teach.”

She says the word so easily, so quickly, that I almost think I imagined it. But when I laugh it off, she just arches a brow.

“You’re serious?”

“As a heart attack. I know I would hire you in a heartbeat. Every day I get dozens of emails from new clients. Pole fitness is blowing up, thanks to social media. More and more people want to learn. And honestly, we don’t have enough instructors to teach them all.”

She hands me a towel when we make it over to the cubbies where all our gym bags are, and I swig my water, considering the offer.

“I never thought about teaching before.”

“Well, you’re incredibly talented, and strong. You know the sport. You’ve competed multiple times. And you’ve been through hardship.” She frowns a little at that. Karen is familiar with everything that happened with my last studio.

The memory makes my stomach knot.

“I’m just saying, our clients would be lucky to learn from you. So, if you ever get tired of the competition life, you let me know. And hey,” she adds with a shrug. “You’ll always be a performer. There are shows and clubs around here just dying to book someone as talented as you are.”

I smile. “I think I’d be more apt to teach than to perform.”

“Well, I think you could do either. Or both, even, if you wanted to.”

“I would take a class from you in a heartbeat,” one of the girls chimes in from her pole, and then a chorus of agreement rings out across the studio.

I laugh, waving them off. “Thank you, ladies, but… for now, I just want to get through the competition next month.”

They smile and nod, and then get back to the last of their practice. But Karen leans in, grabbing my shoulder before she whispers, “You’re going to win.”

After a cool down, I’ve got my bag slung over my shoulder and I’m walking out of the studio. I pull my phone out to see a dozen or so missed texts — mostly from the girls checking in on me.

I know they’re worried. After all, I was completely alone on Valentine’s Day earlier this week, and I haven’t even tried to date since everything happened between me and Brandon. The truth is that I’m not ready. And maybe I will be soon, but right now, I just want to focus on myself.

Besides, the new job is keeping me plenty busy — especially with our launch event in the works.

Tucking my phone away, I dig for my keys and unlock my car in the parking lot. And just as I do, I notice a familiar car driving by.

I stop dead in my tracks at the sight of it — the sleek, pearl white Acura NSX. I’d know that car anywhere, and I’d also know just as well as anyone else that there wasn’t another one out there like it.

It’s one of a kind.

Which means there’s no trying to talk myself out of the fact that Brandon is driving by me.

I can’t move, my feet rooted to the cement as I try to see through the dark windows. I know it’s useless, though. They’re tinted so dark no one can see through them — and on purpose.

He’s speeding by, probably not even looking around him at all, just focused on getting home after a long day.

Except suddenly, he slams on his brakes.

The car comes to a squealing, smoky stop right in the middle of the road and a good thirty feet before the stoplight ahead — which is green anyway.

My breath hitches in my throat, heart racing loud in my ears.

Does he see me?

Is he going to turn around?

I’m not sure how long we stay like that — him stopped dead in the middle of the road, me rooted in place.

Both of us watching.

Both of us waiting.

But then a car pulls up behind him, and on this downtown street, it’s a one-way.

He doesn’t move at first, not until the car beeps its horn. Brandon’s car jolts forward, and then he’s speeding off again.

There’s a chance to U-turn at the next light…

But he doesn’t.

When I realize he has no intention of turning around, my stomach rolls, and I shake my head at myself for even thinking there was a chance.

For wanting him to turn around.

I finally will my feet to move, and then I climb in my car and slam the door shut, peeling out of the parking lot with as much fury as I can.

Maybe I don’t need to wait until I’m ready. Maybe the best way to get over Brandon is, as they say, to get under someone else. Maybe a little romp with a stranger would set me right.

With that theory in mind, I head for the bar.
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“WELL, I THINK THAT about wraps it up for this week,” I say to the rest of the Kappa Kappa Beta Executive Board while glancing at my watch. “Mandy, send me the proposal for Greek Week before you start the applications for event chairs. And Kimberly, make sure you remind Omega Chi that we’re excited to do Spring Break together as usual, but they need to get on board with planning ASAP, otherwise they’ll get no say in where we go.”

The ladies nod, and then it’s a shuffling of papers and a flurry of voices as everyone gathers their things to head out of the KKB house library. I check my watch again, knowing Kip and his crew have already been rehearsing for an hour. If I hurry, I can catch the last half before we go to dinner together.

It’s been amazing having Kip back at Palm South.

It feels a little like that first semester we met, except without all the drama. When I’m not tied up in Kappa Kappa Beta events and he’s not working on the show, we’re tangled up in his sheets, or exploring the city together, or spending early mornings out on the water. We’re together practically every minute we can be, and I don’t miss my “alone time” even a little bit.

I had enough of that over the last semester of us being apart to last me a lifetime.

To say I’m thrilled that I don’t have to jump on a five-hour flight just to spend a few stolen days with him is an understatement. And since we’re only promised this semester and the summer together, I’m going to make the most of it.

I toss my backpack in my room before jogging down the KKB house stairs two at a time, careful to be extra quiet when I go by our house mom’s room so she doesn’t come out and ask me a million questions like she loves to do. As soon as I’m on Greek Row and headed toward the auditorium, my cell phone rings.

“Hey, Lei,” I answer.

“I’m broken.”

I chuckle, waving at a few Omega Chis as I pass them on the sidewalk. “I highly doubt that. I know you well enough to know nothing can break Ashlei Daniels.” 

“Well, I would have agreed with you before what happened Friday.”

“Oh, do tell.”

She sighs dramatically. “So, I was coming out of the studio that evening, and I see Brandon’s car. It completely fucked me up, Sky. I just stood there awkwardly watching him drive by.”

“Oh, babe. I’m sure he didn’t see you.”

“He slammed on his brakes and froze in the middle of the street for a good sixty seconds.”

I grimace. “Okay, so maybe he did see you. Did he get out?”

“No! That’s what was even weirder. He stopped, and I know he saw me, and I know he saw that I saw him. But he just stopped in the middle of the road and then when cars started coming, he sped off. No call, no text, nothing.”

“Ouch.”

“So I went out.”

“Oh?”

“And that’s when I realized I’m broken. Because I went to one of my favorite bars, Sky, and I looked good, I felt good, but I…” She sighs again. “I wasn’t attracted to a single person in there. Guy, girl, it didn’t matter — everyone sucks in comparison to Brandon.” She pauses. “I don’t think I can have one-night stands anymore.”

“Oh, Lei…”

“Don’t,” she says, and I can almost see her holding her hand up, that beautiful face of hers scrunched up in discontent. “Don’t pity me. Just fix me.”

I chuckle on a sigh. “Well, first of all — you’re not broken. You’re healing, my love. And those are two very different things.”

“Healing is awful.”

“It is,” I agreed, remembering the pain easily. I was lucky to be happy and on the other side of everything that Kip and I went through, but I’d never forget what it felt like to be in the middle of it all. “Unfortunately, about the only thing that is going to help you is time. And staying busy, which I already know you are. Don’t worry about trying to date someone else, or even just have sex with them. Right now, the best thing you can do is focus on yourself and just let each new day slowly erase that pain until you’re truly ready to let someone else in.”

Ashlei is quiet for a long while before she whispers. “And if that day never comes?”

“It will,” I promise her. 

“I don’t want to hurt anymore,” she says, and I can hear the emotion strangling her as she holds it all in. “I don’t want to think about him.”

I sigh, tugging on the door to the auditorium. There are students lining the halls, gathered in groups hunched over laptops or rehearsing. “You may always think about him, Lei, but soon, it won’t be all the time. It will be every once in a while, and it’ll be memories that bring a smile to your face, because you’ll be thankful for the time you shared together — even if it didn’t last. But for now, just trust me when I say that every new day you get up and go to work and go to the gym and make it through, you’re one step closer to not having him occupy every waking minute of your thoughts.”

“I can’t wait for that day.”

“It’ll come,” I promise again. “Until then, I think a girls’ night is in order. Why don’t I come over after you finish up at work tomorrow?”

“Please. I need tequila and hair pets.”

“Lucky for you, those are two of my specialties.” I smile as I round the corner at the end of the hallway that will lead me to where Kip and his crew are meeting today. “I’ll text you with a time.”

“Thanks for talking me off the ledge.”

“Love you, Lei.”

When the line cuts out, I use the camera on my phone to make sure my hair and makeup aren’t a complete disaster after the long Monday I’ve had. Then, I push through the doors and smile when I find Kip leaning against a table with a half-eaten box of pizza on it. His glasses have slipped down to the edge of his nose as he studies what I imagine is the script in his hands, his brows are furrowed together, and his blond hair looks windblown even though I know he’s likely been inside most of the day.

My little director.

Everyone in the room looks familiar — producers, writers, directors, the like. But as I make my way toward Kip, I frown.

Because Natalia makes it to him first.

I didn’t even realize she was in the room, and when I do, I find myself frowning even more. From what Kip explained to me last night, today would be mostly working on finalizing the shots list and getting applications in for filming permits. They aren’t supposed to start shooting until next week.

So why is Natalia here?

And why are her glittery fingernails touching my man’s arm?

She smiles, making some comment as she leans against the table beside him. I don’t like that she touches him at all, but the fact that she lets her hand linger over his forearm for at least thirty seconds makes me want to gouge her eyes out. And the little smile, the batting of her lashes as she laughs at something he said?

It’s enough to make me see red.

Before I take another step, I force myself to take three deep breaths. I shake my head at myself, at the jealousy coursing so strongly through my veins. It’s hard not to get this way after everything Kip and I have put each other through, but I’m older now — more mature.

More secure in our relationship and the fact that I know Kip only has eyes for me.

So what, Natalia is here. She’s probably helping with something on their pre-production checklist. And so what, she touched his arm. Maybe she’s flirty. Maybe she’s trying to butter him up so she can get a good recommendation letter for when she goes out to Los Angeles, herself.

Do they even do recommendation letters in film? I have no freaking clue.

Regardless, she’s not a threat.

And treating her like one would be a mistake.

Smile firmly in place again, I make the last of the trek across the room. Kip looks up from his script when I’m roughly ten feet from him, and that brilliant smile of his that I love so much spreads like butter across his perfect face.

“Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” he says, setting his clipboard down on the table behind him. Then, he’s pushing off from where he was leaned against it, and in the next breath, I’m in his arms.

“Hey, you,” I whisper, and I focus on squeezing him tight, on returning his kiss with as much gusto as he gives it.

And on not sending eyeball death lasers at the girl he hired to play me in his show.

“Am I running late again?” he asks, checking his watch.

“No, no, I just wanted to come by and see how it was going.” I smile. “An extra hand, if you need it.”

“Trust me, I’ve been offering all day,” Natalia says, beaming at me. 

I bet you have…

“Natalia,” I greet with a smile I hope doesn’t look as fake as it feels. “Nice to see you again.”

“You, too!” She nods at Kip. “Your man here is a workaholic. A bit of a control freak, too.”

He gives her a playful glare. “It’s my first baby, okay? So I’m a little possessive. Sue me.”

“No way! Then I wouldn’t get paid.” She winks at him, and then her beautiful blue eyes find me. “I’ll leave you two be. Kip, let me know if you want me to swing by the library to follow up on the permit.”

Kip makes a face. “You wouldn’t mind?”

“Are you kidding?” she asks, hopping down from where she was sitting on the edge of the table. Then, her stupid hand is reaching out to touch his arm again. “I told you, I’m happy to help.”

He breathes a relieved sigh. “Thank you. It would be one thing off my list today.”

“I’m on it.” She squeezes his arm, and then her smile is aimed at me again. “See you around, Sky.”

“See you.” 

I keep my smile in place as she walks away, all the while telling myself it’s not worth it to tell her she is not allowed to call me Sky.

That’s reserved for friends.

And I can already tell she is not one of those.

Listen, I know I sound crazy. But being a girl myself, I know girls. I know the manipulative, sneaky games we play. And I know the way Natalia is looking at Kip and what she’d do if he gave her so much as a yellow light instead of a red one.

“I didn’t realize Natalia was joining you today,” I said when she was gone, turning my smile to Kip.

He shrugs. “She just showed up and started helping. She seems really eager to be on the project, which is refreshing, if I’m honest.” He chuckles then. “Then again, I’m sure she’s just trying to get a foot in the door with a future UCLA grad.”

“And future hot film director in LA,” I add, wrapping my arms around his neck. But then I frown. “You know I can help, too. I’ve offered.”

“I know, baby,” he says, pressing his lips to mine. I want that kiss to last forever, but he breaks it with a smile as he slips his arms around my hips. “But you’re president of the top sorority on campus now. Remember? You’ve got plenty on your plate. Besides, I’ve got this all under control.”

I return his smile. “Okay. But don’t be afraid to call on me, if you need me. Alright?”

“You got it. Now,” he says, shifting so I’m under his arm and we’re walking toward the door. “I think it’s time for the director to take a break.”

“Oh, yeah?” I arch a brow. “Need a quick stress relief, Mr. Jackson?”

He smirks, leaning in to whisper in my ear, “I really, really do. Think you can help?”

My eyes flick to Natalia, and just like I knew I would, I find her staring at me and Kip as he drags me out of the auditorium.

“Trust me, I’m the only girl for the job,” I whisper back, sucking his earlobe between my teeth.

He shivers, biting his lip and murmuring something to one of his writers about taking a fifteen before we push through the door. And I know Natalia is still watching, that she’s wondering just how much competition she’s got.

So before the door shuts behind us, I grab his ass for good measure.
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“WHAT’S WRONG, PREZ?” BEAR chides, giving me a cocky grin as he dribbles the basketball. “Tired already?”

I’m bent over, hands on my knees, preparing to guard him again while sweat is pouring off my forehead and dripping from my hair down to the cement.

“Not too tired to block this next shot.”

Bear grins even wider, and then he’s dribbling the ball back and forth, between his legs, around his back before he breaks away and drives toward the basket. I stay on him the entire time, and when he goes up for the shot — a little jumper not too far from the hoop — I jump with all my might and sling my hand up into the air to block it.

Except I don’t.

And when the ball swishes in the net, Bear hoots and hollers in a victory loop as I stand there staring at the hoop with my hands hanging on my hips.

“Tough luck, kid,” Bear says, ruffling my hair as he passes me. 

I shove him off with a laugh. “You have to admit, for someone who’s never played on a team, I didn’t do too bad keeping up.”

“You did alright,” Bear concedes. He jogs to the side of the court, grabbing a water out of the small cooler we brought with us and tossing one to me, too. “Your shooting isn’t half bad. It’s your ball handling and defense skills that need work.”

“Probably too late for me to go pro,” I tease, uncapping the water and taking a healthy swig.

We’re not even out of February yet and Florida is fucking hot again. With only a few whispy clouds in the sky, the sun has been beating down on us for the last hour while we played. I already know I’ll have a gnarly tan line where my basketball shorts hide my hips down to my knees.

And the sock tan. Oof.

Still, with it only being in the low eighties, it’s one of those days you can’t help but take advantage of. Sooner than we think, it’ll be hot enough to fry an egg on this court, and the last thing we’ll want to do is be outside for more than thirty minutes unless it’s at the pool or the beach.

Bear plops down at the edge of the court, balancing his elbows on his knees as he looks around at the other students playing at various hoops. Water in hand, I lower down next to him, taking another swig.

“I feel like I can tell which ones are freshmen just by looking at them,” Bear says, nodding toward one of the smaller groups of guys playing.

“How so?”

“They still have hope in their eyes.”

I chuckle, setting my water aside and leaning back on my palms. “Hard to believe this is our last semester, isn’t it?”

“Impossible.”

“I still remember my orientation.” I chuckle. “My aunt was so worried about me staying on campus for the weekend. She was worried I’d party too much.”

“At least you had someone who gave a shit. My mom was so blazed out of her mind, I don’t even think she realized I was gone until my sophomore year.”

I frown. “How’s that going, her being back in Pitt?”

He shrugs. “Honestly, I haven’t thought much about it since I came back from break. She was good when I was there, and she and my little brother moved into a little apartment. I think if there was anything wrong, he’d let me know. Besides,” he adds, taking a drink of water. “I’ve had other things occupying my mind.”

“Job hunting?”

He laughs at that. “I wish it was something that simple.”

I nod. “Ah. Must be a girl, then. I was wondering if you were working off some pent-up aggression on me out there.”

Bear doesn’t say anything, just takes another drink of water.

“You going to tell me who she is?”

“No.”

“Okay,” I laugh. “Want to talk about why she’s driving you mad, then?”

He sighs, shaking his head. “It’s my own damn fault I’m in the situation I’m in. I was too stupid to realize how I felt about her until it was too late.”

“Hmm,” I muse. “I’m very familiar with that predicament.”

Bear tries to smirk, but it falls short. “Did you ever think it would be best to give up?” he asks, looking at me. “Did you ever think to leave Cassie alone, to let her be with Grayson and just trust that you weren’t the one for her?”

I inhale a long breath. “There were times I wondered, times I thought maybe I was causing her more pain than anything else. And sometimes, that was true.” I pause. “But there was always this… attraction between us. Not just physical, but magnetic, chemical, all-encompassing. I knew when she was in the same room before I even saw her. And whether I was with someone else or she was, it didn’t matter. If she was there, my eyes were on her.”

“Creep.”

“Tell me about it.”

Bear smiles, his eyes drifting across the court again. “I think she’s happy with this guy she’s dating now, but I can’t fight the feeling that he’s wrong for her. I just feel like… like he’s going to hurt her.” He swallows. “And she’s been through a whole lifetime of hurt already.”

“You want to protect her.”

He nods.

“Well, I’ll tell you what I learned the hard way — you can’t. She’s going to make some choices, some mistakes, that will drive you insane to watch. But she has to have the space to make her own decisions, and you have to decide if you want to be there at the end of whatever path she chooses.”

“What if she chooses him?”

“Then you’re her friend.”

“And if I can’t be her friend?”

“Then you should walk away from her now.”

He lets out a long, slow breath. “I don’t like either of those options.”

“So, fight for her.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“It is. Trust me, it really is. You can make every excuse in the book for why you shouldn’t go after her, why you should let her be. But if she’s this ingrained in your thoughts?” I shrug. “You’ll never be able to sleep again until you know you gave your all fighting for her.”

“I think it has to be smoother than that.”

“Oh, I didn’t say you don’t have to play a few games,” I add with a smirk. “If she’s with this guy now, let her be with him. Chances are it’s something she needs. But… be there for her, too. And if you haven’t told her how you feel yet…” I shrug. “Might be time.”

“Ugh.”

I smile.

“I take it from the way you asked if I was worried about job hunting first that you are?”

“Nice subject change,” I tease, but then I sigh, reaching for my water again. “It’s just weird. I knew this day would come, but it always seemed so far off. And now that it’s here…”

“You don’t feel ready.”

“I feel ready for work. But I don’t feel ready to leave Cassie and be in a long-distance relationship after all it took for us to finally be happy together.”

Bear frowns, confused.

“I’m thinking of applying to be a Field Executive for Alpha Sig.”

“Whoa,” Bear says, and then he gives me a genuine smile. “Man, you’d be great at that.”

“That’s what Cassie said, too, but she doesn’t realize that if I get the job, I’ll be sent to whatever university they choose. And out of all the med schools she’s applying to, the closest I’d be to her in the most ideal situation would be two-hundred-and-thirty-five miles.”

Bear whistles. 

“Yeah,” I say, grabbing my t-shirt and mopping up the sweat on the back of my neck with it. I let it hang over my shoulders when I’m done. “It just feels stupid, to make a career decision that will take me away from her like that.”

“Hey, listen to me. You and Cassie have been through a lot of shit — much, much worse than this. So what, if you get sent to a university in another state while she’s in med school? She’ll be in med school, man.” Bear looks at me with wide eyes and arched brows. “Do you know how busy she’s going to be?”

I sigh.

“She’s not going to have time to do much else than study, especially once she gets to clinicals.” Bear shrugs, then. “If anything, this is the perfect timing for you to do this job. You know as well as I do that most Field Executives only hold the position for a few years before they move on. So, go for it. You and Cassie can both focus on yourselves while still being together. And hey, it’ll make it that much more exciting when you get to see her.”

I chew my cheek on a nod. “You do have a point.”

“Just apply,” he says, clapping me on my shoulder. “And if you get in, then you talk with Cassie and you make a decision together.” He shakes his head as he stands and offers his hand down to me. “Why do you always make things more complicated than they need to be?”

“Oh, and I’m alone in that?” I ask as he helps me stand.

He narrows his eyes. “Shut up.”

I laugh just as he passes me the ball, catching it at my stomach with an oomf.

“Let’s go. First to twenty-one,” Bear calls, and then he’s jogging back to the hoop.
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Later that night, Cassie is giggling while we watch her favorite show between study sessions. She’s leaning against the wall with neon-colored cards scattered all over my bed, three different textbooks open, and her hair tied up in a messy bun while I sit against the headboard with my laptop on my thighs.

As I watch her, my stomach twists in warning, heart already aching at the thought of not being this close to her — close enough to walk down the street to her house, close enough to have her in my room every night, close enough to hold her, to touch her, to kiss her, to be there on the bad days and make sure she’s celebrating all the great ones, too.

“You okay, babe?” she asks when she catches me staring at her.

“I love you, Cassie McBee.”

She smiles, leaning over the pile of study papers long enough to press a kiss on my lips. “Love you more, Adam Brooks.”

Then she’s laughing again, and I’m staring at the completed Field Executive application on my laptop, mouse hovering over the send button.
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“WAIT, REALLY?!”

There’s a chuckle on the other end of the line, and even though I can’t see him, I can imagine Kade’s sexy-as-hell grin and it makes me want to jump through the phone and right into his pants.

“Really, really.”

“Kade Brewer. President of Alpha Sigma.” I smirk. “I like the sound of that.”

“Well, don’t become too fond of it just yet. I have to run for the position first. And then I have to win.”

“Which you will.”

“You sound like Adam.”

“You know, I used to think that kid was pretty dumb, but turns out, he’s a genius. They couldn’t pick anyone better to step into his shoes once he graduates.”

“Wow. J-Love being sweet. This is new.”

“Come over and I’ll show you just how sweet I can be.”

I bite my lip, because there are many, many ways I could show him, and just thinking of a few makes me squeeze my thighs together against the pussy tingles. I haven’t seen Kade since Valentine’s Day, which might be a new record for us. But he’s had his hands full with classes and fraternity events, and I know all too well how hard that can be to balance on its own.

Let alone adding in a girlfriend who lives thirty minutes away from campus.

“I wish I could,” he says with a longing sigh that lets me know he means it. “Adam actually wants me to help with tonight’s pledge event. Since we’re swearing these guys in soon, that’s twenty-nine more votes I’ll need to win over.”

“Already hot on the campaign trail,” I muse, hopping up from where I’d been reclined on the couch. I head to the kitchen, pulling down a wine glass and a bottle of pinot grigio. The sun is already beginning to set, casting the bay in a watercolor swirl of pinks and yellows. 

“Well, that’s why I wanted to talk to you… before I decided.” He pauses. “If I do this, I’m going to be busy. Busier than I already am. And you know that means less time for… us.”

“Hey, stop it right now. I’m the last thing that should be worrying you. I mean, I’m a college graduate. I’m busier now than I ever have been.” 

As I say it, I wrinkle my nose at the job application abandoned on my laptop across the room. So what, I didn’t have a job offer yet? So what, I’m still living off my dad’s money and pretending like I could afford this insane condo on my own?

Kade doesn’t need to know that.

“I just don’t want you to feel like I’m not prioritizing you.”

“Tell you what,” I say, pouring the wine into my glass. As I do, Erin bursts through the front door, and by the crazy bird’s nest of hair tied on top of her head and the bags under her eyes, I can tell I’m not the only one who needs wine.

I pull down another glass, nodding to her to sit on the couch.

“Next time I see you, you can show me just how much of a priority I am to you.”

“Mmm, I like the sound of that.” Somewhere in the background, I hear a deep voice call his name. “I need to run. I’m sorry I can’t talk longer.”

“Stop apologizing and go win a presidency. I can’t wait to be your First Lady.”

He chuckles. “You going to wear a pearl necklace?”

“Only if you give it to me… while I’m on my knees.”

Kade groans at the same time Erin gives me an eww grimace from the living room.

I laugh. 

“Don’t give me a boner before a fraternity event,” Kade says.

“Too late, huh?”

“Devil woman.”

“Byeee, sweetie.” I make some kissy noises and then end the call, leaving my cell phone on the counter as I grab both freshly filled wine glasses and carry them into the living room.

Erin takes the one with the heaviest pour, and in three gulps, half of it is gone.

My eyes widen as I take the seat next to her. “Bad day?”

Her brown eyes look almost black when they find me in a deadpan expression. 

“What happened?” I ask with a chuckle.

She shakes her head, settling into the plush couch with her feet tucked under her and balancing her wine glass on her knee. “Just a long day at school.”

“Mm-hmm,” I say, taking a sip from my own glass. “What else?”

“That obvious, huh?”

“I’m sure law school is a total drag, but the greasy heap of hair on your head tells me this is guy related.”

Erin had let her head fall back against the cushion, but at my assessment, her neck snaps up, her eyes wild when she looks at me. “How the hell could you possibly know that?”

I shrug. “It’s my gift. Now,” I say, spreading my hand over the couch. “Tell me what happened.”

With a sigh and another big swig of wine, Erin tells me about her Valentine’s Day with Gavin. It seemed to have gone off perfectly… until the end of the night, when he stopped short of having sex with her. She goes on to tell me that since that night, which was almost two weeks ago now, he’s been acting weird, and they haven’t hung out other than catching lunch between classes the other day.

Ouch.

“Okay, first of all,” I say, holding up my pointer finger. “What kind of asshole doesn’t trip over himself at the chance to have sex with you? I mean, look at you.” I gesture a hand over her body, but then wrinkle my nose. “Okay, well, maybe you’re not a sex kitten today, but on a normal occasion?” I scoff. “I’ve seen grown ass men ready to leave their wives and sell everything they own for a shot with you.”

Erin snorts. “I highly doubt that. But regardless… he just said he wants to move slow.”

“You’ve been together for, what… four months now?”

“About,” she says. “Depends on what you consider the point we got together.”

“Doesn’t matter.” I shake my head. “You went on a freaking international trip, for God’s sake. The fact that you didn’t fuck then is a miracle. But now?” I take a sip of wine. “And, furthermore, that he’s making it weird now? Being absent? I don’t know, Erin. I don’t like it.”

Her mouth pulls to one side, and she picks at the cuticles of the fingers holding her wine glass. “There’s more to it.”

“What more could there possibly be?”

Her eyes flick to mine then, but she pulls them away quickly. “It’s complicated. But I guess what I’m saying is I understand why he chose not to that night, but just… I don’t know why he’s been so distant lately. I’m worried I fucked it up.”

“If you fucked it up by wanting to sit on his cock, then I hate to break it to you, but the man is gay.”

Erin laughs. “Trust me. He is very much not gay.”

“Then, he’s stupid.”

“Jess.”

I throw my hands up. “Look, I’ll leave it alone if you want me to. It would probably help if you told me the whole story,” I add with a pointed look. “But as it stands? If he rejected you, then started acting differently and texting you less, calling you less, seeing you less.” I take a deep breath. “Those are red flags, Ex. That’s fuck-boy behavior.”

She frowns, sinking back into the cushions. “But we didn’t even fuck. That’s what’s weird about it.”

“You guys need to talk.”

“We do,” she concedes with a sigh. “But tonight, I just want to finish that bottle of wine, heat up a frozen pizza, and watch a thriller.”

I laugh at the last part.

Then, her big brown eyes are on me, lashes batting. “Will you join me?”

My eyes flick to the application on my laptop, and though I know it’s not very adult of me, I reach over and close the lid with a click. 

My bestie needs me.

Reality can wait until morning.

“I’m all yours.”
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THINGS COULDN’T BE MORE perfect.

On this warm February evening in South Florida, a gentle breeze rolling in from the water and brushing my long, curled locks off my neck, it’s impossible not to feel proud as I look around at the Ball & Pen launch event.

That I planned.

That I coordinated.

That I was one-hundred percent completely in charge of.

And that’s going off without a hitch.

At first, I was bummed when we couldn’t secure a yacht like I’d envisioned, but everything happens for a reason. In lieu of being on the water, we have a sweeping view of it — plus a dramatic outline of the downtown skyline as the last of the sun sinks over the horizon.

Not only did I book one of the most romantic, intimate rooftops in the city for the event, but my team and I completely transformed it. Dramatic red uplights and canopy-draped silk took what once was just a rooftop with a pool, a bar, and plenty of space to a high-end carnival.

Games of all kinds line the left edge of the pool, except instead of winning a giant stuffed teddy bear, guests could win a cocktail, or a dress rental from the hottest boutique downtown, or a designer watch, or — my personal favorite — a speedy ride in a luxury car across town. 

Performers pepper the event space tastefully, everything from drag queens in all their carnival glory to hoopers, Lyra and silks aerialists, and even some of the women I train with at the pole studio. 

Deep bass and high-energy lo-fi beats thumps rhythmically through the party, loud enough to dance to, but low enough not to overshadow the conversation. This is the kind of lighting, music, and event space that ignites deep thoughts, gives space for creative work, and illuminates endless possibilities.

I can feel it as I walk around from group to group, introducing myself and my team, checking in on guests and ensuring everyone is having a great time.

And I know the guests can feel it, too.

Jeannie is by my side as I flitter around, clipboard in hand and earpiece tucked inconspicuously in the shell of her ear. Every now and then, she’ll tap my shoulder to let me know of a minor issue, ask a question, or let me know of someone’s arrival. Otherwise, she’s a friendly smile and perfectly timed polite exit at my side.

It’s just after eight when I finally get the chance to talk to Mrs. Landers, who has been tied up with every executive at the event up until this point. She joins me at the east side of the balcony, resting an elbow on the glass railing as she lifts her champagne to her burgundy lips with a smile.

“Ms. Daniels, you completely outdid yourself.”

“Too much?” I ask with a smile that tells her I already know her answer.

“I’ve played host to many events, but none quite as eclectic as this one. If you would have let me in on the planning and told me you were conjuring up a carnival theme, I would have promptly wrinkled my nose and demanded you pivot in another direction. I mean, honestly… carnivals?” And just like she said, she wrinkles her perfect nose. “They’re dirty and smelly and cheap. But this?” She sighs, looking around the space. “This is magical.”

“Mission accomplished.”

“To you, my dear,” Mrs. Landers says, lifting her glass to mine. “And the undoubtedly bright future you have with Ball & Pen.”

I clink my glass to hers with a smile.

“I’m so glad Brandon Church was stupid enough to let you go,” she adds once we’ve cheersed, chuckling to herself and taking a sip of her champagne. She’s completely oblivious to how those words have shocked me still, especially since she’s apparently spotted someone across the pool whom she needs to speak with. “Alright, back to the rounds. Let’s rendezvous at the office Monday morning before I fly back to Atlanta. I’ve already had offers to collaborate and there are unhappy clients looking to move their accounts to our firm.” 

And with a waggle of her brows and a dazzling smile, she’s off.

It only takes me a moment to shake off her words once she’s gone. If this was me even a year ago, they might have crippled me to the point of not being able to hold it together for the rest of the event. But I’ve learned a lot in my short life, and one thing I knew for certain was that the show must go on.

And giving power to someone in your past does nothing to grow your future.

Still, even as Jeannie gently touches my elbow and guides me to the next group of guests, I can’t help but ruminate on her words.

That rumination grows substantially when I realize Brandon is in the group I’m approaching.

I’m surprised my legs manage to keep working once I spot him. I’m surprised my heart doesn’t stop beating at the sight of his warm eyes, crinkled at the edges as he laughs at something the woman next to him said. I’m surprised his brilliant, megawatt smile doesn’t steal my breath, that the delicious way his tailored navy suit hugs his shoulders and biceps doesn’t make me audibly moan.

He is, in every way, the absolute picture of elegance and power. Strong and confident, enigmatic and sure. It’s the kind of aura a king might possess, or a billionaire greeting guests on his private island, or the captain of a championship team.

But I’m holding it together, holding everything steady and confident, myself, even in his midst.

Until the very moment his eyes find mine.

They flick to me easily, accidentally, a casual glance up at the crowd around his little pocket of people as he takes a sip of the amber liquid in his glass. I just so happen to be in his line of vision when he does, and at the sight of me, his hands pause, glass hovering just away from his lips.

I could look away. I could turn to Jeannie and pretend I have something to ask her. I could smile as I pass one group on my way over to his. I could look anywhere else than right back at him.

But I don’t want to.

I love the way his gaze burns, like a candle flame I can’t help but hold my hand over. It’s enough to sear my flesh and leave a mark, but it’s a price I’ll pay to keep this warmth as long as I can.

“Are you going to be okay, talking to your ex-boss?” Jeannie whispers as our heels click along the tile. “I can steer you the other way and avoid them, if you prefer.”

I blink, and it’s as if that notion snaps Brandon back to reality. He finally sips his drink, and then his eyes are back on the man across from him, and he’s smiling like he’s been following along the entire time.

“No,” I answer confidently. “I’ve got this.”

The small group parts like the sea for Moses when Jeannie and I approach, and everyone is a bustle of greetings and smiles. They congratulate me on a fantastic event, compliment me on the décor and entertainment, and almost immediately, I’m roped into the conversation that was occurring before we came by — how the Super Bowl will be held in Miami next year, and what that will mean for our event industry.

Jeannie and I slide right in, joining the circle and the conversation with ease, and while I chat business with the various executives, I can feel Brandon’s eyes on me.

Part of me doesn’t want to give him the satisfaction of looking back.

But dammit if I can’t help it.

There’s a lull in the conversation when I finally peel my eyes up to meet his, and when I do, the muscle in his jaw tenses, his grip tightening around the glass in his hand.

“Mr. Church,” I greet with a smile. “It’s so lovely that you could join us this evening. I know how busy it must be at Okay, Cool with the launch of the work share space downtown.”

His Adam’s apple bobs hard in his throat, but he manages a smile. “We wouldn’t miss it.”

I don’t miss the we instead of I, and at that very moment, the woman standing next to him casts a shy smile his way. 

Though my heart is sticky and sluggish at the sight, I smile wider. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” I say to the woman, extending my hand for hers. She’s older than me, but still young enough for me to be impressed that she’s at this event, and while she wouldn’t capture my attention if I walked past her on a crowded street, she has a girl-next-door kind of charm about her. Her dark blonde hair is pulled back in a tight bun, warm brown eyes friendly and kind, freckles dotting the pale skin of her cheeks. “I’m Ashlei Daniels.”

“Oh gosh, I know who you are,” she says with flaming red cheeks, but she shakes my hand confidently. “Your reputation proceeds you.”

I smile. “Well, hopefully it’s a good one.”

“Very much so,” she says on a breath. “My name is Colleen Sparks. I’m the new lead account manager at Okay, Cool. Just moved here from New York.”

“Ah,” I say with what I hope is a pleasant smile. “My replacement.”

The color drains from her face. “Oh, well… I… I, uh…” She looks to Brandon with a grimace like she’s said something she shouldn’t have, but his gaze is apathetic. He takes a sip of his drink with those eyes burning a hole into the side of my skull.

“We’ll have to collaborate sometime,” I say to ease the discomfort I’ve brought to the group. I can almost feel the collective breath of relief when I do. “I love the Okay, Cool team, and I know you have talent over there. Together? There’s no telling what we could create.”

“We’d be honored to work with you,” Colleen rushes out.

“If there’s time,” Brandon says just as quickly, and I can see straight through his forced smile. “It’s a busy quarter for us.”

Code for: Don’t you dare come back into my life.

Part of me shrivels up at the rejection, but it’s a small part. Sure, I still feel guilty for what I did. And sure, I still love that grumpy man and miss him something terrible.

But I’ve got the power buzzing under my skin, the kind that can only come from putting on a perfect event and knowing I’m the head bitch in charge, too.

I know I hurt him, but he hurt me, too.

And where I would have stayed to fight for us, he fled.

So no, I don’t feel even a little bit sorry when I stand even taller, offer him a pleasant smile and say, “Of course. I understand. Collaboration with the new kid on the block can be scary.” I shrug as the group exchanges knowing looks and grins. “But my offer stands, should your schedule clear up at all.”

With a smile and a tip of my glass, I excuse myself from the group, then, and it’s not until we’re on the other side of the pool that I drain every drop of gin from my glass.

Jeannie smirks a little, taking the empty glass from my hand. “I’ll refill this.” She pauses, arching a brow. “Nice work over there. Mrs. Landers would be proud.”

I just wink at her, and once she’s gone, I press a hand to my stomach to catch my breath. 

I can feel it still, Brandon’s laser-sharp gaze, and when I casually turn to survey the party, I find him staring at me through the gaps in the crowd. Every now and then, someone will walk in front of him or in front of me, somewhere in the way, but all the while, his gaze stays fixed on me.

And it stays that way all night.

No matter where I move, no matter who I’m with, if I look in that general direction, I find those hazel hues locked on me.

So, toward the end of the night, I decide to give him something to stare at.

I know it’s juvenile. I know I’m playing a game similar to one I would have in college. I’m also completely aware that Brandon is an adult, and it will likely not have the desired effect on him that I’d like.

But I don’t care.

I still waltz my ass up to the hottest guy I can find and drag my fingertip down the sleeve of his suit jacket. I still laugh at his stupid jokes and lean in closer when he talks business and draw attention to my lips with every sip of my drink. I still push my cleavage together a little as I find the shell of his ear and whisper we should go somewhere more private, and I still let my gaze flick to Brandon’s when that man takes my arm in his and steers us toward the exit.

You’re doing just fine without me? That’s great.

Because I’m doing just fine, too.

I don’t care if it’s partially a lie. In that moment, with the adrenaline and power running through my veins and an incredibly fine specimen pressing his warm palm to the small of my back, it feels true.

And I hope the smirk on my lips as I leave Brandon behind is convincing enough that he believes every bit of it.
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“YOU JUST CAN’T GO wrong with Key West,” Skyler says matter-of-factly. 

“I know, but come on — we’ve done Key West. Many times. I think we should switch it up.”

Skyler nods. “Fair. The cruise was a hit.”

“Again, we’ve done it. I think we need something… more. Something unexpected.”

Skyler’s legs are in my lap, both of us sprawled out on a blanket in the back yard of the Kappa Kappa Beta house. It’s a beautiful day, sunny and warm, and Skyler has her bikini top paired with her shorts to make the most of it. We’ve both been busy since school started back — Skyler with presidential duties, me with partying it up my last semester.

And, if I’m being honest, trying not to drive myself insane with thoughts of Erin.

Priorities.

But now, we’re down to the wire to hammer out Spring Break details. 

“You thinking like international?” Skyler asks, swiping through Spring Break designations on her phone. “We could do Bahamas… or go all out and hit Hawaii.”

“Hawaii would be cool,” I agree, looking through the options pulled up on my own phone screen. “But… expensive, considering we’re in Florida. It’s basically halfway around the world.”

Skyler sighs. “I keep coming back to Key West.”

“It’s senior year. This is it, Sky. Our last Spring Break.”

At that, Skyler looks up at me with a pouty lip and big doe eyes. “I know that, but when you say it… it makes it more real.”

“We’ve got to do it up big.”

“Well, if we’re there, it’s guaranteed to be a shit show.”

I laugh. “True. We could always go to Pittsburgh.”

“Wanna make out on the roof again, Bear? Because I think my boyfriend might take issue with that.”

I bark out a laugh just as my phone screen fills with my little brother’s face, all goofy and smiling and sweaty. He sent me the picture last season after they won their conference championship.

“I must have conjured you,” I say when I answer the video call. “We were just talking about Spring Break and I mentioned Pittsburgh.”

Clayton wrinkles his nose. “Ew. Why on earth would you ever want to come here for Spring Break?”

“It was a joke, trust me,” I say just as the phone is stolen from my hands.

Skyler pops up to sit on her knees next to me. “Hey, Little Bear!”

“Skyler Thorne,” Clayton muses, running his fingers over his chin in appreciation of the view filling his phone screen. “Look at you, hot as ever. That boyfriend of yours still treating you right?”

“Always.”

“Well, if that ever changes, you let me know. I’ll kick his ass and then sweep you off your feet.”

She laughs, sliding her sunglasses down her nose enough to arch a brow at me. “You’ve really taught him all you know, haven’t you?”

