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FRANKIE

        

      

    

    
      Everyone saw what they wanted to see.

      The Clermonts’ perfect daughter.

      Beck’s little sister.

      The poor girl that got assaulted.

      The one who was so desperate that she was trying to hook up with all of her brother’s friends.

      I had become an accumulation of these titles they had given me.

      They were whispered in the halls at school and stared at me in the faces of everyone I passed.

      They all thought they knew exactly who I was, but they didn’t have a clue.

      I didn’t have a fucking clue.

      But they had gotten a front-row seat to my heartbreak. They had all seen what Lucas had done to me on the screens of their phones, and they all still gossiped about the way I had told Olly I loved him at that party and how he could barely look me in the eye.

      And the assumptions they were making were starting to eat at me. With every passing second, they became more real.

      Olly was my weakness, and he had become my strength.

      He had become my safe place and my crutch, and suddenly, I didn’t know who I was without him.

      I knew the thoughts that were running through my head were irrational, but that didn’t make them feel any less real.

      I had fallen for Olly. I had given him more of myself than I had ever given anyone, and it wasn’t enough.

      God, I hated that word.

      When would it ever be enough? Was I a good enough daughter? Had I apologized enough to Beck? Had I hated myself enough for what happened with Lucas? Had I tried hard enough to hang on to Olly?

      Enough seemed to be the goal that was always in the back of my mind that I could never quite reach.

      None of it was enough.

      I knew it the moment I opened my eyes while I was still in Olly’s arms. Every bit of courage I had been desperately trying to build up fell away as a single thought ran through my head.

      I didn’t want Olly to love me because he felt like he had to.  

      He was the best guy I knew, and he would give everything up if that was what I wanted. He had broken my heart, but he would do whatever it took to fix it if I let him.

      But that would never be enough for him or for me.

      And that was so unhealthy. Everything about us had been from the beginning. I was his secret, he was my obsession, and even though he had been such an integral part in helping me heal, what we had become was toxic for both of us.

      It didn’t matter that he had already broken my heart when he walked away. Me coming back, me coming here to his place, it had done nothing but fuel his need to protect me.

      But I didn’t need him to protect me anymore. Not any of them.

      I felt trapped by the idea of him constantly feeling the need to save me. I had to learn to save myself.
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OLLY

        

      

    

    
      I felt like I was going out of my mind.

      It had been less than a week since Frankie left my apartment without a word. A week of texts and calls, and I couldn’t take it anymore.

      The phone rang over and over as I paced around our small kitchen.

      It went to Frankie’s voice mail, but I immediately called back.

      I was preparing myself for her not to answer again. My hands shook as I thought about what I was going to do. If she wouldn’t answer me, then I had no choice but to call Beck.

      I had to know that she was okay.

      “Hello.” Her voice was soft, and she sounded so tired.

      “Frankie.” I breathed her name with relief. God, I hadn’t realized just how bad it was fucking me up that she was refusing to talk to me.

      It was destroying me that she left after everything.

      “What do you need, Olly? I’m about to walk into English.”

      Fuck. She was at school. I hadn’t even thought about that. I just knew that I couldn’t take her ignoring me anymore.

      “I just want to talk to you.” I ran my fingers over the counter. “I need to apologize.”

      “There is nothing for you to apologize for. We had our summer, we hurt each other, and now it is time for us to move on.”

      I shook my head because she was wrong. I had been so fucking wrong.

      “You know that’s a lie.”

      She laughed bitterly before she said the next words. “What I know is that I can’t do this anymore, Olly. I can’t keep allowing someone to have this much power over me. I’m not going to hand over the power for you to hurt me again.”

      Her words hit me in my gut, and I couldn’t breathe.

      That was the last thing I wanted. I didn’t want to hurt her. I fucking hated the fact that I had done so already.

      I had known the moment I had given her up for the sake of anyone other than us I had made a mistake. Fuck, I knew it long before that. But seeing it in her eyes staring back at me, I couldn’t hide from it anymore.

      I was in love with her, and nothing else mattered.

      I was an idiot for believing that it ever did.

      “What can I do, Frankie? Do you want me to tell Beck that this is what I want? Do you want me to come home?”

      “Don’t be insane.”

      I could hear people around her, and I hated that we were having this conversation like this. I wished she had never left. I wished she had fucking talked to me.

      “There is nothing to tell Beck, Olly. You’re in California, and I’m here. Please don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

      She was pushing me away. I could hear the edge of panic in her voice, and I knew that this was her way of protecting herself.

      I fucking hurt her, and it was too much.

      Fear punched me in the chest. I tried to think of the right words, the right thing to do that would save us. It was a battle inside myself between what I knew was good for her and what I felt.

      But I knew with certainty that I loved Frankie Clermont. I loved her and she loved me too, but I broke her.

      “Just tell me what to do.” I was fucking begging her, but I knew that I would do whatever she told me to do. I would do whatever it took to make it up to her.

      “Just let me move on, Olly. This isn’t healthy,” she whispered, and I knew that she was right. What we were doing to each other wasn’t good for either of us, but it didn’t make me want her any less. “I just need to be able to be okay on my own.”

      I didn’t know how to answer her without lying to her. I wanted that for her too, but it was also the last thing I wanted. I couldn’t imagine not being a part of her life. I didn’t know how not to love her.

      “Okay.” I nodded my head and clamped my eyes closed. “I’ll let you get to class.” We were both silent for a long moment. “You’ll call me if you need me?”

      “Yeah.” Her answer was a lie of her own.

      I broke her, and I didn’t know what to do.
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FRANKIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Year Later

      

      

      I pushed through the crowd of people and made my way up to the bar. I smiled as I caught the attention of my favorite bartender, and he grinned while tossing his towel onto his shoulder.

      “What can I do for you, Frankie?”

      “Tequila on the rocks with a squeeze of lime.”

      He laid his elbows against the bar and leaned forward until his face was close to mine. Only a few inches separated us. “Did you notice how packed we are tonight?”

      “I did.” I nodded and looked to my right where some guy was laughing obnoxiously. “That’s what took me so long to get up here. I didn’t think I was ever going to make it through the crowd.”

      “Did you stop and think maybe Greg isn’t going to serve me tonight since there are so many people around, and I’m barely a day over nineteen?” He cocked his eyebrow, and I could feel people around us watching us. Not because they were interested, but because they wanted him to hurry and serve them a drink.

      “Nope.” I shook my head and matched his position. “I’m pretty sure it’s impossible for you to tell me no.”

      He only hesitated for a second before his lips lifted on the side in a cocky smile. “That’s the truth. I couldn’t tell you no if I wanted to.” He chuckled as I handed him a twenty-dollar bill. He grabbed a glass, filled it with ice and a generous amount of tequila before sliding me my drink. His gaze trailed over my face before they stopped on my lips.

      “You forgot my lime.”

      “I didn’t forget.” He reached for a lime and ran it over the rim of my glass before dropping it inside. “I just wanted to look at you for a few more seconds before you disappeared.”

      Heat bloomed in my chest, and I knew he could see the blush crossing my face. If I hadn’t been thinking about how I had kissed him outside of the bar the week before, I definitely was now.

      I shouldn’t have done it. It was one of those don’t shit where you eat kind of scenarios since this had become my favorite place to drink, but I had one too many tequilas and his face was just a touch too handsome.

      “You’re too good to me, Greg.” I smiled but tried to hide the anxiety that was creeping in. I wasn’t interested in kissing him again. I wasn’t interested in doing anything with him other than being his friend.

      “Be safe.” He nodded toward the crowd, and I saluted him before giving him a wink. He was always trying to watch over me, to make sure I was okay, and I should have been flattered by the fact. But I wasn’t.

      Because it reminded me too much of him, and I hated anything that reminded me of him. 

       I smiled and turned around with my drink in my hand. I was about to walk away when I bumped into someone and knocked my drink between our chests.

      “Oh my God. I’m so sorry.” I stumbled over my words as I fumbled for napkins off the bar behind me and tried to blot at the liquid that was now coating his shirt.

      “It’s okay.” He chuckled and took one of the napkins from my hand. “I didn’t get much on me.”

      I looked up just as he took the napkin and wiped it across my own shirt. The tequila was soaking through my white tank top and the work he was doing wasn’t going to make one bit of difference.

      But I didn’t stop him.

      I couldn’t have if I wanted to because I was too busy noticing how his eyes were the same color as my favorite shade of the ocean, and how his white button-up molded to his chest.

      “I didn’t even see you standing there. I’m so sorry. This place is so crowded tonight.” I straightened out my shirt that was now clinging to my chest as he tossed the soiled napkins on the counter.

      “It’s not a big deal,” he reassured me as he smiled. “What were you drinking? I’ll get you another.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” I shook my head, but he was moving the few steps toward the bar and lifting his hand in the air.

      “It’s the least I can do.” The way he was looking at me forced me to look away. He looked at me like he saw something more than what I was. Something that could be more than this moment.

      He was a perfect stranger, but he was looking at me like I was the best thing he had seen all night.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Well, you say you didn’t see me, but I haven’t been able to take my eyes off you.” His gaze skimmed over my face. “I was coming over here to talk to you and caused you to spill your drink.” 

      I looked back at him and searched his face as he smiled. He was handsome, there was no denying that, but my stomach didn’t flutter as he spoke. If anything, listening to what he was saying did nothing but make me crave that feeling. A feeling I had been missing for far longer than I liked to admit. “Tequila on the rocks with lime.”

      “Okay.” There was a low rumble in his voice, and the way he smiled was like he knew something that I didn’t. He thought that my drink order was a sign that I was interested in him, but I wasn’t. I hadn’t been interested in anyone since him.

      He nodded toward Greg and caught his attention, and he stopped in front of him before his gaze slid to me. “Can I get a tequila on the rocks?”

      “With lime,” Greg finished for him before he could.

      “Exactly.” He chuckled and turned to look back at me. “What’s your name?”

      “Frankie.” I tucked my hair behind my ear before sliding my hands into my back pockets. “You?”

      “Ben.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” I felt awkward standing there waiting for my drink, and if I wasn’t in desperate need of tequila, I probably would have already bounced.

      “You too. You go to the university?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded and watched as Greg made my drink. “Business major.”

      “Me too.” He chuckled and rapped his knuckles against the bar. “I can’t believe I’ve never seen you before.”

      “Maybe you have and just didn’t realize.” I shrugged. I saw hundreds of people at this damn school every day, and I could barely remember any of their faces.

      “No. Trust me. I would remember.”

      My skin heated, and I opened my mouth to respond just as Greg slid my drink in front of Ben and looked at me. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” I flushed with embarrassment as I nodded.

      “Make sure you come to see me before you leave.”

      Ben looked back and forth between us, but I tried not to look at either of them.

      “I will.” I nodded again and took a long drink of my tequila.

      It burned my throat with a deliciousness that I craved.

      I stepped away from the bar, and Ben followed me.

      “You got a thing with the bartender?”

      His question annoyed me, but I tried to let it roll off my back. “I don’t have a thing with anyone.”

      I pushed through the crowd, and he was at my back the whole time. I should have been flattered by his interest in me, but I couldn’t force myself to be.

      I made it to the table where my friends were sitting and took my empty seat. Ben grabbed a chair from the table next to us and pulled it up next to me.

      Dawn raised her eyebrows at me in question as she watched him settle in beside me, and I shrugged my shoulders and tried to stop myself from rolling my eyes.

      I met Dawn on the day we moved into our apartment together, and we hit it off instantly. She was my go-to girl when it came to escaping my own thoughts and losing ourselves out at the bar.

      I smiled over at Ben who was watching me and pulled my phone out of my pocket. The music was blaring in the bar, so I didn’t feel the overwhelming need to make small talk, but I still felt awkward.

      There was a text from Josie on my phone, and I winced as I read it.

      Josie: What are you doing tonight? I feel like we’ve barely talked all week.

      That was because we hadn’t. The university was only about a twenty-minute drive back to my parents’ house, and even though I still spent most of my time there, sometimes it became overwhelming.

      Everything reminded me of Olly, and when I heard Beck talk about him, I had to smile and pretend like he didn’t matter to me. I had to act like I hadn’t spent the entire last year trying to force myself to think about anything other than him.

      I had barely seen him over the past year, but it didn’t matter. Every time I did, it was like no time had passed. He was still the boy I was in love with, and I was still the girl who couldn’t have him.

      I was the girl who pushed him away.

      And now he was in love with someone else.

      “Do you come here a lot?”

      “What?” I looked up from my phone to Ben, and I almost forgot he was sitting there.

      “This bar.” He motioned around us. “Do you come here a lot?”

      “Oh. Yeah.” I nodded. “It’s the best place to get tequila when you’re only nineteen.”

      He laughed and rubbed his hand over the smattering of hair on his jaw. That one simple move reminded me of Olly, and a deep ache pressed against my chest.

      “I guess you have a good point there. What year are you?”

      “Freshman. You?” I nodded in his direction. He was definitely older than me, but he wasn’t too much older.

      “Senior.”

      “Oh, Frankie!” Dawn leaned forward and rubbed her hands together playfully. “It looks like you have caught yourself a daddy.”

      Ben blanched and stuttered over his next words. “I don’t have any kids.”

      I rolled my eyes as Dawn laughed, and leaned closer to him so he could hear me. “That’s not what she means. She’s calling you a daddy because you’re older.”

      “Oh.” He wrinkled his brow, and honestly, I could tell he was going to be a ball of fun.

      “I’m taking it you’ve never dated a younger girl before.” I didn’t know why I said that. He obviously wasn’t dating me, and I had no plans to change that. Guys like Ben reminded me too much of the guys in Clermont Bay, the guys I was forced to spend my last year of high school with while I was miserable, and I had no interest in spending even more time with them.

      It didn’t matter how handsome he was.

      Nothing seemed to matter because every time I thought I could move past Olly, I couldn’t. I just compared every single move they made, everything about them, to him.

      And it wasn’t fucking fair.

      “No.” He shook his head. “This would be a first for me.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I lifted my glass of tequila and downed the rest of the clear liquid. “No one said there was a this.”

      He winced, and I instantly felt bad. “That’s not what I meant. I wasn’t saying…”

      “I’m just busting your balls.” I smiled and set down my glass. “So, Business Major Ben, are you local, or did you move here for college?”

      “I moved here.” He pressed his elbows into his knees and leaned forward. “I’m originally from Texas.”

      “I thought I heard a little twang in there.” I tapped my ear, and he laughed.

      “I do everything in my power to get rid of that twang and everything I left in Texas.” He smiled softly, but it was hiding something beneath that I couldn’t quite place.

      It made me more interested in him than I had been in anyone in a long time.

      “What about you? You a local girl?”

      “I am.” I nodded and gripped the sides of my seat. “My parents live a few miles north of here.”

      “They on the coast?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded.

      “That’s awesome.” His gaze ran over my face. “I love the ocean. The sounds, the smell.”

      I nodded as I could practically imagine what he was saying. “Me too. It’s my favorite place in the world.”

      “I wouldn’t have left here either.”

      I couldn’t tell him that the reason I didn’t leave was that I had been hoping and praying that my staying would mean that Olly would eventually come back. Even though I knew Clermont Bay was the last place he wanted to be, deep down I was holding out hope that he would come back for me.

      I was the one who had pushed him away. I told him that this thing between us couldn’t work, and I knew that was the truth. But I also knew that deep down, I still craved every part of him.

      And that was fucking pathetic.

      I didn’t have time to constantly think about Olly.

      Beck had been working hard with my father over the last year, and he had taken so much of my father’s responsibilities on that I didn’t have to shoulder any of them.

      And I knew Beck did that for me. He did that because he wanted me to go to college and live the dream, as he quoted to me often. But I always used my family as an excuse for why I stayed.

      My parents were both doing well; my dad was smiling more now that he had Beck in the position to help him, and I liked to pretend that they needed me more than they did.

      Because if they needed me, then I wasn’t wasting my life by staying here. If they needed me, then I wasn’t as big of a fool as I truly knew I was.

      Because I had pushed Olly away, and even though nothing really was, I felt like I was falling apart.

      I pushed Olly away because I knew he wasn’t good for me, but I desperately wanted him to be.

      “I’m actually going home this weekend for this little get-together at my parents’ house.” What the hell are you doing, Frankie? “Do you want to come with me?”

      He grinned, deep and genuine, and I wished it affected me more than it did. “A moment ago you were giving me shit over there not being a this” —he motioned his hand back and forth between us— “and now you want to take me home to meet the parents?”

      I winced because he was right, but there was no going back now. “My parents won’t actually be there. But you will meet my older brother, which is actually worse. Take it or leave it.”

      “Take it.” He watched me and searched my eyes. “I’m definitely going to take it.”
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OLLY

        

      

    

    
      “This is so good, Carson.” Jordan looked up at my friend and smiled before glancing back at me. “Thank you for cooking.”

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled back at her even though he didn’t like her. I would even dare to say that he hated her even though he would never admit it.

      He had hated her from the moment he met her.

      “What time do we have to be at workouts?” I avoided his gaze and took the last bite off my plate.

      “Thirty minutes.” He dropped his dishes into the sink, then looked back over at me. “Be ready in ten.”

      “I’ll be ready.” I turned back to Jordan and pushed some of her soft brown hair over her shoulder. She smiled up at me like she always did, like I was the best thing that ever happened to her, and guilt clawed at my chest.

      Because even though I really liked Jordan, she would never be Frankie.

      And that was so fucked up.

      I was more than aware of that fact. It had been a year since Frankie and I were last together. Over a year since she ran out of my apartment like she couldn’t get away from me fast enough, but I still couldn’t get her out of my head.

      I couldn’t make my chest quit aching when I thought about her every time I kissed Jordan. I was doing everything in my power to move on from her, but it didn’t seem to matter.

      Everything reminded me of her. Everything Jordan did, I compared to her.

      It didn’t matter that I was using Jordan to drown out my need for Frankie. It wasn’t intentional, or at least it hadn’t been in the beginning, but I slipped into that vice so easily.

      Frankie was the person I never stopped looking for.

      I didn’t know how to move past it, past her, and part of me knew that I didn’t want to. Not really. I wanted to cling to the feeling that she gave me. A feeling that I hadn’t been able to find anywhere else.

      “You want me to walk you out to your car?”

      “No. I’ll be fine.” She shook her head just as Carson left the room. “I’d rather spend a few minutes alone before I go.”

      “I know, but I can’t be late.” My chest tightened even harder. It wasn’t a lie, but it also wasn’t the whole truth. But I couldn’t tell her that I had seen a post Frankie made on Instagram earlier, and now even my normal tricks to clear my mind of her weren’t working. “Coach will have my ass.”

      “I know.” She nodded, but I could see the hurt in her eyes. She knew that something was off with me. Jordan and I had been dating for less than six months, but Frankie wasn’t something we talked about anymore. I had told her about Frankie once on a drunken night when I was pushing her away, but she’s never brought her up since. “I’ll see you later?”

      “Yeah.” I leaned forward and pressed my lips to her forehead. “I’ll text you as soon as I get back.”

      She wrapped her hands around my neck, pulling me down until my lips met hers, and she kissed me like she was scared it wouldn’t happen again. It always felt like that, like I was kissing her goodbye.

      I pulled away from her when it was clear that she wasn’t going to, and she looked up at me with such sad eyes. That was something that she and Frankie had in common. They were both so fucking expressive with one simple look.

      But while Jordan’s filled me with guilt, a look from Frankie could cut me to my core.

      Jordan walked out the door, and I ran my fingers through my hair before I stood. It took me no time to get my gear on even though my head still felt like it was clouded by a million different thoughts. I had no interest in going to workouts.

      Fuck. I didn’t want to do anything, but pick up my phone and try to call Frankie.

      My hand shook around my phone as I stared down at her name, and it took everything inside of me not to call her. I clicked it off before sliding it into my shorts and walking out of my room.

      Carson and Garrett were waiting on me in the living room when I walked out, and I tried to push away all thoughts of her as I faced my friends.

      “What’s up, fucker?” Garrett tossed his Gatorade bottle from one hand to the next. Garrett was on our team, and at our apartment more than not. Most of the time it felt like he lived here.

      “Nothing.”

      “Told you.” Carson grabbed his bag and headed toward the door without another word.

      “You told him what?” I followed behind him, grabbing my bag along the way. Neither one of them answered me until we had climbed into Garrett’s truck, and he pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Carson just said that you were moping around a bit today.”

      “Correction.” Carson held up his finger. “I told him that you were being a moody bitch.”

      I rolled my eyes at both of them and pulled my phone back out of my pocket. “I am not being moody. I have a fucking headache.”

      “You sure do.” Carson nodded, and it grated on my nerves.

      “Just say whatever it is you want to say, Carson. I’m seriously not in the mood.” I clicked on Instagram and scrolled through my feed absentmindedly.

      “Why are you still doing this bullshit with Jordan when you’re still not over Frankie?”

      “Considering I’ve barely talked to or seen Frankie in the last year, I’d say I’m fucking over her.” It was a lie that neither one of us believed.

      “Am I going to meet this legendary Frankie when we go to Clermont Bay this weekend?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Probably not,” Carson and I answered at the exact same time.

      Carson turned in his seat to get a better look at me. “Do you honestly think we’re going to go back, and you’re not going to see her?”

      I shrugged my shoulders because that was exactly what I thought. “She’s away for college, and from what Josie tells me, partying all the time. I highly doubt she’ll be in Clermont Bay.” The thought alone ate at me. I was always so damn worried about her, and I wasn’t there. I wasn’t there, and she was moving on.

      “You’re delusional.” He searched my face, and I knew he was looking for whatever it was I wasn’t telling him. But he wouldn’t find it. I had become an expert in locking away my feelings for Frankie. At least from others.

      Most days I felt like I was dying on the inside without her, but I could hide it. I had to hide it.

      “Well.” I shrugged again. “We’ll either see her or we won’t.”

      “It doesn’t matter to you either way.” I couldn’t tell if it was a statement or a question.

      “It doesn’t.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said that so sarcastically. “And I bet that when you see her, you won’t be affected by her in the least.”

      “Correct.” I stared him down and tried to get him to drop it. I wasn’t in the mood to talk about Frankie. I wasn’t strong enough.

      “And I bet you won’t be bothered at all by the fact that she apparently has a boyfriend now?”

      His words hit me directly in my chest, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Thoughts of her with someone else flashed through my mind and hit me like a train as my hands began to shake at my sides. I knew that wasn’t fair. I was with Jordan. I had been with Jordan, and I couldn’t expect Frankie to just be alone.

      I didn’t expect her to, but fuck, I don’t know. I also didn’t like to think about her being with anyone else. I had avoided that thought like the fucking plague.

      In my head, Frankie was still mine. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t talked to her in what felt like forever, and it had been months since I smelled the soft coconut scent of her skin.

      Hell, the last time I saw her, she practically acted like she didn’t know me at all. But she did. She knew me better than anyone else.

      And she still felt like mine.

      “Shit. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      I blinked up at Carson because I had honestly forgotten that he was even there. “No. It’s fine.” I could barely manage to get the words out.

      “It’s not fine.” He shook his head. “Nothing about this whole damn thing is fine. You should go home and demand that Frankie talk to you.”

      Demand she talk to me. I wished it were that easy. If I could simply demand that she talk to me, then I wouldn’t be here right now. Because I had tried. Over and over, and Frankie didn’t want to talk to me.

      She had made that perfectly clear through the unanswered calls and one-word text message replies.

      I wished that I could just hold her face in my hands and demand that she look at me and actually see me for the first time in what felt like forever.

      I wanted her to see and hear how badly I missed her.

      I couldn’t grasp all the thoughts that were flashing through my head. Was she even the same Frankie that I knew? Had she changed so much that maybe she didn’t think about me the way I still thought about her?

      Maybe that was a good thing.

      Frankie deserved to move on. Even if I couldn’t. She deserved to be happy in whatever way she could.

      She had told me so herself.

      She was trying to move on, and I had to let her.

      But that didn’t mean that it still hadn’t felt like a betrayal. Every time I touched Jordan, the betrayal I felt ate at me a little more and more.

      Frankie wasn’t even talking to me anymore, and I still felt like I was betraying her every day. But she was leaving me with no choice but to force myself to move on from her.

      I fucked up when I hurt her. I hurt her, and did nothing but push her away.

      We had been each other’s secrets, and she deserved to be my truth. She always had.

      “What would you like me to say to her?” I rubbed my hand over the back of my neck as we pulled into the school parking lot. I spotted half our team climbing out of their cars, and this was the last damn place I wanted to be. “Nothing is different between us. There isn’t a damn thing for either one of us to say.”

      “Then you’re a bigger idiot than I thought.”
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      I felt like I had just fallen asleep when my phone rang, but as I felt around for the blaring thing, I noticed the time on my clock.

      Two-oh-five in the morning.

      I blinked past the brightness of my screen and hit Answer before pressing my phone to my ear.

      “Hello.” I let my eyes fall back closed, and I was almost back asleep when I heard his voice come through the phone.

      “Fuck. Are you asleep?”

      “Olly?” I knew it was him, but it had been so damn long since I talked to him that I felt a bit shocked at hearing his voice.

      “Yeah.” He chuckled softly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      My heart hammered in my chest, and every trace of the heaviness that threatened to pull me back to sleep fell away in an instant.

      “No. It’s okay.” I sat up in bed and pulled my knees against my chest. “I was just shocked to hear your voice.”

      He was quiet for another moment. “I know. I probably shouldn’t have called.”

      “I’m glad you did,” I hurried to reassure him before he could get off the phone. I felt like I had been ignoring him for so long that I couldn’t remember why this wasn’t a good idea.

      One small whisper of his voice was pure temptation. It was like a dirty secret in the dead of the night, and no one could see us. No one was here to tell me that still wanting him was wrong.

      And me wanting him was the only real truth that I knew. Everything else felt like I was faltering, pretending, guessing my way through life, but he had never felt like that. Even when I knew we weren’t good for each other, he was real.

      “I’m glad you finally answered.” He was quiet for a long moment, and I didn’t reply because, what was there to say? I couldn’t tell him that wasn’t the truth when we both knew damn well that it was. “Carson and I are coming to town this weekend. Are you going to be there, or will you be at school?”

      I bit down on my bottom lip as I thought about my stupid fucking plan to invite Ben along for the trip. It had felt like a good idea at the time, but I was regretting it now.

      “Yeah. I’ll be there.” I nodded even though he couldn’t see it, and ran my hand over my sheets. “Josie would kill me if I missed Beck’s birthday party.”

      “Same.” He chuckled softly, and my thighs tightened at the sound. “Apparently being across the country wasn’t a good enough excuse to miss it.”

      “Did you need an excuse to miss it?” I knew I shouldn’t have asked the question because I really didn’t want to know his answer.

      “I don’t know.” There was fumbling on his end of the line, and I tried to imagine what he was doing. “I honestly didn’t think you’d want to see me there. Not after the last time…”

      When I had done everything in my power to pretend like he wasn’t important to me.

      “You’re still my friend, Olly.” Saying his name out loud felt forbidden on my tongue. I hadn’t said it in so long because I knew what those two damn syllables could do to me.

      “Am I? We don’t feel much like friends anymore.”

      I didn’t know how to answer him because he was right. We didn’t feel like friends. It was as if suddenly, we were strangers again.

      I was still in love with a boy who had become a stranger to me, and I didn’t know how to stop.

      “You’ll always be my friend, Olly. Things have just been…” I hesitated because I didn’t want to give too much of myself away. If I finished that sentence, if I told him how hard things had been for me when I knew he had moved on, I would be handing things over to him that I promised I never would again.

      “Fucking miserable.” He huffed as my chest ached, and I could imagine him running his fingers through his hair as he overthought everything he was saying. “I’ve been fucking miserable without you.”

      I slammed my eyes closed and tried to block out his words. I tried not to let them have the kind of effect on me that I already knew they would have.

      “I can’t do this.”

      “Can’t do what?” He sounded so desperate. “All we’re doing is having a conversation.”

      “No.” I shook my head and pulled my sheet against my chest. “What we’re doing is hurting each other.”

      Because he had hurt me. Completely and irrevocably, and I couldn’t give him that power again. I was so tired of letting others have power over me.

      “You’re the one who walked out on me.” His voice was so somber, and I would have felt bad if anger didn’t flush every surface of my skin.

      “And you’re the one who made a promise that you would have nothing to do with me again.”

      “I broke that promise, didn’t I?”

      “You seem to break a lot of promises.” That was a low blow, and I knew it. I knew what Olly and I had been getting into when we started.

      “I didn’t make you any promises, Frankie. We knew we couldn’t have any promises between us.”

      “Just secrets,” I whispered, and I hated how battered I felt. It didn’t matter how much time had passed between us, how long it had been since I heard his voice, it all came flooding back to me with no effort. “Do you make promises to your girlfriend?” I pushed the anger forward and tried with everything I had to get it to overtake the heartbreak. “Is she asleep beside you right now or are you hiding me again?”

      He didn’t answer at first, and for a long moment, I didn’t think he was going to.

      “I heard that you’ve got yourself a boyfriend.”