I throw my hands up. “Hey, this is all him. Kid’s got more game as a high school sophomore than I’ve had my whole life.”

“Still juggling two girlfriends?” Skyler asks.

“Nah, I’m single. Why be tied down when there’s so much fun to be had?”

“No arguments here,” I chime in. Then, my chest tightens, because Mom walks into the frame behind him.

“Hey, sweetie! Oh, you two look like you’re having fun.” She smiles, drying her hands on a towel before tossing it over her shoulder and hanging her hands on her hips. She’s smiling bigger than she has in years, and she still looks healthy.

Clean.

Which is a good sign.

Even though we made up over break and really worked on us as a family, I can’t help that suspicious part of me that sparks to life any time I see her or hear from her. Part of me wants to believe that she’s sobered up, that she’s here to stay.

The other part of me is waiting for the day Clayton wakes up to an empty apartment and nowhere to go.

“How are you, Mom?”

“Good! Work is going well. And I’m getting to spend lots of quality time with this guy,” she adds, smiling down at Clayton as she squeezes his shoulders. “When he’s not out causing trouble with the girls, that is.”

“Just wait until I turn sixteen and get a car,” Clayton says, putting his hands together in prayer. “These girls ain’t ready for Clayton Pennington on wheels.”

“You better get yourself a job if you want a car, little bro.”

“Details,” he says, waving me off. “Hey, guess what?”

“What?”

“Mom and I are coming to see you for Family Weekend!”

The light on my little brother’s face could have illuminated a dark gymnasium, but I can’t help the way my stomach sinks at his news. 

Skyler gently elbows me out of camera view to snap me back to the moment.

“That’s… wow. Really?”

“If it’s okay with you,” Mom says sheepishly. “I know we didn’t really talk about it first. But I booked us flights and a hotel, made sure they were refundable, too.” Her smile is sad. “Just in case.”

“No, no,” I say quickly. “Don’t cancel them. I’m happy you’re coming.”

“Really?” she asks.

I smile and nod, and Clayton throws his fist into the air.

“Yes! I can’t wait to scope those college hunnies.”

“Um, you’re still a minor, Little Bear,” Skyler reminds me. “Look, but don’t touch. Especially if it’s one of my sisters. I don’t need anyone getting arrested.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he says. “I’m still waiting on Kip to mess up, anyway.”

We all laugh at that.

After a few more minutes of chatting and going over trip details, we end the call, and then Skyler and I are back to planning.

“It’ll be fun,” Skyler says when I’m silent for a long while. “And if your mom pulls any shit, I’ll be here.”

“I know,” I say, taking a deep breath. “It will be fine. She seems… better. I’m just…”

“Still wary?”

I nod guiltily.

“I think that’s normal. She’s put you through a lot, Clinton. You don’t erase pain and betrayal like that overnight. But hey, at least this way, she’ll get to see more of the place that’s been your home the last four years. And meet your other family.”

“Yeah,” I agree. With a shake of my head, I start scrolling through Spring Break destinations again. “How’s Kip’s show going?”

“Ugh,” Skyler says, reclining again. She tosses her phone aside, seemingly done with scrolling for inspiration, at least for the moment. “It’s going great. He’s amazing, as usual, and the whole crew seems inspired by him. They finally started filming after getting all their ducks in a row.”

“Why do you sound so angry about it?”

She forces a breath. “Well, I’m ninety percent sure the girl he casted to play me has the hots for him.”

I chuckle. “Come on, Sky. You’re not actually threatened by some wannabe you, are you? Kip couldn’t look at another girl as anything more than a friend if he tried. He’s obsessed with you and has been since the first night he laid eyes on you. Or, should I say, the first night he laid a line of tequila, salt, a lime, and his tongue on you.”

She flicks me off, but it’s with a grin. “I know I’m being ridiculous, but you haven’t seen her around him. I liked her the first time we met. Hell, I’m practically the reason she got the part. And as soon as she did…” She makes a little notion with her hand that looks like a snake, and the noise came next. “She came right up and bit me in the ass.”

“Has she made a move on him?”

“Oh, no — girls aren’t that conspicuous.” She shakes her head as if I should have known. “But I know the games we play, and I know another player when I see one. I’m not too threatened, but I’m on guard.”

“I’m sure she just wants to impress him and make a good show, Sky.”

“And I’m sure that if she so much as touches my man, I’ll rip her hair out.” She smiles widely. Then, she wipes away a streak of sweat from her neck. “Ugh. It’s freaking February and already it’s too hot to be outside without a pool nearby.”

Her assessment pops an idea into my mind, and I grin, rolling over onto my stomach next to her. “I got it.”

“What?”

“Breckenridge.”

Skyler frowns. “As in, the ski town?”

“The very one.”

Skyler wrinkles her nose. “But it’ll be cold. And snowy.”

“That’s kind of the point,” I say with a laugh. “Think about it — we could get cabins with hot tubs, have big firepit parties at night, ski during the day. It’d be different than the usual beach shit — which we do all the time anyway, since we live in paradise.”

At that, Skyler pops up to rest on her palms behind her. “I actually kind of like the sound of this.”

“And I didn’t even mention the best part yet.”

She arches a brow. “Cute ski bunny outfits?”

“What? No.” I shake my head, leaning in to whisper, “Legal marijuana.”

Skyler pulls her sunglasses off completely, then, her eyes wide, mouth gaping. “Oh my God, Bear, you’re an actual genius.”

“Think our brothers and sisters will go for it?”

Skyler grins. “Once we give them our sales pitch? Without a doubt.”

“Spring Break Breckenridge, here we come.”

With an excited squeal and clap from Skyler, the deal is signed. “Alright, let’s talk transportation and lodging. I think we could charter a plane. There would be enough of us. And Jess’s dad has some hookups that…”

Skyler goes on, already jotting down a million notes on her phone as her planning nature takes over. But I’m momentarily distracted.

Because on my phone is a text from Erin.

Hey, friend. Are you free this weekend?

I type out a yes without even checking my schedule.
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I WAS NERVOUS WHEN I was elected president of Kappa Kappa Beta.

I’m sure every girl before me felt the same way, but my anxiety was an acute kind, one born of an unfamiliar sense of dread warning me that maybe I wasn’t good enough. I never felt that when I played poker professionally, and I haven’t felt it in my job on the casino boat or in my entrepreneurial classes on campus. I hate to say that I’m cocky but, well, if I’m being honest… I kind of am. And honestly? Being that way has paid off for me. I know what I’m worth, what I’m capable of, and I don’t shy away from that. 

Except when it comes to running the top sorority on campus.

Stepping into Erin’s shoes was hard enough on its own, but knowing we had the top GPA, highest attendance and money raised at our philanthropy events, and most active new member class on top of it?

The bar was so high, there wasn’t a prayer of jumping over it without a trampoline to help.

That’s why I decided to push our annual Kappa Kappa Beta date auction back a couple of months from when we usually hold it. Being that it’s our biggest philanthropy event of the semester, I wanted to make sure we did it up big.

And boy, did we.

I held up the tradition of hosting it at Ralph’s, of course, but past that, nothing is the same. We’ve got a full band instead of a DJ, uplighting and fairy lights and fresh flowers and a photobooth in the back. On top of my sisters being auctioned off for dates on stage, we also have a live silent auction lining every wall of Ralph’s with prizes that range from local restaurant gift cards, to a five-day cruise out of Miami.

We’re only halfway through the event and we’ve already beat last year’s total for funds raised for our charity.

Add this to the fact that I just announced a Breckenridge Spring Break, and you could say the ladies of KKB are loving their new president. 

When Cassie takes the stage to the roar of applause, I fold my arms over my chest and look around, appreciating the hard work coming together for tonight’s event. 

I may not have known what I was getting myself into when I took on this position, but by God, I’m figuring it out.

“Alright, next up we have this fiery redhead,” Ellie says, gesturing to Cassie. Ellie is one of our newest members from the fall semester rush, and I already know she’s well on her way to being on the executive board. She jumped right into the sorority with guns blazing, eager to take on leadership roles. 

Cassie stands next to her with a shy smile, holding a giant textbook clutched to her chest with her fake glasses falling down her nose a little bit. She’s also wearing a plaid skirt and white button-up shirt like she’s at a prep school. 

With a little creative directing, I had all the girls dress to play a part this year. We’ve had the vixen, the party girl, the goody two shoes, and now, the smarty pants.

“Don’t let her glasses and biology book fool you, fellas – she’s a spitfire and ready for a hot night out on the town!” Ellie says to another roar of applause. “Feast your eyes on the one, the only, Cassie McBee!”

The crowd goes wild, and I throw in a loud hoot and holler of my own, cupping my hands around my mouth like a megaphone. Just as I lower my hands, I’m picked up from behind and spun around as I squeal.

I land back on my feet in front of a smirking Kip, and I narrow my eyes, poking him in the stomach before I leap up into his arms again and press a kiss to his mouth.

“I thought you couldn’t make it!” 

“Surprise,” he says against my smile. Then, with another kiss, he turns me in his arms to face the stage as the bidding starts on Cassie. “Actually, we wrapped up filming today’s scenes, and with the auction being one of the next we’re working on, Natalia wanted to come get a feel for what it’s like.”

My body goes rigid at the mention of her name, and I turn over my shoulder to find Natalia wearing a bright smile just behind Kip. She waves excitedly at me, and then her eyes are on the stage, and she’s jotting down notes in a notebook as she watches the bidding.

I force a smile. “Great idea.”

Natalia grabs Kip’s arm from behind, pulling him back and saying something in his ear over the shouting from the crowd. Whatever it is makes Kip laugh, and then he says something back to her, and she laughs, and then shakes her head at me as if to say, “Gah, this guy, so funny, am I right?”

I tear my focus from them and turn back toward the stage just as Adam shouts an outrageous two-thousand-dollar bid from the crowd. Cassie’s jaw falls open, but no one else is surprised.

That boy is crazy about her.

No one can compete with that bid, so in a snap, Cassie is off the stage and Ellie is bringing out our next sister.

And I’m trying to watch and be happy like I was just moments ago, and not focus on the fact that my doppelgänger is standing right behind my boyfriend.

Touching his shoulder.

Whispering in his ear.

Laughing at his jokes.

Making him laugh, too.

I crack my neck, annoyed with how jealous I am. I have no reason to be, and yet, I can’t seem to shake this gut feeling that tells me Natalia is trouble.

I somehow manage to subdue the feeling as the auction goes on, and when it’s intermission, Kip, Natalia, and I take a break in the Ralph’s parking lot to get some fresh air.

“Wow!” Natalia says when we’re free of most of the crowd. Her eyes are wide as she looks at her notes and then back at the bar. “This really is something. I’m glad we came tonight, because I had no idea how to picture it when I read the script. I mean, guys dropping thousands of dollars for a date with a girl?” She shakes her head. “Insane!”

I smile, looping my arm through Kip’s. “It’s for charity. And besides, most of these guys are using Daddy’s money, if you know what I mean.”

Natalia chuckles. “Yeah, I definitely don’t. I’m here on scholarship and working my ass off just to be here. These kind of kids aren’t exactly the type I hang out with.”

My neck flares with heat, but I force a breath to subdue it. “Some of them are rich, sure, or come from well-off families. But not all of them. I’m like you, I’ve had to work to pay my tuition.”

“For the record,” Kip interjects, holding up one finger. “I outbid that douchebag with my own money just to get you to go on a date with me.”

“And I paid that douchebag to bid on me because I wanted to make sure you wouldn’t win.”

“Your plan backfired,” Kip says, turning until I’m in his arms.

“In the best way,” I agree.

We kiss as Natalia makes a little aww sound, and then Kip pulls back with his cheeks flushed. “Excuse me, ladies, I’m going to catch up with some of my brothers. Be right back.”

He nods toward a group of Alpha Sigmas on the other side of the parking lot, and then he’s off, and Natalia and I are left alone.

“So, did you always want to be in a sorority?” Natalia asks. The way she’s poised with her pen and notebook in hand, I feel like I’m having flashbacks to the asshole reporters who used to write about me when I played poker.

Top Ten Hottest Poker Players!

“I don’t know about always,” I say, leaning my back against the brick building. “But, I didn’t really have any friends in high school, or feel like I belonged anywhere. So when I came to PSU, it was a chance to start over. I knew I wanted to find a family here. And Kappa Kappa Beta was that for me.”

Natalia sighs, shaking her head as she looks around. “It just all feels so foreign to me. Back home in South Dakota, I was always like one of the guys, you know? I hung out with my cousin and his friends, and the few friends of my own I made were all dudes.” She frowns. “I’ve never had any girlfriends.”

I fight the urge to scoff, because I have a feeling there are more than a few reasons why she hasn’t had many girlfriends.

“You think you might rush?” I ask instead.

“Oh, no,” she says quickly, shaking her head. “I’m not one to pay for my friends.”

She laughs with the joke, writing something in her notes, but when she looks back up at me and sees the pissed expression, her face goes ashen.

“Oh… shit, Skyler, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant—”

“That you think I pay for my friends?”

She cringes. “Sorry. I shouldn’t assume. I just… I don’t really get all this,” she says, waving her hand around. “It all feels fake to me.”

I push off the wall, stepping into her space. “I know the feeling, of when something feels fake,” I say, arching a brow as I eye her up and down. “Or someone.”

There’s a twitch of something in Natalia’s eyes then, recognition, like she knows what I’m not saying. She smirks, and then her eyes flick behind me. “Your boyfriend is amazing, you know?” she asks, pulling her gaze back to mine. “He’s really going to be something out in Los Angeles.” She tilts her head then, fake sympathy washing over her face. “I’m sure you’ll really miss him when he goes back and you’re still here.”

“I’m sure I won’t be the only one,” I pop off before I can think better of it.

At that, Natalia smiles. “Maybe you can come out to California after graduation and I can show you around.”

Confusion furrows my brows.

“Oh, Kip hasn’t told you?” Natalia asks, stepping in a bit closer. “I’ve been accepted to UCLA for the fall semester.”

It takes everything in me to show absolutely no emotion at her news, but I know even with a stone-cold expression, there’s victory for Natalia in the fact that I have nothing to respond with.

Before I get the chance to figure out what to say, Kip is back, his arm around my shoulder and his lips pressing a warm kiss to my cheek. “Ready to get back in there?”

“Oh, I’ll get us a couple beers. I can’t wait to hear how much you all raised at the end of the auction!” Natalia says, her smile bright and cheery. She winks at us. “See you two inside.”

And then she skips off, and Kip beams like she’s his favorite child.

“She’s really taking this seriously,” he says, shaking his head. “It’s not often you find people like her, who are focused at such a young age.”

“She’s focused, alright,” I murmur under my breath.

“Come on,” Kip says, squeezing me at his side. “The show can’t start without the president.”

Natalia is a perfect angel for the rest of the night. She buys me drinks and keeps her distance from Kip, as if now that she knows I’m not too shy to call her on her shit, she wants to make me think I’m crazy by playing completely innocent.

The fact is, she hasn’t really done anything wrong, or said anything wrong, or put her threat on the table in any substantial way.

But I’m not a fool.

And I’m also not one to fuck with.

They say to keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

Looks like I’m about to have a new best friend.
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THIS WOULD HAPPEN TO me.

I would finally land an interview at one of the top wedding planning firms in the city and then wake up on the morning of the interview sick as a dog.

I would go to the interview anyway, hoping they couldn’t tell, only to be looked at with wide, bulgy, don’t come too close to me eyes.

I would have what otherwise would have been considered the best interview of my life… and then promptly sneeze and send snot flying into my hand without a tissue anywhere in the room.

Just the memory of my interview this afternoon has me groaning again, and I roll over in bed, sniffling and peeking out from the burial ground I’ve made with my sheets and comforter. I’m completely burritoed up, save for my eyes, and the hand holding my phone as I scroll through social media.

There’s nothing worse than when you’ve already had a bad day and you scroll through your newsfeed only to discover that everyone else is just out living their best life. 

I’m engaged!

I got a new job!

I spent my day on a boat!

Well, good for fucking you.

With a resentful sigh, I pull up the add a post tab and snap a picture of me under the covers with my red, puffy eyes and raw nose. I flip the camera off for good measure, and then post it with the caption being sick sucks.

So original, Jess.

I don’t feel any better once it’s posted, even with the flurry of hearts that come in and the waterfall of feel better comments. Probably because I know every single one of those people commenting couldn’t care less about me in actuality. I’m just another stop on their social media tour, a quick like and obligatory comment, and then they’re moving on and I’m forgotten.

Wow, I really am in a sour mood tonight.

A huff of a breath leaves my chest as I scroll a few more times. “Just put the phone down, Jess, and go to bed,” I say to myself, and I’m on track to do just that when the little notification lights up in my messages.

When I click them, my heart freezes at the sight of Jarrett’s name.

I swallow, opening the message like it’s a highly flammable tank of gasoline and I’ve got a match in my hand. 

He sent me a link to my post, and then underneath it, there’s just one simple word.

Soup?

My heart picks up its pace from a trot to a gallop, and with a groan, I sit up in bed, staring at his message with two opposing thoughts warring in my head.

No, I should not hang out with my ex-boyfriend.

Well, I’m sick, it’s not like I’m going to do anything sexy right now, no matter who’s around.

Kade wouldn’t like it.

Kade said he’s fine with us being friends.

Kade would be here with you if he could be.

But he’s not.

It’s Jarrett.

It’s just Jarrett, and besides, soup does sound really good…

That last thought wins out, and I type out a response before throwing my phone across the room like it’s a bomb about to go off.

Part of me thinks he won’t even really come. I hear my phone buzz across the room and imagine that he said something along the lines of ha ha, wish I could, feel better. He’s probably out with his friends. He doesn’t have time to bring soup to a friend.

But the other, louder part of me reminds me that Jarrett is nothing if not a man of his word.

It’s only a half hour later that my phone rings, and the front desk tells me I have a visitor. 

“Shit!” I mutter after telling them to send him up and hanging up the phone. I jump up out of bed with my body aching, and then I’m in front of my mirror, staring at the absolute wreck of my reflections. “Double shit.”

My half-ass attempt to tame my hair and make myself not look disgusting is subpar at best, but it’s all I’ve got time for before there’s a knock at the front door. 

I make my way down the hall, and when I answer the door, Jarrett stands on the other side of it looking like trouble with a capital T.

A cool front whipped through South Florida tonight — probably the last we’ll have, now that we’ve tiptoed into the first day of March. And thanks to that, Jarrett’s bald head is covered with a black and gray beanie, his tattooed arms shielded by a well-fitted leather jacket, and the dark jeans he’s paired it with hug him in all the right places.

Which means I’m thinking all the wrong things.

To top it all off, he’s got bags full of groceries hanging from his arms and a too-sexy-for-his-own-good smile spreading over his perfect lips.

Jesus Christ, I’m screwed.

Jarrett’s eyebrow arches as he takes in the sight of me, and then with that sexy grin still intact, he says, “You look like shit.”

I breathe out a laugh as I hold the door open wider, signaling for him to come in. “I feel even worse.”

“Symptoms?”

“Congested. Sore throat. Body aches.” I sniff on cue when the door shuts behind us. “Generally, feel like I’ve been run over by a truck.”

“Sounds like a virus, alright,” Jarrett says, already unpacking the groceries he brought. “Have you taken any meds?”

“Yeah.”

His pointed look tells me he doesn’t believe me, and when he tosses some cold medicine my way, I laugh. 

“Why did you ask when you already knew the answer?”

“Wanted to see if you were still a shit liar.” 

We share a smile as he continues unpacking the groceries, and I open the medicine he brought, popping two of the nighttime pills.

Jarrett whistles as he looks around the condo. “This is a sweet pad. You live here by yourself?”

“Erin and Ashlei live here, too. They’re both out tonight, though — Erin is with her study group, and Ashlei is at the pole studio working on her routine for competition. She said they’ll probably all go out after…” I shake my head, taking a seat at one of the barstools at the kitchen island. “Must be nice to not be snotting involuntarily.”

Jarrett laughs. “Honestly, I’m just surprised you posted about your situation. Last time I found out you were sick, it was a very different situation.”

He cocks a brow as I hold up my hands. “Hey, I didn’t want the dude I had major hots for seeing me all disgusting, okay?”

“You also didn’t want to admit that you were falling for me.”

“Shut up and make me soup.”

The laugh that bubbles out of his chest is like music to my ears, a long-forgotten sound that warms my heart like a hot cup of tea. I swallow down the knot building in my throat as I watch him work.

And then like not a day has even passed, we slip into easy conversation.

It’s the strangest thing, watching Jarrett Locke work in my kitchen like it’s his own. He strips out of his leather jacket and takes the beanie off his head, and I try to ignore the way it makes my stomach tighten to see his biceps practically bulging out of the white thermal he’s wearing as he slices and mixes and cooks. But he seems so relaxed and comfortable that before I know it, I feel the same way.

I ask him about his new tattoos, the ones lining his arms that weren’t there the last time we were together, and smile when he tells me how he got the one of the American-style fish to remind him to go with the flow. He asks me how the job hunt is going, and I fill him in on my latest embarrassment, making him laugh so hard he has to pause his work in the kitchen to brace his hands on his knees.

Back and forth, question after question, we catch up like two old friends. We talk about school and work, I catch him up on the girls while he fills me in on his work at the Miami branch of the nonprofit so far. We even talk about me and Kade, and he tells me about his short stint dating a girl in Manhattan who turned out to be on the run from a grand theft she’d committed in Nebraska. He’d been in her apartment when they found and arrested her. 

The later it gets, the more the cold medicine swims through my system like a tall glass of whiskey. I feel my eyelids getting heavier, my words harder to get out.

“Mmm,” I say when we’re finally sitting on the couch with a bowl of soup in each of our hands. “Seriously, this is the best soup recipe in the world.”

“It’s about the only thing I know how to cook well, so thank you.”

I smile, sipping on the creamy potato broth. “It’s your mom’s recipe, right?”

Something passes over him, and he pauses where his spoon is lifted, taking a breath before he answers. “It is.”

“I remember the first time you made it for me, and you told me the story…” I frown, stirring my spoon in the soup. “Why didn’t you tell me back then that you had brothers?”

I can see it happening, as if in slow motion, all the warmth draining from him, the gates closing, walls going up. He shrugs. “Didn’t think it was pertinent information at the time.”

“Okay,” I concede, because at that point, we hadn’t even defined what we were. “But even after we were officially dating… you never told me… I always assumed you were an only child.”

“My family life is complicated,” he says, lifting his eyes to mine. “My dad is a piece of shit and an addict. My mom died when I was young. I don’t have a good relationship with either one of my brothers.” He sighs, staring down at the soup in his hands. “And if I’m being honest, I’ve tried my whole life to grow outside of who I was in that family, to leave that shit behind, and I didn’t want it to be part of my story when it came to you.”

My heart squeezes painfully in my chest. I know enough to know I’m fortunate to have grown up the way I did, with money and parents who gave a shit. College was the first time I woke up to the fact that not everyone has those luxuries. Hell, I used to give Skyler shit for playing poker all the time instead of partying with us, until I found out her situation.

I reach over and squeeze Jarrett’s wrist, and when I do, a shiver rolls through me that I hope he can’t see. “I get it,” I say with an understanding smile. Then, I lean in to whisper, “You just wanted me to focus on the tattoos and general badassery, instead.”

“Damn straight,” he says, and I feel him lighten with the tease. “These tattoos are my armor.”

I chuckle, but as Jarrett takes another bite of soup, a yawn rips through me, so long and strong it makes my eyes water and sends another shutter through me.

Jarrett smirks. “I think someone’s ready for bed.”

“No, no, I’m fine. Tell me what else you’ve been up to.”

He chuckles, setting his soup aside and standing. He reaches his hand down for mine. “There will be plenty of time to catch up. Right now, you need rest.”

I just stare at his hand for the longest time, like it’s a wire that I’m not sure is safe to touch or will blow me to smithereens.

“Come on,” he ushers, wiggling his fingers.

So, I set my nearly empty bowl aside, slipping my hand into his, and do my best to fend off the blush that heats my cheeks as he pulls me to stand.

Even though he’s the one guiding me, I have to tell him which room is mine. He helps me get into bed, and then turns down all the lights, save for the lamp by my bed. I have the corner room, the one with the floor-to-ceiling windows lining two walls, so the city lights stream in even when Jarrett turns off the lamp.

He’s sitting on the edge of my bed, helping me pull the comforter up to my chin, and he smiles when I’m settled. “I think those meds are knocking you out.”

“I feel loopy,” I say with another yawn.

“Good. Hopefully you’ll get a good night’s rest.”

Maybe it’s the medicine. Maybe it’s the virus. Maybe it’s the way the lights streaming in from the windows remind me of the way Jarrett looked every time we’d video chat when he lived in the city. Whatever the reason, there’s no way to stop the question that tumbles from my lips.

“Jarrett,” I whisper.

“Yes?”

“Why did you break up with me?”

The breath he inhales is stiff, and he looks away from me, out the window. I expect him to say we shouldn’t talk about it, that I should get some sleep, but instead, he answers with brutal honesty.

“Because I was a fucking idiot.”

The words slam into my chest like an anvil, and I roll my lips together, forcing a swallow and waiting for him to continue.

“I let other people get inside my head. I was just… I was so impressionable, this new fish in the big city, and I thought everyone else knew better than I did. When I told my team about how you were reacting to me working with Jenny, not a single person said you had a right to be upset, that long distance was hard, that I was doing a shit job of being a good boyfriend from afar.” His eyes find mine. “Which I was, for the record.”

I sigh. “No, you weren’t, Jarrett. I was young and sus—”

“Normal,” he finishes for me. “You were asking the exact questions I would have been asking in the reverse. But I was so fucking stressed out. We were working all the time, and I forgot I had a life outside of that office, outside of those people. So, when they started talking about how you were young and jealous, how I’d outgrown you… I listened. And they were with me the night I saw that post of you and Greg. They hyped me up, saying how childish it was, how you were playing games and I was above it all and I just… I don’t know. Something inside me snapped.”

“Nothing happened with Greg,” I assure him. “At least… not that night. Not until well after we’d broken up. And even then, it was just a temporary… thing.”

“You don’t owe me an explanation. I know you didn’t do anything with him that night. But I think, in a way, I also knew that I couldn’t be what you needed. Not at that time in my life. So, I just…” He inhales another stiff breath. “I let you go.”

God, I wish I hadn’t taken that cold medicine, because I’m so fucking drowsy I can’t even convince myself that I’m not dreaming all of this.

Jarrett brushes my hair off my forehead, his eyes searching mine in the low light coming in from the city. “Get some rest, Jess.”

“Wait,” I say, reaching for him. “Don’t go. Not yet.”

He smiles, and I don’t miss the way his next swallow is strained. “I’ll wait until you’re asleep, okay?”

I nod, and then, even though I have a million questions racing through my mind, I succumb to the drowsiness slowly pulling me under. 

And I feel him there beside me, staying just like he promised he would.

Maybe I’m dreaming. Maybe the medicine is still making me loopy. But I swear it’s not long after sleep takes me that I feel Jarrett lower his lips to press a kiss to my forehead.

But I can’t quite make out what he whispers in my ear before he goes.
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I NEVER KNEW NUMB could be felt so hard.

When you hear someone say they’re numb, you think it’s this state of nothingness, of insensitivity, of apathy.

But the numbness I feel when I take first place in my category at the pole competition I’ve been preparing for for months now is an all-encompassing heaviness.

I feel weighed down as I stand on the platform, smiling and thanking the organizers as they place a gold medal around my neck. My arms are too heavy, my head too slow, like I’ve been drugged or am existing in an underwater hell. 

I should be light and airy and happy right now. I should be ecstatic that I hit every move just how I planned, that every trick was executed flawlessly, that my hair and makeup and outfit are on point, that the crowd went absolutely berzerk when I finished.

But I feel… nothing.

Other than a sick longing to call Brandon.

I hate that I can’t enjoy this moment because my thoughts are on him, but ever since the launch party, he’s been an all-consuming thought. His eyes haunt my dreams, and where I’d felt like I was finally moving on, I now feel like I’ve taken so many steps backward that I’m no better off than I was the second I left his condo and felt my heart break inside that elevator.

I want to be happy and celebrating my win.

But more than anything, I want to be celebrating with him.

I wish he was here. I wish he would have seen my routine. I wish I would have heard his cheers in the crowd. I wish I had his arms to run to right now, that his lips would be on mine as he congratulated me.

I wish he were still in my life.

Period.

“Holy fucking shit, Lei!” Jess says, she and the other girls sprinting to me once I’m off the platform. The entire room is buzzing now that the ceremony is done, the chatter loud even over the music the DJ is playing. “I knew you were talented, but I had no idea you were that strong.”

“You made it look so easy!” Cassie says.

“That move where you were hanging by just your knee pit!” Skyler chimes in.

“No, no, when she hulked herself up and held her entire body to the side like a freaking Olympian! What even was that?!” Erin asks just as excitedly.

I chuckle. “Iron X.”

“You literally defied gravity!” 

The girls ramble on, hooking their arms through mine and dragging me out of the convention room into the hall. The hotel bar is already crawling with competitors and spectators alike, and even though Jess is still recovering from her cold, she promptly orders us each a shot of tequila.

“To my best friend, Ashlei Fucking Daniels, and her insane badassery that no one else can touch.”

“Hear, hear!” the girls all chant in unison, and then we down our shots, grimacing and sucking on a lime to ease the burn.

“Okay, I’ve decided. We should all take a pole class,” Jess declares once her shot is gone.

“Oh my God! Yes!” Cassie agrees.

They’re already pulling out their phones to find a day on the calendar that works for all of them when I quietly excuse myself to the bathroom. When I’m in the stall, I finally find a breath, and as if on autopilot, I pull out my phone and tap away until I’m staring at Brandon’s contact.

The picture I assigned his number in my phone is one of us on his yacht, the sunshine bright above us as we hold onto each other, swimsuit clad and laughing. I can still remember the day that photo was taken — how effortless it was, the two of us together.

We were meant to be.

Until I fucked it all up.

Tears prick my eyes as I hit the message button, and I type out a long text to him that would make even a middle school girl cringe. It says how much I miss him, how sorry I still am, how I wish on everything that I am that I could take back what happened. It says how I won first place and yet I can’t even be happy without him. It says how much I wish he was here.

And as I flush the toilet, I stare at the text with my thumb hovering over the send button.

But I never let it drop.
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ERIN LOOKS WAY TOO fucking beautiful when I pick her up on Saturday night.

She rushes out the doors of the skyrise building she, Jess, and Ashlei live in, her hair flying back behind her as the breeze hits her cheeks. She’s smiling wide and bright as she jumps into the passenger side of my truck, and even with strands of hair sticking to her glossy lips when she turns to smile at me, she’s an absolute vision.

It damn near kills me.

“Hi!” she greets, situating her purse by her feet. As soon as she does, she’s rummaging inside it. “Before we go anywhere, I have something for you.”

“For me?” I smirk, mostly at the fact that she’s so goddamn oblivious to how gorgeous she is, and how her simply getting into my truck felt more like her stopping the record of my life mid-song with a dramatic scratch.

When she sits back up, it’s with something hidden in her hands, and she bites back a smile as she looks at me. “Close your eyes.”

“Okay,” I oblige.

“Hold out your hand.”

When I do, I feel her place something small and light into my palm. 

“Okay. Open!”

I smile at the absolutely hideous crocheted bracelet in my hand. Not only is it made with the worst color combination — burnt orange and shit brown — but it looks worse than the ones elementary girls make.

“Um… thanks?”

Erin laughs. “It’s our friendship bracelet, silly. See?” She holds up her wrist, and sure enough, she’s wearing one identical to the one in my hand. “I know they’re kind of… ugly. But I’m out of practice, and honestly, I think it gives them charm.”

I smile, handing her the bracelet and holding out my wrist. “They’re perfect.”

Erin blushes a little as she ties the thread around my wrist, and then our eyes meet, and I hold her gaze for a long moment as I shove down everything I want to say.

“Alright,” I finally declare, putting the truck in drive and tearing my eyes away from Erin and back to the road. “You ready to get your ass kicked in some skeeball?”

“You wish. I’ll have you know, I’m the skeeball champion back home.”

“Well, you’re about to be dethroned.”

It’s kind of an awkward silence after that as we make our way closer to one of my favorite off-campus hangs. It’s a newer bar with arcade games lining every wall and a giant dance floor that usually has a live band playing on the stage above it. When Erin said she wanted to get out of the house, I figured it was just the spot.

“It’s kind of weird, isn’t it?” Erin asks when I put the truck in park. “Me and you hanging out after all this time.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

She gives a sigh of a laugh at that. “I’m not sure how it couldn’t be.” Her little mouth pulls to the side when she looks back up at me. “Clinton, I know I’ve said it, but I’m sorry for—”

I cut her off by reaching over the center console and grabbing her hands in mine. I pull her to face me, lowering my gaze to meet hers with a smile.

“Stop apologizing. Okay? We’ve hashed out all of the shit in our past. Yes, we’ve both been assholes along the way, but I don’t want to think about any of that anymore. I just want to hang out with you and catch up and beat your ass in every game inside that bar,” I add, nodding toward the building.

Erin laughs, but I don’t miss the way her eyes gloss over. “Yeah. I like that plan.”

“Good,” I say, and then I realize I’m smoothing my thumbs over her wrists where I hold them, and both our gazes fall to the point of contact. 

We pull back like a jolt of electricity stung us, and before the awkwardness can seep back in, I hop out of the truck and jog around to open her door.

When we get inside, I head for the bar to get us a couple beers while Erin hits the token machine. We meet at skeeball first, and after a quick cheers, the games begin.

I’ve seen Erin in many situations — all dolled up for formal, looking hot as sin in a swimsuit on the top deck of a cruise ship, crying in my shower as I hold her together as much as I can, running a Kappa Kappa Beta chapter like a bad ass, pouring her heart out over a candlelit dinner.

But I’ve never seen her like this.

I’ve never seen this bright, unbreakable smile. I’ve never heard this carefree bubble of a laugh. 

And yet, underneath it, I can sense something is off. 

That’s how it’s always been with me and Erin. We’re in tune in a way that no one else is. Sure, with Skyler, she’s one of my best friends and I know when she’s hurting. But Skyler is also open with me when it comes to what’s going on in her life. I’m usually one of the first she runs to, and she’s one of the first I go to, too.

But with Erin, it’s like no matter how we try to hide the truth from each other, it’s always there, buzzing under the surface like a live wire.

We can’t ignore it.

We can’t run from it.

We can’t let each other go.

“So, how are things going with Gavin?” I ask as casually as I can after Erin absolutely wrecks me at a round of air hockey. 

She’s still a little out of breath when she plops down at one of the high-top tables in the center of the bar, and I take the seat across from her. “Really good,” she says with a smile. 

I wait for her to continue, but that’s all I get.

I arch a brow, taking a sip of my beer and trying again. “He was busy tonight?”

“He’s been busy a lot lately,” she says with a sigh, and her eyes fall to where her hands are around her beer. “I think… I think I might have scared him a little.”

“How in the world could you possibly scare anyone?”

She chuckles. “Well, in case you missed it over the years, I’m a hot mess with a pretty impressive load of baggage for a girl who’s fresh out of college.”

“You don’t have baggage.”

“Come on, Bear,” she says. “I’ve had a miscarriage, been gang-raped, fucked over my closest friends under the guise of self-therapy, and I’ve lied to even those I love more than anyone in the world just to save myself the pain of telling the truth.”

Her eyes find mine with those last words, and I feel the full weight of them — the full weight of everything that’s happened between us.

“Sorry for putting it all so bluntly,” she continues. “But therapy has really helped me see that running from my past, or hiding it, or lying to myself or anyone else about it doesn’t do anything but hurt me. So, I’m embracing it. All of it. It’s all led me here, and… all things considered?” I smile. “I’m pretty happy.”

“I’m glad you’re in therapy,” I say earnestly. “And I’m glad it’s helping. But… I still don’t understand how you could scare Gavin. Isn’t he in therapy, too?”

“I think everyone should be in therapy,” she says with a laugh, and I have to chug half my beer to keep myself from boiling over at the memory of the fight Gavin and I had over this same topic at Friendsgiving.

Purely because I was pissed when I saw him there with Erin, if I were being honest with myself.

“I just… I might have rushed some things between us…” She bites her lip, shaking her head. “I feel weird talking about this with you.”

“Why?” I reach over, grabbing her hand and giving it a squeeze. “Come on, Ex. It’s me. You don’t have to feel weird or sugarcoat anything.”

“I know, but…”

“Just spill it.”

She chuckles. “Alright… well, on Valentine’s Day, I wanted to… um… to go all the way with him.” 

Her cheeks flush so furiously that I chuckle a bit despite the way my stomach bottoms out at her admission.

“But he stopped us. And really, he had good reason. He’s being respectful to what I’ve been through, and he knows I haven’t… um… you know… with anyone else… since…” She waves her hand around. “Anyway, so he stopped it, and we cuddled and everything, and I felt fine when I left the next morning. But ever since then, he’s been distant. I mean, I haven’t seen him for more than a mid-day lunch.”

God, I want to punch him.

I want to literally find him and knock him the fuck out.

But then again, I kind of want to shake his hand and thank him.

Because although I don’t like the thought of him so much as laying a finger on Erin, I respect the hell out of him for taking things slow. Even when Erin said she was ready, he knew she wasn’t.

I still hate him, but I’m thankful to him at least for that much.

I force a breath, taking a sip of my beer before I say, “Well, I know it hurts to be rejected like that. Even if it was for good reason. And I don’t like that he’s being kind of distant, but it might be that he has something else going on, something entirely unrelated.”

“He has been really busy with school,” she admits. “It’s his last semester in the graduate program.”

“I’m sure that’s very intense.”

She sighs and nods, but I can see the hurt on her face as she takes a sip of her beer.

“Erin, look at me.”

For the longest time, she keeps her eyes on her glass, but then those warm brown irises finally find mine.

“Gavin is a good guy,” I say, even as my chest tightens with the words. “He cares about you. I could see that much after just one hour at Friendsgiving, and I saw it again when I ran into you downtown. And as much as I know it hurt, I’m glad he turned you down.”

Erin laughs a little, though her eyebrows pinch together. “Well, that’s kind of harsh.”

“No, no,” I say with a laugh of my own. I reach over to grab her hand, folding her fingers over mine. “I just mean that he’s right. You have been through a lot, and I think taking it slow is the best move for both of you. The fact that he gives a shit about you enough to put your emotional well-being ahead of his hormones is pretty fucking impressive, honestly. Because he’s a man, Erin, and being one myself, I can tell you it took a lot of willpower to stop in that moment.” I pause, swallowing. “Especially because you are the most goddamn beautiful woman who has ever existed.”

Erin’s expression softens at that, and her eyes flick back and forth between mine. “You think I’m beautiful?”

“I do,” I say, throat tight. “And the craziest thing is that as stunning as you are, your beauty is the least interesting thing about you.”

Her eyes flood with tears, but they don’t fall, not even when her hand squeezes mine.

“You’re sensational, Erin. In every way. And Gavin knows that, too.”

Erin blows out a long breath at that, and to my dismay, she pulls her hand from mine so she can use both to wipe her cheeks before the tears fall too far. “God, I’m crying in a bar.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll tell anyone who asks that I just kicked your ass in air hockey.”

“Except it was me doing the ass-kicking.”

“Do you want a cover story or not?”

She chuckles, wiping the mascara from under her left eye before she smiles at me. “Thank you, Bear. I’m actually really glad we talked about this. I tried talking to Jess about it, but it wasn’t the same. You… you know more about me than anyone else in this world, I think. You’ve been here through so much.”

“And I’ll always be here,” I promise. 

“Thank God for that.”

Erin and I share a smile, and then I stand, grabbing our empty cups. “I’ll refill these. And, hey, a word of advice?”

She nods.

“Tell the girls what happened to you. Tell them everything.” I shrug. “I know it’s hard, and I know you’re afraid of them judging you. But I promise, they won’t. They love you. And as much as I mean it that I’ll always be here, there are going to be times when you need your girls. And they can’t help you if they don’t know the whole story.”

Her eyes well up again, but she swallows back the emotion and gives me another smile. “Go get our refills so I can beat you at the next game.”

“Ha! Don’t bet on it, Ex. I don’t lose twice.” 

I give her a wink, but before I can turn, she’s up out of her chair and in my arms.

She wraps herself all around me, her arms around my neck, hair in my face and body flush against mine as I stand there stupidly holding our empty cups. 

“Thank you, Bear. Really.” She inhales a long breath and lets it go just as slowly, still holding me tight. “I love you.”

I go rigid at her words, at how fiercely I want to throw these cups across the room, take her face in my palms, and kiss her breathless until she feels just how much I love her, too.

But she’s not mine to kiss.

With a slow breath through my nose, I wrap her in a hug that’s not as good as I’d like with the cups in my hands. Still, I hold her, and smell her hair, and close my eyes against the emotion building in my chest.

“I love you, too,” I say. 

And I do. More than she’ll ever know.

When she pulls away with her bright smile back in place, I die a little inside.

Because there’s a pit in my gut that tells me I’ve lost whatever small chance I ever had with this girl, and that I’ll never have my chance again. It’s likely that nights like tonight — where we hang out as just friends — is the most I’ll ever have.

I hate that truth.

I can’t stomach it.

I don’t know if I can survive it.

But if there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that even if it kills me, I’ll never leave Erin alone. I can’t. 

So, I hold onto hope.

Because I’m a patient man.

And for her, I’ll wait forever if I have to.
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“YOU’RE MAD.”

“I’m not mad,” I assure Gavin, hand too tight around my cell phone.

“You sound mad.”

“Well, I’m not exactly thrilled that you’re bailing on our date night… again…” I sigh. “But I’m not mad. I get it. School comes first. I would do the same if I were in your position.”

There’s a brief silence, and then Gavin says, “I really am sorry, Erin. I’ll make it up to you.”

I force a smile. “I know you will. But, for now, you better get going. Tell the group I said hey.”

“Thank you for understanding.”

“Mm-hmm.” That sounds like you’re mad. “Always. Have a good night.”

“You, too.”

The line goes dead instantly, and I sigh, letting the phone fall into my lap. I feel stupid now, all dolled up in my favorite faux-leather leggings and a top that shows more cleavage than I’m usually comfortable with. I even slapped on some red high heels and painted my lips to match.

And now, it’s Friday night and I have nowhere to go.

My heart squeezes in my chest, the same warning bell that’s been ringing ever since Valentine’s Day. I know it’s a busy semester for Gavin — that was the whole reason we did the trip over break. We knew I’d be busy with my first semester of law school and he’d be busy with his last semester of grad school.

Still, I can’t shake the feeling that he’s avoiding me after what happened.

Or rather, what didn’t happen.

Another sigh finds me, and I think about what Bear said, how he assured me that Gavin had my best interests at heart when he turned me down. And while I want to believe that, the bigger part of me screams that there’s something wrong with me, that he doesn’t want me, that I’m not desirable.

I’ve been trying to process everything with my therapist, and she’s told me it’s a great time to throw effort into dating myself. She encouraged me to fill my time when I’m not with Gavin, and to not overanalyze anything he says to me. 

Trust him. Take his words for what they are instead of trying to make them mean something else.

As if it’s that easy.

I’ve been understanding, and I’ve been trying to let go of all the insecurities his rejection brought out in me. But it’s hard — especially on nights like tonight, when he bails on our plans last minute.

I’m still sitting on the couch with my phone in my hand when Jess blows through the front door. 

“Job interviews are the fucking worst,” she huffs, slinging her purse over one of the hooks by the door before she promptly kicks off her heels. She plops down next to me with a groan. “I swear, if I have to answer one more question about my strengths and weaknesses, I’m going to pitch myself off our balcony.”

I chuckle. “Please don’t do that. Someone would have to clean up the mess and that’s not fair.”

That earns me a smile, and Jess sighs, letting her head loll to the side until she’s looking at me. She opens her mouth to say something, but then snaps upright, brows furrowed as she takes in my appearance.

“Damn, Ex,” she says with a low whistle. “Gavin is going to come on the spot when he sees your tits pushed up like that.”

I laugh, looking down at my cleavage. “The girls do look nice, don’t they?”

“I’ll say. You’ve got me questioning my sexuality.”

“Well, touch them if you want,” I say, flopping back with a huff. “Because otherwise, this entire outfit is going to waste.”

“What do you mean?”

I shrug. “Gavin had to cancel. Study group thing he forgot about.”

“Ex…”

“I know, I know,” I say, holding up my hands. “I don’t want to talk about it, okay?”

Jess has to physically bite her lip to keep from asking me more questions, but then she claps her hands together and points a finger up at the sky. “That’s it. Adult Spring Break.”

I laugh. “What?”

“This is the perfect occasion. I’ve had a shit day of trying to convince people to hire me. You’ve been blown off by a stupid boy. And we haven’t gone out on the town together in way too long. So, let me get changed, and then we’re going to go fuck up downtown like we’re on Spring Break.”

“But you’re not in college anymore. And I’m in law school. Spring Break isn’t really a thing.”

“Well, tonight it is.” She pulls me up from the couch and smacks my ass. “Pack a flask in your purse and cancel any plans you have in the morning. Neither of us is sleeping tonight.”
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Not even three hours later, I’m dancing on a bar stage with a man dressed in lederhosen.

I’m not really sure how we got here. We started with tequila shots at a bar across the street from our condo building, and then we just started hopping from place to place. Every time we’d enter a new bar, Jess would scream, “SPRING BREAK!” at the top of her lungs and then we’d promptly take another shot.

I lost count after the fifth one.

And as silly as it is, two grown ass women bar hopping like we’re still in college, it does feel reminiscent of Spring Break.

And it’s fun as hell.

The bar we’re at now has a live band playing German music, and there must be some sort of event because half the bar is dressed like it’s Oktoberfest. When Jess screamed our Spring Break entrance and we slammed another shot, we instantly caught the attention of a group of what had to be frat boys.

All of them dressed in lederhosen.

I don’t recognize any of them, so I assume they’re not from PSU. It is Spring Break time, so for all we know, they could be on vacation from Ohio. 

Regardless, they bought our next round of shots, and now we’re on the stage next to the live band dancing like a bunch of hippies.

“This was the best idea ever!” Jess screams into my ear over the music. Then, she promptly grabs the man in the lederhosen behind her by the suspenders he’s wearing and starts dancing like a loon. It would be one thing if she was bumping and grinding on him, but she’s doing this weird humping motion with her hips, her tongue sticking out, and there’s absolutely nothing sexy about it.

Which makes me love the whole situation even more.

I mimic her, turning to face the guy behind me — who looks no older than nineteen, if I’m being honest with myself. But I don’t care. The tequila in my system makes it hard to care about anything, really.

He’s wearing this ridiculous black fedora-like hat with a red feather in it, and I pull it off his head and slap it on my own. He tries to grab my hips to pull me in closer for our dance, but I back away with a moonwalk and then promptly start pretending like I’m shopping for groceries around him.

Pick the item off the shelf.

Put it in the cart. 

Do a little shimmy.

Repeat.

Jess is laughing so hard at me, she can barely stand straight, and lederhosen man seems intrigued. He starts shopping next to me, and then pulls out the lawnmower dance.

Back and forth, we trade off every awful dance style we can think of. I’m almost out of ideas when I remember one my dad used to do at weddings where he’d grab his ankle with one hand and the back of his neck with the other, and then proceed to pull his knee toward his face on a hop, and then knee back on a hop, over and over. I think he called it the funky chicken? Mom always called it his aneurysm dance.

Regardless, now is the perfect time to whip it out.

I reach for my ankle and get my other hand in place behind my neck, and then in what has to be the worst timing ever, lederhosen boy turns toward me and reaches like he’s going to pull me in for a kiss.

But with me mid-dance move, instead of a kiss, he gets a knee to the balls.

He stumbles back with a groan, but in the process, he’s grabbed ahold of my hips and is taking me with him. I know he’s in pain, which is likely why he doesn’t hear his friend’s warnings that he’s dangerously close to the edge of the stage. There’s a windmill of arms and a desperate attempt from me to try to keep us balanced, but it’s no use.

We tumble off the stage to a chorus of ooohhh!

The first thing I realize is that I should be in more pain than I am after falling off a stage. The second thing I realize is that the reason I’m not in pain is because lederhosen boy broke my fall. 

Jess gets to me first, and she’s asking me if I’m okay through laughter so strong it’s got her eyes all welled with tears. Once we’re both standing, my lederhosen man groans, his buddies rushing over to make sure he’s alright.

“I think that’s our cue to get out of here,” Jess says through another spout of laughter, and she’s already tugging me toward the door.

“Oh wait, I still have his hat!”

“Keep it,” she says, tapping the black fabric on my head. “Souvenir.”

We link arms and sprint out of the bar and down the block, laughing the entire way. When we’re a few doors down, Jess tugs me into the next bar, one much quieter and low key with far less patrons.

“I can’t do another shot, Jess. I’ll throw up,” I tell her before she has the chance to scream Spring Break.

“I think we both need waters,” Jess agrees with a smile. “I’ll get a couple beers for us, too, just in case. Grab us that table in the corner?”

I nod, sliding into the high top and wiping the sweat off my forehead once I take off the German hat. My heart is still racing, and when Jess joins me with drinks in hand, she shakes her head.

“That poor kid is never going to forget dancing with you.”

I laugh. “God, I hope he’s okay.”

“He’ll be fine. Cheers,” she says, holding up her water. I clink my plastic water cup to hers, and then we both sigh with relief after chugging nearly all of it.

For a while, we just sit there catching our breath and sipping on our water as we look around the bar. And I can’t help but smile as I look at one of my best friends in the entire world and think of all we’ve been through.

I also can’t help but think about what Bear said about telling her what happened to me.

It makes my stomach cramp thinking about it, but I know in my heart it’s time.

“So, job hunt wasn’t that fun today, huh?”

Jess makes a gagging notion. “It’s the worst. But, really, I’m just keeping myself busy while I wait to hear from that wedding planner I interviewed with last week.”

“Know when you’ll hear back?”

“Probably never,” she says on a laugh. “I was snotting all over them in the interview. But if they have a heart and can look past that, hopefully in the next couple of weeks. She said they had more candidates to interview.”

“I bet you get the job.”

“We’ll see,” she says with a shrug. Then, her eyes are sad. “I’m sorry Gavin bailed tonight, Ex.”

“Don’t be. He said he’d make it up to me and I believe it.”

“You’re a better woman than me.”

I chuckle. “No, I just… I believe him. I trust him. Gavin has been nothing but an amazing guy to me since I met him. He’s definitely different,” I add. “But in a good way. I’m trying not to overthink it.”

“Well, I like that plan.”

“Me, too.” 

I pause for a moment, chewing the inside of my cheek.

“Jess… I need to tell you something.”

“You feel like you’re going to throw up?” she asks on a belch. “Because I kinda do, too.”

I laugh. “No. I, uh… it’s…” I sigh. “I don’t even know where to start.” 

Jess frowns when she sees the serious expression on my face, and instantly she’s leaning over the table. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

“I am. Now. But… I don’t think anyone would be surprised to hear that I haven’t been okay. Not for a long time.”

Jess’s brows pull together, and she reaches over the table to squeeze my hand.

I’m not sure why through the tequila haze that in that moment, I think of how Bear did the very same thing.

“I’m sorry for pulling away the way I did, and for being such a bitch to Skyler with the whole Kip thing.”

“Babe, we’ve moved past that,” Jess assures me.

“I know. I know. But… I never told you the real reason why I did what I did.”

I take a deep breath and a long sip of water, and then in a flurry of slurred words, I tell Jess everything.

I tell her about how I actually had been pregnant, how the baby was Bear’s, how I’d aborted our child without telling anyone about it. I told her about what happened to me that night at our formal, how Bear found me, how I swore him to secrecy and went home that summer to my mom. I told her how I just wanted to get my life back. I told her how Kip seemed like the key to getting back on track again, and how I couldn’t see how badly I was hurting those around me as I tried to hold onto what was left of me.

And the entire time, Jess just listened.

She listened and nodded and squeezed my hand. When I started crying, she scooted her barstool over closer to me and hugged me tight. And when I was done, when all the words were said, she held me again.

“I am so fucking sorry you had to go through all that,” she says, and when she pulls back from our hug, her eyes are glossy like mine. “It breaks my fucking heart that you had to do it alone.”

“I wasn’t alone,” I assure her. “Bear knew.”

She nods. “I’m glad you had him. But Ex, we love you. Me, Ashlei, Skyler, Cassie? We have your back no matter what. Don’t ever feel like you have to hide from us.”

“I don’t,” I say with a sniff. “At least, not anymore. But when this all happened, I was just… younger. I cared about what everyone thought of me. I wanted to be the strong, independent, boss bitch Erin Xander. I was president of our sorority. I was a future lawyer in training. I didn’t want anyone to think any less of me.” I laugh at that. “Turns out, I just made things worse.”

Jess lets out a sigh and squeezes my arm. “I love you. Thank you for telling me.” She pauses. “Did you ever tell the cops about…”

“No,” I finish for her, shaking my head. “At this point, it’s too late. I wish I did. Looking back, I really wish I would have just let Bear take me when he wanted to. But… I mean, how many times have we seen in the news that a girl comes forward about being raped, and all they talk about is how she’s ruining this boy’s life? She’s painted as a liar and a bitch, and everyone feels sorry for the guy.”

“Not everyone.”

“You know what I mean.”

Jess sighs. “I do. God, I’m so sorry, Erin. I want to fucking kill them all.”

“Get in line.”

She smiles, and after a sip of beer, she asks, “You and Bear must have gotten pretty close, huh?”

“Very,” I say. “He was really all I had for a while. Until he found out about our baby. After that…” I sigh, running a hand back through my hair. “But we’re on the mend. We decided to put everything behind us and be friends.”

“That’s good,” Jess says, but she’s watching me in a weird way.

“What?”

“Nothing. I just… I never pictured you and Bear together, but now… God, you guys really would make a hot couple.”

She laughs. “Yeah, well, we hooked up one night, okay? We never dated. And besides… I have Gavin now.”

Jess arches a brow. “I never said anything about dating him. I was just making an observation.” Her gaze narrows. “Do you like Bear as more than a friend?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” I wave her off.

“Oh, my God. You do. You do, don’t you?!”

“No!” I stand. “We’re friends. And barely that, thanks to me being a fuck up.” I smooth my hands over my leggings. “I’m just trying to hold onto that.”

Jess smirks. “Uh-huh.”

“I’m going pee.”

And with a laugh, Jess blessedly lets the topic go, even once I return from the bathroom. 

We stumble home and curl up on the couch in our sweatpants, and for the first time in years, I feel at peace knowing that Jess knows everything I’ve hidden for so long. She makes me promise I’ll tell the other girls soon, too, and I agree.

And what was shaping up to be a sad Friday night ends up being one of the best I’ve had in years.

It just goes to show that what they told us when we first rushed is true.

Kappa Kappa Beta isn’t just for four years.

It’s for life.
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IT’S BEEN A WHILE since I’ve gone for a long run, and I forgot just how calming it can be. 

The constant movement, leg muscles engaged, core tight, arms pumping. The rhythm of sneakers hitting pavement. The steady inhale and exhale, my lungs contracting and filling, sweat dripping from my hairline.

Since the competition, I’ve been indulging myself in some different kinds of cardio and strength training — yoga, high-intensity interval training, kickboxing, and now, running. It’s nice to switch it up, to give my body something new.

Besides, running gives me plenty of time to think.

I’m one of the weirdos who prefers not to run with headphones. With the running path winding along the beach and bayside park, it’s nice to just listen to the waves, the conversation, the laughter, and even the distant sound of cars passing on A1A.

Work has been picking up ever since the launch event. Celeste wanted us to make our presence known, and boy did we do just that. Our phones have been ringing off the hooks with requests for potential client meetings, as well as collaborations with other agencies. Just like that, Ball & Pen went from new kid on the block to one of the most desired agencies in the city.

We showed what we could do.

And now, the clients are rolling in faster than we can take them.

Good business means I’m busy — not just with my own clients and events, but with hiring a bigger team to manage the new workload. We even had to buy out the office next to ours to expand. It’s a good problem to have, but exhausting, nonetheless.

And to think, if I were still in college, I’d be getting ready for Spring Break right now.

I smile a little at that, remembering how fun it was to shop for new swimsuits with the girls, plan out our outfits, make custom mugs and t-shirts, and just be ridiculous whenever possible. Of course, I’ve had Spring Breaks that weren’t so fun… like the one where Bo and I were caught having a threesome on tape. Even still, a big part of me misses it, that carefree time when my biggest concern was finding the perfect swimsuit and packing enough booze for the trip.

I’m lost in memory lane when I round an oak tree at the corner of the path, and when I do, I nearly slam into another runner.

“Oh, shit!” I exclaim, pressing my hands into the man’s chest when we nearly collide. I’m not sure if I did it to keep him steady, me steady, or if it’s just an automatic reaction. I’m already laughing when I look up at the almost-victim. “God, sorry. I wasn’t paying att—”

My voice cuts off mid-sentence, because under the shadow of a damp gray hoodie, I find Brandon’s dark, menacing eyes staring back at me.

I can feel how stupid I look standing there with my jaw all slack, hands still against his chest as I take in the sight of him. He’s dressed in long, black basketball shorts, and a gray zipper hoodie. The zipper is halfway undone, revealing his slick, bare chest underneath and a cross hanging from a silver chain. I remember that necklace. It was a gift from Darnell, the young man who got him out of foster care. Brandon almost never takes it off.

I suddenly realize I still have my hands pressed against his chest, and I rip them away, putting a few feet between us and crossing my arms over my chest. “Uh, hi. Sorry about…” I wave my hand between us.

Brandon doesn’t smile or say it’s okay, he just nods, and then side steps around me, ready to continue on his jog.

“Wait!” I say before he can take more than a few steps.

He stops short, and I see it in the swell of his back that he has to take a deep breath before he turns to face me again.

“Is this really what it’s going to be like?” I ask. “Awkwardly avoiding each other at work events, not even able to be friendly when we run into each other?”

Brandon sniffs, throwing his hood off his head and hanging his hands on his hips as his eyes wash over the beach. “I don’t know what you want from me, Ashlei.”

“Look at me,” I almost whisper. “That’s a start.”

He presses his tongue into his cheek, but then slowly, he pulls his gaze to me.

I can still see it, the pain behind those dark eyes. But more so, I see the anger, the resentment, the disgust.

I shiver.

“Exchanging pleasantries is a waste of time,” he says definitively. “I’ll be cordial at work events, but past that? I don’t see any reason for us to pretend like we’re friends.”

I scoff past the knife those words send right through my heart. “Cool. Got it.” I make an okay sign with my fingers and click my tongue. “Thanks for clearing that up.”

His nostrils flare, and it’s in that moment that I can see it — the hunger in his eyes. I felt it that first time he touched me on his jet. I felt it every time after, when he’d watch me in the office and I knew he couldn’t wait to get me alone, or when we’d go out for a night on the town, and I knew all he wanted was to get me back to his place.

My heart kicks up a notch.

He still wants me.

“I don’t know why you’re acting like you’re so upset, anyway,” he says after a moment, his brows bending together. “From what I saw at the Ball & Pen launch event, you’ve moved on just fine, haven’t you?”

I cock my head to the side in confusion for just a moment before I remember the little show I put on, the hot guy at the bar whom I let guide me outside just because I knew Brandon was watching me. Of course, nothing happened with that guy, other than him giving me his card and me promising to call about working together.

But Brandon doesn’t know that.

And he doesn’t need to.

“Whether I’ve moved on or not is none of your business, since you so decidedly cut me out of your life.”

Something of a laugh comes from Brandon’s nose, and he looks out at the ocean again before his eyes are back on mine. “You’re right.”

With that, he pulls his hoodie back up and turns, jogging away from me as I stand there and watch him go.

I stay until he’s completely out of sight. 

Then, I jog another four miles and think about all the ways I can make him want me back.
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“BEST. SPRING. BREAK. EVER,” Kip says on a long sigh as he slips into the hot tub. He groans more and more as the warm water envelops him, and I smile as I take in the view of his chest and abs, and the incredible Colorado sunset casting orange and pink rays over the snow-covered mountains behind him.

“Even better than last year?”

“Last year was a disaster,” he says. 

“Well, yes, in the sense that we had a huge fight. But,” I add as I strip out of my robe and lay it over one of the nearby chairs. “We also had a lot of fun. And some pretty hot sex, if I remember right.”

“Our sex has always been on fire.”

“Okay, Kings of Leon.”

Kip smiles, and then lets out a whistle as I climb the little steps up to the hot tub. “Damn, girl. Get your fine ass in here so I can hold you already.”

I let out a groan of my own when the water climbs up my legs, over my hips and up to the middle of my chest as I sink all the way in. After a long day of learning how to ski, my body feels like I’ve been flatlined by a steamroller. 

“God, I think I found muscles I didn’t know existed today,” I say, wincing against another wave of soreness as I sink down farther and sit next to Kip. 

He tucks me under one arm with a kiss to my temple. “Yeah, skiing definitely makes you sore. But it’s so fucking fun that it’s worth it.”

“Speak for yourself,” I say, massaging my calves under the water. “I think Cassie and I are going to hang back in the village tomorrow and day drink.”

“Over it already?”

“Let’s just say I have no desire to tear my ACL or break my neck, and I don’t have the grace to feel confident that either of those are off the table.”

Kip laughs. “I grew up skiing. Every winter, Dad would load me and Mom up in the van and we’d drive to Salt Lake City.” He pauses. “Well, every winter Dad was home, anyway. Never knew with the Army.”

I smile, rubbing his hip under the water. “I bet that was fun.”

“It was. Some of my favorite memories of us together as a family are from being on the slopes or playing board games back in our cabin.”

“How’s Mom doing?”

“She’s good, holding up. Wants me to come home for the summer. But with the show…”

“Maybe we could go visit for a long weekend.”

“I know she’d love to see you.”

“Well, I’d love to see her. And besides, you’ll want a break by then.”

Kip laughs at that. “Highly doubtful. The more likely scenario is that you’ll have to pack my bags for me and force me on a flight.” He shakes his head with a lazy smile on his lips. “I’m already obsessed with the project. I can’t stop thinking about it. I’m even dreaming about it.”

I smile, but my stomach pinches in the same breath, because while I’m happy he’s enjoying making the show, I know Natalia is a big part of it.

And I can’t shake my distrust for her.

Ever since they started filming, and especially since the KKB date auction, Natalia has just been around. No matter where I meet up with Kip, and no matter what kind of day it is for the show, she’s always there. Either she’s filming or she’s volunteering to help with something else. Even when it’s not one of her scenes, she’s on set, helping Kip or costume design or set design or whatever she can think of. She’s not even above running to get coffee or food for the crew.

Which, of course, means everyone loves her.

How could they not? She’s always there to help, never says no to a task, always dependable. She’s funny and cute and smart. And since I’ve made it my mission to befriend her, I’ve been out with her and the rest of the crew a handful of times now.

And every time, she’s been an absolute blast.

She can go with me shot for shot, loves to dance and party and stay up all night, and is always somehow just together enough to help someone else if they get too drunk.

I wish I didn’t hate her.

If I didn’t hate her, I bet we’d be actual friends and not just the fake friends I’ve made us so I can keep an eye on her. I bet we’d party and laugh and get into way too much trouble together. 

But I can’t shake that she’s got the hots for Kip, and that she’s waiting for her perfect time to strike.

I don’t trust her.

And I hate that Kip does.

“I need to talk to you about something,” I say, sliding into Kip’s lap. I straddle him, lacing my arms around his neck as his hands find my hips.

“Mmm, well, whatever it is, this might not be the best position to talk in,” he says with a grind of his pelvis against mine. “I can’t think when your tits are in my face and you’re riding me like this.”

“You want to fuck me in this hot tub, don’t you?”

Kip groans and bites his lip, gripping my hips even tighter. “God, do I.”

“Even knowing the rest of the crew could come back at any second?”

“Even still.”

I chuckle, kissing him as he wraps his arms around me. When we made the decision to do Breckenridge for Spring Break, we had no idea we’d be basically bringing all of Palm South with us. Of course, Omega Chi and Kappa Kappa Beta are here, but when Adam found out about our plans, he threw Alpha Sigma into the mix, too. And since they’re now the hottest fraternity on campus, that meant the rest of Greek Row was right behind.

We quickly realized that getting one place for everyone wasn’t possible, so we all split up, and Bear and I booked a sick cabin just outside of town that sleeps ten and has a deck with a hot tub. Our first night here was rowdy as hell, but right now, it’s just me and Kip, since everyone else hasn’t made it back from the slopes yet.

Kip’s hands slide down my back, slipping under my swimsuit bottoms to cup my ass and drag me against him.

“Look,” I say against his next kiss, threading my hands into his hair. “I know you’re oblivious.” Kiss. “Because you’re focused on the show.” Ass squeeze. Kiss. “But Natalia wants you.”

At that, Kip breaks our kiss and pulls back with a confused expression. “What?”

I sigh. “I know I sound ridiculous, which is part of the reason I’ve held off on saying anything. But… I just worry and… Kip, that girl wants you. Bad. And she’s just waiting for the right time to make a move.”

“Babe,” Kip says through a laugh. “All Natalia wants from me is a ticket to Los Angeles. She’s buttering all of us up because she wants to be a movie star, and honestly, I think her dedication to the project is admirable, considering it’s just a college web series.”

I frown, shoulders slumping as I lean back, but Kip holds me in his lap. “Do you honestly not see the way she looks at you?”

Kip chuckles, threading his hands at the small of my back. “No. I don’t see how any girl looks at me, because the one I have is too fucking gorgeous to see anyone else.”

I smile, but my lip is still in a protruding pout.

Kip thumbs it with a grin. “I’m all yours, baby. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“Just promise me you’ll be aware when she’s around, okay? Don’t put yourself into any stupid situations.”

“I promise,” he says, and then he’s pulling me in again, his next kiss greedy and deep. “It’s kind of hot when you’re jealous.”

“I’m not jealous,” I say, dragging my hand down his abdomen. 

He sucks in a breath when my fingertips skate over his hard-on through his swim trunks. “Good. Because no one holds a candle to you.”

With that, he’s crushing me to him, his arms wrapped all the way around me as he devours me kiss for kiss. I nearly pass out from lack of oxygen before he releases my mouth and travels down my neck, over my collarbone, down to the swells of my breasts. He pulls his hands from around me just long enough to slip each triangle-shaped piece of fabric from my swimsuit to the side, leaving my tits exposed, nipples pebbling to a hard peak from the cold and his touch combined.

Kip groans and bites his lip, rolling his thumbs over each nipple as he takes in the view. Then, his blue eyes flick to mine before he’s licking and biting and sucking each one, making me writhe in his lap.

“Seriously, they’re going to be home any moment. Maybe we should take this inside.”

“Or maybe we should just make this quick,” Kip counters, and then his hands disappear under the water.

He’s still kissing me as he moves, and he lifts me off his lap for just a moment before he lowers me back down. This time, though, his shorts are gone, somewhere in the water or around his ankles, I can’t be sure. 

Kip’s hand slips between us, and I brace myself for him to press his fingers inside me next. But he doesn’t. Instead, he pulls my swimsuit to the side, lines himself up with my entrance, and pulls me down onto him as he thrusts his hips up.

He fills me in one slick, all-consuming flex.

“Fuck,” we both groan together, our foreheads meeting as we take a moment to revel in how it feels to be connected. Slowly, Kip grabs my hips and starts to move me — up and down, up and down — as his mouth travels the length of my neck, showering me in devastating kisses.

It’s always like this when Kip touches me. It doesn’t matter how long we’ve been together, how many times I’ve felt him inside me — it never gets old. It never feels boring. It’s always this passionate fire with blue flames that lick at every inch of my skin every second that we’re fucking.

I grip his shoulders, using my knees against the hot tub seat to bounce myself faster, to feel him deeper. Still, there’s something off, something missing from our connection under the water.

“I need more,” I pant, biting his bottom lip.

He thrusts deep, and I cry out with pleasure but hop off him in the next moment.

“I can’t feel all of you with the water,” I pant, and then I stand, slide my bikini bottoms down to my shins, and brace my hands on the edge of the hot tub. “I want it like this.”

“Jesus Christ, Sky,” Kip says, his eyes trailing a blaze over me. “You look so fucking hot bent over like that, with your pussy all wet and swollen and begging for me.” He stands, stroking himself as he makes his way over. “The mountains behind you, the sunset over your hair and your eyes.”

“Alright, alright, enough with the poetry,” I tease, arching my back more. “Fuck me hard and tell me when you’re close. I want you to finish in my mouth.”

The groan that rips from Kip’s throat next is guttural and raw, and then he’s behind me, using one hand to press my back down even more and the other to pull my hips toward him. He lines us up, flexes into me, and there’s barely time for me to adjust to the way it feels to have all of him — no water — before he’s slamming it home.

Our wet skin slaps together with each thrust, my tits bouncing where they’ve been freed from my swimsuit, and if there’s anyone hiking the trails below our cabin, they’re getting one hell of a view right now. 

I can feel every inch of him this way, though, and every time he pumps, I nearly pass out from my orgasm building quickly. It comes on so fast I almost fall over the hot tub before I grip harder and hold my balance. Kip reaches around me to rub my clit in just the right way when he realizes I’m coming undone, and with him circling and pumping, I fly apart into a million little stars.

And I moan loud enough for the entire town to hear.

“Fuck, Skyler,” Kip says, removing his hand from my clit. He pumps twice more and then rips out of me. “I’m—”

He doesn’t even have to say it before I’m flipped around, and I sink into the water far enough to take him in my mouth. I cup his balls and roll them as I take him in deep, and he curses, eyes rolling up to the skies before he empties inside my throat.

I look up at him with a wicked smile and swallow.

An all-over body shiver racks him in the next instant, and he hangs one hand on his hip as the other runs back through his hair. “Fucking hell, babe. That was ridiculously hot.”

I bite my lip, and I’m just about to stand to kiss him when the sliding glass door opens and a loud whistle rings out.

“Nice ass, Jackson,” Kade says, waggling his brows. He’s still in his ski pants and jacket, his goggles pushed up in his hair. “Looks like we missed the party.”

Kip immediately sinks down into the water to shield me, even though I’m already covered by the bubbles. I can’t help but laugh hysterically, and after the shock wears off, Kip chuckles, too.

“What’s going on out he—ewwww, Big! Did you two just contaminate our hot tub?!” Cassie asks, her eyes wide and nose wrinkled. Her hair is even wilder than usual, a frizzy, wind-blown mess from skiing all day.

“Don’t worry, Little,” I say with a wink. “I swallowed, and the chlorine will kill the rest.”

Kade bends over in a fit of laughter as Cassie flushes such a deep red she looks sunburned. She shakes her head, leaving first, and then Kade wiggles his fingers at us as he closes the door again. “I’ll let you two get dressed. Let me know if you need a cigarette or anything.”

Kip laughs, and when the door is shut and we’re alone again, he looks at me with an arched brow. “Round two, shower?”

I fix my suit and hop out, wrapping myself in my robe. “And then round three, bed.”

“I’m not going to have energy left for the slopes tomorrow.”

“Sorry, not sorry,” I say, and Kip smacks my ass as he follows me inside.
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MY HEART IS MORE like a ravenous beast banging against the confines of my rib cage as Cassie and I stroll through Breckenridge hand in hand. 

Spring Break has been incredible so far, days filled with skiing, and nights filled with hot tubs and partying our faces off only to get up and do it all over again. Skyler and Bear booked us all the perfect cabin on the edge of town, and where last Spring Break, Cassie and I had our breaking point, this year, everything is perfect.

It feels like all the drama we’ve gone through, all the other people, the misplaced timing, the hidden feelings and miscommunication… it’s all led to this moment.

I’m about to lavalier Cassie.

And she has no idea.

In Greek world, lavaliering a girl is about as close to committing to her for life as you can get, other than proposing. When you get your fraternity’s letters on a chain and put them around your girl’s neck, you’re letting her know she’s as important to you as your brotherhood — if not more. You trust her. You love her. You’ll fight for her.

And one day, when college is over and the timing is right, you’ll marry her.

For me, that day can’t come soon enough.

“I’m kind of hungry,” Cassie says. “Wanna get tacos?”

“You know I will never say no to tacos.”

She leans in close enough to whisper. “Or blowjobs.”

I bark out a laugh. “Right, or those. Although, we’ve come a long way. I remember the first time you went down on me… you remember?”

“In the shower,” she recalls with a smile. “You had your hand in my hair and you had to guide me and show me what to do.”

My cock twitches under my snow pants when I think of how she looked on her knees staring up at me, and I clear my throat and aim for a subtle adjustment as we walk. “Alright, enough of that talk, otherwise I’m going to have to find a dark alley to drag you into, and I don’t think there are many dark alleys in Breckenridge.”

Cassie giggles, light and airy, her strawberry pink lips curling up into the prettiest smile. Her face is slightly pink from our days on the slopes, save for the outline of her ski goggles, and it’s adorable how fresh and rejuvenated she looks. Her hair is unkempt, but her shoulders are relaxed, and the way she’s smiling up at me makes me want to take out my phone and snap a picture.

Except, I don’t have my phone. Right now, it’s in Skyler’s hands where she’s hidden away ready to capture what’s about to happen on camera.

“So, tacos,” Cassie says, releasing my hand to loop her arm through mine, instead. The main street of Breckenridge is what you’d expect any western town to look like, except with mountains sprawling up all around and snow covering every inch. We walk carefully even in our snow boots to make sure we don’t slip on the ice hidden in patches. “What about that place,” she says, nodding toward a little Mexican restaurant at the end of the strip.

“Looks perfect,” I say, and then I glance around, making sure everyone and everything is in place. “But first, you should come over here.”

I drag her toward a staircase lined with fairy lights and flowers that leads up to the outlet mall on the main strip, smiling at her confusion the whole way.

“I don’t really feel like shopping.”

“We’re not. Just stand here,” I say, placing her in the middle of the staircase about halfway up. “It’ll be a nice picture.”

She chuckles at that, crossing her arms over her chest. “Since when have you been on the lookout for photo ops?”

I grin, kissing her forehead before I hop down the stairs two at a time. When I get to the bottom, I turn to face her again. “Since now.”

Suddenly, the music coming from the speakers lining the main street goes dead, and four of my brothers scramble from where they’d been blending in at various outdoor dining tables along the street. They gather right in the middle of the road — one with a guitar, one with a cajón, and one with a tambourine — while the last of them starts singing into the wireless microphone now connected to the speakers.

Jason Mraz.

“I’m Yours.”

Cassie’s brows tug inward at first, and then she laughs, shaking her head and looking from the band to me and back again. “What in the wo—”

Before she can finish her sentence, a few more of my brothers jump up from where they’d been pretending to shop or eat, and start dancing. Then, a handful of Cassie’s sisters do the same. It’s a waterfall effect, and as the first verse is sweetly sung, dozens and dozens of Alpha Sigmas and Kappa Kappa Betas start filling the street below Cassie and dancing in a choreographed flash mob.

Cassie is laughing and clapping along, and every time her eyes find mine, she’s looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. I can see the confusion in her eyes, and she mouths, “What is this?!”

When the first chorus finishes, my brother who was singing tosses me the mic, and I catch it with a spin just as everyone else freezes.

Suddenly, the jubilant affair is at a stand-still, and Cassie gasps, still smiling as she looks around at everyone frozen in various dance moves.

“Cassie McBee,” I start, still standing at the foot of the stairs with the microphone in my hand. “You and I… we have put each other through the wringer. From other people stealing our attention to our own damn pride standing in the way, we have taken anything but the easy route to finally being together.”

She chuckles at that, and already, I can see her eyes welling with tears.

“From the first moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you’d be mine. Even if I didn’t realize at the time what the feeling was, I can look back now and say with confidence that the way the world tilted, the way my breath caught, the way everything before that moment seemed to fade away — it was my body and soul’s recognition of forever standing right in front of me.”

I start slowly walking up the stairs, one by one.

“It killed me to see you hurt by others while I fought my way to you. It killed me even more that I was so blind to see what we had from the start, that it took us both so long to finally make this official. But one thing I know without a single doubt is that I wouldn’t change any of it. Because all the pain, all the heartache, all the frustration,” I add with a chuckle. “It all led us right here, to this moment, to this incredible, one-of-a-kind love that no one else in this world has.”

The first tears slip free when Cassie blinks as I step up to stand on the step right below her. 

“You’re my person, Cassie,” I say, reaching into my pocket for the delicate silver chain with my fraternity’s letters on it. When I withdraw it and let it dangle from my fingers, Cassie gasps, covering her mouth with both hands. The tears flow stronger. “You’re my now. You’re my forever. And though I may have a lot to figure out still, I know I can do anything with you by my side.”

“Adam…”

I step up to meet her, tucking the microphone between my arm and ribs long enough to unclasp the necklace and hold it up.

“Cassie McBee, will you wear my letters? Will you take this lavalier as a promise that I am yours? Because if you will, one day, I’ll put a ring on your finger so the whole world knows it, too.”

She shakes her head as more tears slip free. “Of course, I will, you idiot.”

That earns her a laugh from the frozen crowd, and once the necklace is around her neck, I toss the microphone behind me and back into the hands of my brother. The band launches into the next verse as everyone starts dancing again, and — yes, I went full-out cheese — Cassie’s sisters launch confetti out of little cannons and cover every single one of us in a paper shower.

Cassie’s arms are around my neck in the next instant, and she’s crying and holding on tight as I spin her around while being careful not to take us both tumbling down the stairs. When I land her on her feet once more, she looks up at me with those glistening emerald eyes and says, “I love you more than anyone or anything in the world.”

“I love you, too,” I promise, and then we share a kiss so long and deep and passionate that it shouldn’t be allowed in public, but I don’t care.

I’m hers.

And she’s mine.

And nothing in this world can ever keep us apart.
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Later that evening, Cassie is tucked under my arm in the hot tub as we listen to Skyler and Kip telling a funny story about their summer in Kansas. My phone buzzes from the edge of the tub, and I glance at it, heart jumping into my throat when I see an email from the Alpha Sigma National Chapter.

I clear my throat, excusing myself inside to use the restroom, and only after I close the door and lock it behind me do I open the email.

Mr. Brooks, it is our pleasure to offer you a position as a Field Executive for the Alpha Sigma National Chapter. 

The rest of the email is a blur, even though I read it several times, because it takes all my strength to keep myself standing upright as the meaning of what I’m reading sinks in.

“Holy shit,” I murmur to myself, and with the phone still in my hands, I lift my gaze to lock eyes on my reflection. “I got it.”
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ON THE LAST NIGHT of Spring Break, I’m nostalgic as fuck.

As I get dressed for an evening out — slowly get dressed, thanks to how sore I am from skiing — I can’t help but reflect on the past four years. I guess this isn’t anything new. I guess most seniors in college go through this. When you first come to college, everything is fresh and new and exciting. Then, as the years go on, you’re a veteran. You’re experienced and know what to expect and can make the most of everything.

But when you’re in your last semester and just a couple of months from graduation, it’s hard not to experience every moment with a sense of longing and sadness.

This is my last semester living in the fraternity house. This is my last couple of months of classes — and no matter how many times I cut class or bitched about exams, a part of me knows I’ll miss it. I’ll miss having a house full of rowdy brothers who are always down to do something, go out, party, play video games, hit the gym, whatever. A part of me will miss learning something new every day, and that feeling of studying hard and seeing it pay off with a good grade.

And on the last night of my last Spring Break, all I can think is did I take advantage of this the way I should have? Did I soak up every minute? Did I appreciate these responsibility-free vacations with my brothers?

I’m still lost in my contemplation and fucking with my button up when my phone rings. It’s sitting on top of the old wooden dresser with the mirror I’m currently staring at my reflection in, and when I glance down, I’m surprised to see Erin’s face on the screen.

Requesting a video chat.

I smile, but my brows furrow in confusion as I slide my thumb over the screen to answer. “Well, hello there.”

Erin whistles. “Damn, Bear. You’re all dressed up!”

I hold the phone out more so she can get a better look of the full outfit. “You can’t see, but my sneakers match the hat.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.” After a chuckle, she narrows her eyes at the screen. “Where the hell are you?”

“The cabin. We’re all about to go grab dinner and then hit the town for the night.”

At that, her smile fades, and she shakes her head and drags a hand over her face. “Spring Break. God, why I did completely space on that?” She rolls her lips together and paints on another smile. “Breckenridge, right?”

“Indeed.”