      Ben wasn’t my boyfriend, not even close, but there was no way in hell I was going to let Olly know that. Especially when I could hear the jealousy in his voice. “Is that an issue?”

      “Of course, it’s a fucking issue,” he growled, and I pushed my thighs together at the sound.

      “Is that why you’re calling me? You’re upset that I’m with someone else?”

      “Don’t do that, Frankie.” I could hear his irritation dripping from his voice. “You know that I have tried to call you over and over, and you haven’t wanted anything to do with me. I just…”

      I pushed the guilt away and clung to my anger. “You what? You get to go fuck whoever you want. You get to fuck that girl that you were supposedly just friends with when I came to visit you, but I’m not supposed to do the same? I hate to tell you this, Olly, but you don’t have to hear about a guy being my boyfriend for me to be fucking him.”

      It was a lie. A huge fucking lie.

      Because despite how hard I was trying to act, I hadn’t gotten over Olly in any way. Not emotionally and not physically. He was fucking his girlfriend like I had never mattered at all, and I could barely bring myself to touch another man.

      “Don’t say shit like that, Frankie. I don’t want to think about you with anyone else.” I could hear the anger in his voice, and I was grateful. Let him be angry.

      “And you think I do? Do you really think I want to be reminded of how easily you moved on all the time?”

      “I haven’t moved on. I waited for you, and you’re the one who told me you didn’t want this. You’re the one who told me to find someone else.”

      “And clearly you have. You’re dating someone else, Olly. You’ve been dating her.”

      “And every time I close my eyes and touch her, I think about you.”

      I couldn’t breathe as he spoke. His words were faint and reckless, and I knew that I shouldn’t have drank them down as if it was the most honest thing I had ever heard.

      “Olly.”

      “It’s true.” There was rustling on his end of the phone, and I pressed my back against my pillows as I tried to calm my racing heart.

      “I haven’t talked to you in forever, and now you’re calling me to tell me that… that you…”

      “That I still imagine your face when my cock is in my hand. That I can’t get off without thinking about the way you smell, the way you taste. That you fucked me up so badly that no one else compares to you.”

      I swallowed hard and tried to keep the emotion and lust from filling my voice. “If Jordan isn’t doing it for you, you can always find someone else that’s better in bed.”

      “It doesn’t have a fucking thing to do with that and you know it.”

      I bit down on my bottom lip as he spoke.

      “Jordan doesn’t do it for me because I’m not in fucking love with Jordan.”

      Don’t say it. Don’t say it.

      “I can’t love her because I’m still in love with you.”

      I knew he could hear my harsh breathing through the phone, but I had no way of stopping it. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to lie to him and save myself.

      “Tell me you don’t love me too, and we can hang up right now. Tell me you don’t love me, and I’ll let you go be happy as you fucking want to with your new boyfriend.”

      I chewed on the side of my thumb as I tried to gather the courage to lie to him. It was just a few simple words. “I can’t.”

      He took a sharp breath, and I knew he was going to say something that I wouldn’t recover from.

      “But that doesn’t mean anything.”

      “The fuck it doesn’t,” he growled. “What do you want me to do, Frankie?”

      He was saying the things that I had wanted to hear for so long, but it still wasn’t enough. Not after everything. “There’s nothing for you to do. You are in California, and you have a girlfriend. We are bad for each other, Olly. Nothing is going to happen between us.”

      “We both know that is a lie.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Yes. You do.” Every word was perfectly clear. “Can I FaceTime you? I need to see you.”

      My heart rate spiked, and I ran my fingers through my hair. “That’s not a good idea.”

      He didn’t care about my answer. My phone started beeping, notifying me that he was FaceTiming me, and my finger shook as it hovered over the Answer button. I knew that I shouldn’t. If I were smart, I would have hung up the damn phone and gone right back to sleep.

      But I was never smart when it came to Olly.

      That was the problem.

      I pressed Answer, and a heaviness instantly hit my chest as soon as his face came into view. He was laying in his bed, just like me, and his gaze ran over every part of me that he could see through the phone.

      I turned on my side with my head resting on my pillow. “If I had known you were going to call me in the middle of the night, I would have dressed better for bed.”

      He shook his head softly. “You’re fucking gorgeous.”

      “Olly, what are we doing?”

      His hair was disheveled and falling in his face, and I knew he had probably been running his fingers through it. It made my own hand itch to do the same.

      “I just want to look at you.” His tongue ran over his bottom lip. “The last time I was in town you barely let me catch a glance of you before you disappeared.”

      “The last time you were in town, I couldn’t handle seeing you.”

      His gaze was on fire as he stared back at me. It didn’t matter that it was dark on both of our ends, I didn’t need light to see the way he was looking at me. I would have been able to feel it with my eyes closed.

      “Are you going to ignore me this weekend?”

      “That depends?”

      “On what?”

      “Are you bringing your girlfriend in town with you?”

      He winced as I asked the question, but we couldn’t pretend like him being with someone else wasn’t the truth. He may have been able to forget about her, but I couldn’t.

      I thought about her every single day.

      “I’m not.”

      A little bit of the tightness in my chest lifted at his words. I saw her on social media, but I didn’t think I could handle actually seeing her again. I didn’t think my heart would survive really watching him with somebody else.

      “Okay.” I blinked up at him.

      “But you are bringing your boyfriend?” I saw the way his neck tightened and his jaw tensed.

      “I am.” Even if Ben didn’t mean shit to me, I needed him as a buffer. I needed anything that would help protect me from falling right back into Olly.

      Because I knew that I would. It would take absolutely no effort for me to forget why he was bad for me. Even talking to him now, it was hard to remember.

      “Are you in love with him?”

      My gaze snapped back to meet Olly’s. “Why would you ask me that?”

      “Because I need to know.” He adjusted the pillow behind his head roughly. “It drives me crazy to even think about.”

      “We just started seeing each other, Olly. It’s not that serious, and that’s not fair.”

      “Does he make you come like I used to?”

      My heart rate spiked as I stared at him. “I’m not going to answer that.”

      “Because we both already know the truth.” He ran his gaze over me, and it didn’t matter that he was thousands of miles away. Every inch that his gaze fell on fueled something inside me. “He’ll never be able to make you feel like I do.”

      “You don’t make me feel anything anymore, Olly,” I answered him and let him hear every bit of anger in my voice.

      “We can change that.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “It’s just you and me here. We can feel whatever we want to feel.”

      I clamped my thighs together and tried to not let him see how badly his words affected me. “Olly.”

      “Show me, Frankie.” He was watching me so intently. “Show me how you touch yourself.”

      “This is wrong. We shouldn’t be doing this.” My hand slid down my belly even as I said the words. I knew I would regret this. It was a mistake, but I felt like a junkie as he spoke. I had been dying for a hit of him.

      “Stop worrying about what you should be doing and do what feels right.”

      I watched him as he adjusted himself in his bed, and I knew that he was touching himself by the way the look on his face shifted. “This feels right. Doesn’t it?”

      I slid my fingers into my panties, and I was so wet. He wasn’t even here, and I was still so wet for him. I ran my finger over my clit and whimpered when a shot of pleasure coursed through me.

      “That’s it, baby.” His voice was so rough. “Imagine that your hand is mine. Think about how desperate I’ll be when I finally get to touch you. How hard it will be for me to be easy on you.”

      My fingers circled my clit, and I sped up as his words fueled me on. I hadn’t been this turned on in so long. Not since him.

      “How wet are you, Frankie? Tell me.”

      “I’m so wet.” I could barely speak as my orgasm started to build.

      “Let me see it. Show me your fingers.” His arm was pumping faster and faster.

      I pulled my fingers from my pussy with a whimper and showed him. You could see how wet they were, even on the phone screen, and his deep groan told me just how much he liked it.

      “Taste it. Tell me if it’s as sweet as I remember.”

      I slid my fingers into my mouth as he watched me, and the way he was looking at me made me feel like I couldn’t breathe.

      “Fuck.” His gaze didn’t veer from me as he watched every second of me sucking the wetness from my fingers. “Put them back in your pussy. Show me how badly you wish I was there.”

      I did so immediately. My body begging for release. I sat up in the bed and slid my panties down my legs. Olly didn’t say anything as he watched me, and my hands shook as I propped my phone up on a pillow in front of me and spread my thighs.

      “Oh, fuck.” Olly jerked forward with a deep groan, and I slid my fingers back through my wetness. I spread it around as he watched, and it felt like the strongest aphrodisiac.

      I let my fingers slide into me as I caressed my left breast through my t-shirt with my other hand. “I want to see you too.”

      Olly rustled around for a moment before he fixed his own phone, and his body came into view. I could still see his face, but I also had a perfect view of his shirtless torso and his cock gripped tightly in his hand.

      My fingers sped up as I watched him.

      “You are so goddamned beautiful, Frankie. I wish I was the one touching you. I wish I could fuck you with my mouth before I slammed my cock inside of you.”

      He was pumping his hand harder and faster against his cock, and I followed his lead.

      “I want to fuck every inch of you. I would fucking remind you exactly who you belong to.”

      I whimpered as my orgasm built and built, and I knew that I was so damn close to coming.

      “Because you do belong to me, Frankie. Your body, your heart, that perfect little pussy. Every fucking bit of you belongs to me.”

      I was almost there. So damn close.

      “Tell me, baby. Tell me who it all belongs to.”

      “You.” My answer was instant because there wasn’t a single question. I had belonged to him for as long as I could remember, and I didn’t think there was anything I could do to change that.

      Deep down, I was starting to question why I ever wanted to.

      “That’s fucking right, Frankie. Now come on your fingers while I watch. Show me how badly you wish I was there. Imagine you’re coming all over my cock while I fuck every bit of that pleasure from your body.”

      I tightened my hand around my breast and pushed hard against my clit as my orgasm bombarded me. I screamed his name, and I didn’t care that my roommate might hear or the people in the apartment next to us. I had needed that release for so damn long, and my fingers alone had never been enough.

      Not like this.

      “Fuck.” Olly groaned loudly and pointed his cock toward his stomach. I watched as his cum squirted out against his skin and covered his belly.

      We sat there in silence for a long time. Both of us trying to catch our breaths and neither of us speaking. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to act after what we had just done. We were just watching each other and saying so many things that would never be said out loud.

      But even with as good as this felt, I knew it was wrong.

      “Are you okay?” His voice startled me.

      “Yeah.” I nodded and pulled my blanket up to my chest to cover me. I wasn’t okay. I didn’t know how to be okay. “But I need to get some sleep.”

      “Yeah.” He nodded in agreement. “Me too.”

      Neither of us hung up, though. We just sat there in silence watching each other breathe, and he was the last thing I saw when my eyes fluttered closed, and I drifted off to sleep.
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      It felt so odd to be back in Clermont Bay after not being here for months. But it felt even odder to come back after the moment Frankie and I had the other night. Especially now that she had stopped answering any calls or texts from me again.

      She had answered the other night which was so out of the norm, but now she was back to ignoring me.

      I was angry more than anything else. Angry with her. Angry with myself. Pissed that we had let the two of us get this far. I should have never called her the other night. I should have never done something with Frankie that could hurt Jordan regardless of how badly I wanted her.

      I was furious that even though I told Jordan that I didn’t think things were going to work with us, she was still clinging to me like I was the best thing that ever happened to her. I wasn’t.

      I was fucking far from it.

      And it only made me feel guiltier for the way I felt about Frankie, for the way I fucking craved her.

      “So, this is where you rich fucks are from?” Garrett leaned forward between the two front seats and looked around at the houses as we drove down the Clermonts’ street.

      “It’s not nearly as impressive as it looks.”

      “Yeah.” Garrett chuckled. “You all would die if you ever came home with me. I’m pretty sure my entire house could fit in one of your bedrooms.”

      Carson and I laughed, but Garrett looked dead serious.

      “And y’all’s parents just let you all have parties at these places?” He was still looking around like he had never seen houses like these before.

      “I mean, some do.” Carson rubbed at the back of his neck as we pulled into Frankie’s driveway. “But Beck’s parents are out of town, and his party is going to be really low-key.”

      I put the car in park and stared ahead at Frankie’s. I took a deep breath as my heart raced in my chest. I wasn’t sure if I was nervous to face her or if I was just nervous about how she would react to me.

      Was she still going to have her boyfriend here? Even after how hard she came for me the other night?

      I didn’t know what I expected, but part of me hoped that Frankie had told him about me. I hoped that she could forgive me for the mistakes I had made in the past and stopped pushing me away.

      I followed Carson as he pushed through the front door, and Garrett followed behind me. The sound of laughter hit us immediately, and I tucked my hands in my pockets.

      “Carson!” Allie was off the couch and running in our direction before jumping into his arms. I had become so accustomed to their PDA since living with Carson that I was barely even fazed anymore. Not even when he grabbed her ass and pressed her firmly against him and she giggled.

      “How was the flight?” Beck clapped hands with me before pulling me into a hug.

      “It was good.” I pulled back and nodded to Garrett at my side. “Beck, this is Garrett. Garrett, this is Beck.” I pointed to Josie who was curled up on the couch directly behind him. “And that is his girlfriend, Josie.” My gaze moved around the room, and I finally spotted Frankie leaning against the doorway that connected the living room and kitchen. “And that’s my… that’s Frankie.”

      Shit.

      “It’s nice to meet you all.” Garrett shook hands with Beck, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Frankie.

      “Hey, Olly.” She gently nodded in my direction. Her hair was a little bit longer than I remembered, but it was still the same dark shade that I loved.

      “Hi.” I took a step toward her but stopped when her gaze flicked away from me quickly. I had no idea what I was doing. I didn’t have a fucking clue.

      “Are you all ready to party?” Carson called out with his arms wrapped around Allie, and I heard her laugh.

      “Don’t you fuck up anything in this house, Carson,” Josie chastised him as she stood. “I’m not cleaning up after you.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      They were still talking, but I could barely hear a word they said. I was too busy staring at Frankie and picturing the way she had looked on the phone the other night. I had stayed on the line far after she fell asleep, and honestly, that was the part that made me crave her the most.

      I had felt desperate to be there with her, to hold her against me while she slept.

      My chest ached at the thought. I had to fix this. I had to figure out what the fuck I was doing before I screwed everything up for good.

      “Beck, can I talk to you?” As soon as the words passed my lips, there was a loud knock at the door, and Frankie tensed.

      “Frankie, is that your boyfriend?” Josie wagged her eyebrows in Frankie’s direction.

      Frankie looked almost guilty as she looked at me before quickly looking away. “He’s not my boyfriend.” She moved toward the door. “But please don’t fucking embarrass me or I’ll never bring a guy back here ever again.”

      I watched every step she took as she headed toward the door, and Garrett nudged my shoulder with his. I finally pulled my gaze away from her long enough to look over at him.

      “Are you okay?” he said low enough for only me to hear.

      “Fine.” I nodded and clutched my fist at my side.

      “You’re not pulling it off well.”

      “Thanks.” I watched as Frankie opened the door, but I couldn’t see her face or the guy who stood on the other side. It was probably for the best. I didn’t know if I could handle watching her looking up at someone else with a smile like she used to look at me.

      “So, Garrett, how did you end up with these two?” Josie asked and wrapped her arm around my waist.

      I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her into me. I knew my hold on her was probably too tight, but I held on to her for the support I needed, and she let me.

      “Baseball.” Garrett shrugged. “I felt bad for their lack of skills on day one and tried to take them under my wings.”

      “Okay, asshole.” I knocked my other hand into his stomach, and he laughed even as Josie nodded her head.

      “Olly may not be that good, but he sure does look nice in baseball pants.”

      I squeezed her harder against me and looked down at her. “Really, Josie? That hurts.”

      “That was a compliment.” She winked at me. “The fact that I even noticed your ass when Beck’s was also there is really saying something. It means it’s top tier.”

      “What about mine?” Carson asked as he plopped down on the couch with Allie still against him.

      “Ahh.” Josie scrunched up her nose. “It’s okay.”

      Everyone chuckled just as Frankie and her guy walked into the room hand in hand, and I knew that Josie was trying her hardest to distract me from them. I loved her for it too.

      “Don’t worry, Carson.” I quickly pulled my gaze away from where his larger hand held hers. “Maybe she at least thinks you’re good at the game.”

      “I think your ass is the best on the field.” Allie patted his chest as she looked up at him.

      “Her opinion is biased.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Okay.” Carson searched around the room. “Frankie, excluding your brother, for obvious reasons, whose ass is better in baseball pants? Mine or Olly’s?”

      I couldn’t stop the small smile on my lips as I watched her tense at his question. She wasn’t going to answer. Her new boyfriend was standing right there beside her, and his brow was scrunched as he took in the question.

      “Olly’s.” Her answer shocked me. “Hands down.”

      “This is bullshit,” Carson grumbled and pulled Allie tighter against him.

      “Guys, this is Ben.” Frankie interrupted our laughter. “Ben, this is Carson, Allie, Garrett, Josie, and Olly.” Her eyes met mine quickly before looking away.

      Beck walked up behind Ben and patted his shoulder before taking his hand in his. “It’s nice to meet you, Ben. I’m Frankie’s brother, Beck.”

      His reaction to Ben infuriated me, and I held on to Josie tighter. That was all he was going to do? All he was going to say?

      “It’s nice to meet you too.” Ben shook his hand before dropping it, and I knew he had to be feeling awkward in this group. Hell, I would.

      “Wow.” I laughed to myself. “That’s really all Beck has to say?”

      Josie smacked my stomach, and I looked down at her. She shook her head as if that was somehow going to make this entire fucking thing better.

      “So, what are we doing?” Carson asked. “We drinking, swimming, or heading to the beach?”

      “All three.” Josie finally let go of me and moved toward Beck. “But we got things ready for a bonfire on the beach, so let’s head out there first.”

      Everyone started heading in different directions. Some outside, some to the kitchen, but I didn’t move.

      “I’m going to run upstairs and put my suit on.” Frankie was talking to Ben, but I was listening to every word. “Why don’t you head outside, and I’ll meet you out there?”

      Ben said something back to her that I couldn’t hear, and she smiled just as he walked past her and out of the room. Frankie hesitated, but she didn’t say a single word to me or even glance in my direction. She seemed to gather herself before leaving the room and pushing up the stairs.

      I stood there and watched every step she took. I couldn’t look away from her even if I wanted to, and I knew that it was stupid but everything inside me told me to follow her. I just needed to talk to her alone for one damn second.

      Reaching down to get my boardshorts out of my bag, I grabbed them in my hand and headed up the stairs before anyone could question me. I was almost certain that no one was paying attention to me anyway, but I felt so on edge being back here with her.

      Going into the guestroom that was adjacent to hers, I quickly changed before tossing my clothes on the bed and heading back out the door. Frankie was still in her room. I could hear her moving around in there. So I leaned against the wall across the hall and waited.

      My heart raced and my hands trembled as I lingered by her door, and I swallowed down the shocked breath she let out when she finally opened her door and saw me.

      “You scared the shit out of me, Olly.” She pressed her hand against her chest and closed the door behind her.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” I bit down on the inside of my lip as I looked at her. She was in a royal blue bikini that showed off every bit of her curves, but that wasn’t where I was looking. It was the sadness in her eyes that she hid as she quickly looked away from me that took my breath away. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      She laughed and pushed her long hair out of her face with fumbling fingers. “I am perfectly fine, Olly. I’ve been perfectly fine without you for quite some time, but thank you for checking.” Her voice was so cold.

      She went to move past me, but I reached out and touched my fingers against hers and she stopped.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” I shook my head as my heart raced in my chest. “I know that you are more than capable of taking care of yourself. I just meant after the other night. I tried to call you again, but you’ve been ignoring me.”

      “That’s because the other night shouldn’t have happened.” She looked at me before looking back down the hall, but there was no one up here except me and her. “It was a slip of judgment on both of our parts.”

      “Was it?” I cocked my head to the side and studied her. We both knew what we were doing the other night when I called her, but the thought of her regretting it, of her regretting me, felt so heavy in my chest.

      “It was.” She searched my face, and for a moment, I thought she was going to step forward and kiss me. I could see the want in her eyes. The tremble of her fingers against mine. The desire to do just that, but she stopped herself. “I have managed to be fine without you for so long now, and then you call me and…”

      She shook her head, but I was dying for her to finish that sentence.

      “And what?”

      “And I fall back into your bullshit like you aren’t the guy who broke my heart.”

      My heart felt like it was going to beat out of my chest as I stepped forward and tried to close the gap between us. Shame slammed into me as I let her words sink in. “You know that I never meant to. That was never what I wanted.”

      “I know.” She shrugged her shoulders. “But it doesn’t change the fact that you did. I know what happened between us was messy and things were hard, but you still didn’t choose me. I loved you and you didn’t choose me.”

      “Is that what you want me to do?” I could feel my panic rising with each second. “I can go downstairs right now and tell Beck that this is what I want. I already told Jordan that this is what I want.”

      There was shock in her eyes at my confession, but she quickly hid it. “Don’t do that. Don’t ruin your relationship with a girl you like for something that isn’t even real anymore.”

      “It is real.”

      “No.” She held up her hand and pressed it against my chest as if that would keep me away from her. “It’s not. I’m not sure if it ever was.”

      “You know that’s a lie.”

      “What I know is that I have a guy downstairs who is waiting on me. A guy who isn’t worried about who is going to see me with him.” There was so much pain in her eyes, and I was desperate to take it away. I wished I could take back so many things that I couldn’t.

      I gripped the back of her head in my hand and pulled her closer to me. Her hand was pressed tightly between us, but she didn’t fight it.

      “I never wanted to hurt you.” I ran my nose along her jaw and drank in the smell and feel of her. God, I had missed this so much. I missed her.

      I missed the way she sounded when she breathed against me. The way she looked up at me with her brown eyes begging me for more. She still had the same soft hint of coconut that made me crave summer, and my fingers burned where my skin connected with hers.

      I never wanted to go so long without touching her again.

      “I never want to hurt you again.” I ran my lips over hers gently, and she took a shuttering breath before the tiniest whimper passed through her lips. “I never want to give you up.”

      I pressed my lips against hers timidly because I had no idea what she was thinking. Despite what happened between us on the phone the other night, her actions and her words were so different from one another.

      But she closed the kiss before I could gather the courage, and she gripped her hand in my shirt and held me against her. I couldn’t stop after that. I could barely think.

      I kissed her with everything I had. I put every bit of want and need and pure fucking desperation into that kiss, and she matched my need with every move. We slammed into the wall, my arm taking the brunt of the hit, and she scrambled to get her arms out from between us and around my neck.

      She held me to her as she kissed me, and I sucked her bottom lip into my mouth just as she raised her legs and wrapped them around my hips. I pressed harder against her, the weight of my body holding hers up, and I knew she could feel how badly I wanted her.

      Every part of me trembled with a need to touch her, taste her, claim her.

      There was barely any material between us, and I could have easily slipped her bikini to the side and touched every inch of her if I wanted to. And trust me, I fucking wanted to.

      But I didn’t want her to think that this was about sex for me. It wasn’t. Did I crave her body more than I had ever wanted anything else in my life? Absolutely. But the deep ache in my chest had nothing to do with her body.

      I wanted her. Her mind, her kindness, her sass. I missed every damn bit of her.

      I softened my kiss against her lips before moving along her cheek. I kissed her slowly, deliberately, as I moved down and around her jaw.

      Frankie tightened her legs around my waist and ground against me. It was so overwhelming, the feel of her, the taste of her on my tongue. Every touch making me yearn for more and more.

      “I need you to do something.” She tugged on my neck and tried to pull me back to her mouth as she rode my hips with hers. I was so hard against her, and I knew that my cock was hitting places on her body that made her feel as wild with lust as I did.

      “I am doing something.” I ran my nose along her jaw before pressing a soft kiss beneath her ear.

      “No. I need you to move. To touch me.”

      “And I need you to go down there and send your boyfriend home.” The moment the words passed my lips, I knew that was the wrong thing to say. Frankie’s body stiffened beneath mine, and her fingers fell from my neck.

      I wrapped my hands around her thighs so she wouldn’t push away from me completely, but it was no use.

      “Let me go.”

      “No.” I shook my head against her neck. “I’m not ready to give you up.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She pushed against my chest, and I finally let her feet drop to the floor. “I’m not yours to give up, Olly. I am not yours at all.”

      Anger flooded me even though I knew it shouldn’t. What she was saying was the truth, but that didn’t make it any easier to hear.

      “You felt like mine when you were just begging me.”

      Her shocked inhale stole my own breath, and I wished I could take back my words. I wished I could take back everything I had ever said that hurt her, but somehow, I kept doing it again and again.

      “Don’t get a big head because I miss your cock, Olly.” She pushed against my chest, and I took a step back. I knew she meant for her words to hurt me, but they didn’t. She could say what she wanted, but I knew she missed me.

      If she didn’t, she would have never answered the phone the other night. She would have never let things go this far.

      “That’s the only thing you miss about me?”

      “Right now?” She straightened out her hair and her bikini. “Absolutely.”

      She headed toward the stairs, and I followed right behind her before she turned back to me with her finger pointed in my face. “Do not follow me down the stairs and make Ben think something is going on between us. You remember how to sneak around? You were very good at it at one point.”

      “But there is something going on between us.”

      “No. There’s not. This…” She motioned back and forth between us. “Is never going to happen again.” Then she marched down the stairs to the guy who was waiting for her, and I had no choice but to watch her go.
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      What the fuck was I doing?

      That was the thought that continuously ran through my mind as I stormed down the stairs and out the back door. Ben was standing next to my brother and already had a beer in his hand.

      He smiled when he saw me walk out the door, and I was flooded with guilt. I barely knew this guy, but already I was doing things that I knew he didn’t deserve.

      Because of Olly.

      Every decision I made over the last year was always with Olly in the back of my mind.

      And I hated it.

      “Hey.” Ben reached his hand out in my direction, and I let him wrap it around my waist as he pulled me into him. His gaze roamed over my body, and I wondered if he could see Olly’s touch on my skin.

      Had he left a mark on my skin like he had everything else?

      Ben and I had only hung out one other time since we met at the bar, and even though it had been enjoyable, I still felt awkward.

      I barely even knew the guy, and I had been an idiot for inviting him here.

      “Hi.” I pushed my hair out of my face and looked up at him. Ben was handsome, but my first thought when I saw his smile was that he wasn’t Olly.

      But I knew I had to get used to that. I had to accept that the guy I ended up with wouldn’t be the same guy who I loved with a desperation that wasn’t healthy.

      Nothing about the two of us ever was.

      But that didn’t mean I loved him any less.

      It just meant that I had to figure out how to love someone differently.

      “Is everyone being nice to you?” I looked over at Beck, and he had the nerve to actually wink at me. The asshole.

      “Of course.” Ben laughed and pulled me closer to him. I tensed the smallest bit as he leaned closer to me and spoke where only I could hear him. “You look amazing.”

      I smiled and tried to let his words affect me. I begged them to do anything. “Thank you.” I looked away from him when nothing came. “Let’s head down to the beach.”

      I gripped his hand in mine and pulled him behind me just as the back door opened. I knew it was Olly, but I didn’t dare look back. I knew I wouldn’t be able to pull this off if I met his eyes for even a second.

      I wasn’t going to be able to pretend like I wasn’t falling apart from seeing him.

      I had asked him to touch me up there. Practically begged him to give me something that I knew I shouldn’t have, and I was so damn embarrassed by how weak he made me.

      I wasn’t the same girl that loved Olly back then. I had changed, but when he touched me, I felt like I was right back where we started. It was hard to remember that he didn’t choose me. It was impossible to wrap my head around the idea that he wasn’t good for me.

      Sometimes I wished I could forget about him altogether, but the thought of living in a world where the two of us didn’t connect in some way made my chest ache so badly it stole my breath.

      As desperately as I wanted to forget Olly, I craved the idea of him never walking away again.

      And that kind of want was treacherous. I would follow that desire until it led to nothing but misery. I knew that with certainty.

      Olly had hurt me before, and he would hurt me again.

      I was the only one who could protect myself from him, and I wasn’t sure if I was capable.

      “This beach is so nice.” Ben looked around as we pushed through the sand, and I realized how tightly I was clinging to his hand.

      “It is.” I nodded. “It’s my favorite place in the world.”

      “I can see why.” He smiled down at me, and he looked so genuinely happy to be here with me.

      “So, Ben? Where did you and Frankie meet?” I looked over my shoulder at Olly as he sat down in the sand.

      “We met at this little bar right down the street from our university.” Ben chuckled before taking a seat near the fire. I followed him and pressed against his side as the warm sand pressed against my legs. “I knocked her tequila all over her.”

      “Tequila?” Olly cocked his head slightly. “Frankie, how is a nineteen-year-old managing to get tequila at a bar?”

      I looked him straight in the eyes as I answered him. “You know what they say. It’s all about who you know and who you blow.”

      Ben jerked back the smallest bit as if he was shocked by my answer, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t looking at him. I was too busy watching the way Olly’s eyes darkened and his fist clenched in the sand.

      “Okay.” He nodded his head with a bitter smile on his lips. “Have you two been dating long?”

      He looked back toward Ben.

      “Uh, no.” I heard Ben chuckle beside me. “We actually just met recently.”