“Lots of skiing?”

“Too much,” I say. “I haven’t been this sore since I attempted ice hockey for Omega Chi.”

Erin laughs, but I can hear the way the sound has changed just in the few minutes we’ve been on the phone. It’s softer now, more dejected. I finally take a good look at her, her dark blonde hair pulled up into a high ponytail, her face makeup-free but beautiful, nonetheless. She looks cozy in her sweatpants and a t-shirt hanging off her shoulder. 

“Well, I’ll let you get to it!” she says. “I hope you have a great night.”

“Wait.”

Erin looks to the side, tongue in cheek, and though she’s trying to hide it, I can tell she’s not okay.

“What’s going on, Ex?”

“Nothing,” she says on a sigh.

“Okay. Let’s pretend like I’ve asked you that a few times and now you’re finally ready to tell me what’s wrong.”

She smiles at that, but when her eyes meet mine, the smile fades. “I’m good. Really, I promise. I just… I was kind of needing a friend night and was going to see if you wanted to…” She waves her hand in the air. “I don’t know. Go somewhere. Do something.” When her hand falls again, she shakes her head. “But, silly me, I forgot it’s still Spring Break, so. Yeah. Anyway. I’ll see you when you get back.”

“Wait, Erin, don’t hang up.”

I sigh, resting my hand on top of my hat as I glance at the door to my room. I can already hear everyone gathering in the living room to head out, the sound of laughter and pregaming filling the air. And while I can feel that the part of me that was stressing earlier over it being my last night of Spring Break, the part reminding me to seize the day, there’s a louder, more pressing voice inside me saying not to let this girl hang up the phone.

“Can you hold for just a sec?”

Erin nods, and I put my phone on mute and leave it facing the ceiling long enough to jog down the hall to the balcony that overlooks the lower-level living room. I spot Skyler easy enough and wave her up the stairs.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, I just… I think I’m going to hang back tonight.”

Skyler frowns. “What? Why? It’s the last night!”

“I know, I know, I’m just…” Helplessly in love with your Big. “Hungover. And sore. I just want to chill.”

Skyler arches a brow. “Why do I feel like you’re having a ski bunny come over and you don’t plan on leaving your room?”

I plaster on my famous smirk and shrug in lieu of confirming or denying, which makes Skyler smile and shake her head.

“Use protection. And have fun. I’ll cover for you.”

“Thank you,” I say, and after a quick hug, I’m back in the room and staring at Erin’s beautiful face.

“I’m all yours.”

“What?!” Her eyes go wide. “Bear, no! It’s Spring Break. I’m fine, really, I’ll just—”

“Look, I’m hungover and sore, anyway. I didn’t even want to go out,” I lie. “Besides, I’d much rather hang out with you. Even if it’s just a FaceTime date.”

My throat goes dry at my last word, but thankfully, Erin doesn’t seem to read too much into it. She’s too busy fighting back tears on a smile. 

“You really don’t mind?”

“I want to talk to you. I want to be here.”

Erin sinks farther into the couch, and it’s then that I see the glass of red wine in her hand. “You’re too good for me, Bear. Too good for this world.”

“Tell that to my ex-girlfriends.”

That earns me my first real, head-thrown-back signature Erin laugh, all light and bubbly and sweet like champagne.

I make it my goal to tally up at least ten of those bad boys by the night’s end.
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Three hours later, I’ve got my phone plugged in and propped up on a mountain of luggage while I kick back against the bed frame, a half-empty bottle of whiskey at my side. Erin has already finished a bottle of red and opened a second, and both of us have got to have eight packs by now from the insane amount of laughter we’ve been doing.

So far, we’ve played five rounds of never have I ever, a couple rounds of charades, watched an episode of Drunk History together and Erin has given me a tour of her keepsakes box she keeps in her closet with old photos of her and other childhood memorabilia.

My favorite was a photo of her in eighth grade with braces and pigtails and overalls — the quintessential, adorable nerd.

“God, Bear,” Erin says, wiping tears from the corner of her eyes after our latest fit of laughter. “I can’t tell you how much I needed this.”

“Well, I’m glad I could help,” I reply. I take a sip of my whiskey, aiming for nonchalance when I ask, “You ever going to tell me what’s going on that has you in your feels, or is that to remain a mystery?”

She sighs. “A half a bottle ago, I would have said let’s change the subject. But…” She wiggles her almost-empty glass with a smile.

“Is it school?”

“Somewhat. I mean, I knew law school wouldn’t be easy, but I guess I did wrongly assume that I was smarter than nearly everyone else.” She smiles with the joke. “I spend so much time on campus, and when I’m not there, I’m studying. And speaking of studying, the people in my study group kind of suck,” she adds with a laugh, but her eyes are sad.

“Why did the words study group just make you almost cry?”

She shakes her head. “You’re going to think I’m stupid.”

“I promise, that’s not possible.”

Another sigh. “I just… Gavin and I haven’t seen each other much since… since… the whole…”

“Valentine’s Day thing?” I finish for her.

She nods. “And we were supposed to have a date night last week, but he bailed for a study group thing. Which I totally understand. He’s graduating with his master’s degree in a couple months, and I know he’s worked hard for this. But honestly? I’m worried about him.”

I tilt my head, biting back the curse words I want to throw out for that idiot blowing her off for a fucking study group. “Why’s that?”

“He hasn’t been coming to therapy, not for about a month now. He says he’s gotten what he needed out of it, that he needs to focus on school. And he has a part-time job helping out in the admissions office, too. And I get it, I do, but… I just don’t know that he’s cured or whatever. I don’t think any of us really are. You know? And I just hate to see him pull away from therapy.” She swallows, eyes on her glass. “Away from me.”

“He feels distant?”

She snorts a laugh. “Very much so.”

I inhale a deep breath, let it go, do it all again once more for good measure while I sort through my thoughts and what I want to say. That little voice inside me is screaming now for me to tell her he’s an idiot and not good enough for her and that she should tell him not to let the doorknob hit him on the way out of her fucking life forever.

But, thankfully, even in my tipsiness, I know that’s not the best move.

As much as it sours my gut, she cares about this guy. And this is the first guy she’s allowed herself to care about since that horrendous night happened to her. 

“I understand that school is important. I mean, I’m in my last semester, too, and you just graduated. We get that pressure.”

Erin nods.

“But that being said, I can always find time for people who are important to me.” I wave a hand at the phone. “Case in point, tonight. And I know that even though you’re up to your neck in schoolwork, you still find time for the girls when they need you, and if Gavin called you right now and said to come over, you would be in your car in the next five minutes.”

“Seven,” she corrects. “I’d have to brush my teeth.”

I smirk, taking a moment to think about my next words carefully. “What I’m saying is, maybe you should just remind him that if you’re important to him, he needs to show it. And Erin, I hate to say it, but no one can read your mind. Least of all a man.”

She laughs.

“I mean it. I think you’re one of those girls who says yes to everything, helps everyone, while silently wishing that someone would see you and ask you what you need, too.”

Her eyes well up at that, and she rolls her lips together. “I do. I really do.”

“Well, sometimes you’ve just got to tell people what you need. Especially if he’s got so much going on, he probably doesn’t even know he’s upsetting you. He just thinks you’re cool with him bailing and rescheduling and not giving you his time.” I shrug. “Tell him you need him. Tell him you want him at therapy and then you want him to take you out and spend the night with you.”

“You make it sound so easy.”

“It is. Do you want me to make you some cue cards?”

She chuckles. “If you were here, I’d glob you with a pillow.”

I grab the one behind me and knock myself over the head, which makes her burst out into a full-belly laugh.

Number thirteen for the night, if my numbers are right.

“Ugh, okay. I’ll just… tell him that I need to see him.”

“Good girl.”

She bites her lip. “What if he still bails, or makes an excuse?”

“I think you know the answer to that.”

She nods, her eyes sad again as she sips the last of her wine.

“Hey, look at me.” I wait until she does, and then I smile, hoping she can feel my sincerity when I say, “No matter what, you always have me.”

Her warm brown eyes are still glossy under her thick lashes, but she smiles a little. “Promise?”

My heart thumps loud in my chest, so desperate to reach for her, hold her, touch her…

Kiss her.

I swallow, trying to assure myself that everything will be okay even though I can’t be sure. All I do know is that as long as Erin wants me around, as long as she lets me be here for her, I’ll be here.

Waiting.

Wanting.

Wishing.

I force a smile and hold my hand to the sky before covering my heart. “Swear.”
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THE AIRPORT SCENE AFTER Spring Break is nothing short of tragic.

All around Denver International, you can see college students from around the nation dragging their asses to their gates with all the grace of a hungover zombie. There are kids slouched in chairs with hoodies pulled up over their faces, girls sprawled out in chairs with their head in their friends’ lap, mascara-stained cheeks and red eyes on some, and I just got lucky victorious smiles on others. 

The whole place reeks of sweat and tequila.

And yet, there’s a bit of jubilance hanging around.

It’s that feeling of knowing you just locked in some of the best memories of your life, ones you’ll pull out in conversation with future friends and maybe even kids one day. It’s that realization that you’re still young and wild and free, and that even if only for a little while longer, you don’t have to adult.

As for me, I’m sitting next to Skyler and a pile of bags belonging to the crew that was in our cabin, waiting for our plane to Miami to board. The rest of the gang went their separate ways for food or snacks or bathroom breaks while we stayed back.

Skyler is studying for an entrepreneurship exam she has when we get back, while I people-watch and absentmindedly smooth my fingers over the new silver letters hanging from my neck.

With a goofy smile on my face, of course.

Spring Break was nothing short of epic. And as weird as it seems, it doesn’t bother me that it’s my last one. Part of me longs for college forever, sure, but ever since Adam lavaliered me, my mind has been spinning with thoughts and wishes for the future.

I can see us moving in together after graduation, making a little house a home of our own.

I can see us grocery shopping together, having “our shows,” and traveling the world.

I can see him at the end of the aisle, me dressed in white.

I can see him holding a bouncing baby boy…

Or girl.

“Ugh,” Skyler huffs, slamming her laptop shut and scrubbing her hands over her face. “I’m going to vomit.”

I chuckle. “From studying or from all those vodka shots last night?”

Skyler fights back a gag, covering her mouth with a fist as she looks at me. “Don’t say that word.”

“Vodka? Or shots?”

She flicks my arm as she stands, abandoning her laptop in her chair. “I’m going to grab some club soda and a few snacks for the flight. You want anything?”

I shake my head. “Adam’s getting us stuff. But can I use your laptop? I want to check my email.”

“Of course,” she says with a wave, and then she’s gone.

I pull her laptop into my lap and type in my mail host in the search bar. When it loads, I sign in and filter through all the unread messages from the past week.

My heart stops when I see one from Johns Hopkins. 

“Oh my God,” I whisper to myself, and I stare at the vague subject line for the longest time before I finally click inside the email.

Dear Ms. McBee, 

Congratulations. It is with great pleasure that I write to inform you of your admission into the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine. Following this email, you can expect a full admissions packet to be delivered to the mailing address provided in your application. You have until April 30th to confirm your intention to attend and narrow your field of study. We understand your interest in…

The rest of the email goes fuzzy, as well as my brain as I scan the words over and over.

I got in.

I got in.

I. Got. In!

Even seeing the words in black and white, I don’t believe it. I mean, I applied even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to start until the spring term of next year, since I’ll be graduating in the fall with Skyler. I expected them to write me with feedback and encourage me to apply for the following scholastic year.

I never expected an acceptance.

Especially not from my first school of choice.

My heart races faster as I focus on the email again, reading that they have read my request to start in the spring and have flexibility in their programs to accommodate the request. There’s also links for housing, orientation, and more at the bottom.

“Alright, I got all the goods,” Adam says, dropping two plastic sacks into the chair next to me. “We got Pringles, trail mix, Ore-oh shit!”

I don’t warn him before I slide Skyler’s laptop to the side and jump straight into his arms, but he catches me, nonetheless, laughing as I kiss all over his neck.

“I missed you, too, for the whole fifteen minutes I was gone, but maybe we should tone down the PDA a little.”

“I got in!”

He freezes at that, and when he drops me back to my feet, I’m nodding so furiously with a smile so big I’m afraid I’ll split my face.

“To Johns Hopkins medical school. I GOT IN!”

I jump into his arms again, and he catches me with a spin, though he seems more confused than anything at first. It’s like it hits him slowly, and then he’s kissing me and squeezing me and twirling me around.

“Baby! You got in!”

“I got in!”

We both laugh as he frames my face and kisses my nose, my cheeks, and finally my lips. When he pulls back, he shakes his head in disbelief.

“I had no doubts, but wow, this is amazing!”

“I think I’m in shock.”

He chuckles, and then his smile slips, and he brushes my hair out of my face. 

“What?” I ask. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Nothing’s wrong,” he assures me. “I just… I have news, too.”

I arch a brow.

“I got the job.”

“The job…” My eyes go wide when I realize what he means. “The Field Executive position? With Alpha Sigma?”

“The very one.”

“ADAM!” I launch into his arms again, nearly crying with joy. “Oh, my God, why didn’t you tell me?!”

“I just found out on the night I lavaliered you. I wanted to wait until we got back to break the news, but now seems like the perfect time.”

“I’m so proud of you!” I say, but even as the words come out, I feel my stomach do a flip. “So… wait, where… uh… what does this mean?”

Adam swallows. “It means after graduation I’m going to Boston. And then… who knows. Wherever the chapter needs me.”

I’m struck still for a moment before I smile, shaking my head. “Well, this is amazing! And hey, maybe you’ll get assigned to a university in Baltimore, and then we can—”

“There’s no Alpha Sigma chapter in Baltimore,” he says, still holding me in his arms. “The closest one is University of Virginia.”

“Oh,” I say as my heart rate kicks up. “Well, that’s not too far.”

“It sure isn’t. Just a few hours.”

“We can make that drive.”

“Of course,” he says. “If that’s where they send me.”

And with those words I hear all the ones he doesn’t say, like or they could assign me to a school in Georgia or Illinois or freaking Alaska.

Still, I keep my smile in place, and I wrap my arms around his neck to pull him in for a tight hug.

“No matter where they send you, we’ll figure it out. I’ll go to Boston with you for the summer and then come finish out my last semester here at Palm South and then…” I bite my lip, pulling back with a shrug. “And then, we’re on a new adventure.”

“Exactly. A new adventure. Together.”

“Together,” I repeat.

But when Adam pulls me back into his chest and presses a kiss to my hair, I can feel his heart beating even faster than mine.
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RALPH’S DOESN’T FEEL THE same.

I can’t figure out why. I’m no older than I was the last time I was here — which was only a few months ago. I haven’t changed much since I graduated, unless you count living in a new place and becoming best friends with rejection, thanks to the never-ending job hunt. And not a single person here is looking at me like I’m too old or washed up to be at what once was my favorite college bar.

I still fit in.

I still look the same.

But the problem is that I feel so damn different that I can’t even relax enough to have a good time.

It’s actually kind of sad. I walked in here with the intention of pretending like I’m just like everyone else here, partying it up for the last couple nights of Spring Break before classes start back up on Monday. But when I got here, I found it wasn’t the same without my girls, without Kade, without being a student.

Instead, I’m just a sad, jobless graduate here by herself.

And I’ve drank way too much sitting at this bar.

“Another?” one of the bartenders asks me as she flies by. It’s a busy night, and I’m lucky she’s even paying attention to me at all with all the college kids hanging on every inch of the bar with their hands up trying to get a drink.

“Please,” I say, and then because I’m trying to at least be a little bit of an adult, I add, “And a water, too.”

She nods, and once she’s filled my order, she’s off and fluttering to the next person.

I stare at my gin and tonic for a long time before taking my first sip, and at this point, I barely taste the alcohol at all. Knowing how dangerous that is, I chug half my water right behind the sip. 

I should just do a shot and commit.

I should go find someone hot to dance with.

But whoever I find, they wouldn’t be Kade.

I miss Kade…

Okay, I should go find a group of girls to hang with.

That would be weird…

There’s got to be some KKB’s here somewhere!

… Except they’re all flying back from Denver tonight.

I sigh, running my finger over the rim of my plastic cup. Kade and I had amazing video chat sex last night, and we’ve been texting the whole time he’s been away for his trip. I’m glad he’s having fun. I want him to soak up every last drop of college that he has. 

But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a little left out.

We’re at different times in our lives, and the saddest thing is that I wish I was in his time. I want to be in Breckenridge with him. I want to be making a fool of myself learning how to snow board and then fucking him by the fire in a cabin every night. 

I want to feel like the old me instead of this new me, the one who has no idea what she’s doing next in life.

Another sigh leaves my chest, and I’m about ready to throw in the towel and call it a night when a familiar voice rasps behind me.

“Fancy meeting you here.”

I look over my shoulder confused, but I’m already smiling when I ask Jarrett, “What the hell are you doing here?”

He laughs, sliding between me and a group of frat boys lining up shots on the bar. He angles himself so that his back is to them, and with how crowded it is, his thighs are pressed against my hips. It’s one-hundred percent unfair how enticing he looks right now. It could be the booze, I realize distantly, or it could be the fact that he’s wearing dark jeans that fit him just right and a Buck Mason t-shirt that hugs him in all the right places. It could be that I’m drunk, or it could be that this man has always been sex on a stick deep fried twice over.

His leg is so warm.

He smells so good.

I sink into those thoughts for about point two seconds before I snap out of it, sniffing and inching to the other side of my barstool until we’re no longer touching.

“That is a great question that I wish I had the answer to,” he says, grabbing the back of his neck. “I worked late at the office and it’s been a long fucking week. I just wanted a drink, and for some reason I can’t explain, I thought of this place.”

“Well, Ralph’s does leave a lasting impression.”

Something dances in Jarrett’s eyes then. “Indeed, it does.”

My cheeks heat under his gaze, so much so that I tear my eyes away and take a big gulp from my gin and tonic. It’s perfect timing, because the bartender stops by to take his order, and after he’s fixed up with some Irish whiskey on the rocks, I find the courage to look at him again.

“What about you?” he asks after a sip. “Are you… are you here alone?”

I groan, burying my face in my hands. “Sadly, yes. And before you say it, I realize how pathetic that is.”

He chuckles. “Hey, I’m here alone, too.”

“So we can be pathetic together.”

“Stop that.”

I shrug. “What? You don’t like my self-deprecating humor?”

“No, because you’re too amazing to talk about yourself like that.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t feel amazing right now,” I admit, and with that admission, I frown, trailing my fingers over the wet sides of my cup.

“What’s going on?” Jarrett asks, and as the frat boys behind him take their shots and make their way back to the dance floor, he grabs a barstool they abandoned and pulls it up next to me.

“We don’t need to talk about my sad life.”

“We don’t,” he agrees, and he waits until I take my eyes off my cup and meet his gaze before he says. “But do you want to?”

I frown. “I’m just… lost, Jarrett. I’m stuck in this in-between state of being where I’m not a college student, but I don’t feel like an adult either. I feel accomplished to have a degree, but also not prepared to actually have a job. And it’s fitting, because no one will call me back after interviews. Ashlei is kicking ass at her new firm, Erin is working her ass off to be a lawyer, and then there’s me.” I hold up my drink. “Getting wasted by myself at a college bar.”

Jarrett smiles sympathetically, and then his hand reaches over and squeezes my knee under the bar.

It’s such a simple, friendly gesture. It’s an I hear you, I get it, it’s going to be okay. It’s something I wouldn’t think twice about if I was comforting a friend.

But when Jarrett touches me, when that warm, strong hand of his wraps around my leg and squeezes, a million tiny fireworks go off in every inch of my body, and I hum to life for the first time in weeks.

“You’re not the first one to feel like this,” he says. “And you’re not alone. Trust me. This is completely normal.”

I swallow, trying to listen to him and forget the fact that he’s touching me for the first time in years.

Trying to ignore the fact that in my very drunken state, I want him to touch me more.

“When I graduated, I felt the same way. I was working at the beach bar and all my friends were moving on. I thought grad school was the answer, but even that felt hollow, like I was just doing it to avoid the fact that I didn’t know what I wanted to do.”

I frown. “You seemed so in love with your GA position when I met you.”

“Oh, by then I was. But it took a while to get there.”

He finally removes his hand from my leg, and I take a deep breath of much-needed oxygen.

“I think when we’re in college, we don’t realize that we sort of have this free pass while we’re there, you know? No one expects anything of us past getting good grades. We’re free to go out every night and sleep in all day, to party and travel and do whatever feels good, and as long as we’re passing, all is right in the world. But then you graduate, and suddenly you’re expected to have it all figured out. You should have a job right away — and not just any job, a professional job, one that uses your degree. And if you don’t, then everyone starts to look at you like you’re some sort of failure, like just because you don’t have everything figured out at twenty-two, you’re not okay.”

My jaw goes slack. “Exactly! God, that’s exactly how I’ve been feeling. I know they don’t mean to, but I can sense the pitiful way Ashlei and Erin look at me when I talk about job hunting. And even Kade. I mean, he’s got plans. He’s going to be the next president of Alpha Sigma. And then there’s me and—”

Suddenly, I realize I’m talking about Kade to his brother.

His brother who is my ex.

I shake my head, a sheepish smile slipping over my lips. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Jarrett insists. “Kade cares about you, Jess. He isn’t judging you, I promise. If anything, he thinks the world revolves around you.”

“Well, that’s because it does, obviously,” I joke, but it feels flat even as I say it.

“Jess, listen to me,” Jarrett says, leaning down until I lift my eyes to his. “You’re not behind. You’re not a failure. You’re exactly where you’re meant to be. Just because you don’t have a job yet doesn’t mean you won’t. It means the right opportunity hasn’t come along yet. It means there’s something better down the line. I know it’s hard, but try to trust in the fact that every part of life, even the confusing, frustrating, low moments, have purpose. And one day, you’ll look back at this period of time and realize that it all happened for a reason.”

I smile. “You sound like a self-help book.”

“Maybe I should write one.”

“You could call it Drunk Truth Bombs with Jarrett.”

“Do I have to be drunk when I write it, or does the person reading it have to be drunk?”

“Both for maximum effectiveness.”

Jarrett chuckles, shaking his head as his eyes search mine. “I’ve missed you.”

The words slip out so easily, like he doesn’t realize how they feel akin to a ninja star to my chest. My next breath is shallow, burning, like the entire bar is on fire.

But Jarret just takes a sip of his whiskey and looks around with a smile, like what he said was the most casual, most natural thing in the world.

“So, working on a Saturday,” I muse, opting for my water when I realize my words are slurring a bit. “Must be busy at the new office.”

“Very much so. It’s exciting to open a new branch here, but it’s a lot of pressure, too.”

I nod. “I’m sure. But you’re the man for the job.”

“You think so?” he asks, shaking his head. “Sometimes I’m not so sure.”

“Jarrett, I’ve never met anyone so passionate about giving back to the community, about using their political knowledge for good instead of personal gain. I don’t know if you know this, but most politicians are skeezy little assholes.”

“I can be one of those, too.”

I snort. “No, you can’t.”

“I was to you.”

His words shock me silent, and I look down at the bar on a shrug. “I wasn’t exactly girlfriend of the year either.”

Neither of us have anything to say after that, and for a while, we just sit there and look around the bar, watching college students dance and party like they’ll be forever young.

I’m smiling at a girl hustling a group of guys at the pool table when Jarrett laughs beside me. 

I glance over, and he’s still chuckling to himself, but his eyes are on where his hands are wrapped around his glass.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t nothing me,” I say, nudging his elbow. “What are you giggling like a schoolgirl about?”

He cracks his neck, glancing up and beyond the bar before he smirks again. “Just remembering.”

“Remembering?”

He nods toward the back of the bar before arching a brow at me. “That closet, though…”

I frown at first, wondering if I missed something, but when I follow his gaze to the far side of the bar by the bathrooms, all the blood rushes to my face.

The closet.

Halloween.

I was playing games, and he dragged me in there and fucked me senseless to remind me just how much I belonged to him, even when we couldn’t be together.

“Oh, God,” I murmur, burying my face in my hands again as Jarrett lets out a bark of a laugh. 

“You have to admit, that was fun.”

“Oh, fun is one word for it,” I say, smiling when my eyes find his. 

And maybe it’s the alcohol. Maybe it’s the low lighting of the bar and the deep bass of the music thumping through me. But in that moment, looking up at Jarrett, I can remember exactly what that night felt like.

I can remember his hands gripping me with enough force to leave bruises.

I can remember his voice husking in my ear.

I can remember the long length of him sliding inside me, the pitch dark of the closet, the hot panting of our moans mixing together in the most sinful dance.

Kade’s face flashes in my mind, and I clear my throat, shaking my head fiercely and closing my eyes tight against the guilt rolling my stomach.

“Uh, I think I should probably get going,” I say.

“Feeling okay?”

“Not really,” I admit.

“Let me drive you home.”

“No,” I say quickly, shaking my head as I stand and wave the bartender over to take my card. “No, no, really, it’s okay.”

“Jess, you shouldn’t drive right now.”

“I can get a cab.”

Jarrett stands then, leveling his warm brown eyes with mine. “Jess, please. I don’t want you getting into a cab by yourself like this. Just let me take you home.”

I swallow, because the fact is, I really don’t want to be in a cab by myself, but I also feel like spending any more time with Jarrett in the state I’m in is far more dangerous than anything a cab driver could do to me.

Still, I nod, conceding.

And after we pay our bills, we’re out the door and in his truck.
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I knew I was drunk, but I didn’t realize just how drunk I was until the car ride back to my place.

The streetlights blurred as Jarrett drove us downtown, and I had to rest my head against the cool glass of his truck and close my eyes to keep from vomiting. Neither of us spoke a word the entire ride, and by the time he parks below my building, I’m certain throwing up is inevitable.

Jarrett hops out first, jogging around to open my door and help me out of the truck. He hoists my arm up around his neck and secures his around my waist, taking most of my weight as he guides me inside.

“I got you,” he promises.

It feels like a dream, or a movie, or someone else living my life as Jarrett digs for my key fob in my purse and pushes my floor number on the elevator. I barely remember the ride up or us walking inside, but somehow, my eyelids flutter open and I’m in my bed in my bra and panties with my bathroom trashcan pulled up next to my bedside table.

I groan. “God, I’m such a mess. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Jarrett says from where he’s sitting on the edge of the bed. When I peek up at him, he’s smiling. “You’ve always been so cute when you’re drunk.”

“It’s going to be real cute when I throw up.”

“I’ll hold your hair back if you need.”

I smile, and then my eyes close again, and I’m not sure how long I lie there, how much time passes before I wake from an almost sleep to Jarrett brushing my hair off my face.

“Hey, can you lean up long enough to take these Advil and drink this glass of water?”

I nod with my eyes still closed, and though it takes all my energy, I manage to swallow the pills and chug almost all the water before I’m settling back down into my pillows.

“That should help in the morning,” Jarrett says. 

“Thank you. I already feel better.”

He smiles. “Good.”

Jarrett stands then, adjusting the trashcan closer to the bed just in case before he heads toward the door to see himself out. 

Except when he gets there, he stops.

Even through my drunken haze, I can see how white his knuckles are where they grip the door handle, how labored his breathing is as he stands there at the precipice, but doesn’t walk all the way out.

“Jarrett?”

“I got your text that night, you know,” he says suddenly, turning to face me with his nostrils flaring. “When you said you’d always love me.”

I swallow, eyes wide open now, and I scoot myself to sit upright in my bed, clothing the sheets to my chest. 

Suddenly, I feel very, very sober.

“You did?”

He nods. “I texted you back, but I take it you had already blocked me, because I kept getting a notification that the text couldn’t be delivered.”

I breathe in.

I breathe out.

In the darkness of my room, the lights from the city are the only thing illuminating where Jarrett’s silhouette is still framed in my doorway.

“What did you say?”

He swallows, crossing the room to sit on the edge of the bed again. I can see his eyes now, even if faintly, and I can see the pain in them when he whispers, “I said I’d always love you, too.”

I bite my bottom lip to keep it from quivering, and I want to slap myself across the face for the way my heart jolts at his admission. 

“And did you mean it?” I ask softly.

He blows out a long breath through his nose, shaking his head, and then he leans in, closer, closer, until his forehead is pressed against mine. His warm hand wraps around the back of my neck, fingers sliding into my hair.

I suck in a sip of air and hope it’s enough to sustain me, because it’s impossible to breathe now.

“I did,” he whispers, his warm breath washing over my lips. “I still do.”

I can’t hold back the whimper that escapes me then, and I squeeze my eyes shut as Jarrett’s hand squeezes the back of my neck.

“Jarrett, I—”

“I know,” he says, pulling back so suddenly I nearly fall off the bed at the loss of his warmth. He stands just as quickly, shaking his head and clearing his throat. “It’s too late. I know. I fucked up and I lost my chance, and now you’re with Kade.”

I open my mouth to say something, but find I have nothing more to say than what he just did, so I swallow and close my lips once more.

“And I’m happy for you,” he says. “I am. My brother is one hell of a guy, and I know he’ll treat you right.”

Again, I’m speechless. Even with a million thoughts racing in my head, I have nothing to say.

“I’m sorry if I… I shouldn’t have…” He shakes his head, and then with one last glance at me, he nods toward the door. “I’m going to head out. Goodnight, Jess.”

But I just sit there with the sheets clutched to my heart, eyes dry from not blinking, stomach cramping for a completely different reason now.

I think he’s already downstairs and in his truck by the time I finally respond.

“Goodnight.”
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“MMM, THAT’S NICE,” I murmur as Kade plants little kisses all down my stomach. 

My hands slip into his hair when he starts kissing along my panty line, and I bite my lip, thighs clenching together as my pussy tingles and longs for him again. This is now the fifth time this week that he’s come over — the most since the semester started — and each and every time, we’ve spent nearly all our time together in my bed.

I’m not complaining.

Kade slides his fingers under the band of my panties, lifting up onto his knees long enough to drag them off my legs before he’s settled back in. He props my thighs up on his shoulders, hands gripping where my leg meets my hip, and then he drags the flat of his hot, wet tongue along my swollen clit.

“Fuck,” I hiss, arching into the touch.

“Goddamn, Jess, you taste so good.”

Another moan leaves me as I twist my hands in the sheet, and I close my eyes, reveling in the way his expert mouth knows just how to lick and kiss and suck me. 

The morning after Kade got back from Spring Break, he was at my door, and he spent the duration of the day showing me just how much he missed me. It was a welcome release, especially after the weird, drunken, hazy night I’d had with Jarrett.

Who hasn’t talked to me since, thank God.

It’s not that I’m not happy he’s back, even if I never expected to see him again. I weirdly like that we’ve found a friendship. But God, that boy confuses me. And when he’s around, it’s like stepping into a time machine and going back to how we used to be.

Which is a very, very dangerous thing.

So when Kade came over and told me he missed me so much he wanted to ditch every fraternity event for the next week and spend all his free time with me, I didn’t argue. 

Well, okay, I argued a little bit, because I do want him to be the next president, and I know that takes a lot of work and dedication. But still, I’ve missed him, too.

And Alpha Sigma can survive a week without him.

All week long, we’ve been wrapped up in each other, lounging in bed and losing days on end. 

It kind of makes me thankful that I’m not a working woman just yet.

I’m doing my best to keep my moans in check, since Ashlei is set to be home any second now, but the way Kade is sucking my clit, it’s virtually impossible. And when he slips two fingers inside me, one and then the other, curling them in just the right way, I lose the fight completely.

Distantly, I hear my phone buzzing on the bedside table. I know it only sounds faint to me because I’m wrapped up in the pleasure Kade is wreaking on my body, but in reality, it’s buzzing so loud and hard, it’s moving itself across the wood. 

It goes off, and I sigh, focusing on Kade’s mouth again.

Until the phone starts ringing again.

“Goddammit!”

“Leave it,” Kade says, kissing up my thighs, my stomach, until he’s between my legs. He hikes one knee up, and with a swift removal of his boxers, he’s lined up at my entrance when the phone stops buzzing again.

I press my heels into his ass, and the tip of him slips inside.

We both sigh, foreheads together, our bodies trembling at the feel of being connected.

And then my fucking phone goes off again.

Kade groans, dropping his head to my chest. “Maybe you should see who it is.”

“Maybe I should kill whoever it is.”

Kade chuckles as he grabs the phone and glances at the screen. He frowns, holding it to me. “It’s Cassie.”

“Cassie?” I ask with a frown of my own. And then sadly, Kade and I separate, and I scoot up against the headboard before answering the call. “Cassie, everything alright?”

“No,” she answers immediately, and it’s with a blubbery voice and a sniff.

“Oh, babe,” I say, giving Kade an apologetic smile. “What happened?”

Kade kisses my forehead and mouths that he’s going to get some water, and then he dresses and leaves me alone, closing the bedroom door behind him.

I can barely understand Cassie through her blubbering, but after listening for a few minutes, I gather the gist. 

Adam got a job in another state. He’s moving after graduation and she’s staying here. Cassie is losing her shit about long distance. And she’s scared.

She’s practically out of breath when she finally stops, and she sniffs, waiting for my response.

“Well,” I start on a breath. “I’ll be honest, long distance is going to be tough.”

Cassie whimpers.

“But,” I continue. “It’s not going to be anything you and Adam can’t get through. Okay?”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Oh, I don’t know, maybe it’s because I’ve had a front-row seat to the shit show back and forth games you two have played for years.”

Cassie laughs through her next sob.

“Seriously,” I say. “Adam loves you more than anything. I mean, you’re wearing his letters around your neck, are you not?”

A sniff. “I am.”

“He wouldn’t lavalier you if he wasn’t serious.”

“I know, I know,” she says. “It’s just that I had this whole picture in my mind of where our lives would go next, and now…”

I laugh a little. “If there’s anything I’ve learned in the past few months, it’s that life rarely goes as we think it will, or as planned. We just have to roll with the tides, babe. And look, yes, it’s going to be different. But like you said, you’ll have the whole summer together, and then you’ll have school to distract you, and then you’ll only be a few hours from him when you start at Johns Hopkins.”

“If he stays in Boston,” she reminds me.

“Right. And if he doesn’t, he’s still going to go see you as much as he can, and I know you’ll do the same. And in the meantime, you call, and text, and video chat. It’ll be hard, yes, but in the end, it’ll only make you stronger.”

Cassie is silent for a long pause before she asks, “What was the hardest part for you and Jarrett?”

I haven’t heard those words together in so long, they steal my next breath.

You and Jarrett.

And suddenly, I understand why Cassie called me, why she wanted my advice.

I sigh. “Well, I don’t think we were ready for long distance. I mean, we had barely gotten our shit together, and then he was just… gone. And for a while, we were fine but…” I swallow. “Honestly, Cassie? I was young. And jealous. I couldn’t see the big picture. I was too obsessed with wanting my boyfriend here with me, partying, going to social events, whatever, to understand that what we had was special.”

I chew my lip for a moment, remembering the good times with Jarrett, and the bad, too.

“In the end, for us, it was a communication breakdown. When he got busy, I took it personally. When he was with other girls, I got jealous. And instead of giving him his space and focusing on my own things, I became consumed with what I felt like we were lacking. I looked around at everyone else with their boyfriends here and I was mad I couldn’t have the same.”

“That had to be so hard.”

“It was,” I admit. “And it will be for you, too. But here’s my advice — when you’re feeling sad or lonely or jealous, talk to him. Open up to him and let him in. Don’t let other people get between you.”

“I think we’ve had our fair share of that.”

I chuckle. “Yeah, I think you have, too. But you two are the real deal. I’m telling you, this will just be one chapter, and you and Adam have many more to write together.”

Before Cassie can respond, my phone beeps in my ear to signal another call coming in. I glance at the screen, frowning when I don’t recognize the number. 

“Hey, I’ve got another call coming in. Hang on a sec.”

“Actually, I’ve got to run, anyway. But thank you, J-Love. This helped me more than you know.”

“Always here, babe. Talk to you soon.”

We end the call when I switch over, and Kade comes back in the room with two full glasses of water and a bag of white cheddar popcorn just as I answer.

“Hello?”

“May I speak with Ms. Vonnegut?”

“This is she,” I answer, and Kade makes a face at me like I sound ridiculous with the formality.

I throw a piece of popcorn at him.

“Oh, wonderful. Jess, this is Brittany Nova with Celestial Weddings.”

I shoot up from where I’d been reclined on the bed, eyes wide as saucers. 

Play it cool, Jess.

“Oh yes, hello! Nice to hear from you. How are you?”

“I’m doing very well, thank you,” she answers on an airy laugh. 

Brittany is the owner of Celestial Weddings, and one of the three I interviewed with when I was sick as a dog. Her event planning company is my top choice and has been ever since I graduated. She built everything from the ground up and has thrown some of the most lavish weddings in Miami over the past eight years.

My throat is suddenly very, very dry.

“I’m calling to thank you for coming in for your interview a couple weeks ago, especially since you clearly weren’t feeling well.”

I grimace. “Thank you for still letting me interview and not throwing me out at the first sight.”

“Well, we appreciated that you wore a mask, at least,” she says with a laugh.

I think I manage one in return, but I’m mostly trying not to die of embarrassment.

“We interviewed quite a few stellar candidates, all with considerably more experience than you have as a fresh graduate from Palm South University.”

My chest deflates, along with the hope I had building in my chest. 

“On paper, you were the least qualified of the bunch.”

Okay, lady, you don’t have to stick a dagger in my throat.

“But…”

I perk up again, and Kade pinches my leg mouthing what…what…what?

“If I’ve learned one thing in this business, it’s to trust my gut. And there was just something about you when we interviewed you that really stuck with me. I appreciated your tenacity, your passion, and your willingness to do whatever it takes to get the job done. The fact that you had such a great interview even when you clearly felt like death is impressive, and an admirable trait.”

“Thank you, Ms. Nova.”

“Well, don’t thank me yet. Here’s what I’d like to offer you. I’d like to bring you on part time, just to start. I want to see what you can do. It’ll be thirty hours a week, no benefits, no vacation until after ninety days and you get forty hours after that to use in your first year. At the end of that time, we can revisit your role and see if there’s a permanent spot here for you on our team. What do you say?”

“I say hell fucking yeah!”

I slap a hand over my mouth, groaning at myself as Kade fights back a laugh.

“God, I’m sorry. I mean yes, absolutely, I’d be honored.”

Brittany chuckles. “I think I liked your first response better.”

I smile. 

“My assistant will send an email with more information and some paperwork to fill out, but I want you to start as soon as possible. We have twelve weddings next month and I need all hands on deck.”

“I can be there tomorrow morning.”

“Well, since tomorrow’s Saturday, how about we go for Monday, mm?”

I grimace again. “Yes. Of course. Monday.”

“See you, then, Ms. Vonnegut. And welcome to the Celestial team.”

“Thank you, see you,” I say, and then the line goes dead, and I throw my phone and immediately jump up and down on my bed like a loon.

“What?! What happened?!” Kade screams over my celebrations.

“Jump with me!”

I pull him up from where he’s reclining, and he laughs, taking my hands as we jump around and around. Kade is going easier than me — probably worried his beastly frame will break my bed — but I can’t contain my excitement. I squeal and jump until I tackle Kade and we land in a flutter of sheets on the mattress.

“I got the job!”

“Oh, my God! With Celestial Weddings?!”

“Yes!”

“Babe!”

“I know!” I scream, and then I’m covering him in kisses until he captures my jaw in his hand and presses a good, long kiss to my lips.

“I’m so fucking proud of you!” he says. “We have to celebrate. I’m taking you out. Anywhere you want to go. Dinner. A movie. Dancing. To the beach. Hell, I’ll even rent you a yacht if you want.”

I pause, arching a brow. “Oh, you got money like that?”

“No, but I can find a way.”

I laugh, shaking my head as he presses another kiss to my lips. “I fucking love you.”

We both freeze instantly, our eyes shooting open wide, jaws slack.

“Uh…” I start, my cheeks hot, throat dry. “You know what I meant. Like, I love you, buddy! You’re super cool! You’re really fun! I—”

“I love you, too.”

That shuts me up again, and for a long moment, I just stare at Kade, at his endless hazel eyes, at the stupid, sexy smirk he’s wearing as he watches me trip all over myself.

“You do?”

He chuckles. “Yeah,” he whispers. “I really do.”

My heart flutters in my chest. “Holy shit.”

At that, Kade barks out a laugh. “I know, right?”

“Now we really have to celebrate.”

“Whatever you want,” Kade says, and then he flips me onto my back, pressing me into the sheets. “But first, I think we have some unfinished business…”

And then he kisses his way down and picks up right where he left off.

I come in less than sixty seconds.
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I’M TRYING REAL HARD not to be a square right now.

I am quite aware of my square-ish tendencies. Know thyself, they say, and I know myself well enough to know that I’m not the most spontaneous or fun girl in the world. When I was in college, I put more emphasis on sisterhood and education than I did on partying or hooking up with guys. Still, the last year has changed me, opened me up, loosened my strings a little, and I really do feel like — for the most part — I’m a more laid-back version of the girl I used to be.

And yet, I really, really hate that Gavin is high as a kite right now, and that his whole place smells like marijuana.

I don’t really have anything against the drug. Jess smokes all the time and I know Skyler dabbles in it, too. I’ve read articles on the medical benefits for many people, and I believe Gavin that it helps his anxiety and depression.

But I also feel like he’s leaned on it instead of therapy.

And I don’t like that.

I took Bear’s advice to heart, and the next day, I called Gavin and told him that I needed him. I told him I really needed him to make time for therapy this week, and to spend a real evening with me.

And just like Bear said, he was quick to give me exactly what I asked for.

I don’t know why it takes me so long to come out with what I want, what I need, but it’s like I feel like the biggest burden in the world to ask for anything from anyone. But Gavin made it seem like the most natural thing in the world, and he went to therapy earlier this week and participated more than he ever has. And now, after a fun night out at the boardwalk and a nice dinner, we’re back at his place, cuddled on the couch.

Maybe Bear was right.

Maybe everything with us is fine, and I just needed to speak up.

“You want a hit?” he asks me, offering the joint as smoke slips through his lips.

I smile but decline with a shake of my head. “Not really my thing, but thank you.”

Gavin grins. “I had a feeling.” Then, his eyes go wide. “Ah shit, I didn’t even ask if you’re okay with me doing it while you’re here. Let me put this out.”

“No, no,” I say, stopping him before he can extinguish the joint. “It’s okay. I… I’m trying not to mind it.”

Gavin chuckles. “Yeah? How’s that going?”

“I think I just don’t understand it.”

“Well, that’s because you’ve never tried it.”

“On contrary,” I say, holding up one finger. “Last spring, I accidentally ate a whole pot brownie.”

“Oh shit,” Gavin says after another pull of the joint. “And?”

“And I vomited my brains out.”

Gavin laughs, but my stomach bottoms out at the memory of that night, because I didn’t just throw up literally. I also word vomited to Bear that I’d been pregnant with his child.

And that I’d aborted that child without even talking to him first.

I shake off the guilt before it can seep in, reminding myself what my therapist continues to. Bear and I have moved past what happened. He’s forgiven me, and now I have to forgive myself.

Easier said than done.

“I can’t believe it made you sick, that’s never happened to me.”

“Well, I was already wasted when I had the brownie, so…”

“Ah,” he says. “You got the spins.”

“Very much so.”

“Well, if it bothers you at all, please tell me. I don’t have to do it.” He shrugs. “It’s just nice every now and then, and it takes the edge off.”

I frown. “I’m glad it helps. But…”

I stop, suddenly afraid I’ll upset him if I say what I want to.

“But… you hate that I’m not going to therapy anymore?” 

I grimace, but nod.

Gavin puts out what’s left of the joint, and then he turns to face me, pulling me more into his lap. “Listen. I love that you care about me enough to even notice that I haven’t gone as much, but I need you to trust me that I’m really okay. I’ve been focused on school, and I’m happier than I have been in a long time. I’m so close to graduation, to actually being able to do something with my degree…” He shakes his head on a smile. “I’m okay. Really.”

“Even with the anniversary of Angelica’s passing coming up?”

Gavin goes rigid at my words, but it’s only for a split second before he nods. “Yeah. Even so. I know she’s proud of me.” He swallows, the motion emphasized by the bob of his Adam’s apple. And then, for a long while, he’s silent, just staring at where his hands are holding mine.

“We can—”

“I think it’s time for a subject change,” he says before I can even finish my sentence, and then in a swift motion, I’m yanked forward and over until I’m straddling him on the couch. 

Gavin threads his hands into my hair and pulls my mouth to his in the next instant, kissing me long and deep, and I can taste the unfamiliar earthiness of the marijuana on his tongue. I relax into the kiss, feeling my body humming to life under his touch, and when I roll my hips against him, I feel him already hard and ready.

“Gavin,” I gasp, reaching down to roll my hand over his hard-on through his sweatpants. “You’re so hard.”

“Fuck, Erin,” he pants against my lips, pressing his forehead to mine long enough to catch his breath. He shakes his head. “I want you so fucking bad.”

“So take me,” I plead.

He swallows, groans, bites his lip and shakes his head again. “I want to. God, do I want to, Erin. But I…” He pauses. “I promised I wouldn’t hurt you.”

“You won’t. I know you won’t,” I say, kissing him earnestly. “I trust you.”

He grimaces at that, and suddenly, he unloops my hands from around his neck and puts space between us, dropping his head back against the couch cushion on a sigh.

“What?” I ask. “What did I do?”

“Nothing. You’re perfect, Erin. It’s me who…” 

But he doesn’t finish. He just sits there, breathing, eyes closed and hands holding my wrists so I don’t reach back to touch him. It’s not long before he’s softening between my legs, and I bite back the urge to cry even as the tears well in my eyes.

When Gavin looks up and sees me, his face crumples. “Jesus. Erin, please, I’m sor—”

“It’s fine,” I say, the statement clipped as I climb off him. I sniff, adjusting my leggings and t-shirt before I reach down for my purse on the coffee table. “I think I should go.”

Everything inside me wants Gavin to reach for me, pull me into him, finish his sentence. I want him to tell me he’s sorry, that he’s wrong, that he wants me and that’s it, period, end of story, no buts. I want him to tell me not to go. I want him to ask me to stay.

Instead, he sighs, his eyes sad as he nods and says, “I’ll walk you out.”

Rejection seeps into my bones as he walks me to my car, but I manage to fight back the tears even as he gives me a long, sweet kiss goodnight and promises he’ll call me tomorrow. He says he wants to see me again this weekend. He says to drive home safe. He says to text him when I get there, just so he doesn’t worry.

I barely hear a thing.

My ears are ringing so loudly that by the time I pull away from his apartment, it’s like I’m being chased by a train. I drive only a few blocks before I nearly pull out in front of someone, and after slamming on my brakes and flinching from the sound of their horn, all the noise clears.

I drive to the next block, pull over to the side of the road, and let myself cry.
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“HOLY SHIT, HE IS so fast!” Skyler says, her mouth hanging open as she watches my little brother sprint across the Palm South University practice field. He gets fifteen yards down before he cuts left, looking back just in time to catch the ball thrown in a perfect spiral right to his chest. He takes off toward the end zone, running the play all the way through before the coach blows his whistle.

“I’m telling you, he has more talent in his pinky finger than I ever had when I played,” I muse with a proud smile.

It’s family weekend at Palm South, and that means the campus is crawling with moms and dads and siblings who have come to check out the university. Family weekend is always filled with barbecues and field games, Greek Row presentations and fancy family dinners, and more. My personal favorite part is how the college bars that are usually crawling with students take on a completely new vibe once the parents are involved.

Sometimes, they party harder than the kids.

As for my family, this is the first time I’ve had them all here. Sure, Clayton has come out a few years now to visit, but other than when she showed up to ask for money, Mom has never been. Carleton, my older brother, and his wife and kids, are here, too.

It’s a surreal experience, having them here, and knowing that in just a couple more months they’ll be watching me walk across the stage, too.

“His coach talked to me after this past season ended,” my mom chimes in from the other side of Skyler. “He said scouts are already asking to come watch as early as next season, even though he’ll only be a junior.”

“They want to snag him early so he doesn’t even consider other options,” I say. “But if he hasn’t changed his mind, the last I heard, Palm South University was the only school he was considering.”

“He wants to be like his big brother,” Mom says, smiling at me. “Can’t say I blame him.”

When I found out the whole family was coming for family weekend, I set an appointment to talk to the head coach for Palm South University’s football team. I told him about Clayton and showed him some of his tapes, pleading for him to carve some time out to run some drills with him. I was honestly flabbergasted that coach actually agreed.

And that was just further proof that Clayton has what it takes to play at the collegiate level.

So, for the last hour, coach and a few of his second- and third-string players have been running drills with Clayton while Mom, Skyler, and I watch from the sidelines. Carleton took his wife and the kids to the beach for the day, but they’ll be meeting up with us later.

“I kind of wish we were closer in age,” I say, watching as Clayton takes a giant swig of water from his bottle before jogging back out onto the field for the next drill. “It would be cool to be here with him.”

“Ohhh no,” Skyler says with a shake of her head. “There’s no way this campus could handle two Penningtons at once.”

“Touché.”

“I’m actually thinking of moving down here with him,” Mom says, and Skyler and I both snap our heads in her direction.

“Really?” Skyler asks.

Mom nods. “I know he’ll be in a dorm or living in the fraternity house — since I know he wants to rush immediately.” She winks at me with that. “But… I don’t know. I missed so much of Clinton’s experience, I don’t want to do the same with Clayton. I want to be around to see his games and help him with schoolwork or whatever. If I get a little place not too far from campus, I can be there when he needs me.”

Something pinches my stomach, something that feels a little like resentment and a lot like jealousy. But it’s only there for a moment before genuine relief and joy wash over me.

“I think that’s amazing, Mom,” I say.

Her brown eyes glisten in the sun when she returns my smile. “And then you’d have a place to visit, if you ever wanted to come back to PSU.”

Skyler whips her head in my direction then. “Come back? Are you leaving?”

I give Mom a thanks a lot look, because the truth is, I haven’t really decided anything. But Pittsburgh is calling to me. I could be there for the last two years of high school for Clayton, and be closer to my nephews, and spend time with my mom. Besides, I miss the Burgh. I miss seasons. I miss not always sweating when I walk outside.

“I haven’t decided anything,” I tell Skyler. “But… I’m leaning toward going back to Pittsburgh. There are a lot of creative agencies up there, and I think it would be cool to start my graphic design career in my home city.”

I can see how hard the next swallow is for Skyler, how her eyebrows furrow together, her bottom lip quivering. But she still manages a smile, and she reaches over to squeeze my arm. “You’ll be amazing no matter where you go. And hey, gives me an excuse to visit. I like Pittsburgh, too.”

“You’re welcome anytime, honey,” Mom says from her side.

Coach blows the whistle, and then he waves to where we are on the sideline, calling us to come onto the field where Clayton is jogging over.

“Great job, son,” he says when we’re all gathered, clapping Clayton on the back. My little brother is absolutely drenched in sweat, his hands hanging on his hips, chest heaving as he attempts to catch his breath.

“Thank you, sir.”

“And you’re not even done growing yet,” one of the students who was running drills with Clayton says. “You’re going to be one massive receiver.”

“Big and fast,” Clayton says with his megawatt smile. “I want to be untouchable.”

Coach chuckles, squeezing his shoulders. “I think you’re well on your way. Listen, you’re a little too young to give a full-on offer to. It goes against scouting laws. Besides, we need to see how the next season goes, see what our team is looking like, too. But, as far as I’m concerned? You keep playing like this…” He nods toward where the drills were being run. “And I have full faith that come your senior year, I’ll be in the stands at your first home game with a scholarship offer in hand.”

Clayton’s eyes nearly bug out of his head. “A scholarship?”

Coach grins. “With skills like that, kid? I won’t be the only one offering. So I just hope your heart stays set on PSU.”

“Oh, trust me, sir,” he says, smiling at him first and then at me. “This is the only university for me.”

“Atta boy,” coach says, then he turns to my mother, extending his hand. “Ma’am, you’ve raised a fine young man. It was an honor to spend some time on the field with him.”

“Well, thank you, but it’s his older brother here who gets the credit for the way Clayton has turned out. He’s always been his role model, and I haven’t always been around.”

Coach looks at me, then, and there’s something in his eyes, a level of understanding, maybe, as he shakes my hand next. “Well done, son. And might I ask why I never saw you at try outs?” he adds, eyeing my size with a smirk.

I grin. “Too busy partying, I’m afraid.”

“Can’t win ’em all.” Coach tips his hat at us. “I’ve got to get going, but it was a pleasure meeting all of you. Enjoy the rest of your weekend.”

“You too,” we all chime, and when he’s gone, Clayton turns to face us with his hands laced on top of his head. 

“DID YOU GUYS SEE THAT SHIT?!”

“Language, Clayton!” Mom says at the same time I high-five him and say, “Hell fucking yeah, I saw it!”

I throw my arm around his shoulder, steering all of us back to the Omega Chi house so he can shower before the Omega Chi family dinner. 

We’re all rambling as we walk through campus, and eventually, Mom and Clayton pull ahead a little, Mom smiling as Clayton excitedly tells her about everything coach said. Skyler falls in step beside me with a soft smile on her face.

“I can’t believe how much he’s grown.”

“You’re telling me. I can’t stop seeing him as ten years old. I don’t know why, but that’s where he stopped growing in my eyes. I don’t think I’ll ever see him past that.”

Skyler chuckles. “I’m glad they could all be here. You must be over the moon.”

“It’s weird,” I admit. “But yeah, it’s cool, too. Please tell me I get to see your parents this weekend?”

“Dad couldn’t get off work, sadly, but they did promise they’d come for your graduation.”

I frown. “They don’t need to do that.”

“Are you kidding?” Skyler nudges my arm. “You’re my best friend, Bear, and practically my brother. They wouldn’t miss it.”

I smile, throwing my arm around her shoulders. “You’ll be right behind me in the fall,” I comment. “How are your entrepreneur classes going? Still think this is the right move?”

Skyler gives me a genuine smile at that. “Without a doubt. I’ve actually been thinking about telling Kip that I’ll come out to Los Angeles with him and try my startup there.”

“Wow. California. Really?”

She nods. “There are so many opportunities for events in that city, and if I build my company up the right way, I can get in with the elite crowd. Can you picture it? Charity casino events with Hollywood’s rich and famous?”

“You’d better be careful. You’re the kind of gorgeous that they’d be talking you into a movie role before you know it.”

Skyler scoffs. “Yeah, I don’t think that life is for me.” 

Her smile slips with the words, and I frown, squeezing her shoulder. “What’s with the sad panda face?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. I’ve been all up in my lady feels lately.”

“Do tell.”

“It’s just… I was so excited when Kip surprised me last semester and told me he was going to be back at PSU. After all the long distance, it was like a dream come true, you know? But he’s been so caught up with his show that, other than Spring Break, I’ve barely seen him.”

I pause, trying to think of how to say what I want to. “Well, Sky, this is important to him. I mean, this could be his ticket to a job after graduation.”

“I know. I guess I just thought I’d be more of a priority to him.”

“Think about it this way — what if it was you going out to L.A. with the opportunity to kickstart your casino company? Don’t you think that would take up the majority of your time and energy? And don’t you think you’d want Kip to understand and support that?”

Skyler frowns. “I hate when you’re right.”

“You must hate me most of the time, then.”

She rolls her eyes. “It’s just… oh God, how do I say this without sounding petty…” She rolls her lips together. “So, remember how I helped out a little with casting?”

“Yeah. I remember you saying the girl you picked to play you was perfect.”

“Ha! Well, this is me eating my words.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Yeah,” she says with a long sigh. “Let’s just say the girl’s got it bad for Kip, and since he’s spending most of his time working on the show, they’re together like… all the time. I tried telling him to keep his guard up, that she wants him, but of course he’s oblivious.”

I chuckle. “Or he’s so obsessed with you that he wouldn’t notice a girl flirting with him even if she had her naked titties hanging in his face.”

“I’m surprised Natalia hasn’t tried that yet, honestly.”

I laugh. “Sky, I promise, you have nothing to worry about. Kip is yours. After all the shit you two went through, I can promise you that not even a hot-ass movie star could take your place in his heart.”

Even as she nods, I can see the worry etched into my best friend’s face, and I pull her to a stop on the sidewalk, telling Mom and Clayton to go on without us and we’ll catch up. 

“Talk to him,” I say, framing her arms in my hands. “Okay? Tell him you miss him and you need some quality time. Tell him it’s important to you. He may be caught up in filming and the excitement of the show, but if you level with him, if you communicate,” I add, tickling her sides as she giggles and tries to break free. “He won’t let you down.”

Skyler sighs as I pull her into my chest for a long hug, and she squeezes my waist in return. “Thank you, Bear. I love you.”

“Love you more.”
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I WAKE TO THE feeling of Kade’s warm palm running down my back.

Like a cat, I arch into the touch, practically purring as he grabs my hip and pulls me into his chest. His hard-on is rock solid through his boxers, and I rub my ass against it, hissing in my next breath.

“Morning, baby,” he husks into my ear, sucking the lobe between his teeth.

“Good morning, indeed.”

He chuckles, kissing down my neck and already working my sleep shorts down my hips, my thighs, until they’re restraining my knees. I kick them the rest of the way off, which is a feat through the heavy, drugged feeling of just waking up.

“God, you feel so good,” he whispers, running his hand up to grab my tits under my sleep tank. He palms one and then the other, pebbling my nipples into peaks.

“I want you,” I whisper back.

“What about me?”

I creak my eyes open and find Jarrett standing in the doorway.

My heart accelerates at the sight of him, naked as the day he was born, all those tattoos sprawling over his body, his beard freshly trimmed, eyes on fire as they watch me and Kade in the bed.

“Jarrett?”

He smirks, slowly stalking toward me like I’m his prey, his fist slowly pumping over his cock all the way. “Do you want me, too?”

I try to swallow, but my mouth is too dry.

“Answer him,” Kade says from behind me, biting my shoulder.

“I…”

Before I can get another word out, Jarrett stops at the edge of the bed and reaches down to grip my chin in his hand, forcing me to look up at him over the valleys and ridges of his abdomen. 

“Tell me, Jess,” he commands. “Do you want me?”

“Yes.”

The word is a whisper and a plea and a guilty admission all at once. I wait for Kade to stop, to tear away from me, to scream and demand answers, but instead, he only growls in my ear as he runs his hard-on against my ass again.

“You want my brother, huh?”

I swallow. “Yes.”

Kade removes his boxers, lining himself up at my entrance from behind, his hands gripping my hips and pulling me back until I open for him. 

“Well, now that we know the truth, that you want both of us,” he says between licks and sucks of my neck. “The question is can you handle both of us?”

I gasp, my pussy so wet and swollen I nearly come just from his words in my ear.

“Only one way to find out,” Jarrett says from where he towers over me.

And as his brother slides inside me, filling me from behind, I gasp.

And Jarrett slides his cock inside my wide-open mouth.

I moan around the fullness, both in my mouth and in my pussy, heart racing so fast I’m sure I’ll pass out or have a heart attack at any moment. 

I can barely breathe, all thought lost as Jarrett groans, his head falling back. “Fuck yes, Jess, suck my cock.”

I moan again, taking him in deeper, and Kade groans behind me, kissing my shoulders. “She’s so fucking tight, brother.”

“Yeah?” Jarrett asks. “You should feel her mouth.”

“Not until I make her come,” Kade says, and as if on a mission, he wraps one hand around me to rub my clit.

“Oh, God,” I mouth around Jarrett’s cock, still as smooth and big as I remembered. 

“You like that?” Jarrett asks. “You like when my brother rubs your clit?”

“Yes,” I pant, taking Jarrett’s cock in my hand as I let my head fall back. “I’m going to… Oh fuck… Oh fuck!”

My orgasm is a volcano, hot and all-consuming, erupting from the very core of me and covering every inch of my body in its wake. I writhe in my sheets with my eyes squeezed shut, heart racing, shallow breaths racking my chest as I fly apart.

And when I open my eyes, it’s early dawn, the sun barely rising over the city.

And I’m alone in my bed.

I let out a long gasp when my orgasm recedes, my body trembling, and I lie there for just a split second before I rip my covers back and scurry up to sit against the headboard.

I blink, over and over, my chest still heaving as I let myself come down from the wet dream.

A dream.

That’s all it was.

“Fuck me,” I say, letting my head fall back to hit the headboard. It all felt so real…

And that’s the fucking issue.

It felt real, and I wanted it. I wanted Kade. I wanted Jarrett. 

I wanted them both at the same time.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Jess, what is wrong with you?!” 

I run my hands back through my hair, still catching my breath. I stay there for a long while, until the sun starts shining directly into my room, and then I peel myself out of my damp sheets and waltz my still-swollen pussy into the shower.

The water is too hot, but I let it sear my skin as I stand under the showerhead. Then, I turn it all the way cold, sucking in a gasp and fighting the urge to jump out.

You deserve this, bitch.

I fall onto the tile floor, leaning my back against the corner and letting the water rain down over me. 

I just told Kade I love him. And I do. I do love him. I love how caring he is, and how fucking goofy he is, and how he captured my heart when I didn’t even think I still had a heart to give.

And of course, I still have feelings for Jarrett. With how we ended, how could I not?

But enough is enough.

I have to let go of this fantasy. 

A threesome dream? Really, Jess?

I shake my head at myself, but don’t make any moves to get off the shower floor.

No, I’m going to stay here, for as long as it takes to drop this fantasy of Jarrett. He was my past. What we had was real, that’s true. And maybe we would always love each other, just like we texted when we broke up.

But he broke up with me.

And I moved on.

And Kade has my heart now.

That’s all there is to it. Jarrett and I are done. We’re over.

And when I shut the shower off, I let the last bit of him that I was holding onto wash down the drain with the icy cold water.
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EVERY GIRL HAS THIS unique feeling when they know they look fine as hell.

Sure, there are days when I’m in my sweatpants and a t-shirt with my hair in a messy bun and I’m like aww, I’m kind of cute right now. And there are days when my business casual outfit at work is color coordinated and fresh. And sure, there are nights when I go out with the girls, hair curled and lashes on, when all the looks from guys — and girls — as we pass lets me know I nailed the outfit.

But then, there are nights like this.

It’s the South Beach Agency Awards, which is about as close to the Grammys as it comes in our industry. Just like the event I went to with Brandon in Atlanta as his intern, only the best of the best are invited to the SBAA. This is where you learn who is at the top of the game, be it events, advertising, weddings, corporate conventions, or any other creative space. 

And if you’re invited, you better have enough sense to dress all the way up.

Since the Ball & Pen Miami branch just opened in the first quarter, we’re not nominated for any of the awards tonight. But thanks to my memorable launch event, Celeste received two shiny gold tickets as an invitation to the festivities.

One for her, and one for me.

I would have dressed up regardless, but going through the nominees on the website and seeing that Okay, Cool was up for both Best Pop Up Event and Best Brand Engagement Event, I knew Brandon would be here.

With that in mind, I went all out. 

My silky red dress is custom-made, floor-length, and strapless with a delicate loop of fabric draped across my left arm. It has a pearl-accented bust and a highly tapered waist that accentuates my figure and gives it even more of an hourglass shape, especially the way the fabric rouches around my hips and drapes down elegantly to the floor. Of course, there’s a long slit, just enough for my freshly tanned legs to peek through as I walk. And each time, my pearl and Swarovski crystal-covered heels glimmer in the chandelier light.

My hair waterfalls over one shoulder in elegant curls, my highlights fresh and shiny, and my makeup is done to perfection. My lashes are black and thick, accented with falsies, my lips are painted a bright matte red to match my dress, and my eyes are smokey and sultry. Each accessory I picked out is tasteful, just enough to add to the outfit without detracting from it.

I felt it when I left the house, and I feel it even more now as Celeste and I walk through the crowd, stopping to say hello and chat every now and then.

All eyes are on me.

I feel like a siren, a vixen, a witch. I keep my eyes non-focused for the most part, trained on Celeste as we walk and talk, or perhaps on taking in the scenery. But the moment I drop my gaze to a man or woman staring at me, all the blood rushes to their cheeks, and they falter for a smile or a nod of their head or a quiet, subdued hello.

There are many ways for a woman to feel powerful, and I don’t care what anyone says — wearing a badass dress and heels is one of them.

“We’ll be here again next year,” Celeste says softly to me as we walk, a smile on her face as she nods to groups as we pass. “Only next year, we’ll have a dozen nominations. Mark my words.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt it.”

“One of them will be Best Launch Event,” she adds with a smirk. “You know I’m still getting calls requesting co-ops.”

“The more the merrier, right?”

“You’re going to be a very busy woman, Ashlei. I hope you’re ready for it.”

I smile, and not just at her insinuation, but at the pair of warm brown eyes I just caught staring at me from across the ballroom.

“Born ready.”

Brandon is standing in a small group next to a cocktail table, a drink in his hand and the same woman at his side who was with him at our launch event. He looks absolutely delectable in his beige suit, tailored to perfection as always. I don’t have to be close to him to know it’s designer and expensive as fuck, that the shoes on his feet probably cost more than my entire outfit combined, and that he’s wearing a Rolex watch worth more than any car I’ve ever owned.

I also don’t have to be close to him to see that the sight of me knocked the breath from his chest.

It’s in the way he’s holding his glass — a little too tight, a little too close to his chest — and in the way his brows are furrowed, his jaw set, his eyes ablaze where they watch me move across the room. 

“Excuse me, Celeste,” I say. “I’m going to freshen up.”

She nods, and we part ways — her joining one group while I slowly make my way toward Brandon. He watches me the entire way, and I think I even see him shake his head subtly, as if to warn me.

Don’t do this.

Don’t try me.

But it’s all I want to do.

Someone else in the group notices as I approach, and his brow arches, his conversation cutting off right in the middle of whatever he was saying — which, of course, makes the rest of the group turn my way, too.

It doesn’t make me quicken my steps.

I take my time, squeezing the arms of a few people I know as I pass them on the way. Hello, lovely to see you, oh you look wonderful, too, yes let’s get a drink, I’ll be right back.

I’ve got a confident smile painted on my lips when I finally reach Brandon, and I sidle up directly across from him, between two older gentlemen who are practically dripping drool on my arms.

“Hello, Mr. Church.”

I see the flash of fire in his eyes, the flare of his nostrils, the ticking of his jaw as he tries to soothe his breath. “Ms. Daniels.”

“I wanted to congratulate you on your nominations this evening,” I say. “I have no doubt you’ll take home the gold.”

“That’s the plan.”

“We have stiff competition, though,” the young woman next to him adds. “And once you’ve been in the game for a year, I imagine it’ll be even more so.”

I smile, reaching across the small circle to squeeze her wrist briefly. “You’re too kind, Colleen.”

Her eyes widen. “You remembered my name.”

“Of course, I did,” I say. “You work for my old agency, and for one of the best, in my opinion.” I pause, then, locking my eyes on Brandon’s. “Okay, Cool will always have a special place in my heart.”

Colleen covers her chest with clasped hands. “That’s so sweet. I will say, you’re sorely missed. Most of all by MyKayla. She talks about you all the time.”

“Ha! That reminds me, I need to get her check in the mail.” 

That earns me a chuckle from the group, and just as quickly as I came, I nod and smile to each of them before excusing myself.

I hold Brandon’s gaze last, my eyes lingering, and when everyone else has turned away and back to their conversation, I take my shot.

Come and get me, I mouth.

Brandon frowns, his nose flaring again as he blinks several times like he’s trying to convince himself he couldn’t have possibly heard what he just did. 

I just smile and bite my lower lip, turning slowly and making my way out of the ballroom to the hallway where the restrooms are.

When I get to the door, I look over my shoulder, my eyes catching his again.

Come on, I plead with my gaze. I know you want this just as bad as I do.

With that final bit of voodoo, I exit the ballroom, inhaling what feels like my first fresh breath now that I’m out of his fiery gaze. I keep my shoulders held back and my head high as I walk to the restrooms, but instead of going to the ladies’ room, I duck around the corner and into the one and only family bathroom tucked away from the main hallway. 

When I’m inside, I blow out a breath, planting my hands on the sink and staring at my reflection. Suddenly, a laugh bubbles out of me, and I shake my head, arching a brow at myself.

“This will never work,” I say out loud, as if to hammer it home and diminish any hope I have left. 

Still, I smooth my hands over my dress, touch up my hair, and stand against the wall directly across from where the door opens.

The bathroom is large, made for moms with kids, I’m sure. There’s even an elegant changing table and a royal blue velvet chaise lounge. The counter has a basket with baby wipes and powder and even deodorant and a small first aid kit. 

My eyes keep flicking to the chaise.

The longer I stand there, the more my heart rate recedes, and the excitement and adrenaline I had coursing through my veins starts to slowly drain.

It must be at least five minutes since I walked in here, and he didn’t follow.

I sigh, letting my head drop back against the wall. What did I really expect? The last time I ran into him, he essentially reiterated that he hated me. 

But the way he looked at me…

I swallow, shaking my head at myself as a soft laugh leaves my chest. “Stupid girl.”

And just as I’m ready to give up, to check my appearance one last time and rejoin the event, the doorhandle jiggles.

My head pops off where I’d been resting it against the wall, and my breath hitches in my throat as the gold knob turns. The wide door slowly opens, just a sliver, just enough.

Brandon slips through the opening and locks the door behind him.

God, the way the air crackles to life when that lock clicks into place.

Brandon keeps his back to the door, his hand on the knob, as if he’s one wrong look or word or move from bolting out again. His chest is already heaving, his eyes fiercely burning into mine.

But he’s just standing there.

Waiting.

As if he can’t believe he followed me, that he found me, that he knew from just one look where I was going and what I wanted.

But that’s the way it is with us, the way it’s always been.

We’re connected on a chemical, molecular level.

And nothing can change it.

This is it, my heart whispers. It’s now or never.

I still a breath, one that fills my lungs and helps me stand straighter as I push off where I was leaning against the wall. I take two steps toward Brandon, watching the way my approach makes his throat tighten, his grip on the doorknob increases.

“So,” I say when I’m just a foot away from him. “Are we done with this break you wanted, or what? Because I want you, Brandon. I never stopped wanting you. And if you’re done punishing me now, I’d like you to bend me over this chaise and remind me that I belong to you. To only you.”

The growl that rips from Brandon’s chest is primal, elemental, so animalistic that it makes me freeze up just like a gazelle threatened by a lion’s roar. In the next breath, Brandon’s hands are in my hair, yanking back as he shoves me back across the room until my spine hits the wall. My neck arches, my chin tilts, and with my next breath still lodged somewhere in my throat, Brandon crushes his mouth to mine.

The moment our lips meet, we both exhale on a greedy moan, Brandon’s grip in my hair tightening even more as I reach around and grab his ass firmly in my palms. He kisses me so hard I taste the metallic tang of blood, but I push back just as hard, seeking him just as much. 

“I fucking hate you,” he seethes, grabbing both my wrists and pinning them over my head. When they’re locked under one of his hands, the other trails down to hike the silky fabric of my dress up over my hips. 

“No, you don’t,” I breathe back, dragging my tongue up his neck. “You could never hate something you own.”

Another growl rips through him, and he skates his fingers under the band of my strap of a thong, slipping two fingers inside me without warning.

I cry out, arching my back off the wall as Brandon bites my neck like a fucking vampire. “You broke me,” he pants, curling his fingers deep inside me.

“So break me back.”

“Fucking hell,” he hisses, and then just like I asked, he spins me until I nearly fall flat on my face on the navy blue chaise. My hands fly out just in time to break my fall, but my hips are bent over the back of it, my palms on the plush cushions, ass up in the air.

I peek over my shoulder, batting my lashes as Brandon shakes his head and starts to undo his belt.

“Pull your dress up and drop your panties,” he commands.

A shiver runs through me, and I do as he says, assuming the same position once my bare ass is exposed. 

Brandon groans at the sight of me, dropping his pants to his knees and taking his full, heavy, heaving cock in his hand as he makes his way to me.

His other hand is holding his belt.

“Are you going to spank me?” I breathe.

“You’re damn fucking right, I am.”

Excitement and terror rip through me in equal measure. I’ve never been spanked before, not with anything more than a hand, and the way Brandon is glaring at me, I can’t tell if I’m going to like this or not be able to sit for a week.

Maybe both.

“Safe word?” he asks, rubbing his palm over my ass before folding his belt in two.

“I trust you.”

He shakes his head in warning, but then his focus is on my ass.

He rears back, just a little, and then lands the leather on my skin.

I hiss, arching away from the hit, but it only stings a little. I know he can hit harder, but he didn’t.

“Don’t ever fucking kiss anyone else again,” he says, and he rears back a little more, slapping my ass with the leather enough to make me yelp.

“Yes, sir.”

“That mouth of yours belongs to me.”

Another whip.

Another welp, I imagine.

Another whispered, “Yes, sir.”

“And for the love of God, Ashlei,” he says, holding the belt up higher, his eyes locked on mine where I’m watching him over my shoulder. “If I give you my heart again, don’t fucking break it. Don’t…” 

He swallows, and it’s then that I see the pain in his eyes, the emotion he’s been hiding. I push off the chaise, turning and wrapping my arms around him. 

“I won’t. I promise. I never will again.” I kiss his lips, his jaw, his cheeks, his neck. “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.”

Brandon holds the belt up even more, and then with a wince, he drops it.

And his arms are around me.

He crushes me to him so tight I can’t breathe, kissing me senseless and winding his hands in my hair. Then, without warning, he spins me again, and I fall hands first onto the chaise with my ass up in the air. 

My dress had fallen back down when I stood, but it takes Brandon only seconds to have it up over my hips again. And no sooner than he does do I feel the slick tip of him press inside me.

And with a flex, he fills me to the hilt.

“Oh, fuck, Brandon!” I cry out, and he grabs the back of my dress and rips me to stand so he can slap a hand over my mouth.

“Shhhh.”

I stifle the laugh against his palm, and once I nod, he removes it, and I pant out my desire as he withdraws and presses into me once more.

“Goddammit, I’ve missed this,” he curses, kissing the back of my neck. “I’ve missed you.”

His hands grip my hips so he can find a rhythm, and he pounds into me harder, faster, his release building. 

With my palms gripping the edge of the chaise, I meet him pump for pump, my ass slapping against his thighs. When his hands reach around and rip the strapless top of my dress down to free my breasts, they swing wildly, his fingertips just barely touching my sensitive nipples and driving me insane.

“Brandon,” I pant. “Oh, God.”

“Fuck, I’m not going to last.”

“Don’t,” I say, short and simple, and with that permission, I feel him empty his release inside me, his cock pulsing, and he reaches down to circle my clit and make me topple over the edge with him.

My legs tremble and quake with the orgasm, and it takes every ounce of willpower I have to keep myself quiet. I want to scream. I want to cry out his name. I want to declare myself this man’s forever.

When we’re both spent, Brandon carefully pulls out and falls directly down to the floor, his back sliding against the tile wall. I laugh as I do the same, and then we’re side by side, his pants around his ankles and my dress no more than a heap of fabric, my naked breasts heaving under his gaze.

For the longest time, we just sit there, trying to catch our breaths, our eyes dancing between each other’s.

After a while, a smile curls on Brandon’s lips, and I laugh, letting my head fall back against the wall.

“Now what?”
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“ARE YOU SURE I’M not imposing?” Erin asks, holding one elbow with the opposite hand. “We could hang out another day if—”

“Nonsense,” Mom answers for me. “The more the merrier. We have an uneven number for games, anyway.”

Erin smiles at Mom before her big eyes flick to mine. 

“What she said,” I echo, and then I throw my arm around Erin and start leading the group down Greek Row. 

“Uncle Bear, can I ride on your shoulders?!” my youngest nephew, Camron, asks. He just turned four last month, and with his mom’s golden eyes and my brother’s dimples, he’s become quite accustomed to getting whatever he asks for.

So, of course, I smile at Erin and remove my arm from around her shoulder so I can bend down and help Camron climb up.

My older nephew, Cole, is nine now. His eyes are the darker brown of my brothers, and where Camron is lean and lanky, Cole has started bulking out — thanks to working out with his dad ever since he came back. He’s almost to that age where he’s too cool for us, but hasn’t quite made it yet. 

My heart squeezes a little when he runs to catch up with me and grabs my hand.

“You good, buddy?” I ask him.

“Yeah,” he answers simply. He’s become a lot quieter over the last couple years, and I know a big part of that has to do with his dad disappearing and then coming back out of nowhere.

I know from experience how that can mess with your mind as a kid.

It’s the last day of family weekend, and the Panhellenic Council put together a day of field events in the open half-acre between Zeta Rho Kappa and Zeta Pi Alpha. It’s a chance for families to have a little friendly competition while also stopping by the booths hosted by each fraternity and sorority to learn a little more about the organizations.

Plus, food and booze, of course.

Lots of food and booze.

Mom, Clayton, Carleton, Carleton’s wife Janae, and my nephews met up with me at the house about fifteen minutes ago so we could head down together.

But when we opened the door to leave, Erin was walking up the lawn to the Omega Chi house.

God, the way my chest tightened at the sight of her. Her dark blonde hair was straight and parted down the middle, falling just to her shoulders. She was wearing a yellow sundress that highlighted her smooth, tan skin, and the way the straps of it hung delicately on her shoulders made me want to slip a finger beneath the fabric and slide it off.

I don’t know why she showed up here today, why she was at the house without even texting to see if I’d be around. Something tells me she showed up on a whim, that part of her was hoping she wouldn’t find me at all. 

But she did.

Along with my entire family.

“So, how are we breaking up these teams?” Clayton asks when we make it to the field. It’s already bustling with Greeks and parents alike. “Because I think I want dibs on Erin.”

He winks up at her, which makes her laugh and arch a brow at me.

“Hey, I’m not responsible,” I claim, throwing my hands up.

“I like that idea,” Mom says. “You and Erin, Carleton and Janae…” She pauses, then, her eyes a bit apprehensive when she smiles at me. “And me and you, Bear?”

I smile back. “Let’s do it.”

Mom’s eyes water up a bit, but she smiles to clear the emotion, and once we drop my nephews off at the kids’ area, we make our way to the first event.

It’s a beautiful day in South Florida, warm but breezy with plenty of cloud cover. There’s supposed to be a storm moving in later this evening, but right now, it’s paradise. 

We start with the long jump, which Carleton wins in a landslide, thanks to his beanstalk legs. We used to tease him and call him Daddy Long Legs when we were kids. He’s always been a lanky sonofabitch, but this time, it came in handy for him.

Next is the tug of war, which Mom and I win, mostly thanks to the fact that I haven’t missed a day at the gym since I was fourteen. Then there’s the one-hundred-yard dash, which stuns us all when Janae pulls out some speed we had no idea she contained.

“First place relay team in high school, suckers,” she teases after the victory, and she and Carleton high-five each other before kissing in a way that makes Clayton murmur, “Gross.”

There’s disc golf and relay races, an egg and spoon course, and a ping-pong ball race where you have to use a water gun to get the ball to move. There’s a balloon pop and three-legged race, and of course, a Double Dutch jump rope competition which Mom dominates because she grew up on that game.

Course after course, race after race, we frolic around the field as a family.

And the longer we play, the more emotional I get.

I swear, I’m getting soft in my old age. Maybe it’s that graduation is sneaking up on me, and all those same feelings that were haunting me over Spring Break are only getting stronger now. But I’m laughing harder than I have in years, and yet I also feel like I’m on the verge of tears.

This is the first time I think we’ve ever been like this as a family.

Sure, when we were younger, Mom would take us to the park on her day off sometimes, or let us play basketball at the courts while she watched. But we never took family vacations. Timing never seemed to work out, especially once we got older, once Carleton settled down and I went off to college. That limited time we’d managed to save for each other became less and less.

I think the last time we were even all together at the same time was the Christmas after Camron was born.

Four years ago.

It’s something I never thought I’d see — Mom clean and healthy, Carleton being a good father and husband, my nephews carefree and living it up. It makes it all better to see how positively it’s impacting Clayton, how he’s able to recoup his relationship with our mother and have her around while he chases his football dreams and finishes high school.

What a stark contrast to where we all were just a few years ago, when Skyler was writing checks for my drugged-out mom and older brother, and my little brother had to move in with his best friend’s family.

To top it all off, Erin is here.

And fuck if that doesn’t wreck me, too.

Because I see her joking with my brothers, playing with my nephews, and talking with my mother, and I have this ridiculous pinch in my gut that she belongs here.

That we belong here.

I can also see that she’s not okay.