      “Wow. She must really like you to bring you home to meet everyone so quickly.”

      “I hope so.” Ben ran his hand down my bare back, and I tried not to let Olly see me flinch at his touch. “What about you?” Ben nodded in Olly’s direction. “Do you have a girl around here?”

      “You could say that.”

      My eyes slammed into Olly’s, and my anger rose. “Olly doesn’t live here anymore. He moved to California, and he definitely has a girlfriend there.”

      “Oh. That’s cool.” Ben nodded. “I’ve always wanted to go to Cali.”

      “It was kind of a letdown for me.” I pulled my attention away from Olly to look back at Ben. “I expected a lot more out of it, honestly.”

      “But she really didn’t give it a chance.”

      “Yes. I did,” I snapped back at him, and narrow my eyes. “I gave it more chances than it deserved.”

      “Okay.” Carson clapped his hands together, and my attention was drawn to where he stood. Beck and Josie were walking up behind him, and Beck was carrying a large white cooler. “Anyone want to go for a swim?”

      “Me.” I pushed off the sand before dusting it off my legs. I needed to get away from Olly before I said something that I was going to regret.

      He knew what he was doing. He was trying to get a reaction out of me in front of Ben, and I was falling right into his trap.

      “Want to get in?” I held my hand out to Ben, and he quickly took it. He smiled as he stood and pulled his t-shirt over his head.

      I pulled him toward me, right where Olly could see, and I smiled up at him like I had never been happier to be with anyone else. I smiled up at him like I knew I usually looked at Olly.

      “Let’s go.” I stepped backward with his hand in mine, and my gaze only flashed to Olly’s for a second. The anger I saw there should have stopped me. I should have second-guessed every decision I was making, but I didn’t.

      I just pulled Ben into the ocean, and I told myself that I didn’t care what Olly thought.

      It was just another lie, and it was one that I told myself for the rest of the night.
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      “Did your boyfriend finally leave?”

      I spun around to find Olly standing behind me, and I hated how that one damn look did so many things to me. “Don’t be a dick, Olly. It doesn’t suit you.” I walked back through the dark foyer and headed toward the kitchen.

      “What would you prefer I be, Frankie?” He followed every step I took, and I could feel the heat of him against my back.

      “Honestly? I don’t know.” I shook my head and turned just in time to press my hand against his chest to stop him from coming any closer. I knew that Josie had already taken my drunk brother to bed, but everyone else was still out by the pool, and this wasn’t a conversation that I wanted anyone else to walk in on. “But we’re not talking about this right now.”

      “Yes. We are.” He pushed even closer to me, and I took a step back until my back pressed into the cold granite of the countertops. “If I don’t force you to have this conversation now, then you’ll just ignore me and it’ll never happen.”

      “Maybe that’s for the best.” I looked up at him, and it was so hard to breathe with the way he was looking down at me. His dark eyes were heady and filled with something that went so much further than want.

      “We both know that isn’t true.” His bare chest was pressed against my hand and his brown hair was falling into his face. He was so damn handsome that it hurt. “Tell me you won’t have regrets when I leave.”

      “I always have regrets when it comes to you.”

      He winced, and I saw the pain slice across his features.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “It is.” He lifted his hand and gently pushed some hair out of my face. I held my breath as he did so. He was doing nothing but touching my fucking hair, but I still felt more in that one simple move than I had all day with Ben. “But I don’t blame you.”

      “You don’t get to do this, Olly.” I tried my hardest to harden my heart as I spoke. “You don’t get to act like you aren’t the one who chose this. What we are is because of you.”

      “You act like I could have just changed everything. Like I could have made everyone else disappear.”

      I swallowed deep and hard. “You could have, but you didn’t. You chose them over me.”

      “That’s not fair.” His eyes searched mine, and I could have sworn he moved even closer to me.

      “I didn’t say it was, but none of this has been fair to me.”

      “What did you want me to do, Frankie? I would have lost everyone.”

      “Except me.” I looked down at his chest, and I told myself to school my features, to guard my heart. “You wouldn’t have lost me.”

      “What can I do, Frankie? Tell me what to do.”

      I shook my head because I didn’t know what to tell him. I didn’t see a way we could ever make something work between us and not end up hurting each other.

      “Do you want me to act like Ben? Would you prefer that I didn’t know a single fucking thing about you or what you like? Would that make you want me more?”

      My gaze snapped back up to him, and my heart raced as anger flooded me at his words.

      “You don’t know a damn thing about Ben or me.”

      “Yes, I do.” He gripped my chin in his hand and held me in place so I had no choice but to look at him. “I know that you don’t fucking want him. I know that he doesn’t make your body feel a single fucking thing like it does when I touch you.”

      He was right, but he was also wrong. I hadn’t even given Ben the opportunity. I hadn’t given anyone the chance, but I wouldn’t allow him to have that knowledge.

      Instead, I straightened my spine and looked him directly in the eyes. “No one has ever fucked me the way Ben does. He makes me come harder than you could dream.”

      There was a flash in his eyes that made my knees feel like they were going to buckle. One simple lie fueled him, and the way he was looking at me told me that he was going to prove me wrong. He was determined to make sure that I didn’t forget it.

      “Don’t fucking test me, Frankie.” His grip on my chin was almost painful. “I will bend you over this counter right now and fuck you until you remember exactly what it feels like to be mine. I will make you forget that anyone but me has ever touched your perfect fucking body.”

      I didn’t dare budge. I tried my damnedest not to let him see how much I was affected by his words, but I couldn’t stop myself from pressing my thighs together to calm the ache there. “I have a boyfriend, Olly.”

      “And I don’t give a fuck about him.” He lowered until his gaze was directly in mine. “You are mine.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath as my chest heaved.

      “I’m not.”

      “Yes. You fucking are.” He didn’t give me a warning or any time to react as he jerked me forward and slammed his mouth against mine. His mouth was harsh and punishing, and I could hardly breathe as his lips bruised mine.

      His other hand gripped my bare thigh, and he lifted me in one swift movement and planted my ass on the counter. I looked toward the window, but he tugged me back to his mouth before I could really worry about who was outside watching us.

      He made me forget everything that wasn’t the two of us at that moment, and he made it hard to remember why this wasn’t a good idea.

      He kissed down my jaw, his teeth dragging over my sensitive skin before he eased over it with his tongue, and my body trembled against him. He moved along my neck, worshipping every damn spot he passed, and God, I had missed this. I had missed him so damn much.

      “Tell me you want this,” he whispered against my ear before biting down gently against my earlobe.

      “I want it.” My response was instant because I didn’t stand a chance at hiding it from him.

      He leaned back the slightest bit and ran his gaze down my bikini-clad body. My thighs shook at his sides, and he stared up at me as he leaned down and pressed a kiss along my breastbone. He wasted no time as he pulled my top down and exposed my breasts to him.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” he murmured against my skin before running his tongue against my nipple. He pulled it in his mouth as his hand lifted and he molded my other breast in his fingers. “Are you fucking wet for me, Frankie?”

      I moaned at his question and the way his mouth was moving against my breast, but that answer wasn’t good enough for him.

      “Tell me how wet you are. Tell me if you’ve ever been this wet for anyone other than me,” he growled against my skin, and even though I wanted to lie to him, I knew that I couldn’t.

      “You know I haven’t.” I shook my head.

      He dropped his hand and slid it against my bikini bottoms, and I knew that he could feel the moisture leaking through them.

      “So fucking wet,” he moaned before lifting his head and bringing his mouth back to mine.

      He pushed my bathing suit aside and slid his fingers against my pussy, and I tensed at the contact. If he noticed, he didn’t let on. He simply pushed his fingers through every inch of me as if he couldn’t believe that he was touching me again. He was committing my body to memory, and I was getting wetter and wetter with every second that passed.

      “Olly.” I reached out for him, but he grabbed my leg in his hand and brought my foot up until it was pressed against the counter in front of me.

      He stared at me before pressing his hand against my chest and pushing me flat against the counter. “I’m going to die if I don’t taste this pussy,” he groaned.

      “Oh God.” My back bowed off the counter as he lowered his head, and anticipation thrummed through my body.

      This was more than just sex. I wanted to deny him, but I felt desperate for him to touch me. I felt like I was going to go insane if I wasn’t able to connect with him in a way that no one else could give me.

      This was ours. It belonged to no one else besides us, and even though I knew he had been with others, I tried to convince myself that it had never been like this for him with anyone else.

      Only me and him.

      He pulled my bottoms down my hips, and I lifted my ass off the counter to allow him to pull them down my legs. I was so exposed in front of him, but I didn’t feel a bit of timidness. My body was his to do what he wanted with, and I knew that I would probably never feel so comfortable with anyone else in my life.

      Olly had hurt me, but he had also healed me, and part of me would always belong to him.

      “Fuck.” He pressed his rough hands against the inside of my knees and spread my legs as far as they would go as he stared down at my pussy. He dropped his head before I could manage to say a word, and he wasted no time running his tongue through my slit.

      “Oh my God.” I pushed my fingers into his hair and slammed my head back against the counter.

      His tongue hit my clit, and he didn’t stop. He flicked his tongue there gently before moving it faster and harder, and my legs trembled at his sides as he sucked the small bud into his mouth.

      Anything I had ever done with my own hand had never compared to this. Nothing compared to him.

      “God, you taste so fucking good.” His teeth ran over my clit, and I shot up as a scream clawed up my throat. “It’s just like I remember. It’s the exact taste I imagine when my cock is in my hand.”

      His words were as intoxicating as his mouth, and my stomach tightened as my orgasm raced through me at an embarrassingly fast speed. I was so damn close.

      He pushed two fingers inside of me as he continued to work me with his mouth, and I just needed one more touch. One more curl of his fingers or caress of his tongue and I would be there. But he let off, and I jerked forward to look at him.

      He was staring directly at me, his mouth hovering over my soaking wet pussy, and his fingers still inside me. “Tell me that you’re mine. Tell me who this pussy belongs to.”

      “You’re insane.” I could barely breathe as I answered him. I just needed him to move, to do something. Anything that would let me come.

      He lowered his head as he stared up at me and blew a gentle breath against my clit. I jerked forward, my body forcing his fingers harder inside me, and I could feel my orgasm right on the brink.

      “Tell me, Frankie.”

      “Olly, I am so fucking close, please.”

      “I know.” He pressed a soft kiss against my clit, and the feeling was far more intense than it should have been.

      His fingers moved faster inside of me, and he curled them up until they were touching that spot inside of me that I could never seem to hit on my own. His tongue lapped against me, right where his fingers were sliding in and out, before he moved back to my clit and worked it with his tongue.

      I couldn’t sit still as I moved against him and rode his face. My fingers were still laced in his hair, and I held him against me as I silently begged him.

      This time he didn’t lift his head as he spoke. He murmured his words against my pussy, but they were crystal fucking clear. “Whose pussy is this, Frankie?”

      I tightened my hands in his hair as I tried to resist him, but it was no use. We both knew the answer already, and it didn’t matter how much I tried to prove him otherwise.

      “Yours,” I finally answered him. “It’s always been yours.”

      He growled against me and sucked my clit into his mouth, and I came with a scream. I covered my mouth with my hand to try to muffle the sound, but it was no use.

      Olly pulled me from the counter and dropped my feet to the ground in a rush as he spun me away from him. I could feel his hard cock pressing against my ass as he kissed the back of my neck and ran his tongue down my spine.

      He pressed his hand there, and I allowed him to push me until my upper body was pressed back against the counter and my ass was on display in front of him. I could hear him fumbling with his shorts before I felt the smooth skin of his cock against my ass. He ran it up and down, hitting my pussy before pushing back through my ass cheeks, and my body was still thrumming from my orgasm.

      “Fuck, I don’t have a condom,” he cursed, and I looked over my shoulder at him. He looked as crazed as I felt, so lost in our lust for one another that nothing else seemed to matter.

      “It’s okay.” I swallowed hard. “I’m on birth control.”

      His gaze met mine, and I knew this really wasn’t a conversation either one of us wanted to have. He thought I was on birth control for Ben.

      “I’m clean.” He ran his hand gently over my lower back. “You’re the only person I’ve ever not used a condom with.”

      I closed my eyes at his confession. That should have made me happy, but all I could think about was the fact that he had used a condom with someone else. With her. While I could barely manage to kiss another guy without thoughts of him flooding me, he had been fucking someone else just fine.

      “I trust you,” I said the words before looking away. Even though they hurt, those words were still the truth. I still trusted him more than I had ever trusted anyone else even after everything.

      “God,” he groaned. “You saying that fucks with my head. It’s the sexiest fucking thing.”

      He ran his cock against me again, and I whimpered when he pressed it against my sensitive clit. He pulled away from me, and I looked back over my shoulder again just before he dropped down behind me. His fingers dug into my ass and he spread me apart just before his mouth met my pussy again.

      He rolled his tongue against me, and I lifted on my tiptoes as I chased the feeling. He bit down just where my ass cheek met my leg, and I squirmed against him.

      “You are so fucking ready for me.”

      I nodded frantically as I pushed my ass against him. I felt desperate to feel him inside me.

      He stood again and I felt the head of him push against my entrance. He pushed inside of me, slowly at first, before slamming in hard to the hilt, and I grasped for something to hold on to as my chest slid against the granite.

      Olly reached forward and grabbed my hands in his, and he continued to slide in and out of me as he brought my hands together at the small of my back and held them in one of his. My back arched and my nipples pressed harshly into the cold granite.

      Olly moved his other hand back to my ass, and I tensed as he pulled me apart and watched where his body slid into mine. “You are so fucking perfect, Frankie. So fucking perfect for me.”

      I tried my hardest to block out his words, but every last one bombarded me and made me feel far more than I wanted to. He made me feel things that I had been grappling to try to forget.

      He fucked me hard yet slowly, as if he couldn’t control himself but was trying to savor me all at once, and every single thrust seemed to steal some part of me that I didn’t give him permission to take.

      He pulled out of me, and I was just about to ask what he was doing when he dropped my hands and lifted me back against him. I stood on shaky legs and looked over my shoulder just as he scooped an arm beneath my legs and lifted me into his arms.

      “What are you doing?” I clung to his shoulders and looked around as he moved out of the kitchen, leaving both of our bathing suit bottoms on the floor. “Someone is going to see those.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what anyone sees.” He headed toward the stairs and carried me up them as if I weighed nothing.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’ve been fantasizing about fucking you in your fucking bed for years.”

      I pressed my thighs together as we hit the top of the stairs and Olly moved down the dark hallway. “Technically, this isn’t really my bed anymore.”

      He looked down at me with his dark eyes, and I was almost certain that he could eat me whole. “Then we’ll start here and then I’ll take you to your apartment and fuck you on every possible surface I can find there.”

      “Maybe I don’t want you there.”

      He fumbled with my door handle before walking through and kicking the door shut behind us. “We both know you do.” He dropped me down on my bed before crawling up between my thighs. I moved higher in the bed until my head hit the pillow, and he followed my every move.

      He caught my jaw in his hand and he kissed me as his body pressed down against mine. I could feel every inch of him like this, and my fingers grazed down his sides as his tongue rolled against mine.

      “I want to see your eyes when you come again,” he murmured against my lips before pushing up onto his knees between my thighs. “I want you to be looking directly at me when I remind you what you’re missing.”

      “You don’t have to remind me, Olly.” I shook my head just as he pushed inside me. “Even when you’re a thousand miles away from me, and I miss you every damn second. I’ve never stopped.”

      He slammed into me then as if he could no longer control himself, and his mouth ran over my body. He kissed my breasts, my chest, my neck, anything he could get a hold of as he fucked me, and it was all so overwhelming.

      My chest ached and my pussy clenched around him over and over. I didn’t know what to do or say or feel. All I knew was that I wanted more. More of him, more of this, more than what I was allowed to take.

      “Fuck.” He leaned back on his knees and gathered my right thigh against him. He pressed his hand down against my shin, spreading me completely open for him, and his thumb pushed down against my clit.

      I surged forward, my body so lost in everything he was doing, and when his next words hit me, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to handle them.

      “I love you, Frankie. God. I fucking love you so much.”

      I clamped my eyes closed and my hips moved faster. Please, please, please. I needed my orgasm to distract me. I needed it to surge through my body and ease the pain that was clawing at me with every passing second.

      “I’ve never stopped loving you.” He slammed into me with so much force that I was forced up higher in the bed, and my pussy clenched around him as I could feel my orgasm building and building. I only needed a little bit more.

      “I’ll never stop.” He slapped his hand down against my pussy, his fingers hitting my clit just before he applied pressure to my lower stomach, and I came so hard that I didn’t stand a chance of replying to him.

      I loved him. We both knew that I did, but I couldn’t risk saying it out loud. Saying it made things real.

      It made things dangerous.

      “Oh, fuck.” I slammed my hand down against my mouth, but he quickly pulled it away and replaced it with his mouth against mine. He kissed me hard and brutally as he pumped into me two more times. Then I felt him come inside me with a harsh jerk that sent aftershocks through my body.

      With each ebb and flow of pleasure that coursed through me came an equally powerful wave of anguish. This was exactly why Olly and I could never be. I knew that what we had just done was wrong. I knew he was bad for me, but it didn’t matter.

      I was weak when it came to him, and I hated how vulnerable it made me feel. He could hurt me, break me so easily. All it would take is one decision from him.

      Right now, all he could see was how badly he wanted me, but that could change so easily. And I wouldn’t survive Olly not choosing me again.

      I couldn’t allow him to be everything to me when he could rip it away effortlessly.
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      I blinked my eyes open and groaned as the sunlight flooded the room. My right arm was asleep, and I looked down to find Frankie fast asleep against my chest.

      Frankie.

      Fuck.

      I didn’t regret what happened last night for a second, but I did regret that I hadn’t done things differently. This wasn’t what I wanted. I didn’t want her to think that I was here to fuck her then walk away. That was so fucking far from the truth.

      But I did this all wrong.

      I slowly pulled my arm out from under her head, and she shifted onto her back before burying her head back into her pillow. She looked so damn peaceful and beautiful, and I pressed a gentle kiss against her shoulder before slowly climbing out of her bed.

      I was naked. Butt-ass naked, and it hit me at that moment that I had left both of our bathing suits laying on the floor in the kitchen.

      If Beck hadn’t wanted to kill me before, he definitely would when he saw that. Because despite how I felt about everything, Beck did deserve to know the truth. His opinion no longer mattered. Not really. It wouldn’t stop me from loving his sister.

      But as angry as I was at him for every part he played in this, I needed to tell him the truth. I should have done it a long time ago. Even if it didn’t make a difference for Frankie, even if she still didn’t want this, she deserved more than I was giving her.

      I hadn’t thought telling Beck mattered when there was nothing really going on between us, but I was wrong.

      I was so fucking wrong.

      I grabbed a towel from the bathroom and wrapped it around my waist before I eased out her door and closed it softly behind me.

      I didn’t hear any sound through the house, but that didn’t really mean anything. This house was massive, and every single person could be awake downstairs and I wouldn’t know it.

      I tightened my hand around my towel and eased down the stairs. It wasn’t until I pushed through the kitchen threshold that I finally heard someone clear their throat, and I looked to my right to find Carson and Garrett sitting at the kitchen table with shit-eating grins on their faces.

      Carson held my boardshorts from the tip of his finger, and he cocked his head to the side when he saw me notice them. “It would appear that you had an interesting night.”

      I made my way over to him and jerked my shorts off his hand before tugging them up my legs.

      “Where are Frankie’s bottoms?”

      “How am I supposed to know?” He put his hand against his chest as Garrett chuckled. “I’m not the one who removed them from her body and threw them halfway across the kitchen.”

      “Are you done?” I looked back and forth between them.

      “Not even close.” Carson leaned forward and the smile dropped from his face. “What the fuck are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s fucking clear.” He shook his head. “Do you remember why you broke things off with her in the first place? Your best friend, and that best friend is currently asleep right out there.” He pointed to the pool house. “What would you have done if he had walked in on you fucking his sister?”

      I shrugged my shoulders even as my heart raced. “I’m not sure I care anymore.”

      “Yes. You do.”

      “Not as much as I care about her.”

      They were both silent for a minute after that, and I knew that Carson realized how serious I was. Leaving for California put a lot of things in perspective for me. Beck was one of my best friends, and he always would be, but I couldn’t live without Frankie.

      It was that simple.

      And it was something I hadn’t realized when I should have.

      “Oh my God.” Beck pushed through the back door, and all three of us swung our heads in his direction. “Who the fuck let me drink that much?”

      “That would be you.” Carson laughed and stood from the table. “Trying to take a drink out of your hand was like trying to wrestle a bear.”

      Beck rolled his eyes and pulled an energy drink out of the refrigerator before hopping up on the counter. On the same damn counter where I had fucked his sister the night before. “Where are Frankie and Allie?”

      “Still sleeping.” Carson dropped his bowl in the sink before turning back to me and making eyes at me. “Josie too?”

      “Yeah.” Beck nodded. “She wasn’t budging. That girl can sleep like the dead.”

      “So what do you all want to do until they get up?” Carson looked between all of us, and I ran my fingers over the back of my neck as my heart raced.

      “Actually, Beck, I need to talk to you first.”

      “Okay.” Beck looked back and forth between me and Carson, and I actually felt a little bad for Garrett. He barely knew any of these damn people, and here I was putting him right in the middle of the drama. “Do Carson and Garrett need to leave for this conversation?”

      “Probably.” I nodded, but Carson shook his head.

      “No. I think it’s best I stay so you two don’t kill each other.”

      “Ah.” Beck set his drink down on the counter and crossed his arms. “So this is going to be that kind of conversation.”

      “It’s about Frankie.”

      “What about her?” His shoulders stiffened and his jaw clenched.

      “I just feel like you should know that I’m in love with her.” I laid it out there because I was so tired of tiptoeing around the truth. “I’ve been in love with her, and we should have had this conversation a long fucking time ago.”

      Beck didn’t say anything for a long moment. He just studied me as if he was trying to figure out whether I was being honest or not. I hated that I had made him question my word, but I hated everything I had done to Frankie so much more.

      “She has a boyfriend, and you have a girlfriend.”

      “Jordan knows how I feel about Frankie. I told her everything before we left California. She knows that I’m here to see her, and she knows that I’m still in love with her.”

      “And what about Ben?” He narrowed his eyes at me, and I clenched my fist in my lap.

      “I really don’t give a fuck about Ben.” I shrugged at him because I honestly didn’t know what else to say. “I am in love with your sister.”

      “You two have barely talked since you’ve been gone.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ve been in love with her since before I left.” I stood because I felt like I was going to go crazy sitting there. “That shit doesn’t just go away.”

      “And what about Frankie?”

      “What about her?”

      “She was here with another guy last night. A guy who looks like he’s really good for her.”

      “I’m not sure why you feel that I’m not fucking good for her. I am not Lucas.”

      He winced and was quiet for a long moment.

      “I know you’re not.” He ran his hands through her hair.

      “I gave her up for you.” I pointed at him as I could feel my anger rising. “I hurt her because you refused to see how good I was for her, and now, I don’t know that she’ll ever want this again.”

      “You’re right.” He looked up at me with guilt. He ran his hand over his hair, and I could see his mind racing. “Did you sleep with her again?”

      I stared at him, and it was clear that he knew the answer before I even opened my mouth. “Do you really want to know the answer to that?”

      “I wouldn’t have fucking asked you if I didn’t.”

      “Then yes.” I nodded and stood my ground. “I slept with her last night.”

      Something passed over his face, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Even though I knew he had the right to be angry since I betrayed his trust after I promised him I wouldn’t, I didn’t fear his anger like I did before. I didn’t need his approval.

      “Before you say anything, though, I have kept my distance from her for a long time because that was what you wanted. Not me and not her. And that’s not fucking fair. I want to be with Frankie, and I will be whether you are okay with it or not.”

      “You all cannot be serious.” I spun around at the sound of Frankie’s voice to see her standing in the doorway watching us.

      “Frankie.” I took a step toward her and reached out my hand before I thought better of it. She was wearing an oversized t-shirt and her hair was piled on top of her head, and even though she looked like she was ready to kill us all, she was so damn beautiful.

      “Don’t.” She shook her head and looked away from me. “You all have got to be out of your damn minds.”

      She took a step into the kitchen and moved toward the fridge without saying another word. All of us were watching her as she grabbed a bottle of water, and we all seemed to jump at the exact same time when she slammed the refrigerator door closed and spun back toward us.

      “When are you going to grow the fuck up?” She pointed her finger at her brother, and he stiffened.

      “What the hell did I do?” He put his hand against his chest as he scrunched his brows.

      “You.” She hesitated and gripped her water bottle in her hands. “You think that you can still make decisions for me even though I’m a grown-ass woman. Do you think it’s up to you whether or not I fuck Olly? I didn’t see you giving Ben the same fifth degree. I don’t see you walking around my college campus questioning every guy I’ve ever met.”

      “That’s different, and you know it.”

      “No. It’s not.” She took a step closer to him and the bottle groaned under her grip. Her knuckles were turning white as her frustration seeped out of her. “I get that one of your friends betrayed you, but Olly is not Lucas. Stop fucking treating him like he was the one who assaulted me. I have gotten past what happened, Beck. I have been to countless therapy sessions. I have healed. It is time you do the same.”

      I was so proud of her for standing up to him, and the urge to tell her so was almost overwhelming, but then she turned her angry gaze toward me. “And you.” She moved in my direction and pushed her hand against my chest. “You don’t get to decide what happens between us. Just because I had a lapse of judgment and slept with you again, doesn’t mean that you need to run to my brother and make some stupid proclamation of love. It was sex, Olly.”

      My chest ached as she said the words, and I clenched my jaw so tightly that I feared it might snap. I knew that what happened between us last night wasn’t just sex. It never had been. “We both know that isn’t true.”

      “No.” She pushed against my chest even harder as I took a step back. “All you know is what you think, Olly. And you think you know what I want, but you don’t.” She looked around the room. “None of you do. None of you stop for a damn second to think about what anyone wants but you.”

      I reached out for her, and when I held her hand in mine, she looked down at it. I could tell that what she was saying was hurting her as much as it was me, and I wanted her to stop. I wanted both of us to stop doing things that meant we couldn’t be together.

      “Tell me what you want me to do.”

      She shook her head and bit down on her bottom lip before glancing back up at me. There was so much sadness in her eyes, but it was clouded by her strength. “There is nothing for you to do, Olly. You made your decision about us before, and you don’t get to just change your mind because you finally figured out what you want.” She took a deep breath and pulled her hand from mine. “You don’t get to want me because you suddenly decided that I’m good enough.”

      “There’s the birthday boy!” I heard Josie’s voice, but I didn’t turn around to look at her. I wasn’t sure if anyone did. “Oh shit. What happened?”

      “Nothing.” Frankie smiled and looked over at her friend. “What are we doing today to celebrate?”

      “Frankie,” I said her name so softly that I wasn’t sure she would hear me, but she simply shook her head.

      “I thought we might head down to the boardwalk and get tacos,” Josie said hesitantly.

      “I’m down.” Frankie opened her bottle of water and took a long drink. “I just need to get dressed first.”

      “I’ll stay back.” I took a step back from Frankie and finally looked over at Josie. What the fuck was I doing? “I may head back to school early.”

      “What?” Frankie jerked her gaze back to me. “You’re not doing that.”

      I didn’t answer her. Instead, I turned back toward Beck. “Your board still in the garage? I think I want to catch some waves.”

      “Yeah.” He nodded, and I could tell he was hesitant as he looked back and forth between me and his sister.

      “Cool.” I didn’t wait for any of them to respond again. I simply pushed through the kitchen and out to the garage, and I didn’t stop until I had Beck’s surfboard in my hand and the sand under my feet.

      The beach was calm and empty this early in the day, but the ocean softly crashed against the sand with deep waves. It was perfect.

      I needed to clear my damn head because I felt more confused than ever.

      I waded out into the ocean and the warm water lapped at my shins. Already I could feel a bit of tension leave my body as a familiar rush filled me.

      I pushed out farther and laid the board against the surface. Climbing on top, I let my chest fall against the hard board and started paddling out. I didn’t stop until I felt a slight burn in my arms.

      Sitting up, I let my legs dangle off the sides into the water, and I pushed my hair out of my face. I took a deep breath and tried to let it ground me.

      This was one of the biggest things I missed while I was in California. Of course, there were beaches and the ocean there, but it wasn’t the same. It didn’t feel like home. It didn’t give me a feeling in my gut that made me ache for something I couldn’t quite grasp.

      The sun was bright and high in the sky, and I lifted my face and soaked in the rays. It made me feel like I could breathe just a bit easier than before.

      And I needed all the help I could get because Frankie didn’t want to be with me. I took a shuttering breath and wished like hell that the pain in my chest would ease.

      Frankie fucking confused me.

      I knew why she pushed me away. I had hurt her; she had been hurt so many times, and she was protecting herself.

      I had given her reason to think that she needed to protect herself from me.

      Everything about that was my fault, but the way she looked at me and the way she touched me made me believe that even though she was scared, she wanted this too.

      Frankie wasn’t the same girl that I had left behind. She was still everything that I loved about her, but she was also so different. She had grown and changed, and maybe this new version of her didn’t need me.