I don’t know what’s going on, but the fact that she showed up to the O Chi house unannounced tells me something isn’t right. Pair that with the fact that I know the difference between her real smiles and the ones she has to fake, and it’s plain as day.

I make a mental note to ask later.

For now, I’ve got to beat her ass in this wheelbarrow race to break the tie between our team and hers.

“Alright, teams,” Skyler says, blowing her whistle once to get our attention before she lets it dangle around her neck. As the president of KKB, she’s one of the hosts of the field day, and she’s got the suntan to prove it. “One of you assumes the position of the wheelbarrow, putting your hands on the ground and letting your other partner hold your legs around their waist. Then, you have to work together to get down around the cones and back first. If the wheelbarrow’s feet touch the ground at any point, you have to start over.”

“You’re going down,” Erin whispers to me.

“In your dreams, Ex.”

She just smirks, and then when Skyler says to get ready, she effortlessly cartwheels into a handstand.

I gape at her while Clayton does the same, and then he sidles up to grab her legs and hoist them around his waist.

When he grins back at me, I kind of want to punch him.

“Alright, Bear,” Mom says, planting her hands on the ground. “I’m not going to be as graceful, but we can win this. Let’s focus on going slow and steady. That’s what wins the race.”

I don’t know that I agree with her, but I don’t have a chance to argue before Skyler blows the whistle and the race begins.

Erin and Clayton speed off instantly, Erin’s hands moving fast as lightning as my little brother struggles to keep up behind her. Mom and I start a little slower, starting with me carefully hoisting her legs up before we talk each other through the movement.

Left, right, left, right.

Slow and steady.

I have to fight to keep from grinding my teeth together as Erin and Clayton expand their lead, and they’re already rounding the cones and heading back our way when Mom and I have only made it to the half-way point. But then, something happens, and Clayton loses his footing, stumbling forward too fast for Erin to keep herself upright. They tumble to the ground, and then mutter a string of curses as they scramble up and back to the line to start again.

“We’ve got this!” Mom yells, and she picks up the pace while I use all my focus to keep her straight and steady.

We round the cones and make our way back, but Erin and Clayton are already hot on our heels. They round the cones behind us when we still have about halfway to go to get back to the finish line.

I can hear them panting and plodding in the grass behind us, so I hold onto Mom tighter and yell, “Double-time, Mom. Let’s win this thing!”

We go as fast as we can, and even still, Clayton and Erin are gaining on us. In the end, we’re so close when we all tumble over the finish line that I have no idea who actually won. We stare up at Skyler from where we’re laid out in the grass now, and she blows her whistle, walking over to the four of us.

Then, she grabs my Mom’s hand first and then my own, lifting them high in the air.

“Winners!”

Mom screams, jumping up first and launching herself at me as soon as I’m standing, too. Clayton is yelling something about bullshit while I throw Mom up for a piggyback and do a victory lap with her in tow. 

When I round the cones and head back, Erin is standing with her arms crossed and a smirk on her face, shaking her head as she watches me.
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Later that evening, we’re all gathered around a giant table at the Mexican place right off campus, the ones with margaritas the size of your head and the best damn guacamole money can buy. 

When we order our second round, Clayton complains that he’s the only one other than our nephews who can’t drink. Mom placates him with a pat on the head, but when she turns to continue telling her story, Erin slides her margarita over to Clayton so he can get a sip.

He grimaces, face contorting like he just bit into a lemon. “Ugh, why do you guys even like this stuff?”

“Just wait, baby brother,” I tell him, swiping a chip through the guac and popping it into my mouth. “When you get to college, you’ll not only be subjected to shitty tequila, but also the questionable lager they serve up for nickel beer at the college bars.”

“Or,” Erin says, holding up a finger. “You could be a trendsetter and not drink at all.”

“Yeah, right,” Clayton says. “And be a loser?”

“I didn’t drink for a while,” she tells him.

“Really?”

She nods. “I just…” 

Her words falter a little, her eyes flicking to mine, because I know exactly why she stopped drinking. I reach under the table and squeeze her knee, reassuring her.

“I just got tired of it, you know? What’s fun about blacking out and not remembering what you did the night before? Or waking up feeling sick and shitty for a whole day?” Erin shakes her head. “I took a break, and even now, I drink, but not to get wasted. I prefer to enjoy what I’m drinking and take it slow.”

My little brother frowns, nodding. “I definitely don’t want to feel shitty all day.”

“Language,” Mom chimes in even though she’s locked into her own conversation. She shares a smile with Clayton before she goes back to talking to Janae.

“What if I have a football game the next day? Or practice?”

“Exactly,” I say. “Maybe you try doing your first year sober, see what you think of it.”

He nods, and already I can see the wheels turning in his head. “Yeah. Yeah, I think I just might.”

Just then, Camron pops out of his seat and tugs on Erin’s dress. “Miss Erin, will you come to the bubble gum machine with me?” He holds up a shiny quarter. “Dad gave me a quarter to get some!”

Erin smiles, folding her napkin and setting it on the table before she stands. “I’d be delighted to.” Then, she pauses, looking at Cole. “You want to come, too?”

He shrugs, but I can see it in his eyes that he doesn’t want to be left out.

“I saw a claw machine over there,” Erin says. “Bet we can win one of those stuffed cars. Wanna try?”

Cole smiles, and then slides out of his chair and follows Erin and Camron over to the toy machines by the hostess stand.

The minute they’re gone, all eyes are on me.

I blink. “What? Do I have something in my teeth?”

“More like you’ve got a giant black stamp mark on your forehead that reads idiot,” Carleton says, which makes Janae chuckle.

I narrow my eyes. “Okay?”

“Why haven’t you married that girl yet?” Clayton asks, and the blood drains from my face as I look at Erin over his shoulder.

“Who, Erin? We’re just—”

“Friends?” Mom says on a laugh. “Sure. And I’m sober.”

The words are punctuated with a hiccup that makes everyone chuckle.

I shake my head, running a hand over my fade as I sit back in my chair. “It’s complicated, guys. And you’re going to make it more so if you start acting weird, so don’t.”

“Well, my advice, son?” Mom says, leaning over the table to tap my hand. “Uncomplicate it. Tell her how you feel. The way she’s been looking at you all day, my gut tells me your confession won’t be one-sided.”

I smile, but my stomach sinks at everything I can’t tell them. To them, it’s simple. Erin and I are young and attracted to each other, end of story.

But we have history.

Hell, we just started being cordial with each other again.

I know I have to tread lightly, or I won’t just blow my chance with her romantically, but I’ll lose her altogether.

My throat dries at the thought.

There’s a sudden squeal from the hostess stand, and we all turn just in time to see Camron reach into the claw machine and pull out a stuffed car. He hoists it over his head victoriously and sprints toward us while Erin and Cole stay back. Erin holds up her hand, and Cole high-fives it, hanging his head shyly afterward.

But he’s wearing a smile.

And when Erin lifts her eyes to mine, she’s wearing one, too.

I hold her gaze the whole way as she and Cole walk back over to the table, her cheeks reddening more and more. And when she sits down next to me, a chip hits me in the neck from the other side.

I turn and find Clayton making big, expressive, don’t be an idiot eyes at me.

Trust me, little brother.

I’m trying not to.
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After dinner, I drop the family back off at their hotel, giving each of them a big hug. They fly out early tomorrow morning, but I’ll see them all again soon for graduation.

“Take care of my boy,” Mom tells Erin when they hug.

“I think it’s him who takes care of me,” she answers.

“As he should.”

I take Erin home next, both of us silent the car ride to the condo she’s sharing with Ashlei and Jess downtown. It isn’t until I park in the twenty-minute parking in front of the building and put the truck in park that I realize she’s been crying.

She thinks she’s hiding it from me, the subtle swipe of her thumb across her cheekbone to catch the lone tear, but I see the remnants of it shining in the streetlight when I round the truck and open her door for her.

We walk up to the building in silence, stopping just outside the door.

She looks up at me with a pitiful smile.

And I just pull her into my chest.

Everything in her releases once she’s in my arms, a heavy sigh and shake of her head letting go of the tension she’s been holding. I just grip her tighter, running my hand through her hair.

“I know you’re not okay,” I say softly. “And we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. But thank you for coming today, for putting up with my family,” I add with a chuckle. “I hope it helped.”

Erin pulls back, and though I long for her warmth as soon as it’s gone, I step back, too, giving her space.

“It did, it really did. Your family…” She smiles, shaking her head. “They’re wonderful.”

“It hasn’t always been this way.”

“That makes it even more special.”

I smile. “Yeah, I guess it does.”

Another quiet pause falls over us, and I’m just about to wish her goodnight when she rolls her lips together, crossing her arms over her chest and looking at my truck instead of at me when she asks, “Bear, am I desirable?”

Fuuuuuck me.

The ability to inhale or exhale or do anything at all is stolen with her question, my chest burning with the need to reach for her, pull her into me, and show her just how desirable she is. If I had my chance to have a real night with her, not like the one we had where we were both too drunk to remember, but a real night, she’d never even think of asking that question.

She wouldn’t have to.

She’d already know.

My throat is tight, nostrils flaring when I finally blow out a breath, and I slide my hands into my pockets to keep myself from reaching for her. “Erin, why would you even ask that?”

I mean for it to come off as are you fucking kidding me? Obviously, you are and how do you not already know that? But the way her bottom lip quivers, the way she tucks her chin and shakes her head before lifting her eyes to mine again and forcing a smile, I know I’ve said something wrong.

“No reason,” she whispers. “It was silly to even ask.”

“Erin…” I try, but she sniffs, leaning in to give me such a quick hug I don’t even get my hands out of my pockets to hug her back.

“Goodnight, Bear.”

And before I have the chance to get to the bottom of anything, she’s gone.

Still, I stand there, and I watch her wave at the front desk clerk of the lobby, watch her disappear into the elevator, watch the doors shut and block my view of her sad, broken face.

And I know in my gut the person responsible.

Gavin.

I may not know much past that, but there’s one thing I know for sure.

The sonofabitch is lucky I don’t know where he lives.
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Season Finale
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NOW WHAT?

It was the question I asked Brandon after we finally stopped playing games and fucked at the South Beach Agency Awards. It was the question I asked myself the next morning, when I woke up tangled in his sheets, feeling like I never left them at all and yet like a complete stranger in a place that once felt like a second home.

And now, two weeks later, I’m left wondering the same thing.

I stretch my arms up over my head and point my toes, feeling the juicy twist as I lean my hips one way and then the other in Brandon’s high-quality Egyptian sheets. When I creak my eyes open, the sun is splaying in through the windows, painting me in a ray of gold. 

“I wish I was a painter,” Brandon muses from the doorway.

I smile when I flip onto my side to face him, propping my head up on my palm. “I seem to remember you painting a masterpiece last night,” I say, dragging the tip of my finger down the middle of my chest where he came after I gave him a long, slow blowjob.

Brandon chuckles and shakes his head, crossing the room and handing me one of the two cups of coffee in his hand. “How are you feeling?”

“Sore,” I admit, and I wince a little as I sit up and take the coffee from him. We’ve fucked more than any two humans should naturally be able to in the past two weeks.

Not that I’m complaining.

I eye him with my first sip, taking in his khaki slacks, leather dress shoes, and olive-green button up. “I hate that you’re already dressed.”

“Well, it is Monday.”

I sigh. “It is, isn’t it?”

“I wish I could lie here in this bed with you all day, but we’re both going to be late if we don’t get a move on.” Brandon checks the watch on his wrist, and then his warm eyes are on me again. “Come back for dinner after?”

I chuckle. “I should just pack a bag.”

“Maybe you should pack all of them.”

I pause with my coffee mug hovering below my lips, heart sluggish in my chest before it kicks to life with a thud. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” he says, taking both our coffees and setting them on the bedside table. He folds his hands over mine and leans in close, his breath sweet and warm. “Move in with me.”

I blanch. “Move in?”

Brandon nods. “I know you have a place with Jess and Ashlei, and I know we just made up and there are a lot of things to discuss, but I—”

“Yes.”

He pauses, frowning at me like he can’t be sure he really heard me correctly. “Yes?”

I laugh, pulling my hands from his so I can loop my arms around his neck. “Yes, sir.”

The corner of his mouth pulls up into a sexy smirk at that, and he bites his lower lip, shaking his head before he kisses me long and deep. “You’re going to make me late for work if you keep talking like that.”

“I don’t think either of us would get fired,” I whisper, licking the seam of his lips until he opens his mouth and lets my tongue sweep inside.

We both groan at the touch, and he pulls me into his lap until I’m straddling him and wishing he was in briefs rather than dress pants.

“I mean it,” he says, breaking our kiss and holding my hips still so I don’t keep dragging them along his slowly hardening length. “I want you here, every night, every morning, every weekend. I want to see you walk through that door sweaty after pole class, and I want your workday frustrations, and I want to watch you soak this beautiful body of yours in my giant bathtub that I don’t use nearly enough.”

I smile. “I mean it, too.” Searching his eyes, I reach back to play with the short hair at the nape of his neck. “I don’t think you understand. These last few months without you… I haven’t known what to do. I was going to work, and I was going to pole, and I was hanging out with friends and going out and trying to move on, but I just felt… stuck. Numb. Like the world was still spinning but I was hovering right above it, unable to put my feet on the ground and walk forward.”

Brandon heaves a sigh, letting his forehead rest against mine. “I know exactly what you mean. God, that day after I ran into you on my run…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know what death feels like, but I imagine the way my chest was splitting open that I came pretty close.”

“Stubborn asshole,” I tease, kissing his nose. “You could have had me, right then and there.”

“I was angry.”

“And stubborn.”

“That, too,” he admits, pulling back to look me in the eyes. “But you kissed someone else.”

“She kissed me.”

Brandon levels his gaze with me, then, and I sigh, waving him off.

“Fine,” I admit. “I wasn’t innocent, I’ll give you that. But that little bitch ambushed me!” I pout. “Am I going to have to defend myself forever?”

Brandon chuckles at that. “No. I’ve already forgiven you, and I’m ready for both of us to move on.”

“Me, too.”

“You are the most frustrating woman I have ever met, but you keep me on my toes. I can’t predict you. And I like it.”

I smirk. “Good, because that won’t change once I move in.”

“I hope it never changes. It’s what I love about you.”

I sigh, closing my eyes. “Say it again.”

“What?”

“That you love me.”

His hands squeeze my hips and I squeal when he effortlessly lifts me and presses me into the sheets, his hips separating my thighs. 

“I love you, Ashlei Daniels,” he whispers against my neck before kissing a line down to my collarbone. 

“I love you, too, Mr. Church.”

For a while, we just hold each other, kissing and touching and soaking in the morning rays. I haven’t dressed after Brandon stripped me last night, so as he runs his fingertips over my skin, I break out into a waterfall of chills.

“This is a big step, you know,” I say after a while. “With big implications.”

“Implications, huh?”

“Mm-hmm,” I say. “I mean, if I tell my parents that I’m moving in with a man, I imagine they’ll want to know what comes next.”

“And what do you want to come next?”

“I want to marry you and have twelve babies.”

“Twelve?” He barks out a laugh. “We need a bigger penthouse.”

“Or a real house. With a yard. Oh, and a dog!”

Brandon smiles, his eyes flicking between mine, and I expect him to laugh or call me crazy or tell me to slow down and hold my horses.

Instead, he just sweeps my hair out of my eyes and kisses me, soft and sweet. “Whatever you want.”

“You’re asking for trouble, not giving me any parameters.”

“I only want one thing, and that’s you. So as long as you’re mine, the rest is your call.”

I bite my lip, accepting his next kiss with my heart riding on the wings of a thousand butterflies. 

“So,” he says, already kissing his way down to the swells of my breasts. He sucks a nipple between his teeth and bites gently. “Should we make a plan?”

I moan, arching into his touch, and I already know without him touching me that I’m wet and aching between my legs.

“Step one, I ride you until we’re both very late for work,” I say, and with the words, I roll us so I’m sitting on top. “Step two, we go to work.” I unfasten his belt, unzip his pants. “Step three, you meet me at my place and help me pack.” I yank his pants and briefs down, both of us laughing as I struggle in the process. But once his cock is free, both of our laughter fades. “And step four,” I breathe, running the smooth pad of my thumb over his glistening tip. “You bring me home.”

“Home,” he echoes, and then he groans as I roll my fist over his shaft. “I could get used to that.”

“Me, too, Mr. Church.”

And then my mouth is on his cock, and his hands are in my hair, and we’re well on our way to step one.

Who knows.

Maybe one day I’ll be Mrs. Church.

I rather like the sound of that.
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WHY HAVE I BEEN here so many times?

I know this feeling as if it’s meant to be my perpetual state of being — the shaky hands, the shallow breaths, the racing heart, the dizziness and gut-wrenching sense of dread. 

I’m not sure I even remember what it was like before I felt this for the first time, when I was staring down at that positive pregnancy test in my bathroom at the sorority house. Who was I, before that pivotal moment? That seems to be when it all changed, when I went from Erin Xanders, sorority girl living the dream, to Erin Xanders, magnet for eternal misery.

I thought it was finally turning around. I found a therapist who works well with me, and a therapy group that I feel comfortable sharing with. I feel like I’ve finally buried the demons of my past and stepped fully into the present. I graduated college. I started law school, just like I always said I would.

And I found an incredible guy.

Gavin has been everything I never thought a man could be — funny, mysterious, caring, and kind. From the moment he first laid eyes on me, I knew he saw deeper than even my closest friends ever did.

He knew my misery and pain, my scars, because he had them, too.

It feels like a dream, dizzying and foggy, how up and down my time with him has been. From him blowing off our first date to then pleasantly surprising me with an impromptu sushi dinner, from being a sarcastic little prick in group therapy to being the sweetest, most gentle and sensual partner on our spontaneous trip, and most recently, from being with me almost every night to only making time for lunch every other week. 

He’s like the spinning teacup ride at Disney World, full of joy and laughter, but one wrong turn of the wheel away from a nauseating disaster.

I haven’t seen him since I left his apartment that night he rejected me.

For the first week after that, he was calling me every night, texting me throughout the day, checking in. But then the contact became less and less, the texts fewer and farther between. I asked him multiple times when I’d see him next, and he always found a clever way to avoid the question.

He didn’t show up to group therapy like he said he would.

He didn’t meet me for lunch or take me out for dinners or even stop by after work or school.

And eventually, he just stopped talking to me altogether.

It was a gut punch, one I didn’t know how to sit with. I tried to convince myself that he was just busy, that he wouldn’t just abandon me, that he wouldn’t ghost me after all we’d been through. But the more calls that went unanswered, the more texts I sent without a reply, the more reality sank in.

I tried tracking him down through our group therapist, but she hadn’t heard from him in weeks.

I tried showing up unannounced at his job, but they said he quit unexpectedly.

I even showed up at the Palm South campus and marched right into the building where I knew he had class that afternoon. But when the class let out, he wasn’t among the students that flowed from the classroom, and his professor said he’d been absent the past three classes.

He didn’t just ghost me.

He ghosted everyone.

Which is why I have that all-too-familiar sense of dread simmering low in my gut as I stare at the envelope with my name sprawled across the front.

It’s his handwriting.

And it was delivered anonymously to the front desk downstairs, no stamp or return address.

Usually, I’d want to be alone for this. I don’t like anyone around when I’m feeling this way. I want to be left alone to my misery so no one can talk me out of it.

But right now, I need a friend.

Ashlei is either with Brandon or at work, no telling these days, and Jess is in her second week now at her brand-new job. I can’t just bombard her when she hasn’t even learned the employee handbook.

And I definitely can’t wait until after work.

I debate calling Skyler, but it’s Wednesday, which means, as president, she’s at the Panhellenic meeting. And though I could call Cassie, she’s probably in class.

Even if she isn’t, I’m not sure she’s the one I want here right now.

“Looks like I’m on my own,” I finally decide, letting a deep sigh flow from my chest before I slip my fingernail under the crease of the envelope and slide it along the top to tear it open. I pull out a neatly folded sheet of notebook paper, then with an internal pep talk, I convince myself I can handle whatever it says.

And I open it.

 

Erin,

 

I’m sorry to do this to you.

 

I swallow just at the first line, and tears already prick my eyes, because I know now that whatever follows that sentence is going to hurt me.

 

There are many things I wish for in this world, and I could write a five-page letter if I detailed all of them to you, but I’ll save you the boredom. All you really need to know is that what I wish more than anything is that I would have met you in a different time in my life. 

Whether it was before the car accident or ten years from now when, hopefully, I’ll actually have my shit together, I just wish it was different.

As it is now, I’m no good for you.

I’m no good for anyone.

 

The tears blur my vision so much I have to look up at the ceiling and force a breath before I can keep reading.

 

I’ve never met anyone like you. You’re an enigma, a light so strong I couldn’t help but be drawn to you from the start. I knew I should have resisted, which was why I blew you off that first time I was supposed to take you out. But then I saw you again, and I just couldn’t tell myself no.

I’ve been living in this fairytale with you, in this place where I pretend like I’m okay and that you’re the answer to all my prayers and that we’re good together. It’s why I touched you that first night outside of the poetry bar. It’s why I soaked up every minute of our trip together. But something happened on Valentine’s Day that struck me back to reality.

You trusted me enough to give yourself fully to me, even after what happened to you.

And I realized that I didn’t feel the same.

I’ve been so eager to take all your scars and mend them, to hold you and bring you peace, but I haven’t been willing to let you in to do the same for me. I can barely talk about what happened with my sister, let alone the myriad of other things in my life that you have no idea about. 

To be blunt, I’m fucked up, Erin.

And I can’t be with you.

 

A sob racks my chest so violently that I slap a hand over my mouth to try to soothe it, my tears splotting the blue ink on the notebook paper when they fall. I squeeze my eyes shut and compose myself as best I can before reading further.

 

I know it won’t make a difference, because even now, reading this far, I know I’ve hurt you. But I want you to know that it’s not just you. It’s everything — school, work, life.

I’m not okay, and I’m finally admitting it.

That’s why I’m voluntarily checking myself into a treatment center.

I think about killing myself every single day, Erin. Sometimes multiple times a day. And as much as I care about you, I can’t submit you to this. You don’t deserve it. In fact, it’s because I care about you that I’m doing the right thing in letting you go.

I’m a ticking time bomb just waiting to go off, and I won’t let you get caught in the wreckage.

I know this is all hard to read. And I know I’m breaking your heart. I won’t even ask you to forgive me for doing it. All I ask is that you keep that beautiful spirit of yours and that you go on and live your life to the fullest, because that’s what you deserve. 

Thank you for sharing your light with me.

I’m sorry I dimmed it.

 

Take care of yourself,

Gavin

 

“Take care of yourself?!” I repeat incredulously, staring at the letter in my hand. The longer I stare, the more I re-read, the angrier I become.

My chest starts to ache, and before I realize it, I’m breathing like a dragon, each pull of air thick and heavy before I blow it through my nose. And when I hit that last line again, I scream, letting everything out while I viciously tear at the paper until it’s a shredded mess on the floor at my feet.

That fucker.

That motherfucker.

How selfish of him. How fucking narcissistic to try to make it seem like he’s some hero, like he’s doing me a favor.

I’m still seeing red when I grab my purse off the kitchen island and swing out of the condo, slamming the door behind me. I’m in the elevator and then in my car and peeling out of the garage before I even realize where I’m heading.

But as soon as I hit the highway, my anger dissolves into thin, smoky wisps.

And in its place, all I feel is devastation.

Tears well in my eyes so fast I can’t stop them from falling, but I’m not crying, I’m not sobbing, I’m not breaking down. It’s just a silent, heartbreaking release of emotion, my eyes still wide open and focused on the road as the tears shed themselves.

I pull up at the Omega Chi house twenty minutes later and park around back. I don’t even know if Bear is here. I don’t know why I’m here. But my body, my heart, my soul carried me here instinctively.

So, I’m listening.

I don’t bother knocking on the front door of the house, just let myself inside and try to keep what I’m sure is a mascara-stained face out of sight of the brothers hanging out in the common room. There are four brothers shooting a game of pool in the corner, and a big group gathered around a video game match on the big sofa. 

I get a few head nods and heys, but that’s about it.

It’s not until I round the corner into the hallway that leads to Bear’s room that I realize what I’m doing, and my feet falter, breath hitching in my chest. 

I stop in the middle of the hall and debate turning around, but the pause is so brief I almost question if I did it at all, because in the next second, I’m knocking on his door.

“Just a minute,” I hear his voice call from inside, and then he’s mumbling something like he’s on the phone, silence, and then the turning of the door handle.

Clinton Pennington has a tendency to suck up all the air in a room.

Whenever I see him, whenever his cedar eyes lock on mine, whenever his beastly body fills a doorframe the way it is right now, I find it absolutely impossible to breathe. 

He looks like he just got back from the gym, his white t-shirt with the sleeves cut off sticking to his still-damp chest. And even in the ratty shirt and red basketball shorts, he’s so crushingly handsome.

I expect him to ask why I’m here, to furrow his brows and cock his head to the side, confused. But one look at me — one brief, understanding look — and his hand jets out for mine, tugging me inside, and the door shuts behind us, and then I’m wrapped in his arms.

A sob chokes my next breath, and Bear runs his hand into my hair, holding me to his chest as he softly whispers, “Shhh, shhh, it’s alright, I’m here, it’s okay.”

Those words only make me cry harder, my fists twisting in his shirt like he’s the last thing holding me to this earth. 

I can’t be sure how long we stay like that, Bear holding me while I soak the dry shoulder of his t-shirt, but eventually, my cries subside, and my breath evens out, and with a long inhale, I pull back to look up at him.

“I’m sorry.”

He shakes his head, eyebrows bending together as he smooths his thumb over my cheek and takes a fresh tear with it. “Don’t ever be sorry for coming to me.” He pauses, his eyes searching mine. “What happened?”

I almost laugh, almost cry again, but finally manage to tell him the short version of Gavin’s recent rejection, disappearance, and letter. By the time I finish, I’m all out of tears, my throat dry and voice hoarse.

Bear sucks in a deep breath when I’m done, chewing the inside of his cheek for a moment before he finally says, “There are a lot of things I want to say right now, but I don’t want to upset you by talking shit about him, because I know you still care about him, even if you’re angry now.”

I nod, sniffing. “Maybe just one little insult won’t hurt.”

“He’s a weak, idiotic coward who royally fucked up the best thing to ever happen to him and he’s lucky I don’t know what treatment center he checked himself into or I’d check myself in long enough to punch the fucker right in the balls.”

It’s terrible. It’s an absolutely awful thing to say.

But it makes me chuckle.

“I’m sorry I always come to you with my mess,” I say on a sigh.

“I’m glad you do.”

I sniff, and Bear releases his grip on me long enough to get me a tissue before guiding us over to sit on the edge of his bed. I wipe my tears and blow my nose and then sit there with that tissue balled in my fist, eyes drying out as I stare down at my knees.

“I’m just so tired of this, Bear,” I whisper, shaking my head and fighting the urge to cry even more. “For years now, I’ve gone through more than any human can take. It’s been one dumpster fire after the other. And I finally thought I was on the track to being happy again.” I sniff. “I was happy again. And now…”

Bear doesn’t try to cheer me up or make me look at the bright side, he just sighs like he really gets it, like he understands, and then his warm palm reaches up to rub my back.

“Maybe I’m just delusional. Maybe everything I did to Skyler, to all my friends when I wasn’t okay, maybe it’s my karma now and I’m not done paying for it. You know? Maybe this is just my destiny.”

Bear shakes his head. “It’s not. I promise.”

“I know I messed up. I know I’m not perfect. But I’ve been working so hard on making amends, on straightening myself out.” My bottom lip quivers as I shake my head against more tears building in my eyes. “Don’t I deserve more?” I ask Bear and the universe and God and whoever else. When I lift my eyes to meet Bear’s, it’s like I can see my own pain reflected in his warm brown irises. “Don’t I deserve to be happy?”

He blows out a breath through his nose, nostrils flaring as his eyes search mine. His hand wraps around my back to my hip, squeezing, his thumb smoothing the bit of skin exposed between my jeans and blouse.

“You deserve everything, Erin,” he whispers.

Suddenly, I’m very aware that we’re alone. In his room. On his bed. I’m very aware of how warm his hand is, how good he smells, how sexy he looks even in his workout clothes. 

I’m very aware of the way my thighs clench together when he shifts, just marginally, until he’s facing me, his mouth so close to mine I can feel the heat of his breath.

“You asked me last weekend if you were desirable,” he says, and then his Adam’s apple bobs hard in his throat, his eyes flicking back and forth between mine. “And Erin, I didn’t know how to answer you then. I still don’t know how to answer, not with words.” 

His hand at the small of my back pulls me closer, and his free one slips up my arm, over my shoulder, along the length of my neck until he’s cradling my head, his fingers wrapping into my hair, thumb brushing my jaw.

“But I can show you,” he says, his voice rasping, another thick swallow lining the length of his throat. 

Chills race down my spine, and every cell of my being seems to flutter to life when his lips drop to my mouth. 

My lips part with an unspoken plea, and my heart stops beating altogether until the moment Bear slips his hands farther into my hair, pulls me into him, and kisses me.

Then, everything kicks back to life at once.

I gasp into his mouth, which only seems to fuel him more as he breathes me in, his hands gripping tighter, tongue sweeping in over mine. When I taste him, a jolt of electricity zips straight down between my thighs, and I moan, reaching for him with just as much urgency as he’s holding me. 

I snake my hands around his neck, pulling him in for more even though there’s not so much as an inch of space between us. Flashes of that first night we were together hit me in little bursts of stars, the memory fuzzy and fleeting, but there all the same.

“Clinton,” I whisper against his lips, and he shudders at the sound of his name.

His expert mouth is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before, even though I know I’ve technically had it once before. I was drunk, then, too drunk to remember, too drunk to appreciate his full lips massaging mine, his large hands caressing my hip, his fingers weaving in my hair and pulling me in like allowing even a centimeter of space between us would devastate the moment.

But when a flash of Gavin’s smile hits me like a train out of nowhere, I gasp for a completely different reason, tearing myself away from Bear and scrambling off his bed until my back hits his door.

I pant hard, trying to catch my breath, my palms against the wood and my wide eyes fixed on Bear.

His go just as wide in the next instant.

“Shit, Erin, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have… not with you like…” He shakes his head, running a hand over his fade as he stands. “Please, can we just—”

“I have to go.”

I fly out of his room with him still calling my name, but I don’t stop or look back. I just haul ass to my car and slam the door behind me, peeling out of the parking lot like a thief on the run.

Oh, God.

What have we done?
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WELL, IT MIGHT HAVE taken me longer than expected, but damn does it feel good to have a big girl job.

My first two weeks with Celestial Weddings have been both crazy and amazing. I walked in the doors right in the middle of wedding season, hence the crazy part, but the work is so fulfilling and everything I’ve ever wanted to do.

Well, since changing my major, anyway.

Hence, the amazing.

I’ve been awake and dressed and out the door every morning by six-thirty, and haven’t come back home until after eight most nights. The “part time” offer quickly turned full time with how busy the agency is. My weekends have been slammed with events, a crash-course introduction to what it’s like to be an event planner for Miami’s rich and famous. I’ve worked with brides who were absolute angels, and also had my fair share of bridezillas. And from what my boss says — I haven’t seen anything yet.

But while I’m honored to have the job and excited to be a part of the team, I’m exhausted, and very, very thankful to have a Friday evening off. Between learning the ropes at the office, running around town to gather supplies and work with vendors, making and taking more phone calls in two weeks than I have my entire life, meeting family after family and herding bridal party after bridal party, organizing photographers and DJs and bands and caterers and the works, all while doing my damndest to knock my new boss’ socks off and make a lasting first impression?

I’m not just tired.

I’m about two fake smiles and no problem, I’ll take care of it’s away from collapsing and never being able to get back up again.

Fortunately, I have a very understanding boyfriend, who didn’t give me even a little grief about not joining him for his formal tonight. I know how important fraternity formals are. They signal the end of a semester, the end of a year, the start of summer, and the transition of power. Kade is just a week away from finding out if he’s going to be the next president of Alpha Sigma, and I know this event means a lot to him.

But he understood when I explained how tired I was, and also, how weird it made me feel to think about attending a fraternity event now that I’ve graduated. Hell, I already stayed an extra semester to finish off my commitment as the recruitment chair for Kappa Kappa Beta.

It was high time for me to leave Palm South, and now that I have a condo downtown and a salaried job to boot? I feel like I’ve taken a big step into adulthood, and there’s no going back.

She says, as she eats a pizza Lunchable and drinks a bottle of wine.

Kade did send me a picture of him looking snazzy as fuck before the limo ride to the venue downtown, and just for fun, I snapped him a nude in return. 

What kind of girlfriend would I be if I didn’t give him a chub around all his fraternity brothers from time to time?

The only thing that would make this night even better is if my sisters joined me, but Ashlei has already moved half her shit out and into Brandon’s, and I’m sure they’re very busy on this Friday night. And Erin has been holed up in her room studying for her big exam all week, tonight included. She’s promised me she’ll join if she gets to a point where she feels comfortable enough to take a break tomorrow, but if I know her well enough, I’ll be lucky to get a glimpse of her on a snack break.

Even so, I’m not mad at it being just me, my kid food, sweatpants, and a Friends marathon. 

If anything, I’d say this is the best Friday night I’ve had in a while.

It finally feels like everything is falling into place, I think to myself as I pour up another glass of wine. It’s crazy how just being offered a job boosted my self-confidence. And now that I’ve been kicking ass for two weeks, I feel like the baddest bitch in the world.

Look out, Miami.

The city’s next hottest wedding planner just stepped on the scene.

As the night goes on, Erin does pop her head out from time to time to check on me, and I even manage to convince her to stay for half of the The One Where They’re Going to Party! episode before she chains herself to her textbooks again. As for me, a full bottle of wine has me feeling pleasantly warm and relaxed.

So much so that I almost don’t notice my phone buzzing under my butt on the couch.

I snap out of my haze around the fifth buzz, not even bothering to look at the number before I answer. “Hello?”

“Ms. Vonnegut, it’s Herb down at the front desk. I’ve got a visitor here for you.”

“Send him up,” I say before he even finishes, because I know exactly who it is, and if he’s even a little bit as tipsy as I am after his formal, then I’m more than happy to welcome him to a romp in my sheets to cap off our Friday nights.

Herb chuckles. “Will do, miss. Have a good evening.”

I pop off the couch with a little squeal and a heel click once we end the call, and then fly down the hall to change into my cute sleep shorts and matching spaghetti strap tank. My hair is a mess, but I take it down just to throw it up in a slightly-better-looking messy bun. After a quick run of lip balm over my lips and a touch of mascara, I bound back down the hall just in time for two swift knocks to sound on the front door.

Smoothing my hands over my shorts, I adjust my tits in my sleep tank and roll my shoulders back before putting on my come and get me sex-kitten smirk and open the door.

As soon as I do, that sexy smirk is replaced with wide eyes and my jaw nearly hitting the floor.

Where I expected Kade to be waiting with a drunken glaze in his eyes, I instead find his brother, stone cold sober, his hands in tight fists at his sides. His chest is heaving like he just ran three miles uphill, and his nose flares as he lets his eyes crawl down the length of me, taking in what very little clothing I’m wearing now.

“Jarrett?” I ask, crossing my arms over myself, as if that will do anything to cover my legs or midriff or very hard nipples peeking through this silky top. “What are you—”

I stop short when Jarrett holds up one finger, his eyes hard on mine again. With that one gesture, my lips snap together, heart picking up its pace in my chest.

“You showed up on my doorstep like this once,” he says, his voice ragged, and with the words I remember all too well the night I beat down his front door. “You made me listen. So now you have to do the same.”

I swallow. “Okay, do you want to come in or—”

“I love you.”

My next words die in a chokehold, as if Jarrett physically reached out and wrapped his hand around my neck. I let my mouth fall open, shut it, part my lips again, zip them back together. Before I realize it, I’m leaning a hip against the doorframe to keep from falling over. “You what?”

“I love you,” he repeats, face contorting like it physically pains him to admit. “I never stopped loving you. I don’t think I can.”

I swallow, hating that my heart is thumping so loud in my ears, that hearing him say those words feels like wading into warm, tropical water.

“And I know it’s fucked up and wrong for me to come here and tell you that,” he says when I don’t respond. “And I know I said I could just be your friend but goddammit, Jess, I lied. Okay? I lied. I can’t be your friend,” he says, shaking his head at the audacity of it. “Because the truth is that I want you, all of you, everything that you have to give. And I don’t want to share.”

My weight sinks more into the doorframe, and I cover my shaking lips with fingertips trembling just as much. “Jarrett…”

“Wait,” he says, holding his finger up again. “I’m not finished.”

I swallow, waiting.

“I know my brother may potentially hate me for the rest of my life for saying this,” he says, rolling his lips together as he looks off to the side. I don’t miss the way tears prick his eyes then, as if the mere thought of Kade hating him is too much to bear. “But I want you to choose me.”

“Oh, my God,” I whisper, so low I’m not even sure he can hear me.

“Give me a chance,” he pleads, his eyes finding me again, and this time, he takes two massive strides toward me, until he’s so close I could reach out my hand and touch him without any effort if I really wanted to. “Don’t throw away what we had. Because I can see it on your face when you’re with me that you still feel it, too.”

I close my eyes when he says that, freeing two tears that I didn’t realize I’d been holding at bay with my eyes wide with shock. I let out a shaky breath, swallow down the emotion, and open my eyes again.

“How can you do this?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper. I shake my head, over and over, anger and confusion settling in in equal measure. “How can you show up here and say this after all this time? After everything that… and we didn’t talk for so long… and then Kade…”

“I know it’s inconvenient,” Jarrett says, but he stands just as tall, staring down at me over the bridge of his nose. “I know my timing is shit. But I can’t go back and undo what I did. I can’t go back and make a different choice. All I have is right here, and right now, and I may not know much, but I know that I refuse to let you go without a fight.”

I think I scoff, or maybe I gasp, or maybe I just let out a whimper of a breath with my jaw still hanging down on the ground.

“Don’t answer me now. Think about it,” he says, and then he backs away, giving me space to breathe again. “I’m not going anywhere. Not until you tell me all hope is gone.”

“And if I do?”

He takes a long, slow breath, letting it out through his nose before he says, “Then, I’ll wish you and my brother well, and I’ll leave you alone. For good.” He swallows. “Forever.”

Those words spark more tears in my eyes, but I don’t know what to say back. And after a moment’s pause, Jarrett crosses the space between us, slides his hands to frame my face and tilts my head until his lips brush my hairline.

“Please,” he pleads with the kiss. “Come back to me.”

I can feel the tension in his arms, the bend of his brows even though I can’t see them as he presses one final kiss and releases me like it kills him to do so. He turns and leaves me like that, not even looking back once, and in less than ten seconds, he’s on the elevator again and out of sight.

I stumble back, hand flying up to press against the still-warm spot where his lips were. 

Erin comes out of her room to refill her water, frowning at the sight of me. “Who was that?”

“Jarrett,” I whisper.

“Jarrett?!” She shakes her head, leaning a hip against the kitchen island. “What did he want?”

When I look at her, I can’t fight back the tears that gloss over my eyes, no matter how hard I try to. “Me.” I shake my head. “He wants me.”

Erin’s face goes slack. “Oh, shit.”

“Yeah,” I say on a mix of a laugh and a scoff, and I look back down the hall to where he disappeared. “Oh, shit is right.”
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THE OMEGA CHI FORMAL always symbolized the end of an era to me.

It was the end of one semester and the beginning of the next, a send-off to spring and a welcome to summer, a turning of the tides to new leadership and new opportunity.

But that’s because, in the past, I always had more yet to come.

I always had a next semester, a next year, a summer break, and then a welcome back to campus.

But this time?

It’s the end.

The semester has zoomed by so fast I feel dizzy from it. And now, climbing onto the bus after partying all night with my brothers at our formal, it’s really starting to hit me.

This is it.

I took my last tests this week, and my family is flying in for graduation in just a few days.

This was my last fraternity event.

Tomorrow, I’ll start packing up my room at the house, only this time, I won’t be coming back.

There’s no more time to think about what comes next, because the future is here. It’s been knocking on my door for months, and now that I’m looking it in the face, I can’t push it off any longer.

What are you going to do, it’s asking me.

And I have no choice but to answer.

Along with the flurry of events that mark the end of a semester, my mind has also been a tornado ever since Erin flew out of my room like it was on fire. 

Ever since I kissed her.

Even still, I’m torn about how I feel regarding that day. Part of me is so angry, I could punch my own damn self in the balls. After all this time being patient and waiting for the right opportunity, being there for her while remembering she belonged to someone else, focusing on our friendship and trying to ignore my true feelings for her, and then I go and blow it, making my move on the day she’s literally crying on my shoulder over another dude.

But the other part of me isn’t sorry at all.

This feeling between us has been building for months. No, years. It’s always been there, humming under the surface like a volcano waiting to erupt.

And I couldn’t fight it anymore.

In that moment, with Erin sitting on my bed, her eyes puffy and red and tears staining her cheeks, all I wanted was to comfort her and show her how special she is, how much she means to me.

And I did just that.

The way she leaned into the kiss, too, tells me that she feels the same way I do.

But the way she ran away tells me I don’t know shit.

She was supposed to be here tonight, at my last formal, at my last Omega Chi event ever. I invited her to come with me the day after my family left from family weekend, and she told me she’d be honored. She promised me she’d be here.

Of course, that was before the kiss.

I wonder if that’s how I’ll refer to my life now, before the kiss and after the kiss, BK and AK. Because in my gut, I know nothing will ever be the same again.

There’s no going back.

That’s why when the bus dumps me and the rest of my brothers off at the Omega Chi house, instead of joining all of them inside for the afterparty, I slip around back to my truck and fire up the engine.

It’s time to shoot my final shot.

I speed across town with nothing but my thoughts to keep me company. I don’t even bother turning on the radio. Instead, I play through every word in my head, everything I’ll say to try to get her to open her eyes.

When I make it to her building downtown, the guy behind the desk in the lobby calls Jess to buzz me up. But the dude frowns after a moment, murmuring a yes, miss before handing me the phone.

“Bear? What are you doing here?”

I clear my throat. “I, um, I was looking for Erin. Is she around?”

“She’s studying at the Grove library, got a big exam tomorrow morning.” She pauses. “Is everything okay?”

“Uh, yeah, I just…” I grab the back of my neck, wondering how much I should lie here since no one really knows anything about me and Erin other than that we’re casual friends. “She left her sweater at the restaurant when we were with my family, so I was just bringing it back.”

“At midnight on a Saturday?” Jess challenges.

Shit.

After a moment, she sighs. “Look… I know what happened between you two.”

I blanch. “You do?”

“She told me a while back… about how she was pregnant… and… well…”

Oh.

That.

“I just need to talk to her,” I say.

Jess is quiet for a moment before she sighs again. “You know where the Grove campus is, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Park by the Philips Building and follow the winding path through the park. The library is about a quarter mile into the center of campus, it’s the big white building with the gold windows. I think she usually studies on the third floor with her study group, in one of the corner rooms.”

“Thanks, Jess.”

“You love her, don’t you?”

I freeze, eyeing the guy behind the desk, who’s impatiently waiting for me to give the phone back and get out of his lobby.

“Afraid so,” I murmur.

Jess makes a noise that sounds like she laughed and clapped at the same time. “I fucking knew it.”

“Doesn’t mean she feels the same.”

“Doesn’t mean she doesn’t, either. Give her hell, tiger.”

I hand the phone back to the guy behind the desk, and then I’m back in my truck and headed across town to the Grove campus.

 

[image: ]

 

Jess’s instructions are right on the money, and I find my way to the library easy enough. There’s a student at the front desk scanning ID cards to let people in, but it’s so late that she’s got her nose buried in a book, so I open the door as quietly as I can and sneak through, ducking around the first corner before she spies me.

I have no idea where I’m going. I don’t even know where the elevators or stairs are. But eventually, I find my way, and make it to the third floor. In the middle, there are long, wooden tables spanning the room that’s not covered in bookshelves, and students pepper every other chair, laptops and textbooks open and headphones over their ears. Along the edges of the room are a dozen study group rooms.

I start with the first one.

It only takes me six times of bursting through the door and apologizing to confused groups of students before I find the one Erin is in.

Her eyes go wide when she sees me, and the rest of her group is already yelling at me that they have the room reserved for the night. I ignore them all, standing in the doorway with my heart beating so fast and hard it’s all I hear in my ears. 

My hands are cold and curled at my sides.

Every breath feels like my last. 

And all I can focus on is Erin Xanders and the way I burn for her, a truth I can no longer hide.

“Bear?” she asks, looking around the table apologetically before she stands and folds her arms over her chest. “What are you doing here? The library is for students on—”

“I’m graduating, Erin.”

She tucks her hair behind her ear, cheeks pink with embarrassment. “I’m well aware of that. And I know I was supposed to go to formal with you tonight, but—”

“But you didn’t,” I finish for her. “Because I kissed you earlier this week, and I scared you. I scared myself, too.”

Her study group is suddenly very interested, every single one of them looking between me and Erin with intrigue.

“Bear, this isn’t the place.”

“Where is, hmm? Because isn’t this the way it always is with us? It’s not the right time. It’s not the right place. There’s someone else in the picture. There’s always something standing between us.” I shake my head. “I’m done with making excuses. This is it for me, Erin. I’m out of time.”

Erin swallows, crossing her arms tighter, but she doesn’t tell me to leave again.

I take it as my sign to say whatever I have to say.

With a deep breath, I step more into the room, ignoring the small group of students who have stopped studying in the main room to listen, too.

“Look, I know what happened between us the other day was crazy and unexpected. You came to me when you were hurting over Gavin, and I should have just listened and comforted you. It was what I intended to do. But sometimes, our hearts take over. Sometimes we do shit we don’t understand. And in that moment, with you there crying over a guy who didn’t deserve even a moment of your time, I was done waiting.” I swallow. “I was done pretending that I don’t love you, that I haven’t loved you for years, and not as a friend, Erin.”

Her nose flares, and she rolls her lips together against the tears building in her eyes.

Keep going.

Don’t let up now.

“I get that it isn’t perfect timing, but at the same time, you’re either blind or in denial if you say there’s nothing between us, that there hasn’t always been something between us. And I think a part of you knows as well as I do that there always will be.”

Erin sniffs, and now, we’ve gained the attention of practically the entire library.

I take another step toward her, my chest heaving as I do. “Erin, I graduate one week from today. And then I have to decide — do I leave? Go to Pittsburgh and start a career? Or do I stay?” I pause. “And if I’m being honest, you are the only thing tying me to this place.”

I think a girl in the room says awww before someone shushes her.

“So, this is it. This is me coming to you with everything that I am, everything that I feel, no holds barred.” I step right up to her, then, my eyes flicking between hers, begging her to see that I mean every word. “I love you, Erin Xanders. So, if there’s even a tiny part of you who still wants me here, you have to tell me now. You have to.” I swallow with how urgent and consuming those words feel in my throat. “Don’t let me go if there’s even an ounce of you that feels the same way I do.”

Erin’s face crumples, her brows bending together fiercely, tears bubbling in her eyes as she watches me, her chest heaving just the same as mine.

It feels like the longest day of my life happens in the span of the next several seconds, waiting for her response, seeing it in her eyes that whatever it is, it’s killing her.

And finally, she says two words that ring out louder and clearer than anything I’ve said.

“I can’t.”

Her lips tremble with the confession, and I let out a long breath, taking a step back from her like I don’t know her at all.

“I can’t give you anything right now,” she says, shaking her head. “I have nothing to give. What little I did have just got obliterated and now I…” She looks away from me, squeezing her eyes shut and freeing the tears that had been building. When she opens her eyes again and looks at me, she doesn’t say another word.

I lick my lips, nodding, letting the meaning of what she’s said settle in. “It’s okay,” I whisper, even though it’s everything but okay. “I understand.”

Everything inside me longs to reach for her, to have one last hug, one last kiss, one last moment of pretending like she’ll ever be mine. But I know it will hurt more than it will help.

This is it.

I put my heart out there, I told her everything.

She doesn’t feel the same.

The only thing left to do now is to go, so with another nod in her direction, I turn, ignoring the heavy silence of everyone watching us. The group that had gathered at the doorway clears quickly,  making way for me to pass through with sympathetic looks reflected in their eyes.

When I push past the doorframe, Erin calls out behind me.

“Bear, wait!”

I pause, slapping the doorframe with one hand and waiting, just like she asked, but I can’t turn around to face her again.

“I have nothing left to give,” she repeats, her voice strangled. There’s a long pause, so long I almost start walking again, but then she speaks again. “But whatever I do have, whatever is left of me… it’s yours.”

A flurry of gasps echoes in my ears as my head snaps back around, and Erin is standing there with her arms at her side, tears flooding her eyes and slipping down her cheeks. She smiles, and shrugs, and then her bottom lip wobbles again as she stands there and waits for my next move.

I shove off the doorframe and race across the room to her, and in a split second that feels like coming home, I sweep her into my arms and capture her next sob with my mouth on hers.

The library erupts in a thunderous roar of applause and cheers so loud I’m sure we’ll all get kicked out, but I couldn’t care less in this moment. Right now, all that matters is that Erin is in my arms, and she feels the same, and finally, after all these years, she’s mine.

I finally break her kiss as she laughs and looks around the room embarrassed, burying her face in my chest. 

“I know you think what’s left of you isn’t much,” I whisper for only her to hear. “But I think it’s the very best of you.”

She shakes her head, looking up at me with glossy eyes. “I’m a mess, Bear. It’s never going to be easy for us. I’m always going to be difficult. It’s in my nature.”

I smile, sweeping her hair back over her shoulder. “Good thing I don’t like anything that’s easy, then, huh?”

I’m not sure if she cries or laughs, but her lips spread into a smile the longer she watches me. “You’re right. I have always felt this,” she says, pressing her hands to my chest. “I just didn’t know what to do about it.”

“We’ll figure it out together.”

“This is really happening, isn’t it?”

I smile, leaning down to press another kiss to her lips. “You bet your ass it is.”

Then, I bend down and swing her over my shoulder caveman style, earning us another cheer from the crowd as I gather her stuff off the table and toss it haphazardly in her bag. Once I’ve got her and her belongings loaded up, I steer us toward the exit.

“Bear! Put me down! I need to study!”

“You can study when I’m done kissing you,” I tell her, and then with a wink at the group as I pass through the doorway, I add, “Which probably won’t be until the morning, so hopefully you’re ready for that test of yours by now.”

Everyone laughs and sends us off with a final set of cheers.

And then I carry that stubborn, impossibly frustrating, absolutely perfect girl into the next era.

I have a feeling it will be the best one yet.
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“YOU LOOKED SO HOT walking across that stage,” Cassie says, drawing circles on my chest as we lie in my bed.

Or should I say on my bed, since it’s just a mattress on a bed frame now that I’ve packed up my whole room.

“Oh, yeah? That oversized, shiny, black gown really does it for you, huh?”

“Mmm, I think it was more the funny hat on your head. And when you switched that tassel over to the other side?” She groans. “So sexy.”

I chuckle, absentmindedly playing with the strands of her hair with one hand, the other propped under my head, both of us looking up at the ceiling.

“I’ve spent a lot of days and nights staring at this ceiling,” I say on a sigh. Then, I pinch Cassie’s side. “Most of them driving myself crazy over you.”

“Hey!” She giggles, squirming away from my pinch until I hold her close again. “You drove me just as insane, thank you very much.” She pauses, rubbing my chest again. “It’s so weird, seeing this room empty, seeing all your stuff packed up in boxes. I mean, sure, we pack up at the end of every semester, but when I come back in the fall… you won’t be here.”

She swallows, and I can feel the motion against my chest at the same time my stomach does a somersault. I pull her close and kiss her hair. “I know. It’s surreal. I think even though I knew college was only for four years, it’s always felt like it would never end. I just thought I had all this time, you know? And now…”

“Now you’re about to be a freaking Field Executive!” Cassie says, squeezing me.

I shake my head. “So crazy.”

“And I will have to figure out how to survive this place without you.” She sighs. “I met you so early on, my first day being a KKB sister. Remember? The slip and slide?”

“Like I could forget. Have you seen yourself in a bikini?”

“Have you seen you shirtless?” Cassie whistles. “Abs for days.”

“One day, I’m going to be hairy and have a dad bod. You still going to love me, then?”

“Probably even more,” she says, kissing my neck.

I smile, holding her close as we lie together with nowhere else to be. It was all I wanted tonight, after graduation — to be with Cassie. My aunt drove in for the ceremony, of course, but she’s got a hotel on the beach and a new boyfriend keeping her company for the evening. The rest of the weekend will be filled with family celebration.

But tonight, it’s just us.

“Remember the first time I climbed through that window?” Cassie asks, nodding to the window, which is open now, letting the breeze softly roll in the empty room.

“I remember every time.”

“You were always there for me,” she says, propping herself up on one elbow to look down at me. “Even when you were with Skyler, even when I was with Grayson. It’s crazy, isn’t it? How we were always more than friends, but never more than friends.”

“At least, not until we both pulled our heads out of our asses.”

“Mostly you, though.”

“Yes,” I agree with a laugh. “Mostly me.”

Cassie chews her lip, drawing circles on my chest again with her eyes focused there. “I’m scared, Adam.”

A painful zing hits me right in the middle of my chest, and I roll us over until I’m on top of Cassie, pressing a kiss to her lips. “Don’t be. You and I have been through much worse than a little distance.”

“What if you find some hot girl who’s super cool and funny at one of these other universities?”

“She’d never hold a candle to you.”

“I’m serious,” Cassie insists. “You’re a graduate now. You’re about to go out in the real world.”

“And you’ll be right behind me. By the end of this year, we’ll both be out there. Together,” I remind her. “Don’t you know by now that you’re the only girl for me?”

She smiles at that. “And you’re the only boy for me.”

“Man,” I say, furrowing my brows and puffing my chest.

Cassie pokes my stomach, making me let out all my air in an oof.

“Just promise me we won’t mess everything up over this,” she pleads, holding my gaze. “We have to communicate. We have to see each other as much as we can. And we have to have patience and understanding, even on the hard days.”

“I promise,” I whisper, and then I hold out my pinky, waiting until she wraps hers around mine before I kiss my thumb and press it to hers to seal the deal.

Even so, I can tell Cassie is still worried, and I can’t blame her. We’ve seen our friends struggle through long-distance relationships — some of them successful, others not. I’m not naïve enough to think we won’t have some rough patches to overcome.

But I’m also not stupid enough to ever let this girl go, no matter what we face.

I lean down and capture her lips with mine, hoping she can feel it in the way I kiss her, in the way I cradle her face in my hands, in the way my breaths don’t begin until hers end. We’re in sync. We always have been.

And I’d never do anything to mess that up.

The longer we kiss, the more my desire burns for her, and I slip myself between her legs, widening her thighs with my hips. She moans, arching off the bed and into the touch, her head falling back to allow me access as I kiss down her neck.

I’m not rough with her tonight. I don’t toss her around or pin her arms or slam inside her with a wicked grin and a mission to make her come as fast as I can. I don’t talk dirty or fuck her mouth or twist her up in one of the many positions we’ve discovered since we’ve been together.

No, tonight isn’t about fucking.

It’s about sealing the promise between us.

It’s about reminding her that I put those letters around her neck with intent and purpose.

And that I meant every word I said.

As I strip her down and kiss every inch of her body, I take my time, touching and tasting, licking and sucking. I commit every moan to my memory, every touch, every curve and slope that makes up who she is.

I look longingly and deep into her eyes when I slide inside her, and I hold her gaze as we move together, breathing in tandem, our slick chests pressed together like a seam. When she comes, it’s softly and sweetly, and she digs her nails into my back with the release. I’m right behind her, and the moment we both finish, tears flood Cassie’s eyes until I roll over and tuck her into me, wrapping myself all around her so she feels safe.

“We’re going to be okay,” I whisper in her ear, kissing the sensitive skin right below it. “We’re going to get through this.”

Cassie nods, holding me tighter and wiping away the tears that have slipped free.

“Me and you forever,” she whispers.

I nod, kissing her shoulder as my eyes softly close. “And even longer after that.”
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“I STILL CAN’T BELIEVE you never told me,” I tell Bear through speakerphone, shaking my head as I apply a thin layer of gloss over my lips. “I mean, she’s my Big, for Christ’s sake. And you’re my best friend. Like… how the hell did you keep me in the dark?”

Bear chuckles. “To be fair, it was a very messy situation, one that we just figured out ourselves.”

“I know that feeling well,” I mumble.

“Exactly. Which is part of the reason you never saw anything. You were too busy tied up in your own shit. As you should be,” he adds.

I sigh, turning left and right to check my reflection in the mirror one last time. “To be fair, I did suspect something weird was going on when she showed up at your room last semester. Before she took me on a walk to apologize for everything that went down. You guys did this…” I scrunch my nose, waving my hand in the air even though Bear can’t see me through the phone. “Thing where you just stared at each other all weird and didn’t say a word.”

Bear laughs. “Yeah. We’ve done a lot of that.”

“It’s weird,” I admit. “You two. But at the same time…”

“It fits.”

“Yeah,” I breathe. “It really, really does.”

“We still have a lot to figure out.”

“Don’t we all.”

“I just wanted to make sure you were cool with it. Erin has been worried.”

I smile. “Look at you, handling shit on behalf of your lady. What a gentleman.”

“I’d do anything for her.”

“Okay, okay, stop before I gag,” I tease, but it’s more like stop before I cry because I’m so happy for two of my best friends. “I gotta go, Kip should be here any second.”

“Have fun tonight. And happy anniversary,” Bear says. “I still think you should have cleaned that motherfucker out in Vegas, but then again, we all do crazy shit for love.”

“You can say that again.”

“Love you, Sky.”

“I love you more. And hey,” I say, pausing a moment. “I’m really proud of you, graduate.”

“Thanks,” he says. “Now, the scary part.”

“Dating Ex?”

“Job hunting.”

I shiver. “I’m not sure which is more terrifying.”

Bear snorts. “Alright, alright, go have fun. I’ll see you at the barbecue tomorrow. My little brother will murder me if he doesn’t get to see his favorite girl before he flies back to Pitt.”

“I wouldn’t miss it.”

With a kiss, I end the call, and then I let myself primp for a couple minutes more before I grab my purse and phone and fly down the stairs. The Kappa Kappa Beta house is empty, thanks to the end of the semester, but since I’m president, I don’t have to clean out my room, since I’ll be occupying it again in the fall.

Perks of the job.

I skid to a stop at the bottom of the stairs, chest aching a bit at the sight of the common room empty, the sound of silence echoing through the house. 

One more semester, and this place will be a part of my past.

One more semester, and I’ll be on to the next chapter of my life.

Before I can get too wrapped up in the feels, I smile, walking outside and locking the door behind me. I wait on the front porch swing, enjoying the warm yet pleasant evening.

One year ago, Kip and I were head to head at the finals table in Las Vegas. That tournament seems so long ago now, and the girl who sat at that table is almost unrecognizable to me now. I learned a lot in the time Kip and I spent playing games with each other’s heart, and since then, we’ve survived the passing of his father, a semester of long distance, literally being on opposite sides of the country, and this semester? The reality of being in a relationship while also still chasing our own dreams.

Other than Spring Break, we’ve barely been able to spend time together. Kip has been busy directing and producing his show, while I’ve been working on the casino boat, running the sorority, and keeping up with my classes in the midst of it all. Plus, knowing that Bear was graduating, I tried to spend as much time with him as I could.

It makes me kind of sad, really, because just five months ago when Kip told me he was going to be here for the spring and summer semester, all I could think about was how we’d have so much time together, and how great it would be to be at the same university.

And now, on the other side of it, I feel more distance between us than I did when he was in California.

I know this is part of being in a healthy relationship, that we’re both going to have to do our own thing from time to time. And I want him focused on his show. Still, I can’t deny that I’ve had nights I’ve been pretty butthurt that I have an evening free, but he doesn’t. And it seemed like any time he was free, I wasn’t.

We were constantly spinning around each other, rarely ever catching the other in the same place.

But nothing lasts forever, and now that we’ve gotten through the semester, we have the whole summer to be together. Sure, he’ll still be working on the show and I’ll have work, but it’ll be a small break from the sorority, and hopefully there will be plenty of time for beach days and date nights and us time.

Bear talked some sense into me, too, during family weekend, and I told Kip I needed a no-distractions date night. He was more than happy to oblige, and he booked us a fancy dinner reservation and scored us two tickets to a musical at the theatre downtown to celebrate our one-year anniversary.

Yes, we consider the night of the tournament our true anniversary date.

So here I am, all dolled up and ready for a very adult night out. It sounds like a date my parents would have, dinner and a show, but I love the way it feels to put on a sparkly black dress and do my hair and makeup to perfection.

I especially love the way I feel on Kip’s arm when I’m done up the way I am tonight.

I can already picture it, the way his eyes will pop open wide when he sees me, his jaw going slack. I can hear him whistling without him even being here yet, can feel his hands on my waist as he says something along the lines of hot damn, woman, I can’t believe you’re mine.

My cheeks heat at the thought, and I sigh, impatiently waiting for him to pull into the driveway.

Except he never does.

Ten minutes goes by, and then another ten, and then another, until it’s been a half hour since the time he told me he was picking me up. I try texting a few times with no response, and when I call, I get his voicemail.

That’s weird.

I know I shouldn’t panic, but it’s the first thing my traitorous body does, heart racing and chest tightening with thoughts of what could have gone wrong. Maybe he slipped and hit his head in the shower. Maybe he got in a car accident on the way over. Maybe he’s laid out on a stretcher right now and I’m sitting here all impatient when he’s fighting for his life.

The anxiety is too much to bear, so when it’s been almost forty-five minutes without a response, I get in my car and drive straight to his apartment on the outskirts of campus.

It’s the same building he was in last year when we first met, close to the beach and a little rundown but charming in its sixties glamour. It’s a nice fit for the Hollywood posters that always decorate his walls. I slam the car into park and jog up the stairs two at a time, knocking on his door for a full minute without an answer.

“Okay, he’s not here,” I say out loud to myself, heart racing. “That doesn’t mean anything. I didn’t see any car accidents on the way over. Where else could he be?”

Jumping back in my car, I continue my search by checking the route it would take him to drive to the sorority house from here. I double back and check another when that route comes up empty, and both times, the sorority house is still without a sign of him.

I try calling again, and when I get his voicemail, I can’t hide the worry in my voice. “Kip, please, it’s been an hour and a half now. Where are you?”

My throat is thick with emotion as I drive around aimlessly, and in a last measure of desperation, I decide to swing by the auditorium. Kip and his crew have secured an office there for the show, a sort of home base, and I hope like hell he just fell asleep while working or something.

When I get to the office, I fly through the door and find a surprised Dina sitting at the long table with one of the producers. They each have their laptops open in front of them while dub-step music plays softly on the speaker next to them.

“Hey, Sky,” Dina says, tilting her head. “You alright?”

“Is Kip here?” I ask, still out of breath from the chase. “We were supposed to go on a date tonight. He was supposed to pick me up almost two hours ago now and… and I can’t… he never showed, and I can’t find him and…”

I’m breathing so hard now I’m pretty sure I’m going to have a panic attack, and Dina jumps up out of her chair, the legs squeaking against the tile as she does.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay, breathe,” she says, grabbing my arms and leveling her gaze with mine. “Kip is just fine. He’s with Natalia and Jameson filming a scene at my apartment.”

My next breath is a little slower than the last, and the next slower still, until the dizziness starts to clear, and I comprehend what Dina’s just said.

“He… what?”

Dina balks. “Shit. I’m sorry, Sky. I didn’t know he had any plans tonight. Earlier today we were going over tape, and the shower scene just didn’t come out right, so Kip wanted to refilm it. He called Natalia and Jameson right away and then he left, and I haven’t…” She swallows the more my worry turns to anger right before her. “I haven’t heard from any of them since.”

I swallow, trying to calm myself even though everything inside me wants to throw a brick through a window. “Take me there. Now.”

“Maybe we should call—”

“Now, Dina!”

“Yep, okay, let me get my keys,” she says, releasing my arms, and as soon as she’s got her belongings, we’re back in my car and headed across campus.

They decided to use Dina’s apartment for the scene because it has the best lighting and, let’s be honest, she’s able to keep it the cleanest, being that she’s a girl. She also had no problem decorating her place the way Kip had his when we dated, and when I shove through the front door, it’s almost like walking back in time.

There are muffled voices in the back, and though Dina tries to stop me, I shrug her off and storm back, flinging the bedroom door open.

Across the room is the entryway to the bathroom, and Jameson — the guy Kip cast to play him — is standing in the doorframe. His gaze snaps to mine immediately, but before he can ask questions, I storm across the room to stand where he is.

And that’s when I find Natalia standing in the shower, naked.

And Kip is holding her hips.

“Are you fucking kidding me?!” I scream, and then before I can think better of it, before I can take a breath and be rational, I walk straight over to Kip and slap him hard across the face.

His head snaps with the force, his hand reaching up to hold his cheek as Natalia flies back and out of his grasp.

“Jesus, Skyler, what the fuck?!”

I point at her with a menacing glare. “Don’t you fucking talk to me, you sneaky bitch.”

She throws her hands up and arches a brow. “Whoa. What did I do?”

“You know exactly what you did.”

“Alright, alright,” Kip says, grabbing my arm and yanking me toward the door. “Take five, guys, I’ll be right back.”

“The hell you will,” I say to him, and then I give Natalia another glare until I’m ripped out of the bathroom.

Kip keeps his grip on my arm, yanking me past a confused Jameson and Dina until we’re all the way outside the apartment. He shuts the door behind us, and then turns on me with wild eyes. “What the hell is wrong with you, Skyler?”

“Me?” I laugh incredulously. “What is wrong with you?”

“I’m filming,” he deadpans. “Which you’ve made abundantly clear is hard for you to cope with, but I have a lot riding on this project, okay?”

“Oh, and I assume you holding onto Natalia while she’s naked is a super important part of making the show so great, huh?”

“I was trying to demonstrate how it happened in real life so Jameson could get the emotion right,” he defends, throwing his hands up. “God, what is it with you and Natalia? She’s a professional, Skyler. We work together and that’s it. You’re being insecure and jealous, and it’s a really bad look if I’m being honest.”

My head snaps back at his words, and I lick my lower lip, tearing my eyes from him and shaking my head with a million thoughts racing through my mind.

The first one being who is this guy and what has he done with my boyfriend?

“Look, I know it’s hard to understand, but this is how it’s always going to be with me. Work is going to be a huge part of my life. I’m going to have days when I’m busy, with filming or producing or whatever.”

“Too busy to remember date nights, I guess, huh?” I ask, looking him in the eyes again. “Should I just get dressed up and be waiting for you to pick me up, and then when you don’t show, laugh it off? ‘Oh! Welp, guess Kip must be busy with his show. Oh well, I’ll just got changed back into sweats now.’”

Kip’s brows furrow together in confusion. “What are you tal—” But he doesn’t finish the question, because in the next moment, his eyes take a slow dive over the length of me, taking in my hair and makeup and dress, and then all the color drains from his face. “Shit. Our anniversary.”

“Yeah, you asshole. Our anniversary.”

He closes his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose on a breath. “Skyler, I’m sorry. I completely spaced. We ran into an issue with this scene earlier today and I wanted to—”

“Re-film it, yeah, I heard,” I finish for him, shaking my head. “Well, I hope you got the shot.”

With that, I turn and storm down the stairs, ignoring him when he calls my name and attempts to jog after me. I rip off my heels at the bottom of the stairs and take off in a sprint toward the car. As soon as I’m inside, I roar the engine to life and peel out, leaving Kip in my rearview mirror.

And when I hit the highway, I finally break down, succumbing to the first sob that rips through me.
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“WELL, LAST SEMESTER, I said if we ever needed each other that we had to promise to meet up right back here,” I say, patting Skyler’s bed. “Looks like we kept our promise.”

Jess snorts. “Yeah. Except I think we all should have been piled together in this thing many other times before now.” Jess, Erin, and Ashlei are leaned up against the headboard, while Skyler is sprawled out in the middle on her back. I’m at the foot of the bed, legs swinging off the edge.

“True,” I agree. “But life gets in the way.”

“I hate that,” Erin says, her little mouth pulling to the side. “I mean, I get how it happens… law school, work, class, boys.”

We all groan at that one.

“But I don’t want us to ever pull too far away from each other.”

“I don’t either,” Ashlei says. “I think in addition to our promise to meet here when things are a mess, we should also make a promise to meet up at least once a month for a girls’ day. Beach, pool, night out on the town, or PJ party, I don’t care.”

“Deal,” Jess says instantly. She nudges Skyler. “Hey, you alive over there?”

Skyler grunts in lieu of an answer, and the rest of us share concerned glances. It seems at the end of every semester, we all find ourselves in different stages of life. Where one of us might be flying high, another has just hit a new low, and this semester is no different.

I sigh, lying myself down over my Big and cuddling her. “It’s going to be alright. Kip loves you. You love him. That’s all that matters.”

“I’m glad you’re confident in that, because right now, I’m not sure of anything.” Skyler rolls onto her side. “I’m so mad at him. I haven’t been this mad at him since I found his laptop with that file of stuff his dad had gathered on me.” She shakes her head. “I was blindsided then, and hurt. But this? This is another level.”

“He’s been caught up in the show, babe,” Ashlei says. “He messed up. But he’ll make it right.”

Skyler swallows. “What if he can’t?”

“You’re just upset,” Erin assures her. “Trust me, when the dust settles, it’ll all straighten itself out.”

Skyler nods, falling quiet again, and I know she’s tired of talking about it — especially with everything still fresh and up in the air. So, I pat her butt and turn the conversation to Jess. “What about you? What are you going to do about this little family affair you’ve found yourself in?”

She huffs, reaching over for the fruit snacks on Skyler’s bedside table. She pops three in her mouth before she answers. “I have no fucking idea. If I thought Jarrett showing up last semester was a shock, it’s nothing compared to him beating down my door and confessing that he still loves me.”

“What about Kade?” Ashlei asks.

“He’s pissed,” Jess says. “Reasonably so. But… I think more than anything, he’s scared. He knows Jarrett and I have a history. And now that he’s the new president of Alpha Sigma, he also knows he’s going to be busy. I think a part of him worries he’s already lost the fight.”

“Or maybe he doesn’t think he should have to fight at all,” Skyler pipes up.

“True.” Jess sighs. “I don’t know, guys. This might be the most selfish thing I have ever admitted, but… I love them both.”

“But you can’t have them both,” I remind her.

“I know.” She shakes her head, popping another fruit snack in her mouth. “No matter what I decide, I’m going to hurt one of them. And I’m going to hurt myself in the process, too.”

“What are you going to do now?” Erin asks.

“Cry,” Jess answers on a laugh. “I told both of them I wanted to take the summer to be alone. I just started this job and I need to focus on that, especially with so many weddings coming up. My career means a lot to me, and I don’t want to fuck it up because I’m caught up in a love triangle.” She swallows. “Besides, maybe some room to clear my head and think is what I need.”

“Think you’ll have some sort of epiphany?” I ask.

“Or mental breakdown, both of which would be helpful, I think.”

We all share sympathetic smiles before Ashlei reaches over and pats her leg. “I think it will work out. And for the record, I’m Team Whoever-Makes-Jess-Happiest.”

“Me, too,” Erin says. “And Lei, I’m really happy for you and Brandon. I’m so glad the breakup didn’t last.”

“God, so am I,” she says, shaking her head. “I’m not sure how either of us survived. But I will admit, it was kind of thrilling to do the whole cat and mouse thing again.”

I laugh. “You’re a masochist.”

She shrugs, but throws me a wink because she knows it, too.

“Now you’re moving in with your boyfriend while mine moves across the country,” I say with a sigh I know is nothing short of envious. “How the tides have turned.”

“I’m not even a little worried about you and Adam,” Erin says. “The two of you are more solid than anyone I know. And I saw the video Skyler took of you being lavaliered.” She shakes her head. “That boy is yours forever, whether you like it or not.”

“Long distance isn’t so bad either,” Jess chimes in. “The video sex is hot.”

“True,” Skyler chimes in again, still lying back looking up at the ceiling when she points a finger at Jess.

I chuckle. “I’m just excited for the summer together. It’ll be fun exploring Boston.” I tap Erin’s foot, then. “And ahem, missy, I think you have some explaining to do. You and Bear?”

“Surprised, huh?” she asks on a laugh.

“Shocked,” I answer, Ashlei and Skyler nodding in agreement.

“Not me,” Jess says. “I had a feeling. He’s always looked at you with this very specific stare.”

“And what stare is that?” Erin asks.

Jess shrugs. “Like he’s two seconds away from either strangling you or ripping your clothes off. Maybe both.”

“Oh, my God, J-Love,” Erin says, hitting Jess with a pillow. 

Jess just hugs it to her chest and sticks her tongue out. 

“We’ve been through a lot together,” Erin says after the laughter dies down, and then she frowns, folding her hands together in her lap. “Bear has been there for me through some of the hardest times of my life. The way I feel about him… I always thought it was just this deep friendship, but I think I’ve loved him all along. Ever since he took me to semi-formal three years ago.” She smiles. “Maybe even before that.”

“You’re lucky to be loved by him,” Skyler says, leaning up on her palms to look at Erin when she says the words. “And if you hurt him, I’ll hurt you. And don’t worry, I gave him the same warning.”

Erin chuckles. “I’ll do my best.” Then, she blows out a slow breath, everything in her demeanor changing as she sits up a little straighter. “I need to tell you all something. Actually, several somethings.” She pauses. “But this is going to be really hard for me to say.”

The girls and I share looks, but don’t say a word, giving Erin the space she needs to process whatever it is.

“I know I’ve hurt you. All of you. In one way or another. And last semester, I told you I was getting better, that therapy was helping. And it is. I’ve come a long way.” She swallows, picking the nail polish off her nails. “Part of my recovery is leaning on the people I love and trust and letting them in. So… here goes nothing.” 

She stills another breath, looks each of us in the eyes, and then pours out her heart.

For nearly a half hour, she tells us everything she’s been hiding, everything she’s been bearing the weight of all on her own for years now. She tells us about the one-night stand with Bear, the pregnancy, the clinic, the impossible choice. She tells us about how dark that time was for her, and then she was betrayed in the worst way, violated by a group of fraternity boys by way of a date-rape drug.

We all started crying, then.

The tears continued as she walked us through the horrors of recovering from that, the way her mother had told her to essentially suck it up and power on, and why she made the incredibly difficult choice not to report the assault. 

And through it all, Bear was there for her.

Even after he found out about her aborting their baby, it didn’t take him long to forgive her. 

I’m not sure I could have done the same in his shoes.

When she finishes telling us everything, including what happened with her and Gavin, too, we all just cover her up in a massive group hug. It’s a chorus of cries and sniffs as we hold her, each of us hurting because of how much she has been hurting. 

“I can’t believe you went through all of that alone,” Skyler says. “I’m so sorry, Big.”

“It’s no one’s fault. And I’m on the other side of it now. I just… I wanted to tell all of you. I wanted you to understand why I behaved the way I did. But more than anything, I wanted you all to know how much I love and trust you, and how important you are in my life.”

“We love you, too, Ex,” Ashlei says, squeezing tighter. “So, so much. And we’re always here. Please, whatever happens in the future, don’t ever shoulder it alone again. Lean on us. That’s what we’re here for.”

“I will,” Erin promises.

“Can we turn into a badass hit woman team and kill those douchebags who raped you, though? Because I’ve got some anger to work through and this just amplified it,” Skyler says.

Erin smiles, but shakes her head. “I don’t think killing them would be justice,” she says, and then she heaves a deep breath. “But, maybe, reporting them would.”

We all go still, then. 

“Are you thinking of filing a report?” Skyler asks.

“I’m not thinking anymore. I’m doing it. I don’t know all the laws with statutes of limitation, and everything in my gut still tells me that the system won’t work in my favor. But… I owe it not only to myself, but to every other woman out there who has gone through this, too. Maybe I’ll be laughed out of the court. Maybe I’ll be called names. Maybe no one will believe me other than you guys and Bear. Maybe those guys will walk free and go on to live their lives without ever paying for what they did to me.” She shrugs. “All I know is that I have to try. And I finally feel like I’m strong enough.”

Ashlei’s eyes well with big, watery tears, and they shed before she can do anything to stop them. “You’re the strongest person I know, Erin. And we’ve all got your back. We’ll be here every step of the way.”

We hold each other just like that for what feels like hours, no one wanting to move, no one wanting to break the iron chain of support shielding us from the outside world. In the end, boys come and go, but through heartbreaks and breakthroughs, the highest highs and the lowest lows, it’s these girls who are always here.

Who always will be.

As much as our lives shifted after Erin, Ashlei, and Jess graduated, I know there’s even more change to come. We’re all going our separate ways for the summer — some heartbroken, some happier than they’ve ever been — and in the fall, Skyler and I return as the final two of our entire group to finish out our college careers.

After that, Palm South University won’t be our home anymore.

It will be a part of our past.

But one thing I know for sure, the women in this bed will never be. They’ll always be my present and my future, too.

“You ladies are my soulmates,” I whisper after a while. 

Jess nods. “It’s us against the world.”

“Always,” Skyler agrees. “No matter what.”

“We’ll never be alone,” Ashlei echoes.

And finally, Erin lifts her head, looking at each of us before she whispers. “Kappa Kappa Beta forever.”
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Noah

 

When you hear the word Tennessee, what do you think of?

Maybe your first thought is country music. Maybe you can even see those bright lights of Nashville, hear the different bands as their sounds pour out of the bars and mingle in a symphony in the streets. Maybe you think of Elvis, of Graceland, of Dollywood and countless other musical landmarks. Maybe you feel the prestige of the Grand Ole Opry, or the wonder of the Country Music Hall of Fame. Maybe you feel the history radiating off Beale Street in Memphis.

Or maybe you think of the Great Smoky Mountains, of fresh air and hiking, of majestic sights and long weekends in cabins. Maybe you can close your eyes and see the tips of those mountains capped in white, can hear the call of the Tennessee Warbler, can smell the fresh pine and oak.

Maybe, when you think of Tennessee, all of this and more comes to mind.

But for me, it only conjured up one, two-syllable word.

Whiskey.

I saw the amber liquid gold every time I closed my eyes. I smelled its oaky finish with each breath I took. My taste buds were trained at a young age to detect every slight note within the bottle, and my heart was trained to love whiskey long before it ever learned how to love a woman.

Tennessee whiskey was a part of me. It was in my blood. I was born and raised on it, and at twenty-eight, it was no surprise to me that I was now part of the team that bred and raised the most famous Tennessee whiskey in the world.

It was always in the cards for me. And it was all I ever wanted.

At least, that’s what I thought.

Until the day Ruby Grace came back into town.

My ears were plugged with bright, neon orange sponges, but I could still hear Chris Stapleton’s raspy voice crooning behind the loud clamor of machines. I wiped sweat from my brow as I clamped the metal ring down on another whiskey barrel, sending it on down the line before beginning on the next one. Summer was just weeks away, and the distillery swelled with the Tennessee heat.

Being a barrel raiser at the Scooter Whiskey Distillery was a privilege. There were only four of us, a close-knit team, and we were paid well for doing a job they hadn’t figured out how to train machines to do yet. Each barrel was hand-crafted, and I raised hundreds of them every single day. Our barrels were part of what made our whiskey so recognizable, part of what made our process so unique, and part of what made Scooter a household name.

My grandfather had started as a barrel raiser, too, when he was just fourteen years old. He’d been the one to set the standard, to hammer down the process and make it what it is today. It was how the founder, Robert J. Scooter, first noticed him. It was the beginning of their friendship, of their partnership, of their legacy.

But that legacy had been cut short for my grandfather, for my family. Even if I had moved away from this town, from the distillery that was as much a blessing to my family as it was a curse, I’d never forget that.

“Hey, Noah,” Marty called over the sharp cutting of another barrel top. Sparks flew up around his protective goggles, his eyes on me instead of the wood, but his hands moved in a steady, knowledgeable rhythm. “Heard you made the walk of shame into work this morning.”

The rest of the crew snickered, a few cat calls and whistles ringing out as I suppressed a grin.

“What’s it to ya?”

Marty shrugged, running a hand over his burly beard. It was thick and dark, the tips peppered with gray just like his long hair that framed his large face. “I’m just saying, maybe you could at least shower next time. It’s smelled like sex since five a.m.”