      The thought blasted into me as if someone had hit me, and even as I tried to breathe, I knew that truth would continue to hurt for a long time.

      I couldn’t imagine not needing her. I couldn’t fathom a life where she and I didn’t exist together.

      And even though we had barely spoken the past year, I had always held on to hope. In the back of my mind, I always knew that it was her even when she told me that this couldn’t happen.

      Now I didn’t know what to think.

      I didn’t know how the fuck I was supposed to change the way I felt.

      I was already hurting Jordan, and the fact that she wasn’t at the very front of my mind told me all I needed to know. Even though I had told her everything about Frankie, she still wanted me. She wanted me, and I would continue to hurt her because I didn’t know how to not love Frankie more than her.

      And I wasn’t sure if I loved her at all. I cared for her, sure, but it was so different. What I felt for her was so far from what I felt for Frankie that I couldn’t compare the two. It wasn’t fair.

      My love for Frankie was all-consuming and irrational, but everything with Jordan was a choice. A choice to try to make myself get over Frankie, to move past her.

      I looked out over the vastness of the ocean before turning back to the shore. I steadied my breath and readied myself to catch a wave. My fingers pressed into the sides of the board, and I leaned forward to drop back to my stomach, and that was when I saw her.

      Frankie was standing on the beach directly in front of me with her arms wrapped around her chest. She was still wearing the exact same outfit as before, and her head was cocked to the side just slightly as if she was studying me.

      We were so far apart from each other, but it didn’t matter. I could still feel her, the sadness radiating off her. It beckoned me to her despite the words she had said before.

      I dropped to my stomach and let my chest hit the board. A wave was forming behind me, so I paddled hard and fast to keep up with its speed, and I let my body take over as the wave began pushing me forward and I jumped to my feet. I caught the wave just in time and rode it as I stared ahead at Frankie.

      She was still watching me, and she hadn’t moved an inch, even though I feared she would disappear before I could get to her. I was so damn scared that she was going to vanish, and I was never going to be able to touch her, talk to her, love her again.

      She had that power, and I knew I wouldn’t blame her if that was what she decided.

      If she chose Ben or whoever else she wanted to love. That was her choice to make even if it killed me. Because making choices for Frankie had never worked out for me before, and I knew that she hated it when we tried.

      We had made her feel like a victim when she had been fighting not to become one.

      She had been pushing me away again and again because I wasn’t someone who made Frankie stronger. I made her weak. I made her question her choices and feel fragile in her want for me.

      I was such a fucking idiot.

      My board turned to the left, and I hit the rough water at the wrong angle, causing the nose of my board to bury into the water. I was flung forward and hit the water in a hard crash. In a weird way, that felt just as much like home as sitting on the board did.

      I fell beneath the water and deep blue surrounded me for a few seconds. I didn’t fight against it. I let it pull me under until the undercurrent was finished with me, and only then did I push back up to the surface.

      I gulped down a deep breath before pushing the water and my hair out of my face. I opened my eyes and Frankie was still there. She was chewing on her thumb now, and I knew that was something she always did when she was nervous.

      I hated that she felt that way around me. I hate that I had given her any reason to have any doubts because I didn’t show her that she would always be my top priority.

      The board was a few feet in front of me, and I swam forward and caught onto it before tucking it under my arms. I rested my chin against the board and stared up at Frankie.

      She took a few steps toward the water before stopping again. “We should talk.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded my head and pushed forward. “I’m listening.”

      “Can you get out of the water?”

      “Can you get in?” I cocked my head to the side.

      She shook her head before looking behind her, then she stared back at me. She hesitated for only a second longer before dropping her shorts down her legs. I couldn’t see anything inappropriate because her shirt fell to the tops of her thighs, but she still tugged on the ends of it as if I hadn’t seen every inch of her body last night.

      “You really are a pain in my ass.” She eased into the water, and the ocean lapped at her ankles like it was eager to greet her.

      “That’s okay.” I nodded my head. “I feel the same way about you.”

      “Do you?” She cocked her head and moved deeper. Her thighs were touching the water now, and I could barely look away from her tan skin. It was such a unique color. So different from even her brother’s, mom’s, or dad’s. It was as if the sun kissed her in a way that it had never done with anyone else.

      And fuck, it was gorgeous.

      “It depends on the day, honestly.” I let my gaze roam over her as her legs disappeared in the water. “Sometimes I don’t know what the fuck I’m feeling.”

      Frankie looked away from me as she crept farther into the water. “I feel that way about you most of the time.”

      “Unsure?”

      “Warring.” Her dark brown eyes came back to meet mine. “I feel like my heart and my head are always at war when it comes to you.”

      I knew exactly how she felt. I didn’t have any uncertainties when it came to her, but I was confused about where the two of us worked together. If we ever would.

      “And have they come to a conclusion?”

      “No.” She shook her head as she stopped on the other side of the board and put her hands on it just in between mine. “I’m more confused than ever.”

      “I’m sorry.” I meant it sincerely. “I didn’t mean to come here and fuck up things you have going for you. I didn’t mean to fuck things up with Ben.”

      Frankie laughed softly and stared up at me. “Yes. You did.”

      “Okay. Maybe the Ben thing really fucking bothered me, but that wasn’t my plan. It just hit me harder than I thought it would seeing you with someone else.”

      “Yeah.” She ran her fingers over the board and moved the droplets of water around. “Now you know how I feel.”

      Because she had to see me with Jordan.

      “When you came to California, I really wasn’t with Jordan.”

      “That was over a year ago, Olly. It doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes. It does.” I ran one of my fingers over her knuckles. They were so fucking smooth. “I want you to know that I didn’t lie to you. I would never lie to you. I didn’t start seeing Jordan until months after you left, after you told me you didn’t want this.”

      She nodded her head but was still staring down at the board. “That actually does make me feel a little better.”

      “What about Ben? Is that new?”

      She looked back up at me then. “It is. I honestly barely know him.”

      “But you like him?” My chest ached and my heart raced as I waited for her answer.

      “I think I do. And you like Jordan?”

      I wasn’t sure if it was a question or a statement, but I knew I needed to give her an answer either way. “Yeah.”

      She closed her eyes, and I hated the way I could feel her pain. Even as she tried to hide it from me, I knew that I was hurting her. “But not like you. What I have with her is nothing like you.”

      She bit down on her lip and looked back up at me. “That’s not fair for you to say to me.”

      “But it’s the truth.”

      “And what does she think is happening? Does she know that you’re here right now with me?”

      “Yes. She knows that I’m here.” My heart was pounding out of my chest. “I told her that I still have feelings for you and that I was coming to see you.”

      “And does she know what we did last night?”

      “Of course not. I wouldn’t…” I almost said hurt her like that, but I did. Regardless of whether she knew or not, I was hurting her. “I already hurt her when I told her that I couldn’t do things with her because of you. I’m not going to call and tell her what we did last night.”

      “I feel like we’re still a secret, Olly.” Frankie flicked her fingers through the water. “We’ve gotten older, we’ve grown apart, and still, we’re this dirty little secret for each other.”

      “That’s not true. I told Beck that I want to be with you.”

      She lifted her shoulders and let them fall. “Maybe that’s all we are ever meant to be. You know? Maybe this” —she motioned back and forth between us— “would lose all of its allure if we ever became anything more.”

      “You honestly can’t believe that.” Please don’t fucking believe that.

      “I don’t know. See.” She tapped her head. “Still at war.”

      “Well, I don’t believe it.” I attempted to push the board out from between us, but her fingers clung to it and held it in place.

      “I don’t think you know what you believe, Olly. I think that you knew you were going to see me this weekend, and it fucked with your head. I think that you believe you owe me something that you don’t.”

      “I think about you every day.”

      “Yet, you’ve moved on. I’m not mad at you for doing so. It’s what you’re supposed to do. It’s what I told you to do. We live two completely different lives now, Olly.”

      “So, what? You just expect me to go back to California and pretend like this weekend never even happened? I’m supposed to pretend like I’m not going fucking crazy thinking about you?”

      “I expect you to go home and finish your degree. Play the game. I know that you’ve been playing incredible. I watch every single game that I can. I will be nothing but a distraction from that.”

      “You won’t.”

      “I will.” Her eyes were pleading with me, and I didn’t know what she wanted. But I felt like she was begging me to let her go even though I was dying for her to stay. “If you were with me, you would want to come here all the time and I would want to go there. That’s something neither one of us has time for.”

      “So just continue living without each other?” I didn’t want to think about it. The last year had felt like torture. I didn’t know how I was going to keep doing this without her.

      “Just continue living.” She smiled softly up at me. “Fall in love, Olly. Fall out of love. Go pro. Prove your parents wrong. Stop worrying about me.”

      She was pushing me away, and I didn’t know if it was for her sake or mine. Either way, it was breaking me, and I wondered if this was how she had felt. Is this what I had done to her?

      I reached out before she could stop me and cupped her cheek in my hand. She leaned into it before she could think better of it, and regardless of what she said, this girl would always be mine. She would always be the one who stirred something inside me that I was incapable of settling.

      I couldn’t stay away from her, and deep down, I knew that meant we weren’t meant to be apart.

      But if that was what she wanted, I would let her have it. I would give her anything I was capable of, even if it felt like it was killing me.

      “Can I?” I leaned forward and pressed my forehead against hers. “Can I at least kiss you before you push me away completely?”

      Her breath rushed out against my lips. “That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

      “Yes. It is.” My wet fingers ran down her cheek and along the line of her jaw. “You’re trying to protect yourself from me because you no longer trust me.” She shook her head softly, but I could see the truth in her eyes. “It’s okay.”

      When she didn’t answer, I pushed forward and closed the gap between us. My tongue slid along her mouth, and there was a hint of saltwater there. I didn’t know if it was from her mouth or mine, but I licked it away before fully tasting her.

      She moaned, the smallest sound that was almost washed away with the waves, but I felt like she was screaming at me. I cupped her cheeks with both of my hands and angled her face until she was looking directly up at me.

      I ran kisses along her mouth before pressing in harder, and I sucked her tongue into my mouth when she pressed it against mine. I was so desperate for more. I was dying to feel her after everything she had just said.

      I wanted to chase her words away from my memory and only think about them again when I was forced to remember that she was no longer mine. The board was still between us, and I wanted it gone. I wanted to destroy anything that kept me from her. But she was still clinging to it for dear life. She was holding on to it as if it could shield her from me.

      But it couldn’t.

      I dropped my hands from her face and slid them beneath her arms. She blinked up at me for only a second before I lifted and pulled her torso onto the board.

      “What are you doing?” She grabbed on to my arms to keep herself from falling forward, and I didn’t stop. I kept pulling her toward me until she had no choice but to sit on the board with her legs dangling in the water in front of me.

      “You’re too far away.”

      “You said a kiss,” she murmured and ran her fingers through my hair.

      “And I’m not done kissing you.”

      I didn’t give her time to think about it. I wrapped my hand around the back of her head and pulled her forward as I nestled between her knees, then I kissed her the way she should have been kissed her entire life. I kissed her with every bit of love and anger and hurt I felt, and I didn’t hold one bit of it back.

      She didn’t either.

      She met me every step of the way. We were a mess of lips and tongue and teeth, and her hands clung to me as hard as I held on to her. Neither of us was ready to let go.

      We weren’t ready for this to end.

      I didn’t think I ever would be.

      My hands moved down her body, and I wrapped them around her hips. My fingers tangled into her wet t-shirt that was heavy with the saltwater and they ached to rip the damn thing off her.

      “Olly,” she whispered my name against my mouth, and I pulled away the smallest bit to look at her.

      “Tell me what you want, Frankie. I won’t take this any further than you tell me to.”

      I was telling her the truth. I would stop right now if that was what she wanted.

      “I just…” She looked away from me, and I brought my hand back to her face and turned her gaze back to meet mine.

      “Don’t be ashamed to tell me what you want. Even if it’s only for today. I’ll give you whatever it is.”

      “Everyone went to the boardwalk.” She whispered before glancing back up at me. “I just want to feel you one more time.”

      I didn’t make her say any more. I kissed her again as I wrapped an arm around her back and brought her impossibly closer to me. She spread her legs, allowing me more room to fit between her thighs, and I tugged her closer to the edge of the board.

      She was unsteady, the waves moving her around in front of me, but I didn’t care. I would chase her down regardless of where she went, and not even the fucking ocean could stop me.

      Nothing could. Nothing except her.

      “I need to taste you.”

      “Out here?” She chuckled, but I was already turning her and lifting one of her legs around the board. She straddled it before planting her hands against the tip of the board and staring up at me. “We cannot do this.”

      “If this is going to be goodbye, then I don’t give a fuck where we are or who’s watching.” I gripped her calves in my hands and jerked her forward so quickly that she almost fell off the end. “Lay back, Frankie. I want to fuck you with my mouth.”

      “Oh God.” Her legs shook, but she lowered to her back. I watched as her chest rose and fell rapidly, and her breasts heaved against her shirt.

      I pushed her shirt up her stomach to reveal a thin pair of simple white panties, and I could see the outline of her pussy. I ran my tongue over my lips as I stared down at her. She was so perfect beneath me, so willing to give me exactly what I wanted in that moment, and I hated that this was temporary.

      I would have given every bit of this up to have more. To have something other than sex with her.

      Sex was nothing.

      It was fucking amazing, but it was nothing.

      Not in comparison to everything that she was.

      “I’ll give you whatever you want, Frankie.” I was honest with her. “And I don’t mean like this. I don’t give a shit about the sex. If this is what you want from me, it’s yours, but if you want more, if you ever want more, I’m yours.”

      But it was all that she was offering me, and right now, I was going to take what she would give.

      I ran my fingers up her thighs, and she trembled beneath my touch as she stared up at me. I trembled too. I couldn’t help it.

      This felt like more. More than I should be taking, more than she should be giving, more than we were allowed.

      But she didn’t stop me, and she didn’t reply. She just looked up at me with her dark brown eyes that were filled with things she said she didn’t want.

      It fucked with my head, but I didn’t dare look away.

      When my fingers met her pussy over her panties, I felt frantic with need. I gripped one side of her panties in my hand and tugged hard, and not a damn thing happened.

      Frankie snorted hard with laughter, and she quickly covered her mouth as more laughter rang out.

      I couldn’t help joining her. “Are you laughing at me?”

      “No.” She nodded her head despite her answer. “It was just so freaking hot, and then…” She laughed again, and the board shook beneath her. “But then nothing happened.”

      “This is bullshit.” I laughed alongside her, and my chest ached. This was what I missed. This right here was the exact moment I craved. “Lift your hips.”

      She did as I said even through her laughter, and I tugged her panties down her hips. She brought her legs back up onto the board, and I slowly slid the wet fabric down before tucking them into the pocket of my shorts.

      “I can’t believe that just happened.” She was still laughing, and I smiled as I jerked her legs apart and pressed a kiss to the top of her pussy.

      The laughter died on her lips, and her legs fell even harder at her sides. She opened for me, and I didn’t hesitate as I ran my tongue through her pussy and tasted her. She bowed up off the board as my tongue hit her sensitive clit, and she reached behind her to grip the board above her head.

      It gave me the perfect fucking view of her body, and I stared up at her breasts as her chest heaved with every swipe of my tongue.

      “I’ve missed you so fucking much.” I pressed my lips against her clit as I slowly slid two fingers inside her, and when she whimpered, I gently sucked. It was something she loved, she always had, and I loved the way her body reacted. Her legs clamped down around my head, and her eyes shot to mine. Her mouth was open but silent, and I wished she would just voice every damn thought that was running through her head. “You are so damn gorgeous.”

      I curled my fingers inside her over and over before slowly pulling out and thrusting them back in. She was so damn tight around them, and every time my tongue caressed her clit, she clenched down harder around me.

      Her thighs were still pressed against me, and I lifted them one at a time in my hands before dropping them over my shoulders. I stared down at her pussy, so wet and ready for me, as my fingers slid in and out of her. I couldn’t imagine not doing this again, not giving her pleasure like it was my biggest fucking honor.

      Because it was.

      The fact that Frankie trusted me at all to give her this, to touch her in this way, was more than I should have ever been given. She was more than I was worthy of.

      She was more than anyone was.

      Frankie was on a level all on her own, and as she looked up at me with a mix of pleasure and lust staring up at me, I could barely handle it.

      I brought my head back down to her and sucked her back into my mouth. This time, there were no gentle touches or teasing kisses. I fucked her with my mouth while my fingers fucked the inside of her, and every second that passed made me feel more starved.

      I was willing to pour every bit of myself into her, but I wasn’t sure how much of me would be left.

      “Oh God, Olly.” Her legs tightened around my shoulders. “I’m going to come.”

      I pumped in and out of her harder and faster, and I sucked her into my mouth. “Let go, Frankie. Come against my mouth.”

      She let go then, her body trembling around me, and I drank in every second of it. I let her ride it out against my mouth, and I didn’t stop her until I knew she couldn’t take any more. Only then did I raise my head and wrap my arm around her back to lift her to me. She almost fell off the board as she clung to my shoulders, but I didn’t care.

      I needed to kiss her. I was dying to have my mouth against her and feel more.

      I wasn’t ready to let her go.

      I pushed my fingers through her wet hair and tugged at her scalp to hold her impossibly closer to me. She whimpered in my mouth and kissed me back as hard as I was kissing her. Her fingers dug into my sides, and she pulled me in.

      I was so desperate not to let go of the other while we were saying goodbye. I knew that Frankie would always be a part of my life, but not this Frankie. Not this version of her that I had been so damn blessed to know.

      I didn’t know if I would ever have the pleasure of knowing her again, and I couldn’t breathe when that thought crossed through my mind.

      So, I kissed her harder.

      I kissed and kissed her and tried to make sure she knew exactly how I felt. She was pushing me away, but I was going to love her regardless. Whether Frankie was mine or not, I would love her either way.

      And that was the hardest part of all.

      Because I knew that I wouldn’t be able to get over this girl. She wasn’t the kind of girl you ever got past. She was the one that haunted you in your dreams, the one you compared everyone else to, the one who felt like she was a lifetime ago but still within arm’s reach all at once.

      And I didn’t want to give her up.

      I pulled away from her and ran my fingers back through her hair as I stared down at her. She was looking up at me like she felt the exact same way about me, but I couldn’t force her to want that. Regardless of how she felt about me, she had to want that for it to ever be real.

      And I wasn’t what she wanted.

      Not now. Not anymore.

      “I love you, Frankie.” I leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss against her lips before dropping my hands and taking a step back from her.

      “Wait.” She reached out her hand, and I held no power to deny her. “Where are you going?”

      I shook my head because I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to give her what she wanted while also denying the way she was looking at me. “I’m going to go. I should stop by my parents’ house.”

      “Olly, I…” She hesitated, and I held my breath.

      Say you don’t want me to go. Say you want me to stay, and I won’t ever leave again.

      That thought rolled over and over through my mind, and I knew how dangerous it was. This was exactly what she meant. We were both more than willing to give up everything for each other, and we shouldn’t.

      I had school and ball, and she had a fucking life.

      A fucking life that didn’t include me.
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      “Frankie, wake up. We’re going to be late.”

      I blinked open my eyes and groaned as the bright light flooded the room. Why were we waking up so damn early? “What time is it?” I threw my arm over my eyes and tried to pull the blanket back over my chest.

      “It’s seven-thirty.” Ben pulled the blanket back down my body and patted my hip. “Now get a move on or we’re going to be late.”

      “Ugh.” I practically growled at him before sitting up in his bed. He was already dressed in a pair of light gray slacks and a crisp white button-down shirt, and he looked so handsome. Far too handsome for seven o’clock in the morning. “Why are we up so early?”

      He looked over at me with a soft smile, and I knew I probably looked like a damn mess. I was not seven a.m. pretty. It would never be my thing. “We’re meeting our parents for breakfast this morning, remember?”

      Shit. Our parents. As in his parents and mine, and they were meeting for the first time.

      “Oh fuck.” I jumped out of the bed and ran past Ben to get to the bathroom. He stopped me with his arm around my middle and spun me back until I was facing him.

      “Not so fast.” He chuckled and moved some of my errant hair out of my face. “Kiss me first.”

      “I haven’t brushed my teeth.”

      “Don’t care.” He leaned down and pressed his lips against the corner of my mouth. “You’re kissing me before you leave this room.”

      I smiled because Ben was always like this. We had just been dating for right at a year now, but he always had to touch me, to kiss me before I left him. It was endearing.

      “Fine,” I grumbled playfully and rolled my eyes just before his lips met mine. He kissed me gently, his tongue rolling softly against mine, and I pressed up on my tiptoes for more. I wanted him to kiss me harder, to bruise my mouth, to bruise anything. But the kiss was over as quickly as it started.

      “Now go get ready.” He slapped my panty-covered ass, and I smiled up at him before heading into the bathroom.

      I closed the door behind me and took a deep breath. I was excited for our parents to meet, but I was also nervous. I was more nervous about my parents meeting his than I was about me meeting his parents.

      I needed their approval more than I had realized. I needed them to tell me that I wasn’t making a huge fucking mistake.

      Ben and I weren’t getting married or anything like that, but Ben had graduated. He had graduated, and he was staying here for me. That felt like more than any sort of engagement.

      It felt overwhelming, and I just needed them to tell me that it was okay.

      Because when I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, the only thought that flashed through my mind was Olly.

      And thinking about him made me feel like I was making the biggest mistake of my life.

      But when he wasn’t there, when he wasn’t flooding my brain, I really liked Ben. I may have even loved him.

      But it was so different, and I hated that I was comparing him to Olly. He didn’t deserve that. He didn’t deserve what I did with Olly the first time I had brought Ben to Clermont Bay, but that felt like a lifetime ago.

      It felt like it had been forever since I had touched or talked or felt Olly, but time didn’t seem to matter.

      Not when I was supposed to be living my life and he was supposed to be living his. Ben was everything I could have wanted, that I should have wanted, and I needed to remember that.

      He wasn’t Olly, but he was good for me.

      But it was moments like this where I couldn’t seem to push Olly back. I couldn’t make myself forget him even when I tried.

      I moved in front of the mirror and took a deep breath before washing my face. I quickly pulled myself together, taking time to do my makeup, and curling my hair, and when I looked in the mirror, I saw the girl Ben’s parents would love.

      They had to love me.

      I pushed out of the bathroom and grabbed a pair of underwear from the top drawer of Ben’s dresser. It was my drawer, and it wasn’t lost on me that he had given me that. He wanted me, and he was willing to make so many changes to his life and his plans to have me.

      He gave it all so freely and easily, and I should have never wanted more than he was giving me.

      I pulled on my undergarments before putting on the soft pink sundress over my head. I barely recognized myself as I stared into Ben’s full-length mirror, but when Ben walked up behind me, we looked so good together.

      Ben and this girl, they fit together so perfectly, and he reminded me of that fact when he bent and laid a soft kiss against my shoulder.

      “You ready?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded before pulling away and quickly sliding my feet into a pair of wedges. “Are you nervous?”

      “No.” He chuckled as he watched me. “Are you?”

      “A little.” That was a colossal lie.

      “You have nothing to worry about.” He gripped my fingers in his and pulled me from the room. “My parents are going to love you. “

      “Yeah.” I nodded again and chewed on my bottom lip. “We have nothing to worry about.”

      “Exactly.” He held my hand as we left the apartment, and as he opened the car door for me. He only let it go for a moment while he moved into the driver’s seat, then he was searching it out again. It should have calmed me, reassured me, but I just stared down at where our hands connected and felt more conflicted than ever.

      We pulled up outside of the restaurant, and Ben grinned before lifting my hand to his mouth and kissing it. I smiled back, and I hoped that he didn’t see through it.

      I didn’t want him to question my feelings for him when I didn’t know the answer myself. It wasn’t that I didn’t care for Ben, I did, but things were getting more serious and the weight of my choices was suffocating me.

      I climbed out of the car when he opened the door, and we walked into the restaurant hand in hand. I spotted my parents almost immediately sitting at a large round table in the middle of the restaurant, and when my gaze met my mom’s, I took a deep, grounding breath.

      She saw it too. Her eyes narrowed as she stood, and I dropped Ben’s hand to fall into her arms.

      “Hi,” she said softly against the side of my head as I held her to me.

      “Hi.”

      She pulled me away from her, and she looked me over in a way that only a mother could. She could see every single detail that I hid from everyone else. She laid me bare right there in front of her, and I could see the many emotions passing over her face as she did.

      “You live far too close to us for us not to see you in this long.”

      “I know.” I nodded just as my dad stood to wrap his arms around me. I could see the way my father had aged in the way he stood and in the deep lines of his face. He was still one of the most handsome men I had ever seen.

      “Frank.” He held out his arms to me, and I scrunched my nose up at his nickname for me.

      “Dad.”

      He pulled me into his arms with a soft chuckle before letting me go and turning toward Ben. “How are you, Ben?”

      “I’m good, sir.” Ben smiled and held out his hand in my father’s direction. They shook hands, and I could tell my father was sizing him up like he always did. “How are you?”

      “I’m good.”

      They dropped hands and Ben turned to my mom. “Mrs. Clermont, it’s good to see you again. You look beautiful today.

      A soft blush painted my mother’s cheeks, and she stepped forward to pull Ben into a hug. “Oh please. I told you to quit calling me that.”

      Ben smiled as he held my mother against him, and his eyes softened on me.

      “Oh. There are my parents.” Ben held up his hand. “Excuse me for just a moment.” He headed toward the entrance of the restaurant, and I watched as his mother’s eyes lit up at the sight of him. His parents had traveled much farther than mine had, and I knew that they missed him.

      “Are you okay?” My mom gripped my hands in hers, and I quickly turned back to look at her.

      “Of course.”

      She chewed on her lip, a trait I had picked up from her, and I knew that she didn’t believe me. But she didn’t say another word about it as Ben and his parents made their way to the table.

      “You guys, this is Frankie. Frankie, this is my mother, Heidi, and my father, Benjamin.”

      “It’s so nice to meet you.” I rushed forward and went in for a hug just as Ben’s mom held out her hand. I didn’t see it until it was too late, and I crushed her hand between us as I wrapped my arms around her. The hug was one-sided, mostly because her arm was currently between us, but I had to bite back my curse before I stepped back with a smile and held my hand out to his father.

      “I’m the hugger,” his dad joked with a wink and quickly pulled me into him.

      I let out a deep breath and chuckled as I hugged him back.

      “It’s nice to meet you too, Frankie.” He let me go with a soft pat on my back, then we did introductions with our parents before we all found our seats.

      Ben was sitting to my left and my mother on my right, and I tried my hardest not to bounce my leg under the table so neither of them noticed. But of course, Ben did.

      He laid his hand against my thigh and squeezed his fingers against my skin. He wasn’t telling me to stop, just that he was here. He was here, and that was all that mattered.

      That should have been all that mattered.

      “So, Frankie,” Ben’s father leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “You grew up around here? It’s absolutely beautiful.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “My parents are just a couple of towns over farther up the coast.” I nodded toward my father. “They own a country club there.”

      “Oh, wow.” He turned his attention to my father. “I’d say that’s a handful.”

      “It is.” My father chuckled. “That’s why my son’s taking over.”

      Both of them laughed before my father lifted his glass of water to his lips.

      “That was my plan with Ben here, but he seems to have found something that’s going to keep him away from Texas.” His father smiled in my direction, and I tensed. I knew this was a sore topic for them. I had heard Ben on the phone arguing with them more times than I could count.

      They thought he was making the wrong decision by staying here, and he didn’t seem to care. That was how sure he was about me.

      Guilt flooded me as I looked at his father. I was keeping their son here, and I wasn’t sure about anything.

      “Young love.” My father chuckled again and wrapped his arm around my mother’s shoulder. “It will make you do crazy things.”

      “Yes. It will.” His mother smiled, but she didn’t meet my eyes. She had barely looked in my direction the entire lunch. “We just want him to make smart decisions while he’s in love.”

      Why was everyone talking about love?

      I could feel the panic crawling up my chest as I stared down at my napkin. Our server was walking toward us with our lunch, and I felt like I was going to be sick. Ben had told me that he loved me once, and I hadn’t returned the sentiment. I had panicked then just like I was panicking now.

      I didn’t know if I loved him. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to tell.

      “Do you think it’s a bad decision for him to stay here?” my mother asked his, and my gaze flew to her.

      “No.” His mother shook her head, but I could see the doubt in her eyes. “I’m just not sure if he’s really thought things through.”

      “Can we not do this?” Ben tightened his hand on my thigh as he spoke to his mother. “This is your first time meeting Frankie, and I would like for it to be pleasant.”

      “Okay. Who ordered the blueberry pancakes?” our server interrupted them, and Ben’s father raised his hand.

      “That would be me.”

      Our server set his food in front of him before moving on and placing everyone’s plate down. It all looked delicious, but I wasn’t sure I could even manage a bite.

      I stared down at my food as the conversation picked back up and this time it was on to much lighter topics. Ben’s father asked mine about golf, and my dad invited him back to the country club. His mom was silent as she ate, and I avoided looking in her direction altogether.

      It wasn’t that I thought she didn’t like me, but I was sure that she didn’t like the decisions Ben was making because of me. She thought that I was responsible for taking her son away from her.

      My mom knocked her knee against mine under the table, and I looked away from shifting my food around my plate to look up at her. “I need to use the ladies’ room. Come with me?”

      “Yeah.” I set my napkin down on the table and started to rise, but Ben quickly moved from his seat and pulled my chair out for me. “Thank you.”

      “Of course.” He smiled at me before pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      I didn’t look to see if his mother was watching us. I couldn’t bring myself to care. Instead, I followed my mom to the bathroom, and I took a deep breath as soon as the door closed behind us.

      “Okay, spill.” She spun in my direction and crossed her hands over her chest.

      “Spill what?” I pushed into one of the stalls and locked the door behind me as I sat down to pee. I watched as her feet stopped directly in front of my door.

      “What’s going on with you? What’s going on in your head?”

      “There’s nothing going on, Mom,” I grumbled as I jerked some toilet paper off the roll.

      “Frankie, I am your mother. You have never been able to lie to me a day in your life, and you’re not going to be able to start now.”

      I chewed on my lip before wiping and flushing the toilet. I situated my dress before I opened the door, and I squeezed past my mom to get to the sink. “I’m not lying to you. I don’t know what you want me to say.”

      “Are you happy?” She cocked her head to the side and studied me as she leaned against the counter.

      “What? Yes. I’m happy.”

      She narrowed her eyes, and I knew that she didn’t believe me. But it was the truth. I was happy with Ben.

      “As happy as you should be?”

      I turned off the water and grabbed a paper towel. “What does that mean?”

      “You know what I mean.” She motioned toward me. “You are meeting your boyfriend’s parents for the first time, and they are meeting yours. You should be thrumming with excitement and nervousness and happiness, but you look like someone kicked your puppy.”

      “No. I do not.” I looked in the mirror, and I looked exactly like I should. I looked just like the girl I was trying to become.

      “Frankie.” My mom turned until she was fully facing me. “Talk to me.”

      I took a deep breath and looked at her. I didn’t know what she wanted me to say, what I was supposed to say. If I said things that were running through my head out loud, I knew that would suddenly make them feel more real.

      And then I wouldn’t be able to bury my head in the sand anymore. I would have to fucking face the decisions I was making and the things I was desperately trying to push into the past.

      “I just don’t know if this is the right decision.”

      “If what is?” She leaned closer to me. “You’re not getting married to Ben. Right?” She narrowed her eyes. “He hasn’t proposed to you. Has he?”

      “No.” I shook my head and tried to push down the anxiety from her question. “But he’s staying here because of me. He’s staying here and that feels huge.”

      “It is huge.” She shrugged her shoulders. “But that’s his decision to make. You’re not forcing him to stay against his will, Frankie.”

      “I know that.” Of course, I knew that, but…

      “Do you love him?” She asked the question I wished she hadn’t. The question I had been trying desperately to avoid in my own head.

      “I…” I bit down on my lip as I searched her eyes. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “Okay.” Her answer was short and hesitant.

      “How do you even know if you love someone? Like is there a guide someone older and wiser is supposed to pass down?”

      “No.” She shook her head as she laughed. “There is no guide. You just know.”

      “That is literally zero help.” I wadded the paper towel between my fingers before throwing it down in the trash can.

      “You’ve been in love before.” Her voice was much softer when she said that, and I knew that she was referring to Olly. Even as much as I had tried to hide how I felt about him from her, she had always known. “How did that feel?”

      I shook my head as I thought about what she just asked. “Nothing like this.”

      I couldn’t even compare the two. They were nothing alike. Not the way I fell or the way either of them picked me back up. Comparing Ben and Olly was impossible, and it was unfair.

      Olly had been irrational decisions and secrets and intensity. Nothing about us had ever been what I was supposed to want. Olly was the guy that made me forget that I was ever supposed to care about anything outside of us.

      But Ben was different. Ben chose me, and I was choosing him. He saw who I was, and he loved me so effortlessly. It didn’t hurt with Ben. My chest didn’t ache, and my heart didn’t feel like it was constantly on the verge of being broken.

      Olly was dangerous, and Ben was safe.

      “Do you think it will ever feel like that?”

      My mom winced, and I knew the answer without her saying a word.

      “I don’t know, baby. I just…” She pushed a lock of hair over my shoulder. “When was the last time you talked to Olly?”

      My chest ached as his name passed her lips.

      “Umm. It’s been a while. Close to a year.”

      Her eyes almost bugged out of her head. “You haven’t talked to him in a year? He’s always been one of your best friends, Frankie.”

      “Things are a little different between us now, Mom. It doesn’t matter anyway. This isn’t about Olly.”

      “Isn’t it?” Her hand ran over my jaw. “I think this is more about Olly than you care to admit.”

      She was right, of course, but I hated that she was. I didn’t want how I felt about Ben to have anything to do with Olly. I just wanted… I wanted to forget about him for just a damn second.

      But I couldn’t. I never would.

      And I didn’t know if I could love Ben while I was still so in love with him.

      “So, what am I supposed to do?” I held out my arms, and I prayed she gave me an answer. I needed her to tell me what to do.

      “I don’t know.” She looked me over. “But you’re supposed to be insanely happy, Frankie. If you’re not that with Ben, then maybe he’s not the guy for you.”

      My stomach sank at her words. I knew she was right, but I didn’t want her to be. Being with Ben was easy. The two of us worked so well together. There was none of the constant chaos that was me and Olly.

      I should have wanted easy. I did want it.

      “I can be insanely happy.” I squared my shoulders as I looked at my mom, and I saw the sadness in her eyes. It didn’t matter how much I was convincing myself. She didn’t believe me.

      “Why don’t you try to talk to Olly?”

      “Olly scares me,” I said the thing out loud that had been eating at me for so long. “I know that no matter what happens with Ben, I will be okay at the end of it, but I wouldn’t be with Olly.”

      “Frankie.” My mom reached out for my hand, and I let her take it.

      “I don’t like how easily I lose myself in him. Olly has the power to destroy me if he wanted to, and I don’t want to give him that power.”

      “Oh, baby.” She pushed my hair out of my face as I tried to swallow down the emotion that was threatening to drown me. “That’s what love is.”

      “But I pushed Olly away because I was scared.” Regret flooded me, and it was a feeling I had become so used to. “I pushed him away, and he’s still dating Jordan. It’s not fair to him.”

      “So, what do you want to do, Frankie?”

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head because I didn’t have a fucking clue. Every decision I made felt like the wrong one.

      “Okay.” She nodded and opened the door. “Then let’s get back out there and get to know Ben’s parents. You don’t have to figure everything out in this bathroom, but you owe it to Ben to go back out there.”

      I took a deep breath and looked back in the mirror one last time. She was right.

      “All right.” I nodded as I still stared at myself and told one more lie. “I’m ready.”
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      I stepped out of the locker room and smiled when I spotted Jordan leaning against the wall. She was wearing one of my jerseys, and she had the biggest smile on her face as she looked up at me.

      “There he is.” She grinned, and I made my way over to her.

      “Have you been waiting out here the entire time?” I dropped my bag down beside her feet.

      “Of course.” She wrapped her arms around my neck. “I had to beat off all the groupies that were waiting out here to get a piece of the MVP.”

      She was full of shit. There wasn’t a single other person in the vast hallway, and I knew there hadn’t been. She was just here for me.

      And I adored that about her.

      “I’m sure there were so many.” I wrapped my arms around her back, and she smiled even bigger.

      “A swarm of girls. They were all chanting your name. It was good practice for when you go pro.”

      “If I go,” I corrected her.

      “You will.” She leaned up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against mine. “I know you will.”

      “I think you have too much faith in me.” I pulled away from her and scooped up my bag before grabbing her hand in mine. “But I appreciate it.”

      She blushed before tucking a piece of her hair behind her ear. “Allie said that we’re supposed to meet them at the restaurant. They were going ahead to get a table.”

      “Okay. Let’s go.” I wrapped her hand in mine and pulled her behind me. I felt genuine excitement about today, and it had been a while. Not only had we just won our playoff game that we were predicted to lose, but Beck and Josie were in town.

      It felt like it had been forever since I’d seen them.

      Jordan kept her hand in mine the entire ride to the restaurant, and she only let go long enough for us to climb out of the car. Her hand fit in mine so perfectly, and I smiled down at her as she shifted at my side.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded, but I could see her anxiety through her shield. “I’m just nervous.”

      I stopped before we got to the door and turned to face her fully. “Nervous about what?”

      “Your friends.” She motioned into the restaurant where I knew they were waiting on us. “I know that Carson doesn’t really care for me, and I’m worried that Beck will be the same. I know he’s important to you.”

      “Carson likes you.” It was a half-lie. He had his moments. He just didn’t love her for me. “And Beck will too.”

      “I know that he’s Frankie’s brother.” She turned her gaze away from me as she said her name, and it took my breath from my chest. Why did she have to talk about her? Why did she have to mutter the one name I had been desperate not to think about? “I feel like they are going to compare everything I do to her.”

      I was the one who planted this doubt in Jordan. When I had come home from Clermont Bay after my last visit over a year ago, I had told her everything. Well, almost everything. Most importantly, I told her I was still in love with Frankie and that I wasn’t sure there would ever be a time that I wasn’t.

      But Jordan stayed.

      She was willing to fight for us when all I could think about was someone else. She wanted to love me when I wasn’t sure I would ever love her.

      And that was so fucked up.

      But I did love Jordan. I loved her in a way that mattered more than I thought it ever would, but it still… I… she wasn’t Frankie.

      And I didn’t know if I would ever be able to love anyone the way I loved that girl. Even after not talking to her for the last year. I was still so madly in love with her that it hurt to think about.

      She was still with that guy, and I was still here with Jordan.

      We were in two different worlds, but it didn’t matter. The way I felt for her was as strong as ever, and all I could do was push it down. She chose Ben.

      She chose a life that didn’t include me, and I had to accept that.

      I had to fucking move on even though it felt so damn impossible.

      Because Frankie wasn’t waiting for me. She wasn’t worried about what I was doing or not doing, and it was fucking stupid that I felt immense guilt every time I touched Jordan. It was even worse that I still thought about her. Every time I touched Jordan, Frankie still flashed through my mind, and she was always the image I had in my head when I got off.

      It was so fucked up, and Jordan didn’t deserve that.

      But I didn’t know how to make it stop. If I could quit loving Frankie, even for a second, I would try. I would do whatever I could to move on from the girl who had clearly moved on from me.

      “They are not going to compare you to Frankie.” I pressed my fingers against her chin and turned her head until she was looking at me. “Frankie is my past.”

      “But…” She hesitated, and I knew she was going to say something about me still loving her. She wanted to love me regardless, but she hadn’t forgotten what I said. I was sure that she never would.

      “They are going to love you. Just be the girl that I love.”

      A small smile formed on her lips, and she blinked up at me. “Okay.”

      She took a few deep breaths before I spoke again. “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded, and I wrapped my hand back around hers and pulled her into my side as we pushed through the door of the restaurant.

      I could hear Carson’s loud laughter as soon as we entered, and I kept Jordan at my side as we moved through one of my favorite restaurants in search of my friends.

      “Olly!” Carson cheered as we spotted them and he lifted a beer in our direction. “Our all-star has finally arrived.”

      I rolled my eyes and pulled out a chair for Jordan before taking the seat beside her.

      “You make one good play and all of a sudden you’re trying to give me a big head.”

      “One good play, my ass.” Carson leaned forward and grinned. “You, my dear boy, played the game of your life tonight.”

      He set an ice-cold beer down in front of me, and I lifted it just in time to clink the bottle against his.

      “Thanks, man.” I took a long swig of the beer and tried to calm my nerves. He was right. I had played the game of my life, but I wasn’t a fan of having all the attention on me. I wiped the back of my hand against my mouth and looked over at Beck.

      “Beck, this is Jordan.” I turned toward her and wrapped my arm around the back of her chair. “Jordan, that’s Beck, and that’s Josie. Josie, Jordan.”

      I could see Josie already staring at Jordan, measuring her up to what she thought I deserved, but her eyes softened as I introduced them, and she smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Jordan. I feel like I’ve been hearing about you forever.”

      “You too.” Jordan laughed. “I was starting to believe you all weren’t real.”

      “You didn’t think Olly and I had any other friends.”

      “I’m your friend, asshole,” Garrett said just as he walked up and took the seat to my left.

      “I meant from back home.” Carson rolled his eyes.

      “Honestly, if Allie hadn’t talked about them, then yeah, I was starting to think you all made them up.”

      I snorted out a laugh and took another sip of my beer.

      “We’re real.” Beck laughed too. “This group has been through a lot of shit together.”

      “Facts.” Carson pointed at him with laughter. “Probably too much, honestly.”

      “You three were too much.” Josie looked at each of us. “Us girls were perfect angels.”

      “Bullshit.” Beck looked over at his girl. “You all were the bad influences.”

      “Oh, please.” Allie rolled her eyes before shoving a chip into her mouth.

      “I wish Frankie was here. She’d put your ass in your place.” Josie laughed, and I felt like everyone at the table suddenly became quieter as my chest ached.

      Jordan went completely stiff beside me, and I hated that. Frankie wasn’t even here, and she was still so affected simply by her name.

      Carson looked at me quickly before turning back to Josie. “How is Frankie anyway? I feel like I haven’t talked to her in forever.”

      “That’s because you don’t ever call anyone but Allie.” Josie made a face at him before continuing. “She’s good. Just focused on school.”

      “And her boyfriend,” Beck said so flippantly that I was certain he had no fucking clue how much his words were affecting me. “I think they’re actually getting kind of serious. She stays at his place all the time, and Mom and Dad went to meet his parents last weekend.”

      “What?” Carson asked the question that I almost blurted out myself.

      “Yeah.” Beck nodded. “I wasn’t sure about him at first, but he seems like a good enough guy.”

      A good enough guy? A good enough fucking guy?

      My temper rose as he spoke, and I was so close to saying something that I knew I would regret. He was perfectly fine with a good enough guy dating his sister, but his best friend hadn’t been good enough.

      He didn’t give me a fucking chance to be good enough for her.

      And that fact infuriated me.

      I stared down at my beer as I tried to get my anger under control. It felt useless. They were still talking around me, but all I could think about were the words that Beck had just said. Over and over, they flew through my mind.

      “Is this the same guy that was at your birthday party when we came into town?” I knew it was. I had seen his face plastered all over her social media, and I had no idea why I asked the question. I just couldn’t get past what he had just said.

      “Yeah.” Beck nodded as he looked at me. “Ben’s his name.”

      I didn’t give two shits what his name was. But of course, I knew it. Who the fuck could forget the name of a man who was allowed to love the woman I was still in love with?

      “What’s he do?” Shut up, Olly.

      “He just graduated with his business degree. He was supposed to move back to Texas to help his dad, but I think he’s planning on sticking around with Frankie.”

      Fuck. He was staying. He was staying with her when I left.

      There was no question in my mind as to why she chose him over me. She chose him because he made it perfectly fucking clear that he chose her.

      “And you like him?”

      I felt Jordan tense at my question, and I finally looked over at her. She was looking anywhere but at me, and I was such an asshole. This wasn’t a conversation I should be having in front of her. Hell, it wasn’t a conversation I should have been having at all, but I was so angry.

      “I don’t know if I’d go that far.” Beck ran his hand over the back of his neck as he looked at me, and I knew he could see my anger staring back at him. “But he’s good to her, and she seems happy.”

      I made her happy too. It was on the tip of my tongue, but I bit it down so hard that I could taste the coppery flavor of my own blood.

      “What about you guys?” Josie looked back and forth between me and Carson. “Do you think you’re going to move home as soon as you graduate?”

      “Yes.” Carson’s answer was instant and so sure. But I didn’t know.

      “It depends.” I finally answered when she turned her attention back to me.

      “On?” Her eyes glanced in Jordan’s direction, and I winced because Jordan had never really been part of the equation.

      “Baseball mostly.” I was honest. “If I get drafted, then I’ll have to go wherever that is. If not…” I shrugged my shoulders and took a deep breath as I tried not to think about that possibility. “I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      “What about you, Jordan?” Josie turned her attention to her. “Are you from here?”

      “Yeah.” Jordan cleared her throat as she nodded her head. “My family is just about thirty minutes south.”

      “Well, I’m not going back to Georgia,” Garrett said with a laugh. “So one of you fuckers are going to have to give me a room in one of your mansions.”

      “I don’t live in a mansion,” Allie said as she leaned into Carson. “But I’d take you in, Garrett.”

      Garrett grinned and Carson rolled his eyes. “Don’t get a big head. She takes in any strays she finds.”

      “Including him.” Allie laughed and patted Carson on the chest. “My favorite stray of all.”

      “Funny.” Carson leaned down and pulled Allie into a kiss.

      Jordan shifted awkwardly beside me, and I leaned in closer to her.

      “You okay?” I whispered close to her ear for only her to hear, and she quickly nodded.

      She still wasn’t looking at me, and I knew that I fucked up. I should have never let Beck’s words get to me. I should have never allowed her to see how worked up I still got over someone else.

      But I had, and I didn’t know how to make it better. I couldn’t take it back. Not the way I reacted or the things I had done with Frankie the last time I saw her. I couldn’t take back the hundreds of things I had done that hurt Jordan.

      I couldn’t take back the fact that I knew I would walk away from Jordan so easily with only a word from Frankie.

      I wished I wasn’t able to admit that to myself so easily. I wished more than anything that it wasn’t the truth, but it was.

      I leaned forward and closed the gap between us, and I pressed my lips against Jordan’s temple as I closed my eyes. She smelled so good, the light scent of flowers hitting me as I ran my nose along her skin.

      Jordan was kind and funny, and she didn’t deserve to be my second choice. She deserved far more than I was currently giving her, but I didn’t know how to give her something that no longer belonged to me.

      Jordan finally looked up at me and gave me a soft smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. I hated that I was hurting her and that no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to stop.

      I brought my mouth down to meet hers, and I kissed her. I tried to erase everything I had just said and everything I had made her feel with one simple kiss, but I knew that it was impossible.

      My love for Frankie was becoming as real for her as it was for me, and neither one of us could escape it.

      “Let’s order shots!” Carson cheered, and I pulled away from Jordan just enough to look down at her.

      She smiled at me again, this one stronger than the one moments before, and I tried to look at her the exact same way. I tried to show her with my eyes what felt impossible for me to say, and I hoped that she believed me.

      “You want a shot?” I murmured against her mouth as I went in for another kiss.

      “Yeah.” She chuckled and nodded her head.

      “That’s my girl.”
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      “Oh my God, no!” I laughed as I ran from Ben, but he was too fast. He caught up to me before I ever stood a chance, and threw me over his shoulder.

      “I thought you were a water girl.” He chuckled as he hiked me higher on his shoulder and started walking.

      “The ocean, Ben! Water you can see through. I don’t swim in a murky lake in Texas!”

      He wasn’t listening to me. His hands tightened around my thighs, and he continued to push forward toward the edge of the boat. Water where alligators and giant fish and who the hell knew what else lived.

      “We’re jumping off this boat, Frankie. So you better hold your breath.”

      I watched as his friend laughed, and I tried to reach out for him to hold on for dear life, but he was just out of reach.

      “I don’t want to be eaten! I’m too young!” I wrapped my arms around his torso and pressed my face against his back. I was going to kill him.

      “Last warning!” he yelled just before he jumped off the boat and a scream rang out around us. My scream of absolute terror.

      We hit the water with a hard crash, and I clamped my eyes closed as I pushed off his body and did everything in my power to swim back to the surface as fast as I could. The water was warm and felt delightful, but that didn’t make it any less scary.

      I was one hundred percent sure that I was not a lake girl. Hell, I wasn’t a Texas girl.

      I broke through the surface and took a deep breath as I looked around me. The boat was to my left and Ben came up laughing to my right. I ignored him completely and swam as fast as I could to the damn boat.

      We were in the middle of the lake in the middle of nowhere, and there was no way in hell I was just chilling there waiting for something to pull me under.

      I grabbed a hold of the ladder and climbed out as Ben called out my name behind me. I didn’t look back at him until I was safely back aboard the boat, and I narrowed my eyes at the shit-eating grin on his face.

      “That was not funny.” I pointed at him and his smirk intensified.

      “I mean, maybe a little.” He held up his thumb and forefinger, and I narrowed my eyes further. “Push her back in, Shawn. I didn’t get to hold her or anything.”

      I turned my attention to Shawn, but he hadn’t moved an inch. He was just laughing at his friend. “Shawn, I know we barely know each other, but I will kill you.”

      He held up his hands in surrender as he laughed. “Noted.”

      “You’re no fun.” Ben climbed up the ladder and shook his hair out of his face as water dripped off him.

      I took a step back and took my seat at the front of the boat before Ben could grab me again. He followed me every step of the way and grinned. He leaned down as I sat, and water dripped from his body to mine as he got in my space.

      “You aren’t really mad at me, are you?” His mouth was so close to mine, and when I looked at the way he was smiling at me, it was hard to remember why I was angry in the first place.

      “Yes. I am.” I crossed my arms over my chest and his gaze immediately dropped there. There was a shift in his gaze that promised things that wouldn’t be happening in front of his childhood friend, and I shifted in my seat. “If I had been eaten by an alligator, I would have never forgiven you.”

      He chuckled before leaning forward and pressing his lips to mine. I let him, of course, I did, and I loosened up the smallest bit.

      “I would have never let anything happen to you. You know that, right?” He smiled and looked so sincere, and it was on the tip of my tongue to be honest with him. But I had only ever trusted one man explicitly.

      “You can’t see in that water, and you cannot fight off an alligator.”

      He chuckled at my answer and pushed some hair out of my face. “You don’t think I’m strong enough to take on an alligator.”

      “No,” I blurted out as he laughed. “Especially not in the water.”

      “I mean, you’re right.” He shrugged his shoulder and dropped another soft kiss against my lips. “But I would at least try.”

      He dropped down in the seat beside me and ran a towel over his face then his perfectly fit body. “What time is it?”

      “Three,” Shawn said as he looked down at his watch.

      He was nice enough even though he barely spoke to me, but Ben had assured me that he was just a quiet person. If he hadn’t, I would say the guy didn’t like me.

      But that seemed to be a going trend around here.

      “We should probably head back.” Ben pushed his sunglasses back on his face and leaned back beside me. “I promised my mom we’d be back in time for dinner.”

      Awesome. Another dinner where I basically just talked to his father. It wasn’t that his mom wasn’t nice. She was, but in the two months since I first met her, she had barely warmed up to me.

      But Ben still hadn’t decided to move back to Texas, and I knew she wouldn’t be happy until he did.

      I didn’t blame her.

      Shawn started the boat back up, and Ben grabbed my hand in his as we started to move along the water and the wind whipped past us. This part of the lake I liked. The scenery, the freedom of feeling the deep heat of the air, and the kiss of the sun along my shoulders.

      I could do this all day.

      I leaned back and closed my eyes as the sun pressed down against my face, and I took a deep breath. I had been so tense since we first arrived to Texas, and I tried my hardest to let that stress slip from me.

      This was something I was going to have to get used to if I was going to be with Ben. This was his home, his family, and I didn’t have to love them but I needed to at least tolerate them. I hated that word. I didn’t want to tolerate anything. I wanted to love his mom. I was desperate for her to at least like me.

      I wanted to be excited about being here. I should have been ecstatic about seeing all the things that had made Ben, Ben. Instead, I just craved home. I felt homesick, and we had only just left.

      But even when I was there, I still felt homesick somehow. There was a constant twinge in my gut that something wasn’t right or something was missing, and I tried my hardest to push it away every time I felt it. If I thought too hard, if I really let it form, I would know exactly what it was that was pulling at my gut.

      Exactly who it was.

      And I couldn’t think about him. Not without spiraling in a way that I knew wasn’t good for me.

      Because he wasn’t good for me.

      Olly had been one of the best things to happen to me in my entire life, but he also wasn’t. Everything about us had always been on the edge of toxic. It was beautiful and life-changing, but it was also heartbreaking and hidden and deceptive.

      Olly and I had never known how to be anything other than each other’s crutch, and I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to fall to him when I felt like I could no longer hold myself up, and I didn’t want to be that for him either.

      I had wanted to be more. I had been desperate to be more.

      And now she was. She was his more and Ben had become mine.

      And I needed to accept that.

      I was trying so fucking hard to accept that.

      The boat slowed, and I blinked my eyes back open as the sharp sunlight flooded my senses. We were pulling back up at the dock just behind Ben’s parents’ house, and it looked so picture-perfect. There wasn’t a single thing out of place as I stared up at their house. The backyard was covered in bright florals and a perfectly manicured lawn, and I almost felt guilty as we climbed out of the boat and stepped onto it.

      Ben handed me my large bag, and I shoved my towel inside as I pulled out my phone.

      I hadn’t had service for hours while we were out of the lake, so I quickly clicked on the screen to see if I had missed anything.

      There were a few missed texts and one news article that was sent to me by my brother. I almost ignored it completely until I saw Olly’s name in the headline.

      Local Clermont Bay resident, Olly Warner, drafted by Colorado Rockies

      My breath rushed out of me and my hand trembled as I tried to hold my phone. I dropped my bag on the grass and scrolled through the article as fast as I could. It didn’t say much that I didn’t already know. They called Olly an outstanding player and a student at the top of his class.

      There were a few quotes from him mostly just saying how excited he was to become a Rockie at the end of his season. Then there was a picture. He had the biggest grin on his face and a Rockies hat on his head, and he looked so damn handsome.

      He did it. He fucking did it.

      He was only a junior, but I wasn’t surprised that it didn’t take him his full four years to be drafted.

      And now he was going to be moving to Colorado.

      My gut sank, and I struggled to catch my breath. I didn’t know why that fact hit me so damn hard. He was across the damn country from me now, and Colorado was technically closer. But it didn’t feel like it.

      It felt like he was moving farther and farther out of my reach, and it hit me then that every bit of success Olly had only took him further away from me.

      It didn’t matter that this was what I had told him I wanted. Olly making it pro felt like it made things even more final for us.

      “You okay?” Ben touched my elbow and I jumped.

      “Oh, yeah.” I pressed my hand to my chest.

      “What’s wrong?” He wrinkled his brow, and it ate at me that he was so concerned about me when I wasn’t even thinking about him.

      “Nothing’s wrong.” I shook my head and lifted the phone where he could see. “I just found out that Olly is going pro.” Ben didn’t know anything about Olly other than that he had been one of my best friends growing up. That was the understatement of the century, but I had never been able to bring myself to really tell him the truth.

      I couldn’t imagine that Ben would still want to be with me if he knew how much Olly still occupied my thoughts.

      “Hell yeah.” He grabbed my hand in his and quickly glanced over the article. “That’s so cool.”

      “I know.” I nodded. I always knew that he would make it, but I never really thought about the possibility of where his dream would take him. I never imagined that he would be so far from me. “I’m going to call and congratulate him.” I tilted my head up to the house. “Why don’t you go ahead? I’ll be there in just a second.”

      “Okay.” He smiled and reached down to grab my bag. “I’m going to go ahead and get changed.” He pressed a kiss to my lips before he and Shawn walked away as they talked.

      I held my phone in my hand and stared down at it as I started pacing in the grass. I wanted to call him. I owed him a fucking congratulatory call, if nothing else.

      I was his friend. I had always been.

      And I was so insanely proud of him.

      My finger hovered over his name, and I watched as it trembled. I hadn’t spoken to him in so long. It felt like it was forever ago yet yesterday at the exact same time.

      I pressed his name before I could talk myself out of it and brought the phone to my ear. It rang and rang, and just as I was about to hang up, his voice came through the phone.

      It was enough to take my breath away.

      Just one simple word muttered from his lips. “Frankie.”

      I was silent for a long second as I tried to remember how to talk. “Hi.”

      His deep sigh echoed through the phone, and I imagined he had been holding his breath just like I had. Had he been missing me like I was missing him? Was he going crazy thinking about me?

      “I just wanted to call you and tell you congratulations.” I rushed out my words before I said something that I couldn’t take back. “Of course, no one is surprised, but I’m still so insanely proud of you.”

      “Thank you.” I could hear him shifting on the other end of the phone, and I tried to imagine what he was doing. Was he alone? Was he with her? Was he wishing I didn’t call?

      “I don’t want to keep you or anything. I’m sure you have a ton going on.”

      “I haven’t heard your voice in so fucking long.”

      I closed my eyes and begged my chest to stop aching. Please don’t let every word the man utters gut me.

      “I know.” I shook my head even though he couldn’t see it. “It feels like it’s been forever.”

      “How are you?” His voice was so soft and so sincere, and I knew that he truly wanted to know. That was the thing about Olly. He had always cared more about others than he ever did himself.

      “I’m good.” I planted a smile on my face and tried to make myself believe it. I looked back up at the house, but Ben had already disappeared from view. “But I’m not calling to talk about me. How does it feel? All your dreams are coming true, Olly. Is it everything you thought it’d be?”