“That’s what that is?” PJ asked, pausing to adjust his real glasses underneath the protective ones. His face screwed up, thick black frames rising on his crinkled nose as he shook his head. “I thought they were serving us fish sticks again in the cafeteria.”

That earned a guffaw from the guys, and I slugged our youngest crew member on the arm. At twenty-one, PJ was the rookie, the young buck, and he was the smallest of us by far, too. His arms weren’t toned from raising barrels day in and day out for years, though his hands were finally starting to callous under his work gloves.

“Nah, that’s just your mama’s panties, PJ. She gave them to me as a souvenir. Here,” I said, right hand diving into my pocket. I pulled out my handkerchief, flinging it up under his nose before he could pull away. “Get a better whiff.”

“Fuck you, Noah.” He shoved me away with a grimace as the guys burst into another fit of laughter.

I shook the handkerchief over his head again before tucking it away, hands moving for more staves of wood to build the next barrel. It took anywhere from thirty-one to thirty-three planks of wood to bring one to life, and I had it down to a science — mixing and matching the sizes, the width, until the perfect barrel was built. I hadn’t had a barrel with a leak in more than seven years, since I first started making them when I was twenty-one. It only took me six months to get my process down, and by my twenty-second birthday, I was the fastest raiser on our team, even though I was the youngest at the time.

Mom always said Dad would have been proud, but I’d never know for sure.

“Seriously, though,” Marty continued. “That’s three times now you’ve creeped out of Daphne Swan’s house with the cocks waking up the sun behind you. Gotta be a record for you.”

“He’ll be buying a ring soon,” the last member of our team piped in. Eli was just a few years older than me, and he knew better than anyone that I didn’t do relationships. But that was where his knowledge of me ended, because just like everyone else, he assumed it was because I was a playboy.

They all assumed I’d be single until the end of time, jumping from bed to bed, not caring whose heart was broken in the process.

But I wanted to settle down, to give a girl the Becker name and have a few kids to chase after — maybe more than anyone else in Stratford. Only, unlike all my friends, I wouldn’t just do it with the first girl who baked me a pie. There were plenty of beautiful girls in our small town, but I was looking for more, for a love like the one my mom and dad had.

Anyone who knew my parents knew I would likely be looking for a while.

“Daphne and I are friends,” I explained, stacking up the next barrel. “And we have an understanding. She wants to be held at night, and I want to be ridden like a rodeo bull.” I shrugged. “Think of it as modern-day bartering.”

“I need a friend like that,” PJ murmured, and we all laughed just as the shop door swung open.

“Tour coming through,” our manager, Gus, called. He kept his eyes on the papers he was shuffling through as his feet carried him toward his office. “Noah, come see me after they’re gone.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, and while the guys all made ominous oooh’s at my expense, I wasn’t nervous. Gus had nothing but respect for me, just as I had for him, and I knew maybe too confidently that I wasn’t in trouble. He had a job that needed handling, and I was always his go-to.

The door swung open again, and the teasing died instantly, all of us focusing on the task at hand as my brother led a group of tourists inside.

“Alright, remember now, this is another area where no pictures are allowed. Please put your phones away until we venture back outside. Since we’re one of the last breweries that still makes its own barrels, we don’t want our secrets getting out. We know at least half of you were sent from Kentucky down here to spy on us.”

The group laughed softly, all of their eyes wide as they filtered in to get a better look at us. Marty hated tours, and I could already hear his grunts of disapproval, like the group was sent with the sole purpose of ruining his day. But me? I loved them, not only because it meant Scooter Whiskey was still a household name, and therefore — job security — but also because it meant a chance to rag on my little brother.

I had three brothers — Logan, Michael, and Jordan.

Jordan was the oldest — my senior by four years. Mom and Dad had adopted him before I was born, and though he might not have looked like the rest of the Becker clan, he was one of us, through and through.

Michael was the youngest of us at just seventeen, only one summer standing between him and his senior year of high school.

And Logan, who just walked through the door with the tour, was the second youngest. He was two years younger than me, which meant he was my favorite to pick on.

He was my first little brother, after all.

Once the entire group was inside, Logan gestured to us with a wide smile.

“These are the fine gentleman known as our barrel raisers. You might remember learning about them from the video earlier. As it mentioned, each of our barrels is crafted by hand, by just four upstanding gentlemen — Marty, Eli, Noah, and PJ.”

We all waved as Logan introduced us, and I chanced a smirk in the direction of the hottest girl in the tour. She was older, maybe mid-thirties, and looked like someone’s mom. But her tits were as perky as I imagined they were on her twenty-first birthday, and she was looking at me like a hot piece of bread after a month of being on a no-carb diet.

She returned my smile as she twirled a strand of her bright blonde hair around her finger, whispering something to the group of girls she was with before they all giggled.

Logan continued on, talking about how the four of us as a team made more than five-hundred barrels every single day before sending them down the line for charring and toasting. He explained how Scooter Whiskey is actually clear when it’s first put into our barrels, and it’s the oak and charring process that brings out the amber color and sweet flavor they’re accustomed to today.

Even though my hands worked along on autopilot, I watched my brother with a balloon of pride swelling in my chest. His hair was a sandy walnut brown, just like mine, though his curled over the edges of his ball cap and mine was cut short in a fade. He stood a few inches taller than me, which always irked me growing up, and he was lean from years of playing baseball where I was stout from years of football before I became a barrel raiser.

If you grew up as a boy in Stratford, you played at least one sport. That’s just all there was to it.

Though we had our differences, anyone who stood in the same room with us could point us out as brothers. Logan was like my best friend, but he was also like my own son. At least, that’s how I’d seen it after Dad died.

Just like there were only a handful of barrel raisers, the same was true for tour guides. They were the face of our distillery, and on top of being paid well for their knowledge and charisma, they were also tipped highly by the tourists passing through town. It was one of the most sought-after jobs, and Logan had landed it at eighteen — after Dad died, which meant he didn’t get any help getting the position.

He got the job because he was the best at it, and so I was proud of him, the same way I knew our dad would have been.

It was no surprise to our family when he landed it, given his rapt attention to detail. He’d been that way since we were kids — nothing in his room was ever out of place, he ate his food in a specific order, and he always did his homework as soon as he was out of school, exactly as it was supposed to be done, and then did his chores before he even considered playing outside.

For Logan to be comfortable, everything needed to be in order.

The poor guy had almost made it through his entire spiel when I kicked the barrel I was working on and dropped the metal ring to the floor, creating a loud commotion.

“Ah! My finger!”

I gripped my right middle finger hard, grimacing in pain as the rest of the crew flew to my side. The tourists gasped in horror, watching helplessly as I grunted and cursed, applying pressure.

“What happened?”

“Is he okay?”

“Oh God, if there’s blood, I’ll pass out.”

I had to strain against the urge to laugh at that last one, which I was almost positive came from the hot mom with the great rack.

Logan sprinted over, his face pale as he shoved PJ out of the way to get to me.

“Shit, Noah. What’d you do? Are you okay?” He thwacked PJ’s shoulder. “Go get Gus!”

“Wait!” I called, still grimacing as I held up my hand. It was in a tight fist, and with everyone’s eyes fixed on it, I slowly rolled my fingers of my free hand beside it like I was coaxing open a Jack in the Box, and I flipped my little brother off with a shit-eating grin.

The guys all laughed as my brother let out a frustrated sigh, rolling his eyes before grabbing my neck in a chokehold. I shoved him off me, stealing his hat and tossing it on my own head backward as I raced toward his tour group.

“Sorry about the scare, folks,” I said, playing off the charm of the drawl I was given naturally from being born and raised in Stratford. “Couldn’t pass up the opportunity to give my little brother here a hard time.”

There were still some looks of confusion aimed our way, but slowly, they all smiled as relief washed over them.

“So, you’re okay?” I heard a soft voice ask. “You’re not hurt?”

It was the mom, and I leaned against one of the machines on one arm as I crooked a smile at her.

“Only by the fact that I’ve gone my whole life without knowing you, sweetheart.”

Her friends all giggled, one of them wearing a BRIDE TO BE button that I hadn’t noticed before. The mom was still blushing as Logan ripped his hat from my head, shoving me back toward the barrel I’d abandoned.

“Alright, Casanova. Leave my group alone.”

“Just making their tour of Scooter Whiskey Distillery one they’ll never forget, little bro,” I chided, winking once more at the mom before I got back to work.

Logan was already continuing on with the next part of his tour as he walked the group out, and I held the mom’s eyes the entire way until she was out the door.

I imagined I’d find her at the only bar in town later tonight.

Marty griped at me for being stupid, as PJ and Eli gave me subtle high fives. They were all used to my pranks, especially at my brothers’ expense. When you grow up in the same town, with the same people, all working at the same place and doing the same damn job, you learn to make the most of what little fun you can slip into the everyday routine.

“Noah.”

Gus’s voice sobered me, and I dropped my cocky smirk, straightening at his call.

“My office. Now.”

He hadn’t even risen from his chair, but I knew he’d heard the commotion from the prank. My confidence in being untouchable as a Scooter employee slipped a little as I peeled off my work gloves and made my way to his office.

“Shut the door behind you,” he said without looking up.

My ears rang a little at the sudden quietness, and I let the door latch shut before taking a seat in one of the two chairs across from him.

Gus eyed me over the papers he was still running over his hands, one brow arching before he sighed and dropped the papers to his desk. “First of all, even though I appreciate you bringing some laughter into this place, don’t play around when it comes to job safety, okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I know Logan is your brother, and I don’t mind the occasional prank. But slicing a finger off is no laughing matter. Our founder is proof of that.”

The story of our founder passing away from a minor finger injury was one we always told to the tours that passed through. Here was this healthy man, older but not suffering from any illnesses, and in the end, it was his pride that got him. He’d cut his middle finger right where it connected at the base of his hand, but rather than telling someone, he just wrapped it up and went about his normal routine.

Infection took his life well before it was time.

“I understand, sir. It won’t happen again.”

“Good.” He kicked back in his chair, running a hand over his bald head as his eyes fell to the paper again. “We’ve got a potential buyer here who wants one of our single-barrels. But, the situation is a little precarious.”

“How so?”

It wasn’t strange for Gus to ask me to show one of our rare barrels to potential buyers, mostly older gentleman with too much money to know what to do with it anymore. Each barrel sold for upwards of fifteen-thousand dollars, most of that money going to good ol’ Uncle Sam.

“Well, the buyer is only nineteen.”

“That’s illegal.”

“Thanks for stating the obvious.” Gus thumped a hand on the stack of papers he’d been staring at. “She’s a Barnett.”

I whistled. “Ah. So, we can’t say no.”

“We can’t say no.”

“But we also can’t let it get out, especially since Briar County is just looking for a reason to shut us down again.”

“You catch on fast.”

I nodded, scratching at the scruff on my jaw. The Barnett’s were one of the most influential families in the town, right next to the Scooters and, at one time, the Beckers. The Barnetts had a long line of mayors in their family line, and if they wanted a single-barrel of Scooter Whiskey, there was no saying no — regardless of the age.

“When’s this girl coming in?”

“She’s here now, actually. Which is why I called you in. I need you to show her the barrel, but keep it low key. Don’t do our normal tasting, just to be safe. Show her the room, give her the fluffy breakdown of what her money’s getting her, and get her out of here.”

“Are her parents going to pick up the barrel at the ceremony?”

Every year, we hosted a big ceremony — better described as a backwoods party — to announce the different barrels, their distinct notes and flavors, and their new owners. We also cracked open one of the single-barrels for the town to indulge in. It was the only barrel not sold to the highest bidder.

“Apparently, her fiancé is. He’s twenty-four, so he’s legal.”

“Why can’t he be the one to check it out, then?”

Gus pinched his brow. “I don’t know, the girl wants to give it to him as a wedding gift, I guess. She’s waiting, by the way, and I just want this taken care of. Can you handle it?”

“I’m on it.”

Without another word, Gus dismissed me, more than happy to let me do his dirty work.

I slipped into our one and only bathroom in our little share of the distillery, washing my hands and face the best I could with short notice. Not that it mattered. The kind of people who could afford to spend what I’d pay for a good car on a barrel of whiskey didn’t give a shit what I looked like when I told them about it. They only cared about the liquid gold inside.

So, I dried my face and hands, rehearsing the words I’d said to hundreds of rich men and women before this one as Gus’ sentiment rang true in my own mind.

“Let’s get this over with.”
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Noah

 

Anytime I had to go to the welcome center, I always garnered more than a few curious looks.

There were several small groups of tourists milling about the welcome center, taking pictures with our founder’s statue and reading about the transition of our bottles throughout the years as they waited for their tour slot. As I made my way through, heads turned, brows arching as they took in my appearance. It made sense, seeing as how I was always dirty, and a little smelly. My mom would argue that the reason they stopped to stare was because I was “handsome enough to make a church choir stutter in unison.”

She said I got that from my dad, too.

I still said it was the whole smelly thing.

I smiled at a pair of older women near the ticket desk who weren’t the least bit ashamed as they ogled me. Their husbands, on the other hand, glared at me like I was a bug that needed to be squashed. I just smiled at them, too, and kept my head down.

“Noah Becker,” a loud, boisterous, and familiar voice greeted as I neared the ticket desk. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Came to beg you for a date, of course.” I leaned over the desk casually, cocky smirk in place. “What’dya say, Lucy? Let me spin you around on the dance floor this Friday?”

She cackled, her bright eyes crinkling under her blushing cheeks. Her skin was a dark umber, but I always caught the hint of red when I flirted with Lucy. She was my mom’s age, a sweet woman who had a reputation for fattening all of us at the distillery up with her homemade sweet potato pie.

“You couldn’t handle me.”

“Oh, don’t I know it.” I tapped a knuckle on the desk, looking around the seating area. “I’m looking for the potential barrel buyer. She was supposed to be waiting up here.”

“Ah,” Lucy said, her lips poking out as she tongued her cheek. “The Barnett.”

“That bad, huh?”

Lucy nodded toward the front doors. “Too pretty for manners, I suppose. But then again, can’t really blame her, considering who her mother is.”

Lucy kept talking, but my gaze had drifted to the fiery-haired girl pacing outside. The sunlight reflected off her auburn hair like it was the red sea, her eyes shielded by sunglasses too big for her face as her all-white stilettos carried her from one edge of the sidewalk to the other. She had one arm crossed over her slim waistline, accented by the gold belt around her crisp white dress, and the other held a cell phone up to her ear. Her lips moved as fast as her feet, the swells painted the same crimson shade as her hair.

She was nineteen, dressed like she was at least thirty, with a walk that told me she didn’t take any shit.

“She stepped outside to take a phone call a few minutes ago,” Lucy said, bringing my attention back to her. “Want me to let her know you’re ready?”

“No, no,” I said quickly, my eyes traveling back to the girl. “I got it. Thanks, Lucy.”

When I pushed out into the Tennessee heat, squinting against the glare of the sun, the first thing I noticed were her legs.

I’d seen them from inside, of course, but it wasn’t until I was right up on her that I noticed the lean definition of them. They were cut by a line of muscle defining each slender calf, accented even more by the pointy-toed heels she wore. She was surprisingly tan, considering her hair color and the amount of freckles dotting her nose and cheeks, and that bronze skin contrasted with her white dress in a way that made it hard not to stare. The skirt of that dress was flowy and modest, but it revealed just a little sliver of her thigh, and I had to mentally slap myself for checking out a fucking teenager.

“Mama, I don’t care if the flowers are dust pink or blush pink. That sounds like exactly the same shade to me.” She paused, turning on one heel as she reached the far end of the sidewalk.

I kept watching her legs.

“Well, I’m not Mary Anne.” Another pause. “Why don’t you just call her, then? She’d be happy to argue with you about which shade of pink is better, I’m sure.”

“Ms. Barnett?”

She stopped mid-stride, slipping her sunglasses down her nose just enough to flash her haunting, hazel eyes at me before the shades were back in place again.

“I have to go, Mama. I think the…” She hesitated, assessing my appearance. “I think the fine gentleman who will be showing me the barrel is here.”

I smirked, crossing my arms over my chest. If she thought I was going to back down from her I’m-better-than-you attitude, she was mistaken.

“Yes, I’ll come right home after. Right. Okay, okay.” She sighed, tapping her foot before she pulled the phone away from her ear. “Okay, gotta go, BYE.”

When the call was ended, she let out another long breath, pulling her shoulders back straight as if that breath had given her composure. She forced a smile in my direction, the phone slipping into her large handbag as she stepped toward me.

“Hi,” she greeted, extending her left hand. It dangled limply from her dainty wrist, a diamond ring the size of a nickel glimmering in the sunlight on her ring finger as it hung between us. “I’m Ruby Grace Barnett. Are you showing me my barrel today?”

“I am.” I took her hand in my own, her soft skin like silk in my calloused, dirty palm.

Her nose crinkled as she withdrew her hand, and she inspected it for dirt as she reached into her bag, pulling out a small tube of hand sanitizer.

“I’ve been waiting forever.” She squirted a drop of the cleaner in her hand and rubbed it together with the other. “Can we move this along?”

I sniffed, tucking my hands in my pockets. “Of course. My apologies, ma’am.”

I started off in the direction of the warehouse that stored our single barrels, not checking to see if she was following. I heard the click-clack of her heels behind me, her steps quickening to catch up.

“Ma’am,” she repeated incredulously. “That’s what people call my mother.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, not an ounce of actual apology in my voice. “Would you prefer Miss?”

“I would,” she said, sidling up to my side. Her ankles wobbled a little when we hit the gravel road. “Is there… are we walking the entire way?”

I eyed her footwear. “We are. You going to make it?”

The truth was, we had a golf cart reserved specifically for showing our clients the single barrels. In the back of my mind, I knew I should grab it. Miss Barnett was a potential buyer. But the way Lucy had responded to my mention of her name, and the way she’d practically curled her lip at the sight of me was enough to make me conveniently forget about the cart.

Little Miss Ruby Grace could walk in those heels she loved to tap so much.

She narrowed her eyes at my assumption. “I’ll make it just fine. I’m just surprised you don’t have… options for your clients. Especially considering the price of the product I’m here to inquire about.”

The words were strange as she spoke them, holding a level of arrogance but softened by the lilt of her Tennessee twang. It was like she was still a little girl, playing dress up in her mom’s heels, trying to be older than she was.

I stopped abruptly, and Ruby Grace nearly ran into me before her heels dug into the gravel.

“I could carry you,” I offered, holding my arms out.

Her little mouth popped open, her gaze slipping over my dirty t-shirt. Even though she was eyeing me like a mud puddle she had to maneuver around, I noted the slight tinge of pink on her cheeks, the bob of her throat as she swallowed.

“I don’t need you to carry me, sir.” She adjusted the bag on her shoulder. “What is your name, anyway?”

“Does it matter?”

I started walking again, and she huffed, hurrying to catch up.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

It means, I know you don’t give a rat’s ass what my name is and you’ll forget it as soon as you walk out of this distillery and back into your little silver-spoon world.

I sighed, biting my tongue against the urge to be an asshole.

“Noah.”

“Noah,” she repeated, rubbing her lips together afterward, like she was tasting each syllable of my name. “Nice to meet you.”

I didn’t respond, reaching forward to unlock the warehouse door, instead. Once the lock clicked, I tugged it open, gesturing for Ruby Grace to enter.

She stepped through the doorframe, pushing her glasses up to rest on top of her head as her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. The distinct smell of oak and yeast settled in around us, and when the door closed, Ruby Grace’s eyes found me, wide and curious.

“Wait,” she said as I flipped on a few more lights. “You’re Noah Becker, aren’t you?”

The skin on my neck prickled at the way she said my last name, as if it said more about me than my dirty clothes in her mind.

“What about it?” I turned on her, and she was so close, her chest nearly brushed mine. She was still a few inches shorter than me, even in her heels, but her eyes met mine confidently.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, taking a tentative step back. “I didn’t mean it in any way. It’s just, I used to sit behind you in church. When I was little.” Her cheeks flamed. “We would play this game… oh gosh, never mind. I feel so silly.”

She waved me off, stepping even farther away as her head dipped. She clasped her hands together at her waist, waiting for me to speak, to lead us through the towering rows of barrels, but I just stared at her.

It was like seeing her for the first time.

That one apology, that awareness of herself, it was genuine and true. It was the young girl she actually was, slipping through the façade she’d painted so well.

And I smiled.

Because I did remember.

I wasn’t sure how I hadn’t put two and two together, but then again, how could I recognize the stunning, classy woman before me as the same freckle-faced kid who used to kick the back of my pew? She’d been just a girl then, and I had been eighteen, fresh out of high school and just as bored in church as she was. I couldn’t even remember what the game was that we played, only that it used to make her giggle so hard her mother would thump her on the wrist with her rolled-up program.

I smiled at the memory, and then it hit me.

I’d just checked out a woman who used to be the annoying little kid behind me in church.

New low, Becker.

“You were a little shit,” I finally said.

Her eyes widened, a small smile painting her lips. “Says the Becker. You boys are notorious for causing trouble.”

“We like to have fun.”

She laughed. “That’s one way to put it.”

Her eyes twinkled a bit under the low lighting as she assessed me in a new way. She didn’t look at me like I was dirty and beneath her, but rather like I was an old friend, one who reminded her of youth.

She was only nineteen, but the sadness in her eyes in that moment told me she lost her innocence a long time ago.

I didn’t realize I was staring at her, that we’d gravitated toward each other just marginally until she cleared her throat and stepped an inch back.

“So,” she said, eyes surveying the barrels. They were stacked thirty high and a hundred back, each of them aging to the perfect taste. “Which of these beauties is mine?”

“The single barrels are back here,” I said, walking us down one of the long rows of barrels.

Ruby Grace’s eyes scanned the wooden beasts as we walked, and I opened my mouth to spout off the usual selling points of a single barrel — how limited they are, how no one else would have a barrel of whiskey that tasted like hers, how each barrel was aged differently, for different time periods, and at different temperatures. But the words died in my mouth before they could come out, a question forming, instead.

“So, you’re buying a barrel for your fiancé, huh?”

Her eyes were still on the barrels, the corners of them creasing a little as a breath escaped through her parted lips.

“That’s right.”

I eyed her ring again.

“When’s the big day?”

“Six weeks from Sunday,” she sighed the words, fingers reaching up to drag along the wood as her heels clicked along in the otherwise-silent warehouse.

I whistled. “That’s pretty soon. You ready?”

Ruby Grace stopped, her fingers still on the wood as she eyed me under furrowed brows. “What?”

I arched a brow. Did I say something wrong?

“For the wedding? To be married? You know, commit yourself to someone for the rest of your life, that little thing you said yes to?”

She swallowed. “I… Well, no one has asked me that.”

“No one asked you if you were ready to get married?”

She shook her head.

Somehow, the rows of barrels felt smaller, narrower, like they were moving in on either side of us, pushing us together centimeter by centimeter.

There was so much wrong with the fact that no one had asked her that pivotal question — at least, in my mind. Here was this young girl, not even twenty years old, not even close to her prime years, and she was settling down. It wasn’t unheard of in Stratford, or anywhere else in Smalltown, USA. Plenty of my friends got married right out of high school. Most of them had kids before they could even have a legal drink.

But something told me that wasn’t what Ruby Grace had pictured for herself.

“Well, I’m asking. Are you ready?”

She blinked, and it was as if that blink stirred her from the thoughts she’d been tossing around. She started walking again, folding her arms gently over her chest. I watched her try to slip on the same disguise she’d been wearing when she introduced herself to me. She wanted the world to believe she was poised — a polished woman, a dignified lady who didn’t take shit.

But the truth was, she was still a girl, too. She was still nineteen. Who made her feel like that wasn’t okay? To just be a nineteen-year-old girl who doesn’t have it all figured out yet?

“Of course,” she finally answered. “I mean, Anthony is great. He’s older than me, twenty-five to be exact, and he’s so mature. He just graduated with his master’s in Political Science from North Carolina. That’s where we met,” she said, her head leaning toward me a bit on that note. “At a party on campus. He said the first time he saw me, he knew I’d be his wife one day. Which is so sweet. And he’s on track to be in politics for life.” She smiled, but it didn’t mask the slight shake of her voice. “The engagement happened a little faster than I expected… I mean, we’ve only known each other a year. But I think when you know, you know. You know?”

I smirked in lieu of answering.

“And Mama was so excited when we announced our engagement, she wanted to do the wedding right away. It’s crazy, knowing we have what usually is about a year’s worth of work to do in six weeks. But, she’s been taking care of a lot of it… Lord knows that woman loves a project.” Her voice trailed off on a soft laugh before she spoke again. “And Anthony, he’s exactly what my family had in mind for me. And we get along, you know? We have so much fun.”

Why did it feel like she was trying to convince me? Or maybe, it was herself she was trying to convince.

“And you love him,” I pointed out.

She paused, eyes flicking to mine as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Right. And I love him.”

I could have stared at her all day, deciphering her like a riddle that had an obvious answer if I just thought about it long enough. But she shifted under my gaze, and one glance at the rock on her finger reminded me that she was someone else’s puzzle to put together — not mine.

“Well, here they are,” I said, tapping one of the barrels on the back wall. They were stacked just as high as the rest of the room, each barrel stamped with a batch number and an exclusive, gold-plated plaque that had all the details about when it was distilled, barreled, what rows it’s been aged in over time, and more.

“There are so many,” she said, eyes scanning up. “How do I choose? I mean, should I be looking for something specific?”

I scratched at my jaw. “I mean, there is incredible whiskey inside each and every one of these barrels. Part of what makes buying a single barrel so enticing is that you’ll have a one-of-a-kind whiskey,” I said, finally remembering to give her the spiel I’d put off before. “Usually, we let our potential buyers taste a few to compare but…” I smirked. “There is that whole legal drinking age debacle.”

Ruby Grace laughed. “Oh. Yeah. That old thing.”

She swayed from foot to foot, grimacing a little as she eyed the barrels.

“Are you okay?”

Her face twisted again as she shifted her body weight to her left foot. “Yes. Sorry, it’s just these stupid shoes. I told my mom I didn’t need to wear heels to inspect whiskey barrels, but she was not having it with me wearing boots.”

For a split second, I pictured her in said boots. I wondered if the brown leather would cap off under her knee, if her thighs would have been even more exposed in the shorts she would have paired with those boots. Or would she have worn jeans, covering her legs altogether?

Stop thinking about her legs, Becker.

“Take them off.”

Her brows shot up, eyes widening as they found mine.

“What?” She asked, laughing. “I can’t just take my shoes off.” She threw her arms up, gesturing to our surroundings. “We’re in an old, dirty warehouse.”

“You act like you weren’t born and raised in an old, dirty town.”

“Yeah, well,” she said, crossing her arms. “I wasn’t exactly working in the distillery or out raising cows on the outskirts, now was I? A little bit of a different setting when you’re the Mayor’s daughter.”

She tried to smile, but a soft curse left her lips when she shifted her weight again.

Without hesitation, I reached back for the collar of my t-shirt and ripped it up over my head, laying it down on the ground at her feet.

“Here,” I said, holding out my hand. “You can stand on that. It might not be a freshly polished marble floor, but your precious feet should survive.”

Ruby Grace was gaping, her jaw completely unhinged as her eyes crawled over my abdomen and chest. “I…”

“Shoes. Off.” I pointed at her feet. “You do that, and I’ll let you taste a few barrels. Just don’t tell anyone, least of all your parents.”

She chuckled, but finally stepped out of her heels. They fell on their sides as a relieved sigh slipped through her lips, and I watched her polished toes curl on my t-shirt.

“God, that feels so much better.”

I shook my head, reaching back behind the first row of barrels for the tasting glasses we housed there. “Are you always so stubborn?”

“I wasn’t being stubborn.”

“I guess that’s my answer,” I said, pouring a tiny splash from one of the barrels before holding the glass toward her. “Here. Take a sip.”

“Oh, no,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “It’s okay. Like you said, I’m underage.”

“So you’ve never had a sip of alcohol in your life?” I challenged.

She bit her lip. “I mean… I have, but not whiskey. That’s a man’s drink.”

At that, I full on belly-laughed. “What the hell kind of talk is that? Whiskey is a man’s drink?” I shook my head. “It’s whiskey. It’s expensive whiskey, at that. And I assure you, it’s delicious — whether you have tits or not.”

Ruby Grace blushed, biting her lip against a smile. “God, sorry. I sound like my mother. More and more every day now, actually,” she mused, glancing down at her toes before her eyes found the glass in my hand again.

I pushed it toward her. “Just a sip. You’re not even going to get close to feeling a buzz. But this way, you can taste the difference between a few barrels that were aged in different ways.” I swallowed. “You can pick out the perfect one for your future husband.”

She hesitated, but her hand reached forward, taking the other side of the glass. Our fingertips brushed just slightly, just enough to make me jerk my own hand away.

“And, hey, bonus,” I continued, shaking off the awkward tension. “You can be as ‘unladylike’ as you want here. I won’t judge. You can even burp, if you’re really feeling frisky.”

Ruby Grace laughed, eyeing the whiskey like she still wasn’t sure before she shrugged and tilted the glass in my direction. “Oh, what the hell. Bottoms up.”

She took a sip, and then promptly grimaced and stuck her tongue out as soon as she’d swallowed.

“God, that’s awful.” She shook her head, shoving the glass back in my direction. “Definitely not doing that again.”

I laughed, rinsing the glass with a splash of water from the bottles we kept nearby before filling it with the same whiskey.

“Okay, that was my bad. Maybe I should have told you how to taste it first.” I handed it to her again, though she eyed it like it was poison. “Smell it first.”

She did as I said, uncertainty shading her face as she looked my way again. “I’m not sure I’m doing it right.”

“You’re not sure you’re smelling right?”

She narrowed her eyes. “You know what I mean. I don’t… I don’t know anything about this stuff.”

“It’s okay, that’s why I’m here.” I stepped closer to her, taking the glass from her hand, and when I inhaled to demonstrate, it was her I smelled instead of the whiskey.

She smelled like lavender, like an open field in the heat of summer.

“Watch,” I said, taking another breath, this time focusing on the whiskey. “You smell it first, and ask yourself what you smell. Oak? Vanilla? Honey? Maple? Every whiskey is different, depending on how it’s aged, how the barrels are charred and toasted. See what notes you can detect first. And then,” I continued, taking my first sip. I let it linger in my mouth, swirling it a round before swallowing gently. “Taste it. I mean, really taste it. Does it give you different flavors on the tip of your tongue than it does on the back? Does it burn going down, or is it just warm? And what’s the aftertaste?”

Ruby Grace watched me, fascinated, her lips parted softly, eyes falling to my bare chest where a small drop of whiskey had landed. I thumbed it away, handing her the glass again.

“Now, you try.”

She took a deep breath, like she needed to focus to really do it right, and then she repeated my steps. And this time, when she finished swallowing, she smiled.

“Wow,” she said. “It’s different when you don’t just throw it back like a shot.”

I chuckled. “Well, this isn’t shooting whiskey. It’s Tennessee Sippin’ Whiskey,” I said, tilting my imaginary hat. I tucked my hands in my pockets, nodding toward the next barrel. “Take a little from that one.”

“I can pour it myself?”

I nodded. “Just twist that spout a little, not too much. You don’t need a lot to taste it.”

She was hesitant as she poured a sip into her glass, and her eyes lit up, a little squeal of joy popping from her mouth. “I did it!”

And for the next ten minutes, I watched Ruby Grace be a girl.

She was so far from the snotty woman who had offered me her hand like a prize when we first met. She was just a teenager, a soon-to-be sophomore in college, drinking whiskey, learning something new and having fun.

I wondered when the last time was that she had fun.

I wondered if she’d ever had fun at all.

The way she looked when she laughed, I hoped she had. I hoped it wasn’t the first time that laugh had been genuine, the first time that sound had made its way into the airwaves. She laughed the way the wind blew — softly, and then all at once, without an ounce of shame for how that sound might permanently shift the atmosphere around it.

When she’d decided on the barrel she wanted, Ruby Grace regretfully slipped back into her heels, and I tugged my t-shirt on before leading us out of the warehouse and toward the welcome center.

“So,” I said, walking slow so she didn’t kill her feet in the process of getting back to her car. “What are Anthony’s plans when you go back to school in the fall?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, are you guys moving in together and he’s getting a job there? Or are you guys doing long distance for a while or what?”

She laughed, her hair falling over her face a little as she watched our feet. “I’m not going back to school.”

“Oh…” I paused. “You don’t want to?”

“I mean, I guess I do… but, there’s no point. You know? I’m getting married. I’ll be his wife now, and I’ll have so much to do. He’s already getting into the political arena, and he’ll need me to be by his side, campaigning and networking and all that.” She shrugged. “I don’t really need a degree to do that.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s what I want to do,” she said quickly. “It’s what I was bred to do.”

“Bred?” I frowned. “You’re not a horse. You’re a human.”

Ruby Grace stopped with an abrupt click of her heels once we reached the welcome center entrance, and she crossed her arms defiantly as her eyes found mine. She didn’t even have to say another word for me to know I’d pushed the wrong button, and I was about to get the same woman I met in this very spot an hour before.

“Look, you don’t know anything about me, okay? Or my family, or what I want or what I don’t want, so just stop trying to presume whatever it is you’re presuming.”

“Oh, look at you,” I chided, stepping into her space. “Using big words again.”

She scoffed. “They say nothing changes when you leave this town and come back, I guess you just proved them right.”

“Well, that’s my job,” I fired back. “Proving the ominous they right. Glad I’ve still got it.”

Our chests were close again, the stains on my off-white t-shirt highlighting the crisp cleanness of her dress.

“Lucy will take your money inside,” I said, nodding to the doors behind her. “Congratulations on your engagement.”

I turned just as her mouth popped open, but I didn’t look back.

“Thanks for the tasting,” she said, making sure her voice was loud and clear.

“Go ahead and say it louder, princess,” I threw behind me. “You’d be in just as much shit as I would.”

She didn’t respond to that, and when I chanced a glance back in her direction, there was steam rolling off that cute face of hers as she ripped the door to the welcome center open.

And I couldn’t help it — I chuckled.

I didn’t mean to ruffle her feathers, but damn if I didn’t like getting under that pretty bird’s skin.

 

This has been an excerpt from On the Rocks, book one in the Becker Brothers series. 
Continue reading here (free in Kindle Unlimited)!
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The Becker Brothers Series

On the Rocks (book 1) 

Neat (book 2)  

Manhattan (book 3) 

Old Fashioned (book 4) 

Four brothers finding love in a small Tennessee town that revolves around a whiskey distillery with a dark past — including the mysterious death of their father.

 

The Best Kept Secrets Series

What He Doesn’t Know (book 1)  

What He Always Knew (book 2)  

What He Never Knew (book 3) 

Charlie’s marriage is dying. She’s perfectly content to go down in the flames, until her first love shows back up and reminds her the other way love can burn.

 

Close Quarters

A summer yachting the Mediterranean sounded like heaven. But my boyfriend’s billionaire boss always gets what he wants. And this time, he wants me.

 

Make Me Hate You

Jasmine has been avoiding her best friend's brother for years, but when they're both in the same house for a wedding, she can't resist him — no matter how she tries.

 

The Wrong Game 

Gemma’s plan is simple: invite a new guy to each home game using her season tickets for the Chicago Bears. It’s the perfect way to avoid getting emotionally attached and also get some action. But after Zach gets his chance to be her practice round, he decides one game just isn’t enough. A sexy, fun sports romance.

 

The Right Player

She's avoiding love at all costs. He wants nothing more than to lock her down. Sexy, hilarious and swoon-worthy, The Right Player is the perfect read for sports romance lovers.

 

On the Way to You 

It was only supposed to be a road trip, but when Cooper discovers the journal of the boy driving the getaway car, everything changes. An emotional, angsty road trip romance.

 

A Love Letter to Whiskey

An angsty, emotional romance between two lovers fighting the curse of bad timing.

 

Weightless 

Young Natalie finds self-love and romance with her personal trainer, along with a slew of secrets that tie them together in ways she never thought possible.

 

Revelry 

Recently divorced, Wren searches for clarity in a summer cabin outside of Seattle, where she makes an unforgettable connection with the broody, small town recluse next door.

 

The Christmas Blanket

Stuck in a cabin with my ex-husband waiting out a blizzard? Not exactly what I had pictured when I planned a surprise visit home for the holidays…

 

Black Number Four  

A college, Greek-life romance of a hot young poker star and the boy sent to take her down.

 

The Palm South University Series  

Rush (book 1) ➔ FREE if you sign up for my newsletter!

Anchor, PSU #2  

Pledge, PSU #3 

Legacy, PSU #4

Ritual, PSU #5

Hazed, PSU #6

Greek, PSU #7

#1 NYT Bestselling Author Rachel Van Dyken says, "If Gossip Girl and Riverdale had a love child, it would be PSU." This angsty college series will be your next guilty addiction.

 

Tag Chaser  

She made a bet that she could stop chasing military men, which seemed easy — until her knight in shining armor and latest client at work showed up in Army ACUs.

 

Song Chaser 

Tanner and Kellee are perfect for each other. They frequent the same bars, love the same music, and have the same desire to rip each other’s clothes off. Only problem? Tanner is still in love with his best friend.
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This series is truly my passion project. 

I am so invested in these characters, in this university, and in this story. I truly can’t imagine a day I fully stop writing for them, but as we near the end of the series and things get more and more intense, I realize how much my team means to me, and how none of this would be possible without them.

Thank you to my amazing early readers who read as I wrote this season and provided valuable feedback. I literally could not do this without you. Kellee Fabre, Trish QUEEN MINTNESS, Carly Wilson, Lindsey Barnett, and Jan Cassi. Thank you for loving my babies as much as I do and helping me polish this bad boy up.

Tina Stokes, thank you for being the world’s best PA and the most loving, caring, amazing friend. I’m so lucky to have you in my corner. If you’re reading this book thanks to a graphic you saw online, you can thank Tina for your addiction! ;)

A giant thank you to Elaine York of Allusion Graphics. Not only is Elaine my editor, but also my formatter, and has been for this entire series. We have brought these characters to life together and it’s because of her that they are as lovely as they are. 

Valentine PR, your team constantly amazes me with their attention to detail and out-of-the-box thinking. Thank you for being amazing.

There are so many people who likely would have never even HEARD of me or this book without the love and support of our blogger community. Thank you to each and every single one of you who shared the cover reveal, teasers, read an ARC and blasted on release day. You are the heartbeat of this community and I appreciate you more than you know.

A special shout out goes to my group on Facebook, Kandiland, where I feel like I can truly be my weird self. Thank you for always encouraging me and being just as excited as I am about new projects. And to the Palm South University Discussion Group, who fuels my fire to keep writing for these characters. You’re the best.

Finally, thank YOU, reader who even read through the acknowledgements. You’re awesome. You had a million choices when it came time to pick a book to read, and you picked mine. It is because of you that I am able to live a life I’ve always wanted, sharing words with others across the world. I hope we can do it for many years to come.
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Kandi Steiner is a bestselling author and whiskey connoisseur living in Tampa, FL. Best known for writing “emotional rollercoaster” stories, she loves bringing flawed characters to life and writing about real, raw romance — in all its forms. No two Kandi Steiner books are the same, and if you’re a lover of angsty, emotional, and inspirational reads, she’s your gal.

 

An alumna of the University of Central Florida, Kandi graduated with a double major in Creative Writing and Advertising/PR with a minor in Women’s Studies. She started writing back in the 4th grade after reading the first Harry Potter installment. In 6th grade, she wrote and edited her own newspaper and distributed to her classmates. Eventually, the principal caught on and the newspaper was quickly halted, though Kandi tried fighting for her “freedom of press.” She took particular interest in writing romance after college, as she has always been a die hard hopeless romantic, and likes to highlight all the challenges of love as well as the triumphs.

 

When Kandi isn’t 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 live music, traveling, hiking, anything heavy in carbs, beach days, movie marathons, craft beer and sweet wine — not necessarily in that order.

 

CONNECT WITH KANDI:

 

➜ NEWSLETTER 

➜ INSTAGRAM 

➜ FACEBOOK

➜ FACEBOOK READER GROUP (Kandiland)

➜ TIKTOK

➜ GOODREADS

➜ BOOKBUB

➜ TWITTER

➜ PINTEREST

➜ WEBSITE

 

Kandi Steiner may be coming to a city near you! Check out her “events” tab to see all the signings she’s attending in the near future.

 

➜ SEE UPCOMING EVENTS
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