      He chuckled softly, and I imagined him running his fingers through his hair. “Honestly, it doesn’t feel real. I have a few more games with my college team before the year is over, but then I’ll be heading to Colorado. I’ve never even been to Colorado before.”

      “What are you going to do without any beaches?”

      “I don’t know.” He laughed harder. “What am I going to do without you?”

      Don’t.

      I slammed my eyes shut again and pressed my hand against my stomach. “You’ve been without me for quite some time, Olly.”

      “I know. Fuck, I know that. It just…”

      “It feels more final,” I finished the sentence for him.

      “Yeah.” There was another moment of hesitation. “It just feels like we’re so far apart.”

      “It’s okay.” I shrugged and tried to sound like I believed what I was saying. “I’m sure we’ll see each other soon, and you can tell me all about what it’s like to be a big-shot baseball player. I’m sure Jordan is so excited for you and will be by your side.”

      I could feel tears welling in my eyes, and I didn’t know what was wrong with me. He hadn’t been mine in so damn long, and he had been hers for far longer. But that didn’t seem to matter.

      Not when my chest ached, and every single part of me still felt like it belonged to him.

      “She is excited.” There was such uncertainty in his voice. “But I’m not sure if she’s coming with me or not.”

      “What?” I lifted my hand and chewed on the side of my thumb. “Why not?”

      “I don’t know, Frankie. She still has school, and…”

      I wished I was there with him so I could touch him. I wanted to run my fingers over his face and smooth the deep line I knew was forming between his brows through his frustration.

      “I’m honestly not sure about anything.”

      “I probably shouldn’t have called.”

      “No.” He said the word so quickly. “I’m glad you did. It’s nice to hear your voice.”

      “I know, but I don’t want you to feel like you owe me anything, Olly. I’m happy for you. I truly am.”

      “I don’t feel like I owe you something. I just… I feel like I can’t seem to move on.”

      He was being so honest, and it was gutting me. Every piece of truth that passed through his lips was like a weapon he could wield so easily.

      And they hit their mark with perfect precision.

      Because I knew exactly how he felt. I was trying to move on from him, but it felt like I was floundering most of the time. There were those very rare days, where a thought of him didn’t cross my mind, but even on those, he was all I could see when I closed my eyes.

      It was both heaven and hell.

      “I know.” It was the only thing I could think to say. I didn’t know how to tell him that I hadn’t moved on from him at all. He was with her, and I was with Ben, and it wasn’t fair to either of them.

      “How are you and Ben?”

      I took a deep breath and looked out over the calm water of the lake. “We’re okay. He’s good to me, and honestly, what more could I ask for?”

      “Hmm.”

      I thought about the words that had just left my mouth and scrambled to take them back. “I didn’t mean it like that. Like you weren’t.”

      “But I wasn’t.” He let out a deep laugh that held no humor. “God, Frankie. If I could go back and change things.”

      “But we can’t.” I needed the reminder myself.

      “No. We can’t, but…”

      “But what, Olly?”

      “I would choose you, you know. If that was what you wanted. I would choose you over her, over going pro, over all of it.”

      I clamped my eyes closed and tried to get a handle on myself. I knew that he would and that was the problem. Olly would give up everything for me now, but that wasn’t what I wanted.

      Going pro was his dream, and I didn’t want to take that from him. He would regret it, and I never wanted him to regret me again.

      “Olly,” I whispered his name, and I wished I was anywhere but where I was. Ben was just a short walk away, and here I was falling apart over someone else. Someone I had no business falling apart over. But it was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that I would choose him too, I would choose him and go wherever he wanted me to go.

      Because I knew that homesick feeling in my gut was for him.

      I wanted him, and I had been an idiot for so long. I was going to tell him.

      “Hey.” His voice was muffled as if he was holding his hand over the phone. “Yeah. Give me just a second to get off the phone.” There was a long pause as if he was listening to someone else, and I wondered if it was Jordan. “I love you too.”

      Oh my God. What was I doing? What in the actual fuck did I think I was going to accomplish with this conversation?

      I had pushed him away, and he was in love with someone else. I pushed him away, and I didn’t get to do this to him again.

      “Frankie.” He came back on the line, and I was already heading up to the house where Ben was waiting for me.

      “I need to go, Olly.”

      “Frankie, wait.”

      “I’m so proud of you. You’re going to be so amazing. I’ll have to order myself some Rockies gear soon.”

      “Frankie, please.” There was a desperation in his voice, and I felt that same desperation in my chest.

      “Ben’s waiting for me. I need to go.” I didn’t wait for him to say anything else. I knew I wouldn’t be able to handle it. I wouldn’t be able to face whatever he was going to say to me when I knew that he loved her.

      He loved her, and I had already known that. Of course, I had, but it was different before. Before I heard him say those words to her.

      I pressed End before I did something stupid, and I clenched my phone in my hand. The door opened behind me, and I turned around to find Ben watching me.

      “Everything okay?” He shielded his eyes from the sun as he watched me, and I forced myself to take a step in his direction.

      “Yeah.” I nodded and tried to push Olly back down. I tried to force him from my every thought long enough for me to be the girl Ben knew.

      “Then come on!” Ben smiled and waved me toward him. “My parents are waiting on us.”

      I planted a smile on my face and made my way up to him. He wrapped his arms around me as soon as I was in arm’s reach, and guilt flooded me.
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      The pain was absolutely excruciating.

      That’s all I could think about as my coach squatted down in front of me and talked. I could barely hear a word he was saying. Not really. It all felt like a giant fucking blur as the intense throbbing seared through my knee.

      I slammed my eyes shut as another shot of pain sliced through me.

      I wasn’t even sure how it happened. One second, I was covering the base, and the next thing I knew, the runner was sliding into me, and I felt an intense and sudden pop in my knee.

      I couldn’t stand. I sure as fuck couldn’t walk. I could barely think.

      “We’re going to have to carry him off the field.” One of the team trainers was talking to my coach, but their words were finally hitting me.

      “Do you think it’s torn?”

      “Yeah.” The trainer nodded his head with a wince, and my coach let out a string of curses.

      Not only was he losing one of his star players in the middle of playoffs, but this was also going to screw up my commitment with the Rockies. I hadn’t even signed the official contract yet.

      Panic flooded me, and I looked around at all the faces that surrounded me until I met Carson’s. He was looking at me with pity and anger, and I knew that he had come to the same realization that I had.

      Everything I had ever wanted was completely fucked.

      “Let’s get him off the field.” Coach moved to one side of me, but Carson pushed forward to the other side before anyone else could. The trainer tried to get to my side, but Carson refused.

      “I’ve got him.” He wrapped his arm around my torso and lifted me up at the same time Coach did. Pain sliced through my knee as I tried to hold the weight off my foot, and I groaned as I tried to hide it. “I’ve got you.”

      Carson took more of my weight into his side, and I leaned on him for support as they helped me off the field. The crowd in the stands clapped softly as we made our way off, and I hated it. I understood the sentiment, but what the fuck were they clapping about?

      I had just lost everything in one small moment in time.

      I looked up in the crowd just behind the dugout in time to catch a glimpse of Jordan. She had been crying and her hand was covering her mouth as she watched me struggle to get off the field.

      The pity in her eyes was blaring, and so was the ring I put on her finger. A ring that had felt more like an ultimatum than a promise.

      Carson had told me how stupid I was being, but I hadn’t listened.

      And I hadn’t regretted it until Frankie called me just a few days after it happened. She called me about going pro, but when congratulations passed her lips, instant regret hit me when I thought she was talking about the engagement.

      But she didn’t have a clue, and I had been too big of a fucking coward to tell her.

      I hadn’t even expected to hear from her. It had been over a year, and she had made it clear the last time that I saw her that she wanted her space. And I gave it to her.

      I gave her what she asked for, and everything inside of me regretted it.

      I regretted it when Jordan told me that she couldn’t stay with a guy who was still in love with someone else, and I hated that in my panic of losing her too, I made a decision that I never should have.

      I was so fucking scared of being alone that I was clinging to Jordan like she was my lifeline. I craved the sense of security I felt with Frankie, and I was desperately trying to find it in her.

      I was carelessly trying to fill the hole that Frankie had left, but it was impossible.

      “Let’s get him up on the table.” Coach guided Carson as we moved into the locker room, and I gritted my teeth as my knee screamed in pain when they lifted me. “Are you okay?” Coach looked me in the eye, and I shook my head.

      “No. I’m not fucking okay.” I fisted my hands at my sides and tried to calm myself down.

      It felt like everything was hitting me at once. All the mistakes I had made. All the bad decisions.

      But flashes of them all faded and faded, and all that was left was her. Nothing else mattered. It didn’t compare.

      “Look at me.” Carson grabbed my face and forced me to look up at him. “You’re going to be fine. This can be fixed.”

      “I know.” I nodded in unison with him. “But Colorado isn’t going to sign a brand-new player with a blown-out knee,” I stated the fact that everyone else was thinking.

      If I had signed the contract a week ago, things would be different right now. I wouldn’t be stressing out about the fact that Jordan didn’t renew her lease and that she had been planning to move to Colorado with me.

      She was going to enroll in school there to stay with me.

      A few days ago, I had thought I had everything figured out and in place, and it was all a fucking lie. That one simple phone call from Frankie had proven that, and now this. I had no damn clue what I was doing anymore.

      “Dr. McVaughn is on his way.” The trainer walked into the room and pushed past Carson to get to me.

      He had a pair of scissors in his hand, and he started cutting my uniform from my leg before I even realized what he was doing. I winced as the metal moved around my knee. My entire lower leg was throbbing.

      “Carson, there’s a girl out here asking for Olly. She says she’s his fiancée,” someone said from near the doorway, but I didn’t have the energy to look up at who it was.

      “Shit. Hold on,” Carson called out to them before moving in front of me. “Olly?”

      I didn’t say a word. I simply shook my head, and he nodded once before walking away. Guilt flooded me because she should have been the exact person I wanted to be with right now, but she wasn’t.

      The thought alone made me feel bone-tired.

      “Here, Olly.” Coach put a pillow back on the table behind me. “Lay back and try to relax. I know it’s hard, but try to breathe through the pain.”

      I did as he said. I laid back against the pillow, and I ran my hands over my face as they tremble. I could hear Carson talking with the locker room door open, but I didn’t pay a bit of attention to what he was saying. Instead, I closed my eyes, and I thought about Frankie.

      I thought about the way her voice had sounded the last time I talked to her and how she rushed off the phone after she heard me say I love you to Jordan. I drew up the memory of the way her perfume smelled and the way her nose wrinkled when she laughed.

      She was the only thing that took my mind off the pain, and for the first time in a long time, I let myself think about her freely. No guilt. No shame. It was just her, and the pain in my chest drowned out everything else.
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      I slammed my hand down on my phone as the loud vibrating woke me up. I didn’t know who the hell was calling me in the middle of the night, but I had no intentions of answering it.

      Ben rolled into my back, and the heat of his body felt like it was covering me like a heavy blanket. It was too much, and I was so damn uncomfortable as I kicked the sheets from around my legs.

      It wasn’t enough. Everything felt like it was bothering me. His skin against mine, the way my tank top was pulled to the side, the hair on the top of my head.

      I slipped out from under his arm and sat up on the side of the bed. It was only midnight which meant I had barely been asleep for an hour, and tomorrow was going to be a long fucking day.

      I unplugged my phone from the charger as I stood, and I blinked down at the screen as it lit up Ben’s dark bedroom.

      One missed call from Olly.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I stared down at his name. How dare he call me now? After everything that had happened.

      It had been a little over two weeks since I talked to him, and I hadn’t really handled things very well. I had hung up on him before he had gotten a chance to say anything more, but I had thought about it over and over every single day.

      The way he had said he loved her felt like it was haunting me.

      But what haunted me more was the invitation I had received in the mail today from his mother. I didn’t believe it as I stared down at the thick cream invitation that had his name penned in perfect calligraphy at the top.

      Why was he calling me now? I had no idea what he could possibly have to say, but I knew that I probably wouldn’t be able to handle it.

      I pressed my phone against my chest as I tiptoed to the door and slid out of Ben’s room. I slowly pulled the door closed behind me and jumped slightly as the loud latch echoed through the space.

      What was I doing? I got up in the middle of the night frequently when I stayed the night at Ben’s, and I never felt like I had to sneak around. I was being paranoid for no reason, but I knew it was because I had every intention of calling Olly back.

      If I didn’t, I would regret not knowing what he had to say. I regretted so many things when it came to him.

      And that regret only grew when I saw Jordan’s name next to his as if it was meant to be there. She was going to become Mrs. Olly Warner, and I felt like I was going to be sick.

      When I had first held the invitation in my hand, I hadn’t been able to think straight. There were so many emotions running through me: pain, anger, heartbreak, regret.

      So many regrets.

      That was all I could think about as I dropped the invitation and tried to breath. Olly wasn’t mine, and I regretted every single decision that led us to this place.

      He was happy and getting everything he wanted, and I was… fuck… I was…

      Falling apart.

      I reached for the invitation that I had tucked inside my book that was sitting on the coffee table, and I flipped it over in my hand as I sank into the couch.

      The invitation was beautiful, and Mr. And Mrs. Warner joyfully invited me to celebrate the engagement of their son. That was what it actually said. Joyfully invited.

      They were so damn fake, and I honestly couldn’t believe that Olly was letting them host an engagement party at all. But this Olly on the invite wasn’t my Olly.

      I ran my fingers over the embossed lettering one more time before I clicked his name on my phone and pressed my phone to my ear. My knee bounced against the couch and my heart raced in my chest as I listened to it ring.

      He answered quickly, only allowing the phone to ring a few times, and I took a deep breath when I heard his voice.

      “Hello?”

      “You do realize that it’s midnight here, right?” I tossed the invitation down on the couch beside me. “Not all of us are living on California time.”

      I had no idea what I was saying. I hadn’t intended to call him and reprimand him for calling me so late, but I was so damn angry and it was the only thing I could think to say.

      “Shit. I’m sorry.” His voice was rough, and it did things to my stomach that it shouldn’t have. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Why are you calling, Olly?” I clenched my hand into a fist as I stared straight ahead. “I got your invitation. Are you wanting my RSVP? Don’t worry. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “My invitation?” He sounded so confused, and it only made me angrier. I knew that I had no right to be angry at him, but my feelings weren’t rational right now.

      “How dare you let me find out like this, Olly? You could have picked up the fucking phone and called me. You could have sent me a fucking email. Fuck, I don’t know. You could have sent one of our friends.” It hit me then and my stomach sank harder. “Oh my God. Everyone else already knew.”

      “No.” Olly rushed to answer me. “Shit. No. Almost no one knows. Carson and Allie do, of course, but I asked him not to say anything until I could talk to you.”

      That did nothing to make me feel any better. If anything, it just made me feel betrayed by Allie and Carson. But nothing compared to the betrayal I felt from him.

      He had done nothing wrong, yet everything about it felt like it was.

      “But your mom is already sending out invitations to your engagement party?” I bit down on the side of my thumb as I tried to calm myself down. I could feel the panic rising in my chest and my voice was rising with it. I was going to wake up Ben.

      “I swear that I just talked to her about it and agreed to let them host it. I had no idea she was sending out invitations.” He groaned. “Fuck, Frankie. I would have never let her… I’m sorry.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head even though it did. It fucking mattered a lot. “Is that why you’re calling me in the middle of the night? To tell me that you’re officially off the market? The chance of Olly and Frankie is officially over.”

      “No.” I could hear him shifting through the phone, and I could have sworn I heard a small hiss of pain. “I called you because I just needed to talk to you. I needed to hear your voice.”

      “I think you meant to dial Jordan’s number.” I was being cruel, but I couldn’t stop. It wasn’t fair. I was the one who caused this. I was with Ben, and Olly didn’t owe me anything. But why did it feel like he owed me the world? Like I was holding out for him to give it to me, and now I felt cheated.

      “Frankie,” he whispered my name in a way that made me crave him with a fierceness.

      “Don’t.” I shook my head.

      “I’m not going to Colorado.”

      His words shocked me to the point that I almost dropped my phone. “What? What happened?”

      “I tore my ACL tonight.” He laughed like there was something funny about him being hurt. “I’m going to need surgery, and I didn’t have a contract yet with them.”

      “They can’t do that.” I jumped to my feet and paced around the living room. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m…” His voice broke, and something inside of me broke with it. “Honestly, I don’t have a fucking clue.”

      “Olly, tell me what to do.” My hands trembled, and I looked around Ben’s apartment as if I was searching for something that could help me.

      “There’s nothing you can do.”

      I imagined him shrugging his shoulders with a soft smile on his face that he thought hid his sadness but didn’t.

      “I can come there. I can help you.” I was looking for my shoes, but I didn’t even have pants on.

      “Frankie, stop. You’re not coming here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m not your responsibility.” He sighed. “Plus, what would Ben say when you dropped everything to go across the country to help an old boyfriend.”

      “You were never my boyfriend,” I pointed out the technicality, and he laughed softly. “And Ben doesn’t know anything about our past.”

      “Ahh.” There was another small moan of pain. I knew he was trying to keep it from me so I wouldn’t be worried. “Jordan does.”

      He paused for a long moment, and I didn’t dare say a word. I didn’t know what he wanted me to say.

      “That’s why we got engaged. Isn’t that ironic?” He chuckled again, and I hated the way it sounded. “She was so upset about the way I still felt about you that she was going to leave. She knew that I was still in love with you, and I needed to prove somehow that I loved her too.”

      I slammed my eyes shut and pressed my hand against the back of the couch to hold me up. “But you do love her?”

      “Do you love Ben?”

      “I don’t know. I think so.” I was honest with him. “But I’m not sure.”

      “Yeah.” I imagined him nodding his head as if he understood exactly how I felt. “I do love Jordan, but it’s not the same. It’s not like that with you, Frankie.”

      “Olly.”

      “Shit, I know.” This time the sound of his pain was loud and palpable, and everything inside me begged me to go to him.

      “Are you at home? Who’s there with you?” I just needed to know that someone was taking care of him.

      “Carson’s sleeping on the floor in my room.” He chuckled. “He’s been attached to my side like a little mother hen.”

      I smiled at the thought, but it also made me nervous. If Carson was taking his injury that seriously, then it was bad. It had to be.

      “And Jordan?”

      “She’s at her apartment. I think I hurt her because I didn’t want to see her after it happened. I didn’t want to see anyone.”

      “That’s understandable, Olly. You’re hurt.” And his dreams were being stripped away so easily.

      “Yeah. I know.” He took a deep breath. “I honestly wouldn’t feel guilty at all, but I had wanted you. I was in so much pain, and all I could think about was you.”

      “You’re getting married, Olly,” I whispered the reality between us for us both to hear, and I could feel tears welling in my eyes as my chest ached.

      “I know.” His voice was just as quiet as mine. It was as if neither one of us were ready for it to be real. But he had made it real. “I’m sorry.”

      “For falling for someone else?” I laughed because that was a ridiculous thing to apologize for. Olly deserved to be happy, and if Jordan made him that way, then I would be happy for him too.

      “For everything.” He sighed, and my fingers ached with the need to touch him. I felt desperate to feel his skin beneath mine, to touch every inch of him and know that he was okay. “I’m sorry for calling you tonight. This was a dick move, and I shouldn’t have put any of this on you.”

      “I would have been pissed if you didn’t call me.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. You probably would have been. I’m sorry you found out about me and Jordan through my mom.”

      “It’s okay, Olly.” Nothing was okay.

      “No. It’s not.”

      I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to tell him that he was making a mistake and so was I. We were both fucking up so badly, and I didn’t know how to fix it.

      I wasn’t sure that we could.

      “Go get some sleep. I shouldn’t have woken you.”

      “Olly.”

      “I’m good, Frankie. I promise.” Another fake laugh. “I should probably get some sleep too. I think tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “But you’ll call me if you need me?”

      I didn’t know what I could do. I was thousands of miles away from him, but I would do whatever he needed.

      “Of course.”

      “Okay, then.”

      We were both quiet for a long moment, and I didn’t want to hang up the phone. I didn’t want to let go because I feared how long it would be before I heard his voice again.

      “I love you, Frankie.” His voice was so soft that I almost didn’t hear him.

      “I love you too.”
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      I didn’t know what I was doing.

      My hands trembled as I fumbled with the small handbag in my lap, and I couldn’t make them stop. They had been shaking all day as I took extra time to get ready. My hair was perfectly curled, and my dress laid against my body in a way that had felt effortless.

      But on the inside, I was a complete and total mess.

      I had been for days.

      Ben rested his arm against the back of my seat and smiled at me as he drove. He just smiled at me like I wasn’t falling apart over someone else. It was ridiculous, really.

      We were headed to Olly’s engagement party, and I needed to get myself pulled together. I couldn’t fall apart there in front of everyone.

      Not in front of Olly or Ben or anyone else who was watching.

      I had barely spoken to Olly since our last phone call. Mostly short texts and updates on his knee. He didn’t sound like himself even over text, and I hated it. Carson said that he was taking everything hard, and of course, he was.

      I couldn’t imagine what he was going through, and I didn’t want to make anything worse for him.

      The one time I had called, Jordan had answered. I could barely breathe as I heard her voice come through the line, but she was nothing but kind to me. She let me know that Olly was resting and that she would let him know that I called to check on him.

      I had wanted to ask her what her life was like with him. Did she realize how amazing he was? Did she take for granted the little moments with him like I had?

      But I didn’t ask her any of that. Instead, I got off the phone as quickly as I could, and I didn’t call back.

      He hadn’t called me either.

      So much had changed for him, and I knew that I was the furthest thing from his mind. And that was okay. He had surgery only a few short days after we talked, and he needed to focus on his recovery.

      Carson assured me that Olly could still play ball once he was healed, but it would take a long time before he would be ready to get back on the field. When I had asked him about Colorado, Carson had gotten quiet, and I knew that wasn’t good.

      But here we were now, and I wasn’t ready to face him.

      We pulled up outside the Warners’ massive home, and I looked out the window at all the cars that lined their driveway. This wasn’t a small engagement party meant to celebrate Olly and Jordan. It was just another opportunity for Olly’s parents to show off in front of their friends and colleagues, and my stomach hardened as I stared at the crisp white flowers that lined their entryway.

      Ben was already climbing out of the car and making his way to my side, and I quickly closed my eyes and took a shuddering breath while no one was watching.

      You can do this, Frankie.

      Ben opened my door before reaching his hand out for me, and I let him take it. I stepped out of the car and straightened my baby blue dress against my thighs.

      “You ready?”

      “Yeah.” I wrapped my hand around Ben’s arm and clamped my fingers around my small clutch. I wasn’t ready at all.

      We walked up to the door and were greeted by a man who directed us through the house and out the back. It was midday, and the sun was high in the sky. I slipped my sunglasses over my eyes as I looked around at their extravagant backyard that was decorated in pure elegance and luxury. It looked more like a wedding than an engagement party.

      There were several tables covered in crisp white linens and beautiful china, but it was the excess of flowers that really took your breath away. There were arrangements of white and pink and the lightest shade of yellow everywhere you looked.

      “There’s your brother.” Ben pointed to a table near the front of the yard, and I tugged his arm and headed in that direction.

      Beck was standing behind Josie with his hands on her chair, and he was laughing at something Carson was saying across from him. Allie was the first person to spot me as we walked up, and I could see the pity in her eyes before either of us uttered a word.

      “Hey.” I tightened my hand on Ben as we stepped up to the table, and everyone’s attention swung to me.

      “Hi!” Josie jumped out of her seat and pulled me into a hug. My hand slid from Ben as I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her harder than I should have. I couldn’t help it. I missed her even though I wasn’t that far away. Our lives were changing, all of them, and it was hitting me now just how much.

      “You look beautiful.” She pulled me away from her but still held me close to her with her hands on my upper arms. She glanced over at Ben, but he was shaking hands with Carson. “Are you okay?”

      “Of course, I am.” I smiled at her. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Frankie.”

      “Did you all save us a seat?” I stepped out of her touch and pulled out one of the chairs. “Or do I need to go sit with Mom and Dad?”

      “Those are yours.” Beck rolled his eyes before wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “Have you seen Olly yet?”

      “No.” I shook my head and dropped my clutch down by my plate. “Not yet.”

      “Oh. There he is.” I looked up just as he said it, and I spotted Olly instantly. He was standing near his parents, and his hand was resting against his thigh. I knew he was in pain. He was barely supposed to be walking yet, let alone standing around at some damn party while people he didn’t care about talked his ear off.

      The urge to go over there and take him a seat was overwhelming, and I stepped away from my brother with the intention of doing just that. But then I saw her.

      Jordan was standing at his side, between him and his mother, and she looked so perfect up there with them.

      Her light brown hair was pulled back in an intricate updo at the nape of her neck, and the simple white floor-length dress she wore looked lovely.

      I pressed my hand against my stomach as I watched her look up at him with a smile. She looked so in love, and I don’t know why that thought hadn’t really hit me until that moment. She was really and truly in love with him, and I knew that she was looking at him like I did.

      And for some reason, that made this hurt so much worse. I thought I could handle this when I had painted her as the villain in my mind, but she wasn’t. She was just another girl who was in love with Olly.

      I was as much the villain to her as she was to me.

      Someone touched the back of my arm, and I jumped before I realized it was Ben.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded and pushed some hair behind my ear. I wished everyone would quit asking if I was okay. I could only tell so many lies in one day before I cracked. “We should go congratulate them.” I nodded toward where Olly stood as I wrapped my hand back around Ben’s arm.

      I didn’t want to do this. That was all I could think as we walked closer and closer to them. I didn’t want to celebrate Olly with someone else. I didn’t want to see him look at her and wish that it was me.

      But I didn’t have a choice.

      “Oh, Frankie!” Mrs. Warner saw me approaching before anyone else, and she smiled before stepping forward and wrapping me in a tight hug.

      I heard a soft but sharp inhale of breath, and my gaze met Jordan’s before I could think better of it. She was staring directly at me, and I could see the hesitation in her eyes.

      I was Olly’s past, and she was becoming his future.

      “How are you, dear?” Mrs. Warner finally let me go, and I brought my attention back to her. I still hadn’t looked at Olly, and I wasn’t sure that I could.

      “I’m good.” I nodded and gave her a small smile.

      She looked at me expectantly, and it took me a moment to realize that she was waiting for me to introduce Ben.

      “Oh.” I turned to him, and he smiled even though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Mrs. Warner, this is Ben. Ben, this is Olly’s mom and dad, and of course, you know Olly.” I finally faced him, and I didn’t stand a chance of hiding the emotion I knew they could all see.

      He just stared back at me. He stared at me with a look that fucked with my head, and I wanted to scream at him. What the fuck were we doing, Olly?

      “It’s nice to meet you, Ben.” Olly’s mom was talking, but I could barely hear a word she said.

      I was too busy watching him and the way Jordan had just reached out for his hand and laced her fingers with his.

      “Have you all had the pleasure of meeting Olly’s fiancée, Jordan?”

      I blinked and finally pulled my attention away from him. “We met once. A long time ago.”

      “Did we?” Jordan scrunched her nose and let out a small laugh. “I’m so sorry. I don’t remember.”

      “You did.” Olly finally spoke, and his voice was like a warm caress down my spine. “How are you, Frankie?”

      “I’m good.” I looked back over at him and attempted to smile. I was so damn thankful for the sunglasses because even if I wasn’t pulling it off well now, I wouldn’t have been able to hide anything from him if he had been able to see my eyes.

      I never could.

      “I’m so excited for you both. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.” The response came from Jordan. Olly was too busy watching me, studying me.

      “But how are you, Olly?” I let my gaze slide down to his knee that was covered in black slacks. I could see the bulge under the fabric and knew he was wearing some sort of brace. “Shouldn’t you be sitting down?”

      “I’m perfectly capable of standing on my own,” he snapped, his voice hard and unyielding, and my gut sank. Olly was in pain, and it had nothing to do with the physical scars he bared.

      “I wasn’t insinuating that you weren’t.” I scrunched my brows as I watched him and that stubborn look on his face. “But maybe if you sat down for a bit, you wouldn’t be such an asshole.”

      There was a shocked gasp, and I wasn’t sure if it came from Jordan or his mom, but I didn’t care. A smile formed on the corner of Olly’s mouth before he let out a laugh.

      The pain in my chest eased the tiniest bit as I heard the sound.

      “You’re probably right.” He ran his fingers through his hair and messed with the perfectly coiffed style. It looked so much better that way anyway. “I’m glad you made it, Frankie.”

      “Me too.” I lied to him, but what would one more lie between us hurt? “We’ll get out of your way.” I reached for Ben even though I had almost forgotten he was there. “You look beautiful, Jordan.”

      She looked shocked at my words, but she hid it quickly. “Thank you.”

      I didn’t wait for him to say anything else. I simply walked away with Ben’s hand in mine, and I stopped when we were almost back at the table. “I’m going to run to the ladies’ room.” Why did I sound so out of breath?

      “Okay.” He nodded, and I watched as he looked back at Olly before looking down at me. “Do you want me to go with you or…?”

      “No.” I shook my head and smiled at him. “Go grab a drink. I’ll meet you back at the table.”

      “Okay,” he said the word, but he sounded so hesitant. He was looking down at me like he barely knew me, and I didn’t blame him.

      But I didn’t have time to worry about it either.

      I felt like everything was crashing down around me, and I didn’t know how to handle it. Hell, I could barely remember how to breathe as I walked away from him and pushed through the maze of tables.

      The urge to run was overwhelming. I looked over my shoulder at the beach that lay just beyond the Warners’ property, and I felt desperate to be out there. I wanted to escape everyone at this damn party and all the noise and fake hellos.

      But I didn’t do any of that.

      Instead, I walked through the back door and turned left past the kitchen to find the bathroom. There was a young girl dressed in the same white shirt as the servers standing at the beginning of the hallway.

      “This bathroom is occupied, but if you’d like…”

      I didn’t wait to hear the rest of her sentence. I could feel the panic rising in my chest, and I couldn’t just stand there and let everyone watch me fall apart.

      I walked out into the main foyer and the staircase caught my eye. I gripped the rail in my hand and climbed the stairs two at a time. I fumbled in my heels, but I kept going.

      I didn’t stop until I stood outside the room that I knew used to belong to Olly, and I pushed inside before I could think better of it. I had only been in his room a handful of times, but it still looked the same as I remembered.

      His bed took up most of the space and was perfectly made with a dark blue bedding. The smell of him consumed the space. There were hints of the spicy, expensive cologne he had always worn along with a scent that was uniquely him.

      I let myself breathe it in, taking in breath after breath of Olly as I tried to calm the rising panic in my chest. I ran my fingers over the baseball trophies that lined his wooden dresser, and I smiled when I spotted a photograph of him, Carson, and Beck with their arms wrapped around each other.

      I walked around his room, and it felt so much like Olly while also not. This room represented a version of him that his parents expected. This was their son Olly’s room, but it wasn’t my Olly’s.

      With the exception of the baseball memorabilia, nothing in here looked like him. It was all a front, a perfect little lie, and it hit me then how good he had always been at it. Making everyone happy despite the consequences to him.

      He had done it with his parents, he had done it with Beck, and I knew that he had done it with me as well.

      Olly had hurt me, but I had hurt him so much more. I had pushed him away when it was the last thing either of us really wanted, but he had accepted it. He respected what I was doing to us because he thought that was what I wanted.

      But now I had no idea.

      I didn’t know how to make him see the truth behind all the lies I had been telling myself and him. I didn’t know how to move on and let him be happy with Jordan when he looked so miserable at her side.

      I was selfish, and I had been that way for a long time.

      I sat down on his bed and ran my fingers over the soft fabric. The color was in perfect contrast to my dress, so dark to my light, but they still looked so beautiful together.

      I lifted one of the pillows in my hands, and I pressed it to my nose and inhaled deeply. It had clearly been laundered since Olly last slept in here, but it still held the scent of him deep in the fibers.

      It reminded me of his t-shirt that was still hidden in the back of my closet. It didn’t matter how many times I had washed it. It held on to him as hard as I had.

      My forehead fell against the pillow, and I wrapped my arms around it as I held it against me. I could do this. I could pull myself together and be happy for Olly if this was what he wanted.

      I had no choice but to do so.

      He had told me that he loved her even if he had said he loved me too. We were here to celebrate their engagement, the promise he gave her, and that was the decision he had made.

      A decision I had pushed him to.

      But none of that seemed to matter as I pressed my eyes closed and begged the tears not to flow.

      I could remember every moment that I had ever spent with Olly, every last touch and smile, but they were just that. Memories.

      We were a memory that neither one of us had been willing to let go of, and I still wasn’t sure that I could. Even if I wanted to, the ghost of who we had been was always there. I was haunted by the greatest love I had ever known, and I clung to that reminder of who I had been then like a lifeline.

      I didn’t know who I would become without Olly. Even with the time we had been apart, I had always felt like I still belonged to him, and I didn’t know how to be anything else.

      I didn’t want to be anyone else’s.

      Not even Ben’s.

      And that made me more selfish than anything else.

      Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes and streamed down my face. A soft sob escaped my throat as I tried to catch my breath, but it was useless.

      Coming here and trying to pretend like I wasn’t still madly in love with Olly had been futile.

      The handle to his bedroom door rattled, and I jumped up from his bed so quickly that I almost fell over in my heels. I still held his pillow against my chest as I turned to face the door, and I squeezed it tighter against me as I saw him standing there.

      Olly pushed through the door before quickly closing it behind him, and his frantic gaze searched every inch of me. “What are you doing up here?”

      I opened my mouth to answer him, but not a single sound came out. I couldn’t think, let alone talk about what was racing through my mind. Especially not when he was standing there looking so fucking handsome, and I couldn’t even touch him.

      He was so damn close to me, yet he was so far away.

      It felt like that was what we would always be destined for.

      “Frankie.” He took a step toward me, and I took a step back.

      “I just needed a minute.”

      “A minute for what?” He searched my face, and I knew that he could see right through me without me saying a word.

      I simply shrugged my shoulders and held on to his pillow. His gaze dropped there before he ran his fingers over the back of his neck, and he looked so conflicted.

      “Go back downstairs, Olly,” I whispered and looked out his bedroom window. I could see the party still in full swing below, and I knew that everyone was probably looking for the man of honor.

      He took another step closer to me, and I wished that he would stop. We both had people downstairs that we were meant to be loyal to, but I wasn’t strong enough.

      Whatever Olly asked of me, I would give him.

      He didn’t stop, though. Not until he was right in front of me and had ripped the pillow from my arms. He tossed it onto his bed and looked down at me.

      He lifted his right hand and pressed it against my jaw. I could feel him trembling, and I was a fool for ever thinking that I was capable of not having him in my life.

      That one simple touch did more to me than anything Ben had ever done, and I couldn’t force the guilt to come. It felt too damn good to have his skin on mine, and the pull deep in my gut was from longing and nothing else.

      “You look gorgeous.” His thumb ran over my cheek, and he skimmed just under my eye where tears had fallen only moments before. “You always do.”

      “Go downstairs,” I begged of him and gripped his wrist in my hand. “Please, Olly.” There was so much panic in my voice. “Please walk away from me.”

      “What if I don’t want to?” His words were whispered and dangerous. Everything about him being up here with me right now was risky.

      I was constantly risking my heart every time I was near him.

      “You don’t really have a choice, Olly.” I looked at the door behind him. “Everyone is waiting for you down there.”

      “I wish everyone would quit telling me what I’m allowed to choose.”

      My gaze snapped up to meet his.

      “I’ve been trying to choose you since what feels like forever.”

      My chest ached from the speed of my heart hammering against it. I didn’t know what to say to him.

      “And I think that I owe it to you to make that choice despite what anyone else thinks.”

      “You are getting married, Olly,” I whispered our reality because it wasn’t something I wanted to be real. I wished that we could take it all back and go back to who we were before we let the world in.

      Everything had felt perfect then, but this was a mess.

      We didn’t get to make easy decisions about whether we wanted to be together or not. People would be hurt, and my chest ached harder as I thought about Ben waiting for me downstairs.

      “I don’t want to marry Jordan.”

      My eyes slammed closed. Everything about this was torture. He was saying things that I had been dying inside to hear, but there was still a party in full swing downstairs to celebrate his love with someone else.

      “I need to go back downstairs to Ben.” I took a step away from Olly, but he caught my wrist in his hand before I could fully get away.

      “Don’t, Frankie.”

      I jerked my hand from his and turned to fully face him. “You choosing me is going to hurt her.” I took another step back toward the door. “We haven’t seen each other in forever, and seeing me today, it’s messing with your head. But we can’t do this today. Not like this.”

      “That’s bullshit, and you know it.”

      “You scare me.” I was honest with him for what felt like the first time in a very long time. “I have never felt with anyone what I feel for you, and it’s scares me. You can choose me, but then rip it away like you were never mine.”

      “Frankie.”

      “I can’t handle losing you twice, Olly.” I shook my head as I tried to make sense of all the thoughts running through my head. “If this is what you want, then you have to be sure. I can’t do this simply because you’re having doubts. You have to be sure about me.”

      He reached out for me again, but I didn’t dare let him touch me again. Instead, I pushed from his room as fast as my feet would carry me. Tears were welling in my eyes as I rushed down the stairs, and I took a deep breath and tried to pull myself together.

      Ben would know something was wrong. He wasn’t Olly, but he still knew me. He knew the version of me that I allowed him to, and he knew her enough to know that I was upset.

      I couldn’t fathom the thought of him knowing that I was this fucking destroyed over a man I had barely seen over the last few years. I had been at his side, in his bed, and the entire time, I had been thinking about Olly.

      And that was so damn foolish.

      I could hear Olly coming down the stairs behind me, but I didn’t stop or turn around. I kept pushing through the house in search of Ben.

      We couldn’t do this today. Ben would be hurt. Jordan would be crushed.

      I pushed out into the backyard and dropped my sunglasses back down on my face. I didn’t smile at anyone as I passed. I just pushed through all of them in search of something that I could hold on to. I was hunting for anything that I could grasp in my fingers and wouldn’t slip away.

      I passed by my parents’ table, and my mom called my name, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. I just needed something. Anything.

      I felt desperate. Panicked.

      I needed to…

      I was jerked to a stop when someone caught my hand in theirs, and I gasped before spinning around. Olly stood behind me, and he gripped his leg as he winced in pain.

      “Would you please fucking stop?” His voice was loud, and a hush rippled through the crowd of people around us.

      “Let me go.” I jerked my hand from his, but he didn’t budge. He gripped me so tightly that I knew I would never get away unless he wanted me to.

      “No.” He shook his head, and I could see the frustration on his face.

      “Olly.” I pulled my gaze away from him long enough to see everyone staring at us, and I caught his mom and Jordan making their way toward us through the corner of my eye. “Olly, let me go right now.”

      “I fucking said no, Frankie. I need you to listen to me.”

      I shook my head before whispering, “This isn’t the time or the place.”

      “It never seems to be the time or the place, and I’m tired of us fucking running from each other because we’re fucking scared.”

      “What’s going on?” His mom’s voice rushed out as she finally made her way over to us and put her hand on Olly’s shoulder. He didn’t pay her a bit of attention. His attention was still solely focused on me.

      “Frankie.” I heard Ben’s voice behind me, and I winced as I turned to him.

      But Olly caught my chin in his hand before I could completely turn away. “Please stop running.”

      “Olly, what are you doing?”

      Olly finally pulled his attention away from me long enough to look at his mother, and I felt it the exact moment his gaze connected with Jordan’s. He didn’t let me go. Instead, his hands tightened on me as if he was using those exact spots we were connected for strength.

      “I can’t do this,” he said it so softly, but Jordan jerked back as if he had hit her.

      “What?” His mom’s voice was shrill, but no one was paying any attention to her.

      I tried to pull away from him again, but he still wouldn’t let me go. “Olly, don’t do this to her.”

      He finally looked down at me, and I tried to swallow around my emotion. He finally let his hands drop from me, and I sagged backward as if he had been my gravity.

      I knew that he always had been. Olly was always the one thing that was pulling me, altering my decisions, even when I was doing it subconsciously.

      “Jordan, can we talk?”

      Jordan took the smallest step back, and I could see the heartbreak in her eyes. She already knew without him saying anything. “You’re choosing her?” She pressed her hand to her chest just as a man I didn’t recognize stepped up behind her.

      He wrapped his arm around her, and the way she looked up at him before looking back at Olly, I knew it was her father.

      “Let’s go inside and talk.”

      “No.” She shook her head and a small laugh escaped her. “I knew that you were still in love with her. I knew, but…” She looked at me then, and there was so much venom in her eyes. “Are you happy?”

      “I didn’t…”

      “Leave Frankie out of it.”

      “Leave her out of it,” she yelled and swung her attention back to him. “How could I leave the girl out of it when she’s been a part of our relationship from the very beginning?” She shook her head, and her hand fisted at her side. “Do you think I don’t know about her picture that you have hidden inside your wallet or the way you always turn to her when something really bad is happening in your life?”

      Someone pressed against my back, and I flinched before looking over my shoulder at Ben. Except Ben was no longer there. It was Beck who stood at my back, and I sagged against him and allowed him to support me.

      Beck was the one who had started this mess. He was the one who hadn’t approved of us, but he wasn’t responsible for where we were. That blame was completely on me and Olly and us alone.

      “I don’t know what…”

      “It’s not your fault, Olly.” Jordan shook her head. “You warned me a long time ago that you were still in love with her, and I should have listened to you.” She glanced back toward me. “I thought that I could love him enough to make him forget you, but I was wrong.”

      I didn’t say anything back. I didn’t know what I could say that would do anything to help take away the anger or the hurt that I could see coursing through her.

      “How dare you?” This came from Olly’s mom, and when I looked at her, she was staring straight at me. “How fucking dare you?”

      “Don’t fucking talk to her that way.” Beck’s chest rumbled against my back.

      “He is engaged, Frankie.” His mom pointed toward Jordan. “How dare you interfere with what he wants?”

      Both Beck and Olly started talking, but all I could hear was the roaring in my head and the words that escaped past my lips. “You don’t have a damn clue what he wants. You never have.” I straightened my shoulders. “You parade him around like he’s a fucking show pony, but he’s not. He is your son.”

      I pointed to Olly, and I could feel my anger rising and rising.

      “You punish him for following his dreams. You act like he’s not good enough because he doesn’t want to be a cookie cutter of you and his father. When was the last time you asked him what he wanted, Mrs. Warner?”

      She blinked up at me but didn’t say a word.

      “When he hurt his knee, were you concerned or were you celebrating that he was no longer going to be able to follow his dream?”

      “That’s enough,” she demanded, and she was right. I had gone too far, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      I attempted to step back from all of them, but my back was still pressed against Beck.

      “What do you think is going to happen here, Frankie? Do you think he’s going to come back home and be with you simply because he saw you again and you confused him?”

      I knew that she was wrong, but at the same time, she had hit my biggest fear. I didn’t want Olly to want me simply because he didn’t know what he wanted. I didn’t want to be his crutch that he would regret.

      “That’s up to them.” My brother’s words shocked me. “If Frankie and Olly want to be together, then that is up to them and nobody else.”

      “I beg to fucking differ,” Jordan’s dad finally piped in. “We came all the way from California to celebrate your engagement, and what? You’re going to ruin everything because you caught a glimpse of your old whore?”

      I winced because he shouldn’t have said that, but he wasn’t wrong in his anger. I would be furious too.

      But I didn’t get a chance to respond. Olly surged forward and slammed his fist into his face and almost knocked into Jordan. Beck jumped forward and reached out for Olly before he could do anything more and pulled him back against him.

      I saw Olly grimace hard as he took a step back on his bad leg, but he pushed the pain away as he pointed toward Jordan’s dad. “Don’t you ever fucking talk about her like that again.”

      I was tugged backward, and I turned to look back at Josie. “I think we should go.” She nodded toward the house. “Ben just stormed toward the front of the house.”

      I nodded my head but glanced back at Olly. He was looking at me too. There was panic in his eyes, but I didn’t know how to take it away. I didn’t know how to fix all the things that we had fucked up so badly.

      Especially not here and now. He needed to talk to Jordan and decide what he wanted, and he needed to do it alone.

      He couldn’t make a real decision with me standing here at his side. Even if I was what he thought he wanted, I didn’t want to be a rash decision he made out of fear.

      I let Josie take my hand in hers and pull me away from them. Everyone at the party was watching what was happening, and I got more than a few dirty looks as Josie weaved me through the crowd.

      We pushed through the house, and I could barely keep up with her as she kept going forward.

      “Wait.” I pulled her to a stop, and she spun around to look at me. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “We’re going home, Frankie.” She pushed some hair out of my face. “You don’t need to be here with all this.”

      “What about Olly?”

      “What about him?” she asked gently. “What are you two doing?”

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head because I didn’t have a damn clue.

      “Do you want to be with Olly?” She asked the question like it was so simple, and in reality, it was.

      “Yes. I always have.”

      “Then you need to talk to Ben.” She looked behind her to the front door, but he was nowhere to be seen. “And Olly needs to figure his shit out.”

      “You’re right.” I knew she was, but I still couldn’t get my feet to move forward. I was so worried that if I left, he would change his mind. I feared that I would leave this house, and he was going to come to his senses. “What if he chooses her?” My voice cracked, and Josie looked at me with so much pity.

      “He won’t.” She shook her head before pulling me forward, and I finally took a step.

      One after another I followed her footsteps until we walked out the front door and into their expansive driveway. She was right. I couldn’t stay here and beg him to love me. If he did so, he was going to have to do it all on his own.

      And deep down, I knew that he did.

      Ben was still standing by his car with his head bowed and his hand on the back of his neck as we stepped outside, and my chest felt like it was caving in on itself.

      Despite everything, I did love Ben. It just wasn’t the same way that I loved Olly. It wasn’t enough.

      And I felt so guilty.

      Things would have been so much easier if I had been able to force myself to feel for him the way I always had about Olly. He didn’t deserve the fact that I didn’t.

      “Ben.” I stepped up to the side of his car, and he slowly raised his head to look up at me.

      He looked so damn defeated. “Are you sleeping with him?”

      “No.” I shook my head and took another step forward. “It’s been a long time since Olly and I have been together.”

      “How long exactly?” His jaw tensed and my stomach dropped.

      “Not since the weekend you first came to Clermont Bay.”

      Ben laughed but there wasn’t an ounce of humor. “So, when I celebrate our anniversary, you’re really just celebrating the last time you fucked the guy you’re still in love with?”

      I jerked back at his words but didn’t answer him. He had every right to be angry.

      “Is he why you don’t want to move in with me? Why you can barely make plans a few days ahead? Have you been holding out for him all this time?”

      “It’s not that simple.” I shook my head, but God, he was right. He was so fucking right about it all.

      “It looks pretty damn simple to me, Frankie. I cannot believe this.” He pushed off his car and turned to fully face me. He was looking down at me like he barely knew me, and he was right.

      The girl he knew and the girl I was were hardly the same. Each version of myself always had some part of me missing. I was only ever really myself with Olly, and I missed her.

      “I can’t believe that I decided to stay here for you.” He chuckled again. “My mom was right about you.”

      That jab hurt, but I deserved it. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Ben. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      He shook his head as if he didn’t believe a word I was saying. “But you’re still in love with him?”

      “I am.” I took a step closer to him and tried to calm my racing heart. “We don’t get to pick who we fall for, Ben.”

      “No. We certainly do not.” He looked away from me and put his hand on the hood of his car. “Do you love me at all?”

      “Yes,” I said as tears started to fall from my face. “Of course, I do.”

      “Just not as much as him.” He looked back at me, and I knew that my answer would crush him. But he deserved to know the truth. No matter how badly I didn’t want to tell it.

      “I have loved Olly for a very long time, Ben.” I wrapped my arms around my chest. “I have tried to let him go. I was trying with you. I didn’t do anything…”

      God, I had tried, but it was never enough.

      “You deserve each other, Frankie.” He opened his car door before looking back at me. I couldn’t stand the pain in his eyes that was staring back at me. Pain that I had caused. “I’ll have someone drop off your things at your apartment.”

      Then Ben climbed into his car and left.
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      My knee was throbbing in pain, but I didn’t care.

      Josie said that Frankie had gone out to the beach, and I was frantic to find her. I hadn’t planned on things happening the way they had.

      This morning I was engaged to be married, and now? Now I was searching for the girl that I felt like I had loved half my life. I had no idea how she was feeling or what she wanted, but I knew that I couldn’t handle another second without talking to her.

      I had to tell her how I felt. She had to know that I called off the engagement with Jordan.

      Whether Frankie wanted me or not wasn’t important because I was choosing her, and I was going to continue to choose her. Even if she decided that she wanted to stay with Ben and tell me to fuck off.

      I was still going to choose her.

      And I couldn’t bring myself to care what anyone else thought. I had been a coward the first time I walked away from her, and I had allowed her to push me away due to her own fear, but I wasn’t willing to do it again.

      I was scared to death that she wasn’t going to choose me back, but that choice was hers and hers alone.

      That was what I had told her brother and everyone else who had tried to stop me from coming out on this beach. They had told me to give her time, but they didn’t have a clue. They had no idea that all we had done was give each other time over and over again until we had driven ourselves crazy.

      I was tired of time away from her.

      I couldn’t handle another moment of it.

      I spotted her about a mile down the beach from her parents’ house, and I pushed through the sand with a bite of pain in my knee with every step.

      I had thought I felt pain when everything happened with my knee, but nothing had compared. When I saw Frankie’s face at the party today, I knew that nothing would ever hurt that much again. She smiled at me even though she was devastated, and I knew that I couldn’t go through with it.

      Regardless of if she was in love with someone else, I couldn’t force myself to do the same when I looked at her. What I felt for Jordan had never compared.

      And I felt like shit for hurting her. That had never been my intention. I had been so focused on not craving Frankie every second of the day, that I had never considered that I would hurt Jordan in the same way.

      Not until things had already gotten too far.

      I had hurt her, and I never should have. I never should have let her fall in love with me when I was still so wrapped up in someone else.

      Frankie didn’t hear me until I was almost right behind her, and I watched as she ran her fingers back and forth through the wet sand. She was still in the blue dress that she had worn to the party, but it was damp now from the ocean rushing up and kissing her legs.

      “I should have known I would find you out here.” I groaned as I straightened out my leg and dropped to the sand beside her.

      Her head jerked in my direction and her dark eyes got so round as she reached out and tried to help me. “What are you doing out here? The sand isn’t good for your knee.”

      “I’m aware.” I rubbed the top of my thigh where it was starting to throb with a heavy thrum. “But I had to see you.”

      There was so much emotion in her eyes as she stared at me, and I hated when she quickly looked away and back out to the ocean. Her safe place.

      “I barely come out here anymore.” Her fingers trailed through the sand again.

      “How come?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “It just hasn’t felt right.”

      I knew exactly what she meant. Nothing felt right anymore.

      “Why’d you come out here now?”

      “I don’t know.” She lifted some sand in her fingers and tossed it. It disappeared with the retreating wave, and she looked so mesmerized as she watched it. “I needed to clear my head, and I just ended up here.”

      “Frankie, I’m sorry about what happened.”

      “Don’t.” She held up her hand. Wet sand still stuck to her tan fingers. “You don’t have to say anything, Olly. Jordan is your fiancée, and I am… I’m your past.”

      “You have never been my past.”

      She finally looked back at me.

      “And I’m not apologizing because she’s my fiancée. I’m apologizing because she never should have been. I’m trying to say I’m sorry for ever thinking that I could do any of this without you.”

      She lifted her hand and chewed on the side of her thumb as she watched me.

      “I’m sorry that I ever made you think that you weren’t worth losing everyone else in this world over. I will lose them all for you, Frankie. I’m willing to give up everything.”

      “Olly.” She shook her head, and I already knew what she was thinking.

      “Loving you is not a sacrifice, Frankie. It is a fucking privilege, and I was just too much of a coward to see that before. Your brother was a coward. Nothing is as important as you. Not a single fucking thing.”

      I swallowed hard when she didn’t say anything back.

      “You don’t have to say anything. I’m not telling you all of this because I expect you to just drop your life and be with me. I know that you have Ben, and you are more than capable of living without me. But I’m not capable of being without you. I will love you either way.”

      She pushed to her knees, and I wasn’t prepared when her chest knocked into mine. She didn’t give me time to finish my sentence. She didn’t let me finish telling her all the things that I had been desperate to say.

      Her mouth hit mine in a rush, and I wrapped my arms around her and crushed her against me. She settled between my thighs, and I winced as her body knocked into my knee.

      She noticed. Of course, she did, and she tried to pull away from me.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I gripped the back of her head and pulled her back against me. “I don’t give a fuck about my leg. Kiss me.”

      She hesitated for the smallest second before her mouth hit mine again, and I fell into the kiss like I had finally found where I belonged after all this time. Frankie was my home, and I wanted to kiss every part of her. I was desperate to taste every bit of hurt I had caused her and not stop until it faded into a memory.

      I wanted to graze the wildest parts of her, the parts that I knew she hid from everyone else.

      I wanted to soak in everything she was, and I didn’t want to stop until she was the only thing I knew.

      Everything about us felt chaotic as we pulled at each other’s hair and kissed with our lips and tongue and teeth. It was chaos, but it was real. We always had been.

      I lost control when I was with her. Control over my perspective, over the ability to protect myself.

      But she was the most beautiful kind of madness. She was a thunderstorm, loud and passionate and so fucking destructive, but on the days when the rain disappeared, I missed her even harder.

      She had wrecked me for anyone else, but I didn’t want it any other way.

      I wanted to give her the world, but I knew that I wasn’t capable of that. Instead, I would give her everything I had.

      I pulled her hair at the base of her neck and pulled her mouth away from mine. I needed her to hear me. I was frantic for her to know.

      “I love you, Frankie.”

      A small sob passed her lips and her fingers dug into my skin as if she was trying to make up for a thousand years of not touching me. “I love you too.”

      “I feel like I’m starving for you.” I ran my hand down her neck and watched as she gasped down a breath over and over again.

      “I know.” She groaned out the word and pushed closer to me.

      “I need to taste you, to be inside of you. I fucking crave you.” My hands pressed into her hips, and I held her until I knew she felt the bite of pain from my fingers. But I couldn’t stop.

      I wanted to unravel every inch of her.

      “I’m yours, Olly. I always have been.”

      I lifted her up until her legs were straddling mine and her dress rose high up on her hips.

      “And I’m yours.” I ran my hand up her body, over her breast, and against her heart. I had barely touched her and already I was drowning in everything that she was.

      Her chest trembled beneath my touch, and I realized that every part of her was. She pushed her hips down against mine and rocked into me with a soft whimper.

      The sound was fucking magic, her want putting me under a spell. I caressed my fingers down every inch of her skin just like I had in my dreams. She spread her legs farther, and I didn’t stop.

      I touched every part of her that I planned on consuming. I whispered promises of what was to come with my fingers before slowly following with my mouth, and it infuriated me that I had gone so long without this.

      I was jealous of my own touch. I was jealous of the sun as it kissed her skin in places I had yet to get to.

      My fingers dug into her thighs, and I spread them farther as I watched. She was pressed against me, and her pussy was covered in the thinnest white lace.

      I could see the wetness there, her want for me bleeding through the fabric, and I felt like I was going mad.

      I had never wanted someone so badly in all my life.

      It didn’t matter that I had her before. Nothing mattered but this moment in front of us, and a chill ran down my spine as I let my fingers trace over the lace.

      “Oh God, Olly.” She tightened her hands on my shoulders, and I pushed harder against her.

      I let my fingers slide beneath the fabric and groaned as my fingers slipped through the moisture. She was so fucking wet, and it was so damn sexy.

      I brought my hand from her pussy and slid my middle two fingers into my mouth. God, she tasted so good.

      I stared into her eyes as I sucked every bit of her from my fingers, and she bit down on her bottom lip as she watched.

      “I’ve fucking missed this.” I sank my hand back into her panties, and I gave her no warning as I pressed hard against her clit. She surged forward and her chest hit mine, but I didn’t stop. I rubbed small, calculated circles against her clit as she shook against me.

      She was so reactive, so ready to fall apart already, and I knew that she had been as desperate for me as I was for her. There were no pretenses between us, no hiding how badly we wanted one another, and nothing had ever turned me on more.

      I never wanted her to hide any part of herself from me. I wanted every bit of her. I wanted to love everything she hated about herself. I wanted to fuck those thoughts away from her with my tongue until she saw how perfect she was.

      “I want to fall to my fucking knees before you, Frankie. I want to worship every bit of your body until you have no doubts that it’s always been you.”

      “Your knee is hurt.” She pointed out but was still rocking against me.

      “I know.” I nodded and leaned forward to run my lips over her collarbone. “So, you’re going to have to sit on my face and let me fuck you with my mouth.”

      I leaned back into the sand, and she pressed her hands down on my chest.

      “Olly, we are on the beach.”

      “As if that matters.” I wrapped my hands around her thighs and jerked her forward until her ass was pressed against my ribs. “This sand has held so many of our dirty secrets, and it would be cruel to not allow it to see me love you so openly. I don’t care who’s watching, Frankie. They all need to know that you’re mine.”

      “Oh, God,” she whimpered, and I pulled her up higher until her thighs were straddling my head.

      I wrapped my arms around each of her thighs and forced them farther apart before I reached for the lace and pulled it out of my way. I looked up at her above me, and she was so goddamn beautiful. My breath caught in my chest as I watched her looking down at me.

      I didn’t look away from her as I lifted my head from the sand and ran my tongue through her pussy. She took in a sharp breath, and I went harder. I tasted every inch of her before I sucked her clit into my mouth and her chest heaved forward as her legs started to shake in my hands.

      My fingers were bruising her as I held her against me, but I couldn’t get enough. She was holding herself up just above my mouth, and I ran my teeth gently over her clit until she jerked against my mouth.

      “I told you to sit on my face, Frankie.” I pulled harder with my hands until she was forced lower against me. “I want to feel the weight of you on my tongue.”

      I kept her pinned against my face as I ate her, and I didn’t stop until she was riding me and silently begging me for more. I gave it to her.

      I sucked and licked and bit down against her until she threw her head back and pressed her hands against my chest behind her. I wanted to love her slowly, but it was impossible. I felt like I was racing to reacquaint myself with every inch of her, and nothing was going to stop me until her soul remembered exactly who I was.

      “Fuck, Olly,” she cried out and rode me harder.

      She looked like a piece of art falling apart above me, and I soaked in every bit of her as she came against my mouth.

      “I need to be inside you.” I pressed a gentle kiss to the inside of her thighs, and I could have spent all day there making love to her skin. I gripped her ass in my hands and pulled her back against my chest, and I didn’t stop until her hips were settled against mine.

      I sat up and ran the back of my hand against my mouth and licked the taste of her off my lips.

      “We should get you off the beach, Olly. Your leg.” She ran her fingers over my hair before streaming them down the back of my neck.

      “I don’t give a fuck about my leg.” I pulled her closer to me and kissed her again. This time, the taste of her was mixed between us, and only turned me on more. She eagerly kissed me, her tongue chasing the traces of her cum that still clung to mine, and I buried my hand in her hair.

      I pulled her away from me long enough to move my mouth down her jaw and along her neck.

      “Please, Olly.” She rolled her hips against mine, and I knew she could feel how hard I was beneath her.

      “Tell me what you want.” I reached between us and unfastened my belt before popping the button on my slacks. She lifted off me just enough for me to pull my zipper down and pull my cock from my pants. Precum coated the tip, and I pressed my thumb against it before rubbing the moisture against her panties. She flinched as my thumb hit her clit, and her eyes began to flutter shut. “I need you to fucking say it, Frankie.”

      “You.” She opened her eyes, and the darkest shade of brown stared down at me. “I’ve always wanted you.”

      My heart hammered in my chest as I slid my cock against her. She was still lifted onto her knees, and her wet pussy felt like it might kill me.

      “I’ve always wanted you too.” I looked up at her, and I hoped she realized how serious I was. Intense jealousy hit me as I thought about her being with anyone else. Of course, I knew she had been with Ben, but I had no idea if there had been any others. And I didn’t deserve to know.

      I had forced her to love someone else, and she had forced me.

      But it didn’t matter.

      Nothing did when it came to her.

      “It has always been you, Frankie.” I ran my cock against her again, and she moaned as the head pressed against her clit. “It could only ever be you.”

      Her hands tightened on my shoulders, and she pushed down against me when I pushed the head of my cock at her opening.

      “I thought about you.” She lowered herself, and I groaned against her chest as I sank inside her.

      “I thought about you too.” I wrapped my arms around her back as she sat down fully against me. “I couldn’t get off without thinking about you.” I shook my head against her. “My body nor my heart have ever been able to accept that you weren’t mine.”

      “I am yours.” She rocked against me, and I thrust up inside her.

      “And I am yours, Frankie. I will always be yours.” I rolled my hips beneath her as I tightened my hands against her and lifted her before slamming her back down against me.

      I buried my face in her neck as I fucked her, and she clung to me just as tightly. We were both so desperate for each other, but we were also scared to death. Scared of losing each other, scared of losing this feeling.

      I had been scared of losing Frankie for so long that I had almost lost her completely. She was my friend, but she was so much more than that. I was a fool for ever thinking we could be something different.

      Something less.

      Frankie was all-consuming, and I wanted to lose myself in her completely. I didn’t give a shit about the consequences anymore. Nothing mattered more to me than her. It never had, but I had been too stupid to realize it.

      I had been searching for something more, something that I didn’t know I needed, and I hadn’t realized that she was the only one who could give it to me.

      Frankie was my family. She was my home, and I would never walk away from her again.

      She was the only one who had the power to take this away from me, and even then, I would fight for us. I would fight for us in a way that I should have been fighting all along.

      There wasn’t an inch of room between us, but neither one of us was willing to allow it. I just slammed her down against me as I rolled my hips against her, and only when I felt her thighs tighten against mine did I finally let her go.

      I pressed my hand against her chest and pushed her back until she was forced to reach behind her for support. Her hand pressed against my shin on my good leg, but she was careful not to touch the other.

      Instead, she rolled her breast in her hand as she stared at me. I wrapped one hand around her neck gently, holding her in place before I pressed my thumb back against her pussy. I rubbed small circles there, and she chased the feeling with her hips.

      My stomach tightened, and there was a deep ache low in my back. I was going to come hard, but I refused to get there without her.

      She was going to come again, and she was going to do it with me inside her. I needed to feel her tighten around me. I was desperate to feel her fall apart and know that it was me who caused it.

      I never wanted her to look at anyone else the way she was looking at me. I was selfish and possessive, but God, I was in love.

      I was truly and irrevocably in love with this girl.

      She was my weakness and my strength. It was pathetic, really, how in love I was with her. The world could crumble around us right now, and I wouldn’t blink. I would still be looking at her just as she was. Like she was the only thing that mattered.

      “Olly,” she whispered my name and let her head fall back. Her hips moved faster, and her ragged breaths rushed out of her chest.

      “I’ve got you, baby.” I thrust up into her as I continued to slam her down against me. Her pussy clamped down around me as she closed her eyes. “Look at me, Frankie. I need your fucking eyes.”

      She did so immediately before her entire body tightened and her orgasm rolled through her. I followed right behind her. My body was unable to hold on any longer as she came around me, and I slammed inside her as I came. My hands tightened against her, and I refused to let go.

      Not now. Not ever.
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      We walked hand in hand through the back of my parents’ gate, and my heart raced. It wasn’t because I was worried or anxious. It was because everything about this felt right.

      I didn’t know what was going to happen between us or how we were going to make this work, but I knew that we would figure it out. After everything we had been through and how much we had hurt each other, it was going to be me and him.

      And that was enough.

      I tightened my hand in Olly’s as we made our way around the pool and saw my brother sitting in one of the lounge chairs with his head in his hands. Olly lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed my knuckles before tugging me forward.

      He didn’t drop it as we walked up to Beck and stopped only a few feet away. If anything, his grip on me tightened.

      It was quiet for a long moment before Beck finally glanced up and looked back and forth between the two of us.

      “I need to…” Beck started, but Olly shook his head.

      “Before anyone says anything, I just need to tell you all that I’m in love with Frankie.” His hand tightened around mine, and I bit down on the inside of my bottom lip as I stared ahead at my brother. “I have been for a very long time, and it doesn’t matter what any of you think.” He tugged me closer to him, and I pressed into his side. “I would love your blessing, but I don’t fucking need it. You fucked this up for us once, and then we continued to fuck it up from there. But I don’t care. I’m going to love her regardless of what you say.”

      “Okay.” Beck nodded before running his hands over his pants.

      “What?” I wrinkled my brow and stared at my brother as he stood.

      “I said okay,” he sighed before his gaze bounced back and forth between me and Olly. “I was wrong. I’ve been wrong for a very long time because I thought I knew how to protect you better than anyone else.” His eyes softened as his gaze ran over me. “I have felt the overwhelming need to protect you from anything and everything that I could, and in doing that, I hurt you. I hurt both of you.”

      I didn’t know what to say. He had hurt me, he hurt both of us, and if he hadn’t been so adamant about us being apart, who knows where we would have been. But even as fucked up as it was, I knew that everything Beck had ever done for me was out of love. Even when it was completely wrong.

      “And if the two of you have loved each other through everything, I’m not going to stand in your way. Not anymore. I’m sorry that I ever did.”

      Olly looked down at me as if he was waiting for me to make a decision on what to say or what to do, and I loved him for that. Because I didn’t need any more knights in shining armor. I just needed him to be at my side, and he knew that.

      I let go of Olly’s hand as I stepped forward, and overwhelming emotion hit me as I fell into my brother and wrapped my arms around him. He held me tightly against him as he let out a deep breath against my shoulder, and God, I was so thankful for him. Even if he didn’t get things right all the time, I was so blessed to have a brother who wanted to.

      “I’m sorry that I was an ass, Frankie,” he said only loud enough for me to hear, and I squeezed him closer against me.

      “I forgive you, but I don’t need you to protect me anymore. I am capable of taking care of myself.”

      “I know you are.” He nodded against me and held me like that for a long moment before he let me go and ran his fingers through his hair. “Mom and Dad want to talk to Olly.”

      “About what?”

      “My guess would be you.” He chuckled, and I tensed. They were almost as protective as he was, and I didn’t want to hear another word about us not being together.

      “Okay.” Olly nodded before stepping forward and clapping hands with Beck. They did that weird man hug thing before they pulled apart, but something passed between them as they looked at each other that I would never be privy to. It was as if they had an entire conversation with one simple look. “Your parents inside?”

      “Yeah. They’re in the kitchen.” Beck nodded.

      “I’m going with you.” I grabbed Olly’s hand as he started walking in their direction, and he looked down at me with a smirk.

      “I can handle your parents, Frankie.”

      “I don’t care.” I didn’t. I wasn’t letting him go. I clung to him as we pushed through the back door and found my parents sitting at the kitchen table sharing a piece of cake.

      “It’s about time you two got back,” my dad grumbled before my mom smacked him in the chest. “Ow. What was that for?”

      “Are you two okay?” My mom ignored my dad and smiled up at us.

      “Yeah.” I nodded and clung to Olly harder. “We’re okay.”

      “Well, son.” My dad pulled out the seat beside him and Olly took it before pulling me down in the seat next to him. “I was hoping we could have this conversation alone, but since it looks like Frankie isn’t going to leave your side, we’ll just have to do it in front of her.”

      “Okay.” Olly nodded his head, and I could tell he was nervous about whatever my father had to say even though he would never admit it.

      “You in love with my girl?” My dad just laid it all out there.

      “Dad!”

      “I am.”

      “And what about your knee? Are you still going to play baseball or are you coming home?”

      “I honestly don’t think there’s much left for me in baseball, sir.” Olly’s voice changed as he admitted that, and I hated it. I hated how everything he had worked so hard for had been ripped away so easily. “I talked to my dad about coming home and working for him.”

      My dad nodded, and I could see the contemplation in his eyes. “Olly, I know I’m not your father, but you feel like a son to me. You have for a very long time.” My dad swallowed, and I could feel emotion clouding my own throat. “I couldn’t imagine a better man for my daughter to be in love with even if the two of you have gone the long way around with this whole thing.”

      My mom said his name under her breath, and my dad rolled his eyes.

      “Well, it’s the truth. These two have been making goo-goo eyes at each other for as long as I can remember.”

      I snorted out a laugh, but my dad kept going.

      “I know that you don’t want to work for your dad, and I want you to know that he isn’t your only option. I’d love to have you come work for me at the club with Beck, or you can do whatever the hell you want to do.” My dad leaned back in his chair. “You are smart and capable, and you don’t need either one of us to make your way in this world, Olly. You are capable of that all on your own.”

      I glanced over at Olly, but he was staring at my dad. I couldn’t get a handle on what he was feeling or what was going through his head. I didn’t have a clue until he jerked forward and wrapped his arms around my father’s shoulders.

      I was shocked by the movement and so was my dad, but he quickly recovered and put his arms around Olly. He patted him on the back before he said something so softly that I couldn’t hear. Olly nodded his head against my dad’s shoulder before he straightened and took the seat back beside me.

      “So, you two are finally doing this, huh?” My mom smiled before running her fingers through the back of my dad’s hair.

      “Yeah. We are.” Olly nodded and reached for my hand. I let him take it. I would let him take any and everything that he ever wanted from me.

      “Thank God. I never really cared for Ben.” She scrunched up her nose.

      “Mom!”

      “What?” She looked over at me with a smile. “Don’t act like you didn’t already know this. I’ve been rooting for Olly all along.”

      “Thank you.” Olly chuckled. “I didn’t care for him much either.”

      “I’d say not.” My dad laughed as he stood. “Olly, let me know what you decide about work.” He reached out for my mom’s hand, and she took it.

      “You’re also welcome to live in Frankie’s room if you don’t want to go back home.”

      “Umm. That’s my room.” I laughed because there were like three different empty guest rooms.

      “But you don’t live here anymore.” She grinned, and I knew what she was getting at.

      “I think Olly would much rather stay in my apartment with me than stay here, but thank you for the offer.” The only reason that statement could be true was because of me. Everything about his house was a million times better than my cramped apartment.

      “Thank you.” Olly laughed before he looked down at me. “I have a lot of things to figure out.”

      “That you do.” My dad patted his shoulder as he walked by us. “But I think you’ve figured out the most important part.”
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      Olly’s fingers were still wrapped in mine as we walked into my apartment and closed the door behind us.

      I had been living on my own since Dawn moved out over a year ago, and I didn’t know why I felt so self-conscious over having Olly here in my space.

      He looked around as we walked in, and I dropped my things on the counter and slipped off my shoes.

      “So, this is my apartment.” I motioned around awkwardly as butterflies took off in my stomach. “I think I’m going to go jump in the shower. Make yourself at home, though.”

      I walked over to the couch and straightened my old throw blanket. “The remote is right over there.”

      Olly stepped into my space, and he didn’t stop until he wrapped his arms around me. “Where’s the bathroom?” he murmured against my forehead.

      “Down the hall.”

      He started heading that way with me still pressed against him, and my feet fumbled underneath me as I had no choice but walk backward in the direction he led me. He stopped outside the bathroom door before grabbing the handle and pushing it open.

      “What are you doing?” I chuckled as he pushed us inside. “I know how to shower.”

      “I know you do, but I don’t want to be away from you. Not for a second.” He gathered my dress in his hands at my sides before quickly slipping it over my head.

      The light from the hallway was creeping into my small bathroom, but I grabbed one of my candles off my shelf and quickly lit it before setting it on the counter. I picked up my toothbrush and shoved it into its holder before tucking my hair behind my ears.

      “I’m sorry.” I chuckled nervously. “I wasn’t expecting you to be coming back here.”

      “I wasn’t planning on being here either.” He looked down at me before toeing off his shoes and kicking them to the side. “But I’m not worried about your toothbrush, Frankie.”

      “I know.” I shook my head. “I’m just insanely nervous for some reason.”

      He walked to the shower and turned on the faucet before I watched him close the stopper on the tub. He ran his hand under the water to check the temperature before turning back to me.

      He grabbed my trembling hands between his own and pressed a kiss to my fingertips. “You have nothing to be nervous about. It’s just me and you.”

      “You make me more nervous than anything else in this world.”

      His gaze darkened as he leaned forward and ran his lips over my shoulder before dropping my bra strap down my arm. “I don’t want you to be nervous with me.” He pushed my other strap down before reaching behind me and unhooking my bra.

      I let it fall down my arms and onto the floor as he watched. He reached behind him and pulled his shirt over his head before he quickly undid his belt and his button. He didn’t take his eyes off of me as he dropped his pants to the floor, followed by his underwear.

      I stared down at the brace on his knee, and I hated how angry the skin beneath it looked. He reached down to undo the straps, but I quickly dropped to my knees before him.

      “Let me help you.” I pushed his hands away from his knee before replacing them with my own, and I quickly figured out how to remove the brace while trying my hardest not to hurt him.

      “Frankie,” he groaned as I placed his brace in the clothes hamper.

      “Yeah?” I glanced up at him, and he looked so handsome standing above me as he was.

      “You have to get off your fucking knees.” He ran a hand through his hair as he stared down at me, and I had never been more mesmerized.

      I pressed my fingers into his thighs, and he hissed. “What if I don’t want to?”

      “As badly as I want this to happen,” he swallowed hard, and I looked down at how hard his cock was in front of me, “I want to take a bath and take care of you. I want to fucking talk to you for the first time in what feels like forever.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, but I couldn’t look away. “We do need to talk.”

      “Frankie, stop looking at me like that and get up.” He reached down for me, and I let him help pull me up to my feet.

      His gaze roamed over mine before he reached behind him and shut off the water. I dropped my panties down my legs and let him take my hand. He helped me step into the tub, and I groaned as the hot water kissed my legs.

      He stepped in behind me, and I watched the small grimace on his face as he straightened out his knee and lowered himself in the tub. He looked up at me expectantly, and I didn’t hesitate.

      I settled down between his thighs and let my back press against his stomach. His hands lifted some of the water before he slowly let it fall down my chest.

      “Relax, Frankie. You’re so tense.” He wrapped his arm around my chest and tugged me harder against him. He was right, of course. I was tense because I didn’t know how to act. I didn’t know how to be this with him anymore.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just…”

      “I know.” He murmured against my neck before running his nose along the sensitive skin. “But it’s me, Frankie.”

      I took a deep breath and let my body fall harder against his. I pressed my head into his shoulder and looked up at him.

      “I know.”

      He closed the small gap between us and pressed his lips gently against mine. “Tell me what you want.”

      “I thought you said…”

      “Not like that.” He chuckled as his fingers skimmed over my collarbone. “I mean in life. What do you want? What do you dream about?”

      I closed my eyes and let the water ease more of the tension from my body as I thought about his question. “Honestly?”

      “Yeah.” His voice was soft, and his fingers were gentle as they pushed my hair out of my face.

      “I don’t really know. I feel like I’ve been just getting by day to day.”

      “You don’t dream of anything?” He lifted my chin until I was forced to look up at him.

      “I dream of you.”

      He was silent for a long moment, and my heart hammered in my chest as I waited for him to say something. Anything.

      “You have me, Frankie. For as long as you want me, I’m yours, and even after that.” His brown eyes searched mine. “I know you said that loving me scares you, but I promise I will never do anything again that makes you feel that way.”

      I rolled against him until my chest pressed against his and I could look up at his face. “It scares me because I know that loving you is different, Olly. It scares me because I’ve been pushing you away for years to protect myself and it hadn’t protected me in the least. It’s not that I don’t trust you. I just don’t trust my heart.”

      “Let your heart do what it wants,” he murmured against my mouth before wrapping his arm around my back and tugging me tighter against him. “I promise I’ll protect it.”

      “And then what?” I blinked up at him. “What about school? Are you going to stay in California with Carson?”

      “No.” He shook his head.

      “I think you should.”

      “Frankie.” He sighed, and I could hear the exhaustion in his tone.

      “I don’t want you to give up anything to be with me. I want you to finish school, and I want you to get back out on the field if that’s what you want.”

      “What I want is to not be without you.” He grumbled, and I smiled.

      “Then I’ll come with you.”

      He blinked down at me, and I could tell that my words shocked him. “What?”

      “If California is where you want to be, then it’s where I want to be too.”

      My body slid against his even harder as he tugged me up to meet his mouth, and he kissed me hard. I was gasping for air by the time he finally let me go.

      “I don’t want to be in California. I want to come home. I want to live in this apartment with you, if you’ll let me. I want to build a future with you right here.”

      I nodded my head because that was exactly what I wanted too.

      “I can enroll in school here and finish my degree. I can work for your dad until we figure things out, but, Frankie, none of that matters. As long as I have you, I’ll do whatever it takes to make it work.”

      “And what if I tell you my dream is to move to Mexico and live in a hut?” I ran my fingers down his chest as I smiled.

      “Then we start looking at selling all our shit and getting plane tickets.”

      I laughed at how serious he was being. “And if my dream is to buy a house with a little white picket fence and have a yard full of babies?”

      His hands tightened around me, and he lifted me until I was forced to straddle him. “Then I recommend we go ahead and start trying because the thought of me putting a baby inside of you has me hard as a rock.”

      I giggled against his mouth, but he wasn’t lying. I could feel how hard he was beneath me. I pushed my wet fingers through his hair, and he looked up at me with a soft smile on his face.

      “I love you, Olly.” I took a deep breath as I felt the weight of that statement. It was so simple yet so damn complicated, but it was the most honest truth I had.

      “And I love you too.” He wrapped a hand around my neck and pulled me down into a kiss. “Always.”
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      The bathroom door opened, and Olly pushed inside as I was trying to reapply my lipstick.

      “What are you doing?” I laughed as he stood behind me and pressed against me before meeting my eyes in the mirror.

      “I missed you.”

      He bit down on his bottom lip as his gaze trailed down my body.

      “You are insane, Olly. I was just out there.” I pointed my hand out into our apartment.

      “That’s not what I mean and you know it.” His hands wrapped around my hips, and he tugged my ass toward him as he stared down to where we met.

      I let out a laugh even though I could barely think when he was touching me like that. “This is not happening. Our friends are here.”

      I wasn’t lying. Beck, Josie, Carson, and Allie were all out in our living room, and there was no way in hell this was happening right now.

      “I don’t care.” He trailed his nose up my neck and his hands tightened against me. “I’m going to tell them all to leave.”

      I closed my eyes as his tongue caressed the side of my neck before he lightly ran his teeth over the same spot. “No. You are not. That’s rude.”

      “I really don’t give a fuck about being rude.” His hand snaked around my body, and he pressed his fingers into my dress just over my pussy.

      I clung to the bathroom counter as pleasure shot through me. “You don’t play fair.”

      “Not a fan of that either.” He looked up at me in the mirror as his hand moved slowly and gently against me. It had the exact opposite effect. I pressed my thighs together as each trail of his fingers made me feel like I was going insane.

      “Olly,” I whispered his name in warning, but he didn’t care.

      “I’ll make you a deal.” He pressed his body harder into mine. “You let me taste your pussy right here, right now, then we can go back out there and finish our night with our friends.”

      “What’s the other option?” I could barely breathe as I watched him in the mirror.

      “I go out there and tell them all to get the fuck out so I can fuck you all over this place.”

      “Oh my God.”

      He scooped my dress in his hand and his fingers bunched it inch by inch until the only thing between us was my panties. His thumb hooked in the front before he slowly slid them down my hips and let them pool at my feet.

      “You’re not going to need those either way.” He lifted my dress until it was above my hips, and he leaned back slightly to look down at my ass.

      “It’s up to you, baby.”

      I opened my mouth to answer him, but I didn’t know what he wanted me to say. I felt so insane with lust, but I also didn’t want to be rude to our friends. His eyes met mine in the mirror, and he leaned forward to press a kiss on my shoulder.

      “I’ll give you a minute to decide.” He dropped to his knees behind me, and he didn’t waste a second before his hands gripped my ass and he spread me apart. His tongue slid through my pussy, and my hips shot forward. He tsked against me before jerking my hips back again.

      His mouth was buried against my pussy and his fingers dug into my ass.

      “Oh my God, Olly.” I covered my mouth with my hand as his tongue flicked over my clit, and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to stop him even if I wanted to.

      And there wasn’t a single ounce of me left that wanted him to.

      I pushed my elbows down on the counter as I lifted up onto my tiptoes, and he groaned in approval. “Good fucking girl.”

      His words hit me as hard as his tongue.

      He fucked me with his mouth in a way that I would never get over. He didn’t leave a single part of me without his touch. He dove in like he was starving, and my mind couldn’t keep up with the way he made me feel.

      It was all too strong, too powerful.

      “Lift your leg.” He grabbed my ankle in his hand and pushed it forward until I had no choice but to bring my knee to the counter where he wanted it. I was so open in front of him, so completely bare, but there wasn’t an ounce of timidness left.

      He had been destroying that bit by bit every day.

      Every bit of insecurity that anyone else had ever created, he demolished it with his touch.

      I hadn’t realized it at first, but it was now glaringly clear. Olly made me love every inch of myself through the way he loved me.

      “Fuck, you’re so perfect.” He kissed my ass before he went right back to my pussy, and I felt so much more open this way. There wasn’t a single chance of me slowing down the orgasm that was already starting to race through my body.

      Olly sucked my clit into his mouth, and he built up momentum until I couldn’t help but cry out. He didn’t stop what he was doing until I pressed my forehead against the counter and tried to muffle my cries with my hands.

      My leg slipped but he held me right there, completely open, until he had drawn every bit of my orgasm from my body. Only then did he stand. I tried to catch my breath and didn’t look up until I heard his belt clinking behind me.

      I looked up to meet his eyes, and he looked so fucking hot behind me.

      “I lied to you, baby girl.” He unbuttoned his pants and slowly undid the zipper, and I straightened until I was back on my feet in front of him. My legs trembled with the aftereffects of my orgasm.

      “About what exactly?” I pushed some hair out of my face as he looked back down my body.

      “I’m not going to be able to wait to fuck you.” His gaze met mine in the mirror. “So, you have the choice of the counter or the wall.”

      “You’re giving me a choice?” I grinned. While Olly had become the most supportive guy out of the bedroom when it came to my independence, he tended to be the exact opposite when it came to sex. He took what he wanted, and I had never been turned on more by anyone in my whole life.

      “If you want it. But if it’s up to me, I’m fucking you against that wall.” He nodded to the blank wall behind him. “That way you can watch me fuck you in the mirror. You can see every fucking thing I do to you.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Yes.” I nodded just before he spun me around to face him.

      He gripped my jaw in his hand as he looked over my face. He was so damn handsome, and he only became more so when he looked at me like he was now. He looked at me like he was as in love with me as I was him, and I never wanted him to stop.

      “Kiss me, Frankie.”

      I did. I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his, and he kissed me exactly like he had my pussy. Thoroughly and intensely. I could taste myself on his lips, and I pressed my thighs together as the memories of what he had just done to my body hit me.

      Olly dropped his hands and pressed his fingers into the back of my knees. He lifted me, and I had no choice but to cling onto his shoulders and hold on as he spun us and pressed my back into the wall.

      “They’re going to start wondering where we are,” I muttered against his mouth.

      “I don’t give a fuck what they think.” His fingers dug into my ass as he lifted me higher and pressed his hips into me. He quickly pushed his pants off, and they fell to the floor around his ankles. “Nothing is going to stop me from fucking you right now. No one except you.”

      I shook my head because we both knew that it wasn’t going to be me. I wanted him as badly as he wanted me.

      “Then watch me.” He leaned back and pulled his cock free between us. He pressed the head of it against my opening and used his fingers to spread my wetness along the length of him before he glanced back up at me. “God, you are so gorgeous.”

      “Fuck me, Olly.” I tightened my legs around his back and pulled him closer to me.

      He slid inside, and I moaned as he filled me up. I felt so damn full, and it was the most delicious pleasure. “My pleasure.”

      He wrapped one arm around my back to hold me against him before pressing the other against the wall above my head, then he fucked me.

      He slammed into me hard before he slowly pulled back, and his mouth met mine again. He kissed me with as much vigor as his hips used against mine, and I clung to his shoulders.

      “Goddamn, I love you.” He slid in and out of me, and I let my head fall back against the wall.

      “I love you too.”

      His hand tangled in my hair at the base of my skull, and he pulled hard until I was forced to look back up. “Watch us in the mirror, Frankie. Look how fucking beautiful you are while I fuck you.”

      I tightened my hold on him as I did what he said. I had a perfect view of both of us, of his perfect ass, and it felt so erotic.

      His tongue ran over my neck before he clamped down with his teeth, and my hips surged forward.

      “Look how perfect we fit together,” he whispered against my skin, and my legs tightened as another orgasm built and built inside of me.

      Olly leaned back so he could look down at where we were connected, and he fucked me harder. He ran a hand down my body before he pressed his thumb against my clit, and he looked so possessive as he watched us.

      “You are mine, Frankie.”

      “I’m yours,” I answered immediately because there wasn’t a single doubt in my mind.

      “Always.” He lifted his hand before slapping it down against my pussy, and my orgasm surged through me.

      My pussy clamped down around him as he slammed into me over and over, and I knew by the way his back tensed that he was right there with me.

      “Say it, Frankie,” he groaned against me.

      “I’ll always be yours, Olly. Always.” He pressed his face into my neck as he came hard with a loud groan, and I pushed my fingers through his hair as I tried to pull him closer.

      We stayed just like that for a long moment before he pushed off the wall with me still in his arms and turned to put me on the counter. He left me there as he grabbed a washcloth and ran it under the water.

      I spread my legs as he moved back in front of me and gently pressed the warm cloth against my pussy and cleaned me up. I winced as he ran it over the most sensitive parts of me, and I knew that I hadn’t had enough of Olly tonight. I was going to be thinking about him until everyone else left.

      Oh my God. Everyone else.

      “Olly, shit.” I pushed against his shoulders and jumped down off the counter.

      “What?” He pressed against me and refused to let me move.

      “Everyone is still here.”

      “I’m aware, baby.”

      “And I just let you fuck me,” I hissed.

      “I’m more than aware of that fact too.” He pushed some of my hair behind my ear.

      “We need to go back out there.”

      “Not until you kiss me.” He ran his nose along my jaw.

      “Olly!”

      “Frankie.” He chuckled. “You’re not leaving this room until you give me your fucking lips.”

      I knew that he was being serious, so I did just that. I kissed him until I no longer cared that anyone was waiting for us, and only then did he pull away.

      He looked at me one last time before he opened the door and stepped outside. “Sorry, guys. Frankie needed my help in there.”

      I was going to kill him.
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      Thank you so much for reading Frankie and Olly’s story! I cannot thank you enough for reading and loving this series as much as I do!

      

      I would love for you to join my reader group, Hollywood, so we can connect and talk about all of your Boys of Clermont Bay thoughts. This group is the first place to find out about cover reveals, book news, and new releases!
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      Again, thank you for going on this journey with me.
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